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The Mercenary’s Tale by Lynn Lorenz

Drake is a mercenary for hire. He values little other than his sword and his skill. Fighting his attraction to the young men he trains, he refuses to take any on. When Ansel walks into his life, Drake breaks all his rules.

But life for mercenaries is hard, brutal and deadly.

Can Drake take a chance on finding the love he’s denied himself for so long? Can he have a second chance?
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Chapter One

I sat on the bench and leaned against the wall of the tavern, watching the other men talk, drink, and hire whores. All seemed to be locals, farmers, or artisans, come to the tavern to spend coin in pursuits of the flesh. All but one, a young man sitting alone at a table. He’d watched me, from under half-lidded eyes, ever since he’d arrived. His companion, a large black dog, lay beside, head resting on its paws.

The young man stood, walked to the counter, and spoke quiet words to the tavern keeper, the dog a black shadow that followed him. The old man glanced at me, nodded, spoke, and then turned away. My watcher turned to face me and leaned on the bar, perhaps estimating his chances.

I sighed and moved my hand to rest on the hilt of my short sword. It wouldn’t be the first or last time a young fool had tried to test his skill, and I’d become adept over the years at inflicting flesh wounds and scratches. I only kill when I’m being paid for it. I watched from the shadows as he pushed off and made his way across the tavern to my table with the dog trailing him.

The man was tall, but not as tall as I, nor as heavily muscled, and perhaps eight years my junior. Not quite filled out yet, I could see he’d possess the fullness of manhood in a few years. If he lived that long. I counted his weapons, one broadsword across his back, a short sword at his side, one throwing knife sheathed in a band across his chest, and the top of a blade’s hilt I spotted hidden in his boot. I wondered if I should count the dog.

He stopped in front of my table and placed his hand on the empty chair opposite me. The black animal stood also, as if waiting to be asked to sit.

“Are you Drake, the mercenary?” His strong, yet soft voice held no swagger, merely the accent of the southern lowlands.

“Who’s asking?”

He narrowed his eyes and peered into the shadows that hid my face.

“I am Ansel.” No hint of challenge shone in his brilliant blue eyes, nor cutting tone to his soft voice.

“Sit, Ansel, and tell me what brings you to my table.”

He pulled out the chair and sat, placing his hands on the table, palms down, to show he held no weapons. The dog lay down at his side, seemingly uninterested.

“I understand the Duke of Foray is calling for men. I wish to hire with him and am told you are on your way there also.”

“I hope you didn’t pay for that bit of information.”

“No. It was freely given.” For a moment, he flashed a smile, and the corners of his eyes crinkled.

Despite myself, I returned the smile and then hoped the shadows hid it.

“And what is it you want from me?”

“To travel with you, and perhaps train along the way.” He sat back in the chair, waiting for my answer.

“I don’t travel with anyone.”

The edges of his upturned lips fell just a little.

“Often,” I added. His smile returned, and oddly, I felt pleased. I glanced down at the dog, then back at him. “And I don’t train pups anymore.”

“I’m no pup. I’ve just returned from Moran.”

I leaned forward, brought my scarred face into the light, and stared hard at the man in front of me. He had survived the battle at Moran?

“I lost a few friends there,” I said with a nod.

“I, also.” He returned my nod. “I am no stranger to battle, Lord Drake.”

He’d used my formal title, one I hadn’t used since I was eighteen, and I wondered what he knew of me and who had told him.

“It’s just Drake. Well, Ansel, how long have you been a killer for hire?”

He didn’t blink at my bluntness or at the ragged scar that ran down one side of my face, though I could track his eyes’ movement as he took it in.

“Since I left home at ten and eight. I am now twenty and two.”

Four years and he’d survived, so he must have some skill. Most didn’t stay alive past their first battle. Young men trained in pretty strokes of blade, but couldn’t move fast enough, keep their heads, or swing wild enough to survive in the heat of a bloodbath.

If he was telling the truth.

“The war between Foray and Istend will be fierce. You must know that to ask for additional training.” At least he was no fool.

“Aye. And from the best.” He smiled again and tilted his head in a gesture of regard.

His blue eyes burned into me, and I was grateful for the table between us. I felt a small prick of fear on the back of my neck and tamped it down as I scanned the room. No one in the tavern was paying us mind, or could possibly know what I was feeling. Even I wasn’t sure about that. After all, I had a reputation, and in my business it could mean the difference between eating or not eating if you weren’t hired, or having no one at your back if the men you fought with didn’t trust you.

“That may be, Ansel.” I inclined my head back to him as our eyes met.

What was I doing? This could only end badly. I should send him away and be done with him before trouble started.

Catching the eye of a young whore, I signaled for her to come to the table. With an eager grin, she swayed her way toward me, moving around the tables, a smile on her face. She wasn’t pretty, but then, whores never are. Still, who fucks a face?

I stood as she reached the table and pulled her to me. She wrapped a thin arm around my waist. His eyes flicked to the bulge in my leather breeches and then back to my face. She giggled and looked at Ansel, giving him a bigger smile, but clung to my money and me.

“I leave tomorrow. Meet me here in the morn.”

He stood, glanced at the woman, and his eyebrows drew together. “I’ll be here.”

“Where do you bed tonight?” Was I thinking of offering him to share my room? When had I lost my mind?

“I have a place in the stable.”

I left with a nod, the whore at my side, and made my way to the stairs. As I climbed to my room, I could feel those brilliant blue eyes following me.
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Reaching the room, I opened the door and pulled the whore inside. My rod was hard in my breeches as she helped me with the strings. She removed my boots, slid my leathers down to my ankles, and I stepped out of them.

I removed my trews and sat in the chair as she kneeled between my spread legs and took my rod in her small hands. Work-hardened yet gentle fingers ran over my sensitive skin while her other hand cupped my sac, and I leaned back to enjoy her ministrations.

Closing my eyes, I felt her hand slide up and down my shaft, coaxing me to grow harder. It didn’t take much more to bring me to standing, and when her tongue swirled over the tip, it jerked in her hand and I swallowed a groan.

Her soft, full lips soon followed, engulfing the swollen head, sending out waves of pleasure. She worked her hand up and down as her tongue ran under, over, and around the tip, delving into its eye. One hand pumped and the other squeezed my stones until I thought I would burst.

I wasn’t ready to finish, not yet, by damn sure. I’d planned to get my wick wet in her juices. Pulling her off me, I stood, threw her over my shoulder, and carried her to the bed.

“Hands and knees, girl,” I said as I tossed her onto it.

She laughed, scurried around, and got on all fours, and I pulled her narrow hips to the edge of the bed. I stood behind her, pushed back her skirts, and exposed her white flanks. Running my hands over her smooth skin, my thumbs dug between the small, round globes of her ass. My fingers probed, pushed, and pressed into every opening, judging her readiness. When I slipped my fingers into her cunt, her hot honey covered them.

I brought my fingers to my lips for a taste. She was sweet enough, so I kneeled down, parted her nether lips, and lapped. She moaned and thrust herself into my face, encouraging my tongue to linger over her swollen petals. My rod jerked, as if to remind me what she was here for, and that it needed a turn. I gave her a last lick, and then straightened.

Holding her narrow hips, I guided my cock to her opening and pushed myself into her. Crying out, she tried to move away, but my grip was too strong and it felt too good to let her escape.

She was lean, with small rounds of breasts and her cunt was tight, wet, and she had not yet been used hard. In truth, I preferred the dog position to face-to-face; there was less touching, I didn’t have to look at her or kiss her, and it gave me more power and pleasure in my thrust. Also, I could watch as my shaft pumped in and out of her pink flesh, a beautiful sight. My cock glistened with her dew, and I inhaled the heady scent of fuck. The moist smacking of our bodies, my stones thudding against her thighs, her soft grunts, and the creak of the bed filled the room and my ears.

I slowed and took my time, thrusting deeper, as I took her. I could feel the head of my cock bumping against the end of her tunnel and looked down. She wasn’t deep enough to hold all of me, so I backed off. I fucked her shallow, with just the head of my cock entering and leaving her cunt, sending sparks of pleasure up my shaft.

My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her lean hips, holding her firmly in place as I took from her with no thought for her pleasure, even though I was skilled enough to bring her to release.

But I was paying to fuck her.

As the head of my shaft disappeared inside and then appeared again, I felt the familiar tightening of my sac and the pleasure building. My thrusts deepened, quickened, as I began to lose reason. She moaned, her soft keening filling my ears, drowning out the other noises. On the edge, the plummet coming, I felt the pressure in my stones build to near pain. If I kept watching as I fucked her, it would be over too soon. I closed my eyes to hold back, not ready to spill so fast, wanting my money’s worth.

Brilliant blue eyes were all I could see.

I drove myself deep inside her, my body stiffened and, groaning, I exploded. My seed pumped hard, then slowed, and with a final shudder, I pulled out.

She slumped to the bed on her belly.

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Oh, aye.” Her voice quaked, yet I heard the appreciation.

Grinning, I slapped her bare bottom.

“Get out, girl.”

She rose, took the coin I handed her, pulled down her skirts, and on unsteady legs followed me to the door. I drew back the bar and let her out.

I willed my own legs to steady, then dropped the bar in place and returned to the bed. Lying down, I pulled the quilt over my body, naked from the waist down, too sated and sleepy to undress further.

I doused the lantern and rolled onto my side for some sleep. Morning would come soon enough and with it a long ride. It would take almost the better part of a sennight to reach Foray.

With a groan, I rolled onto my back, finding no comfort in the bed. I shoved a pillow under my head. Seven nights with young Ansel and those eyes that had made me lose control. I’d made a mistake taking him on. I sat up and thought if I went to the stables right now, I could tell him. Then, I thought, no, what if he wasn’t alone, or worse, what if he was. Lying back, I decided to inform him of such in the morning.

I would travel my road alone, just as I’d done for the last ten years.
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Ansel and that black beast were waiting for me when I came down the stairs two hours after dawn with the tavern just waking. The fire had been stoked, and he sat near it, warming his feet on the hearth, the dog stretched out beside him.

When I reached the bottom step, Ansel’s boots hit the wood floor with a thud as he stood. The dog rose and gave a low growl as I approached.

“I’ve been here an hour.” His eyes looked eager.

“Early riser?” I rubbed my stubbled chin and grimaced. Just what I needed, a young pup to wake me early each morn.

“Merely ready to be on our way.” He grinned at me.

“Let’s go.” I gave him a jerk of my head and led the way to the door.

Damn me, it wasn’t what I’d planned, but for a reason I wouldn’t dare put name to, I didn’t tell him and the dog to stay behind.

We walked side by side to the stables and saddled our mounts. His horse, a long-legged bay mare, was good-looking and good-tempered. My horse was a great, ugly, red creature with a tendency to bite stable boys and kick other horses, but I liked that about him. He reminded me of myself, except my hair is black.

In the light of the lantern hanging from a peg, Ansel’s hair was the color of dark wood, burnished with gleaming copper, and his blue eyes were ringed with thick, dark lashes set in an open, handsome face. No scars, I noticed, and wondered if the scars he carried were hidden beneath his clothes.

Pushing thoughts of bare skin and searching hands from my mind, I tightened my girth and mounted. Ansel swung up on the mare with the ease of youth.

In the early morning mists, we rode out of the courtyard, the dog trotting beside Ansel, and through the small village, passing few as we made our way. Before long, the road turned and ran west toward the mountains of Foray and the duke who would hire us to kill for him.


Chapter Two

Ansel didn’t talk much that first morning, except to the dog, which he called to when it wandered off or lagged behind. We came to a place to take our noon meal, and I stopped and dismounted. Without a word, he slid off his horse and followed me off the road. In a small meadow, we let the horses wander as they grazed. We spread our cloaks, then sat to break bread and share some cheese.

“We’ll hunt meat this eve for our dinner.” I chewed a mouthful of bread and washed it down with a swig from my water skin.

“I have a bow and am a good shot, and Brute is trained to flush rabbits and birds from the brush.” He sat cross-legged, his dog’s head resting on his thigh as he petted the creature.

“Well, at least the dog has a purpose.” As if the dog understood me, he cracked open a brown eye and fixed it on me.

“There is no village before nightfall?” Ansel looked at me from across the few feet that separated us. It seemed to me too great a distance, but any closer held danger. Yet, Ansel had a way of speaking, quiet and strong, that pulled me toward him, and because he didn’t speak idly, I listened. I’d seen the trait in much older men, and all had been leaders.

“No. Tonight we sleep under the stars.” I leaned back on my elbow and stretched out my legs. Ansel’s gaze traveled the length of my body with a look I couldn’t decipher, yet heated me with its intensity.

He closed his eyes and turned his face up to the sun, as if to give me time and privacy to take him in. My gaze traveled up his legs to his face, and then returned to the vicinity of his hips. He shifted position, turning away from me slightly. This had to stop, I told myself. It was only the first day and there were seven more before we reached Foray.

“Ready for your first lesson?” I stood, walked over to my horse, and removed the scabbard from my back. After slinging it over the pommel of my saddle, I turned to Ansel and drew my short sword.

Ansel got to his feet and armed himself. Blades drawn, we faced each other in the small glade. The horses continued to crop the grass and ignored our games. Brute sat up and watched his master. I wondered if he’d attack me, and glanced with a frown at him.

“He won’t bother us, unless I tell him,” Ansel assured me. I’d have to take his word for it. I had never killed a dog, but I supposed there was always a first time.

“Good. Let’s see what you know.” We circled with careful cross-steps, keeping our bodies at an angle to each other, faces and weapons forward.

I lunged, and he sidestepped neatly away, spun, and came back around to swing. I blocked his blow and shoved him off. Staggering back, he regained his position and brought his blade up, but not soon enough.

My fist connected with his chin and I dropped him. I will always remember the stunned look on his face and that I laughed. He lay sprawled on his back for a moment, shook his head, and then, rolling to his feet, came toward me at a run. I backpedaled and threw my arms out to keep from skewering him with my blade. Completely open, his shoulder slammed into me, and for a second we hung in the air. Then we hit the ground, him on top, and all the wind was knocked from me. He scrambled off and stood, hands on his hips.

It was his turn to laugh as I wheezed, gasping for my breath like an old man. Damn. Sucking in a chestful of air, I got to my feet and the fight continued. We dropped our blades and went at each other, pummeling with fists, elbows hitting ribs, and rolling on the ground like two boys fighting over the last piece of honeyed fruit.

I had his head tucked under my arm, choking him and pounding on his back, when I felt him go limp. He slid from my grasp to the ground, his eyes closed.

“Damn.” I kneeled next to him. My big fists had treated him bad; his bottom lip was split and bleeding, and a bruise darkened on his cheek.

“Ansel. Can you hear me?” I leaned over him and reached to check his pulse.

His eyes opened and his fist shot up, catching me under my chin. The force of the blow slammed my teeth together with a loud snap and rocked my head back. I landed, sprawled on my ass. Leaping onto me, he straddled me at the waist as both his fists pounded my ribs. I caught his wrists, wrapped my legs around his waist, and flipped him.

Now I lay on top, pinning his arms above him as he tried to buck me off.

“You’re captured. Give in, pup,” I growled at him. Tasting blood, I touched my tongue to a rear tooth. It was loose.

Ansel’s chest heaved; anger and heat burned in those blue eyes as they locked with mine. Time hung in the air as we panted, drawing in breaths, trying to recover our wind. Neither of us shifted, but held our positions.

I felt Ansel harden beneath me.

I should have moved, rolled off him, but I didn’t. I stayed there, feeling his growing length press into my belly, staring into his eyes. Anger faded, but the heat remained. No shame showed in his eyes as they focused on my face, mere inches above his. I could feel his breath on my face and knew he could feel mine. His gaze dropped to my mouth and I knew if I didn’t move right then, we’d go somewhere I wasn’t sure either of us had ever been or wanted to go.

I rolled off, got to my feet, and spit out blood. Fingering the tooth, I decided it felt as if it would stay in, but time would tell. The break gave Ansel time to get to his feet, and he walked over to Brute, who sat at the edge of our mock battlefield like a statue, and scratched behind the dog’s ears.

“You’re better than I thought.” I turned away, found my blade lying in the grass, and sheathed it. “We can practice again tomorrow. Let’s be on our way. It’s a long ride before we reach the place I’d planned for us to camp.” Catching the trailing reins, I swung up onto my horse and headed back to the road.

Without a sound, his tongue feeling the swelling of his lip, Ansel mounted, and with Black Brute, as I was coming to call the dog, followed me.

By the time the setting sun streaked the sky with orange, our horses were plodding, and we were past hungry. Coming to a large field, Ansel pulled up and pointed.

“This is as good a spot as any for hunting. Come, Brute.” He jumped off his horse, pulled out his bow and quarrel, and stalked out into the field, the dog at his heels. I sat my horse and waited. He stooped next to the dog, and using his hand, gave the animal some command. Standing, his bow ready, he watched as the dog tracked its prey. About fifty feet into the field, Brute froze, then charged toward a bush, giving the first deep bark I’d heard from it.

A lone rabbit bolted. Ansel took quick aim and let fly his arrow. It found its mark. The dog trotted to the rabbit, the arrow sticking out above the tall grass, and sat as Ansel strode over to claim his prize.

Holding it up by its hind legs, he grinned, as proud as any boy with his first kill. By the gods, he was a beautiful sight, standing knee-deep in the tall golden grasses. I had to grin with him, sharing his good mood. After all, I’d share his catch later.

He recovered his arrow, tossed the rabbit in a sack, and the process repeated itself. Another quest by the black dog, another rabbit flushed, shot, displayed, and bagged.

Ansel returned, slung the bow and sack over his pommel, and mounted his bay.

“We’ll roast them over the fire.” I nodded to him. “It’s too open here; let’s find another, more secluded place to camp.”

“Right; it’s best not to encourage bandits by being too close to the road. Although between us, we would turn the tables on them.” Laughing, he looked younger than his years, and I wondered if he’d lied about his age. Then wondered why I cared.

“Indeed, pup. Your enthusiasm, not to mention your strategy of fainting, will have them at our mercy.”

Ansel’s eyes darkened as he tried to read my face, but I kept it plain. When he’d decided I meant only a jest, he gave a bark of a laugh and rubbed his back.

“Between that and your fists of iron, they wouldn’t stand a chance.” He smirked.

I turned the horse to the far side of the road where the woods grew and began to search for a place to camp. After another half hour, I found it.

To my reckoning, it was near perfect, secluded enough from the road to keep us hidden and with a patch of good green grass for the horses. The only thing missing was fresh water to fill our skins.

As I cleared a place for the fire, Ansel gathered wood. He returned, his arms full, and began to build the fire. I gutted and skinned the rabbits, tossed the innards to the dog, and found among Ansel’s woodpile a stick long and thin enough to spear the meat upon to roast over the flames.

We drank from our water skins and watched the meat cook on the spit, with me giving it a turn now and then. The smell of roasted rabbit rose and filled my nostrils, making my mouth water in anticipation. Ansel’s stomach rumbled and the dog watched the meat with the most interest I’d seen in his eyes since we’d started our journey.

I brought out the last of the cheese and bread, and we divided the rabbits between us. Ansel gave a portion of his to Brute, and we both gave him all the bones. The dog seemed happy and content to gnaw his dinner just at the edge of our fire’s light. Our dinner was eaten in comfortable silence. Being with Ansel was pleasant; he made few demands and he wasn’t much of a talker, which I could never abide.

The fire was banked and we stretched out to sleep, he on one side of the fire and I on the other. Across the dying flames, we watched each other. I had no idea what thoughts walked through Ansel’s mind, but mine were of a disturbing nature.

As if it were happening right then, I felt his body beneath me, his rod hardening. Thankful for the fire’s fading light and the growing darkness, I hoped he couldn’t see the way my breeches strained.

Rolling over, I faced away from him and looked out into the blackness of the surrounding woods. I heard him sigh and shift, and sometime later, his gentle snore. Pulling my cloak around me as the night chill set in, I closed my eyes and fell asleep.
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Ansel was indeed an early riser. When I rolled over and tasted the staleness of my mouth, he and the dog were gone. I sat up, stretched, and went to find a tree to take a piss, assuming he’d done the same.

I found a large tree and loosened my strings, freed my cock, and began to piss when I heard a twig snap.

“Ansel, that better be you.”

“It is.” His voice sounded off to the right. “Pissing?”

“Aye. You?”

“Aye.” As we called to each other in the woods, it comforted me to know I wasn’t alone. I’d never felt a need for companionship before; I’d been alone for most of my life. Even when I am surrounded by my soldiers, I’m on the outer edge, preferring to stay off to the side. I learned early in this business not to get too close to anyone because either you or they had a fair chance of being killed. Grief was a distraction I couldn’t afford on the battlefield; caring for someone could get a man killed. I’d worried about my share of pups who’d signed on to fight and were unprepared for most of the action they saw.

I had long since lost the taste for watching them fall. With each young death, a piece of me would die along with them. Since they died despite my training, I had surely failed them. So, I stopped working with the young men, stopped caring about those around me, just hired on, swung my sword, and said to hell with everyone else.

Now, damn it, I was breaking all my own rules. I had a pup under my wing and had taken on his training. As I tightened my strings and made my way back to the camp, I wondered if I’d also fail Ansel.

That thought made my stomach clench.

Ansel walked stiff-legged as we returned to camp. With a grunt, he lowered himself to the ground and laid back.

“With all the noise you’re making, you sound like an old man.” I grinned at him and began to clean my teeth with a spare piece of leather.

“My body feels as if your horse trampled it.”

“Only my fists, I fear. Are you well enough to ride?” He didn’t look bad, except for the dark bruise on his cheek and the swollen lip. I’d have to do something about his condition since I caused it. Perhaps a massage. That idea took root in my mind as I pictured his body stretched before me. Damn, it was too early in the morning for such thoughts. As if any time would be well for those thoughts.

“Aye, it’s nothing more than getting started. Once I’m up and moving, I’ll be fine.” He rolled to his knees, rubbed his back, and then stood.

I watched him walk to his horse, rolling his broad shoulders. Kicking the fire out, I picked up my saddle and began to ready Horse. He didn’t have a name; I just called him Horse, as in “that damn Horse.” I tossed his blanket on, then his saddle. In his usual surly temper, he tried to bite me. Knowing it, I sidestepped, and he turned to wreak his havoc on poor Ansel.

“Ouch! Damn horse!” I heard Ansel’s cry from the other side of the beast.

“Sorry about that, should have warned you he bites.” I lowered my head so Ansel couldn’t see my grin as I tightened the girth.

“You could have warned me sooner, Drake.” His voice growled in his throat, but I didn’t think he was truly mad at me.

“Aye, I could have.” I swung up on Horse, and he danced, tossing his head and fighting the bit in his mouth.

I followed Ansel and his well-behaved mare through the woods back to the road, and we headed west to Foray.
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At midday, we came to a small village. It was nothing more than a collection of hovels around a well.

“Perhaps we can buy some food here.” Ansel’s stomach had been telling us of its condition for the last hour.

I shrugged and reined Horse to the well. The place didn’t look as if it had food to spare, but like magic, coins could change minds and make things appear. Before my feet had hit the ground, several people stuck their heads out of a few doors to survey us with wary eyes. Being on such a well-traveled road, strangers could not have been unusual, but they looked us over with more than normal caution. I drew the bucket from the well and spilled it into the trough for the horses.

An older woman stepped out and made to come nearer. If not for Ansel’s handsome face and winning smile, despite the bruises, she would never have approached us.

“Mother,” he called to her. “We are traveling a long road. Have you some bread and cheese you might sell?”

She stepped up to him, a toothless grin flashing and a merry light in her eyes. Could Ansel charm even snakes? Look what he’d done me, and now to this old woman. I thought he must have had his share of willing women in his short life and envied him for it. Perhaps wenching would be easier with him beside me to ease the way.

“We don’t have much, but I’ll see what I can find.” She scurried off to what I assumed to be her home, and disappeared behind its wood plank door. Several of the others came closer, their eyes still wary.

“Have you had some problem of late?” These people hung back, all timid deer, ready to run at the first sign of trouble. I could smell their fear, like sweat, clinging to them.

“Villains have plagued us, my lord.” One of the older men spoke up. Looking around, I saw no young men, only women, young children hiding behind their skirts, and old men.

“Where are your men to defend you?” Ansel turned in his saddle to search for them.

“Taken, my lord.” The old man inched closer to Ansel.

“By who?” I added. I thought it odd for Foray to start conscripting men when he was clearly hiring them.

“I’m not sure. Days ago, a troop came through here grabbing all the young men they could lay their filthy hands on, even boys too young to grow their first beards.”

The old woman returned with two small loaves of bread. “They took mere children, my lord. Their mothers grieve for them.”

I passed her a few coins, and she handed me up the bread. “We’ll keep our eyes open for your men. If we see them, we’ll see what we can do.”

A dozen pairs of eyes grew wide and stared at us. “What can you do against so many, my lord?”

“How many did you see?”

“A dozen, at least.”

I’d faced worse odds and lived. With Ansel riding with me, I felt sure we could handle it if we came across them.

“We’ll see what we can do, mother.” I nodded to the old woman and man, and tucked the bread in my saddlebags. Ansel gave them a lift of his hand, and we headed on our way.

After the village had disappeared around a curve in the road, Ansel looked at me and smiled.

“So, you’re confident the two of us can take a dozen armed men?”

“Well, I was counting on you to take two or three of them off my hands.” I laughed and he shook his head. Instead of irking him, he tried to give back.

“I’ll make a deal, old man. We’ll split them.” His face sobered. “Do you really think we’ll come across them on the road?”

“Depends if they’ve gotten the men they need and where they’ve moved on to. Let’s keep our eyes open and our ears alert; we may find traces of them. That many horses and walkers should leave clear tracks.”

We spent the afternoon trotting down the road and looking for signs, but the road was well used, making it impossible to tell old tracks from new. As the road rose from the flat fields into the woodlands, we slowed our horses and proceeded with caution.

“Halt.” I thought I’d heard some rumbling and looked into the blue sky. The clouds were white, so it wasn’t thunder. “Let’s get off the road.” I had no worries about taking on a dozen men, but on my terms, not caught out in the open.

Ansel followed me as I led the way into the woods. About twenty feet from the road, we blended into the thick brush and dismounted. Holding our horses close, we watched and waited.

It wasn’t long before the jingle of harnesses, the creak of riding leathers, and the pounding of hooves vibrated through the woods. A small troop of riders passed so close we felt the ground rumble beneath our feet. None of them wore tabards I recognized, and they seemed more a collection of men than a formal troop.

“What make you, Ansel?”

“Villains. Grabbing men to sell them?” His eyes narrowed and his fists clenched.

“Possibly. I counted seven. Let’s continue on and perhaps we’ll find the rest. If they’re still making forages for men, the rest may be camped nearby.”

Once back on the road, we stretched out, I in the lead and Ansel trailing behind so we could have earlier warning if someone rode up on us. An hour passed into the afternoon before I found the first sign.

A boy lay on his back near the side of the road, a dried pool of blood spread from beneath him. He couldn’t have been more than ten or ten and two. I pulled up and dismounted, wondering where the gods had been when this had happened.

“Ansel, hold Horse.” I tossed him the reins, kneeled beside the body, and shooed away the flies, thickest around his head and the dried blood. The birds had been at him. The lad’s eyes were gone, and the ravens were working on the tender flesh of lips and tongue. I’d seen worse, but not on so young a body.

“By the gods, how did he die?” Ansel paled as he stared down from his horse at the small body. The dog stayed back, sniffed, and shook his head.

I did a quick search and found the source of the blood as I turned him over. Such a large wound for so small a boy. What kind of man could kill a child?

“Stabbed.” I sat back on my heels and sighed.

“But why?” I could tell from Ansel’s tone he struggled with this death.

“Perhaps he stumbled, or spoke back. We may never know the truth.” I shrugged. “This must be one of the boys they took.” I stood up and ran a hand through my hair, unsure of what to do.

“I’ll take him with me and return him to the little village.” Ansel got off his horse.

I held up my hand for him to stop and thought for a moment. If we moved the body, the others would know someone had come along and give us away. If we returned him, we’d cause only grief for his mother. Perhaps not knowing was better. Hell, I didn’t know then and I don’t know now what would have been best.

“Leave him for now. When we find the others and rescue them, we can send word back then.” I got back on my horse. Clearly shaken, Ansel stared at the boy for a long time before mounting. I could offer no words to soothe him.

We continued down the road, riding side by side.

“Drake?”

“Aye?”

“When did our journey become a rescue?” He shot his blue eyes at me, the corners just barely crinkled.

“When that child asked us to find his murderers.”


Chapter Three

We found them late in the afternoon. A muddle of hoof and boot prints had been pressed into the soft mud leading from the road into the woods.

“Let’s get off the road and hide the horses.”

After securing them to low branches of a tree deep in the woods, we crept, silent as deer, toward their camp. The dog was ahead of us, head down, nose sniffing. If he could hunt birds and rabbits, perhaps he could hunt the killers of children.

The camp was a half circle of tents, a horse line stretched between two trees, and two fire pits. Not unusual, unless you looked past it. Between the tents, I could see the men and boys taken from the village, tied by their wrists, strung out on their own horse line.

“I count seven horses.” I pointed and Ansel nodded. “If we can, let’s get in and out before any raise the alarm.”

“What’s your plan?” His eyes burned with an intensity I’d never seen in them before, and I realized this is what he looked like before going into battle. I’d seen the same calm yet alert look on the faces of men I’d known and respected, and I knew then Ansel would be a good man to have fighting at my side.

“There are four around the fire, so I count three in the tents. We can take the men in the open, but knowing which tent will be harder.”

“The hostages might know.” He quirked an eyebrow at me.

“Perhaps. But I’m not ready to involve them yet. Don’t forget, we have seven more coming back to handle, if not more.” I stared at the tents, hoping for just a bit of luck. It arrived when one of the men walked to a nearby tent and called out to someone inside.

Two men emerged and began arguing with the others.

“I’ll take the men on the right of the fire, you the ones on the left.”

Ansel nodded, gave the dog a command to stay, and we drew our broadswords. With more than enough room to swing the big, heavy swords, we wouldn’t need the short blades unless we found ourselves in closer quarters.

Crouched, we inched to the edge of the woods near the clearing, then separated and made our way to the sides of the tents. At my signal, we charged without a sound while the men still argued.

I skewered the first man. My blade in his stomach spilled his guts before they knew we were among them. Freeing my sword, I spun to catch the second. Both were dead before they hit the ground. The third man had barely drawn his sword before I was on him and cut off his head with a two-handed swing. His body fell into the fire and his clothing began to burn. Now the other men were yelling, but Ansel and I were silent death, cutting and slicing through them as if they were mere wicker men, practice targets, and there for our amusement.

Glancing across to Ansel, I saw he’d felled two of his men and jumped over the bodies to greet his last man, who, hearing the noise, rushed out of the tent to see what was going on. Ansel dropped him with a thrust to his chest. The man fell to his knees and, placing his boot on the man’s chest, Ansel pulled out his sword. The body toppled to the side and Ansel turned to me with that same calm look.

My final man broke and ran toward the horse line. If he made it and escaped, he’d bring the others. I pulled a knife from my boot, aimed, and threw it.

The blade found its home in the center of his back, between his shoulders, and he fell forward in a heap.

By now, the men tied to the line were straining to see what was going on, and their eyes, wide and white rimmed, held all their fear as they struggled like fish on a line, thinking they were next to die.

“Go to them, Ansel. Tell them they’re safe for now and cut them free. I’ll get these bodies out of sight.”

Ansel trotted off. After I’d retrieved the burning body from the fire, I rolled it in the dirt to put out the flames. Dragging the dead men one at a time by their boots, I placed them in the closest tents. Blood soaked into the ground where the bodies had lain, but not much. Few of them had lived long enough to pump out much of their hearts’ blood. I pulled my knife from the back of the one who had tried to run and wiped it clean on his tabard, tucked it back into my boot, and then pulled him inside a tent.

I was kicking dirt over the largest of the pools of blood when Ansel returned with a small crowd following him. He reminded me of an uncomfortable holy man being followed by disciples he didn’t know he possessed.

“What do I do with them?” He looked at me wide-eyed, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.

“Nothing for now.” I turned to the group. “I need five men to act as your captors to fool the others. The rest must go back to the line and wait.”

They stood and stared at me. I wondered if I needed to repeat myself slower and louder, when one man stepped forward, a young lad at his side.

“I’ll stay.”

The boy clutched his father’s hand and looked up into his face.

“Go back with the others, Cedric. I’ll be safe.” His father tried to reassure him, but there was no telling what horrors the boy had seen. His small blond brows furrowed and he bit his bottom lip, looking back at his father as one of the other men led him away.

A few of the younger men stepped forward as the others returned to the line.

“I hid the bodies in the tents. Put on what tabards you can find to disguise yourselves. Then take a seat around the fire.” They ambled off to search the tents.

“Half of them are just lads. What were they thinking?” Ansel shook his head in disbelief. “What good is a lad of ten and two?”

“To keep the father in line is my guess. Threatening to kill a man’s son would be enough to buy most men’s cooperation.”

Ansel’s hand clenched the hilt of his still drawn sword as he growled, “Not mine.”

“You are a warrior, pup. These men are nothing more than farmers, and most have never handled a sword or had to fight to survive.” I looked at the men as they collected clothing to disguise themselves. A sadder group of souls I’d never seen. They hadn’t stood a chance against their captors.

Nodding his understanding as I clapped him on the back, Ansel walked off to check on the others behind the tents, his dog following. I found a rag and began to clean my broadsword, readying it for the next round.

Half an hour later, all was ready, and Ansel and I went back to the woods to take our places and wait for the others.

I hoped they wouldn’t be returning with reinforcements.
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They arrived several hours later. The seven returned and we killed them as they dismounted.

From what we learned from their captives, they were taking men of good age and health to be conscripted into Istend’s forces. If the Duke of Istend had come to this, perhaps the battle wouldn’t be as fierce as I’d thought. Of course, any battle is fierce when you’re in the midst of it.

We stripped the bodies of their weapons, boots, and leathers, then piled them near the woods, leaving them to the scavengers, just as they’d left the lad. Then the now freed men sorted through all the clothes, supplies, weapons, and tents and took what they wanted. Ansel and I took nothing.

I found the father of the boy who’d been killed at the mound of bodies. The man, fists clenched, his face frowning fiercely, stared down at the body of one of the last men we’d killed. The father looked to be the same age as I, a farmer by his clothes. As we spoke, he told me his story. The lad had been made an example to the others, pulled from his father’s arms, and slain for no purpose but to terrify the others into submission.

I put a hand on his shoulder to stop him as he left to find his son, and I warned him of the condition of the boy’s body. He thanked me, his face grim and eyes bleak, then climbed onto one of the horses and left.

The rest of the horses were taken by the freed men, who mounted, some with boys hanging on behind them, and headed back to their villages. Ansel and I watched them go, then burned the tents and what little was left.

Watching the last of the flames die, I swung up on Horse and turned him west.

“Come along, pup. We’ve given the lad justice.”

He nodded, mounted, and we were on our way once again to Foray.
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Ansel lowered himself with effort to the ground and leaned back on his saddle. From across the fire I could tell he still ached. I rummaged in my saddlebag and found the vial of oil I used to keep my leathers supple. It would work for Ansel’s back.

“That’s enough moaning from you. Take off your shirt and stretch out; I’m giving you a rubdown before you become so stiff you can’t move.” It came out more like an order, and Ansel obeyed.

He unlaced his leather vest, removed it, and then with careful motions, pulled his shirt over his head. Smooth chest met my gaze, lean muscles and wide shoulders. Dark hair trailed down his stomach to disappear beneath the strings of his breeches.

“Lay on your belly.” It was not the wisest thing I’d ever done, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. In truth, I wanted to touch him.

He stretched out on his cloak, his smooth broad back to me, arms over his head. There were no scars on his back or on his chest. Hidden scars, indeed.

He turned his head and looked up at me as I stood over him, his eye reflecting the firelight. I kneeled and straddled his hips. As I settled my weight on him, he gave a small grunt.

“Not too heavy for you?” I poured some of the oil from the vial and worked it over my hands.

“No.” He watched as I spread the oil between my fingers.

At the first touch of my hands on his skin, he shuddered. I smiled as his eye caught mine, then he closed it, giving me a ghost of a smile.

My hands roved over his back, lightly at first, then I increased the pressure as I pressed into his muscles, working them like a woman kneads bread dough. His smooth skin glistened in the firelight as my oiled hands glided across. Despite my best intentions, I grew hard as I touched him. Damn me, but I’d longed to do this. For his part, his breathing deepened and I could feel his chest expanding with each inhale. Was he as hard as I was? If so, it must have been uncomfortable to have his cock pressed into the hard ground.

I slid back, moving lower to sit at the tops of his thighs, his round buttocks firm in front of me. I rocked forward and back as I rubbed, pressing my hardness against him, watching for his reaction.

Part of me wanted to go further and part of me wanted him to tell me to stop. He never made a sound or moved.

“Roll over.” I stood, still straddling him.

Ansel pushed himself over, and I gazed down at the bulge in his breeches, long and hard. My eyes traveled to his face. No sign of shame, just that calm, steady gaze of his telling me to continue. He lay there, propped on his elbows, and looked up at my own hard bulge, then he slid flat to the ground.

I went down on my knees and sat across his hips, trapping his rod beneath me, a hard lump against my stones. Pouring more oil into my hands, I began to rub his shoulders, working my way to the sharp planes of his chest. His eyes were shut, and his mouth held that vague smile. I ran my thumbs across his small, dark nipples, resisting urges I didn’t want to give in to.

He hissed in a deep breath and held it as my thumbs played with those sharp points. Circling them first one way, then another, I showed him no mercy. For myself, I could feel my own nipples harden and ache under my shirt. At last, I stopped my torture, and he sighed, letting his breath out in a slow exhale. Damn, I wanted to take one of those sharp points in my mouth and make him moan for me.

Moving lower, I worked my hands over his taut stomach muscles and the tender, purple bruises I’d given him. He winced only once.

I rocked forward on his rod and he moaned. By all the gods, it sounded so good to my ears that I did it again. And again. My sac tightened as my rod swelled.

I lowered my body closer, rocked my hardness against his, and felt his responding push back. Supporting my body with my hands on his chest, all pretense of rubbing sore muscles was gone. I set a steady rhythm and pressed harder.

Ansel’s hands reached up and took my hips, pulling them tighter, his hips answering. He eyes were very dark, wide open, and locked with mine. Sliding over his chest, my hands ran down his arms, locked fingers with his, and pulled them from my hips and over his head. I stretched my clothed body against his bare chest and pumped.

His breath came ragged and his moans louder. My face was mere inches from his. This was it. If I lowered my mouth to his, I’d be kissing a man. Then I thought, we were two layers of cloth from fucking, what was a kiss? Merely damnation.

As if he’d read my mind, his lips parted and he closed his eyes. Unable to resist, I covered his mouth with mine and slammed my rod against him. I thrust faster now, even as my tongue entered his mouth to dance with his tongue, exchanging our tastes. He was as sweet tasting as any woman I’d kissed.

When he groaned into my mouth, I could feel it in my chest. I rocked faster and pressed harder. His legs widened, to give me more room, and I pumped harder. Sucking his tongue into my mouth, I held it captive. A groan ripped his lips from mine as he arched his back, his entire body tensed, and his hands clenched mine. I felt the jerking of his cock beneath me as he spilled and almost joined him.

With a shudder, he opened his eyes and looked into mine.

“Damn.” I smiled.

“Damn.” He smiled and licked his lips. I watched his tongue make a pass over the top and then the bottom, and then disappear inside. I wanted to take it in my mouth again.

Instead, freeing his hands, I rolled off him and sat against my saddle.

He propped himself up on one elbow, dipped his fingers beneath his breeches and pulled them out. They shone in the light, his cream covering them. Gods, I wondered what it would taste like.

“I should clean up.” He stood, went to his bag, rummaged in it, and came up with a bit of cloth. Wiping himself, he dropped the rag on the ground and came back to the fire.

I watched him as he stood in front of me.

“You’re still needing.” He kneeled, locked eyes with me, and pushed my knees apart. My rod strained against my breeches, so any denial would be seen for the lie it was.

When he reached for my strings, I should have said something, such as “Stop” or “Don’t touch me,” but we’d gone too far for false words.

His fingers made short work of the strings and he sat back. Without my shifting, my rod would remain firmly in place. There could be no more pretenses; if I wanted him, I had to move. I took a breath, shifted, pushed my breeches open, pulled the string of my trews, and freed my cock.

It stood tall, thick and long, dark with blood, as I took it in my already slick hand and greeted it like an old friend, with a slow, long stroke. Ansel’s gaze never left my hand as he moved closer.

“Let me.” He reached for my rod, and our fingers touched as he covered my hand with his. Together we glided over my quivering shaft, his fingers picking up traces of oil. Prickles of pleasure danced through my body, settling in my sac.

I slipped my hand from under his, sat back, and watched as his hand pleasured me. I’d held back before he’d released, but now it would be much harder with his hand wrapped around the bared shaft of my cock.

And what pleasure he gave me, like none I’d had before. He knew just how I needed to be touched, just how to stroke long, then fast and short, then long and squeeze the tip. I had to grit my teeth to keep from moaning as each stroke brought me closer to the cliffs of release. I wanted more. I wanted to possess him, own him, and make him mine in every way.

“Lick me.” My voice was quiet, deep, commanding.

Without a word, he lowered his head. I watched as his tongue made a long, slow pass over the blood-swollen tip, pulling a moan from me. He licked under the rim of my rod’s head and I moaned again.

Who possessed whom?

When he took me into his mouth, I cried out. Such a sweet, tender, yet strong mouth he possessed. My sac tightened and I was no longer able to control myself. Ansel took me deep in his throat and then raked his teeth over my rod as he pulled away.

I wove my fingers in his hair and pulled him down again. I was climbing that cliff, sac tight against my body, rod aching, my body screaming to spill. Pumping my hips, my cock slid over his lips, as I fucked him in his mouth.

With a final thrust, I roared, spilled, and holding his head down, forced him to take what I gave him, whether he wanted to or not. And he took it. I felt the sucking with each strong spurt as he swallowed my hot cream.

My body fell slack to the ground, and he released me. Climbing over me on all fours, he placed a kiss on my lips. I could taste the salty cream that still lingered there.

He kissed my forehead, soft and tender, and then opened his mouth and used his tongue to trace the ragged scar that marred my face. I shuddered.

“You are so handsome.” His whisper was soft against my ear.

My throat tightened as I tried to swallow. Handsome? Not me. I shook my head, denying it, still unable to speak without giving myself away.

“I wanted you the first time I saw you, Drake.”

“Have you done this before?” Had I been the first or one of many, and why the hell did I care what he said?

“Never. You?” He licked his lips and rolled over to lie next to me. Reaching out his hand, he rested it on my stomach. Did he care what my answer would be?

“Never.”

He seemed to take that in, thinking, and then he gave an odd nod.

“Let’s get some sleep.” I rolled over, away from him.

Ansel rolled up against me, his knees behind mine and his arm draped over my waist. His soft breathing ruffled the hair on the back of my neck, and his scent filled my nostrils. We slept like that until morning.


Chapter Four

Late afternoon the next day, the road dipped and rose in front of us as we climbed higher into hills. Neither of us spoke of what had happened the night before, as if to speak of it would make it more real or would break the spell we were under. For my part, if asked, I would have sworn it had been a spell.

We came to a small stream, its waters a gentle rush as the road disappeared under it and emerged on the other side. The water was free running and fresh, and the horses stopped to drink their fill.

I dismounted and filled my water sack, and Ansel did the same. As I cupped water to my mouth, I could hear a low rushing. The stream had a soft current, nothing that would create so much noise. I stood and began to follow the stream, dragging Horse behind me.

“Where are you going?” Ansel stood with his hands on his hips.

“Upstream. Come on.”

I led the way as the hillside sloped up, pushing low-hanging branches to the side until I came to a clearing. A large pool of water, with a waterfall emptying into it, was tucked into the side of the hill. Steam rose off the water.

“We’re in luck! A hot spring!” I tied off the horse and began to pull off my clothes. Ansel watched as I undressed.

“Do you know how to swim?” I asked him.

“Sort of.” He didn’t sound that sure, but his gaze never left my body.

Naked, I stood on the edge of the pool and put in a careful foot. Instead of scalding hot, the water was warm, cooled by the cold waterfall coming down from the higher hills. I sank under the water and came back up.

“This is great, Ansel. Just what your sore muscles need.” I leaned back against the rock and closed my eyes. When I opened them, he was undressing, and I watched him, enjoying the look of his lean body and the way his muscles moved. He was beautiful, his body unmarred perfection. When he joined me, he sat next to me and rested his hand on my shoulder. His dog lay down in the shade of a tree, near the horses.

His fingers found an old scar on my chest and traced its shape.

“Where did you get this one?”

I didn’t need to open my eyes to know which one he asked about. “In the battle at Sheldon. An arrow made it through my leather vest.” His fingers lingered there, then moved on.

If he intended on finding out about every scar on my body, we’d be here the rest of the day and into the night. I had other ideas, but his touch was so relaxing I let it continue.

“And this?” He’d slid his fingers to the wound on my back, above my shoulder blade.

“Knife fight in a tavern over a whore.”

His fingers kept going. Damn it, I knew my body was scarred; I didn’t need it pointed out. I pushed off the rock and swam to the waterfall. Under the fall was a grotto, with a submerged ledge where you could sit. The water fell like a curtain about two feet in front of it.

I climbed up, sat on the ledge, waist deep in water, and watched Ansel swim to me. His body parted the falling water like a curtain as he joined me on the rock.

“What’s wrong?” His eyes held mine.

“I know I have scars, Ansel.” My tone must have been hard, because he jerked back.

“I meant nothing more than to wonder where you had been in your life and to know what had befallen you.”

I stared out at the water. He reached out and stroked the scar on my face, and my eyes closed. How could a man’s hands feel so good against my skin? Or his mouth taste so sweet? Or was it only Ansel’s hands, his touch, and his taste?

He pulled my head to the side to look into my eyes and tried to kiss me. Still angry, I jerked away, slid off the ledge, and slipped through the falls into the pool. Making my way across, I felt his hand on my ankle a second before he pulled me under.

With barely time to take a breath, I turned and saw him through the clear water as he swam away. I pushed off from the bottom and shot after him. Grabbing his foot, I dragged him back. He turned to meet me and we grappled, underwater, our hair floating around our heads and bubbles leaking from our mouths, until we had to part and breathe air. Breaking the surface of the water, I heard his warm laugh echo off the rocks.

He turned and swam to the falls, and I followed. I reached him just as he began to lift himself onto the ledge again. Wrapping my arms around his chest, I pinned him there, both our bodies hidden behind the waterfall. His body was solid, his muscles taut, and I pressed myself into his back. Reaching around, I took his submerged rod in my hand and he moaned. As I stroked him with one hand, the warm waters swirled around our hips. The fingers of my other hand taunted his nipples.

My cock was hard, standing against my belly as I pressed it into the valley of his firm buttocks, and his cock jerked in my hand. We stood half in the water and half out, him slightly bent over the ledge with me behind him, driving him hard with my hand.

“Drake!” he cried out.

I could feel his body stiffen. I leaned forward, opened my mouth, and bit his shoulder, meaning to mark his perfect body. His groan rumbled around the rock cave. The warmth of his cream spilled over my still pumping fist. Shuddering, he slumped forward.

Where I’d bitten him was merely bruised, no torn flesh.

“Sorry.” Why was I so rough with him, who’d only been tender with me?

“About?”

“The bite.”

“Gods, it was just what I needed.” He gave a short laugh and shook his head, water flying from his hair. “Pushed me right over.”

“Did it? I must remember that.” I stroked his back, letting my fingers trail down his spine to the spot just above his valley. My cock was still standing, aching with my need. I slipped my fingers into the valley and rubbed his tender flesh.

He arched back and growled low in his throat. The sound vibrated through me, and I pressed harder with each probing. The water took the place of my oil. My other hand played in his wet hair, raking through tresses of chestnut, enjoying its feel, like the finest fringe through my fingers.

Pressing his ass into my hand, Ansel sighed. I wondered if he wanted what I wanted. Making another pass over his hole, I slipped my finger inside him. It was tight and hot, and he jerked forward, as if to escape me, but I wrapped my hand in his hair and held him. I wanted to control him, dominate him completely, and make him beg for me. Pulling my finger out, I pressed against the rim, rubbing small circles around it.

Ansel placed one knee on the ledge and spread himself to me. That was the moment I decided I was going to fuck him. After this, there would be no turning back.

I removed my finger from his warm flesh and heard his soft gasp. I replaced it with the head of my cock and rubbed it against his tight, puckered hole, drawing shudders from him.

“You want this?” I pulled his head back to whisper into his ear.

“Aye.” His voice rasped, as if he could barely get the words past his throat.

“Tell me what you want, Ansel.” I pressed, and the head of my cock eased inside, stretching him. Damn, nothing should feel this good, I thought. Nothing. A small way would not be enough for me, I wanted, no, needed more.

“Fuck me, Drake.” His voice broke.

“No.”

He tried to pull his head away from me, but I held him firm.

“You bastard,” he hissed.

“Aye. Tell me again.”

“Fuck me, Drake. Please.” His hands braced himself against the rock ledge.

I drove into him and he cried out. I had wanted to hurt him, I think, wanted to take him so far that he’d either leave me right then or stay with me forever, and even I was not sure which I wanted. But Ansel held steady as I pulled my length out of him, then slid it back in. I took slower strokes, and wrapped my arms around him to pull him close. My lips found his neck, his cheek, his shoulder; my tongue bathed his back as I kept pumping. I wanted to taste his skin, the salt from his sweat, and lap the water that beaded on his body.

He was moaning my name, over and over, his head hung down as his hands braced against the rock wall behind the ledge to help him push back into me.

Sparks were flying in my loins, on fire for the first time in a long time. Every inch of the skin that wrapped my rod was aflame. I held his hips as I fucked him, closing my eyes, losing myself in his body, until he cried out my name and spilled, his body jerking with each spasm, each jolt of release.

My sac tightened and the world grew black, then lights like sparks from a campfire exploded behind my eyes. My body stiffened, I drove my cock deep inside him and spilled my cream, biting back his name on my lips.

I let him go, and he slid off my cock. I lay on top of him, bent over on the ledge. Our hearts pounded in time as I held him. He turned in my arms and we kissed, open mouths, wet tongues, his hands buried in my hair, my hands cupping his ass.

Releasing each other, we swam back to the edge of the pool and stretched out on the rocks, drying in the late afternoon sun.

“We’d best dress and be a little further down the road before nightfall.” I sat up and pulled on my shirt, found my trews, and slipped them on. For some reason, I didn’t want to meet his eye.

“Aye. That would be best. To linger here would stop our journey and we’d miss the war.” He reached out and touched my face. My gaze rose to meet his and there was no blame in them, no hate, just that odd tender look.

“Then we best be off.” We stood and finished dressing, then we led the horses back to the road and pointed them west.
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The next three days, we traveled the long road to Foray. When we weren’t training during the days, I would pull off the road only to take Ansel, and each time he followed me, letting me unlace his breeches, or to have them undone and waiting. I took him at my whim. I fucked him against trees, rocks, lying on the ground, standing, and on all fours, and every time he came to me willing.

And he pleasured me, on his knees, kneeling between my legs, his back against a tree as I stood in front of him; by the gods, he could suck me dry.

It was as if I couldn’t get enough Ansel. I would ride next to him, catch a whiff of his scent, and grow rock hard. If I rode behind him, the set of his shoulders made me long to bite them, marking him as mine. As long as he was in my presence, I wanted him. He consumed me.

By the second day, I thought I had slipped into some sort of glorious madness, where only he and I existed, and we would travel down this road forever, fucking, never reaching Foray, the battle, and whatever fate waited for us there.

At night, he would lie next to me, his hand resting on my chest, and kiss me so tenderly it made my heart ache. He would lick my scars, making me shudder with delight, and tell me I was handsome to his eyes. I will never forget the feel of his tongue as it traced the scar on my face. It seemed to be his favorite because he always returned to it as if fascinated, or to memorize its shape and texture.

His lips would travel down my body, sucking and biting my nipples to hard points, lick his way to my cock and he’d stroke me, or take me in his mouth, he told me, just to hear me moan. Each night we lay side by side and pleasured each other, one bringing the other to release with our hands and mouths.

By the third day, I knew I had been damned. We would arrive in Foray, and he would be forbidden to me. Unable to touch him, I thought I would surely go mad and run through the streets calling his name, until I was caught and killed.

During those three days and nights, I never let Ansel fuck me, and until we reached Foray, I never tasted his cock in my mouth.


Chapter Five

The morning we rode into Foray dawned clear and cool, but we broke camp as if a dark cloud hung over our heads. At Foray, we would go to the duke’s castle and sign up to join his forces. I would most likely take a position as a captain and lead a small troop. As for Ansel, he’d be a mounted soldier, since he had a horse, a clear advantage over being a foot soldier. I had no idea what the dog would do.

The town was crowded, with men seeking the same as we, gold and the chance to be killed. We were all fools, willing to die for a few coins. I often wondered if it would be nobler to fight for a cause I believed in, like a holy war, or perhaps on the side of someone in whom I had a stake in his winning. Money was as good a reason as any, I believed.

I don’t believe that anymore.

We made our way to a tavern, but it was full, and we were directed to the other side of the town.

“We’ll be lucky to get a room in this mob.” I motioned with my head to the crowd around us. It was slow going as we made our way through the rabble. Women selling everything from cloth to bread, from ribbons to potions, filled the streets, standing in the road, or against the buildings.

Children ran in and out of the crowd, some no doubt cutting purses, others stealing bits and pieces, and others just caught up in the festive mood of the town. On a hill in the near distance, just past the end of the town, stood the keep of Foray.

I pointed it out to Ansel, and he reined in his horse and looked at it.

“It looks well enough,” he said.

“Aye, remember it’s not the keep, but the duke we need to judge.”

“No matter, he’s better than Istend.” Ansel cleared his throat and spit on the ground to show his disgust.

“With that I must agree.” I nodded, and we continued through the town.

Passing through the wide doors to the inn’s courtyard, we brought our horses up near the adjoining stable. Two boys ran out and took the reins as we dismounted.

“Watch him, he bites,” I warned the boy holding Horse’s reins. “And kicks.”

Ansel shot me a look.

“I had to tell him, he’s just a lad.” I grinned and shrugged, then clapped Ansel on the back as we made our way to the inn to check for rooms.

I pulled open the door and stepped inside. It was dark, but didn’t smell too bad, if you don’t mind the smell of stale lager and pipe smoke. Looking around, I heard a voice call my name.

“Drake, damn it, is that you?”

A mountain of a man approached me, his arms spread wide as he grabbed me up in a hug that would kill a bear. I was big, but he towered.

“Jackson, old friend,” I managed to choke out.

He let me go and stood back, his eyes checking me out from head to boot.

“You look well. I’d heard you’d been wounded.”

“It was merely a scratch.” I waved away his concern and returned his grin.

“Are you here alone?” Jackson’s eyes darted to Ansel, standing behind me, his dog at his side.

“No, I travel with Ansel. He looks to sign on, also.”

“Is he good?” Jackson’s eyes narrowed as he inspected my pup.

“A damn good fighter and a cool head.”

“Fair praise from you.” Jackson turned to Ansel, who stood listening. “You must be skilled for Drake to speak so highly of you.”

“I have some skill.” Ansel’s voice was quiet and firm, neither boasting nor deflecting the comment.

Our eyes met and I knew we should not do that, not look or stare at each other or someone would know. Ansel must have understood because his gaze shifted to Jackson.

“Can I get the drinks?” he asked.

“Aye, there’s a good lad.” Jackson nodded. “I have a table, Drake, let’s sit and talk.” He led me to his table while Ansel and the dog went to order our ales.

The table was at the back of the room, the preferred spot for the more experienced men — keep your back to the wall and your eyes on the crowd. Jackson and I sat in the chairs facing into the room and stretched out our legs.

I scanned the crowd, my eyes lingering on Ansel for just a moment to check his progress, then I attended Jackson.

“How much is the duke paying?” I asked.

“The usual, except there is extra for captain or above.” Jackson leaned close and lowered his voice. We were talking business, and that wasn’t done lightly or loudly.

“I won’t take less than a captain’s fee.” And I meant it. I was prepared to walk away if offered less than I thought my sword and my life were worth.

“Nor I, but I hear there are so many men the duke has his choice of leaders.”

“Few have more experience or skill than you or I,” I assured him.

“We’ll just have to wait until tomorrow. He’ll be opening the gates to his keep then and inspecting the men who have come to hire on.”

“How many does he need?” My eyes returned to Ansel, almost passed, but then stopped.

A young man stood next to him at the bar, his hand on Ansel’s arm, pulling him close to speak in his ear. My gut tightened as I focused on the stranger. Shorter than Ansel, and lighter in weight, his long blond hair worn pulled back into a braid down his back. He wore weapons and riding leathers, and I judged he was here to hire on like the rest of us.

Jackson watched me as I watched Ansel.

“Worried about the lad?” His dark eyes bored into mine.

I shrugged. “Just another pup under my wing.”

“I thought you stopped doing that, Drake, taking on the training of young men.” My eyes flicked to his, to be sure I understood his meaning, but his eyes held steady.

“I did. We met at a tavern and were traveling in the same direction. He asked to ride with me and if I would train him.”

“And did you? Train him?” Jackson sat back, and his gaze flicked to Ansel and lingered. “He’s a fine, handsome young man.”

“I train who I wish, Jackson.” My voice was going soft and quiet, as it does when I’m angry. I didn’t appreciate his suggestions or want them spread.

“Of course, Lord Drake.” He gave me a small, seated bow.

“Don’t give me that ‘Lord Drake’ shit, I know you too well.”

“And I know you.” He leaned close and lowered his voice. “Be careful, Drake. You always did care too much for those you trained.”

I wasn’t sure if I should act as if I had no idea what he spoke about, or become outraged. Instead I sat back, tight-lipped, and stared at him, wondering if it was so obvious that a man I hadn’t seen in four years could spot the connection between Ansel and me.

My pup was on his way back with his fists clutched around the handles of three large lagers. The man he’d spoken to was gone. Ansel placed the ales on the table, then pulled out the chair and sat. The dog sat next to him and put his head in Ansel’s lap to be petted.

Jackson picked up his lager and took a sip.

“Thank you, young lord.”

“You’re most welcome. Are you here to sign on?” Ansel took a large gulp of the ale and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“Aye, same as you and Drake. Have you a room here?” Jackson leaned back in his chair.

This was not where I wanted the conversation to turn. But Ansel dove in.

“I got a room while I was at the bar, Drake.”

I almost choked on my ale. Clearing my throat, I nodded, and Ansel caught on.

“I asked for two, but there was only the one left. We can toss for the room or the stable, if you want.” He made to pull a coin from his purse.

“No need. I’ll take the stable.”

“Why not just share the room?” Jackson leaned in, his eyes crinkled with mirth. “No one wants to sleep in the hay with the chickens and horses. Especially with your blasted creature, Drake.”

He knew. I tamped down my fear and tried to judge which way he was leaning, if he would accuse or not, but his mirth was the only thing that was obvious.

“I don’t mind, Drake, if you don’t,” Ansel said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Then it’s settled. You’ll both share the room.” Jackson rose, slapped me on my back, and I nearly spilled my ale. “I’ll see you both in the morning, then.”

“Aye, in the morning.” I watched him move away. He’d given no sign, so I would count Ansel and myself safe.

I could no longer wait; I had to know what the young man at the bar had wanted and if they would be meeting later. Had I lost Ansel so soon? Damn, my gut clenched in pain. I had feared his fascination with me couldn’t possibly last and that one day he’d be on his way.

“Who was that man speaking with you?” I tried to sound as if I didn’t care.

“A stranger, come to hire on, like us.” He took a sip of his ale.

“What did he want?”

“Me.” Ansel’s eyes didn’t shy away from my gaze, but held steady and honest.

“And will he have you?” My voice was tight in my throat and my heart thudded as I waited for his answer.

“Never. I told him as much.” Under the table, Ansel shifted his leg, stretched it out, and placed his boot next to mine. Out of everyone’s sight, his leg pressed against mine in reassurance.

“Did you admit anything?” My thigh pressed back. The comfort of his touch, and my desire for him, astounded me.

“I, of course, was shocked he’d suggested such a thing, and threatened to have his stones for my dog to eat.” A slow grin spread across his face.

“I think Jackson knows.” I took a pull from my lager.

“Does he care?”

“No, I don’t think so, but he warned me.”

“He encouraged us to room together tonight.” Ansel frowned and sat back.

“Aye. He’s over there, in the shadows, watching.”

“Then, I say, if we share a room, let’s share a whore.” Ansel’s eyebrow raised as his head tilted.

“Good idea.” I scanned the room. There were several women from which to choose. “The one with the black hair?”

Ansel scanned the crowd and then smiled. “The redhead. The first girl I ever fucked was redheaded. I was ten and six.” He grinned at me. “She was older, ten and eight.”

“Oh, aye? How was she?”

“Red atop and below, and sweet through and through.” He gave a deep laugh and I joined him.

I caught the woman’s eye, and she sauntered over to our table, hips swinging.

“My lords. What can I do for you?” She was not small, but not large, full-breasted and round-hipped, with curling red hair the color of fresh carrots.

“My friend and I are sharing a room for the evening. We’d like you to join us.” I tossed some coins on the table and she eyed them.

“Two of you, eh?”

“Aye, at the same time, also,” Ansel added.

“I’ve done three, my fine lords. But you are both big men, so I’m sure it will feel like four.” She threw back her head, laughed, and her breasts bounced in a most becoming way.

We stood and took her by the arm, one on each side, and led her up the stairs to the room. Jackson gave me a nod as he watched us climb to our room and when I reached the top, I turned to look, but I saw only his broad back as he left the tavern.


Chapter Six

Ansel opened the door and bowed the woman inside. The dog and I followed. I closed and barred the door. She walked to the bed, sat, and bounced. The dog went to a corner, curled up, and went to sleep.

“Strings nice and tight.” She smiled and licked her lips. “I reckon it’ll hold the three of us.”

I began to undress, pulling off my boots, but Ansel was faster. He had his boots, breeches, and vest off before I’d undone my strings.

“Ready, are you?” I asked him.

“Oh, aye, ready enough.” With another quick move, his shirt and trews dropped to the floor, exposing his long, red-brown cock, jutting straight in front of him. The whore’s eyes widened, and she began to undress much quicker.

He strode to the bed before she had her shift over her head and yanked it the rest of the way off. She laughed and jumped back on the bed, her arms open, inviting him to her.

Losing the last of my clothes, I sat on the chair to watch. Ansel was a glorious creature, lean, muscled, and his skin had the natural glow of health. I knew its smoothness, its texture and taste, like I knew every inch of my hand. I’d spent the last few days memorizing his body.

She spread her legs, exposing her red curls. Pink nipples topped her full breasts, and Ansel took one in his hands, thumbing its peak to hardness. His other hand plunged between her legs, dipping his fingers into her wetness.

Her back arched as she thrust her cunt at his probing hand and groaned. He glanced at me and gave a wicked smile.

I touched myself in long, lazy strokes as I watched him. Gods, his rod was beautiful, and my mouth watered for want of it. I’d never taken him by mouth, but tonight I craved it.

He positioned himself, pointing the tip of his cock at her opening, and rubbed it against her. She gasped and her hips bucked.

“Fuck me,” she begged him, but he continued to rub her.

“She’s dripping for me, Drake. It’s beautiful, look at it.” He jerked his head at me to come closer.

Afraid I’d touch him if I got too close, I moved to the bed and sat on the edge. I could see between her legs, and he parted her lips to show me her glistening flower.

Then, he bent his head and I watched as his tongue darted out to lick her. She grabbed the covers in her fists and rose off the bed with a cry. Ansel lapped her as a dog laps water, with long, regular strokes, his tongue plunging into her cunt, then dragging upward to the very tip of her slit.

“Join me.” He moved to the side to make room for me, latched onto her breast, and suckled her, his hand squeezing the full flesh up to his mouth.

I took his place between her legs and parted her with my fingers. Delving inside her cunt, my finger met her heat and honey. Gods, she was tight and hot and wet, and I lowered my mouth to tongue her.

She cried out as Ansel sucked her breast and I sucked her hard nub. My finger felt her tighten and she began panting, her head thrashing from side to side, and I knew with a little effort I could make her release.

I took her nub in my teeth, sucked hard, and fucked her with my finger as my other hand kneaded her soft belly. With a huge groan, her body stiffened, and I felt her cunt squeezing me.

She collapsed back to the bed, panting, crying, and mumbling “Gods” over and over. I don’t think she’d ever felt that before, because when she raised her head, there were tears streaming down her face.

Ansel was sitting back on his heels, watching me. I wanted him and I could tell he wanted me, but for now we would restrain ourselves.

“Fuck her, pup.” I retreated to the edge of the bed, and he took my place.

I was close enough to watch as his rod entered her, and he drove in and out of her in a slow, steady pace, her honey covering his beautiful cock. I wanted to lick it off, then suck him until he exploded, but for now, I was denied such pleasure. I watched his ass as it moved, his thighs as their muscles worked, his feet push against the bed as he fucked her. I stroked myself, matching his rhythm, imagining fucking him.

The whore watched me. The hunger in my eyes must have given me away, because she glanced up at Ansel and pointed to me.

“Your friend is left out.”

He turned his head to me and gave me a wink. Pulling out, he sat back on his heels.

“Here, Drake, sit against the wall.”

She moved lower in the bed and I climbed over her and sat with my back to the wall at the top of the bed. My shaft stood ready as I spread my legs. I stroked it, keeping it hard as she turned over and crawled to me. Taking my cock in her hand, she began to lick it. Her tongue roved over the tip, down the sides, and under the ridge of the head.

Ansel pulled her ass in the air and drove into her. As he fucked her, I could feel her body rocking with each thrust. Her head was down as she sucked me, but my eyes were on Ansel and his on me. He lifted his hand from her hip, put his finger in his mouth to gather his spit, and slipped it into her ass. Chestnut hair fell forward over his face, his lips parted as he panted, and I fought to keep from spilling at the sight of him.

As he fucked her with his rod and his finger, his eyes told me he wanted to be fucking me this way. I’d never allowed him to even put his finger in my ass and he’d never asked, but now I could see the asking in his brilliant blue eyes.

I knew before the morning, I would let him take me.

Our stares locked over the back of the whore. I twisted my fingers in her long red hair and, holding her down on my cock bedded deep in her throat, I let go with a roar, shooting hot cream into her mouth, muffling her moan. Ansel exploded inside her with an answering roar. His body went rigid as his seed pumped into her cunt, and together, from each end, we filled her.

Exhausted, six legs, six arms, and three bodies collapsed back to the bed. Ansel rolled off to the side, and the whore lay atop me.

“Damn,” I said.

“Damn,” the whore said with a great exhale of breath.

“Damn.” Ansel shook his head as if to clear it and his damp locks flew all around, throwing off his sweat. A few beads landed on my chest, and I reached up to rub it into my skin.

While her eyes were closed, Ansel traced his lips with his tongue, tempting me. I moved my hand to my nipple and plucked at it and his eyes narrowed.

He wanted me. Power lived in that knowledge, and I felt it surge in me.

She pushed herself up on her arms, stared at me, and blew her breath up to move a twisted lock of red hair from her face.

“What you did to me? What I felt?” Her breath was still ragged as she tried to speak.

“Aye.” I couldn’t help but smile.

“Is that what you fellows feel when you shoot off?” She brushed the rest of her hair from her face.

“Aye.”

“Every time?”

“Aye.” I nodded.

She seemed to be thinking, then she gave a nod.

“Thank you, my lord, for giving that gift to me.”

“You’re most welcome.” I tilted my head to her.

Ansel sat back on the edge of the bed. He bent over and handed her the shift she’d worn. She wiped herself off and slipped it on.

Crawling off the bed, she straightened the gown around her, put her hands on her hips and smiled at us.

“If you’re around tomorrow night, see me. I might pay you, if you can make that happen again.”

“I can make it happen every time.” I didn’t hide my pride in my skill. Ansel smirked at me.

He got up and followed her to the door. She gave him a kiss on his cheek, and he let her out, then dropped the bar across the door.

When he turned back to me, his smile was soft and his eyes hungry.

“We must be quiet,” he said as he strode toward me.

His cock stiffened, and his stare pinned me where I sat.


Chapter Seven

Sitting against the wall, I watched as he came to the bed, lowered himself to it, and crawled to me on his hands and knees. When his face neared mine, he was astride me on all fours, his knees between my spread legs, our bodies still not touching. He leaned forward to kiss me.

His mouth clamped over mine, pinning my head against the wall; our lips parted and his tongue plundered my mouth. Still we didn’t touch. His teeth caught my lip and pulled; it felt so good, I wanted more. More pain, more pleasure, more Ansel.

Unable to stand it any longer, I reached up and pulled him to me. We slid down to lie flat on the bed, our bodies touching at last, skin to skin, our cocks trapped between us, as our hands roved, reaffirming what we’d both known. The feel of us together was right.

Ansel slid off me; I rolled to my side and held him in my arms. Looking down into his face, I kissed him with all the tenderness I felt for him. My hands stroked his chest, over his belly, to his hard cock. Tonight would be for Ansel.

I took his cock in my hand and stroked it, feeling the softness of his skin, the hardness of his rod. My thumb rubbed the tip, played over the head, ran around the rim, and fingered the thick gathering of sensitive skin on its underside.

He gasped; his hips arched toward me, and his hands clutched my shoulders. I kissed him again, then began my journey, from lips to chin, throat to shoulder, arriving at his chest. Lingering on his nipples, I gave each small, dark circle proper attention, then moved on, my lips traveling down his stomach, tongue dragging, delving into his navel, then following the trail of fine hair downward, only to stop at his dark curls.

Ansel’s body writhed beneath my tongue. My hand continued to pump him, and his quiet moans were for my ears only. So soft, they went straight from my hearing to my cock, further hardening it as it pressed against his side.

Now, his magnificent, red-brown rod, thick and long, was all I could see. As I pulled it toward me, he hissed and his shoulders arched off the bed.

“What are you doing?” His harsh whisper tore at my ear.

I didn’t answer with words, but with my tongue, running it over the tip, under the ridge, and down the sides of him. I will never forget the way he tasted, sweet like summer grass, salty like the hot spring, and musky like deep forest, and it went straight to my sac, tightening it.

When I took him fully into my mouth, his body rose off the bed, suspended there, then slowly collapsed back to lie quivering beneath me. I sucked him, licked him, bit the ridge, tongued his stones, and then sucked them into my mouth, all the while driving him mad with pleasure. He thrashed, his lips clamped tight against his moans, his hips thrusting, his heels digging into the bed, every muscle of his body straining as I pleasured him.

“Drake! I’m close.” I know he meant it as a warning; I took it as an entreaty to go on, press harder, suck longer, to make him explode. I would taste him and nothing would stop me.

I renewed my efforts, and his hands wrapped in my hair, pulling me down, as his hips jerked up and down, fucking me in my mouth, until he bit back a yell and spilled.

The first shot of salty cream hit the back of my throat, and I nearly choked, but swallowed it. From somewhere far away, I heard his hoarse whisper of my name over and over and over. The next load came quick and hard, and I took it. Words stopped, but his moan continued. I was sucking now, in rhythm with his spurting, taking it all, until, with a final shudder, he stopped all motion and sound.

Ansel lay limp and panting as I released his cock from my mouth. I sat back and our eyes met. His chestnut hair lay damp on his forehead, his eyes, once so blue, were dark as night, his lips full and wet. Gods, he was beautiful. I stretched out next to him, resting my hand on his chest. His hand covered mine and we dozed.

I woke before dawn. The room was darker, the candle had burned down, yet the flame still flickered. Ansel, still in my arms, slept on. I pulled him closer and kissed him awake.

He stretched, and I rolled onto my stomach. His hand stroked my shoulder and traveled to the small of my back, fingertips making small circles on my skin, sending pricks of light dancing behind my closed eyes.

He caressed my ass, first one side, then the other, his fingers passing, but not invading my cleft. I bent my knee and brought my leg to the side, offering myself. His hand swept close, his fingers just delving between, to test me. I lay quiet, eyes closed, as he deepened his exploration, enjoying his quiet touch.

Fingers ran over my hole, pressing, rubbing the sensitive flesh around it, and I pressed my ass into them, signaling I wanted more. Ansel, on his side now, draped his leg over mine, as his hands kept moving. I felt the pressure of his hand on my arm at my side, strong and reassuring, just as his finger slipped inside me.

I gasped with the pleasure, amazed that it felt so good. A sweet mixture of pain and intense pleasure raced through me, and my rod, trapped between my body and the bed, stiffened. I no longer wondered how a man could make me feel like this; I only knew it was Ansel, and he alone who could.

With slow, careful movements, Ansel fucked me with his finger, as he hummed deep in his throat, like some large cat purring. I opened my eyes. His head was thrown back, eyes closed, lips parted, lost in what I knew for myself to be the most delicious sensations.

“Fuck me.” My voice, even at a whisper, sounded loud and demanding.

His eyes flew open and he looked down at me. The intense hope I saw in his eyes was my reward. He wanted me, and he wanted me this way.

“Are you sure?” He leaned close to my face, his eyes demanding truth.

“Fuck me.”

Ansel slid away, to kneel between my legs, his finger still inside me. He reached for the vial of oil and poured a few precious drops over his hand, then eased a second finger in, taking his time, stretching me to accommodate his cock. It was more than I had done for him.

Oil dripped from the vial onto his swollen shaft. He stroked himself, covering it with a layer of sheen. A third finger joined the others, as he kept up the steady in and out. My body bucked as waves of pleasure washed over me.

Leaning forward, Ansel’s tongue lapped my back, and his teeth nipped my shoulder, driving me higher. My hips ground my cock into the bed, seeking some relief for its throbbing, but I held back the urge to spill.

He pressed the oiled tip of his rod past the globes of my ass, into the valley between them, brushing the portal. I thrust my hips toward him and moaned as he pushed inside.

Exquisite pain, followed by intense pleasure, shot through my ass straight to my aching cock and stones, threatening my control. As he eased in farther, I grunted with each push as he seated that magnificent cock, holding my shoulders with both hands to help brace his body.

His soft purring became deep, soft pants as he stretched me, burying himself completely inside, covering me with his body. I closed my eyes, relaxed, and felt all the sensations he gave me, the lust, the hunger, the love, the want, and the need.

Then, his hips began to pull back, dragging his cock backward in a long, slow slide. My fingers clutched the bed, handfuls of quilt in my fists, and my back arched. Gods, the pain, the indescribable pleasure of it, engulfed me. As he plunged back in, I threw my head back, bit my lip to keep from roaring, and tasted my blood. Ansel rode me, the weight of his body pressed against my back, his fingers wrapped over mine, his hips moving, his feet seeking purchase against the bed as he pumped, and that soft, low purring coming from his throat vibrating against the back of my neck.

He owned me, possessed me. I was his creature to ride. I would have done anything for him, walked any distance, fought any foe, shouted his name from atop my damned horse, even died for him. All, if he had but asked it of me.

“On your hands and knees.” His hands dropped to my hips as he pulled back, dragging me upward.

Now it was my turn to keen through clenched lips. He drove himself into me with powerful thrusts, rocking my body with each penetration. All I could see was the wall in front of me, but all my other senses were focused on what was happening behind me. The strength of his fingers as they held my hips, his cock sliding in and out of my ass, the slap of his sac against mine, the soft, wet sounds of fucking, the creak of the bed’s strings, the smell of our sweat, his panting as he rode me, and my muffled moans all blended into one glorious experience.

With strength I didn’t think he had, he leaned back and lifted me onto his lap, still impaled on his rod. I sat astride him on my knees, his bent legs between mine, his arms wrapped around my chest.

His hand slid down my chest to find my throbbing cock, aching for his touch. Ansel stroked me as his other hand tortured my nipple.

With my hands on the wall for support, I rode his rod as he pumped my cock. Our bodies were covered in a fine sheen of moisture as we fucked, two lovers lost in pleasuring each other.

“Tell me you love me, Drake.” His lips brushed my earlobe as he whispered.

I met him with silence, afraid to speak the words, to admit the feeling. Even after giving him everything, it was hard to say. I had never before spoken those words, not even as a lie.

Ansel’s hand was relentless as he coaxed the cream from my cock. The pressure built in my stones, pushing up my shaft, throbbing with the need to release.

“Tell me.” He bit my shoulder, and sparks flew behind my eyelids.

I could no more resist him than stop breathing, stop living. It was heaven and hell, good and evil, life and death, in a blessed mixture that made my heart ache.

“The gods damn me, I love you, Ansel,” I whispered, my eyes closed, as he hung onto me with his teeth.

I exploded as his still pumping hand drew everything out of me, my cream, my tears, his name. Gods, his name was music on my lips, and I sang it in a quiet hymn over and over as my body shook.

He followed, exploding into me, in hot, hard pulses, filling me with his cream, and his back arched, carrying my body upward on his shaft. His hand, covered in my seed, let go of my cock, and his teeth released my shoulder to let his lips whisper my name and swear to me he was mine.

I slid off him to lie on my belly, and he fell forward. Both unable to move, we lay where we fell, our bodies piled on top of each other. As dawn broke, red and orange streaks shot through the small, high window, and our breaths at last came easy, and our hearts beat in normal cadence.

The room was silent, and the candle guttered out.


Chapter Eight

We rode to the keep and signed our names and our lives to Foray. As I had hoped, I was assigned as captain of a mounted troop and got my higher pay. Ansel was signed as a mounted soldier, but to another troop.

Early that evening, I sat next to Jackson at the captain’s table in the keep where the duke was going over his battle plans. We sat and listened, twenty of Foray’s captains, to his strategy. It was sound enough, and for my part, I gave the information that Istend was conscripting men, a fact many took to mean the battle would go easier and faster with farmers and villagers to fight against. I knew Istend would have his share of worthy fighters, and no battle where there is killing is ever easy.

As the meeting broke, Jackson stepped to my side as we walked to our tents.

“And Ansel? Where is he?”

I didn’t look at Jackson, just kept walking.

“He rides under Edwin’s pennant.” Edwin was one of the other captains.

“Edwin is a good man and experienced. Don’t worry, Ansel will do well.” He placed his hand on my shoulder as we reached my tent.

“I’m not worried. I can’t afford to be, you know that; none of us can.”

“Aye, true enough.” He paused, grinning at me. “How was the whore last night?”

“Willing and sweet.” I grinned back at him.

“And how was Ansel?” His lowered his voice and his eyes met mine.

“The same.” I knew I shouldn’t have said it, should have said anything else, but at that point, I no longer cared if he knew; it was enough he suspected.

“I thought he would be.” With a squeeze of his hand, he released me and strode away into the night.

I bent, entered my tent and threw myself down on the bedroll. As I fought for sleep, I wondered why Jackson had been so accepting. Whatever the reason, I will always remember him for it.

Thoughts of Ansel tortured me that night, and dawn broke too soon.
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I lined my men, one hundred or so riders, along the backbone of a ridge overlooking a valley. A small, clear-running river ran through it, and on the other side were Istend’s forces, stretched out across the far ridge.

It was midmorn and the breeze plucked at the pennants, making them whip in the wind. Shields ready and swords drawn, we waited for the command. The mounted would be first down the slope, followed by the foot soldiers. It was our job to clear a path through their horse troops to the rear lines and then either run over the men on foot with our horses or kill them with our swords.

The worst of the battle would be fought by the foot soldiers, waiting behind us. Foray had gathered almost a thousand men, clearly outnumbering Istend’s seven hundred.

Why Istend didn’t concede was beyond me, but then, it wasn’t my land I was fighting for. Foray claimed this valley as his and under his protection, and when Istend’s men had ridden over the hill a month before, looting and killing, there was nothing else to do but fight back.

Treaty and negotiation hadn’t worked, so it had come to this. Foray had two hundred men of his own, and had managed to borrow and hire the rest. It seemed none of the surrounding dukes cared for Istend, or his habit of invading and plundering their neighboring dukedoms, and gladly sent men to fight against him.

I watched the line to the east, where the signal would come from. Horses stamped and blew as we waited for the signal. Riding in front of the line, I, along with the other captains, incited the men, yelling, beating our shields with our swords, as the men picked it up. Their cheering and the sound from swords hammering shields grew as the entire ridge came to life.

It came, a loud clear blast from a horn. I spun my horse, raised my sword, and gave the order to charge.

Like a swarm, we poured down the slope, pounding the earth as we crossed our side of the valley. Istend’s forces charged a moment later, and we met, for the most part, at the shallow river.

Horse was well trained and even more foul-tempered than usual. He ran into the first horse and man we encountered, knocking the beast to its side. The rider fell and was trampled by another of our riders.

I found myself in the thick, swinging my sword from one side to the other, not caring about killing strokes, just making sure I struck meat, whether man or horse. In the battle, men fell around me, including my own, but at last, we punched a hole in their line, and the foot soldiers poured through to the other side.

There, our men divided, and we took on whom we could find as we found them.

For my part, I steered away from the men on foot and engaged the riders, the more dangerous of the two. Istend had some good men, despite the conscription, and as I had thought, the battle wasn’t easy or short.

By the third hour, I was weary. My sweat and the blood of my victims ran in my eyes, my shoulders ached from the weight of my sword, and my horse was blowing. It would be about time for the call to return and count the damages.

There was no clear winner as far as I could tell. Istend’s forces, though not near as numerous as ours, were still present in numbers. The call came, three long blows on the horn, and we gladly spun and returned across the river to our ridge.

No one followed, since Istend’s men were making for their ridge. When I reached the top and turned, the battlefield below was strewn with the dead and dying from both sides. In a little while, we’d send out men to retrieve the bodies, prisoners, and weapons, slay the wounded animals, and clear the field up to the river as best we could for the next day’s fight.

At camp, I searched for Ansel. Going to Edwin’s tent, I found his men camped around him, their horses tied to a line. I spotted Ansel’s mare and relaxed, if only a small amount. He could have fallen, and they brought the horse back, or he could be wounded, or he could be alive and unhurt.

I heard him call my name and turned. He strode to me, his leathers splattered with blood, as mine were, and stopped just short of embracing me. Black Brute followed his master, as always.

“Good to see you made it, pup.” My shoulders slumped as the tension in them eased.

“You too, old man.” Our eyes devoured each other, and they would have betrayed us to anyone who had taken the interest to see. All around us, men walked by, or sat near the fires, talked of the battle, tended wounds, and ate. We stood alone, yet surrounded. I held out my arm and he clasped it. We held on for perhaps too long, but then broke apart. The feel of his solid muscles under my hand would have to be enough.

“See you tomorrow, pup.” Nodding, I gave my hungry eyes a last look at him.

“Look for me.” His smile faded and his eyes held mine. “Promise me, Drake.”

I swallowed down a ball of dread. “I promise, Ansel.”

With that, he turned from me, and I from him.
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The next morning, we gathered on the ridge. The morning was beautiful, and I thought it was a shame to waste such a fine day on killing. Then I roused my men to a fever pitch, and we poured, once again, down the slope to the river.

In the first hour, things went badly. I was knocked from my horse by a rider whose horse fell against mine. Horse went down, but managed to rise unhurt. Landing face-first, I came up spitting sod, and luckily, wasn’t struck while down. Getting to my feet, I fought for long minutes on the ground, my sword singing its song of death. Horse danced away, but when there was a break, I bolted to him, leapt into the saddle, and continued to fight from his back.

By the third hour of battle, the advantage had swung our way, and Istend’s troops were broken. Most of his mounted had been defeated, and his foot soldiers had either been killed or captured.

We pushed them back to the far ridge; Istend and what was left of his men fled to their lands. Foray sounded the horn, and we returned to the valley to count our dead, collect prisoners, and retrieve the wounded.

At the camp, I once again found Edwin’s tent and men. No bay mare stood tied to the line. Searching the men, Ansel was not there. I found Brute, waiting patiently for his master’s return, sitting on his bedroll.

I called the dog to me and together we went to the ridge. My eyes scanned the carnage below, knowing I had only to canvass the fallen horses to find him. Whether dead or still alive, I would find him.

The dog trotted ahead of me as I rode the field, first to one dead horse, then another. Any animal I found too injured, I killed with a quick stroke of my blade. I called for help for the wounded men I found.

The sun was past high when I found Ansel, lying next to his dead horse. His eyes were open, and he lay in a large pool of blood, whether his or the horse’s, I couldn’t tell.

I kneeled next to him and called his name. The dog lay down and rested his head on Ansel’s leg.

Blue eyes closed, then opened and searched the air for my face.

“Ah, Drake, there you are.” He smiled as he found me. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I promised I’d find you.”

“So you did.” He took my hand.

I pulled him into my arms, and my hands felt blood, warm and oozing from his back.

“I can’t feel my legs, Drake.”

The wound was at his spine, and I knew he’d been crippled.

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Damn.” His grip on my hand clenched harder. “Don’t leave me.”

“Never.” I shook my head.

“Promise me you won’t let the birds get my body.”

“I promise. You’ll get a proper burial, my pup.” Looking into his eyes, I knew this was the last of him, and he knew it too.

“Take my weapons and my dog.”

“I will.” My vision blurred, and I swiped my sleeve across my eyes, not wanting to miss one moment of him.

“Tell me again, before I go.” His voice broke when he saw the tears on my face.

I pulled him closer and whispered in his ear. “I love you, Ansel.”

“You are the only one I’ve ever loved, Drake.” His voice was so soft, if I had not had my ear near his lips, I would have missed his words. His firm grip on my hand lessened, his brilliant blue eyes closed, and I could feel his breathing slow, become shallow, and then falter.

I held him to me until he was gone.

I have no idea how long I sat there, on my knees, holding his body, unbelieving, willing him alive. Time ran on and I thought I too had died, because I stopped feeling. No wind ruffled my hair, no sun’s heat warmed my face, and no sounds met my ears. Without him, there was nothing, I was nothing.

More time passed and I relearned how to breathe, still not understanding how my heart could beat on, when his had stopped.

A heavy hand fell on my shoulder.

“Drake.”

Still I stared down at Ansel’s face, beautiful even in death.

“Drake.”

I looked up into Jackson’s face and blinked, seeing something for the first time in a long time.

“He’s gone, son.” He squeezed my shoulder and kneeled next to me. His dark eyes held only kindness.

“I loved him, Jackson.”

“I know.” His quiet words were no surprise.

“Do you understand?” I searched his face. What I needed was someone to understand, not to damn me. Ansel dead was damnation enough.

“Did you think I’d never loved?” Jackson’s smile was rueful. “He was worthy of your love, Drake.”

“I have to bury him.”

“All right, I’ll take his legs, you his shoulders, and we’ll put him over your horse.” All the while, as he spoke to me, this mountain of a man’s voice was soft, comforting, yet somehow demanded response of me.

I staggered to my feet, carrying Ansel’s shoulders. His head fell back to rest against my chest, and together we carried him to my horse and draped him over the saddle.

Jackson, the dog, and I walked him up the hill, back down the road to Foray and to the small church there. I paid a coin for a cloth to wrap his body in, and another for the priest to say the words. Jackson and I took turns digging the grave.

We laid him in the earth and, taking my last look, I draped his face with a corner of the cloth, and then we covered his body with dirt. The words were said, and it was done.

Jackson waited for me under a tree as I stood silent, going over all my regrets.

In the end, Brute had to be pulled from the grave, and I broke then, kneeling with my face buried in the dog’s thick fur as I wept. I, too, wanted to lie on Ansel’s grave and never move. I stood and the dog came to me, pushed his head under my hand for me to pet, and together, we made our way through the graveyard to Jackson, already on his horse.

I secured Ansel’s weapons to my saddle, slung his sword over my back, and climbed onto Horse. We returned to Foray’s keep, collected our pay from the duke, and said our good-byes.

“Where go you, Jackson?” We sat our horses on the road just outside of the keep.

“I go home, to Marden. Lick my wounds and take my rest. Would you come with me?” Jackson looked at me, his eyes filled with sadness.

“No, I think I’m going to find a tavern and get very drunk for a very long time.” I tried a smile, but failed in the attempt.

“Hoist a tankard for me in Ansel’s honor, Drake. Let me know where you land, send word to Marden.” He gave me a wave of his hand and turned his horse to the west.

I headed eastward with no clear destination, accompanied only by an ill-tempered horse and a black dog, back down the long road Ansel and I had taken together to arrive at this place and our separate fates.


Chapter Nine

Brute growled.

I opened my eyes and raised my head from the table, as I slid my hand off my thigh and reached for the knife hidden in my boot. I might have been drunk, but I still had my instincts.

The man approaching me wore a tabard of blue and gray with an unfamiliar coat of arms embroidered on it.

Official business, then. I slid the knife back into its sheath and sat up. Reaching for my tankard, I downed the last of the ale in it, rinsing my mouth of its film, and waited for the man to speak. Best not to appear too eager for work. Although over the last few months I had been busy, money was always welcome. Especially by the barkeep, who expected me to pay him for the ale I drank.

Since Foray, almost two years past, I never passed up an opportunity to die. I lived with the hope that the next time I fought, death would take me as it had taken Ansel.

“You must be Drake.” The man crossed his arms and shook his head. He seemed quite disappointed in me. That made two of us. Three, if you counted the dog.

I shrugged my shoulders. “How did you know?”

“I was told to look for a man with a scar on his face, traveling with a great black dog, and a mean horse.” He shrugged. “I don’t see the horse, but…”

“He’s in the stable, probably biting some poor stable boy.” I motioned to the chair opposite me. He pulled it back and dropped into it.

“Jackson sent me. He warned me you’d probably be drunk. I’ve been in half the taverns this side of Foray over the last two weeks looking for you.” He tossed a letter on the table, sealed with red wax.

I didn’t touch it. Good news or bad, it would probably mean I’d have to become sober.

“What does he want with me?” It didn’t matter what he wanted me to do. I’d do it. I owed him.

“You’ll have to read the letter.” He pointed to it as it lay on the table, this thing that would lead me to my fate.

I motioned to the keep for two ales, but didn’t take the letter.

“Do you need someone to read it?” He sat back, folded his arms, and smirked at me. If I had been sober and cared enough, I could have written my name on the table in his blood.

Jackson had definitely sent him. With a sigh, I picked up the letter, opened it, and read.

My old friend Drake,

I ask you to come to Marden. I must leave on personal business and cannot abandon the duke without a Master of Arms. The position is yours. I trust no one else with this duty but you.

Your friend, Jackson

“Who are you?” I folded the letter and slipped it under my vest.

“I am Peter, Jackson’s second-in-command.”

“Do you know what’s in this letter?” If he was second, he should have this offer, not me.

“I do.”

“Do you agree?” I watched his eyes for the real answer. Having my second set against me would not be a good thing. I had no desire to watch my back among my own men, much less the man I should trust the most.

“I do.” He nodded. His eyes told the same truth. “You’re needed. We’ve been on the brink of war with a neighboring dukedom for some time, and our men need someone who is experienced to lead them.”

“Not you?”

“No, not me. I have not had the depth of training or experience you have. Jackson picked me from among the others when his second died of a sudden fever.” He shook his head. “I’m not ready for that responsibility. I wouldn’t let my lord duke have less than he deserved.”

“Good man.” The tankard arrived, along with a second. “Have a drink on me, Peter.”

He picked up the ale and drank, a long pull, his throat moving with the swallows. Dropping the tankard to the table, he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Thank you, Lord Drake. I was quite dry.”

“I can see your thirst. It has been my perpetual state, these last two years.” I poured ale down my throat, the mild hops flavor so familiar, so damn seductive.

“We ride on the morrow, Lord Drake.” He took another long drink and finished the ale, then stood.

“Early, no doubt.” I groaned. Why were the young always so eager to wake and be on their way?

“No, it’s not necessary. I’ll be here waiting when you’re ready to go. I’ve brought a pack horse for your things.”

“Fair enough.” I petted Brute’s head, resting now on my leg. “Peter. One thing.”

He raised his eyebrows and waited.

“If you call me Lord Drake again, I’ll cut off your ear and feed it to my dog.”

He gave me a cautious nod.

“See you in the morn, Peter.”

“In the morn, Drake.” He turned and left.

I finished my ale, then staggered off to my room, the dog following.
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We rode hard, despite Peter’s repeated insistence that there was no hurry. I wanted to get there before I sobered, realized what I was doing, and turned around and went back to the tavern. The vigorous ride, the fresh air, and the lack of drink worked wonders. My head stopped pounding by midday, and even the dog seemed to enjoy the romp, as he followed us at a steady lope.

In the evenings when we stopped to make camp, we ate and slept, too tired to talk much, except as we shared food. For my part, there was little I wanted to speak of to Peter. I could have asked him questions about Marden, but thought I’d best hear what Jackson had to say first.

“Does the dog go with you everywhere?” Peter asked the first night.

“Aye. Can’t seem to lose him.” I scratched under Brute’s chin, and he cracked open a brown eye to stare at me. The two of us would keep our secrets.

“Have you tried sneaking off?” Peter’s eyes shone with mirth.

“Yes, but since he’s always sober and I’m usually drunk, he wakes up when I trip over the furniture.” Brute growled.

“If we keep this pace, we’ll be in Marden in two days.” He grinned. “My wife will be glad to have me back.”

“Married, eh? Is she pretty?” I leaned back on my arm and watched him from across the fire. He was a good-looking young man, much in the manner of Ansel.

“The most beautiful woman in the world.” His eyes seemed to get lost in some fond memory.

“In love, are you?”

“Oh, aye.” He nodded. “She was a lady-in-waiting at the castle, before I married her. Now, she just takes good care of me.” He pulled his cloak around him and closed his eyes.

“Well then, Peter, we must get you back to her arms as soon as possible.” I folded my hands under my head, searched the night’s stars, and waited for sleep to take me. I had found over the last year or so that it was easier to sleep if I was drunk.

Peter fell asleep, and I noted the smile on his face never faded. His dreams must have been good ones. I prayed not to dream.

During the night, I woke, needing to piss. Looking across the dying fire, I thought for a moment Ansel lay there. I almost cried out to him, then realized it was Peter, and I fell back to the ground.

That sweet ghost haunted all my hours, but night was the worst time of all. My dreams were always spent staggering through an immense battlefield, bodies of men and horses strewn everywhere, as I went from one to another searching for Ansel, never finding him.

There were times when I was awake and would catch a movement from the corner of my eye, and swear it was Ansel, riding beside me, or spot the color of his hair in the midst of some crowd of people, only to rush there and find someone else or no one at all.

Even as Peter and I rode, my specter rode behind me, just out of my sight. I shook it off, and kept my eyes forward, and told myself over and over Ansel was dead and buried. I’d forgotten how hard it was to be sober and face the tricks my mind played on me.

At last, we reached Marden. My ghost had traveled with me. I hadn’t been able to outrun him, or drink him away. I was damned. I couldn’t seem to join him, couldn’t seem to get past him. I lived, as I had been living, in a sort of purgatory, without hope of salvation.
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Peter led the way through the town of Marden. On a hill less than a mile away, the castle sat like a silent gray guardian over the town and the surrounding lands. The troops housed there were the only protection for this small corner of the kingdom, and it would be my duty to ready them for battle.

It had been years since I’d trained soldiers, but I’d spent long years since fighting in battles, captaining men, learning strategies, tactics, and techniques. There were few men as experienced as I was, and Jackson was one of them. Four years my senior, I’d known him since my first battle. He’d taken me under his wing and kept me alive that first fight.

Now, I looked forward to seeing my old friend. As we turned through the castle’s gates, two grooms ran up to take our horses. We dismounted and pulled our saddlebags off. My things were strapped to the packhorse, and I left them to be brought up later.

“Watch him. He bites,” I warned the boy as I slung my bags over my shoulder. He grinned at me, pulled the reins up short, and led the horses off.

“Drake!” I recognized that booming big voice from across the courtyard.

Jackson, all six and a half feet of him, strode toward me, grinning like a fool.

“Jackson. Well met.” I held out my arm and he slapped his into it. We gripped and grinned into each other’s eyes. “Long time, old friend.” He pulled me into his arms and gave me a hug, then held me at arm’s length, his dark eyes inspecting me.

“Long time, Drake. You look good.”

“Liar.”

“Well, then, it’s the truth you want? You look like hell. Best get yourself cleaned up before you meet the Duke of Marden.”

“We rode as fast as possible to get here.” As if that would explain my ill looks, but announcing to one and all that I’d only just sobered up seemed a poor choice.

“Did Peter fill you in on things here in Marden?”

“Some. Said you’d lost your second to fever. That there’s war brewing and the men need training. Not much else.”

“Good. I’ll fill you in later. Now, let’s get you to your room and to the bathhouse.”

“Are you trying to tell me something, Jackson?”

“Only that you reek and need a shave.” He roared with laughter.

“Only?” I shrugged as I dragged my hand across my chin. A bath would be just fine and here it wouldn’t cost me. There were advantages to steady work.

We began to walk toward the castle’s main entry. Around the courtyard, people, soldiers and servants, even ladies in fine gowns, moved from one place to another; all seemed to be in a hurry to get to their destinations.

“We go to the castle? My room is in there?” That was unusual; I’d expected to be housed with the other men in the barracks.

“His Grace keeps his masters close, Drake. Peter stays with the men, when he’s not at home with his young bride.” Jackson rolled his eyes and slapped Peter on his back.

“Jackson is most generous with his duty schedule, Drake.” Peter cleared his throat.

“If it works for Jackson, it’ll work for me.” Peter’s shoulders relaxed. The last thing I wanted to do was throw everyone off stride. When something worked well, it was best not to make changes.

We entered the main building and stepped into a large hall. The ceiling soared to a great height and there were two huge hearths, one at each end of the room. Sunlight poured through tall windows from the upper reaches of the walls, with beams of light hitting in regular patches on the ground, the only illumination in the room. Tables and benches ranged up and down the length of the hall, where a dozen or so men sat eating. Servants moved around the tables, carrying platters of food and jugs of wine and ale.

The hall had the underlying smell of a tavern, stale ale and hearth’s smoke, mixed with the dry rushes that were strewn on the floor to catch the dirt and sweeten the air.

Most of all, I could smell the hops of the ale. Jackson must have read the look on my face, because he clapped me on my back and leaned in. “The ale is brewed below in the cellars. It’s excellent. But the wine is truly inspiring.”

“That’s good to know.” Duke Marden was obviously a man who liked his comforts.

Jackson turned, and we continued up the wide stairs to the floor above.

“You’ll have my room after I leave. For now, you’re across the hall.”

He went down a corridor and stopped before a door. I opened it and stepped inside. It held a large bed, dressed with quilts, a trunk beside it. A small table held an oil lamp. In the corner were a desk and a chair.

“I’ll have the lads bring up your things. In the meantime, I’ll show you where the bathhouse is.” I tossed my saddlebags on the bed and pulled the door closed.
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I soaked for an hour after scrubbing the road’s dirt and my sweat off. The large, low wooden tub had been filled with hot, scented water. I would smell like either a whore or a fine lord. For my part, I’d prefer smelling like a whore. I’d spent most of my life distancing myself from lords, even rejecting my own title.

The soap I washed my hair with smelled like field flowers. Great gods, no wonder the men needed training. If they all smelled this sweet, there was no need to fight; they could seduce their way to victory. I smiled at that image.

Brute lay on the sun-warmed stone pavement next to the tub. His soft warning growl brought my head up and eyes open.

A lad of about ten approached, then stopped, his eyes on the dog. “Master Drake, I am Joss.” He held a stack of clothes in his arms.

“Hello, Joss.” I ducked my head down, rinsing the soap from my hair. “Don’t mind the dog. He doesn’t bite.” He looked relieved, but came no closer. Brute rolled onto his side and went back to sleep.

“I am your page.” He swallowed.

“My page? I don’t want a page.” I waved him away.

The boy stood, bit his lip, and blinked. Turning to look back over his shoulder as if deciding whether to leave or not, his shoulders hunched and his head dropped, as if waiting for the next blow. I felt as if I’d kicked the lad. I’d forgotten that I was speaking to a child, not one of my men.

“Perhaps I need a page after all.”

He spun back to face me and swallowed. A small, shy smile crept across his dirty face, as if testing it on me, to see if I would hurt him again. I wondered how many times in his short life the boy had been beaten.

“I’ve put your things in your room and brought you some fresh clothing.” He placed a pile of clothes on a small stool. “I’ll take these to be washed.” He gathered up the clothes I’d stripped off and hurried away with them.

Then, he returned and without a word, kneeled next to the tub and busied himself polishing my boots.

I continued my soaking; the water was still warm and the afternoon’s heat felt good on my shoulders. The bathhouse was a walled-off yard at the back of the castle, with several wooden tubs and some benches. The washing of clothes was done in a small building next to this area, where women and children labored over troughs of soaking clothing. The place smelled of lye and lavender.

Joss held up the boots for my inspection.

“Well enough,” I said, and the boy grinned. “Grab that towel for me, boy.”

He handed me the towel and I stood, water dripping from my hair, and wrapped it around my waist, then stepped over the edge of the tub. Joss’s eyes widened as he stared at my body.

“You have many scars, m’lord.” He seemed impressed.

“Aye.” I dried off and sat down.

“Didn’t you have a mother to tell you to be careful?” He looked at me as if I were the most pathetic man he’d ever seen. Perhaps I was.

There was no telling how he thought I’d gotten so many scars, and I hesitated to tell him that I’d received most of them killing men in battle for pay. Sitting there, I wondered if my reticence to explain was because I was ashamed of what I had done in my life. Then, I decided I had nothing to be ashamed of, but did Joss really need to know about such things at so early an age? I thought back to that small body Ansel and I had found on the road to Foray. He, too, had been too young to know such violence, yet he had been a victim all the same.

“I did. But I was a hardheaded child and didn’t listen to her.”

“Oh.” He nodded, satisfied with my explanation. He could understand that. “I have a scar, too.”

“Do you? Where is it?” I shrugged into my shirt.

He kneeled, pulled up the leg of his worn breeches, and showed me a long thin scar on his leg. His long dark brown hair fell over his face as he looked down at it.

“That’s a good one. How did you get it?”

“I was helping the cook in the kitchens and his knife slipped.” He looked up at me for my approval. “It had to be stitched.” Well, that should impress me.

“Did it? Did you cry?” I stood, laced up my breeches and put on my vest.

He straightened. “No, m’lord,” he declared, managing to look very brave.

“Good lad.” I had no idea why, but my goodwill seemed to make him happy.

I put on my polished boots and followed Joss back to the castle. I knocked at Jackson’s door, and he opened it.

“Good. You smell better.”

“I smell like I’ve been rolling in a meadow.” I shook my head.

“Better than before, trust me.” He looked past me to the boy. “Who is this?”

“It seems I’m to have a page. Did you know about this?”

Jackson’s eyebrow rose. “No. I never had a page.”

“Well, someone thinks I needed one.” I turned back to the boy. “Joss, you and Brute wait for me.”

“Aye, m’lord.” Joss sat on the floor against my door. Brute sat next to him.

Jackson closed the door and motioned to a table with two chairs. His room was much the same as mine, only a little bigger, and he had a window.

“Now, what do you really have to tell me about this place?” I leaned back, stretching out my legs.

“The men are ill-prepared to go to war, Drake. Most are local men, farmers and sons of craftsmen. There are a few seasoned men, but too few. They are good men, and have the will and determination to fight, but greatly lack the skills.” Jackson sat forward, his hands clasped between his knees.

“Right. Drill them on the basics.” I made a note of it.

“As for the castle, the ramifications are good. The siting was well-picked; you’ll find her an easy keep to defend.”

“I could judge that from the outside.”

“There is a deep water well within the walls, so other than keeping the larders stocked, you should not be starved out, should there be a siege.”

I nodded. All these things seemed well, but I knew there had to be more.

“What else?”

“For Marden’s part, we are as well prepared as any.” Jackson sat back. “It’s our opponent, Bors, the Duke of Weathers. He’s a real bastard, Drake. Ruthless as hell, most of his men are seasoned fighters, the rest I suspect are nothing more than criminals. He pays them bounties.” Jackson’s eyes held mine.

“Bounties?” Not many did that. “What proof does he require?”

“Hands.” Jackson spat out the word. “The bastard takes hands.”

“Gods’ tears,” I swore and ran my hand through my hair. “Prisoners? Ransoms?”

“Few prisoners, from what I’ve seen, and most are missing a hand. We pay what ransom we can, but…” He shrugged. I knew what that meant.

If you were important the ransom was paid. If you weren’t and your family couldn’t raise the coin, you were left. What happened to those not ransomed was up to the ones who held them. Slaves weren’t uncommon; conscription in the ranks of the soldiers less so. If you had a skill, you might be kept alive, but it took food and water to keep a worthless prisoner even barely alive and every resource was often needed elsewhere, so few languished in cells. Death was a more common fate.

“So, instead of holding them safe, his men cut off the hands of prisoners, not just the dead, in order to collect extra pay.”

“Instills a fear that’s hard to fight, Drake.” His hands clenched and his knuckles went white.

I blew out my breath. Duke Weathers was ruthless, no doubt. He meant to win.

“These are not men of honor, Jackson.” How do you keep your honor when you have to fight against something like this?

“No, they are not honorable fighters. I’ve been bleeding men faster than I can hire them and get them trained.”

“No wonder.” I crossed my arms and sent my mind wandering.

“What do you think?” Jackson looked at me; his eyes held hope. I wasn’t sure I had any to give just now.

“That we had better not let any of our men become prisoners. How we accomplish that, I have no idea.”

Jackson stood. “Let’s go. Time to meet His Grace.”

I came to my feet and we left the room. Joss and Brute trailed us down the hall.

What had I let myself get into?

Damn. Hands for bounties? Perhaps Duke Weathers was the devil himself.

For what he was doing, I prayed he’d burn in hell.


Chapter Ten

“Where’s His Grace?” Jackson had stopped one of the servants at the bottom of the stairs.

“Outside, m’lord.” He scurried off to the kitchens.

We left the castle and stepped into the courtyard. Jackson scanned the open area, then shook his head. “He meant outside the keep’s walls. How many times have I told Logan not to go out without taking guards with him?” he growled.

Past the gates lay the road to the town, and wide fields on either side. In the near distance, the woods stood, and beyond them, the silver band of a river winked in the sun.

In the middle of the field stood a man, bent over, as he spoke to a child.

“Logan!” Jackson called.

The man straightened, waved, and turned back to the boy. The child shook his head, long blond hair flying with the motion, then bolted, loping off through the tall grasses.

The man chased him. I could hear the child’s high-pitched squeals of delight, and the man’s deep laugh as they galloped around the field. He could have easily caught the child, but let the boy escape him, yet all the while herding the lad toward us.

The boy stopped and turned to look back and the man fell with a cry, his arms outflung, to disappear in the grass. I started forward, my hand on the hilt of my short sword, but Jackson took my arm to hold me back.

“Wait, Drake.” He shook his head, a smile on his face.

The boy raced to the man, stopped, then fell down in the same manner as the man had. Laughter and a loud squeal rose from shaking stalks of the fall grasses. At last, the man stood, swung the boy onto his shoulders, and headed our way.

“Logan, I’ve told you a dozen times not to go out without a guard,” Jackson called out. He sounded like an old woman clucking over her children.

Salvation walked toward me, and my breath froze in my chest. His eyes were the soft moss that grows on the north side of an oak, and his long blond hair was pulled back in a queue. He had long, muscled legs, was lean of body, broad-shouldered, and had a smile that lit his face.

Turning to Jackson, my eyes narrowed as I glared at his grin. If it was the last thing I ever did, I was going to kill him for bringing me here. I wasn’t ready; I couldn’t go through this again.

“Logan, Duke of Marden, this is Drake.” Jackson tilted his head in my direction.

“Drake, well met. I’ve heard much of you and your skills.” Logan put out his arm and I took it. His grasp was firm and solid; the heat from his skin seared mine in the flash of that touch. Then he released me, and I dropped my arm to my side.

His green eyes held all my attention, as I memorized their exact color and the way the skin at their corners crinkled as he smiled at me.

Damn.

I cleared my throat and prayed my voice came out sounding normal. “I hope I can be of some service to you.” It did, to my relief.

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine. Now, Tomas, down you go.” He swung the boy down and tucked him under his arm, like a sack of potatoes.

The child, no more than six, giggled, his hair hanging down. “Da, put me down.”

“Down, you say?” Logan winked at me. Like an idiot I winked back, caught up in his smile as if I had been privy to their game. He let the boy slip through his large hands, but caught his ankles and dangled him just above the ground.

“Da! Don’t drop me!” Tomas squealed.

“Of course not. Your head is too hard for the poor ground.” He swung the boy up, caught him, and lowered his feet gently to the ground. “Now, run along and see what Cook has for the evening meal.” He gave the boy’s bottom a pat of encouragement as he raced off. Turning back to me, he shook his head. “My son, Tomas.”

“My lord duke…” Jackson began to lecture, but Logan held up a hand to stop him.

“The child has been cooped up all day, Jackson. He needed to run. The guards at the walls can see us. Besides, we were having a lesson. I was teaching him about grasshoppers.”

I almost asked him what the lesson was, but stopped. What did I care to learn about grasshoppers? For that matter, what did I care if his eyes crinkled as they smiled at me, or that his hair was the color of winter wheat?

We walked back to the keep’s gates. Logan and I were about the same height, but he was not as heavily built as I. Jackson towered over both of us. All of us went armed; Jackson and I carried more weapons than Logan did, but that wasn’t unusual. The duke would not be expected to fight at a moment’s notice, but I could tell from the way he moved that his sword was not a decoration or worn for fashion’s sake.

“Now, I trust Jackson’s filled you in on our problem.” His eyes turned serious as he led the way inside and to a table by the hearth.

We sat, he at the head, Jackson on his right and I on his left. At the wave of his hand, a servant appeared with short cups and a jug of ale. Logan poured the ale and slid the cups to each of us, picked his up, and drank.

Jackson and I cooled our throats, then I answered, “He has, Your Grace. It’s a problem, I’ll grant you, but one I’m sure we can find a solution to.”

“Call me Logan.” He took a drink of his ale. “Weathers is a danger to everyone in these parts. I’ve stood against him for years, as did my father, but with these damned bounties of his, I haven’t got enough men to hold him back much longer.” He shook his head.

“He sends raiding parties into our far territory, also,” Jackson added. “He comes across the river, hits, then retreats back. There is too long a time between finding out about the attacks and getting a troop there to catch them.”

“I’m familiar with the tactic. He exerts little to no energy, while you must spend time and men to travel the distance. Have you thought of establishing outposts, Logan?” My mind worked at the problem. “If our men were nearer, we’d stand a better chance of catching the raiders before they crossed back over the river.”

“I agree. A good idea. Find out what it would take to make it so, Drake.”

“We haven’t got a lot of men to spare, Logan,” Jackson warned.

“Perhaps we could hire some of the local men. Send someone there to train them, or send them here to train, then place them in small groups every twenty or so miles apart. I’d have to see a map, mark where they were crossing and the distances.” I shrugged.

“I have the very ones.” Logan jumped up and took the stairs to the upper floor two at a time, leaving us looking at each other.

“Does he do that all the time?” I asked.

“Aye. He’s a man of action and stands on no pretense, Drake. You’ll get along well with him.” He grinned. “He hates being called by his title, also.”

Logan returned, carrying several rolls of parchment under his arm. He spread them out on the table and weighted the corners down with our cups.

“Here and here. This is our border with Weathers’ land.” He pointed to a line that followed a river as he leaned over the table. I caught his scent, mixed with the fall grasses from the field, and felt a familiar and unwelcome tug in my loins.

“Is that the same river beyond the woods outside the castle?” I asked, tracing the line with my finger.

“Aye, but this is where it ends. It empties into the lake beyond. This border is sixty miles away, in good weather a two-day ride.” Logan tapped the map with his finger.

“Can the river be crossed anywhere along its banks?” I asked.

“No, there are only a few fords, and no bridges.”

“We could place the outposts at those locations and stop them before they make it across. Perhaps the posts themselves will be enough deterrent. Then, if we established riders to carry messages from there to here, we’d have faster communications. We’d only need a few small stables, some fast horses, and a local boy or two to mind them.” I pointed to a few places along the road.

“It wouldn’t cost much, Logan,” Jackson said.

“All good ideas.” He nodded. “You’ve picked the right man, Jackson.”

“Do you mind if I borrow these? I’d like to learn the land.” I raised an eyebrow at Logan.

He crinkled his eyes at me again, and my cock jerked. No, I’d sworn I didn’t want to feel this again. I had been content not to feel anything but despair for a long while, and it had become comfortable, like an old blanket worn soft over time.

Besides, he was married with a son. And I was…well, I was scarred. There had been only one man who’d found my countenance handsome, and he was dead. I did not intend to pine over some man I’d never have.

“Not at all. Return the maps when you’re done with them.” He picked up his cup and downed the drink. “I have to see to some matters. Until tonight.” He gave us a nod and left.

“Well, what do you think?” Jackson looked at me then took a drink of his ale.

“I think that you think I’m a fool.”

“You are many things, Drake, but not a fool. I leave in two days.” He grinned at me, slapped the table and walked away, leaving me with the maps and unable to stand without embarrassing myself in front of the servants.

I stayed seated until my breeches became comfortable, then gathered the maps, and headed up to my room.
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Logan did not appear at the evening’s meal.

“He’s probably having his meal in his rooms,” Jackson offered. He must have read the disappointment I tried to hide as I pushed my food around my plate.

“No doubt.” With his wife, I thought. As it should be. Be glad, I told myself. I didn’t know what Jackson was up to, but if he’d meant to bring me here to torture me, his plan had worked.

We finished our meal and I sent Joss and Brute upstairs. I followed Jackson out to the courtyard. The stars filled the night sky and the moon was at half stage. Climbing the ramparts of the castle, we toured the catwalk that ran around the walls. The men on duty snapped to attention as we passed, and Jackson greeted each of them as he introduced me.

From the corner turrets, we could see the land that surrounded the castle on all sides. The large fields that lay at its base made it impossible for any attacks by stealth; any army approaching would be spotted with plenty of time to sound the alarm.

We moved on to the barracks to meet the men there.

Peter sat on his cot polishing his boots. As captain, his was the first one from the door.

“Drake! Good to see you.” He took over the tour from Jackson. “Here, meet the men.”

He had them stand at their cots as we walked the line. The men ranged in age from eager young men of ten and eight to older, experienced men in their thirties. I saw only a few men past forty, but I could tell they were well-seasoned.

The four barracks buildings were long and narrow, and each housed fifty men and their captain. We could house two hundred men, but I counted only a little over one hundred and twenty, counting the guards on duty. One barrack was completely empty.

We were down by close to seventy-five men. It could mean the difference between standing against Weathers and falling to him. It was plain to see that recruitment would be one of the first problems I’d have to work on.

Next, we headed to the stables. Only some two dozen of the horses were kept in stalls. These were likely the masters’ and captains’ animals, Logan’s personal mounts, and a dozen or so of the more valuable steeds. In one stall, there was a little dappled gray pony. No doubt it belonged to Tomas. The rest of the horses were either kept in nearby pens or grazed in the fields outside the castle. The master of horses was not there, but Jackson assured me I’d meet him later.

Marden’s livery was in excellent shape, and the grooms that ran the place were a lively and well-trained group. I passed Horse as he chewed his grains and swished his tail to flick flies from his back. His tack had been polished and oiled, and his coat was now a glossy deep red.

At last, we returned to the keep and trudged up to our rooms. Joss and Brute waited like sleepy bookends on either side of my door. Next time, I should tell the boy he could go in and wait for me.

“Sleep well, Drake.” Jackson opened his door and stepped inside.

“You, too.” I opened my door and Brute entered. Joss hung back, unsure of what to do. I was unsure also. Did he sleep in my room, on the floor in the hall, or somewhere else?

“Good night, Joss.” I tried to dismiss him.

“Night, m’lord.” He stood waiting.

I put my hands on my hips. “Where do you sleep, boy?”

“I’m not sure, m’lord. I’ve never worked upstairs before.”

“Where did you work?”

“The kitchens, m’lord.”

“Well, where did you sleep there?”

“Next to the ovens, if I could get a spot.” He looked toward the stairs and twisted his fingers in his hand. “There won’t be a warm place for me this late, m’lord.”

Well, I couldn’t send him back down there to sleep on the cold kitchen floor. With a sigh, I opened the door. “Come inside. I’ll find someplace for you.” He ducked under my arm and stood in the center of the room. I turned up the lantern to light the room as I looked around. The bed was big enough for two, but having Joss share my bed was not to be done. Instead, I strode to the bed and removed the quilt.

“Here, take the top quilt. Tomorrow, I’ll arrange something else for you.”

“Thank you, m’lord.” He took the blanket and curled up in it on the floor next to the wall, and managed to look happy about the accommodations.

I undressed and crawled into the bed. The thick pallet was soft enough; the bed’s ropes creaked beneath my weight, then settled. I pulled the lighter blanket over me, dimmed the lantern, and rolled onto my side.

I spent most of the night trying not to think of Logan’s green eyes.
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I sat at the table to break fast with Jackson. We were served bowls of hot, cooked grain, sweetened with honey and goat’s milk. Joss took his in the kitchen, and Brute lay by the hearth, chewing the last scraps of meat off a bone.

“I received a summons.” Jackson smiled, making his fierce expression somehow fiercer.

“A personal request, then.” I took a spoonful of porridge, expecting the usual bland, tasteless gruel. Instead, it was sweet and hearty and tasted of nuts.

“My father wishes to see me.” Jackson frowned and met my gaze.

“I thought he didn’t recognize you as his son.”

“He didn’t. This is the first time he’s ever contacted me.”

“Do you know what he wants?”

He stared into the distance. “No, but he says he needs my help. As Duke of Baymore, he’s never called me to his service, never named me his own son. I left a free man and gave my oath to Logan years ago.”

“Do you think he means to recognize you as his son at last?”

“No. I am the eldest son, even though a bastard. His heir is my half-brother and will hold his lands, not me.”

“What does Logan say?”

“He will let me choose to stay or go, after I speak to my father.”

“I can understand your desire to go. Having your father’s name means much.”

“To some, it might, if only to claim their nobility. I have no need for titles, or lands. If he hadn’t asked for my help, I would never have left this place.” He looked to me, eyes intent. “Drake, you are the only man I trust with the duke, his son, and Marden. It’s been home to me for most of my life. I served Logan’s father, Edmund, and now him, and I won’t see them come to harm, or allow these lands be conquered.”

I nodded.

“Logan needs you.” He reached across the table and grasped my arm. “Will you keep him and Tomas safe?” His eyes bored into mine.

“I give you my oath, old friend.” I placed my hand over his. “On your journey, keep yourself safe, Jackson, but in Baymore, keep yourself safer.”

“What do you mean?” He glanced up as he scraped his bowl for the last of his meal.

“If your father recognizes you as his eldest son, your brother may not be pleased.”

“Hugh is never pleased, that much I remember of him.”

“But might he consider you a threat?”

“He has no worries there. Can you see me as Duke of Baymore? I’m not fit for it,” he laughed.

Although Jackson couldn’t see it, I could. His honor, wits, and compassion would make him a fine duke. Despite his lack of title, there wasn’t a more noble man than he.

He laughed, then grew serious. “Be careful, Drake. Choose wisely who you spend your time with here.”

“I have no plans to spend time with anyone. There is no pleasure in it for me anymore. The first year, I tried losing myself in whores. I found drink works much better at numbing my senses and renders me quite unconscious.”

“There will come a time, Drake, when that will not be the case.”

“Gods, I pray not. I never want to feel that pain again. Never.”

“Never is a hard word.”

“So is pain.” I took my last bite of porridge.

“But, think of the sweetness. Wouldn’t it be worth the pain?” His voice tried to convince me, but I knew better.

“If someone would just kill me in battle, then the pain would be over.” I shrugged.

“Death is a harsh remedy.”

“I fear it is the only one that will cure me.”

“Logan needs you alive, not dead.”

“For his sake, I’ll be careful not to die until you return.” I grinned.

Jackson fell silent, then stood. “Let’s take a look at the armory.”

I followed him outside, past the barracks to a small building with no windows and only one door. Two guards were posted, and they snapped to attention as Jackson and I approached.

Once inside, we went over the weapons, armor, and light arms. The castle was well stocked with swords, lances, and crossbows. There were more pieces of armor than men to wear them, but we hoped that would change soon.

After our inspection, we went our separate ways, I to my room to study the maps, Jackson to pack for his journey. I would miss him, and felt the excitement of having the command of the castle passed to me.

I would give my oath to Logan to serve him and his lands in front of all the men as Jackson handed over his master-of-arms dagger to me. Even from what little I’d seen of Logan, I had no doubt about giving him my oath, but I was puzzled as to why he trusted me so readily. It had to have been the respect that he held for Jackson and his hearty recommendation of me. No matter what, I was glad of it.

I had needed steady work to keep my mind occupied, something to stay sober for. Marden seemed as good a cause to fight for as any. And the food had proved good, the ale excellent, and the pay was steady.

I’d failed many in the past, including the man I’d loved. Now, would I fail Jackson, Logan, and all of Marden?

Tonight I would swear to die before letting that happen.


Chapter Eleven

The torches had been lit in the great hall and candles covered the tables. I had no idea the ceremony would be so grand.

Joss had brought me a new blue and gray tabard to wear with the Marden coat of arms embroidered on it in fine silk, and had shined my boots so well he’d almost taken the black off them. He’d worked hard to make me as presentable as possible, but I had to stop him when he tried to polish my sword and scabbard with soap and water.

We had a lesson on the care of steel and leather, then I dressed. Joss disappeared for a time, then met me in the corridor in a fine new tunic of blue and gray that matched mine. A prouder boy there couldn’t have been. His face looked freshly scrubbed and his hair had been combed by someone, perhaps his mother.

He trailed behind me, his spine stiff and head high. If he was proud to serve me, then I would be proud to have him as my page. He’d proved a good boy, eager to please and a quick learner.

Jackson met us. He wore his tabard also, and his wild dark red hair was as tamed as I’d ever seen it. At his belt hung the dagger of his office, soon to be mine.

“We’re a right fine pair.” He laughed as he held out his arms to show off his fine clothing.

“I’ve never seen you so clean.” I sniffed the air. “Or smelling so sweet.”

He grinned. “Ready? It’s time.” He led the way to the stairs and then down to the hall.

“Anxious, are you?”

“To be on my way, aye. To leave Marden, no.”

I knew he was torn between the recognition of his father and his love for this land. I hadn’t been attached to any particular land for a long time, having given up what claims I once had, but I still understood his feelings.

The tables and benches were filled with men. There were only a few women present, wives of some of the captains. The table where Logan sat held his inner circle, his advisers, and masters of the castle. By this time, I’d met most of them.

Jackson introduced me to Isaac, the master of horses, a man of fifty, with graying beard and hair, dark black eyes, and bowed legs. Then he introduced me to Logan’s land steward, Elrod. A man of about my age, he was short with a round stomach that told of too frequent visits to the kitchens.

His warder, Harold, was an old man, bent-shouldered, but his hands and eyes were steady. He’d probably held the position under Logan’s father.

Logan had dressed in his finest, too. He wore a blue and gray long vest over a finely woven white linen shirt with blue embroidery on the cuffs and collar, black breeches, and boots. His long blond hair had been pulled back into a thick braid that hung halfway down his back and was tied with a blue ribbon, showing off his green eyes and full lips.

I didn’t see his good wife at the table, but Tomas sat on his left, dressed in his finery, his eyes bright with excitement. I thought to ask Jackson why our duke’s wife was absent, but I became engaged with Harold when he asked about the cost of building the outposts. Seems he’d been informed of it by Logan, and wanted some specifics.

The feast began. Platters of fowl and mutton were delivered to each table, as were bowls of roasted potatoes, beans, cabbage, and loaves of thick bread. Servants moved among us, pouring ale and wine. All the food was delicious, and Jackson had been right; the wine was truly exceptional. Trying not to drink too much, I cut my wine with water.

We drank, talked, and ate until at last, Logan stood. He had no need to pound the table with his tankard, no need to call out to quiet the men; all eyes turned to him, and everyone fell silent. I sensed that these men would have followed him anywhere, so strong was his personality and the sense of honor he exuded, as if from the spout of a cistern.

“We are here tonight to say farewell to an old friend and to greet a new friend,” he began. His voice was rich and mellow, and didn’t strain to fill the hall. “Jackson leaves us on a personal mission. You will be missed, my friend. The gods’ speed to you on your journey tomorrow, and I pray your path leads you to what the gods have planned for you.” He raised his ale to Jackson, and drank to him. Everyone followed his lead; even Tomas picked up his cup and drank.

“Tonight we greet Drake. He will take Jackson’s place as master of arms, with my full confidence and Peter’s, his second-in-command.” He nodded to Peter, who sat several seats down from us, and Peter gave a curt nod in reply. “Drake’s abilities and skills are renowned, and we are fortunate he was willing to serve us.” He gave me such a brilliant smile that for a moment I was blinded. Then, Jackson and I stood.

Logan moved to a raised platform and stepped up on it. I followed, Jackson behind me, as I stood in front of Logan. He pulled his sword from the scabbard at his side and raised it high, holding it point down by the hilt.

I dropped to my knee and bowed my head. He drove the sword into the boards in front of me, and the air hummed with the sword’s vibrations.

“Drake, do you take oath to Marden, to serve these lands and her people with your body, blood, and life?”

I raised my head, placed my hand on the hilt of the sword, and looked into his eyes. “I do so swear to serve with my body, blood, and life.”

His eyes held mine. “I accept your oath, Drake, and name you master of arms at Marden Castle and leader of my troops.”

He held out his hand for me to kiss the large crest ring he wore on his forefinger, a symbol of his title. “Will you swear allegiance to the Duke of Marden?” He’d asked me not to serve Logan, the man, but Logan, the Duke of Marden.

“I will, Your Grace.” I took his hand in mine and brought it to my lips. His fingers curled around mine as my lips brushed the back of his hand instead of the ring. If he was surprised by the move, he didn’t show it. Instead, I felt his thumb stroke the knuckles of my hand. A shiver ran down my spine to lodge in my loins.

I had to remember to breathe and to let go of his hand. I’d held it for too long, I feared, but no one seemed to take note of it. Perhaps they thought I had been too nervous to remember to let go.

I would remember that touch long after this night.

“I accept your oath, Drake.”

Jackson unbuckled the belt that held the dagger and passed it to me. I strapped it on over my sword’s belt. The blade had a carved silver hilt, with an elk’s head and antlers curling around it, and the leather scabbard was finely tooled.

Logan stepped off the platform and returned to the table as Jackson and I trailed him. Now, I took the seat of honor at Logan’s right and Jackson took my seat.

“Are you all right, Drake?” Jackson asked as he sat. I must have looked pale.

“Fine. All this responsibility has come home to roost, I fear.”

“I understand.” He glanced at Logan, then back at me. Just what he understood, I didn’t want to know.

“Drake, I must tell you that I rest easier now that you’re here,” Logan told me.

“I’m glad, Your Grace.” I tilted my head to him.

“It’s Logan, remember.” His eyes crinkled at me.

“Logan it is.” I smiled back. On my rough and scarred face, it must have looked fearsome, but he didn’t flinch.

Did he have any idea what he did to me? I both hated the feeling and reveled in it. I’d sworn to Jackson I never wanted to have those feelings again, and now at the first fluttering of desire for a man that tickled my belly in two years, I was torn, determined to run away from them, yet drawn to them as a moth is drawn to a candle. I didn’t forget that moths often burned in the flames.

Logan excused himself to take Tomas up to bed and did not return to the hall. The evening wore on, the fires in the hearth burned low, and despite the water in my wine, I’d had more than my share of drink. Jackson’s arm on my elbow guided me up the stairs to my room.

“Drake, come inside.” Jackson held the door to his room open.

“Of course. Have you more wine?” I grinned at him and followed him in.

He closed the door and turned to me. “It will be a long time before we meet again, Drake, if ever. I leave on the morrow.” He stood looking at me, his head cocked to one side.

“And I mean to see you off, old friend.” I swayed on my feet.

“You’re drunk, Drake.” He took a step forward and caught me. Strong hands on my arms held me steady.

“I am, indeed.” His eyes held mine, and I felt a familiar stirring. “And, it seems, at your mercy.”

“Drake, I have always felt deep affection for you.” He pulled me closer, and my feet followed.

“And I for you. You were my friend when I needed you most.” I tilted my head and closed my eyes just as his lips pressed against mine. My surprise lasted only a moment before I melted into the kiss. His kiss was comforting, slow, soft, and gentle, and I was just drunk enough to part my lips and deepen it.

Jackson’s tongue probed my mouth as his gentle hand held me behind the neck.

We kissed, nothing more. I don’t think he or I wanted more; our hands didn’t search our bodies, and neither of us pressed fully against the other. We dwelt in that long, slow kiss, parting, then reseating, the light touch of lips changing into deeper touch and back again, each of us enjoying the taste and the feel of the other. We were friends who cared deeply, but both of us knew it wasn’t love that had run between us all these years.

My brain was fuzzy from the wine. I enjoyed the kiss, his hand at my neck, his taste, his strength. At last, our lips parted and we drew away.

“I’ve wanted to do that for such a long time, Drake.” His voice was a quiet sigh.

“How long?”

“Since the first time I met you, a young man of ten and eight.”

“All this time and you never said anything.” Saddened by what we might have missed, I became overwhelmed by a feeling of melancholy, of a time and a past lost to us.

Damn, I was drunk.

“Our friendship was far more important to me than some brief taking. It would have never been the same between us, if we had,” he said. “We were meant for others, Drake.” I saw regret in his eyes.

“You have been my dearest friend. That I have never regretted.” I touched his face with my hand.

“For what it’s worth, I wish you happiness, Drake. I think you may find it here.”

“I wish the same for you, no matter where your road takes you, Jackson.”

We walked to the door. I turned, and he kissed me again, then released me.

“In the morn, old friend,” he said. He didn’t ask me to stay and I didn’t offer.

“In the morn, old friend,” I replied and slipped out the door to my own room.

Brute lay on the floor by my bed. He looked up as I came in. Joss lay sleeping on the pallet I had ordered for him, a blanket of his own wrapped around him.

I undressed and lay down, and before I could think about what had just happened, I fell asleep.
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Jackson left in the morning, taking nothing more than the clothes on his back and two saddlebags. We said little; our parting had been done in his room, and it was enough for both of us. Logan and I stood side by side and waved him farewell.

With a last salute, Jackson turned his horse down the road, heading to his long-waited for summoning. I would miss him and hoped he’d write to tell if he had been recognized.

“So, Drake, you are in charge now. How does it feel?”

“Frightening, Logan. There is much to do.”

“Best get to it, then.” With that, he walked away. I watched him until he’d entered the keep, then I turned to the barracks. There was training to be done.
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I drilled the men over the next few weeks, working them hard on the basics of sword work, accuracy with the crossbow, and the essentials of soldiering. Most showed great improvement. Some I judged would never be ready, but could serve other purposes. It took many men to make an army run smoothly, such as armory workers, men to cook the camp’s food, and those who could tend the wounded. I also looked for the men to send to our planned outposts, and to ride as messengers.

On a cool autumn morning, I brought Joss with me to the town of Marden. He had followed me everywhere at the castle and, along with Brute, had become my second shadow, so there was no leaving him or the dog behind.

Our unlikely trio wandered up and down the high street, looking at shops and stalls, at everything from ribbons for ladies’ hair to newly forged blades. Joss’s eyes lit up as he gazed at the swords, and I knew in a few more years he’d be old enough to carry one. The lad took in all he saw and seemed to lock it away. I’d come to know he was sharp as a wench’s tongue. Once shown something, he rarely needed to be shown again.

His attention became locked on a small wooden figure of a horse, carved by some local fellow. To me its cost would be a trifle, but to him, who had no coin, it was dear. In these last weeks, I’d never seen the lad play or frolic, only do his work and follow me.

“Here, give me that. It looks a fine toy for a lad.” I pointed to the little horse on the cart. Joss’s eyes watched as the man picked it up and told me the price.

“What do you think, Joss?” I gave the carver the coin and held up the figure.

His sighed, and his shoulders hunched. “I think the duke’s son will like it very much,” he whispered.

I looked at him. Did he think the only boy I’d buy a toy for was Tomas? That he was of so little merit to me? I dropped to my knee and looked into his eyes, my heart aching.

“Joss, I bought it for you, not Tomas.” I handed it to him.

By the look on his face, sheer surprise mixed with bewilderment, I knew he’d never been given anything in his short life. There was so much I didn’t know about the child I had governance over, and I’d done little to learn it.

“Me?” He shook his head, refusing to believe it, I supposed. “Mine?”

“Aye, boy. Yours.”

He stared at it, turning it over in his hand, stroking the smooth wood, as if he would memorize it before it disappeared or was snatched from him.

“Thank you, m’lord.” He gave me a quick bow and a nod, then placed it gently under his shirt for safekeeping.

I stood and moved on, still searching for my purchase, with Joss and Brute following me through the crowds.

I found what I had been looking for in a bookseller’s shop. It was a leather-bound journal, with blank pages meant to keep accounts in. I paid for it, and a quill and inkpot. Joss proudly carried them for me back to the keep.

I laid the things on the desk in my room. They sat there untouched for days. I had decided that I might be able to exorcise my ghost by telling his story. Each time I sat down to write, I found some excuse not to start. I think I feared if I started, it would end, and I was afraid I’d put Ansel away with the book. He’d become familiar to me, the only thing I had left of him, besides the dog, his sword, and my regrets.

I thought perhaps a change of place would help, so late in the evenings I took my book and ink down to the great hall, sat at a table by the fire, and began to write his story. I must have been a strange sight, sitting hunched over my book, night after night, scratching on the paper with my quill. There were few who knew how to write, and that a man such as I had been taught must have seemed odd.

Logan would sit with me some nights after he’d taken Tomas up to his bed. He never spoke much, letting me write, but drank his ale and stared into the fire. It was a comfortable silence between us. Perhaps he had his own ghosts to battle. I never asked and he never spoke of it.

One night, he sat down, drank his ale, got up and paced the hall, then returned to sit again. At last, he spoke to me.

“I’ve sat here these many nights, Drake, as you wrote in that book and now, my curiosity has the better of me. What are you writing?” He rested his chin in his palm.

“I hope to chronicle the tale of my lover, who died.” I gave him a rueful smile.

“In hopes of?”

I sighed, sat back, and stretched. “Putting my ghost to rest. Healing old wounds.” I shook my head. “I’m not sure myself, but it feels like talking to an old friend, without speaking our secrets.”

“I see.” He looked into the fire, then turned to me as if to ask a question, but instead took another drink from his cup. “I’m to bed.” He pushed off from the table and went up the stairs.

I bowed my head over my book and continued to write. My ghost hovered nearby, with that same tender look Ansel always seemed to have for me, the one I’d never recognized as love until it was too late.
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It was the noon meal, and I sat alone. I had been working the men hard, my mood was surly at best, and my irritation oozed like sweat from my body to be scented by everyone around me. Even Joss, his meal eaten, sat against the wall apart from me.

Sitting hunched over my charger, I stabbed at my meat, speared it, and brought it to my mouth to rip pieces off with my teeth. I may have been growling.

“Will you teach me to fight?” A small, light voice came from next to me.

I looked to the side, then down. Tomas sat on the bench next to me. He looked up with his father’s green eyes, filled with hope.

“You are too young to swing a sword.” I hoped my gruffness would move him along, but he held his ground.

“Da says I’m big enough to ride my pony.” His chin stuck out just enough to show his determination, with no whine in his sweet, child’s voice.

“Riding a pony and handling a sword are very different things.” I crossed my arms and rested them on the table.

I’d hoped to end the conversation. Tomas had other ideas.

“If I am to be duke one day, I must learn to fight.” He crossed his arms and laid them on the table in a perfect imitation of my posture. I scowled at him, surely too fierce a visage for a child. He didn’t flinch, but scowled back at me.

“Perhaps. But not now.” I stabbed another piece of meat and took a bite. Joss shifted in his seat against the wall and watched.

Tomas frowned, as if he were thinking hard, then spoke, “You are the master of arms. I am Tomas, the Marquess of Marden. I order you to teach me.” There, he’d gone his full length and sat back, arms folded, his brows drawn down and his mouth set.

Joss snorted, and petted his toy horse.

It was all I could do to keep from laughing, but I knew this had to be handled well. I had no desire to break the child’s spirit or hurt his feelings. His stubbornness to continue the argument and his bravery just to sit next to me were to be admired and encouraged.

“Well, my lord marquess, if you command, I must obey.” I shrugged and continued to eat.

I don’t think Tomas expected me to give in so fast. He looked at me with wide eyes and his mouth fell open. Then his mouth snapped shut and a grin spilled over his face. Joss stared, his eyes wide.

I suppose the idea that he, a child, could order a grown man, much less a large, fierce-looking warrior, to do his bidding was like a revelation. Tomas gloried in it. His chest puffed up like a little bantam rooster’s, and he sat taller in his seat.

Placing his elbow on the table to rest his chin in the palm of his hand, my heart felt a tug. I’d seen Logan do the same thing too many times to count, yet had never recognized it.

“Good. When can you start?” Now, my young lord was all business.

“Right after lunch. Are you free?” I might as well spend some time with the boy, if just to get him to stop pestering me.

“I am.” He rose. “Where do we meet? At the barracks?” He’d seen me drill the men there.

“How about in the courtyard?” I didn’t want to take him far from watching eyes. “By the by, where is your mother?” I thought I’d best get the good woman’s approval of this escapade.

“She’s above.” He pointed up.

“Well, run and tell her you’re going to start training, and get her permission.”

Tomas looked at me as if I had told him to fly. “I can’t speak to her.” His voice grew very quiet and soft. “Da says she can hear my prayers. I suppose I could say a prayer and ask her.” His brow worried over this problem.

I sat back, wanting to beat my own head against the table. No wonder I’d never seen the woman. She was dead.

Why no one had told me, I could not understand. Even Jackson had been remiss in explaining the lack of her presence. I wanted to shout at someone or at least grab someone by the throat and shake them.

“When did she die, Tomas?”

“When I was small. She had a fever, Da says. I don’t remember.” He looked down at his hands in his lap. “Da says she didn’t want to leave me, but she had to.”

“You miss her, don’t you?” I wanted to gather him up in my arms, but kept my seat.

“Aye. So, you see, I can’t ask for her permission to learn to fight.”

“Right. We’ll ask your da. How about that?”

Tomas brightened. “I’ll find him and ask.” He ran from the hall, up the stairs.

Joss sat back, frowning, still playing with his horse, waiting for me.

I finished my meal in blessed silence. That changed everything, I told myself at first. Then, I argued, it changed nothing. I’d sworn to avoid those feelings and would keep my word.

Logan was a free man. No wife. Unmarried, but in itself, that meant nothing. He’d never made a gesture, never gave a clear sign that he’d invite any advance, much less that he would want me. If I tried to approach him and he rejected me, it could mean more than my heart being hurt. It could mean my life.

While I wrestled with all this, Tomas pulled Logan by his hand to the table.

“Ask Drake! He says he’ll teach me, but you have to give your permission.”

I looked up into those green eyes. They weren’t smiling at me now; they were much darker, and his blond brows were furrowed. I had a cold feeling in the pit of my belly that I’d made a mistake.

“Drake.” He spoke through teeth clamped tight together and thinned lips. “I’d told Tomas when he asked me earlier this week that you could not train him. You were here to train the soldiers, not a child. And I told him that a sword was a very dangerous weapon and not one a boy of six should have.” His hands had moved to his hips as he addressed me, as if scolding Tomas, not a grown man his own age.

If he had been another man in another situation, I would have had my knife at his throat for speaking to me in that tone.

Instead, I glanced at Tomas, hanging on his father’s hand, watching us with sharp eyes. So, Tomas had played us off on one another. The boy was clever, I’d give him that. I threw myself on the mercy of my duke.

“My lord Duke Marden.” I addressed him by his title, and he dropped his hands from his hips. “The Marquess of Marden has ordered me to train him.” I kept my face straight and held Logan’s stare.

A slight widening of Logan’s eyes clued me that he understood. “Oh, he did?” One eyebrow arched upward as he glanced at Tomas, who took a sudden interest in his boots as he scuffed at the reeds on the floor.

“Aye. As the young lord of the keep, he gave me an order.” Now we both struggled to keep our faces plain. Tomas watched with an intensity I’d not seen in a child so young, his eyes darting from my face to Logan’s and back.

“Well, then, if the marquess gave you an order, you must obey.” Logan nodded. “However, no real swords. And only if you have the time.”

Now we discussed terms. “We will use a stick, Logan, and I’ll give him lessons after the noon meal. I have time while all the men eat, before I have to be back to my duties.”

Tomas hung on our words; the whites of his eyes shone all around those green pupils. He turned to his father and waited. I don’t think the child took a breath.

“Tomas. You have my permission to learn the sword, as long as Drake sees fit.”

The boy leaped into the air and gave a great whoop of joy. “Thank you, Da!” He ran around the room, circling the tables and benches and then, with a quick hug of Logan’s legs, he ran outside.

Logan sat next to me, put his elbow on the table, and rested his chin in his palm.

“You will be gentle with him, won’t you? He’s just a child.” His eyes held his concern for his son. I supposed he’d seen me with the men, giving a few well-deserved ear boxings over dropped swords or missteps. I was rough, perhaps, but not cruel. Cruelty didn’t earn anyone’s respect. Moreover, I would never strike a child.

“Of course. This will do him well, Logan. Build some muscles and some balance, so that when the time comes for him to use a sword, he’ll be well on his way.”

“And you don’t mind being saddled with the boy? He can be a handful.” Logan grinned at me. I watched his eyes crinkle and felt my heart beat harder in my chest.

“I don’t mind. He’s a clever boy, and well behaved.”

He nodded and a silence fell between us. I wanted to continue our conversation, and so said the first words that came to me.

“Why didn’t you tell me your wife had died?” I pushed a piece of potato around my charger.

“I thought Jackson had told you.” He sat back, eyebrows raised.

“No, he didn’t. Tomas just told me.”

“Oh.” His breath blew out in a soft puff.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” What else could I say?

“I miss her. Tomas does also, of course. She was a lovely woman, but delicate. When she caught the fever, she was gone in a matter of days. Tomas was only two.”

“You must have loved her very much.”

“It was an arranged marriage, you see. I had reached thirty and needed an heir, but by the time Tomas came along, I cared deeply for her. She was a light in my life.” His hands rested on the table, so near mine I could have stretched out a finger and touched him. I didn’t.

“When she died, I didn’t know what to do. I had a baby and my lands to run, but little by little, I managed. Raising a child alone has been hard at times, but now I can’t see my life without him in it.” A soft smile graced his face, making him even more handsome, if that were possible.

“You’ve done well. He’s a fine boy.”

Logan nodded. “But, he ordered you?” A chuckle escaped him.

“Oh, aye, and dead serious he was, too. I was master of arms and he the young lord marquess.” I grinned. “I had no choice but to obey him.”

Logan shook his head. “I must have a talk with Tomas about the duties and privileges of rank. Something I understand you know.” He glanced at me.

“So, Jackson told you?” Leave it to Jackson to forget to tell me what he’d told Logan about me.

“Aye. Said you’d renounced your title. Is that so?”

“It is. I was ten and eight.”

“Do you regret it?” His finger drew circles on the wooden table.

“No. I’ve been happy with my life.”

“You don’t seem happy, Lord Drake.” There was that soft smile again.

What should I tell him? All, nothing? Truth or lies?

I shrugged. “After such a loss, it’s hard to go on.”

“Aye, I know that pain.”

“Have you found any relief from it?”

His hand clenched, then relaxed to lie flat on the table next to mine. I fought myself to keep from touching him, from pulling him into my arms.

“No, I suffer from it still.”

Logan stood and left.

I finished my ale and went to find a suitable stick.


Chapter Twelve

Finding a stick should have been easy, but it wasn’t. It had to be a certain length and thickness in order to duplicate a sword’s feel. It would never have the heft, but I’d face that later.

In the end, I found the castle’s carpenter and told him of my search. He showed me his selection of thick, straight branches and I selected a few for him to work with. He sawed them off where I showed him and then planed them down to a reasonable thickness. They tapered to a blunt end. Not dangerous at all, really, and I thought Logan would be pleased with them.

I found my new student doing cartwheels and rolls in the courtyard trying to impress Joss, who sat on a bench trying not to watch him. Brute slept, but Joss’s eyes rolled each time the younger boy shouted for him to watch and see what he was doing.

Joss jumped to his feet when he saw me.

“Take your ease, Joss,” I told him, and he sank back down. Brute never even opened an eye.

“Young lord, front and center.” I used my best captain’s voice, and Tomas unwound from his imitation of a ball rolling on the ground and raced to me. The swordsticks were tucked under my arm and his eyes locked on them right away.

“We’re not using real swords?” His dismay amused me.

Joss snorted. Loudly. I shot him a look meant to quiet him.

“No. Remember, it’s one of the rules. A good soldier follows the rules.”

“I’m not going to be a soldier; I’m going to be a duke.” Tomas’ eyes narrowed.

“A good duke must first know how to follow the rules in order to make them.”

The lad seemed to take that well, so I continued. “Now, today we will work on the stances we’ll use when we are fighting.” I laid the sticks on the ground and Tomas’s face fell.

“No sticks?” Oh, he was good. The just-quiver of his bottom lip, perfected over his few years, almost got me. I took strength when Joss gave another snort, crossed his arms, and turned his back on us.

“No sticks. If you work hard on your footwork, we might use them tomorrow.”

He frowned, then nodded. I glanced at Joss, his back hunched over, his feet kicking at the stone pavers of the yard. I had come to know what that posture meant.

I sighed. “Joss, come here.” What had I gotten myself into?

Joss turned, his face beaming, his eyes bright. “Me?” He pointed to his chest.

“Aye, you. You might as well learn this also. You’ll need it before Tomas will.”

From the shadows of a doorway, I heard a deep chuckle. I knew that laugh and cringed on the inside. Logan had been watching us, and now, he was laughing.

At me. Damn.

Joss ran to take his place beside Tomas, who grinned up at the older boy he’d been trying so desperately to impress. Now, they were in it together. I wondered if Tomas had any friends to play with here. I’d never seen him with anyone. For that matter, I never saw Joss play with anyone either. He was always working for me. I made a note to myself to give the boy some time off each day. It seemed I hadn’t been thinking at all.

It had been well over ten years since I’d had a servant and never had the keeping of a boy put on me. I would have to be more…I wasn’t sure what, but I added another worry to my growing list.

We began the lesson. I showed the boys the basic footwork, the stances, and we practiced moving back and forth, from side to side, and circling steps. Joss caught on quickly, and Tomas giggled more than he should have, but they did just fine.

All the time, Logan watched as he leaned his long body against the doorframe. I could feel the weight of his gaze on me as he stood there.

After an hour, their interest waned, so I stopped our lesson and dismissed the boys. Tomas ran off to find something to eat, and Joss walked back to the bench, pulled his toy horse out of his shirt, and sat.

I picked up the sticks from the ground and turned to face Logan.

“I see your class grows.” He crinkled. Damn, I wished he’d stop doing that. What would he say if I told him every time he did that, I got hard as a rock?

“Aye.” I held out the sticks. “I had the carpenter make them.”

He took one from me and swung it, his wrist making an arc, testing its balance. “They’re well made.” Then he poked me in the chest with the stick and stepped back, grinning.

It was a challenge, plain and simple, and I never back down from a challenge.

Pulling the stick from under my arm, I gave him my best flourish and leveled it at him. “A duel, Your Grace?”

“If you think you’re up to it.”

“I am, but I fear you may taste defeat this day.” We circled, taking careful steps as we eyed each other.

“I think the taste will be bitter in your mouth, my lord Drake.”

“You’re lucky I’m sworn to keep you safe, my lord duke.”

We grinned, and he advanced. I stepped to the side, and blocked his swing. The sharp rap of wood against wood rang out in the courtyard. A few of the men passing by stopped to watch.

I swung, he countered, and we parted. His skill was good, and I pressed him with several quick swings, lunging to advance upon him. He stepped out of my reach, and avoided a slash that would have laid his stomach open. Logan looked at me and laughed.

“That would have ended it, had we steel blades,” I charged.

“True, but we have wood, so I live.” He attacked and our sticks clacked together in sharp, tight arcs.

Joss climbed onto a bench. “Well done, m’lord Drake!”

“Seems you have an admirer.” Logan jerked his head toward the boy.

“So, it seems, have you.” Tomas had climbed up next to Joss.

“Best not to disappoint the lads.” He crinkled at me, and my heart skipped a beat. He took advantage and gave me a blow that landed across my arm. “You’ve lost your sword arm, Lord Drake.”

“I fight with both arms, my lord duke.” I tossed the stick to my other hand and took up the fight.

Logan’s eyes widened, then narrowed, and he smirked in appreciation. “I have underestimated you, Lord Drake. It seems there is more to you than meets the eye.”

“More than you know, aye.”

We clashed again, our sticks rapping against each other. With each volley of swings, the crowd cried out, a few for me, but most for Logan.

“My da can beat your old Drake!” Tomas’ high-pitched voice rose above the crowd. Logan’s eyes darted to him in concern as we fought.

“My lord is a skilled fighter and unbeatable,” Joss shouted back, scowling at Tomas.

Tomas’s hands curled into fists and he swung, his blow landing on Joss’s arm.

“Ow!” Joss rubbed his arm then frowned.

“See, even I can beat you, page!” Tomas goaded the older lad.

Logan froze and I with him. For a moment, I feared that Joss would strike the duke’s son and then I’d have to…well, I had no idea what I would or wouldn’t have to do, but I didn’t wait to see.

“Now, now, boys.” I rushed to them. “This is not a real fight. Your da and I were play fighting, as boys do.” My hand reached out to stay Joss’s arm.

Logan strode to his son’s side. I held my breath. His son had struck first, but no matter what, a servant never strikes a noble, never. Joss had kept his temper and his head, but now, I feared what Logan would do. Even more, I feared what he might order me to do.

“Tomas, did you just strike Joss?” Logan’s eyes grew dark, his lips thin.

Tomas had the good sense to look guilty as his chin fell to rest on his chest, and his hands disappeared behind his back. “I did.” He nodded.

“Son, that was not fair. You struck a man who could not strike back. That is not a fair fight, nor is there any honor in defeating such an opponent. Do you understand?” Logan’s green eyes bored into his son.

Tomas looked at Joss. I could almost see the understanding when it broke in his mind. “Oh.” His eyes widened, his mouth an open circle. Then he hung his head.

“I’m sorry, da.”

“It’s not me you need to apologize to, Tomas,” Logan said quietly.

“I’m sorry, Joss.”

Joss looked at me for a sign. I gave him a small tilt of my head toward Tomas. I’d hoped the boys would become friends, and this may have damaged that possibility.

“It’s all right, Tomas. It was a good hit, anyway,” Joss said.

“It was?” Tomas’s eyebrows shot upward.

“Aye. It stung.” Joss even rubbed his arm to prove it.

The tension all around us seemed to fade, and I realized that a courtyard of people had been watching. Many must have thought the duke’s boy had taken his rank and privilege to their limits in hitting Joss, clearly an unfair thing, and waited to see what the duke would do about it.

Logan tucked the stick under his arm and picked up Tomas. “Let’s go get cleaned up for the evening’s meal.” He gave me a curt nod, our eyes meeting, and then carried his son inside.

I turned back to Joss. His brown eyes watched me as if he expected me to rail at him. Instead, I held out my hand for him to take. “Come along, boy, getting cleaned up is a good idea. How about a visit to the tubs?”

Joss looked at my hand, blinked, then looked up at my face. His hand crept out; his fingers slipped into my hand and curled around my fingers in a tentative grip. I smiled at him as he jumped down from the bench, and we headed to the bathhouse.

We’d reached the tubs before he let go. When he did, I found to my amazement, I missed the touch of his small hand in mine.

An old woman came forward. “My lord, have you a need for a tub?”

“No, not me. My boy here smells of sweat and boy stink.” I laughed.

Joss held up his arm, sniffed under it, and shrugged. Perhaps he’d grown accustomed to his smell, but it had begun to bother me.

“Joss, is it? It’s been a long while since you’ve been here,” the woman said, as she leaned over to speak to him. “Right, then. Off with those clothes and into a hot bath.”

Joss began to remove his clothes.

I took the lady aside. “Good woman,” I asked. “Do you know this boy?”

“Joss? Aye, he’s lived here at the castle ever since his ma died some five years ago.”

“She’s dead? Where is his father?” I glanced at the boy standing naked next to the tub.

“Who knows? Some boy from the village? A passing merchant? His mother was a just a girl when she had him and worked here in the kitchens. She was redheaded, beautiful, and free with herself.” The old woman shook her head at the shame of it.

I had never realized the boy was an orphan. He’d been lucky, as orphans go, since he lived at the castle and not on the streets of the village. There, he might have turned to stealing, picking pockets, or worse.

I watched as Joss climbed over the edge of the tub; his body was thin, but he had ropy muscles. Touching a toe to the hot water, he grimaced, shook his head, and balked at going in, like a horse refusing to take a jump.

I dipped my hand into the water. It was hot, but not too hot, but to his skin that had rarely had a bath, it must have been a shock. “Just as I like it, nice and hot.”

With that, he had no choice but to enter the water; it was a matter of pride. After clamping his mouth shut to keep from crying out over its heat, he eased into the tub and sat back.

“Here, Joss. It’s no good unless you use the soap.” I handed him a rough bar of lye soap. “Scrub hard.”

He grinned up at me and began to rub the soap over his body.

“Don’t forget your hair,” I added.

“No, m’lord.” He attacked his head with vigorous scratching, working the soap through his thick mop of dark brown hair.

I sat on a bench and closed my eyes as I waited for my lad to finish. The late afternoon sun warmed my face, and I thought that winter would be not far away. There was much to do to prepare the outposts, pick the men, build the courier’s stables, and handle everything else that might arise.

I dozed until he finished and dressed. I stood and began to walk back to the front of the castle.

Joss fell into step beside me and slipped his hand into mine. I held it just a little tighter, to make sure he wouldn’t feel as if I was merely tolerating his touch.

I looked down at the top of his head as we walked. My breath caught in my chest. Now that it was clean, I could see his hair was the color of dark wood, and where the fading sun struck looked like burnished copper.
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That evening at dinner, the boys sat together to eat. Joss pulled out his wooden horse to show Tomas, whose eyes lit up. He jumped up, climbed the stairs, disappeared, and then returned in a lope to his seat. Reaching into his shirt, he pulled out a carved figure of an elk, his family’s symbol. For the rest of the meal, they sat with their heads together and played some imagined game.

I sat with Logan, and we talked of the outposts. I’d marked the map, and he told me he’d ordered his carpenter to start cutting the wood. He’d cut as much of it as possible here, and then we’d cart it to the first location to build it on site. If he needed more wood, he’d take it from the nearby forest.

I told Logan of the men I’d selected to staff the first of the posts, with one seasoned man to act as leader with two youths, and that we’d find recruits locally once we arrived. My plan was to accompany the men there once the post was built and to select more men and do some training.

Our plans discussed, dinner finished, Logan called Tomas to him. He went upstairs to put Tomas to bed. I sat for a while, then climbed the stairs with Joss and Brute following.

After getting Joss settled in his pallet, I pulled the blanket over him and turned down the lantern. At my desk, I opened the book. Just a little more and my story would be told. I picked it up, tucked my quill behind my ear, and scooped up the inkpot.

Joss was asleep as I left the room and headed down to my table at the hearth to write.


Chapter Thirteen

I closed the leather-bound book, set my quill in the inkpot, and sat back. The story, told at last, was two years old, yet it seemed I’d been living it forever.

I reached down and stroked Brute’s head as he rested it on my leg. He’d been my constant companion until I’d arrived at Marden, three months ago. Now, I had a page and one hundred and twenty men, and was in charge of their care and training.

Leaning back, I closed my eyes. Ansel was still there, but his ghost had grown fainter these last months.

“There you are, Drake.”

I opened my eyes as Logan approached my table, and stood, quietly waiting to be asked to sit, even though it was his table and his keep.

“Logan, sit with me.” I couldn’t resist smiling at the man.

He pulled out a chair and sat.

“Is your son abed?” I took a sip of my wine, looking over the cup at him.

“Aye. And talked of nothing but Drake. I’m not sure teaching Tomas to fight is a good thing at his young age.” Logan’s eyes crinkled at me, as they’d done for the last three months.

I shrugged. “Six is not too old to learn the basics. And he can’t hurt anyone with a stick.”

“Really? I felt his stick on my legs tonight as he chased me up the stairs. I had to take it from him, but promised to return it first thing in the morn.” He laughed and, caught up in his story, I laughed with him. It felt good to laugh again, good to feel something besides despair again.

“He’s a fine boy, Logan; you should be proud of him.”

“I am. He thinks you are a fine warrior and a good man.”

“That’s only because he can order me around.” I grinned as our eyes met.

“So do I.” Logan placed his chin in his palm.

“Only because you can order me around, also.”

He laughed, then grew quiet as his finger drew circles on the table.

“The men are progressing well.” My attempt to switch the topic was heavy-handed, but he seemed not to notice.

“I think so, also. I must write to Jackson of their progress and thank him for sending you to me.”

“Send him my thanks, while you’re at it. Coming here was just what I needed.” I took another sip of wine.

“I want to speak to you about something, Drake.” He paused and I waved my hand for him to continue. “I want you to stay on as master of arms. Permanently.”

“What about Jackson? He’s coming back, isn’t he?”

“Well.” He rubbed his chin. “He told me if it didn’t work out between you and me, to write him and he’d return.”

I stared at him, and the hope I’d kept small and quiet grew in my heart.

“And has it? Worked out?”

“I think so. I hope so.” His smile was tentative, unsure, and quite the most charming I’d seen from him yet. We smiled at each other for moments, and then he cleared his throat.

“I see you’ve finished writing for tonight. How goes your story?” He looked into my eyes, searching for some sign. I longed to give him the one he wanted, but feared to tread on dangerous ground. To throw away caution for vague words is foolish.

“It’s done. The story is told.” My hand caressed the leather of the book. “My ghost is laid to rest.”

“And has your heart healed?” Green eyes, soft as moss, bore into me.

“It has, though it’s taken these last few months.” Would he need more?

“Has it? That’s good.”

“And you? Has your heart healed, also?” I leaned forward and waited to hear his answer.

“It has.” He gave me a tilt of his head.

“Who is the lucky woman?” I raised an eyebrow and hoped my hopes.

“There is no woman.” His eyes locked with mine. My heart felt as if it were beating at quick march.

I moved my leg under the table and pressed it to his. His gaze met mine, held, and I felt a responding pressure as we let our hunger show in our eyes.

“The hour grows late, Drake.” He pushed back his chair and stood.

“Aye, it does. Let’s not waste the rest of the hours in this night.” I stood also and as he moved to the stairs, I followed him.

We climbed to his room in silence. The halls were empty; most of the keep were abed, and I paused outside his door.

He opened it, stepped inside, and I followed, then he closed the door, dropped his bar, and leaned against it.

“What are we doing, Drake?” He swallowed, and I saw the uncertainty in his eyes.

I stepped to him, and took a tress of his hair in my fingers. He leaned his head back and watched me. I could almost hear the hard beating of his heart.

“What we’ve wanted to do for some time, I suspect.” My gaze settled on his lips, full and tempting.

I leaned forward and took his mouth with mine.

His body stiffened, then as I used my tongue to part his lips, I felt a soft moan rise from his chest, to vibrate in his throat. I moved my arm over his head to wind my fingers in his hair and, with my body, pressed him into the door. My other hand meshed his fingers with mine as I felt him melt into me.

Our hard rods rubbed together as we kissed, our tongues taking turns discovering each other’s taste. His cock was long and thick, and I wanted it in my mouth. I broke the kiss, and edged my lips over his jaw and down his throat. My hands pulled his shirt from his breeches and over his head, and at last, touched skin.

I moaned as I felt the warmth of his body. His chest was smooth, sculpted, and broad. My fingers found his nipples, and I thumbed them to hard points. Logan panted, his eyes closed, as he allowed me to touch him. My hands found his strings, and I began to unlace them.

“Tell me now to stop, Logan.” At my words, his eyes opened and looked into mine, but he held silent. With a tug, his breeches and trews fell to his knees and caught on his boots.

His cock sprang free, and I took it in my hand.

“Drake!” His hips thrust his rod forward in my grip. My other hand reached down to cup his sac. It was firm and covered in a fine fur of blond hair. My fingers wove their way through the curls at the base of his cock.

I kneeled, and holding his cock steady, saw a bead of his cream sitting just at the eye. I thumbed the drop, bathing the head with it. Then, I licked it off, tasting his salty flavor.

“Goddamn,” he cried out as his body bucked. My tongue swirled around his tip, deep red, swollen with his blood and his need. He was glorious, thick and dark, and I loved the taste of him.

“Gods, your cock is a thing of wonder.” I grinned up at him. He looked down at me and laughed.

I went back to my work, making him sigh, moan, and cry out, as I took him in my mouth and sucked and licked him. I held his hips to keep him from pumping, and as he neared release, I let go of them, and let him fuck me in my mouth. His fingers wove in my hair as he held my head and glided his cock over my lips, thrusting deeper. His body stiffened, and he exploded. It hit the back of my throat, and I swallowed his cream down. With each spurt, he moaned my name.

I released him, and his knees buckled, but I caught him in my arms before he hit the ground. Together, we made our way to his bed.

We sat on the edge, pulled off our boots and undressed. He lay back against the head of the bed. Naked and on all fours, I crouched over him, then lowered myself. Skin to skin, we lay, feeling our bodies touch and our hands stroke and cup each other.

“I want you, Drake.” Logan’s breath tickled my ear just before he took my lobe in his teeth and made me gasp.

I began to roll onto my stomach, but his hand on my shoulder stopped me.

“No faceless fucking, Drake. When I make love to you, I want to look into your eyes, watch your face when you come, see your lips call out my name.” He kissed me and his hands stroked my chest. “There will be no ghosts between us tonight. I want you to know who is fucking you.”

I spread my legs apart as his hand dropped lower, to take my rod, lying flat against my belly. He stroked it a few times, sending pleasure shooting through me, then he got out of bed and went to a table, pulled open a drawer and returned with a vial I recognized as oil. Kneeling on the bed between my legs, he poured the oil into his hands and began to spread it over his cock, then my sac, and the tender valley between my buttocks, his hands massaging the slightly fragrant oil into my skin.

I longed for him to enter me, for his tongue to lick me, and I strained to control myself as this sweet torture continued. Sliding up and down, his fingers explored that territory, ringed my aching hole, and at last, as I writhed upon the bed, his finger entered me. It had been long years since I’d felt a man’s touch there, and in all that time had never longed for it. Now, I craved it, and where that touching would lead.

“Gods, your cock is so beautiful,” Logan told me right before he took it in his mouth, and my back arched off the bed, the sheets fisted in my hands.

His lips were soft, but his tongue was truly talented.

“You’ve done this before,” I gasped as his tongue swirled around the head of my cock.

Logan raised his head, paused, then said, “Aye, once or twice, before I married.” Then, he returned to his work, his finger still plundering my hole.

So, he knew what he was doing, as did I. Neither of us was a stranger to this, and in a way, it made us equals in all of it.

“I can’t wait any longer,” he rasped, and he withdrew his finger, and positioned himself over me, his hand guiding his rod to my entrance.

I felt the initial touch and shivered. Willing my body to relax, I waited for him, my heart beating just past steady. He pressed in the tip and sent that glorious pain mixed with pleasure shooting to my stones. My cock jerked against my belly.

Logan took my knee in the crook of his elbow and leaned forward, spreading me even farther, tilting my hips to just the right position. Then he plunged in.

I cried out as his width stretched me, the ecstasy exploding through me. He lowered his body to mine, supporting himself on his elbow as he pumped, our eyes locked. The connection between us was total, our bodies, and eyes, and at last, our lips, all joined.

He kissed me, his tongue fucking my mouth as his cock fucked my ass. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on. I could feel his feet pushing against the bed with each thrust of his lean hips, rocking our bodies, my cock trapped between them, enjoying the friction of his body.

Breaking the kiss, he rose on his hand, putting space between us.

“Stroke yourself.” His voice was soft and tender.

I reached one hand down, and began my strokes, matching them to his. Our eyes locked again, and I took in every detail of his face as he fucked me. His green eyes grew dark, and when he would feel some deepening of pleasure, the lids quivered, nearly shutting, his eyes rolling briefly backward. One side of his beautiful long hair fell forward, partially covering his face; the rest draped over his shoulder to brush against my chest. Those full lips, reddened and kiss-swollen, parted with his efforts, and every now and then, his tongue would dart out to moisten them.

Gods, I was damned again. Lost to another man, I knew, as the love I’d tried to hold back burned in my heart. I wondered if it was too soon to tell him, if this was all he wanted of me, then decided I didn’t care. If this were all he had to give to me, I’d take it.

His eyes scanned my face, as if reading my thoughts.

“You’re mine, Drake.” He plunged deeper, the muscles in his arms and chest straining. “Say it. You belong to me.”

“I’m yours, Logan. Are you mine?” I met his thrust with one of my own, and squeezed the muscles below, tight around his cock.

“I am. I am yours,” he groaned.

My fist pumped faster, and his head fell forward to watch as he quickened his pace.

“I’m ready, it’s coming. I can’t hold on much more,” he panted as he raised his head to look into my eyes.

I let go. My eyes were open, but I lost my sight. For a moment, everything went dark, then a thousand stars exploded outward.

“Gods, Logan, you make me shoot,” I groaned, as my hot cream spurted onto my belly and covered my hand as I pumped to get the last drop, feel the last wave of pleasure.

He shouted my name and spilled, filling me with his warm seed. He froze, back arched, muscles taut, his green eyes wide and locked with mine.

Then, it was over. He pulled out, released my leg, and we fell together, panting, bodies trembling, onto the bed.

He kissed me, tender, sweet, and filled with his love.

We slept, our bodies sated, entangled with each other.

I woke early in the morning. The lantern still burned. I looked at the man next to me. Gods, he was beautiful, his long blond hair falling over his shoulders, his fair face peaceful, and his body strong and graceful.

Damned again? No, I never had been. I’d been blessed when I found Ansel, and now to have found Logan, that blessing had been doubled. Most don’t ever find love.

The dawn broke and the light in the room lifted.

I raised my hand and gave a farewell to my ghost, fading in the morning light.

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Drake? Did you say something?” Logan murmured.

I rolled over as he pulled me into his arms. “Morn, Logan.”

His lips on mine were tender, and I closed my eyes as he deepened the kiss.

“I want to wake with you every morn, just like this.” He sighed.

There was a soft rapping. “Da! Da!”

“It’s Tomas!” Logan sat up and stared at a door in the wall that I hadn’t noticed before.

I rolled out of bed, pulled on my breeches and reached for my shirt as Logan did the same. He walked to the door, looked back at me to see if I was ready, then slid back the bolt.

“Tomas? What is it?” He kneeled as his son stepped through the door and threw himself into his father’s arms.

“Da! I had a bad dream! There was a man chasing me. I called for you, but you didn’t come!” He buried his head in Logan’s shoulder, his legs wrapping around his father’s waist.

Logan carried him to the bed. “Do you need to stay here?”

The boy nodded, wiping his eyes with his fists. “Aye.” Then, he noticed me standing to the side of the bed. “Morn, Drake,” he said in his sleepy boy’s voice.

“Morn, Tomas.” The door must have been to Tomas’s adjoining room.

Logan sat on the bed with Tomas in his arms and smiled up at me. I nodded and began to leave.

“No, Drake, sit with us.” Logan held out his hand to me. I hesitated. I had no place in Logan’s family. Being his lover wasn’t something we could make known.

“Drake? Come sit with Da and me. You’ll keep us both safe, won’t you?” Tomas whispered, his head nodding and his eyes half-closed as he snuggled into his father.

“I am so sworn,” I managed to say. “With my life.”

I sat on the edge of the bed and leaned back against the wall. Tomas lay sprawled on his father’s chest, his tousled hair covering part of his face, those green eyes so like his father’s now shut tight to sleep. Logan’s hand reached out and rested on my thigh.

“Stay with us.” He looked up into my eyes and I leaned over to kiss him, soft and tender. I hadn’t said the words, but they passed from my lips to his in that kiss.

“I must go; the rest will wake soon.”

He gave a rueful smile, and I slipped out the door, down the hall to my own room.


Chapter Fourteen

That day the hours passed slow and thick as if they were honey dripping from a fresh comb. Noon meal seemed to take forever to arrive, and when it was served, Logan and I sat at our table, along with Peter, and Harold, and talked of the outposts. Beneath the table, Logan’s leg pressed to mine in a secret touch.

Peter reported that the wood would be finished in another week, and that the carpenter estimated the post would be built and ready before the end of the month. Logan listened, commented, and ate, as I sat there half-hearing everyone’s words, dwelling in our last kiss and my own thoughts of what being with Logan meant.

I’d lost what little family I had at ten and four. When my father died, he left his estates to me as his heir, but my uncle, my father’s younger brother, had moved in with his armsmen and taken control of our lands. He took my father’s title, calling himself lord duke, and my mother fell under his spell and soon married him. He claimed, and she backed him, that I was too young to manage the estates. In truth, I was young and more interested in hunting and swordplay than running my lands, but to have them wrestled from me stung my pride. For four years, I lived under his tight rule until I turned ten and eight and could no longer swallow the bile in my throat every time I looked at him and my mother together.

I challenged his rights to the lands, but he had the armed men behind him, and I had only my blood right. Six of his men ambushed me when I was riding alone. They beat me as he watched, then he threw me off my lands, and told me to never return under pain of death.

My mother chose to stand by my uncle.

That day, as I lay in the mud of the road, my body bloodied and pride wounded, I damned my mother, renounced my family name, my title, and my lands, and set out to make a name as a mercenary, a man with no claim to anything or anyone, known only by my newly chosen name, Drake.

Now, here in Marden, I had found a place where I wanted to stay for more than the length of a battle, more than just a place to sleep and rest between my hiring to fight. Perhaps that is why I gave my oath so readily to Marden and to Duke Logan.

I’d found a home.
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As the evening wore on, I put Joss to bed and found myself at Logan’s door. After a quick rap on it, he let me in.

I was pulled into his arms with a kiss that seared my soul. His hands held my face, and I dug my fingers in his hair as we kissed, strong and passionate, with all the longing that we’d felt during that day. The time apart had fueled the fire between us, and as he pushed me against the door, his tongue delving into my mouth, his body like a hot, hard weight against mine, I knew that I loved this man, and would never want anyone or anything more.

“I thought the night would never come,” he said as he dragged me to his bed.

Pushing me down, he began to pull my clothes off. He had my shirt over my head, my arms still in it, when he twisted it, trapped my hands, and then straddled me.

Unable to free my hands, he pulled them over my head and tied my shirt to the bedpost. I watched him, as he began to unlace his breeches.

“What the hell are you doing, Logan?” Aroused by his actions, I licked my lips in anticipation of the unveiling of his cock.

“Am I your duke?” His eyes burned into mine.

“You are my duke.” My life, my breath, my love.

“You will obey me.” He pulled his rod free from the cloth that kept it from me, and began to stroke it.

“Oh, aye. You need only command and I will obey.” I swallowed, my gaze locked on his hand as he pleasured himself.

“Good. You will watch, but you can’t have me.” He grinned. Damn, he must have known how badly I wanted him, only to torture me by denying what I craved the most.

So, I watched. My gaze flicked from his hand wrapped around that glorious cock of his, to his face as he gave himself pleasure, and then back to his rod. If I had to pick one to watch, I couldn’t have done it. His face was beautiful, his green eyes full with desire, his mouth parted to let his small gasps, soft moans, and my name escape. That sweet pink tongue of his darted out to moisten his full lips, driving me mad. If I ever lost my sight, his face would be the last thing I’d want to see.

His cock was a thing to marvel over. Thick, straight, brown, and proud, it held my gaze as his strong hand pumped its head, red and swollen, a perfect tip on his long spear that with each looking made me want it more. I wanted to taste it, feel it inside me, take it in my mouth, in my ass, anywhere he wanted to shove it, I wanted it.

Logan tempted me, teased me with what I needed but couldn’t have as he stroked himself to completion. My arms struggled against the cloth binding my wrists.

“Please, Logan, let me,” I begged.

“Let you what?”

“Let me touch you, lick you, taste you.”

“No. You can only watch.”

I groaned. I didn’t want to close my eyes, fearing I’d miss something, some flutter of his eyelids, a sigh, and the dart of his tongue. I stared until my eyes grew dry and I had to blink.

“I’m coming,” he hissed, his hand pumping hard and fast at the top of his cock, his fingers rubbing over the edge of the head, and I knew just what he felt, just how the pressure built in his sac, how it would rush up his rod and explode.

“Let me take you in my mouth,” I cried, hoping at least to taste his cream.

“Oh, aye!” He crawled closer, and I opened my mouth to receive him.

His cock surged into my mouth, filling it, and I took it deep. Logan’s hand let go and his hips thrusting took over as he fucked me. I began to suck, my cheeks straining with the effort, my eyes locked on his face, high above me, as he rode me.

With a final thrust, he spilled, warm and salty, in hard spurts that hit the back of my throat, making me swallow him down, until there was nothing left to take.

“Goddamn,” he cried as his body fell off me, pulling his softening cock from my mouth’s grasp.

“Logan. Untie me,” I rasped.

“Damn. Sorry,” he panted and reached up, loosened my bindings and freed my arms. They tingled as the feeling came back to them, then I wrapped them around him as he tried to catch his breath, and pulled him close.

“Damn, my duke,” I exhaled.

He rolled and took me with him so that I lay on top of him. His hands threaded through my hair as he kissed me, his lips traveling over my face, at last reaching my scar. I shivered as his tongue traced it in a slow lick.

“I wanted you so badly.” Logan laughed. “I’d been thinking of it all day.”

“Did you enjoy it? Being in control?”

“Oh, aye, I did. Did you enjoy being my prisoner?”

“You may torture me anytime, Your Grace.”

We held each other and kissed, slow and pleasant, drifting on the edge of arousal, until he hardened beneath me again.

It was my turn to bring him off and just like him, I’d spent the day thinking of how I wanted him. I loved watching. Now, I wanted to watch my cock slide in and out of Logan’s tight, sweet ass.

“On your knees, Your Grace.” I rolled off him and sat back.

He rose to his knees and supported his body with his arms. I kneeled behind him as my hands caressed his flanks, cupped his sac, and kneaded his cheeks. Dragging my finger through his valley, I ringed his hole with soft pressure, passing over it in a promise of what was to come. Logan moaned and leaned back into my hands, eager to be taken.

His hair swept over his shoulder. Only a single tress of gold lay on his back. Leaning over him, I could just touch it, feel it run through my fingers. I pressed my rod into his valley and lay over his back, rocking us both, one hand stroking his cock, the other making slow circles around his nipple, rubbing that sweet nub to standing.

Logan held my weight on his back and as my tongue licked his turned face, we kissed. I climbed back to kneel behind him and stroked myself to ready, rubbing oil into my rod’s skin, preparing to enter him.

“Fuck me, Drake,” he begged, as he pressed back toward me.

“Before I do, tell me. Did you fuck Jackson? Did you let him fuck you?” I’d been wondering about that ever since Jackson had left.

“No, never.” He shook his head.

“Was there anyone else?”

“No, not in a long time.”

“Good. This is mine.” I plunged my finger into his ass. “Mine and no one else’s. Tell me.” I slipped in a second finger and pumped.

“Yours! I swear it,” he moaned.

“I don’t care who you put your mouth on, but no one fucks you but me,” I growled.

“Aye, no one but you.” Logan panted; his body rocked with my fingers’ thrusts.

I removed them and he cried out, then grew silent as he felt the head of my cock glide along his valley, to stop at his ass. I pushed inside, opening his hole, and watched as my cock slid in, then each inch, until I was so deep our bodies touched.

Logan had stopped breathing; his body tensed as he took me inside. When I began to pull out, he exhaled in a long moan.

“Goddamn, my love,” he gasped.

I left his body, and then pushed back inside. I fucked him, each time forcing myself in, each time leaving him. His body rocked with each stroke, and the muscles of his body tensed.

“Damn you, Drake. Damn you for making me love you. For fucking me like this,” he growled.

“I am damned, Logan. Damned because I love you. We are damned, you and I.”

“I don’t care. Stay with me, my love.” Logan’s hips rocked as he met my thrusts.

I held his hips, pounding into him, watching my rod slide in and out of him. My sac tightened, and I could hold back no longer. Thrusting forward, I buried my cock deep inside him and cried out his name.

He spilled just after I did and together we collapsed to the bed, with me lying on top of him. I shifted off, and he rolled over. We lay side by side looking into each other’s eyes. We’d said it, told each other of our love. Now, we marveled at it.

“I don’t know what you see in me, Logan.” I have never understood it and probably never will.

“I see a man, brave, loyal, filled with honor. I see the man I love and want.”

I kissed him and felt his love and acceptance, and knew I’d found where I belonged.

He fell asleep in my arms, and I watched him, in awe of his love for me. Time passed, and he rolled out of my arms and onto his side. I didn’t want to leave him, but we’d been found together in the morn, and we were lucky it was only Tomas. The next time, it might be a servant or one of the men. No explanation would satisfy whoever found us, so it was best if I went. I left the bed, gathered my clothing, dressed in silence, and then returned to my room as Logan slept.

I opened my door and stepped inside. The lantern burned low. I had just sat on my bed and removed my boots when Joss sat up and rubbed his eyes. Brute didn’t wake.

“Where have you been, m’lord?” he asked, half-asleep.

“Doing rounds,” I answered. “Go back to bed, lad.”

Joss nodded and pulled his blanket around him. “I woke before and you were gone.” His voice was small and soft.

“Were you frightened?” I remembered Tomas’s tears. After all, Joss was still a boy, only a few years older than Tomas.

There was a long pause then he sighed. “Aye.”

“A bad dream?” I’d had more than my share of those.

“No.” There was a small shake of his head.

I finished undressing and pulled the blanket over me as I lay on my side.

“Just didn’t like being alone?”

“Aye.”

“Brute was here. He’ll keep you safe.”

Joss snorted. “If he woke up.”

“True enough. He likes his sleep.” I nodded. “What was it that bothered you?”

He shrugged. “A bad feeling, m’lord.”

“Well. Those are most rare. Go back to sleep. I’m here now.”

Joss seemed to settle and his breathing slowed. I kept guard until I was sure he slept, then let my mind drift. I thought of Logan and worried that he’d wake in the morn to find himself alone, angry with me for deserting him.

I thought of Tomas, who looked so much like his father, from his blond hair to his green eyes.

I closed my eyes. Ansel stood in the field, holding up a rabbit, his dark hair streaked with copper. Then, I was looking down at Joss’s dark brown hair, touched with copper, and his soft brown eyes.

I couldn’t believe it. Ansel’s words came back to me, “The first girl I ever fucked was redheaded.” My eyes opened.

So was Joss’s mother, just a girl when he was born.

My eyes burned as I stared at the boy lying on a pallet against the wall of my room.

Ansel’s son.


Chapter Fifteen

Of course, I had no way to prove he was Ansel’s son. Still, it gave me comfort that somehow, by the grace of the gods, Joss had come to me to care for.

The next day, I took him into Marden and bought him some new clothes and boots. Whether right or wrong, I thought of him as mine, and he would have the benefit of all I could give him.

Joss hung back as I picked out his new breeches and shirts, but when we got to the bootmaker’s he rushed forward to a pair he’d spotted. Tall and black, they looked very much like mine. The maker took his measurements and told me they’d be finished in a few days. Joss was disappointed he wouldn’t get them right away, but I bought him a pair of low shoes, and he left the shop happy.

I found the barber’s stall and sat Joss down on the stool.

“A shave?” The man laughed. Joss frowned.

“Not yet. But he needs his hair cut,” I replied.

I leaned against the wall and watched as the barber combed and trimmed Joss’s thick hair. Now, at least, it was even all the way around.

He looked a proper boy and I had to keep back a laugh to see him walking proudly down the road back to the keep, his hand clasped in mine. He held my hand now everywhere we went. It seemed, just as I’d adopted him, he’d adopted me. I don’t know which of us needed it more, he or I, but I know that he filled a place in my heart and life that had been empty. I hoped I had done the same for him.

In the evening, after dinner, I decided to teach him to write and read. He was eager and learned quickly. Logan spotted us and sat down.

“Reading and writing?” He looked at me, his eyebrow raised.

“Aye. Why not?” I rankled at the thought that Logan might think the boy not worth the trouble.

“I agree. Everyone should know how to read and write, not just the nobility.”

Our eyes met, and I could see that we would finish this discussion later tonight. He gave me a quick press of his leg under the table and left us.

Joss gave me a proud smile, then we bent our heads and got back to our work.
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That night, Logan let me into his room and greeted me naked. It was a pleasant surprise, and I wasted no time in letting my hands touch and my tongue taste his skin. We kissed as we moved to the bed, he pulling my clothes off, despite my hands roving over his body.

Once at his bed, we fell onto it, touching, kissing, and licking. I rolled over onto him and kissed him.

“I noticed Joss’s new clothes.” Logan smiled.

“He’s my boy, and I’ll dress him as I see fit,” I growled, and rolled off.

“I meant nothing, Drake.” He smiled and I softened. “In truth, I’m glad you’ve taken to him so well and him to you.”

I laughed. “Were you the one who sent him to me that first day?”

“Aye. He needed someone. It seems you needed him also.”

“Thank you.” I kissed him. “I needed him more than you know.”

“Tomas is my life. I understand what a son means to a man.”

“I want Joss to be mine. My son.” I wanted Logan to understand. “I love the boy.”

“I can see it. I believe the feeling is returned.” He sat back, his brow furrowed. “I have an idea that may solve several problems.”

“Problems?”

“Aye. Our problem of sleeping together. I don’t want to wake without you, Drake. I want you in my bed, to take when I want.” He grinned at me and his hand stroked my cock.

“I want that too, but even if you are duke, being found together would not be a good thing.” I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“That is why solving the second problem will solve ours.”

“Second?”

“Tomas. He’s frightened to sleep alone. I’d just moved him out of my room before you arrived, and more nights than not, he’s come to my room crying and scared.”

“Joss, too, fears to sleep alone. He’s slept for years amongst the servants in the kitchen.” I nodded.

“What if we moved the boys in together? They could share a room and not be alone.”

“That’s a good idea. They’ve become fast friends of late, but how does that solve our problem?” I leaned over to kiss him, then pulled back.

“They move into the room across the hall and you move into Tomas’s room.”

I laughed at the simplicity of the plan. “So, we merely shift rooms, and we share a common door, to come and go as we please.”

“Do you think anyone will guess?”

“No, not if we do it around the boys, but will Tomas give up his easy access to you?”

“Perhaps not. I’ll speak with him tomorrow about it.”

“Let me know and then I’ll speak with Joss.”

“It’s settled then. Once we move the boys together, you can shift your room.”

“Agreed. Now, for tonight, I must return to my room, you understand.”

“I understand, but I don’t like it.”

He pulled me to him, and we made slow love for hours that night, until, exhausted, I dressed, left him in his bed, and returned to my room.

Joss lay asleep on the pallet. He’d be happy to have a bed of his own and to share his room, but I worried that Tomas wouldn’t like the arrangements.
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Tomas took the idea of staying with Joss well. He was excited about sharing his room and having a playmate at the ready. Logan made him swear to keep silent about it until I spoke with Joss.

I approached Joss that afternoon, when the sword lesson ended and Tomas left for a rest.

“Joss, walk with me.” I held out my hand, and he took it. We walked toward the barracks where I would be needed in a short time. “Duke Logan and I were thinking you could help us out with a problem. Tomas is young and wakes in the night, afraid of the dark and being alone. Would you like to share a room with him?”

He looked up at me and frowned. My heart sank.

“As his servant?”

“No, as his friend. You would still be my page.” I shook my head. He smiled, then frowned again in thought.

“Would I still have my pallet?”

Did he want it or not, I wondered. I took a chance. “No, you’d have a proper bed, just like Tomas.”

His eyes grew wide. “A real bed? Like yours?”

“Well, not as big, but aye, a real bed.”

“Would you be there, too?” He looked concerned.

“No, I would have a new room, next to the duke. It’s just across the hall from where you and Tomas would sleep.”

He thought for a moment as we walked. “Can Brute stay with me?”

Clearly, he’d become attached to more than just me. His feelings for the big dog had grown from fear to companionship to love. The two of them were to be found everywhere, and them with me.

“Of course. Do you think Tomas will like having Brute sleep in the room?”

“Aye. Tomas likes Brute.” He nodded.

It was settled. We would all shift rooms. I wondered if Logan and I had taken advantage of our boys for our own ends. Then, I thought, if Logan had married, would his new wife have kept Tomas in that room, or moved him out? What if she’d had a new baby?

But, I wasn’t married to Logan. I was merely his lover. It wasn’t the first time I’d wondered what my place in his life and in his family would be. But with Joss, I’d created my own little family.

Were Logan and I creating a new family? Two fathers and two sons? I loved Logan and he loved me, and we both loved our boys. My own mother hadn’t loved me enough to stand by me, and yet we were called “family.” It didn’t make sense to me.

A family should be bound together by love, not just blood, I thought.

That was certainly true of our odd little family.
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The move was accomplished with little notice. The beds were moved, including what things Tomas had, and they were settled. My bed was shifted into the adjoining room, along with my desk and chair, trunk and table.

So, Logan and I had access to each other, Joss and Tomas had each other, and Brute had his two boys to look after, when the great dog wasn’t asleep.

We spent the first week in the new arrangements. At night, Logan and I would go in together and say good night to our boys, tuck them in, and put out the light. We left the door to the hall opened, in case they needed to come to us. Neither Tomas nor Joss woke during the night. There had been no tears and no fears.

Logan and I spent the nights together, making love and holding each other until the morn.
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Preparations were underway to build the first station at a low crossing of the river where several raiding parties had come across. I’d be going with Peter and the men I’d selected to staff the station, find local men, and stand guard over the work until it was defendable.

As for the relay stations, they went easier than any of us had expected. Isaac, the master of horses, traveled the road himself and found three local farmers more than willing to host the horses, feed and tend them, for a steady fee, saving Marden the cost of building the stables and enclosures.

After his return, Isaac had sent three of his grooms leading three horses for each station. They would stay until the local lads were trained to their satisfaction. Now, our messenger relay stations were in place, opening a faster line of communications between the far counties and the castle at Marden.

Late in the afternoon, I soaked in a tub after a particularly rough training session. I’d sent Joss off to play with Tomas. My muscles ached, and I had received more bruises than I’d had in a while. The crisp fall weather made it almost too cool to bathe, but the water was more than warm enough for me.

I had my eyes closed and my head back when I heard the soft clearing of a throat. My eyes opened and I looked up at Peter. I’d been too relaxed, and he’d come up on me without my knowing. Good for him. Bad for me. I’d been careless and would have to be more aware.

“Did you need something?” I asked, sounding gruff, but in truth, I felt more than a little embarrassed.

Peter stood there, staring at my body. Most of it was submerged but still clearly visible. I recognized the hungry look in his eyes. He wet his lips and seemed at a loss for words.

“Does my body please you?” I whispered, and chuckled.

His breathing deepened, but he shook his head. “I’m married.”

“I know. To the most beautiful woman in the world, if I remember right.”

“I love her.” He frowned; yet still he stood and stared at me.

I gave my cock a slow caress, bringing it hard with a touch. Peter sucked in his breath, his eyes locked on my hand. I continued to stroke as he watched. His own cock had stirred beneath his laces; its length grew, until he couldn’t deny his arousal.

“Come to my room tonight, Peter. At midnight. We’ll discuss the stations.” I spoke in a normal tone. “You’re dismissed.” I waved at him with my free hand, lay back against the tub, and closed my eyes.

This time, I listened to his tread on the stones as Peter moved off, learning the cadence of his walk. Tonight would be interesting. Logan would be amused.

Peter. I never thought he would have found me of any interest. Logan, perhaps. He was a handsome man; who wouldn’t want him? But me? I shook my head, climbed out of the tub, and dried off.

After dressing, I headed up to Logan’s room to speak with him. It seemed we had much to discuss.

I rapped on his door and he opened it.

“Can I speak with you, Logan?”

“Of course. Come in.”

I stepped inside, strode to the chair, and sat. Logan stood with his arms folded, his eyebrow cocked upward, and waited for me to speak.

“I saw Peter today.”

“You see Peter every day, Drake.”

“Aye, but today, I was soaking in a tub and he was watching.” My eyebrow matched his.

“Indeed.” Logan sat on the bed. “He wants you?” He frowned, and then looked away. “Do you want him?”

From the pain in his eyes, I knew Logan had been hurt.

“I love you, Logan. No one can change that.”

His eyes met mine and he let out his breath. “I love you also, but you didn’t answer my question. Do you want him?”

“Do we want him?” I smiled. Logan’s soft gasp and his eyes widening told me much.

“Oh, we.” He smiled. “Aye, I think we want him, don’t you?”

“I asked him to come to my room tonight at midnight.”

“And you think I should be there also?”

“I think Peter might enjoy the attentions of two men, my duke.” I stood and pulled Logan into my arms. “Think of it.”

Logan closed his eyes and gave a soft groan. “Gods, it makes me hard just thinking about it.”

I kissed him, my tongue parting his lips and tasting him. “Remember, you are mine, no other’s. He can’t have you.”

“Can I have him?” He grinned.

“If he’ll have you.” I shrugged. Peter would most likely prefer Logan.

“Will you fuck him?” Logan leaned against me, his rod hard and his breath heavy.

“If he’ll have me.”

“I’m sure between the two of us, we could convince him, don’t you?”

“We may have to show him how it’s done.”

“Will it be safe? What if he changes his mind?” Logan frowned.

“We’ll be careful and take it slow.”

“It will be hard to wait until midnight.” He looked into my eyes, his hunger burning.

“Why wait?” I dropped to my knees as he untied his strings.

I took him in my mouth until he spilled, crying out my name.


Chapter Sixteen

My cock was down Logan’s throat, his hands held my hips, his fingers pressing into the hard muscles of my ass, as his tongue drove me to my finish. Logan sat on the bed, his shirt off, his laces loosened, as I kneeled in front of him, supporting myself against the wall. Gods, I loved the way his tongue felt, warm and soft, yet strong and so wonderfully wet, bathing my rod to let it slip in and out of his mouth.

I braced myself as my back arched into him, and dropped one hand to his head, to twine my fingers in his long hair. The feel of it was like the finest silk to my touch, and I held him as I made my final thrust.

“Oh Gods, Logan!” I spilled, pumping into his mouth as he swallowed.

At last, my cock slipped from his mouth with a soft pop, and I fell back. “My duke, you drain me.”

“I love the way you taste, Drake.” He smacked his lips, a satisfied look on his face.

He stretched out next to me and we kissed. I could taste the mixture of the salty remnants of my cream mixed with the sweet taste of his mouth. I deepened the kiss and pulled on his lip with my teeth.

My kiss left his mouth, to travel down his neck to his shoulder.

“You’re mine, Logan.” I took his shoulder into my mouth and bit him, sucking hard, and placed a lover’s mark on his skin.

“Gods, I’m yours,” he moaned. “I love you.” His hand ran through my hair in a gentle pull as he rolled me over. Stretching out on top of me, he laved my scar.

He knew how that made me hard, the bastard.

“Oh no, I’ll not have enough for our guest tonight.” I pulled away from him, laughing and shaking my head.

He grinned at me. “You always have enough for me, my love.”

“For you, aye.” I pulled him to me, unable to resist him. We kissed, then lay in a doze until there was a knock at the door.

I sat up, pulled on my breeches, but left the strings undone. Logan stood, went to the chair, and fell into it, one leg hooked over the arm, the other stretched off to the side. I gazed at him before I opened the door, and felt my cock jerk. He aroused me just sitting there, his long hair falling over his bare chest, and the hard points of his pink nipples tempting me.

I opened the door. Peter stood in the hall. His eyes darted back to the stairs and then to me.

“Come in, Peter.” I let him in.

He entered the room and froze. “What’s he doing here?” He jerked his head at Logan.

“Whatever you’ll let me,” Logan answered, as a slow, hungry grin spread over his face. I wanted to take my duke right then, right there, Peter be damned.

Peter looked at me, but I’d moved up behind him. I put my hands on his shoulders, and used my thumbs to rub his tight muscles. He gasped softly, but didn’t pull away. I reached down and pulled his shirt out of his breeches and over his head. His arms rose without hesitation, and I could feel the deepening of his breathing.

Logan sat in the chair, watching us, his green eyes darkening as they did when he became aroused. I could see the beginnings of his cock stand as it pushed against his breeches.

My hands slid from Peter’s neck to his shoulder, then down his arms, to mesh with his fingers, then brought it to my lips and placed his first finger in my mouth. Then, I moved on to each of his fingers, sucking them in turn. Peter moaned softly.

I dropped his hand and stroked his shoulder, then lowered my lips to his skin. My kisses traveled up the delicious muscles of his shoulders, along the ropes of his neck, to end at his ear. When I took his ear between my teeth and tugged gently, he gasped and began to rub his cock.

“Let me do that for you, Peter,” I whispered. My right hand reached around to find his length and rub it, while my other hand discovered his nipple, already a small hard point.

“Gods’ tears!” His head fell to the side as my tongue laved his neck and jaw. I could taste his sweat, and smell his male musk. I wondered if he’d given himself a quick release by hand before he’d come, or perhaps he’d found release elsewhere.

“Did you fuck your wife before you came to me?”

A short intake of breath gave him away. “Aye.”

“I’ll just wager you rode her hard.” I put my tongue in his ear and he moaned.

“She rode astride me till I spilled,” he groaned.

Logan stood and came toward us. My hands petted and teased Peter’s body as my lips and tongue moved over his skin. Logan stopped a short distance from him.

“Now, you come to us.” He cupped Peter’s chin and tilted it up, then lowered his mouth in a kiss. I pressed against Peter’s back, trapping him between us. Logan’s free hand reached up to touch my face in a caress.

I could feel Peter’s body melt into the kiss and leaned into Logan as one hand dove into Logan’s long hair and his other reached behind him to grab my hip to pull me closer.

I watched Logan kiss Peter. Gods, it made me hard. Logan was so beautiful, and I wondered if this was how he looked when he kissed me. As if he could read my mind, Logan broke his kiss and pulled my head forward to kiss me.

I leaned over Peter’s shoulder as Logan kissed me, then he moved back to Peter and kissed him. Then Peter turned his head to me, and we kissed.

Logan joined us and for a moment, our mouths and tongues met in a three-part kiss, delving, moving, biting, and licking each other. I had become hard as a stone. If I didn’t have some release soon, I’d explode in my breeches.

“The bed,” I said, and together we moved to it.

Logan lay down, his back propped against the pillows, and pulled Peter on top of him. “Kneel over me.”

I sat on the edge of the bed and watched. Logan reached up, loosened Peter’s laces, and freed his cock. He was not a large man, but his cock had a good length and width, and it was well made.

“What are you going to do?” Peter’s chest rose up and down as he gulped air.

Logan said nothing, but his hands went to work. He stroked Peter’s rod with one hand, and with the other, pulled him closer. Peter, on his knees, moved forward, until his stiff rod dangled over Logan’s head. By necessity, he leaned on his hands to support himself above Logan.

I watched as Logan held Peter’s cock at the base, and his tongue bathed the swollen head.

“Goddamn,” Peter cried out; his head rocked back, and his eyes closed as the first touch slammed through him. I could see his entire body jerk, stiffen, then he pushed his hips forward, surging into Logan’s mouth. “Take me deep,” he groaned.

Logan took him, as his hands worked Peter’s shaft and sac. The man’s body was like a tight coil of copper, ready to break free.

I moved up behind him, held his hips, and pushed his breeches to his knees. My hands caressed his ass, my thumbs dipping into his valley to press soft against his puckered hole. Gods, he was so tight. If I didn’t loosen him first, I might hurt him. I reached for the oil on the bedside table and poured some on my hands, then worked it into my cock. I had to be careful; I was not far from releasing and wanted to spill inside Peter, not waste it in the air.

I circled his hole with my finger.

“Will it hurt?” Peter asked, between moans. Logan could work miracles with his tongue, and I envied Peter that his cock was being treated to such pleasure.

“Aye. But such sweet pain, Peter, so sweet, you’ll shoot all you have when I take you.”

I slipped my finger inside him, and he groaned. “Gods, that shouldn’t feel so good.”

“But it does. And when I fuck you, it will feel even better.”

Peter shuddered. Logan sucked. I fucked Peter’s tight ass with my finger until I couldn’t stand it.

I pulled out, then stroked his valley with my cock to find his entrance. I held his hip with one hand.

“Put your leg up, Peter,” I told him.

Peter moved to kneel on one knee, the other out to the side, giving me more access to him. I pressed the tip of my rod forward and watched as it slipped inside. He was tight, hot, and his muscles clenched around my shaft. I pushed in further.

Peter cried out, his body shaking; every muscle in his body flexed as Logan and I took him.

Now, I eased back, and began that sweet rhythm, the rocking of one body against another, my sac thudding against Peter’s, as the thrusting pushed his cock into Logan’s mouth.

I held his hips and drove harder, until a fine sheen broke out on Peter’s and my skin. Logan lay beneath us, and I could tell from the motion of his arm that he was pumping hard on his own cock.

I hoped we’d all come together, but that was too much to ask.

Peter spilled first. He sobbed his release as he let go. His body froze, but I kept pounding into him, my own release moments away. I rode him as I lost my grip on my control and exploded deep inside him.

Below us, I heard Logan’s sweet groan as he shot.

I pulled out and sat back. Peter fell to the side, and Logan grinned up at me, his hand still on his softening shaft, his cream splattered across his belly, tangled in the soft blond hair that spread upward from the base of his rod.

“Damn,” I said, shaking my head.

“Goddamn,” Logan said.

“You bastards,” Peter sighed as he tried to regain his breath.

Logan held out his arms to me, and I went to him. I lay in his arms and we kissed. Peter watched us, I think with envy.

“You are lovers, then,” he said, rolling onto his side, as his hand ran over my back in a soft caress.

“More than just lovers. I love Logan.”

“And I love Drake.”

“And I love my wife.” Peter groaned, then laughed.

Both Logan and I joined him, sharing the laugh.

“I don’t plan on making this a common occurrence.” Peter sobered.

“We didn’t expect you to. Your good wife might have something to say about it.” Logan chuckled.

“Peter, we enjoyed this, but we don’t expect more. If we invite you again, you may refuse, and you may ask to join us and we may refuse. I have the feeling your wife means more to you than we,” I said.

Peter sat up. “You’re right. It was an experience I’d wanted for some time, but I’m not going to give up my woman for it.”

He stood and began to dress. “I think I’ll leave you to each other, if you have anything left. I’m sure I don’t.” He shook his head.

Logan looked at me. “When it comes to Drake, I always have the desire for him.”

It was the best thing he could have said. He’d stated his desire for me, and that I was the one who made him hunger.

I reached for him, unable to speak at that moment, and he pulled me to him and kissed me.

Peter straightened his clothing. I got out of bed and walked him to the door. He turned and gave Logan a sharp bow.

“My lord duke, I take my leave.”

“Good night, Peter.” Logan nodded.

Peter’s gaze fell on my lips. I reached up, pulled him to me, and kissed him. He opened his mouth to me and our tongues danced, then he stepped back.

“Drake, until I met you in that tavern, I’d never thought about being with a man.” His hand fell to my ass, and he squeezed one cheek. “Logan is lucky.”

With that, I opened the door, and he slipped out and went down the hall. Across the way, the door of the boys’ room was shut. I stepped across, opened it, and checked on them. Brute raised his head, saw it was me, then went back to sleep.

Joss laid spread across his bed, his toy horse clutched in his hand. When had his legs become so long? There was a movement behind me, and Logan leaned in to check on Tomas.

His son slept, his thumb tucked safely inside his mouth, his long hair falling over his face.

“He looks like an angel,” I whispered.

Logan smiled, all his love for his son resting in his eyes.

“Those clothes you bought Joss will be outgrown when winter ends.”

We retreated and closed the door. Back in the room, Logan pulled me to bed, and we fell together, wrapped in each other’s arms.

“It’s quite a family we have,” Logan said, as he snuggled against my chest.

“That’s just what I had been thinking.”


Chapter Seventeen

We had settled into a daily routine. Waking, eating with the boys, then off to our separate duties, Logan to tend his properties and I to work with my men or consult with the carpenter over the plans for the stations. Then the midday meal with the boys, sword practice, and then the lads were left to play, having free run of the keep. We’d meet again before the evening meal to supervise cleaning and listen to the boys’ stories of their imagined adventures as skilled fighters. Evening’s supper came quick enough. Afterward, Joss would work on his letters and reading while Tomas and Logan spent time together.

Logan and I would put them into their beds and bid them good night, close their doors, and then retire to our separate rooms, only to rush to be the first to open the door that joined them. I’d found happiness in our life together.

Time for me to accompany the carpenter and the loads of wood to build the first station drew closer, so I began to prepare Joss for my absence. At first, he became angry that he wasn’t coming with me, but he agreed to stay when I told him that I needed him to keep watch over Tomas.

Looking back, I should never have charged him with Tomas’s keeping. It was too great a charge for a boy, although I knew children all over the lands watched far smaller and far more children than Joss now had.

The day had begun like all the ones before it over the last month; only there was a chill in the air that told everyone winter was bearing down on us. Preparations had begun, wood cut and stacked, meats smoked and dried, grain and vegetable larders filled, and the winter wool clothing had been strung across the bathing area to air out and be ready to be worn once the snow and ice came.

Even the tubs had become too cold for me to visit, the sun too low to warm the stones of the yard or my shoulders.

The midday meal arrived, and I entered the castle to find Logan sitting alone at the table.

“Where are the boys?” I asked, taking my place across from him. We’d taken to eating next to our boys, instead of Logan at the head and I on his right.

“I haven’t seen them. They’ll show up when their hunger grows too big to ignore.”

We ate, talking of castle matters, and finished, and still no sign of the boys.

“I’ll see them for sword practice. They haven’t missed once,” I assured Logan.

But the bailey was empty. I waited, sitting with the swordsticks on the bench, but after a half hour passed, I stood and began my search. Logan was with his advisors, and I felt no need to alarm him, but the boys had never been missing this long before.

By the time I’d searched the tubs, laundry, stables, and barracks, I was running through the keep. Panic had risen in my chest, and a fear I’d never felt before filled my mind. Where the boys had gone to, I had no idea.

Logan met me as I took the stairs two at a time.

“Where away, Drake?” he called up to me.

“I can’t find the boys,” I shouted back over my shoulder. He must have read the tone of my voice or caught my fear, because he followed at a run. We arrived at almost the same time at their room.

Empty. Logan threw open his door and I went to mine. No boys. The look on his face was pure terror.

“Great gods, Drake, where are they?”

“I don’t know, but when I get hold of Joss, he’ll wish he’d kept better track of the time.” I was furious at him, mad that he’d frightened me so badly and had stretched me to my limits.

Back down the stairs.

“Where have you searched?” Logan demanded.

“Everywhere. Barracks. Stables. Tubs.” I shook my head. “Kitchen.”

“The keep is not that big.” He followed me through the door into the bailey.

We stopped. Ahead of us, the gates of the keep were open, the fields lay beyond, and the woods beyond them.

“No, they wouldn’t go out.” Logan shook his head, unbelieving that the boys would do anything so foolish.

I raced up the stairs to the catwalk, Logan behind me, to survey the fields. Logan grabbed a guard and shook him.

“Did you see my boy? Did he leave the keep?” His voice was nearly out of control, shaking with fear or rage, I couldn’t tell.

“No, no, my duke, I didn’t see them!” The guard tried to pull away. I had to pry Logan’s fingers from the man’s vest.

“If they are outside, we should be able to see them from here.” I turned and scanned the fields, but to my eyes, they were empty. But the area near the woods was too far for me to see clearly.

“Logan, my eyes are too weak to see to the woods. Do you see any sign of them?”

He leaned over the parapet, his eyes moving back and forth.

“I see something near the woods. There.” He pointed. “But I can’t tell what it is.” He shook his head.

I raced back down the stairs and out the keep’s gates. “Stay here!” I ordered.

Logan followed, bringing four men with him at a trot. I stopped and turned back to him. “Go back. The men and I will search. You need to stay in the keep.”

He knew I was right, but he swore, fists clenched, and turned back. He made it to the shadows of the walls, but refused to go in. It was close enough for me. I turned to the woods and urged the men to follow.

We ran until I thought my lungs would explode. The woods loomed.

“Tomas! Joss!” I called. The men spread out in the fields, calling for the boys.

“Here, my lord!” One of the men sent up a cry. I spun and raced to where he kneeled, my legs threatening to give way, my heart in my throat, praying that it wasn’t the boys.

It was Joss. He lay on his side, a small crumpled form. I fell to my knees and touched his shoulder. “Joss? Son?” My voice croaked in my tight throat. Blood ran from a wound on his head. He clutched a scrap of cloth in his hand.

“Search for Tomas.” I waved the men away. I inspected his wound, a deep cut just above his left eye; the blood had matted in his hair, but had stopped flowing.

He’d been here some time. I rolled him over and into my arms. He groaned and his eyes flickered. I wanted to weep for joy that he lived.

He looked up, his eyes straining to focus, and blinked. “Da?” he rasped.

My heart, if not my eyes, wept. “I’m here, Joss. What happened?”

“Save Tomas.” His voice was so low I had to hold him close to hear.

“Where is Tomas?”

“The men took him.”

Gods’ tears, I thought, not Weathers’ men. “How did you get so far from the castle?”

“Tomas saw something in the field. He followed it. I followed him, like you said. We couldn’t reach it. It moved away.”

It was easy to see what might have happened. The boys had been lured away, then attacked.

“Is Tomas hurt?”

“They took Tomas. The men took Tomas.” He shook his head, tears falling from his eyes. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop them. I tried.” He sobbed and buried his face in my chest. I cradled him in my arms and stood. I’d never held him before, or hugged him to me. His body felt so small and light, as if he’d float away.

The men returned.

“I found signs of horses, my lord,” one of them offered.

“How many?” I asked.

“Four, at least. They waited in the wood, just there.” He turned and pointed.

“You’re sure?”

“Aye. There are four piles of dung beneath the trees where they left the animals.”

“How long ago?”

“Three, four hours, perhaps more, my lord. The dung has begun to harden.”

That was that; they had a half day’s start over us. I knew we’d have to ride hard to catch them, if we could.

They were gone and Tomas with them.

I turned back to the castle and began the long walk back. Each step I took I rehearsed what I’d say to Logan. How I’d break it to him.

There was no need. He saw us returning and ran to meet us, but stopped when he realized I carried only one boy. Mine. I watched his eyes scan the men, me, and Joss.

“Where?” was the only word he managed to say. All the color had drained from his face, and his hand shook as it rested on the hilt of his sword.

“Taken. Most likely Weathers.” There was no point in stretching it out. He had to know by now. Logan was no fool.

“Weathers? Great gods.” He fell to his knees. “He has my son? Those butchers of his have my boy?” Tears streamed down his face.

“I have to take Joss inside and get him seen by the healer. Then, we ride.”

He looked at me, I saw it. The envy in his eyes. I held my boy and his arms were empty. Not for a moment did I think he wished Joss gone, but that he merely wished for his son back.

He stood and turned. “Saddle my horse and Drake’s!” he shouted. Men scurried.

“No!” I called out. The men froze, their eyes darting between us, unsure whose orders to follow, their duke’s or their commander’s.

We’d reached the bailey, and I entered the castle. Someone had called for the healer, and he met us at the door.

“I’ll see to him, my lord.” He took Joss from my arms and brought him inside.

More than I wanted to breathe, I wanted to go with him, to hold Joss’s small hand, know that he lived, but there was work to be done.

“I go, with Peter and one other.” Peter had emerged from the barracks at the commotion. He nodded. I pointed to the soldier who’d found the tracks of the horses. With his tracking skills, he’d be a good man to have on our hunt. He gave me a sharp nod.

“I’m coming.” Logan stood, legs spread, hand on his sword, his eyes blazing.

“No, you’re not.”

“Get out of my way, Drake. That’s my boy, and I’m going for him.” He turned to the stables.

I grabbed his arm and spun him. His sword scraped out of his scabbard and lay at my throat. I froze. “You can’t go. Weathers can’t have both of you. If you die, there is no Marden, and no one will stop him from overrunning us.” I spoke as calmly as I could manage without my own voice shaking.

His eyes locked on mine. The entire yard fell silent as everyone watched.

“You have to stay here,” I said.

“I can’t lose him, Drake.” His chin wavered.

“I won’t let them get away. You have my oath. I’ll kill them all.”

The grooms came out of the stable leading my horse, Peter’s, and another horse. I walked to Horse and mounted. Peter leapt onto his mount, as did the other man.

Logan caught Horse’s bridle and held it. “Bring me back my boy, Drake.” Dead or alive was unspoken, but I saw it in his eyes.

His voice pitched low so that only I could hear it. “Or don’t come back at all.”

I could see murder in his eyes. Perhaps he’d gone mad. I’d never seen such fierceness in him. “I have not forgotten I am sworn by my blood, body, and life to protect him, and my duke,” I hissed. That he had drawn his sword on me, and reminded me of my duty to him as his sworn subject, or as his lover, angered me. “I will return when I have Tomas. If I don’t, then know I died trying to save your son.”

Logan nodded and released the bridle.

Before I said more, I kicked my heels into Horse, and the three of us charged out the gates.


Chapter Eighteen

We rode to the edge of the wood where we’d found Joss, and I reined in my horse. The others pulled up beside me. The man slid off his horse and squatted on his heels, his eyes intent on the ground.

“Reed, what do you make of the tracks?” Peter asked.

Reed’s hands traced the markings, then he stood. “If I’m not mistaken, they have gone down the road and at a hard gallop.” He grinned up at me. “My lord, it seems they are being followed.”

“Followed? By who?”

“Well, if I didn’t know better, I’d say by a large forest bear.”

“Brute!” In all the confusion I’d forgotten about him. “Aye, he has tracked down the killers of children before.”

Peter’s eyebrows rose. “That is a story I’d like to hear some night, Drake.”

“I will tell it to you, if I have any nights after this.”

Peter set his jaw at my bitter words. I read sympathy in his dark eyes, but I neither wanted nor needed it.

“There is blood mixed in the mud of his prints. He may be wounded.” Reed frowned.

“He won’t stop until he’s dead,” I said. “We may find him along the way.”

Reed mounted.

“We ride hard; don’t spare the horses.” I told them. “I hope to catch them before sundown.”

“But they’ll drop before then,” Peter said.

“No, we’ll use the courier horses along the way. With fresh mounts, we’ll eat up the distance between us. They will have to slow and rest their animals, while we’ll ride hard.”

Peter’s face split into a grin. “Let’s ride.”

I led the way as we galloped down the road.
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We found Brute, limping along the road, two hours later.

“Brute! Stay!” I called to him. He stopped and sat. If dogs could look relieved, that would have been the expression in his brown eyes.

I dismounted and went to him. He’d suffered a slash along his shoulder, but it didn’t look too deep. The loss of blood had slowed him.

“The first stable is not far.” I picked up the dog and hoisted him over the front of my saddle, then climbed up. Holding on to him, I kicked Horse to a trot and held onto the dog by his fur. He never made a sound, and his eyes stayed closed.

The duke’s pennant flew from a tree near a lane that veered off from the road. I took it, and we came to the little farmstead.

A man ran out, two boys behind him. “Hold, who goes?”

“The duke’s men,” I called. “We need fresh horses.” I got down, slid Brute off the saddle, and laid him on the ground. “Tend our mounts until we return for them.” I pointed to Brute. “My dog is injured.”

One boy ran to take our mounts, the other to the barn to saddle our fresh mounts. The man strode forward and looked down at the black dog. “That’s the biggest dog I’ve ever seen.”

“Can you keep him? He’s very gentle.” I looked up at him but I could see he didn’t believe me.

“Well.” He scratched his chin. “My woman has some skill with tending our animals. If she can handle our rams, I suppose she can handle the dog.”

The boys returned with the horses, and we mounted. With a wave, we headed back down the lane to the main road and continued after our quarry.

[image: img1.png] •●• [image: img1.png]

At dusk we’d covered more miles than I’d ever done in a day’s ride and our horses weren’t yet winded. I counted on that not being the situation for the men who’d stolen Tomas. Reed had slowed to look at the tracks. “My lord, they walk their animals. Two walk beside them. One horse is lame, I think.”

“Well enough. We go slowly from here. If I don’t miss my guess, they’ll make camp before the sun sets.”

Reed rode ahead of us, leaning from his saddle, his eyes on the ground. At last, he held up a hand. We stopped next to him.

“They’ve left the road here,” he whispered.

I nodded. We dismounted and tied off the horses on the other side of the road. Then we crept through the woods, Reed in the lead. They were so careless that even in the fading light I could follow their trail.

Reed stopped and pitched his voice low. “I smell smoke.”

The air carried it to us. “Just ahead.” I pointed. “Reed to the right, Peter the left. No one moves until I give the order.”

My men nodded, and we split up. I continued on the trampled path the kidnappers had made leading straight to their camp. I wasted no time pitying them for what fate awaited them at the end of my sword.

Kneeling in the bushes, I spotted my men. To the right, Reed crouched in a thicket. Peter stood beneath the branches of a low tree. I watched the camp and counted four men, their horses tied on a string behind them. No tents, just bedrolls.

Tomas lay on the ground with his feet and hands bound. His eyes were shut so I couldn’t tell if he slept or was unconscious. The men sat around a fire pit eating the last meal they would ever taste.

I stood and strode toward them. “So, this is what coward who steal children look like.” I stopped as they bolted to their feet and drew their swords.

Tomas cried out, “Drake!” His small voice sounded good to my ears.

“Cover your eyes and ears, Tomas,” I ordered. He drew his legs up and put his hands over his head. This would be no sight for a child. Tomas had fears and bad dreams enough.

I reached over my right shoulder and drew Ansel’s sword from my back scabbard. His would do well for this night’s work.

The first man to reach me died before he’d raised his sword to strike. I advanced, letting the men surround me. My sword sang through the air to slash open another’s belly. His guts spilled. He screamed as he tried to hold them in, then fell to his knees. I kicked him out of my way, and with a twist of my wrists, I pointed my sword backward under my arm, thrust, and caught the one trying to come at me from behind, then jerked the sword out and severed the disemboweled man’s head from his body.

Raising my sword to striking position, I faced the lone man. He scrambled to Tomas and snatched him up, his knife at the boy’s throat, and backed away from me, fear in his eyes.

No pity, no mercy.

“If you harm him, you will beg me to kill you in the end.” My voice dropped low.

His eyes darted around him as he searched for a way out. “No closer!” he screamed and waved the knife. Tomas’s eyes were clamped shut, his face screwed up tight as he dangled from the man’s grip.

If I moved, the knife would strike before I could. There was a movement near the edge of the clearing. I let my eyes flick to it, then back to the man.

“Right.” I shrugged. “We seem to be at a stalemate. Tell me, before you die, did Duke Weathers order this?”

The man barked a laugh. “Weathers? No, we were a scouting party. Just fortunate to stumble upon so rich a catch.” He grinned at me, now sure that he had the upper hand.

Peter slipped up behind the man, grabbed the hand that held the knife to Tomas’s throat, and drove a blade into the bastard’s back.

With a strangled cry, he dropped Tomas and fell to the ground. I rushed to Tomas and picked him up.

Peter kneeled at the man’s side. “He lives.” He looked up at me waiting for his orders.

“Kill him.” I turned away and left Peter to his work. He deserved to finish the kill.

“Mercy, m’lord!” the man begged.

I walked away carrying my precious prize.

Peter’s sword sang. With a soft thwack, he took the man’s head off.

I reached the woods, well away from the scene of the slaughter.

Tomas whispered, “Can I open my eyes now?” He shivered in my arms.

“Aye, son. Open your eyes.” I kneeled and put him down. Drawing my knife, I cut his bonds.

“I knew you would come, Drake!” He threw his arms around me and wept as I hugged him tight to my chest, careful not to crush the child in my relief.

Peter came to me. “I thought you were going to give a signal.” He rolled his eyes at me.

I shrugged. “I forgot. Thank you for not waiting.” He gave me a tilt of his head.

Reed joined us, his eyes large as he stared at me. “I’ve never seen anything like that before in my life.”

“That is why Drake is commander and not me.” Peter grinned.

Reed nodded, as if some argument between the two men had been settled.

I rose, Tomas in my arms, and we returned to the horses. The ride back to Marden would take the entire night.

“Ride or rest?” Peter asked.

“We ride. I don’t want to keep Logan in doubt.”

I mounted, and Peter passed the boy up to me. I sat him on my lap, and he leaned against my chest. His shivering had stopped, and before too long, he fell asleep.

We rode at an easy canter, then walked the horses, then galloped. We reached the pennant marking the stable and continued past. We’d send grooms to swap the horses and retrieve Brute later.

My thoughts were elsewhere. Had Joss lived or died? The thought of him dying alone without me to hold his hand hurt too badly. I’d feared to fail Logan and Marden; instead, I had failed the boy I’d hoped to make my son.

Bitterness rose in my heart, anger at Logan, frustration at not being with Joss.

The castle emerged from dawn’s mist.

Logan stood at the gate as if he’d never moved from the spot. When he spotted us, he charged down the road, his hair flying out behind him. By all the gods, even in my anger at him, he was still beautiful to my eyes.

“Tomas!” he shouted as he came up to my horse.

The boy roused, looked around, and then found whom he sought. “Da!” His arms stretched to Logan, and I let him go to his father.

Logan clutched him tight and buried his face in Tomas’s hair, kissing him, murmuring soft words between his hard sobs. I rode on.

Dead or alive, Joss waited for me inside the castle.
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I climbed the stairs two at a time and half ran to the boys’ room. Catching my breath at the door, I steadied myself for what lay beyond it, then entered. Joss lay on his bed under a heavy blanket pulled up to his chest. Not over his head, as was the custom for the dead.

My breath blew out as I went to him and kneeled by the bed. His color looked good, and the cut over his eye had been sealed with two neat black stitches. There was some black and blue on his cheek and under his eye, and I calmed myself by thinking what boy hadn’t had his eye blackened.

“Joss.” It was a whisper, barely a sound, but his head moved and he opened his eyes. He met my gaze and smiled.

“Did you find Tomas?” His voice was strong. Relief rushed through me like a surging tide.

“Aye. He is with his da.”

“I’m glad.” He looked at the wall. “I’m sorry, m’lord. I couldn’t stop the men. I had Tomas’s shirt and tried to pull him back, but the man hit me and I let go.”

“Joss. Look at me. It wasn’t your fault. They were big men.” My hand reached out to brush the hair from his brow, and he turned back to me.

“Did you kill them?” His voice was hard and angry.

“Aye.”

He gave me a curt nod, then reached out his hand for me to take. I held it tight.

“Joss. I want to ask you something.”

“Aye, m’lord.” He waited.

“Would you mind not serving as my page?”

Joss’s face fell and his shoulders hunched. “You don’t want me anymore?”

“Not as my page.” I shook my head. “I want you to be my son. If you’ll have me.”

He straightened and pointed to his chest. “Me? Your son?”

“Aye. But only if you want to be.”

He fell silent and I could see his mind work. “But what if you marry and have a real son?”

Indeed. Some truth was needed, but not all. “I will never marry, Joss.”

He took it in, frowned and said, “Are you sure you want me?”

“You are the best boy I know. There is no one I want more.” I smiled at him.

“Not even Tomas?” His eyes were wide.

“Tomas belongs to Logan. I want you to be my son.”

A smile broke over his face, and he wept. I pulled him into my arms and hugged him. “I love you, Joss.” I kissed his head and gave him a final embrace, then let him lie back on the bed. “Get some rest, son. We’ll talk again later. I’ll bring up some broth for you.”

“I will, Da.” He tried it out on me, and I smiled at him. He grinned back, looking happier than the day I gave him that small wooden horse he cherished.

I watched as my son rolled over on his side, tucked his hands under his cheek, and closed his eyes. I rose, stepped out, and pulled the door shut.

I crossed to my room to start packing.


Chapter Nineteen

I wrapped my leather journal with Ansel’s story in a cloth and placed it in my saddlebag. Of all the things I owned, it meant much to me. I left the quill and inkpot; I could get those wherever I landed.

The door opened behind me. Logan stepped inside, shut the door, and leaned against it.

“What are you doing?” His voice was soft.

“Packing.” I moved to my trunk and opened it.

“Don’t leave.”

I closed my eyes and let my longing for him wash over me. Anger and hurt surfaced to burn my eyes and harden my heart. I didn’t answer him, but continued to search through my clothing.

“Drake. Please. I’m sorry.” He came to me, but didn’t touch me. Even he had to feel the anger that oozed from me. “I was mad. Frightened. Terrified that Tomas had been killed or maimed.”

He spoke the truth, and I knew it, but he’d hurt me, and the wound was fresh and deep. I wanted him to hurt also. Wanted him to feel what I’d felt. His doubt in me. Let him doubt my love, I thought. I wanted him to beg me to stay.

“Please. My love.”

I snorted. “Does love doubt? Is your love so weak it wavers?”

I could feel his flinch, as if I’d struck him. I sighed. Was this really what I wanted? If I let this go on, would I destroy us both?

“My love is strong, Drake. What do you want me to do to prove it?” He grabbed my arm and turned me to face him. “If you want me to beg you, I’ll beg you. If you want me on my knees, I’m on my knees.” He fell to his knees and took my hand. “Kiss your hand and pledge myself to you?” His lips were warm and soft against the back of my hand, and I could feel his tremble as he held mine.

I felt myself slip, and my resolve for pain and hurt crumbled. Could I ever resist him? His green eyes implored me.

“I love you. I want to grow old with you, Drake. When the gods take me, I want to look into your eyes and say your name with my last breath. I want to feel your lips on mine at the end.”

I bent, wrapped my hands in his long hair, and pulled him to his feet.

“This is what I want.” I pulled his hair back, exposing his throat. “I want to mark you, and I want everyone to know that your lover claims you.” I lowered my mouth to his skin, biting and sucking the cords of his neck as he moaned my name. It was hard and rough, and it made my rod stiffen in a sweet agony.

“During the day you will wear your hair pulled back so everyone can see the mark of your possession. At night, you will wear it down because that is the way I like it. To please me and only me.” I laved my tongue up his throat and took his ear between my teeth, controlling his head, my hands still buried in his hair. Gods, I wanted him.

Logan melted into me, his hands fisted in my shirt. “Aye, to please you. Anything, just don’t leave me,” he gasped.

I could feel his hardness against mine.

I pulled him to the bed and pushed him down. “Take off your clothes.”

Logan stripped as I watched, and lay back on the bed. His long blond hair spread out across the pillows and spilled over his shoulders. His green eyes glittered as his hand stroked his cock.

I pulled off my boots, untied my laces, and removed my breeches. He watched, his mouth open, that sweet tongue of his wetting his lips, making me want him. Naked, I sat astride him at his waist, and ran my fingers through his hair.

“Tell me you love me, Logan.”

“I love you.”

I thumbed his nipples to hard points, then bent to take one in my mouth. I suckled him as a baby takes a breast, drawing not milk, but cries of pleasure from him.

“You are mine.”

“I am yours.” His eyes shuttered as I licked up his neck, over his jaw, and to his mouth. I ran my tongue over his lips, giving him a taste of me, then sat back.

I stroked my cock, then moved forward. Logan opened his mouth and took me. Pleasure shot through my rod, to my sac, then coursed through my belly. Logan sucked me; his tongue flicked the rim of my cock’s head, then delved into its eye searching for a taste of my cream.

My hips moved in lazy thrusts as I enjoyed his mouth and the magic of his talented tongue. My sac tightened, and I groaned.

“Oh no, not yet. I will fuck you before I spill.” I backed off and kneeled between his legs.

“Fuck me, my love.” Logan’s eyes held mine, and I could see his hunger.

I oiled my cock, then spread some on his sac and along his valley. Leading my cock to his sweet hole, I pressed in, then pulled his hips up to me. I fell forward and shoved my cock inside him.

Logan cried out. Pain, pleasure, or a mix, I didn’t care. All I wanted was to feel him tight around me, to see his beautiful face as I fucked him, and listen to him call my name.

“Swear yourself to me,” I demanded.

My thrusts rocked his body as he arched into them. He bit his lip and drew blood, but he took me. I rode him, like a wild man, thrusting, pumping, pushing with all the strength of my knees and all the power of my hips.

“I swear. I belong to you!”

“Say you are mine. To fuck when I want, where I want, how I want.” I growled at him, and bit his shoulder. I tasted his blood, the taste of iron, thick and cloying in my mouth.

“I’m yours. To fuck. If you want me on the tables in the hall, I’ll bend over one and let you fuck my ass. If you want me in the bailey, I’ll kneel on the stones and take you in my mouth. Fuck me on the stairs, in the barracks, in the goddamned stables like an animal. Gods, I love you!” He groaned as he spilled, his hot cream hitting his belly.

I smeared it across his chest with my hand, and then lowered my mouth to taste it. Gods, it was delicious, salty, thick, musky with his scent. I would never get enough of Logan. He held me captive, his willing prisoner.

If I was damned, I didn’t care. He was all I wanted and all I needed.

The pressure in my sac built. It was close.

“Logan, I love you. You are my life, my breath, my love,” I cried out.

I exploded, filling him with hot cream, pumping until I was dry, my body stiff, my head thrown back, my eyes shut. Such ecstasy rammed through me.

I collapsed on him, and he held me.

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Damn.” He sighed. “Do I really have to wear my hair back?” His eyes crinkled at me.

“No. But you do have to wear it down every night.” I smiled at him.

“I have always loved the way your eyes crinkle when you smile at me,” he said.

We lay for a while longer, then rose and dressed. I’d promised to bring Joss some broth, and Logan went to wake Tomas for the midday meal.

Joss was awake and sitting up in bed when I entered with his bowl and spoon.

“Must I stay here, Da?”

“Eat your broth, then we’ll see.” I sat on the edge of the bed.

He dipped the spoon and slurped loudly. “Can we have our lesson today?”

“No. Perhaps tomorrow. There has been too much activity this day.”

“Can I see Tomas?”

I gave in after the soup had been eaten, and hand in hand we went down the stairs to the great hall.

Logan, Tomas, Peter, and Isaac sat at the table taking their meals.

“Here’s our hero,” Logan announced.

Joss looked at me. “Not me, son.” I shook my head.

“Tomas has been telling us about your fight. You were very brave to take on those men and try to save Tomas.” Logan stood and kneeled on one knee in front of Joss. “You have the thanks of the Duke of Marden and of Tomas’ father, Logan.” He gave Joss a hug, then stood and turned to me. “I think you’ve chosen well.”

I nodded. “I want everyone to know. Joss is my son now. We’ve chosen each other.” I put my hand on his shoulder as he straightened, proud to be mine. I stood taller, also.

Peter clapped his hands. “Well, it seems we are all fathers, then.” His eyes gleamed.

Logan laughed. “Not you, too?”

“Aye, my wife is with child.” He endured our slaps of congratulations on his back with good humor, then sat and finished his meal. “Drake, I will be expecting to hear that tale about the dog and the men he tracked.”

“I will tell it when I get him back. He loves to hear the story.” I laughed.

That afternoon, Isaac sent two grooms to return fresh horses to the stable and retrieve Brute and our mounts. Life fell back into place.

I unpacked my saddlebag and returned my journal to the desk. The door to Logan’s room opened, and he leaned in.

“May I enter?”

“Of course.”

“What are you doing?” He strolled around the room, touching my things, making sure they were back in their proper places. I hid my smile from him.

“Unpacking.”

“Drake. I want to give you something.” He approached me, his eyes uncertain.

I turned to face him. He reached for my hand and spread my fingers apart. Then he slipped a silver ring on my forefinger.

“What is this?” I held my hand up and stared at it.

“My wedding ring.” Logan looked into my eyes. “You wanted a symbol of my love, so I thought this would do. I know it’s been given before, but this time it’s given with love. Will you wear it?”

I pulled him to me. “I don’t have a ring for you.”

He laughed. “Only this ring on my neck.”

I brushed his hair back and looked at it. “Aye. It will fade. My love never will.” I pulled him into my arms, and we kissed to seal the gift. “You’ve given me so much, Logan. Your love, a home, a son, a family. All the things I never knew I needed.”

He kissed me and his eyes crinkled. “Stay with me forever.”

“Until the gods take me from you.” We kissed.

There was a rap on the door. We stepped apart. “Enter,” I called.

Tomas and Joss burst in.

“Da! Joss is teasing me! He says I’m like his little brother.”

Logan kneeled and took his hand. “Is having an older brother so bad?”

Tomas looked at Joss and shrugged.

“Just think of us as a family, Tomas. You and me, Drake and Joss.” Logan smiled at his boy. “Can you do that?”

“Oh, aye, Da. But does that mean Joss can tell me what to do?”

“No,” I laughed. “Only your father can do that.”

“And Drake,” Logan added as he stood. “Now, let’s go get cleaned up. It’s almost time for the evening meal.”

The boys groaned, rolled their eyes, and then raced from the room.

Logan turned to me and shrugged. “I love our boys.” Then he followed them.

I walked over to my desk and opened my journal, flipping through its papers.

There were so many pages left unwritten. Tonight, I would start a new story.

I picked up my quill and dipped it into the inkpot, found the first empty page, and wrote “The Duke and the Master of Arms.”

I made a note to purchase a new journal. I had a notion I’d need it before the entire tale had been told.

 

Jackson’s Pride by Lynn Lorenz

Jackson has been called to attend his father, Lord Baymore. The man has never claimed Jackson as his son and Jackson believes this might be his father’s intent. He’s left the Duke of Marden’s employ to discover his destiny—to remain a nameless bastard or to claim his father’s name. When Jackson stumbles across a man, stripped, beaten, and left in a field to die a slow death, Jackson rescues the man. After all, he’s guilty of the same thing—wanting a man.

Will Holcombe gambled and lost. His meeting with a young, willing man went horribly wrong, and now he must pay for it with his life.

Until a man walks up to him and cuts him down.

Jackson is like no one Will has ever met before—a man strong enough to stand with him, perhaps forever.

But Jackson’s on a mission. Will his pride blind him to what his life could be if he chose Will and not his father?

Or will his pride lead him to a fate worse than death?

 


Chapter One

It was well past midnight and the tavern had been quiet for the last two hours. Jackson sat with his back against the wall. The remains of a roasted grouse sat on the charger in front of him, his half-finished ale next to it. He picked up the tankard and downed the last dregs, then licked his lips.

After five long days on the road, he was ready for a warm bed and a good night’s sleep. In a few days, he would reach the castle at Baymore and he wanted to be well rested when he arrived. He planned to sleep late in the morn and then be on his way. God knew his poor horse needed the rest as badly as he did.

The door opened and five men entered, stomping their feet to knock the frost off their boots and beating their arms about their bodies to warm themselves. Their loud laughter disturbed the quiet moment Jackson enjoyed.

About to stand, Jackson overheard words that chilled his blood and froze him where he sat.

“That’ll teach him, the goddamned sodomite.” One of the men clapped another on the back and grinned. “It’s a good thing we came along when we did, lad, to rescue you. He’ll not be bothering anyone else now.”

Jackson picked up his empty tankard and pretended to drink as he watched the men.

“How long do you think he’ll last?” The man was no more than twenty, slight of build and fair-haired, but his darting eyes and twisting hands belied his earlier bravura.

“In this weather, not long.”

The young man’s face greened as if he were about to spew. The others formed ranks around him as their good humors slipped from their faces to reveal their true natures.

“Not having second thoughts, eh?” Another man put a heavy hand on the lad’s shoulder. To Jackson it seemed as good as a warning.

“No, no.” He shook his head with vigor and his eyes darted to an older man.

“You’ve seen what befalls men who lay with men, my son. Even suspicion carries a heavy penalty. Remember, you got a fine horse in the bargain, Raf.”

“He attacked me, Father. The unholy bastard,” the young man declared weakly, licking his lips.

Jackson had seen and heard enough. He pushed to his feet, gathered his cloak about him, adjusted the broadsword across his back, and made his way to the door. The men turned, now aware of him, and their eyes narrowed. Two of them stepped toward him, hands on the hilts of their short swords.

He gave them a look that stopped them in their tracks. His head, just short of brushing the timbers of the low ceiling, bent in a nod of recognition, then he turned his broad back on them. To be sure, the five were no threat. A mercenary by trade, Jackson could have killed them all before the first had drawn his sword.

He opened the door, ducked under the lintel, and stepped outside into the chill of the night air. Pausing, he took his reckoning and made his way across the yard to the stables. Bending low, he stepped through the door and straightened.

“Lad,” he called as he cast about for the groom.

The boy lay asleep on a pile of hay in an empty stall, a blanket pulled tight around him.

“Wake up, boy.” Jackson’s deep voice echoed in the stable. Down the row, his horse nickered at the familiar sound.

The lad rolled over and opened his eyes. They widened and his head fell back as he took in the huge man standing before him. “Aye, m’lord!” He jumped to his feet.

“Saddle my horse.” Jackson strode to the stall where his horse was kept, the boy racing to keep up with him. “Which of these animals did those five men bring in?”

“The black with the blaze, m’lord.” He pointed to a box farther down the row.

Jackson watched the lad as he scurried around the great warhorse, preparing the saddle and bridle. “Saddle the black, too.”

“M’lord?” The boy stopped and looked at him, eyebrows raised.

“I’m taking him to his master.” Jackson was not a man to argue with, and the boy was smart enough to see it.

“Aye, m’lord.” He nodded, led the horse to Jackson, and handed him the reins, then bolted to the black horse’s stall. He brought the animal out in quick time. It was a fine, long-legged, glossy-coated mare, and its tack was of good quality.

Jackson held out a gold piece, more than enough to buy the boy’s silence.

“Not a word. You were asleep and don’t know who took the horse.” Jackson swung up onto his saddle.

“Aye, m’lord. I was asleep.” He nodded, kneeled, and slipped the coin into his boot.

Jackson leaned down and took the reins of the mare from the boy, tied them to his pommel, then motioned to him. The lad ran to the door, threw back the bolt, and swung it open.

Jackson kicked his mount to a trot and rode out, leading the black horse. He joined the high street and followed it to the outskirts of town, where it became the road to the plains leading to the great castle of Baymore and his father.

The night was bitter cold, but no snow fell yet, and the full moon shone bright, casting sharp blue shadows on the light frost that coated everything. The horses’ hooves crunched the thin layer of ice that covered the dirt road, their hot breath blowing clouds of vapor. He rode on, sure he would find what he sought before long.

Not far from town, he found the bravos handiwork. Anger churned in the cauldron of his chest, and he swore soft and low. Jackson dismounted, tied off his horse, and climbed over the low rock wall into the field.

The man, left to die in this cold field, still lived. Naked, his leg muscles quivered with the strain of staying on his toes. His arms, lashed by his wrists beneath crossed poles, were unable to support his weight. A noose circled his throat. Jackson’s gaze followed the rope as it stretched up over a high tree limb, then was tied off on a lower branch.

Once the man’s legs gave way, he’d slowly strangle, hanged by his body’s weight.

Part torture. Part lynching. Certain death.

Small, desperate puffs of vapor came from between swollen and torn lips, hands fisted in futile effort, head raised to keep from choking. He’d been beaten, evident even in the moonlight by the dark marks that covered most of his blue tinged skin. A long gash over his left eye had bled down his face to dry in the light hair that dusted his chest.

Jackson pulled his knife from its sheath and approached the man. One blackened eye slit open and watched as he approached.

“Here to finish it, then?” a hoarse voice whispered.

“Aye.” Jackson raised the knife to the man’s throat.

“Make it quick.” To Will, a blade seemed a better death than the noose.

The dagger cut the rope that held his neck and his head fell forward. “God’s tears,” Will rasped. The stranger cut one wrist binding and his arm fell free. He slumped forward, caught in large, strong arms that held him safe as his cheek rested against a broad shoulder. His other arm was cut loose, and the man lowered him to the icy ground and pulled the noose from his neck.

“Where are your clothes?”

He swallowed, his throat raw and hurting, and jerked a hand toward the tree. “Over there, last time I saw them.” God, he was so cold and every inch of him hurt. His teeth chattered as he curled around his belly and a sick wave pushed up what little was left in his stomach. He retched onto the ground.

Jackson strode to the tree. The man’s clothes lay scattered beneath it. They’d left his boots, despite their being well crafted. Most likely, they fit none of the men, but they’d taken whatever weapons, vest, or cloak he’d worn, and left his bloodied shirt and torn breeches. Both pieces had been finely made, with elaborate embroidery on the sleeves of the shirt. This man was no commoner.

Controlling the rage that boiled inside him, Jackson thought of going back to the tavern and confronting the men, but that would serve no purpose. Right now, he needed to get this man as far from here as possible.

Jackson glanced back at him. Half frozen, half beaten to death, he’d be in no shape to travel hard or far. Jackson looked down the road. Ten miles away, the low mountains began—rocky peaks covered in evergreens and scrubs. The road rose through them in a narrow pass, then dropped down to the plains. Thirty miles beyond it stood Baymore.

No choice. He’d never make it safely to Baymore with the man in this condition. Once the others found him gone, they’d begin to search. Being caught on the open road was not a good plan. Jackson would have to hole up, wait for him to heal, then they could make their way to Baymore. His father would have to wait, he decided, as he returned to his new charge.

This stranger, this savior, returned and helped Will to ease into his clothing and pull on his boots. His sword and father’s dagger were gone, taken by his tormentors, along with his crest ring, cloak, and purse.

“Can you stand?” The man’s dark gaze searched his face, brows creased.

“I’ll try.” With an arm supporting him at the waist, the man led him to the wall. Will had to sit down and catch his breath before swinging his legs over to stand on the other side. His horse waited for him.

The man’s broad shoulders and powerful arms easily boosted him into his saddle. Where the man had come by the animal, Will was too tired to ask. Gathering the reins in his shaking hands, he dug his feet into the stirrups and hung onto the pommel of the saddle.

“We need to go quickly. Can you ride hard for a little ways?”

“I’ll try.” What choice did he have? Ride and live, or stay and die.

The big man kicked his mount to a gallop. Will started at a trot, which jarred his bones and started his head wound bleeding. Wiping blood from his good eye with his sleeve, he urged his horse into a smooth canter to spare himself further damage and keep up with his rescuer.

The moon illuminated the road that wound through the rolling farmlands. On they went in a desperate dash, until Will thought he’d drop from the saddle. Clinging to the reins and his horse’s mane, barely able to catch his breath, he pulled his mount to a grateful stop beside the warhorse. His battered body screamed like some wounded animal and tears blurred what vision he had left.

They had arrived at a little stream that crossed the road. The horses went into the stream and turned downriver, splashing through the icy water until they’d rounded a bend, hidden by trees.

“Now, we go up.” The man pointed up the side of the mountain. “I know a place where we should be safe.”

Will bent his head back. The top of the mountain was clearly visible in the moonlight and the side of the mountain looked to be straight up. He prayed that he could just hold on and not fall off. They started up.

The horses blew and strained at the steep climb, hooves scraped over rocks, haunches bunched and flexed as they ascended. He clung, bent over his horse’s neck, gasping as badly as the animal. Each bone-jarring scramble reverberated in his body, sending waves of pain and nausea through him—flickers of darkness threatened to unseat him and betray him to the rocks below.

Breathless, at last they reached a flat clearing. His good eye made out a small stone building, nothing more than a goatherd’s hut, tucked away into the side of the rocks. The man led him to it, dismounted, and tied off his horse. In a few great strides, he was at Will’s side to receive him as he collapsed from the saddle with a groan.

Again, strong arms cradled him, carried him into the hut, and laid him on some crude but sturdy cot. His battered body slumped into the bare ropes of the bed with nothing between to soften them. He didn’t care, as long as he was off the mountain, off his horse, and lying down.

If the shivering would just stop, he’d be more than happy. Closing his eyes, he hoped nothing more would be required of him, because he was going to give in to sweet, pain-free darkness.

Jackson, hands on his hips, looked down at the man. He’d fallen unconscious. Well enough. It would give him time to prepare the fire and wrap him in a blanket. Then, he’d begin the work of cleaning those wounds. The gash over his eye had begun to bleed again and required being sewn.

He left the hut and tended to the horses in the small pen behind the shack, rubbing them down as best he could as they scrounged on old hay left by the last tenant who’d made this place his shelter. Then, he searched out wood for the fire. Returning from the sparse forest that surrounded the hut, he dropped his bundle, kneeled at the hearth, and glanced over to the cot. Pale and shivering, the man slept. He needed heat as soon as could be managed.

Jackson lit the fire and the hearth sprang to life, light and warmth pushing into the small room. He dragged the cot closer to get the benefit of the heat, and then opened his bedroll and wrapped his blanket around the man like a caterpillar’s cocoon.

Next, he went back out into the cold to collect some water from the small rill that spilled down the side of the mountain—runoff from the upper levels where a sprinkling of snow covered the peak. He used the wooden bucket from the pen to collect water, and poured it into a shallow trough for the horses. Filling another bucketful of water, he carried it inside. Jackson’s back ached, but he wouldn’t rest until his chores were done.

Sitting on the floor next to the cot, he dipped a cloth into the water and began to clean the deep gash over the swollen eye. He pulled his saddlebag near and rummaged in it for his needle and thread. He’d sewn many a man’s hide back together on the battlefield and in the camps. Closing one eye to see, he pushed the thread through the eye, knotted it, and took his first stitch.

Good thing the man was out. He’d seen men, fierce in battle, cry and howl like babes when the needle pierced their skins. Three neat stitches later, the wound was pulled closed and the bleeding stopped.

Now, for the rest. He could do nothing for the bruises, but the raw red scrape on the man’s neck, he could help. Digging in his bag, he pulled out a small jar of ointment, sold to him by a healer woman, and dabbed it along the rope’s mark. It might leave a scar or it might not—only time would tell. Then Jackson applied it to the red rope burns ringing his wrists.

He felt the man’s ribs, his hands practiced at finding broken bones. One, two, three cracked, at the least, but his arms and legs appeared sound. The man was shorter than he was—as were most men—well muscled and, despite the damage on his face, fair in looks. His long blond hair was tangled with blood and mud.

He pressed the rag, chilled in the cold water, to the man’s lips to ease the swelling, then dipped it again, wrung it out and placed it over the eye that had swollen shut. Dark purple ringed that eye from brow to cheek—the other eye had purple only underneath it. He cleaned the rest of the scrapes and did his best to rinse the man’s hair clean.

Stretching out beside the cot, Jackson tucked his saddlebag under his head and pulled his cloak around him. He’d been well trained in taking rest when and where he found himself. For now, they were safe.

How long that safety would last, he couldn’t say.

But if they were found by those men, Jackson would be fighting for both their lives.


Chapter Two

Will woke and forced one eye open. Blurry vision told him little, other than he lay in a small dark room. Not his room at Holcombe. Where the hell was he?

The hut. It came back to him in glimpses, like some half-remembered nightmare. He closed his eye against the images. Sneering faces. Boots. Fists. They lingered, like the afterglow of a lightning flash behind closed eyelids, then faded.

He swallowed. His throat didn’t hurt as bad, but the sour taste in his mouth lingered. Turning his head, he saw that the cot he lay on had been drawn closer to the hearth and he welcomed its warmth. He’d thought he’d never be warm again. Now, he lay wrapped in a heavy blanket, warm, drowsy, content to be alive.

The door opened. He flinched and hated himself for his fear. The man who’d saved him entered.

Last night, was it? Two days ago? He’d lost track.

“Water,” Will rasped.

The man nodded, picked up a water skin, and brought it to him. Kneeling, he slipped an arm underneath Will’s shoulders and raised him to near sitting. He gasped as pain seared his side.

“A few cracked ribs, my lord. They’ll heal in time.” He held the skin’s spout to Will’s mouth and gave the bag a squeeze. Cold water flowed, wetting his lips and cooling his parched throat. He drank deeply, then pushed the skin away.

“Your name?” Will couldn’t keep thinking of him as “the man”—he should have a proper name.

“Jackson, my lord.”

He wondered how the man, Jackson, knew his title, but didn’t ask. It wasn’t important. “Are we safe?” He grabbed Jackson’s hand and looked up into fierce brown eyes set in a rugged, tanned face framed by thick, wild, dark red hair.

“Aye, safe for now.” The large hand gave his a brief, comforting squeeze, then released him.

“I am William. Will by my friends.” He lay back against the cot. “Where are we?”

“We are in a goatherd’s hut on the side of the mountain about ten miles from that village.”

“You took a chance rescuing me.” He licked his lips as he searched Jackson’s face with a hard look from his one good eye.

“I don’t hold with their kind of justice.” Those brown eyes grew fiercer.

“You know what crime they accused me of?” Will was too exhausted to think of a lie.

“Aye. I heard them speak of it in the tavern.”

Their gazes met and held.

“The young man with the blond hair accused you, did he?” There was no recrimination in Jackson’s brown eyes.

Will nodded once. Could he blame the young fellow for throwing him, a stranger, to the local wolves to save his own hide? Will would never have sacrificed another for his sins, but the burden of that decision was for the other man’s honor to carry.

“Were you guilty?”

“No. Only of drinking too much, choosing the wrong man, and bad timing.” He grunted a laugh. “We’d been eyeing each other all night. Finally, we stepped outside to the alley. I only had time for a quick kiss before the others had come upon us.”

“But, you are a sodomite?”

“I prefer being in the company of men.” Will shrugged. He was tired of lying, of hiding what he was—tired of searching for others like himself. Tired of being alone.

Jackson nodded. “I understand,” was all he said. Then he stood and fed the fire with more wood.

Will watched him. Tall, broad shouldered, powerfully muscled, Jackson was probably the largest man he’d ever met. Yet, for as fierce and rough as he looked, he’d been gentle. At least Will had known his gentle touch and the strength of those arms. He closed his eye, fought to stay awake, and then blinked the one eye open, the other still swollen shut.

Jackson moved to the door and, looking back, said, “I have to hunt, my lord. You’re ready to eat now, I think. I’ll be gone for a while.” His dark eyes held concern. Will didn’t want to think it was pity.

“I’ll be here when you get back.” Will tried to grin, then winced. Damn, but it hurt just to smile.

“You’ll be safe enough here.”

“Thank you, Jackson. For everything.”

“You’re welcome, Will.” He opened the door and slipped through, pulling it shut behind him.

Will rolled carefully onto his side, ribs aching, and watched the fire’s flames for a time as he drowsed.

Damn. He needed to piss. Using his arms, he pushed himself upright, then swung his legs over the edge of the cot. His head swam, the room tilted, and his stomach rolled.

That hadn’t been a good idea. Still, he needed to pass water and it grew more urgent with each moment. He waited until the room righted itself, then he braced his feet, pushed off, and stood.

Taking the first step was hard, staying upright even harder. He shuffled across the room, his bare feet stinging with each step on the cold wooden floor, and reached the door. Lifting the bar, he pulled it open. Cold wind hit him, nearly wrenching the door from his hand and knocking him down. Was he that weak?

He shivered as his bare feet stepped onto the crisp, icy grass and his hair whipped around him. Will moved to the side of the hut and leaned against it, out of the wind. He untied his laces and freed his cock. At first, the relief was good, then burning pain shot through his rod and tears welled as he bit back a cry. Looking down at the ground, he saw his piss was tinted with blood. Not a good sign, he knew, but at least he could piss.

He shook off the last drops and reseated himself, pulled the laces tight and turned back to the house, but he’d moved too swiftly and the world spun on its side.

“Damn,” he moaned, as blackness closed over his vision and he fell to his knees. Only his hands, held out to break his fall, kept his head from hitting the ground. Shaking his head only made it worse, so he waited on hands and knees until the darkness cleared. Unable to stand, he crawled to the door and opened it, only to collapse on the floor once inside, pushing the door shut with his foot. The latch fell into place. Now, if he could just get to the cot, he’d be content to lie there the rest of the day.

The bed seemed leagues away. Pushing to all fours, he stopped to catch his breath. Head hung low and long hair sweeping the floor, he crawled like a child. He reached the cot, grabbed the side as a drowning man would a rope, took a deep breath, and levered himself up enough to fall back onto it. Shaky hands pulled the blanket up as shivers racked his body. Harsh rasping filled the room. Will looked around, his mind in a fog of pain, unable to identify the unfamiliar sound.

It was his own weeping. Hot tears from his open eye trickled to his ear, down his neck, and dampened the thin blanket. His fingers twisted in the ropes of the bed as he wept.

Would death have been better than this pain or this damned weakness? He had no more strength than a mewling babe. Before the field, he’d been a strong man, a leader who’d fought many times to defend his family’s keep. He’d held off those five bastards in the alley with his sword until they’d hit him with a staff, bringing him down, then kicked him into unconsciousness.

Ashamed of his weakness, Will brought his ragged sobs under control, wiped his nose, and dried the damp on his face with his sleeve. He hadn’t cried so hard since he was ten and two, when his mother had died.

Rolling over, he faced the warmth of the hearth, closed his eyes, and fought for control. He didn’t want Jackson to see him this way.

»»•««

Will woke again to the small, dark room and the smell of meat roasting. His mouth watered as he inhaled the rich scent. Lying on his side, he realized he could see from both eyes now. One was clear, the other a thin slit of foggy vision. He had no idea how much time had passed since he’d crawled to the cot.

“It smells good.” His voice sounded clearer, not so stretched.

Jackson looked up from the hearth where he tended their supper. “Rabbits, my lord.”

“Will. Please.” He pushed himself to sit on the edge of the cot with only a little pain. “There. See? Much better today.”

“Aye.” Jackson nodded.

“How many days has it been?” Will rubbed his chin, feeling the growth of a fresh beard on his face.

“Almost five days. You’ve slept most of the time.”

“Did they follow us?”

“Aye. Tried to, anyway. Three days ago, I watched them pass the stream and go along the road. They’ll think they lost us, that we had too large a start to catch up to us.” He shrugged.

“You hope.”

“I hope.”

“Jackson, where were you bound before you stopped to help this fool?” He watched as Jackson turned the rabbits, their grease dripping into the fire and filling the room with a mouth-watering aroma. Five days could mean much or nothing to a man traveling, depending on his destination and his eagerness to reach it.

“To the castle at Baymore.”

“Baymore? What business have you there?” Will frowned. That place touched a sore spot in his heart. If he’d never heard that name spoken again, he’d rest easy.

“My own.” Jackson stared at him, his mouth a thin line that told Will he’d gone too far in his questions.

“You’ve done more than enough for me, Jackson. Perhaps you should go on your way. I’m better now.” The last thing Will wanted was for Jackson to leave, but if the man stayed because of some notion of payment or ransom, best that he be set straight. “I can’t pay you—I have no money. Those men took all I had.”

Once word of his crime spread his life would be worthless. Not even his father would pay a ransom. Perhaps it would have been better to have died naked and dishonored in that cold field than to face his brother and explain his crime to his father.

Jackson shrugged, threw his head back, and laughed. “Will, you are as weak as a newborn lamb, can barely stand, much less tend to your own needs. What kind of man would I be to rescue you, then leave you here to die?” His dark eyes shone with mirth.

“I’m glad I entertain you so.” His mouth formed a thin line, but at the big man’s humor, one side of Will’s mouth rose.

“You are most droll, my lord.” Jackson pulled the rabbits off the spit, cut them into pieces with his knife, placed them on a cracked crockery plate, and sat next to Will on the cot. It creaked with his added weight, but held. He offered the plate to Will, who took a haunch and bit into it, tearing meat eagerly from the bones with his teeth.

The men sat side by side on the cot, thighs touching, and ate in companionable silence, passing the water skin back and forth. Jackson held out the last piece of meat to Will.

“You’ll need all your strength, my lord.”

“Stop calling me that,” Will growled, as he chewed a bit of meat.

“Aye, my lord.” Jackson grinned. Placing his hand on Will’s thigh, he pushed himself up and went back to the hearth. Will stared at where he’d touched. The warmth of Jackson’s hand and the feel of his thigh pressed against his set off a familiar stirring in Will.

Jackson dumped the bones into a black pot and added water from the skin, then placed it among the coals.

“I must look a terror.” Will ran a shaking hand through his hair. There had been many times when he’d depended on his fair looks to attract. It wouldn’t work for him now.

“You could use a shave and a bath.”

“A shave perhaps. I have no want of a cold bath. I’m only just now feeling warm.” He shook his head and wrapped his arms around his body.

“As you wish.”

“Will you shave me, Jackson? I don’t trust my own hand with a blade.” He held his right hand up. Small tremors made it dance in the air. He lowered it and frowned.

“Tonight or tomorrow morn?”

“In the morn. I’m tired now. I don’t think I can stay upright much longer.”

“Lay back then and rest. A full belly should help heal you.”

“Indeed.” Will lay back on the cot and pulled the blanket over him. His hands picked at it, pulling at a loose thread.

Jackson settled on the floor with his cloak.

“Is that where you’ve been sleeping?” Will’s voice wavered. The man had slept on the floor like a servant these last five days. Will hated being the cause of Jackson’s discomfort.

“The bed is too small for two.” Jackson shrugged. “The floor is too hard for you, but just right for me.”

“I’m sorry.” Will turned his head away, ashamed of his weakness and the man’s charity.

Jackson kneeled beside the cot and laid his hand on Will’s shoulder. “No need for apologies, my lord. I’ve slept on harder ground, in worse weather, and for a longer time.”

Will reached around and placed his hand over Jackson’s hand. He rubbed the back of big man’s hand with his thumb, feeling its rough texture, the coarse dark hairs that grew there.

Jackson slid his hand from under Will’s and stood.

“Get some rest, my lord.”

“It’s Will,” he murmured, as he drifted off.

»»•««

The wind blew Jackson’s cloak about his body. He pulled it tighter. From his vantage point on the edge of the mountain, his gaze followed the road winding its way through the pass.

Beyond it lay Baymore. It seemed so long ago that he’d received the letter calling him home and set out from Marden. For the first time, his father had written to him and asked for his help, but hadn’t said what that might entail. Jackson held hopes the old man might at last acknowledge him as his son.

As for title and lands, Jackson’s younger half-brother Hugh could keep them. All Jackson wanted was to be more than just a mercenary without a family name or place to call home—but a man with a noble name. With that, he’d have something to offer a nobleman like Will. Without it, Jackson’s worth was only the price of his sword and his life.

Will wanted him, he’d made that clear, but why was beyond his ken. Men like Will—high born, fair of looks—never found him of any interest unless he was being paid to swing his sword and lay down his life for them. He was a great hulk of a man—fierce looking, wild haired, powerful, and well suited to being a mercenary.

Jackson had kept to himself and rarely took a male lover, despite the forbidden longings that welled in him. Each of those few times, he’d been the one who took what the men had offered. He’d used them when his need had burned as hot as a fever and he could no longer hold it at bay, when the whores he’d used couldn’t quench the unholy fire.

Taking, never giving. Giving meant unleashing his heart, and he’d done that only once before, in his younger days, with a man who did not return his affection. Now, he felt the flicker of temptation, its source wrapped in a blanket inside the hut. No one had ever moved his heart as much as the wounded man who lay on the rough cot.

Will’s vulnerability aroused Jackson’s need to protect and keep him safe. Will’s soft sense of humor made him laugh, and the way Will struggled with his infirmity told Jackson that Will hated being this helpless, that it wasn’t a natural state for him. He could imagine Will at full health—handsome, well-muscled, those blue eyes shining, and his long mane of blond hair loose about his shoulders.

Jackson suppressed a shiver of desire.

Time to wake him. He’d promised to shave him this morning, and perhaps later Will would consent to a bath. The man reeked. Jackson gave a soft moan as he thought of Will’s skin beneath his hands as he bathed him.

Jackson looked down at the straining of his breeches. Damn, now he’d have to wait until his cock-stand subsided before going in.

Jackson thought of chores that needed to be done.

»»•««

Will watched Jackson hone the knife’s blade on a strop of leather until it was sharp, then scrub the bristle brush in the soap. Kneeling in front of the bed, Jackson smeared the lather over Will’s chin and began to shave him.

Will closed his eyes. The smell of the soap and the scraping of the blade against his coarse whiskers were familiar comforts, even though he wasn’t doing the shaving. They reminded him of his life, of routine, of a return to what was every day. Would his life ever be normal after what he’d been through?

Once again, Jackson’s touch was gentle, his use of the blade sure, his hand steady.

Their faces were inches apart. Will felt Jackson’s fingers on his face as he tilted Will’s head, Jackson’s breath on his cheek, his throat, and every now and then, across his lips. Eyes closed, Will lingered in thoughts of those full lips and dark eyes.

Finished all too soon, Jackson wiped Will’s face clean and sat back on his heels.

“All done, my lord.”

Will opened his eyes and ran his hand over his now smooth face. “It feels much better. How does it look?” What he wanted to know was if Jackson found him handsome despite his injuries.

“You look much healthier, my lord.”

Not the rousing endorsement Will had hoped for, but well enough.

“I couldn’t have done better, I think.”

“Perhaps I should find work as a barber?” Jackson laughed.

“Perhaps. What is it you do, anyway? I don’t think you’ve told me.” He sat back on the cot and looked across into Jackson’s brown eyes.

“I’m a mercenary. Blade for hire, my lord.” Jackson’s gaze held his.

“A mercenary? If you are, then you are surely the gentlest.” One corner of Will’s mouth turned upward.

“Not many of the men I’ve killed would say that.” Jackson raised an eyebrow.

“No doubt.” Will stared at a spot on the far wall. “Tell me, have you a wife waiting for you?”

Jackson frowned. “A wife? No. A mercenary’s life isn’t to be shared. Not by a woman.” His hand rested on the bed next to Will’s hand.

“Is it to be shared by a man?” Will’s fingers touched Jackson’s. No more, no less. Their eyes met across the space between them. Jackson swallowed. Will’s gaze slipped to Jackson’s mouth as he wondered about its softness and taste.

Jackson’s fingers withdrew as he pushed to his feet. “For some.” He turned away and made himself busy with the fire. Then, he walked to the door. “I have to tend the horses, my lord,” he said and slipped out.

“Damn,” Will exhaled. He’d been a fool to think Jackson might want him. It wouldn’t surprise him if Jackson never returned and just left him here to rot.

»»•««

Jackson strode to the pen and climbed over the fence. He went about his chores—spreading hay for the horses, checking their legs and hooves for wear—as he thought about what had almost happened in the hut.

He’d almost kissed Will. Damn, he’d wanted to do that. And more.

He should leave before this went too far, but by his honor, he couldn’t leave the man in his weakened condition. As soon as Will was ready to ride, he’d escort Will to his home and leave him there.

Untouched.

Jackson leaned against the fence and looked up at the mountaintop shrouded in snow. Soon the snow would drop to the lower levels and the hut would be caught in it. They needed to leave before then—any later and going back down the mountain in the snow would be too treacherous for the horses. If they stayed, they might freeze to death before they starved.

Climbing back over the railing, Jackson returned to the hut. Inside, Will rested on his side facing the wall. He didn’t move when Jackson entered and offered no smile to greet him. Jackson shook off his disappointment.

Warming his hands at the hearth, he determined to keep the distance between them. He’d never know the feel of Will’s mouth on his. Never know the rapid beating of Will’s heart as his tongue tasted Will’s throat. Never feel Will’s body beneath his.

That thought shouldn’t make him feel so unhappy, but during these days spent caring for Will, he’d been happier than he’d been in long years. This quiet life of waking in the early morn, tending Will, hunting and cooking for them, had suited him, reminded him of those early morns during battles—tents raised, the men sitting about the fires, repairing equipment, cooking, and polishing weapons. During those times, there was a sort of peace prior to the storm of the battle. Morning, beyond doubt, was his favorite time of day.

He’d be content to spend the rest of his mornings in quiet work, give up being a mercenary, if only there was someone like Will at his side.

Despite his denials, Will was a nobleman. It was evident in his speech, the clothes he’d worn, and his gentle manner. Jackson, a rough, uneducated man with no last name, was no match for Will. All Jackson knew was how to swing a sword and stay alive in battle. Clearly, he was not Will’s equal, and without his father’s name, he had no hopes of ever elevating himself to Will’s rank.

Besides, Will had been looking for someone to engage with at the tavern. By his own admission, it was to be once. Quick, with no feelings attached to the act. How could Jackson know if Will wasn’t still looking for just a brief taking, something to make the time pass?

Early in his life, Jackson had a few brief takings—all hot breaths, hurried touches, hidden in shadows, never in the light of day. They satisfied the needs of his body, but not his soul. Empty of feelings, those times had left Jackson longing for more, a greater connection with another similar soul. Knowing how rare that was, he’d given up any hope of finding it. Mercenaries didn’t dream of love and peace, did they?

However, when Jackson cut Will down in that field, some small thread had passed between them, and each day Jackson felt it grow stronger. How long before the thread became a rope and bound his heart to this man?

He needed to keep his body and heart away from Will, get out of this hut, and off the mountain. For now, it was best if they went their separate ways. He to Baymore and Will to wherever he had been bound.


Chapter Three

Raf bent over the last row of the fall vegetables and gathered beans. Beside him, his father worked, and his mother toiled on the next row over.

He straightened, stretching his back. It’d been many days since they’d discovered the man they’d left for dead had escaped. His father had been furious, but Raf had been relieved. The man’s death had weighed on his soul like a stone. Raf hadn’t wanted to be part of any man’s death, since it could have been him strung up in that field. Had the men and his father come along any later, they’d have caught the both of them in the soul damning act.

He made a promise to be more careful next time. Then he remembered there should never be a next time, no matter what his loins told him. His mother had already spoken to a woman down the road about her daughter, who would make him a good wife.

Glancing up, he stopped in mid-stretch.

“Father, there’s smoke on the mountain.” In the far distance, a thin plume of smoke drifted upward, to be brushed away by the winds at that height.

His father stood and looked, holding a hand over his eyes to fight the sun’s glare.

“Just the goatherd’s hut.” He shrugged and bent again.

“I saw Bennett at the tavern last night,” Raf replied. “He came off the mountain two weeks ago.”

Mason straightened, gazed up at the side of the mountain, and watched the smoke wisp away. They’d never found the escaped man or the man who’d freed him. Mason had suspected the big man in the tavern right away, but even after searching for miles in both directions they’d given up and returned home.

He looked at his son. He’d do anything to protect him, but the boy was foolish and followed his cock’s desire. After that night in the field, he’d hoped the message to be careful, to marry and put his unnatural desires away, had lodged in the boy’s brain.

No such luck. The lad was headstrong, but marriage would soon put it to right.

“Raf, help your mother. I’ve got business.” He handed his bag of beans to his son and strode toward the road.

His wife looked up and shook her head. “Business? The tavern, more likely.”

She and Raf bent back to their work.

»»•««

Will rolled over and stretched for the first time without pain, exhaled, and sat up. The room was empty and the fire banked. He needed to piss. Standing, he walked to the door—his feet steadier than they had been since that night in the field—and went outside. With one hand on the hut to insure he stayed upright, he made it to the side and pissed, pleased to see there was no blood.

Returning, he stopped to look over the valley spread out below. The sun’s position told him it was midday, but which day he had no idea, and if the smell of the fresh mountain air was correct, it would snow soon.

Jackson was nowhere to be seen. The wind whipped Will’s long hair around his head, and the clouds streamed by above him. Below, nothing moved. The road, visible only in places, was an empty brown ribbon.

He stepped inside the closed room and the smell of his body hit him. Jackson had been right about him needing a bath. The thought of the cold mountain water made him shiver, but it had to be done. He reeked of sweat, blood, and piss.

How many times had he pissed his bed while he lay unconscious and Jackson had cleaned him? If he ever saw home again, he swore Jackson would be repaid for his service.

Will stepped back outside and walked to the other side of the hut. The pen where the horses were kept held only his horse. Jackson’s horse and gear were gone.

Jackson had left.

His throat tightened as if the damned rope still wrapped it. Leaning on the pole fence, he stared at the lone horse and willed his knees to keep him standing. A wild urge to saddle his mount and race after Jackson came over him, but with a breath that drained the urgency from his heart, he stopped himself.

Even though he knew the way to Baymore, he had no way of knowing when Jackson had left.

And what would he say if he did catch Jackson?

Nothing that wouldn’t sound as pathetic as he felt right now.

Jackson must have grown tired of caring for him, tired of Will’s feeble attempts to reach out to him, and decided to be on his way to Baymore.

Running a hand over his face, Will closed his eyes.

Jackson had left and there was nothing to be done about it.

First things first. His body stank and he had no food.

To the side of the enclosure was a small rill, water running downhill in a steady stream. Removing his shirt, he kneeled and rinsed it in the water to clean it. He rubbed it against the rocks, then twisted it to remove the water. Holding it to his nose, he sniffed. It smelled better. He’d lay it by the fire to dry.

Bent over the water, he caught his broken reflection. Damn, he had no idea he looked this bad. One eye had green and yellow bruising around it, the other eye still dark purple and swollen. The cut on his forehead had a line of neat black stitches, no doubt Jackson’s work.

How could Jackson ever find this face attractive?

Before being beaten, Will had taken pride in his appearance and attracting lovers had come easy to him. No wonder Jackson had gone on his way—he must have been revolted each time he looked upon him.

Will sat back on his heels, fought a growing sense of despair, and made up his mind to leave the next day. If he waited much longer, he knew that despair would overtake him and if it followed the course it had in the past, soon he’d be unable to act. Trapped on the mountain, freezing, without food, he’d die alone with no one to mark his passing.

There was no one to help him. No older brother to roust him from his bed. No loving sister-in-law to dote on him. No father to chide him into action.

Time to save himself, to pull his fortitude around him like a cloak and get himself out of this disaster he’d created.

Will stumbled back to the hut, his reserves of strength waning faster than his feet could move him. He leaned against its stone side, bare feet numb from the cold. As he put his foot down on a rock, it shifted, and with a strangled cry, he went down.

His head hit hard on the rocky ground. The sky and mountain appeared for a moment on its side, then faded to black.

»»•««

Jackson urged his horse over the last steep incline to the level path. The sun would set soon, he reckoned. He guided the tired animal toward the hut. Over the last hour, he’d grown more excited to return and show Will what he’d brought in his saddlebags.

As he approached, he spotted Will, shirtless, lying on the ground in a crumpled pile in the cold shadow of the hut. Propelled from the saddle by more fear than he’d care to admit, Jackson ran the rest of the way to him.

“Will!” Jackson rolled him over. A quick press of his ear to Will’s chest told him that he was alive, but his skin felt like ice. How long had he lain on the cold ground?

Gathering him up in his arms, Jackson carried him into the hut, placed him on the cot, and wrapped him tight in the blanket. He rushed back out and put his horse up. Outside, he found the wet shirt and guessed what had happened. Will had tried to wash his shirt, perhaps even his body in the cold water and passed out. Damn, why hadn’t he waited until Will had risen to tell him that he’d be back later in the day? He could have at least washed the man’s shirt to save him the trouble.

Returning with his saddlebags, he spread the shirt out on the floor in front of the hearth to dry. As he emptied the first bag, he worried that the trip might not have been worth it if Will succumbed to the cold. The food Jackson had bought from the farmer’s wife in the valley would be worth nothing if Will weren’t alive to eat it.

Game had become scarcer now as the cold grew and the animals had taken to their burrows or gone lower down the mountain. Will needed more than some occasional meat to regain his strength, and the bread and cheese Jackson had bought would help with that.

He sat on the edge of the cot, picked up Will’s arm, and began to rub, working the cold out of the limb, from shoulder to fingertips. Will’s hands, long fingered yet strong, were not as calloused as his were—his arms had been muscled, but the loss of weight and use had taken their toll.

Jackson moved to the other arm and rubbed. Will groaned and jerked awake, pulling his arm out of Jackson’s hands.

“God’s tears! You came back,” Will rasped, as water stood in his eyes. “I thought you’d left me.” The stricken look on his face tore into Jackson’s heart like a blade.

“Never, my lord. I just went to find us some decent food.”

Will stared at him as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “I thought you’d left me,” he repeated and reached for Jackson’s hand.

Jackson shook his head, unable to speak. He pulled Will into his arms and rested his chin on Will’s head as Will clung to him in tight desperation. Jackson’s large, rough hands rubbed Will’s smooth, bare back trying to both warm and comfort.

When at last Will’s hold on him lessened, Jackson laid him back on the cot.

“I washed my shirt,” Will explained. “But I stumbled over a rock, fell, and hit my head.”

“I found the shirt. It’s by the fire, drying. Slip out of your breeches and I’ll wash them, also.”

Under the covers, Will unlaced his breeches and slipped them off, then handed them to Jackson. Naked, the warm covers replaced the chill of his clothes. He trembled, but it had nothing to do with the cold.

The way he’d felt in Jackson’s arms had overpowered him. Warm, secure, safe—it was like nothing he’d ever felt in any man’s hold. He’d been terrified when he’d thought Jackson had gone, and that realization shook him. In all his thirty years, he’d never felt as helpless, as vulnerable as he did now. Being hung and left to die had done it to him, he knew, and he cursed the unfamiliar feelings, and the loss of confidence in himself and his abilities.

But what if his feelings for Jackson were nothing more than gratitude over being saved by him and the dire circumstances in which they’d found themselves? Had they met some other place and time, would his feelings for Jackson be as strong? Will was well aware of his own faults, of being too quick to give his heart away and to the wrong man.

He should keep a level head, be stronger, and stop relying on the big man. Get out of this damned cot. Get up and move around. Get his strength back. Then be on his way, before this thing went any further and he risked his heart to hurt and the darkness he knew would accompany it.

Jackson returned and laid the breeches out to dry at the hearth. He fiddled with the black pot that sat in the embers and using a cloth, pulled it out and poured some of the hot liquid into a cup.

“I made soup from the bones of the rabbits.” He carried the cup to the bed and sat. “Sit up and have some warm broth.”

Will did as he was told. The soup spread its warmth throughout his body.

Jackson watched until he’d finished. “More, my lord?”

“No. It was enough.” Will handed the bowl back.

Jackson stood and emptied the rest of the liquid into the cup and drank. Then, he took the pot and went outside, thankful for a diversion. The crooked smile on Will’s face and the smoothness of his chest were tempting sights, despite his strong smell.

After dumping out the remains of the soup, he rinsed the pot and filled it with fresh water, then returned to the room.

Placing the pot back among the coals, he checked the clothes. “Not dry yet. By morn they should be warm enough to wear.” It meant Will would spend the night naked under the blanket. Jackson didn’t want to think about that, but the images were hard to push from his mind’s eye.

The men fell silent. Jackson watched the fire. Will watched him. As the flames danced, he relived taking Will into his arms. He’d wanted so much more than that too brief touch. Damn. He was a large, strong man, but Will brought him to his knees. He felt his rod’s thickening and struggled to control it. It would only be a matter of time before he could no longer resist the desire he felt when he looked at Will.

That time passed far too fast. Giving in to his wanting, Jackson stood. “I think a warm bath would be good for you. Both clean and warm your body.”

“A warm bath?” Will raised his eyebrow.

“Aye. I’ve put some water to heat.”

“Oh. That was clever.” Will lay back on the bed.

Jackson pulled the pot from the embers and brought it to the bed. Sitting on the cot, he used the sliver of soap he’d shaved Will with and rubbed it over a rag, then dipped the rag in the warm water. He reached for Will’s arm and began to wash it with the cloth.

The water was warm—the soap’s lye smell was faint. Jackson scrubbed the dirt and sweat away, rinsed, then reached for the other arm and repeated the process.

“I’m sure I could wash myself, Jackson.” Will laughed.

“I don’t mind.” Jackson looked down and held Will’s blue eyes in his gaze.

Will smiled. “I have to admit, I’m enjoying this attention.” That lopsided grin tugged at Jackson’s heart.

He continued to wash Will, moving to his neck, careful of the healing scrapes, then ran the cloth through the blond hair that dusted his chest, over his nipples then his belly, and pretended not to notice the rise of the blanket over Will’s groin.

“That would be better done with your fingers, I think,” Will whispered.

Jackson dropped the rag into the pot and slid his hand over Will’s chest, spreading the soap. He found those tempting nipples and brushed over first one then the other with a light touch, then began to circle each with the tip of his finger.

Will inhaled and held his breath as Jackson’s finger worked his nipples into hard, aching points. He looked up into brown eyes, dark with desire, and full, parted lips. Wrapping his hand around Jackson’s neck, he locked eyes with Jackson and pulled him down.

Jackson slid off the bed and onto his knees. Will’s eyes closed as their lips met. Lightning flashed behind Will’s eyelids as a rush of longing filled him.

Jackson pulled away. “Damn me to hell,” he growled, then claimed Will’s mouth with his. They kissed, tongues dancing, teeth raking lips, mouths open to each other. Will gave in, let Jackson’s tongue conquer his own, let it fill his mouth as he tasted the larger man. His hands slid to Jackson’s thick, wild dark red hair and were lost in it.

Jackson’s soapy hand slipped lower, traveled over Will’s belly, sending pleasure straight to Will’s stones. As Jackson’s fingers tangled in the soft blond hair that led from Will’s navel to the nest hidden beneath the blanket, Will writhed beneath the touch, and his cock throbbed with need as it tented the cloth that held it down.

Jackson pulled back the blanket, uncovering the evidence of Will’s desire. It was glorious, thick, and proud—the head reddened, the shaft a soft brown, nesting in dark blond curls. Truly a thing of beauty.

He lowered his head to Will’s mouth again. Would he ever get enough of the taste of him?

Tongues touched, tasted, felt the edges of teeth, then touched again. Jackson’s other hand cupped Will’s face as he plundered his prize. Will moaned his pleasure into Jackson’s mouth and the pleasure was returned.

Searching fingers at last touched straining cock.

“Damn me!” Will tore his mouth from Jackson as he cried out.

Jackson’s fingers explored his captive. The warmth of the thick flesh he held in his hand seared him, and his own cock responded as it surged to its full length and width, trapped behind his straining breeches. It was just as he’d feared. Once he’d touched Will, kissed his mouth, held his cock in his hand, the thread between them became a rope and his heart had been bound to the man in his arms.

Will’s shaft was velvet over hard rod, and Jackson wanted to possess it.

Gasping, Will’s hips arched. Jackson’s fingers wrapped around the thick shaft and slid upward to the tip, squeezed the head, then slid back down.

Mouths fused, tongues touched, and blended moans filled the hut. Jackson’s hand cupped Will’s heavy sac, felt the soft fur that covered them, then moved back to the shaft to stroke it again and again.

Jackson’s pumping hand was relentless. Will’s body arched with pleasure as his mouth was filled with the bigger man’s tongue. He suckled it, learning its taste and texture. Jackson’s hand held Will’s jaw, his thumb pressed into Will’s throat, fingers dug into his scalp. Dominating and controlling the kiss with one hand, Jackson’s other hand stroked Will’s cock. Pure pleasure poured from Will’s shaft into his stones and surged deep into his belly, leaving him wanting, craving, needing more.

This was all Will had imagined. His desire for the man who’d saved his life was no fleeting thing. No single night of fucking, no nameless partner, no hurried coupling in a dark alley. Nothing he’d ever experienced and everything for which he’d searched.

But for Jackson? His heart stammered at the thought that this might be just a fleeting moment for Jackson, that he didn’t feel the intensity, the desire, and the rightness of what they shared. He offered a quick prayer that Jackson felt the same as he, then he let how Jackson made him feel override any rational thought.

How could such a large, strong hand, calloused from wielding a broadsword, be so gentle and tender? Will’s stones tightened as he hung onto the edge of his release, too weak to hold off for long. He’d had no idea how badly he’d needed to let go and spill.

“Let it come, my lord,” Jackson whispered, then burying his face in the crook of Will’s neck, took Will’s shoulder between his teeth. Biting and sucking, Jackson sent Will over the edge. Fingers grasping the ropes of the bed, Will’s body stiffened and he exploded.

“Damn you, Jackson,” he cried out, as that blessed hand forced his cream from him in hard, hot spurts, until he collapsed, wrung out. Will swore he couldn’t feel the bones in his body, or speak for his loss of breath.

Jackson’s hand released him. Eyes closed, Will felt the rag, dipped in warm water, as Jackson wiped him clean, running it over his heaving chest, bruised belly, and then, with all tenderness, over his limp member and his sac.

“Sleep now, my lord,” Jackson said, and pulled the blanket over him.

Will closed his eyes, sated and content.

Jackson sat back and watched as Will slept. He’d done what he’d sworn he wouldn’t do and given in to his desires. When Will woke, they’d share the bread and cheese. A solid meal would do them both good. Jackson stretched out on the floor next to the cot and rolled onto his side, facing the fire. His cock still strained, still throbbed, but he would let it subside. Will was in no shape to pleasure him, and Jackson knew he wouldn’t be happy with a quick release by his own hand. He’d wait until what he wanted was available and offered to him.

Staring into the fire, Jackson wondered when the words “my lord” had come to mean “my love.”


Chapter Four

Will woke, rolled over, and looked down at Jackson asleep on the floor next to his cot. The big man’s dark red hair was wild, tousled around his head, and the shirt he wore was open from his neck to mid-chest, giving Will a glimpse of a scattering of dark hair. Slightly parted full lips beckoned Will, and he relived the moment when Jackson had brushed them against his still tender lips.

He’d thought he’d explode at that moment. He’d been so weak, yet he’d managed to keep himself from spilling. Somehow, Jackson knew how to be tender, yet strong and demanding—his touch was coaxing, yet comforting, as he’d given Will a much needed release.

Still, Jackson had taken very little for himself. It seemed to Will that from the moment they’d met Jackson had been giving him much with little asked in return. Will didn’t lie to himself. He’d needed everything that Jackson had offered.

Other men he’d been with had given only their bodies for an exchange of pleasure. Not even his first lover, a man he’d lived with for one long, sultry summer, had been so generous. Only eighteen, Will had learned by fall that anything his lover gave Will would cost, whether it was with Will’s body, his pride, or his good name.

That experience had taught him two valuable lessons—first, not to give his heart so easily—and second, to look beyond the beautiful, seductive exterior, and search for the beauty of the soul and heart.

In over ten years of searching, he’d never found someone he could trust to love again, or who held a heart and soul filled with beauty and tenderness.

How odd that here on this stark mountain Will had found that trust and beauty in a mercenary. Jackson may not have been handsome to some, but his face and form excited Will beyond all others.

When Jackson woke, would he embrace Will or turn cold and distant as others had done? Would he be embarrassed, fail to meet Will’s eyes, act as if nothing had happened between them?

Unsure of Jackson’s response, he reached out a hand and brushed a lock of hair from the man’s forehead. Dark eyes opened and looked up into his own.

“Come here, my lord.” Jackson tossed off his cloak and laid it on the floor next to him, then reached up and pulled Will, naked, into his arms.

Draped over Jackson’s body, his legs between the big man’s legs, his arms on either side of Jackson’s head, Will flicked his gaze to Jackson’s parted lips. The tip of Jackson’s pink tongue emerged as Will was pulled down into a kiss. Will deepened the kiss as desire washed over him. Jackson’s rod hardened beneath him.

“When you are well, my lord, I’m going to take you,” Jackson whispered in a voice so deep Will felt it rumble in the man’s chest. Will quivered at the thought of Jackson’s cock inside him.

“Let me bring you.” Will kissed Jackson’s throat, licking his way to his ear, then taking the lobe between his teeth, he flicked it with his tongue.

“God, please,” Jackson moaned.

Will rolled to the side and Jackson pulled off his shirt, then undid his laces and shucked out of his breeches. Both men were naked, lying side by side. At last, that magnificent, large, powerful body was Will’s to explore. He leaned over and captured Jackson’s dark nipple in his mouth as his fingers found the other and pulled the hard nub. A moan rumbled again in that large chest, and Will lowered his head, resting his ear against Jackson to hear it. Lifting his head, Will took his time, and with slow passes of his tongue, glided between the hardened points of Jackson’s chest. He wanted this to last, to enjoy every sensation, every taste and touch, afraid that it would be taken from him before he tired of it.

His mouth explored this new territory, tasted Jackson’s skin, pulled at the dusting of dark hair on his chest. His tongue laved its way lower, following the trail of hair that grew across Jackson’s broad chest and traveled past his navel to end at a mass of dark red curls. The longest cock Will had ever seen stretched from the big man’s stones to well beyond his navel.

“Goddamn, Jackson, your rod is impressive,” Will gasped as he wrapped his hand around the thick shaft. Jackson moaned and his back arched. Sliding his hand up and down the long length, Will brought it to full standing.

No, this was something Will would never tire of, and he could happily spend the rest of his life exploring all there was to Jackson, learning everything the man could teach him about how he liked to be touched, licked, kissed, fucked.

“Will you take me in your mouth?” Jackson whispered.

“Try to stop me,” Will growled. The tip of his tongue darted out to lick the engorged deep red head, and he listened to the sighs Jackson made, each one a treasure, proof that Will pleased him. Will wanted to move him more than anyone Jackson had ever known. Will knew it was a foolish hope, but he wanted Jackson to declare his love, to claim that he couldn’t be without him, and ask Will to be his.

Running his tongue up the underside of that magnificent cock, Will felt the veins that ran the length, tasted Jackson’s musky, salty flavor, then traveled back down to lick his sac and discover the stones held within.

Jackson bolted upright. “Goddamn, Will!”

“You like that?” Will grinned at him.

“Aye. Do it again, my lord.”

Will lowered his head and sucked one side of the heavy sac—its hard stone encased within—as Jackson groaned, then released it to attack the other, repeating the actions several times, and then sat back. “Shall I suck this now?” His hand stroked the shaft, keeping it stiff and straight.

“Oh, please,” Jackson implored as his eyes shuttered. He watched, eyes half lidded and dark, as Will lowered his head, opened his mouth wide, and swallowed the head of his cock.

Wet warmth like Jackson had never known surrounded his rod, as Will pumped the thick shaft with his hand and sucked the head. Crying out, Jackson had to remember to breathe. He’d never felt such intense pleasure. Every inch of skin that covered his cock seemed to be on fire, his stones ached and tightened, and if he weren’t careful, he’d lose control and shoot too soon. That would never do. He wanted this to last, but had to remember that Will was weakened and shouldn’t be worked too hard.

By God, he wanted more of Will’s sweet mouth and tongue. It had laved his body, teased his nipples, and tasted his sac. That alone had sent shivers up his spine, and a burst of sensations up the length of his cock meant to spur him to spill. Now, as Will worked, Jackson felt the softness of those lips, the suction of his mouth, and his tongue as it danced around the edge of his engorged and blissfully sensitive head.

Will’s mouth captured Jackson’s cock and drove him close to release, but he held back, greedy for more. Will’s firm grip on his shaft as Jackson’s skin slipped past the smooth skin of Will’s hand made his rod jerk with waves of pleasure. The man had hands that could work magic and a tongue that could make him shoot.

Will’s head rose and plunged down the shaft, his long hair falling over his shoulder draping Jackson’s thighs and hips. Through this thick curtain, Jackson watched. Wanting a better look, he pulled Will’s hair to the side and held it back with his hand. He’d never seen anything more beautiful than Will sucking his cock.

With a shudder, he watched as his cock disappeared into Will’s mouth, and then reappeared glistening, only to disappear again in a series of deep swallows that threatened his very sanity. He felt the building pressure in his stones as his sac tightened, pulling into his body as he prepared to spill.

“Would you have fucked that young man at the village?” Jackson rasped as his fingers delved into that mass of blond silk, feeling a rush of excitement as he pictured those two bodies, one smaller, pressed face first into the wall, the other larger, hips thrusting cock deep inside the willing partner.

Will looked up, his tongue teasing the swollen tip. “Oh, aye, I meant to fuck his tight young ass against that wall.” His blue eyes watched Jackson from under thick blond lashes.

“He wanted you?”

“He was eager enough.” Will gave his cock another lick, pressing the tip of his tongue into the eye.

“He was young, barely twenty, and fair in looks. Is that what you prefer? Young and pretty?” Jackson’s eyes searched Will’s. To Jackson’s count, he was at least eight years Will’s senior, and he couldn’t be counted as fair.

“No, I prefer a man like you.” Will circled the edge of the head with his tongue, and Jackson hissed.

“Have you had many men like me? On your knees, between their legs?”

“I’ve been on my knees many times, Jackson, but there has never been a man like you.” Will dipped his head to swallow Jackson’s cock, then pulled back and left it with a tender kiss. “For me, there will never be another.” He closed his eyes and took the cock deep in his throat, only to pull slow and steady upward with a powerful sucking that threatened to drive Jackson mad.

Jackson lay back, closed his eyes, and bit back a moan. No one had ever spoken to him as Will did. When he’d cut Will down in that field he’d had no idea it would lead to this, but he knew he wouldn’t take it back even if he could. This was the most his heart had felt in long years. Men such as he took their rare happiness where and when they found it, and they didn’t question why.

He stopped thinking and let Will’s touch take him to that place where all his body’s senses reveled in long needed and long denied pleasure. Will took maddeningly slow licks down his shaft, swirled his tongue around Jackson’s sac, and then returned to swallow the tip.

Jackson’s stones tightened. The pressure in them built and began to pulse upward in his shaft. He was ready.

“I’m going to shoot, my lord. You’re bringing me to ready too damn fast,” he gasped.

“I promise it will be fast and hard.” Will raked his teeth over the edge of his tip sending sparks flying behind Jackson’s eyelids as his lover’s talented hand flew up and down on his shaft. Jackson pumped his hips in rapid time with the strokes.

“It’s coming,” Jackson cried. “Oh, Will,” he moaned. “Damn, make me shoot!” His back arched in a final thrust and the building pressure exploded up through his cock, his cream erupting. Roaring, he raised his head to watch as the thick ribbon of white seed spurted into the air. With a quick dip of Will’s head, the swollen tip disappeared into his mouth, and with strong, steady swallows, Will milked Jackson’s cream from him, still pumping his shaft.

With a final shudder, Jackson fell back, spent and emptied. Will released the softening cock from his mouth’s grasp and left it with a tender kiss. On all fours, he crawled up his lover’s body and collapsed across his chest to be cradled in Jackson’s strong arms.

“My lord, you finish me.” Jackson ran his hand through Will’s hair, then pulled it back from his face for a kiss. Mouths open, tongues touching, they delved into each other, tasting and enjoying.

“I would finish you every night, Jackson, if you’d let me.” Will’s beautiful blue eyes looked deep into his. Hope burned in them.

Jackson swallowed. Will wanted more than he could give right now. Without his father’s name, he had nothing to offer. Dragging Will down to his low level was unfair and dishonorable. After he’d seen his father, and if Will still wanted him, then he could return. Knowing what he had to do, he looked toward the door. “We have to leave tomorrow, or we’ll be snowed in.” His voice was flat and hard. “You’ll be home soon and I can be on my way to Baymore.”

Will slid off him to lie at his side. Jackson had thrown up a wall between them to keep Will out. This was all there would be, Will realized—there would be no love, no life with this man. How could he have been so foolish to think this would be any different from all of the other times? Staring into the fire, he knew without doubt that Jackson would take him home and then leave.

“You should have left me in that damned field, Jackson.” His jaw set and his brows furrowed as he got to his feet, climbed back onto the cot, and wrapped the blanket around him.

“Will, I never promised you…” Jackson began.

“No, you didn’t. I can’t fault you for that. The feeling, it appears, was all on my side, just some misguided emotion caused by my weakened state. Have no fear. It will fade with the miles before I reach home.” Will rolled to face the wall, silent and cold.

Jackson turned toward the fire. He’d hurt Will, but it was the only way. Damn. The words he couldn’t speak turned to ash in his throat. He pulled his cloak tight around his naked body and watched the logs until they became mere embers. He longed to pull Will into his arms and tell him of his love. Instead, he fought that foolish notion.

He might be a bastard with no name, but he was still a man of honor.

Jackson rose, dressed, and added more wood to the fire, then slipped out the door.

At the sounds of Jackson’s boots crossing the floor and the closing of the door, Will railed at himself. He had only his fool self to blame for his heartache. Jackson didn’t want him, perhaps even pitied him. Will had said too much, assumed too much, and now paid the price for that foolishness.

Love was not meant for him. This unnatural hunger for a man had damned him—he was sure of it. He had nothing left. When he returned to his keep, what would he tell his father and brother? That he’d been caught fucking a man, robbed, beaten, and strung up to pay for his crime? That he’d fallen in love with the man who’d rescued him? Or that he’d been rejected by that man?

No matter what he said, it left him in the same place. Alone.

Could he have been so wrong about what he’d seen in Jackson’s eyes, in the tenderness of his touch, in the strength of his arms? His own eagerness and need had placed too much meaning on Jackson’s actions.

Will would require both strength of body and mind for what was to come. It would be a rough ride down the mountain and a longer ride home. For Will, every mile of it would unbearable. Like the beating that he’d taken in the alley and the hours he’d spent in that damn field on his toes, he’d have to endure to survive.

Only this time, there would be no one to rescue his body or his heart.

»»•««

Jackson entered the hut, gathered Will’s clothes, and brought them to him.

“Here, my lord. Get dressed. We need to leave today. I don’t think the weather will hold.”

Without a word, Will rolled over, sat up, and took his clothes. He pulled on his breeches and the shirt, then sat back down on the cot.

“I brought cheese and bread. Let’s fill our stomachs and then I’ll prepare the horses.”

Jackson tore the loaf in two, cut a large wedge of cheese, sat on the cot next to Will, and passed him the food. The two men ate—the silence between them as thick as the stone walls of the hut.

What could he say? Tell Will he was a bastard son of a duke? Mercenary was low enough. Jackson didn’t trust himself even to begin to explain how he felt, much less to touch Will. That would surely break Jackson’s resolve. Even sitting so close to Will was torture.

He finished and stood. “I’ll be back.”

Without looking at Will, he left to saddle the horses.

Will sat back against the stone wall of the hut and stared into the fire. This was the end. They would leave the mountain, and in a few days he’d never see Jackson again. Closing his eyes, he fought against the despair that threatened to overpower him and plunge him back into darkness.

»»•««

Mason scrambled up the rocky path. The hut above had been used by herders in the valley for generations. He’d climbed this mountain as a lad, taking his family’s goats to the higher levels. The last time he’d been there, he’d been no more than ten and six.

Looking up, he could see the smoke more clearly. Almost there. Another hard climb and he boosted his body over the last edge. He sat and caught his breath, then felt the stolen knife in its scabbard on his belt. It would be justice for that raping bastard at last, to be killed by his own knife.

He crept to a boulder and peered around it. The stone hut sat down the track, snugged against the side of the mountain. The door opened. Mason ducked down, then edged up to peer over the rock. The big stranger stepped out and strode to the back of the hut. Probably to the pen behind the hut. Now was Mason’s chance. With his protector gone, that would leave the sodomite alone, and in his state, he shouldn’t be much trouble. Just slip in, cut his throat, and then out before the man returned.

Mason pulled the knife from its sheath and crept forward.

Jackson pulled his cloak around him and worked with the horses. He brushed them down with some straw, working their coats clean of the dust and dirt. If he took his time with the animals, perhaps when he returned Will would have cooled down. Will’s silence was killing him. He would have preferred angry words or curses. As strong as he was, he’d been too weak to resist Will, and he deserved that and worse for misleading him. The man had been vulnerable and Jackson had known it.

Where was Jackson’s honor now?

He swung the saddle over the back of his horse and adjusted it. He wasn’t looking forward to taking Will home. Who waited for Will and what tale would Will tell once they arrived? Would they treat Will badly—beat him, throw him out? That thought angered Jackson, and he gave the girth a hard jerk. If that happened, he’d take Will wherever he wanted to go in payment for causing him so much pain.

Will heard the door open but didn’t open his eyes. Seeing, even speaking to Jackson was too painful. He just wanted to be gone and be done with it. Dragging it out wouldn’t make the parting any easier.

Careful steps advanced into the room.

Warning pricked Will’s mind. Those were not Jackson’s boots on the wood floor.

Will opened his eyes as the man from his nightmare lunged toward him, knife in hand. With a shout, Will threw the blanket at the man, hitting his face, and rolled off the cot. His knees cracked against the floor shooting sparks of pain behind his eyelids.

The man struggled with the blanket. Will took his chance, threw his shoulder into the man’s legs, knocking him down, then rolled on top of him, using the blanket to contain his arms and the knife. Pressing his attacker to the floor, he grappled with his flailing arm for possession of the dagger. Taking hold of the man’s wrist, Will squeezed hard to make him drop it, fingers digging into flesh, eyes focused on the blade. God’s tears, it was his own knife, given to him by his father.

The man fought clear of the blanket. A fist flew from the side, striking Will in the jaw, knocking him off. Will lost his grip on the knife hand and his attacker flung himself on top of Will. The quick flash of the blade rose and descended toward Will’s face.

Will rolled to the side. The blade narrowly missed his ear as it was driven into the floorboards.

Straddling him, his attacker hissed a curse as he wrestled with Will to control his arms. The older man pressed his knees into Will’s chest as they struggled. Just healed ribs flexed, and agony shot through him, stealing his breath and filling his eyes with tears.

Will, gasping for breath, looked up into aged eyes shooting anger and fear as if they were arrows. Unmistakable hatred. Bloodlust. The same blind rage Will faced that dark night in the alley behind the tavern as the old man’s boots kicked in Will’s ribs.

What was left of Will’s strength ebbed. His muscles vibrated with the strain of the struggle. Hands locked as each fought to reach the still quivering knife embedded in the floor just inches away.

This time, Will would die fighting.


Chapter Five

Jackson opened the door and slipped inside.

“No!” he roared as he drew his short sword and advanced.

Running the man through wasn’t possible without killing Will. Jackson encircled the man’s neck with a large hand, pulled him off, and shook him like a dog shakes a rat. With no more than a curse and a toss of Jackson’s hand, the man flew across the room, hit the wall with a thud, and slid down it with a moan.

Will rolled onto his side, gasping for breath, cradling his ribs.

“I know you!” Jackson, eyes narrowed, advanced with his sword pointed at the intruder, prepared to kill him.

“Hold!” Will cried as he struggled to his knees. “He’s the father of the boy who accused me.” Will pulled the knife from the floor, braced himself against the cot, and got to his feet. “Seems he wants me dead. Again.” He glared at the man. “I’m afraid I’ve proved very hard to kill, thanks to you, Jackson. That’s twice I owe you my life.”

“You owe me nothing, my lord.” Jackson shook his head. “We must leave right away. If he knows where we are, perhaps the others know as well. The horses are ready—we need only tie the man up and go.”

Will looked at the old man on the floor, eyes darting back and forth between the two men towering over him. “I don’t think so. You came alone, didn’t you?”

“Aye.” The older man nodded. His gaze met Will’s and then danced away.

“Get up.” Will motioned with the knife. “What’s your name, father of Raf?”

“Mason.” He stood and leaned back against the wall.

Will stepped forward and held the blade to Mason’s throat. “Where are my sword and my ring?” No use asking for his purse, the money would have been long spent.

The man trembled and licked his lips. “I have them. They are safely hidden.”

“Then for now you live. Jackson, bind his hands. We’re taking him with us.”

Jackson sheathed his sword, then disappeared outside and returned with a strap of leather. He bound the man’s hands in front of him, then pushed him down on the cot.

“Now what?” He looked at Will, who had taken charge, giving Jackson a glimpse of the man he really was —a nobleman used to giving orders.

“We go down the mountain, retrieve my belongings, and if I so choose it, he and his family live.” Will’s eyes burned. “Then, we’ll be on our way.”

Taking lives was not done lightly. Killing in battle and protecting others from harm were reasons to kill. “I may be a mercenary, but I don’t kill for the sake of killing.”

“I won’t ask you to.” Will removed his stolen belt and scabbard from their captive and strapped it on, then sheathed the knife. “If it comes to that, I can do my own killing.”

“There is no honor in murder,” Jackson said, hoping his words took some fury from Will. “The desire for revenge may burn in a man’s belly, but the taste is bitter on the tongue and it seldom satisfies.”

“True enough. Even though his son accused me to save himself, I can’t fault him for it with that band of bastards roaming the town doling out their form of justice.” Will’s eyes lost some of their anger.

“You forced my son,” Mason hissed.

Will looked him in the eye. “You don’t believe that, do you?” The man’s eyes dropped. “No, your son invited me outside. He was more than willing.”

“He is a boy,” Mason argued.

“He’s a man and old enough to know what it is he wants.” Will shook his head. “Now get up. We need to leave.”

Jackson pulled the man to his feet and they went outside. He helped Will climb up onto his horse, and then swung up onto his mount. Mason would walk down the mountain. They began the treacherous scramble down to the flat farmland below.

»»•««

To Will, it seemed as if a lifetime had passed. Going down the side of the mountain proved almost as difficult as going up. His horse skidded, slipped, and balked its way down as he clung to the saddle, the reins, and his mount’s mane. His ribs throbbed, leaving him out of breath. Several times, a feeling of the world shifting and spinning came over him, but he held on until it passed.

Tethered to Jackson’s saddle, Mason scrambled down the steep slope behind them. His bound hands helped him stay upright. Had his hands been tied behind him, he surely would have fallen, but the old man’s familiarity with the mountain and almost goat like balance saved him more than once.

Jackson met the mountain with quiet determination. His sturdy horse was sure footed and better built for this than Will’s fine legged mount. The horse never shied, never refused his rider’s commands as Will’s did—but seemed to share his master’s determination to get off the mountain alive.

At last, they reached the bottom and the stream. Will said a silent prayer of thanks for being delivered off the mountain in one piece. They followed the stream. Mason splashed through the frigid water until they reached the road and then turned toward the town and his farm.

After some while, they left the road and traveled a narrow dirt track. A small cottage and barn lay in the near distance. As they approached, Raf came out of the house, then halted when he saw his father.

“Father? What is this?” Raf’s stare drifted from his father’s bound hands to the two riders. “Not you!” he cried out when he recognized Will. He began backing up, his hands out. “I had to. They would have killed me.”

“I know,” Will assured him. “We’ve come for my things.” He slid from his horse, glad to feel the earth beneath his boots. Holding onto the saddle for support, he tried not to give his weakened state away.

Raf looked at his father, who gave a nod. “I know where they were hid. Follow me.” He turned and walked toward the barn.

“Jackson, wait here with him. Make sure he doesn’t escape.” Will followed Raf.

“Will?” Jackson called him back. His gaze searched Will’s eyes. “Be careful.”

Will glanced over his shoulder at Raf. “We have unfinished business, Raf and I.”

Although Jackson’s face darkened, his lips grew thin, and his fists clenched the reins, he said nothing. Will felt Jackson’s stare burn into his back, but he gave the big man no assurances of what might or might not happen in the barn.

Raf entered the barn with Will right behind him.

“Bring my sword and the ring.” Will had his knife drawn. “If you harm me, Jackson will kill you, your father, and mother.” If there was one thing he was sure of, it was that Jackson would avenge his death. Raf seemed convinced of it also, because he hurried to a small tack room and returned with the sword, scabbard, belt, and a small bundle tied in a rag.

“Put them on the table and step back.”

Raf laid them gently on the worn wooden table and retreated to a safe distance.

Will picked up his sword and fastened it to his waist. He sheathed his knife and untied the cloth. His family’s crest ring—silver with a carved blue stone, lay on the table. He slipped it onto the forefinger of his right hand and looked up at Raf.

“What did you plan to do with these?”

“Father said I could keep the sword, but that he would sell the ring.”

Raf seemed more than willing to give up his knowledge. He stepped toward Will. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” His eyes changed from fear to longing.

“I know you didn’t.” Will sighed.

“I wanted you. I’d never done it with a man, and since you were a stranger, passing through…” He tried to reach out to Will, but Will stepped back.

“You thought you’d get a taste.” Will shook his head, and Raf’s shoulders slumped.

“My father has arranged a marriage for me.” Raf’s eyes held despair at his fate.

“He’s a wise man, Raf. Do as he says.”

“What? How can you say that?” Raf’s face twisted.

“After the night I spent in your field choking on that rope, I can say that. Listen to me. This life I’ve led—ten years of searching for someone to care for—has been a string of nameless encounters—each one fraught with the chance of discovery, shame, and death. Marry, Raf. Have a family and grow old surrounded by your grandchildren.”

Raf stared at him. Will wondered if his words would make any sense to the young man, or if he’d heed them. At seventeen, Will hadn’t listened when his brother had given him the same speech.

Will wouldn’t change his life, even though there had been times when his life seemed bleak, with no hope of ever finding love, and he thought he might give it up, marry, and leave the dark path he walked.

“But…” Raf seemed to be at a loss. “This may be my only chance.” His eyes implored Will as he took a tentative step toward him. “I still want you.”

Will knew that with a word he could have taken the young man, bent him over the table and fucked him, or unlaced his own strings and had Raf on his knees in front of him—but he felt no desire, no arousal for the young man.

If he owed Jackson anything, it was certainly this. He shook his head. “I won’t be the one, Raf. You’re better off never going down that path than to be damned to follow it.”

He turned from Raf and walked out of the barn.

Jackson scowled as Will approached, his eyes burned with anger and jealousy. Will felt a twinge of satisfaction. Jackson cared, whether he’d ever admit it—he cared about what had happened between Will and Raf in the barn.

That knowledge Will could treasure. Whatever Jackson’s reasons for leaving him, whatever he did or didn’t say, Jackson’s eyes had told the truth.

»»•««

They had almost reached the mountain pass when it began to snow. Light flakes dusted them, almost too sparse to really count as a snowfall. Will looked up at the tops of the mountains as they traversed the pass, saw light snow covering the peaks, and he shivered at the thought of being stuck up there. Both he and Jackson were silent. He had no wish to talk and Jackson’s anger still sat between them, solid and heavy like some huge beast.

They came out of the pass just before dark and searched for a place to camp. On this side of the mountains, forested foothills rolled and the road twisted its way through them.

“This is as good a place as any to stop,” Jackson announced. It was a small copse of woods and offered some shelter. They found a spot where the branches of the trees hung low and thick enough to offer a dry place. They unsaddled the horses and Jackson placed the saddles under the branches then spread his bedroll on the ground. Standing outside, they shared the last of the bread and cheese and drank from Jackson’s water skin.

“Go in first, my lord.” Jackson stood back to let Will under the branches.

Will rolled under and onto his side, facing away from the big man. Jackson crawled in beside him and tossed his blanket over Will and his cloak over himself. They lay awake without speaking. Outside, the horses stamped and blew in the cold. Will watched their long legs and hooves moving just beyond their makeshift bower. Now and then, a soft muzzle cropped the sparse grass, then disappeared from sight. Snow built a light layer on the ground.

At last, Will whispered, “I never touched him.”

Jackson was silent, then with an exhale he said, “Come here, my lord.” He pulled Will into his arms, snugging his back against his chest. Both men fell silent as they settled into their positions. Jackson raked Will’s hair from his neck to kiss it. Will moaned at his lips’ touch. Jackson deepened his kisses, his tongue laving Will’s throat, teeth nipping at the cords in his neck, as his hands roved over Will’s flank to his ass. He pulled Will tight against him, his hard rod pushed into Will’s backside.

Will slid onto his stomach and Jackson threw his leg over Will’s legs, taking care not to press too hard on Will’s ribs. His hands meshed with Will’s pulling them up over his head. Pinned, Will’s hips shifted beneath Jackson to find comfort from his growing erection.

Jackson’s hands released and he pulled Will’s shirt over his head, then his own. They lay bare chest to back as Jackson resumed his kisses. Biting Will’s shoulders, neck, sides—Jackson allowed his mouth to roam over Will’s torso. Will, lost in the feelings, drifted in a cloud of contentment. This is what he’d wanted—to feel the weight of Jackson on top of him, his lips on his skin, his hands touching him, and all of it leading up to the moment when Jackson would fulfill his promise to take him.

“I mean to fuck you, Will. Take off your breeches.” Jackson’s voice rumbled in his ear. Will’s eyes shuttered at the thought.

Jackson rolled off Will long enough for him to unlace and shuck off the rest of his clothes. Finally naked, Will lay beneath him, Jackson’s cock pressed into the valley of Will’s ass, promising more. Jackson resumed his lips’ attack as his hands twined in Will’s long hair.

“God, I love your hair. Don’t ever cut it.”

“I will wear it long for you always,” Will whispered.

Kneeling behind Will, Jackson searched through his saddlebag. Covering his hands in oil, he massaged Will’s ass, his fingers slipped between the firm globes and plowed the furrow between them, inciting Will. As one finger ringed his hole, Jackson’s other hand held his shoulder. Will’s desire to be taken surged.

Jackson paused long enough to loosen his strings and push down his breeches to free his cock, took it in his hand, and stroked it, spreading oil over its great length. He guided it to Will’s opening and pressed it in.

Will’s eyes flew open as he gasped. Rising up on his forearms, he spread his legs farther apart. Jackson entered him with slow and careful motions, taking care not to hurt him. It was pain, pleasure, damnation, everything Will had wanted from Jackson. The man was huge.

“Damn, you stretch me to my limits,” Will cried out. His ribs ached, but he did not intend to ask Jackson to stop.

“I mean to have you, my lord. Can you take me?” Jackson growled.

“Aye, anyway you want to give it to me, I’ll take you.”

Jackson shoved it in with a hard thrust, his hands on Will’s shoulders.

“God’s tears,” Will hissed as pleasure and agony exploded through him.

Jackson rode him, each thrust forcing a soft moan from Will. The big man picked up his speed, pumping hard and fast, as Will took what he gave.

“Oh, God,” Will moaned. “This is what I wanted, Jackson. I’ve waited so long.” Jackson’s cock slid in and out of his ass, sending pleasure arching through his body, to return and focus its power on his straining rod trapped beneath his body.

“I have waited also, my lord.” Jackson pushed up on his hands—his knees pressing into the bedroll, his boots digging into the earth as he fucked Will. Will leaned back into Jackson’s strokes, losing himself in their lovemaking.

His own cock throbbed with the need to spill, but he held back. He wanted to feel Jackson take him in his mouth, but first he wanted to feel Jackson shoot inside him.

All the pleasure seemed to ride in one spot, concentrating the pain and ecstasy into one blended sensation. This sweet agony he could endure forever. Jackson might leave him, but no matter what happened between them, Will would have this moment, this taking. This time made all the other times so plain, so emotionless, so empty.

Will’s love for Jackson made the difference.

Jackson had never felt this before, this burning need to make a man his, to completely dominate and own him, to make Will swear himself to him.

As he surged in and out of Will, Jackson wondered how he could ever bring himself to leave Will. Now, the thought of returning to Baymore became something he wasn’t looking forward to, and at this moment, he didn’t care if he ever reached it if he could just be with Will this way.

Jackson closed his eyes, let those thoughts go, and opened himself to what his body felt. He’d never, even on the battlefield, felt this kind of power surge through his body. Taking Will made him feel more of a man than anything he’d ever experienced, and it was a feeling he wanted to enjoy the rest of his life.

Will’s tunnel tightened around Jackson’s cock as he surged in and out, sending sparks shooting behind his eyelids. No matter how hard he tried not to cry out, Jackson couldn’t keep his soft moans from escaping. His thrusts increased as he pounded Will, riding him hard, until he felt his release coming.

“Damn you, Will,” he cried. “This is so damn good.”

“I’m yours, Jackson, you know that. Now and always,” Will rasped.

“My Will.” Jackson fell onto Will’s back and wrapped his arms around him, pumping hard and fast, his sac thudding against Will’s. Jackson’s mind lost control and some primal force took over.

His lips kissed Will’s turned cheek as his hand pushed the long hair from Will’s face. He pulled his tongue across that softly bristled face as Will’s beautiful eyes shuttered. “God, you’re so beautiful, my lord.” Jackson’s voice dropped even deeper.

“Jackson, fuck me!” Will’s hand reached around to hold Jackson’s hips, his fingers digging into the tight flesh of Jackson’s ass. Will’s body rocked with each thrust.

“You are mine!” Jackson exploded, his hot cream filled Will, his body taut with his release, his boots digging deep into the moist earth beneath them.

Will felt Jackson’s final hard thrust and the warmth of Jackson’s cream spill inside him. His own release surged, but he held it back, grinding his cock into the ground.

Jackson collapsed, lying across his back, taking great shuddering breaths of air into his lungs. Will felt the slow lessening of Jackson’s cock until it slipped away. Freed, Jackson rolled off Will and pulled him over into his arms.

“In almost forty years of life, I’ve never said this to another,” Jackson whispered, looking into Will’s eyes. “I love you.”

“I loved you the moment you cut the rope round my neck and held me in your arms,” Will said.

They kissed, slow and tender, as Jackson wound his hands in Will’s hair and bent his head to the side. Will felt that tongue lap at his throat.

God, there was nothing better than being in Jackson’s arms. They’d declared their love. Jackson would never leave.

Jackson’s kisses moved to Will’s nipples, as his hand searched for and found Will’s straining cock. Tonight, Will wanted more than Jackson’s hand.

Will moaned. “Take me in your mouth. I want your lips and tongue on me.”

“As you command, my lord.” Jackson obliged him by shifting to Will’s side, bending over his hips, and taking his swollen rod into his mouth. Will felt the surge of his release and pushed it back. If Jackson’s hand had worked wonders, his mouth worked miracles.

Will thrust deep into Jackson’s mouth and that marvelous tongue swirled around his shaft. Arching his back off the blanket, Will’s hands reached for Jackson’s head as he held on.

“Swallow me,” Will gasped. His release was gaining strength and he knew he’d shoot soon. The sensation was stronger than any he’d felt.

Jackson’s head moved up and down as Will watched him take his cock. His sac hardened, pulling tight to his body, as Jackson’s hand massaged his stones. It was more than Will could stand as the pressure rose in him to shoot upward.

“Here it comes,” he cried. “Suck it all down, my love.” Will came, thrusting, pulling Jackson’s head down, and spilling his cream down the big man’s throat.

Jackson swallowed, gulping down the hard spurts that hit the back of his throat. God, Will’s taste was delicious—musky, salty, yet sweet. Jackson drained the cream from Will’s cock.

He sat back as Will tried to catch his breath, his chest heaving.

“Damn, I’ve been well fucked and sucked.” Will gave him that lopsided grin that Jackson loved.

“The taking was sweet, my lord.” Jackson stretched out next to him, his hand on Will’s chest, his fingers moving through its light hairs. “Did I hurt you?”

“God, no.” Will rolled toward him and kissed him, then lay back in his arms.

“Sleep now, my lord.”

“We’ll reach my home by tomorrow evening, Jackson.” Will’s voice was soft and sleepy.

Jackson grew quiet. He’d have to leave Will then. That was something he didn’t want ever to do, but he had to if he wanted a life with Will.

Will’s eyes closed, his breathing became slow and regular, and at last, Jackson heard his soft snore.

Jackson looked up at the canopy of branches and leaves above them. It was snowing harder. He pulled the blanket over them, and thought about what awaited him in Baymore.


Chapter Six

Late the next afternoon they crossed the stone bridge over a narrow river and entered the town of Holcombe. Following the road through it and five miles beyond, they arrived at a good sized keep. Grey stone walls rose above the ground for thirty feet and the great outer doors stood open. Jackson spotted several armed men patrolling the keep’s parapet.

“This is my home,” Will announced as they stopped just at the bottom of the hill and looked up at the keep.

“It is a fine place, my lord.” Jackson nodded. He’d suspected that Will was of noble blood—all the evidence had pointed to it. Now, he had confirmation.

How would Will be received and for that matter—how would he? Right now, he had no claims to nobility—was merely a rough, simple man, plain spoken, but with manners enough. However, he’d been around enough lords to know not all held common men in much esteem and bastards even lower.

They approached the gates. A man on the wall called out, “Lord William, is that you?”

“It is and I bring a friend.” Will waved.

After a commotion of shouts behind the wall, a man ran out to greet them. He was almost Will’s twin, they were so alike in the face, but Jackson could tell he was older. Will’s brother had hair to his shoulders and was more muscled than Will.

“Will!” he shouted, his arms held out. “Where the hell have you been? We’ve feared for you.”

Will dismounted, tossed his reins to Jackson, and then greeted his brother.

“Wallace!” They embraced and Will was held out for inspection.

“Damn, Will, what happened?” Wallace stared at his brother’s face. The dark bruises had faded but the black threads of the stitches stood stark against his skin.

Jackson waited for Will to explain. He’d either tell the truth or some form of it. As for Jackson, he knew what he’d say if asked.

“I ran into some trouble, brother.” Will grimaced. “Where is Father?”

“Inside.” Wallace’s eyes narrowed at Jackson, then darted to the great sword across his back. “Who is this? A friend, you said?”

“This is Jackson. He rescued me from my attackers.” Will smiled up at Jackson. “May I introduce my brother Wallace, the Lord Marquess of Holcombe.”

Jackson slid off his horse and joined the brothers. “My Lord Marquess, Will had been attacked by thieves. They beat him and stole his purse.” That should be safe enough.

“Great gods!” Wallace’s eyes widened. “Are you well?”

“Aye, well enough, thanks to Jackson.”

Wallace stepped forward and extended his arm. “My thanks for helping my brother.” Jackson took his arm, clasped it, and then released.

“I found him near dead. We had to wait while he regained his health, then we made for your keep,” Jackson explained, hoping there would be no more questions. If there were, he’d leave them for Will to answer.

Grooms ran out to take their horses to the stables. Before they led his mount away, Jackson removed his saddlebag and slung it over his shoulder.

“Come in, Jackson. The hospitality of our home is yours.” Wallace swung open the great door and they stepped inside.

“It’s good to be home, Wallace.” Will rested his hand on his brother’s shoulder.

The hall was large and welcoming—its walls displayed the skins of bears and deer, along with many sets of antlers. Jackson had been in rural hunting lodges before, and this had that look, only larger and better kept.

A fireplace occupied the center of the outer wall and a quartet of chairs had been pulled up in front of it. An older man sat in one of the chairs. “Will, is that you?” he called out, extending his hand.

“Aye, Father.” Will strode to him, kneeled, took the elder man’s hand, and kissed it. Pulling Will’s hand to him, his father returned the kiss, then reached out to touch Will’s face.

“It’s my Will. Son, it’s good to have you home.” His fingers danced across Will’s face and he frowned. “But, what’s this? Stitches? Your face is hurt—I can feel the swelling.”

“I was robbed and beaten. I lost my purse. My friend here, Jackson, helped me recover my weapons and my ring, and to heal enough to travel home.”

Jackson watched the man turned clouded, unseeing eyes on Will. Healthy in all other aspects, only a few lines creased his face and his thick grey hair was pulled back in a long tail. Jackson judged him to be early in his sixth decade.

“I worried so about you. I feared the worse when you didn’t return.” He stroked Will’s arm. Jackson could see the love on his face.

“Without Jackson it might have come true. Jackson, this is my father, His Grace, the Duke of Holcombe.”

“Come to me, Jackson. May I touch your face?” Gentle command softened his voice.

“Aye, my Lord Duke.” Jackson came forward and kneeled on one knee in front of Will’s father, who reached out and touched Jackson’s chest, then grunted. Raising his hands higher and stretching them wider, he felt shoulders, neck, and at last, gently touched Jackson’s face, feeling the slightly crooked nose, broad forehead, and strong square chin. Lastly, his fingertips brushed over his lips and eyes.

“You are a big man and well put together, Jackson. You’ve a strong, honest face to match your good heart, I believe.” Walter rested his hands in his lap and smiled.

“I should always be seen by hands,” Jackson said with a laugh. “Not many have said I’m well put together.”

Jackson caught Will’s gaze, agreement and more in his eyes.

“I understand I’m to thank you for saving my son. He is of great worth to me and I love him more than life.” The man reached out, grasped Jackson’s hand, and gave it a strong squeeze.

“It was my honor, Your Grace, to meet him.” Jackson got to his feet.

“I suppose you men are hungry?” a soft voice inquired from behind them.

Will turned and a smile lit his face. “Lady Ellen! It’s good to see you. You’re looking very well.”

Jackson watched as a beautiful woman, great with child, greeted Will with open arms. For a moment, his heart lurched. Wallace stepped to her, extended his arm and her hand lighted upon it as if she were a beautiful bird.

“My wife, Lady Ellen, the Marchioness of Holcombe,” Wallace said. “This is Jackson. He brings Will back to us.”

“My thanks, Jackson. Without Will, I’m not sure what we’d do.” Her dark eyes sparkled. “But, Will, what’s happened? You’ve been hurt?” She frowned as she examined him, her hand running over his cheek.

“I’m better, now. And we are hungry.” Will nodded.

“Then I’ll raise the kitchen and have you both fed before you know it.” She lumbered off.

Will, Jackson, and Wallace—leading his father—made their way to a corner where a large table sat with chairs and benches surrounding it. A flurry of servants brought food, more than Will or Jackson had seen in a long time.

Wallace watched Will as he ate. His brother seemed tired and his movements stiff. His eyes slid to Jackson as he considered the man. He was the largest fellow Wallace had ever seen, and yet for all Jackson’s size, that huge sword and his fierce expression, he seemed gentle, soft spoken, and well mannered.

“Tell me, Jackson. What is it you do?” Wallace asked.

“I am a mercenary, Lord Holcombe.”

“Sometimes a barber.” Will laughed and rubbed his chin. “And a stitcher.” He pointed to his head and the black threads.

“A man of many talents.” Wallace nodded, eying Jackson warily. This man killed for a living and looked every inch the part. Should he have allowed Jackson inside the keep? Perhaps he should ask Jackson to surrender his weapons, but Will wouldn’t have brought him home if there had been any danger. For now, he’d trust Will’s judgment.

He glanced back at his brother. Will’s head rested on his hand as if it were too heavy to hold upright. Jackson caught Wallace’s eye and shifted his eyes toward the stairs. Wallace gave him a nod in return.

“Will, it looks to me as if you need to lie down. Let’s go up to your room and get you into bed,” Wallace urged.

“A good idea, brother. I flag.” Will gave him a lopsided smile and pushed to his feet.

They made for the stone stairs and began the climb. Halfway up the stairs, Will slowed, his steps became a struggle, until at last he stopped and leaned against the wall. Wallace, in the lead, turned back just as Will’s eyes shuttered closed. He reached for Will but missed.

At the rear, Jackson sprang forward and caught Will as he collapsed. Wallace stood back against the wall, amazed that the man could swing his brother into his arms with ease and then carry him up the stairs as if he weighed nothing.

Leading the way to Will’s room, Wallace pushed open the door and stepped aside as Jackson carried Will to the large bed.

“Lord Holcombe, pull back his covers.” For a big man, his voice was quiet, reserved, not booming as one might expect. Wallace felt no flick of ire at Jackson’s command and did as requested. Jackson laid Will on the bed, then unbuckled his belts and removed his sword and dagger. He pulled off Will’s boots and then with care, undressed him.

Wallace stood back as Jackson pulled the quilts up to Will’s chest, his stare boring into Jackson’s back. Just what was the relationship between this stranger and his brother? The man was large enough to have overpowered Will, but there’d been no signs from Will of danger. Still, as elder brother, he had a responsibility to watch out for Will.

“I think you’ve undressed my brother before, Jackson.” Wallace lowered his voice, so not to disturb Will’s sleep.

The big man straightened. “I cared for your brother for seven days. He spent most of that time unconscious.”

Wallace was about to ask what had happened when Will was conscious, but Will roused and murmured, “It seems I am in need of more tending. I hate to be such a burden, Wallace.”

“You are no burden. Jackson, I must speak to my brother alone. Leave us.” Wallace wanted the truth, no matter how bad it might be.

Jackson’s eyes shifted to Will, who gave him a nod. “I’ll wait out in the hall, my lord.” He left the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

“Out with it, brother. I’m sure you have much to say.” Will sighed as he pulled his hair from underneath his back and draped it over his shoulder. He reached for the brush that lay on his side table and began to work it through his hair.

Wallace stood with his hands in fists, as if ready to fight. “I knew your ways would land you in this state. You’re fortunate you’re alive. This has to end, Will. You have to stop this behavior, this roving of the lands, this desperate searching.”

“Easy for you to say, Wallace. You have found Lady Ellen and have the beginnings of a family. Am I supposed to live alone?” Will concentrated on working out a knot.

“Alone? You could marry anytime you want, Will.” They had this conversation on too regular a basis, and Wallace knew the answer his brother would give.

“But my heart couldn’t survive locked in a loveless marriage. Besides, think of the poor woman to be saddled with me.” He gave a laugh, then continued brushing. “You know I have no want for women. Never have and never will. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t want a life with someone.” Will glared at his brother and jerked the brush through his hair.

“What will Father say if he learns of this? Of you?” Wallace sat on the bed. “I fear his response.” He knew that his father loved Will, but would that love stay strong over this shame? He didn’t want to test it.

Will’s hand holding the brush fell to the bed, as if he were too tired to continue. “I do, also. But if he does learn, what is the worst he can do? Put me out? Renounce me?” He shrugged. “I am alone now, even amid my family. How would it be any different then?”

“We love you, Will.” Wallace picked up the brush and a section of Will’s hair, and brushed it as he had when they were younger.

“It’s not enough.” Will’s voice rose. “If I told you to live without your Ellen, without her love, without love at all, what would you say?”

“That’s different.” Wallace shook his head.

“Is it? I think not. I crave love as much as you do. Why can’t you accept me?” Will reached his hand out, grasped his brother’s arm, stilling the brush. “And who I love?”

Wallace’s gaze slid to the door. “Are you sure of this man?”

“He’s a good man, Wallace.”

“That’s what you said about the last man you swore you loved, and he almost killed you.” Wallace laid the brush on the table.

“Jackson is nothing like Hugh. Jackson loves me. He’s going to stay with me.” The look in his brother’s eyes told Wallace that Will believed it.

“I hope you’re right this time. I’d hate to have you go through that ordeal again.” The idea of keeping watch over Will to ensure he inflicted no harm to himself made Wallace shudder.

“I’m older now, less rash.” Will smiled. “Have no fear, brother.”

“But he’s a commoner, Will. Beneath you.”

“I like him beneath me.” Will grinned.

Wallace rolled his eyes. “He’s a paid killer.”

“A good man to have at your side, I think,” Will replied.

“Couldn’t you find some nobleman of like ways?”

“Like Hugh?” Will’s eyes narrowed.

“Well, no, but there must be someone else.” Wallace shrugged.

“Dozens, brother. Why, they’re scattered about the countryside like leaves. I have merely to choose one.” Will waved his hand and rolled his eyes. “Titles don’t matter to me and I didn’t think they mattered to you. Ellen, as well born as she is, had no title and you took her,” Will argued.

“That’s different.” Wallace was running out of arguments.

“No, it’s not. You wanted Ellen, whether she came with title or not. I want Jackson, low born or not.”

“But, he has nothing, Will. No lands, no keep.”

“Listen to yourself. Are you saying if he came with a dowry, he’d be more acceptable?” Will laughed, then sobered. “Or is it that you want someone to take me off your hands?”

“I don’t want you to leave, Will. You can stay here, I’ve said that.”

“And Jackson? I won’t stay without him.” Will’s mouth set in a firm line, his brows crunched down.

Wallace sighed. There was no winning this fight. Will had always beaten him in the war of wits. “He’s very fierce looking.”

“Hugh taught me it’s not how a man looks, it’s how he acts toward others, no matter his rank or title.”

“He’s at least ten years your senior.”

“If my age matters not to him, his matters not to me.”

“He’s not as handsome as some.” Wallace grinned. Will was as stubborn now as he had been as a child.

“He is handsome to my eyes, brother. And what’s more, he has honor, his heart is good, his touch tender.” Will smiled and lowered his voice. “His kisses sweet.”

“Will!” Wallace leaned back, eyebrows raised.

“Do I shock you?” Will gave him a lopsided grin.

“You always have, brother.” Wallace shook his head.

“After your engagement, I had to listen to months of your sighing about Ellen. Ellen is so beautiful, so wonderful. Her voice is like a silver bell that peals in my heart!” Will laughed.

Wallace grimaced. Will always could twist words to his own ends and Wallace’s attempt at poetry, no matter how short lived, was no exception.

“Well, I was in love.” He looked at his brother with a smile. “Still am.”

“I know you love me, but can you accept me?”

“I always have.” He frowned and stood. “If not, I would have driven you from the keep years ago when you revealed yourself to me.” How could Will doubt that he loved him? “No one would have blamed me for it.”

“Not even Father.” Will sighed. “I thank you for allowing me to remain here.”

“You do not need to thank me. This is your home and always will be. Get some rest now. I’ll return after showing Jackson to his room.” Wallace stood.

“Jackson shares my bed, Wallace.” Will held Wallace’s gaze.

Well, if he meant his words, what would be the difference if Will had brought home a wife or even a mistress to Holcombe?

“He is welcome here as long as you wish it.” Wallace nodded, left the room, closed the door behind him, and came face to face with Jackson who leaned against the wall, his hand on his short sword.

“Attend me, Jackson. We have much to speak of.” He led the way down the stairs to the hall and to the chairs in front of the fire.

“Where is His Grace?” Jackson looked about him.

“My Lady Ellen has probably taken him for a walk. He likes to stroll about the keep, breathe the fresh air, hear the birds. It seems the more time he spends in the sunlight, the better he feels.” Wallace settled back. “Tell me the truth of what happened. Was Will caught attacking some lad?” He set his mouth, determined to learn the truth.

“Then you know of Will’s leanings?” The man raised one dark eyebrow.

“I have known for a long time—he’s made it no secret between us. However, it is not known to my father.” He gave Jackson a long look and leaned back in his chair.

Jackson watched him from under dark brows before speaking. “Will doesn’t attack lads, Lord Wallace. However, he was caught with a young man, old enough in my book, who claimed he’d been attacked to save his own skin. His father was among the men who discovered them together. They beat Will, robbed him, and left him for dead in a field.”

“I feared Will’s ways would take him to this end. I’m just glad he survived.” He shook his head. “You are a man of many skills, as I noted. Although you don’t seem the kind of man that Will…” He knew Will had lain with men, but had never met one of them. He leaned forward and stared into Jackson’s eyes. “Are you one of his lovers? Had you met before he was caught?”

Jackson shook his head. “I’d never met him before that night when I overheard the men talking about his capture and went to find the poor victim.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Wallace put his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Jackson’s eyes flicked to it, then to his face. “You are no match for me, Lord Wallace. I’ve spent twenty years killing men. Besides, you don’t have to defend your brother’s honor. He has honor enough for the both of us.”

“Will believes you will be staying and making this your home. Is it true?” Wallace demanded.

Jackson swallowed and looked into the fire. “I must leave tomorrow. I have business at Baymore. After that, I hope to return to him.”

“Business with Duke Baymore? Is he hiring men to wage a war?” Wallace’s hands gripped the arms of his chair.

“Not to my knowledge, my lord.”

“Then what business would Baymore have with a man such as yourself?”

“Do you mean a commoner?” Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “Or a mercenary?”

The man was Will’s lover and it wouldn’t do anyone good to bandy harsh words. Besides, he still wore that damned great sword across his back.

“I meant no disrespect, Jackson. It’s just that Holcombe and Baymore have had their difficulties.” It wasn’t up to him to tell Jackson of Will’s former lovers.

“Between dukes?” Jackson leaned forward.

Wallace’s gaze flicked to the stairs. “Between their sons.” He rose and strode from the hall.


Chapter Seven

Jackson leaned back and frowned. Between Hugh and Will?

He pushed to his feet to search for Wallace, deciding for now it might not be wise to let Wallace know that Lord Hugh was his younger half-brother. At least not before he’d told Will.

Later, Jackson found Wallace in the stables, inspecting a horse. Squatting on his heels, Wallace touched the fetlock of the mare and it raised its hoof. A young groom held the rope to the halter and watched. “Here’s the problem, lad. There’s a stone wedged in. I’ve told you before, when you bring the animals in from the pasture you must pick their hooves clean. No mud, no stones.” Wallace’s voice was steady and stern, not cruel or belittling.

“Aye, m’lord.” The lad nodded his head.

He let the hoof drop, stood, and handed the tool to the boy. “Now, come and finish the work.”

The boy stepped forward, handing off the rope to Wallace. He observed the young groom as he worked, giving soft encouraging noises where needed.

Jackson waited in the door and leaned on the stall until he caught Wallace’s eye.

“Aye, Jackson?” Wallace brushed off his hands on his breeches.

“Can we speak?” Jackson’s eyes shifted to the boy. Wallace’s gaze followed and he gave a short nod of understanding.

“Of course. Let’s walk.” He led the way outside and they strolled through the bailey side by side. “You have some questions? I see it in your eyes.”

“You mentioned Lord Hugh, the Marquess of Baymore.” Jackson wanted to hear the story.

“Aye.” Wallace was not a man who spoke idly. He was much like his brother, in not only looks, but also temperament and ways.

“What happened between Lord Hugh and Will?”

“My brother hasn’t spoken of him to you?” Wallace shifted his eyes to him.

“No, only to question what business I had at Baymore, but he didn’t mention Hugh.”

“And what did you tell him?” Wallace stopped and faced him.

“That I had business there, no more.”

“And what is the nature of that business?” His eyes bored into Jackson’s, his teeth clamped together.

“It’s personal.” He frowned and looked up at the sky. Having to explain himself to this man, even if he was Will’s brother, irritated him.

“So you were heading there when you rescued Will?” Wallace started toward the keep’s open gate. Jackson kept stride with him.

“Aye.” They crossed under the lintel of the gate and walked at an easy pace down the road. “I promise you, my feelings for Will are true.”

Wallace stopped and took Jackson’s arm, pulling him around to face him. “This business at Baymore, it can’t wait?”

“No. I was on my way there when I came across Will. I’m a week late and dare not tarry longer. Even though I wish it, I can’t stay here with Will.” He stared into Wallace’s eyes, determined to make him understand. The flowery words that came so easy when he looked into Will’s blue eyes failed him now. He wished that he spoke more eloquently of his feelings. “It’s a matter of honor and oath, Lord Holcombe. I’m a mercenary—those who hire me must have faith that I will abide by my honor and my word. It’s all I have. I own no land, nothing more than I carry on me, and my purse is often empty. To lose my honor or break my word would be to give up all.”

“Not even for my brother?” Wallace challenged.

Jackson frowned and looked away. “What kind of man would I be if I lost my honor? How long before Will would fear I would break oath with him? How will he ever be sure of me or my word?” He wasn’t sure if Wallace would understand and he needed someone to, God knew.

Wallace growled, “Damn me, I see your point. If I lied to Lady Ellen, I would be hard pressed to win her trust again. Between men and women…” he paused, cleared his throat, and began again, “between those who love each other, there can be no lies, no mistrust.”

“You understand my predicament, then.” Jackson nodded, grateful for Wallace’s attempt to reconcile his feelings.

“I see it. But Jackson, there must be something you can do?”

“I will return if I can.”

“And if you can’t? That’s it, you’ll leave Will?”

Jackson looked into the distance, down the road he’d travel in the morning, but didn’t answer.

Wallace shook his head, his hands fisted. He strode off, then spun and faced Jackson. “If you do that, it will kill Will.”

“As when Lord Hugh rejected him?” Jackson’s guess hit its mark.

Will’s brother’s face reddened, his eyes narrowed, his hand spasmed near his sword as if he meant to draw. “That bastard seduced Will then threw him out, nearly exposing him. Will returned from Baymore shattered and despondent. He refused to eat, couldn’t sleep. Twice I had to bring him down from the keep’s walls, fearing he’d fling himself off.”

Jackson’s heart hammered at the thought of Will’s heartbreak. “I have to go. If there were any way I could do other, I would.”

At last, Wallace’s hand grasped the hilt of his sword. “I promise you, Jackson, if Will doesn’t survive this, I will find you and kill you myself. You have my oath on that.” His lips were a thin, tight, bloodless line.

“If it comes to that, my lord, I will let you.” Jackson swallowed and watched Wallace spin around and head back to the keep with long strides that covered the ground, eating the distance back to his home.

Jackson’s home, as best he could call it, lay in Marden. He’d given it up and his place in the Duke of Marden’s court as his master of arms to answer this summons. He wondered how Duke Logan fared, and how his fellow mercenary and good friend Drake was doing in his stead. If all went well between those two, Jackson would have no position at Marden. Two weeks ago, he’d thought his future lay in Baymore. Now, he prayed it might be here.

Holcombe keep was large and well placed. Jackson studied it as he walked back. Tall walls, strong gates—the fortress would be easy to defend, hard to take. When they’d first arrived, Jackson had wondered how he’d be welcomed. The welcome had been warm, if wary, and nothing had been denied him, but that was before Will’s brother knew of their involvement and Jackson’s plans to leave.

How would he survive this? He was trapped. If he wanted to be with Will, on terms he could live with, he had to have his father’s acknowledgment. But if his father refused him, just wanted him to lead his men, Jackson was unsure of what to do. Stay at Baymore and serve in hopes of gaining his father’s recognition, or go on with his life as a mercenary, without a name and without Will?

Returning to Will as a nameless bastard? Jackson’s pride would not allow it.

For Jackson, matters of the heart had always been difficult. He’d found it best to keep his heart under tight guard, especially in his line of work. Very few knew of his base inclinations, and he trusted those few with his life. He didn’t fear to be caught and killed—few men could best him—but he feared the damage his reputation would take if it were even whispered. He’d lose everything. No one would hire him. Men would fear to work with him, refuse to share the same ground they slept on, keep watch on all he said, did, even how he looked at others. All would be circumspect.

He passed under the portal and entered the bailey. Tomorrow he would travel to Baymore, see his father, and all this supposition would be over. For now, he would eat, then bring some food to Will. They needed to talk before the morn. Jackson was sure Will would not take his leaving well.

Entering the great hall, he looked around. Wallace wasn’t there, so he found a place at the table and sat. A servant brought him a tankard of ale and a trencher filled with food. He ate, drank, and thought of his speech to Will.

He’d need all his best words and his nerve. Going into battle, he’d not been as uneasy as this. As he finished his ale, he decided it was best if he got it out quick and fast. Even though Will had told him he’d sleep in his room, he scanned the hall to spot a place to spend the night. The chairs by the great hearth looked a better choice than a stall in the stables.

When the servant came to remove his things, he asked her to bring a large bowl of soup and some bread to take to Will.

“No need, m’lord. Lady Ellen arranged for Lord William’s bath and has brought him his dinner, not but a short while ago.” She gave him a brief curtsy and left.

He gathered his strength, stood, and went upstairs.

»»•««

“My lady, it’s enough!” Will laughed and pushed the bowl back across the table. Ellen grinned at him, then gave him a frown. She was beautiful and kind, and he could see why his brother had fallen in love with her.

“Will, you’ve lost so much weight.” She pointed to the clean shirt and breeches he wore. “Those clothes hang on you. You need to eat to gain back your strength.” She had made sure one of the tubs had been brought up and filled with hot water for his bath, and now she’d brought him a meal. Her concern touched him. Married only two years to his brother, Lady Ellen had made this place her home, taken firm control of the keep, and took great pleasure and pride in fussing over the three Holcombe men.

“Aye, in time, not all at once! This feast you’ve brought me is too much. I’ve eaten so little of late that it’s hard to get all this down.” He’d already eaten half a bird, some potatoes, and a heel of bread.

“Even more reason to have one last bite.” Between her slender fingers, she held up a tempting pastry, filled with fall’s last apples. Baked golden brown, the juice from the apples oozed from the cuts in the crust.

“Well, just this last one.” Will took it from her, popped it into his mouth, and chewed. It was delicious. “Wallace is a lucky man, my lady. Beauty and cooking skills!”

She sat back in her chair and gave him a serious look. “Now, tell me of this man you’ve brought home.” She folded her arms and arched an eyebrow.

“Jackson?” Will gave her a lopsided smile.

“Aye. Is he staying?”

“I believe he will. Do you mind? I’ve told Wallace that I mean him to stay here. With me in my room.” He bit his lip and looked at her. He sought her approval. After all, she was chatelaine of the keep and would one day be its duchess.

“Perhaps, for appearance sake, he should take a room next to you. His coming and going won’t be remarked on.”

“You’re right. If he lived here with me, everyone would know and all discretion would be lost.” Will nodded. “Anything else?”

“The man is a giant, Will.” Her brows furrowed. “The pantries will be bare, the larders empty. God forbid what damage he’ll do to the brewery.” She tried to keep a sober face, but he could see her brown eyes twinkling in mirth as she teased him.

Will shook his head. “No more than that family you and Wallace have planned. Five sons was it at last count?” He pointed to her rounded belly.

“And three girls.” She laughed.

“Surely one large man won’t break us. Besides, he’s very handy with a sword.”

At that, her face straightened. “Wallace told me he is a mercenary. A paid killer.” She gave a little shudder. “Are you sure? How rough might he be, Will? Would he hurt you if you angered him?” She bit her lip prettily. If he would ever want a woman, it would be someone like sweet Ellen. But he didn’t, so there was no going down that road.

“He is the gentlest soul I have ever encountered. Strong, yet kind.” He shrugged. “Wallace thinks him too coarse looking.” He lifted an eyebrow at her, waiting for her judgment. After she’d married Wallace, she’s questioned Will’s frequent absences and his lack of a wife. So when she’d arranged for him to meet a cousin of hers that would make Will a suitable bride, the truth had to come out. Wallace had been so nervous he shook, and Will had hoped desperately she wouldn’t scream her abhorrence of him, demand he be removed from the keep, or worse, return to her family. To have Wallace lose his ladylove over Will’s base sins would have been more guilt than he could bear.

Instead, she’d listened, her head cocked to the side, brown eyes intent, and then gave a short nod. “My cousin suffers from the same malady, Lord William.” That was all she’d said about it and never once had her behavior toward him told a different story.

“Coarse?” She put her finger to her lip and thought. He leaned forward, anxious to hear her words. “His face is quite suited to him, I think, and his eyes are most attractive. His lips are full and inviting.” Will’s smile turned one side of his mouth up just a bit. “And, if I’m not mistaken”—she paused, leaned in, and lowered her voice—“you must feel quite safe and secure in his arms. Much like I feel when Wallace holds me. He’s so much bigger than I am, you see. It makes me feel very safe.”

He nodded. “Aye! That’s it. I’d never felt so safe, so secure and…” His voice failed him as he struggled for the words.

“Loved?” She gave him a tilt of her head.

There was a knock on the door and they turned to face it.

“Enter,” Will called.

The door opened and Jackson stepped in, his head just barely passing under the frame.

“My lord. Lady Holcombe.” He gave her a nod. “I meant to bring you something to eat, but the girl said your sister had brought you dinner.”

“And a fine dinner it was, Jackson. But she has overestimated my ability to eat, I’m afraid. There is some left, if you haven’t eaten.” He smiled at his lover.

Jackson came to the table, but held out a hand and made a little motion. “No, I’ve eaten in the hall.” He scanned the leftovers and his gaze stopped at the pastries. “However, I wasn’t offered any dainties, my lord.”

“The apple tarts are delicious. Lady Ellen makes them herself. Try one.” Will held it up for Jackson to take. If they had been alone, he would have fed him from his fingers, let Jackson’s lips take the delight from him, then perhaps lick the stickiness from them. The thought sent a shiver through his body.

“Thank you.” Jackson took it from Will with his fingers and popped it whole into his mouth. Both Will and Ellen leaned forward, waiting for the big man’s declaration. He chewed, swallowed, and licked his lips. Reaching for the last one, he looked at them.

“Do you mind?”

“Not at all.” Ellen gave him a small wave of her hand.

He picked it up and ate it. “I have never tasted such a marvelous morsel, my lady. The crust is buttery and melts in my mouth. The filling is delicious. I wait for the next batch with eagerness.” His eyes brightened and his tongue darted out to sweep up a crumb clinging to his bottom lip.

Damn, Will wanted to lick that crumb from him. As much as he’d enjoyed Ellen’s company, he wished her gone. As if she read his mind, she stood. More likely, she’d read the hungry look in his eyes.

“It seems your appetite has returned, Will.” She gave him a quick grin, then turned to Jackson, who looked to Will—quite taken aback by her words and what they meant. “My lord, Jackson, I wish you good night.” With that, she left.

Jackson’s hands went to his hips. “Will, does everyone in this place know about us?”

“Only Wallace and Ellen.” Will pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “Ellen was right. I hunger.” He slid into Jackson’s arms and bent back his head, offering his lips to Jackson.

Jackson held him, but didn’t kiss him. His eyes darkened and with a look of pain, he pushed Will away.

“We have to speak, Will. There is something you must know and I don’t wish to wait until morning to tell it.”

The room spun and Will’s knees locked. He reached out a hand behind him and steadied himself with the table. The look in Jackson’s eyes caused the secret fear in Will’s heart to explode, bathing his body in the same terror he’d felt on the mountain when he’d thought he’d been abandoned. With uncanny certainty, he knew what those words would be.

He just didn’t know if he could survive them.


Chapter Eight

Will held his breath. Time stopped.

“I’m leaving in the morn, Will. I have business at Baymore.” Jackson looked into his eyes, but Will turned from him, not wanting to see what lay there.

After letting out the breath, Will said, “Is this business personal?”

“Will, my father is the Duke of Baymore.”

Will spun around. “But, the duke has only one son, Hugh.” Will cocked his head at Jackson.

Jackson looked at the floor, then his eyes flicked up to Will’s. “I’m Baymore’s bastard,” Jackson spit out, as if to hold those words in his mouth burned.

Will’s eye’s narrowed as he saw Jackson through the eyes of recollection. “You have the look of him, similar to Hugh, in color and eyes.”

“But, I am larger. And where Hugh is handsome, I am…” He shrugged. “Baymore never recognized me. My mother was his mistress before his marriage and the birth of a proper heir.”

“You were on your way to him when you saved me.” Will gave a grunt and muttered, more to himself than Jackson, “How very odd, that I should have loved two brothers? I see God’s hand in this, I fear.” Will’s knees threatened to give and he sat back in his chair. “Will you return?”

Jackson walked to the window and looked out. “His Grace has called me home for the first time, Will. I have hopes he will recognize me as his son at last. It’s too late for my mother. She died years ago in the shadow of his keep.” Those dark eyes filled with a sadness that hurt Will’s heart to see. “If he does, then I can return bearing an honorable name. A better man than a killer for hire.”

Will looked at him and shook his head. “You don’t need his name for me to know you’re honorable, Jackson. And as far as being a better man, there is no better man than you, as you are right now.”

“You don’t understand.” Jackson shook his head. “You’ve always had your good name. Your father’s love and pride. You have everything—lands, a home, family, and an education. I was denied all of that.” His jaw set and his eyes darkened.

“And what will happen if he doesn’t recognize you?”

Jackson looked out of the window again. His hands rested on the ledge. “Will. You deserve better than me. I’m not the right man for you.”

“Don’t you think I should decide who the right man for me is?”

Jackson turned to look into Will’s eyes. “If I came back, nameless, landless, with nothing to offer you, I would be no better than the servants that clean your keep, cook your meals, and guard your walls.”

“That doesn’t matter to me.”

“It matters to me, Will. I may not have much, but I have my pride. What would I be to you then? Someone who warms your bed? What place would I hold here?”

Will’s heart felt as if it would burst. “You’d be mine. My lover.”

“But not your equal.” He drew himself upright. “How long before you tire of me or become embarrassed by my rough ways? Do I wait until then for you to put me out? I have some pride—let me keep it.”

“You think me that changing?” Will straightened and his eyebrows rose. “That I am no steadier than a leaf in the wind?”

“By your own admission, you’ve had a great number of lovers. Not exactly a history that speaks well of steadfast commitment.”

The sting burned in Will’s chest. “It may be true I’ve been with many men, but what does your lack of any commitment say for you? How can I believe that you’d stay, not move on, or lock me out, turn from me, as you did in the hut?”

The men glared at each other, at an impasse. Despite the disparity in their ranks, Jackson’s pride and Will’s stubbornness seemed an equal match.

“So, you’d leave? Just like that. Walk away, perhaps never to return?” Will wanted to ask what he could do to make Jackson stay, but he’d begged and pleaded with Hugh until his throat was raw. It would be the same now.

“I must find out what His Grace needs of me, Will.”

“So, I sit and wait. For how long, Jackson? Days? Months? Just tell me and I’ll be steadfast. But don’t leave me waiting with no end in sight,” Will implored as he stood and took a step toward Jackson.

“I don’t know how long it will take.” Jackson held out his hand. “I will send a messenger, to let you know if I return or not.”

Will looked up into those dark eyes as he took Jackson’s hand, and was pulled into his arms. “I will stand every day on the walls of the keep and wait for your word.”

“Know that I don’t want to be without you, Will. But this means everything to me.” His lips brushed Will’s temple.

Will melted. No matter how Jackson’s pride infuriated him, he couldn’t resist the big man.

“I know. I don’t like it, but I do understand.” He leaned back and looked into Jackson’s eyes. “But you understand this. Title or no title, name or no name, I love you.”

“I know.” Jackson placed his hand under Will’s chin to tilt it up, then, eyes locked, they kissed. As he put Will from him, he whispered, “Undress for me.”

Jackson stepped to the chair and sat, his hands resting on the arms. Will trembled as he walked to the lantern and doused its flame. Only the fire from the hearth lit the room, casting shadows against the walls. Jackson had worried that Will would think him no better than a servant but Will knew that he was the slave and Jackson the master. Jackson could order him anywhere, and to do anything, and he would obey.

Will faced his lover, taking his time as he reached for the strings of his shirt, then pulled them apart. Holding up first one wrist, then the other, he untied the strings that bound his cuffs. His hands caught the bottom of his shirt, raised it over his head, and then tossed it on the floor, baring his chest. God, the intense way Jackson watched him made his cock hard.

Jackson’s eyes glittered, dark as the night, under his half closed lids. Spreading his legs, he displayed the bulging evidence of his arousal. With slow motions that rivaled Will’s, he undid the laces of his breeches and pulled his shirt up, exposing the rippled muscles of his belly and the dark trail of hair that disappeared beneath black leather.

Will’s hands reached for the strings of the loose woolen trousers he wore, and tugged on the end, but stopped. His gaze rose to meet Jackson’s.

Jackson’s tongue made a slow swipe across his lips. “Don’t stop,” he growled.

Will pulled the string, and his trousers puddled at his bare feet. Jackson’s intake of breath was music to Will’s ears, audible proof of the effect he had on this fierce mercenary, this killer of men, this slayer of his heart.

Jackson uncovered his rod —thick, dark red, stiff as a lance —and laid it against his belly. The thick vein that ran along the underside of the shaft tempted Will. His tongue craved to follow its path upward to crest the summit of its thick dark head. Will took a shuddering breath at the sight of it. Glorious. His eyes drank it in, his belly fluttered, and his ass tightened.

Not to be outdone, Will turned his back to Jackson, reached up to lift his hair above his head, then let it fall, like a curtain of blond silk, to cascade over his shoulders and down his back. Jackson groaned. Will hid his smile. Running his hand down his side, over his hip to follow the curve of his own ass, Will caressed it as he turned to reveal his cock to Jackson.

Dark eyes tracked Will’s every movement, never leaving his body, danced upward, slid back to Will’s loins, and came to a rest on the thick staff jutting from a blond mass of curls. Jackson’s heated gaze caressed Will’s sac as Jackson stroked his own cock, first running the length of it, then a few short, fast pumps, his thumb working the rim of its wide engorged head. Will’s mouth parted in a soundless sigh.

“Come here, my lord.”

Will obeyed. His feet seemed to float above the floor as he made his way—as slow and languid as if time didn’t matter—to his lover. Stopping in front of the chair, Will waited, his eyes focused on Jackson’s large hand as he pleasured himself. It had to be one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen.

Jackson slid his hips forward as he perched on the edge of the chair and slapped his thigh. “Sit here.”

Will straddled him, his long legs hung over the top of Jackson’s leather clad thighs, his feet rested on the floor. Jackson’s hands caught Will’s hips and pulled him in tight, their cocks trapped between them.

“God, I want you,” Jackson said. His hands delved into Will’s hair, fingers running through the soft tresses. Pulling a handful of hair to his face, he inhaled. “Damn me, Will, you smell as if you had been caught in the rain on a summer’s day.”

Will smiled. “Lady Ellen lent me her hair washing paste. I’m glad it pleases you.”

Jackson’s eyes shuttered as he brushed the long locks of hair back, exposing Will’s shoulder. As Jackson lowered his head, his tongue traced a path along the lean muscle from neck to shoulder. “Fuck, you taste of it, also.” He opened his mouth and bit down.

Will gasped, his head fell back, and he pressed his hips against Jackson. Jackson growled against his skin, but Will felt it rumble in his chest. His cock strained with need and his stones ached, but his ass craved Jackson’s rod.

Raising his head, Jackson swore. “No oil.”

“In the box on my side table,” Will replied with a jerk of his head.

Jackson stretched, reached the carved wooden box, flipped open the lid and captured the vial. Leaning back, he made room between them to bathe his rod in the oil as Will watched. His heart beat a rapid rhythm, anticipation so thick he could taste it like wine upon his tongue. He draped his arms over Jackson’s broad shoulders and hung on.

The vial hit the floor. Jackson’s strong hands clutched Will’s hips, lifted him, and then drove him down onto his rigid staff.

“Goddamn!” Will’s head fell back as his back arched. Jackson buried his cock deep, spreading the walls of Will’s tunnel apart in a blended wave of pain and pleasure. Will’s body shuddered.

“Ride me, my lord,” Jackson commanded. “I’m your beast.”

Will exhaled and pushed up on his legs, to slide up that marvelous shaft. The sensation of leaving it was matched by its return as he lowered himself back down. If this was to be their last time together, Will wanted this to last. Again, he rose, reached the top, and before Jackson’s cock popped free, slid down, impaling himself. Again and again, he made that slow journey, his mind committing every feeling to memory.

His hands braced Jackson’s shoulders, then slid down to feel the muscles of the big man’s arms, the coarse hair that studded his forearms. Arms that could swing a heavy broadsword and separate a man’s head from his body, arms that could break bones, arms that held him safe and secure, never too hard, never hurting. Jackson was a man of many skills, but Will believed his greatest talent was his gentle touch.

Even as he rode Jackson, Will reveled in the man’s firm grip on his hips, his rasping breath against his neck, and he knew if he never saw Jackson again, he’d remember this night until his last breath. There would never be another lover like him. All others would pale against his memory. Will was damned. Salvation lay in Jackson’s arms, and Will hurt knowing that if God so willed it, he’d be denied that blessed gift.

“Faster.” Jackson’s hand smacked against Will’s bare thigh. Air hissed between Will’s clenched teeth at the sharp pain, and he quickened his pace. Legs straining, hips thrusting, Will rode Jackson as if he were a fine gaited horse.

Burying his hands in Jackson’s wild mane, Will stared into dark eyes. Full lips parted and unable to resist, Will took Jackson’s mouth with his. They battled for control of the kiss, lips pulling, teeth nipping, tongues darting, sweeping, searching.

“Fuck, Will, you make me explode,” Jackson gritted out. Will smiled, then renewed his attack on Jackson’s mouth. Damn, he loved the way Jackson tasted, the texture of his tongue, the feel of his rough hands on his skin, hard muscled thighs beneath him, and the friction of Jackson’s cock sliding in and out of his ass.

Will lost control. Frenzied, he drove himself down on Jackson’s rod, faster, harder, until it was a glistening shaft of pleasure. His stones drew up, his sac tightened, and he closed his eyes. A thousand stars exploded as he came, crying out Jackson’s name, shooting heated cream upward to splatter against Jackson’s taut belly until Will could barely utter a sound.

Jackson groaned. “My love, take me. This is for you and only you.” His grip on Will’s hips tightened as he held him down and thrust his hips upward. He shot hot and hard into Will’s ass, his body rigid, his head thrown back, the muscles in his neck and shoulders standing out with the power of his release.

Will collapsed on Jackson, wrapped in his lover’s arms. Jackson’s chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath, and Will rode that motion as if he were in a boat on a lake, rising up and down with each wave. His lips found Jackson’s throat and he laid sweet kisses along it, over his jaw, to Jackson’s face and at last, reached his lips.

“If you do one thing in your life, Jackson, come back to me,” Will whispered.

Jackson’s hand cradled Will’s head and held him against his body as they rested. When both could breathe easy, Jackson stood with Will’s legs wrapped around his waist, carried Will to the bed, and laid him down. Then, as Will rolled to the side, Jackson stretched out next to him, pulled him back into his arms, and kissed him.

They idled the late hours of the night, awake but quiet. Jackson’s hand petted Will’s arm, shoulder, and hip. Will listened to the beat of Jackson’s heart, the rush of his blood, the sound of air filling and leaving his chest. His hand stole to Jackson’s hip and then caressed his solid buttocks. When Will’s fingers sought out the valley that lay between them, Jackson flinched and rolled away.

“What’s wrong?” Will asked as his brows rose in question.

“Don’t touch me there.” Jackson’s voice growled.

“Why not? I only wish to pleasure you, as you have pleased me.” He reached out again to stroke the big man’s hip.

Jackson caught his wrist and held it. “I fuck, Will, not you.” His eyes grew hard.

Will pulled his hand out of the tight grip. Sitting up, he drew his knees to his chin, his long hair falling over his shoulders. “If you are the only one who takes, what does it make me? Am I to be your wench? Never to take you, never be the man, or give you that sweet pleasure?”

Jackson pulled down the covers, exposing his loins. “Is this not enough for you? Don’t you like it when I fuck you?”

“Aye, and when you suck me, but I want you that way, Jackson. I have needs to be met.”

“Then meet them elsewhere.” Jackson tossed off the rest of the covers, got out of bed, and stalked to the window to stare out of it as Will watched him. Jackson’s shoulders seemed hunched, tight, as if he prepared to take a lash across his back.

“You don’t mean that. You’d stand aside and let me be with another? Find my pleasure in another man’s arms?”

More silence. Jackson’s head bent lower, his shoulders eased, his breath let out in a slow release.

“Jackson, have you never been taken?” Will’s soft voice asked.

Jackson’s silence told him much. If Jackson hadn’t allowed anyone to enter him, then perhaps he’d never truly embraced this sweet dilemma they shared. Will understood the reasoning—he’d used it himself when he was younger and had not yet awakened to the truth of his carnal desires. As long as that barrier hadn’t been breached, that final step across the bridge hadn’t been taken, then Jackson was not damned. Once done, there was no going back and he’d have to admit what he was.

Or was it a matter of dominance? Jackson was a large, powerful man, used to being in command. Perhaps Jackson believed that to give himself up to be fucked in this manner was to give up his control, his dominance, his masculinity. Didn’t he realize he could be all of those things and more just by letting someone else take the lead?

On the outside, Jackson seemed so plain and simple. He was a mercenary, a skilled and deadly fighter, a coarse, rough man. But Will knew Jackson on the inside—warm, gentle, loving, and giving—and now Will could see the indecision, the fear. How long had Jackson warred against his own nature, against his desires? No wonder he’d had so few lovers.

Will got out of bed and went to Jackson, wrapped his arms around the big man, and laid his head on his back. “When you are ready, let me know. Until then, I am yours. Your lover, your friend, even your wench. Whatever you need from me, take it. Take me.”

Jackson’s hands slid over Will’s arms in a close hold. “I love you, Will. You are everything to me.” They stood in that embrace for long minutes.

At last, Jackson broke the silence. “Will. What happened between you and my brother?”

“If anyone is a bastard, Jackson, it’s Hugh,” Will said.

“I wasn’t aware that he preferred men. But then, I never knew him. My mother and I were kept a secret, of course, and after Baymore married, we were sent away. I was only four, but I still remember him coming to visit us.”

“Well, Hugh was the most beautiful lover.” Jackson tensed, but Will continued, “At first. Then, his needs and plans rose to the top, as cream on milk, but like cream left too long in the cup, they curdled.”

Jackson cleared his throat. “You were young?”

“Just eighteen and so innocent.” Will gave a small, tight laugh. “He changed all that, made me admit my inclinations.”

“He seduced you.”

“He flirted. I returned the flirtation, so flattered that a man of his beauty would find me attractive. We dallied in his garden under the moon. He touched my hand, raised it to his mouth, and kissed my palm. I’d never felt such fluttering in my belly. He took me in his bed that very night.”

“How did you meet?”

“On my father’s business. I rode with a courier pouch to deliver some missive about fields or grazing or something. I forget now. It was love at first sight. For me, at least.” Will shrugged.

“How long did it last?” Jackson shifted his hold as Will stepped back, to put some distance between them.

“I lived with him for a summer at Baymore as his lover and, I thought, as his friend. I suppose to Hugh that I was much like a new toy, young and pretty, a plaything for a spoiled child. He used me for his pleasure, and for the most part, for mine.”

“For the most part?” Jackson turned to him and searched Will’s eyes.

“Hugh takes pleasure in giving pain. At first, it was small. Love bites, slaps across the ass. Then, as time went on, he became rougher. More pain, less pleasure.”

“And you stayed?” Jackson growled. His tone stung Will as if he’d slapped him.

Will pulled away, went back to the bed, and crawled in. “I thought I loved him and that he loved me.” He laughed, short and hard. “Then, he tired of me and replaced me with another. Brought his new lover to our bed for me to share.” Will sat up against the headboard of the bed, running his fingers through his hair. “When I refused to share him with another, I was removed from Baymore, my things tossed out into the road and me along with them, like trash upon the midden pile.”

“Your brother says you took it badly.” Jackson sat on the bed and stroked Will’s long lean thigh.

“Wallace told you, did he? Badly…” Will sighed. “Well, if badly means I tried to kill myself twice, bemoaned my loss of Hugh’s touch and love for months on end, and was a pain to everyone around me, then badly it was.” He gave Jackson a lopsided smile and a shrug. “I was young. He was my first love and my first lover.” Will shook his head at the memory, embarrassed by how low he’d sunk. “Now, I hold myself lucky that Hugh let me go. I wonder, if I had stayed with him, what sort of man he might have shaped me into.”

“He must have a powerful personality.”

“And the beauty and skill as a lover to back it.” Will faced Jackson, resolved to stand firm. “I’m only going to ask once more, Jackson. Forget Baymore. Stay with me.” Will watched for his lover’s reaction, anything that showed Jackson would relent of this ill formed idea of returning to Baymore.

“I will return if I am recognized. I swear it.” Jackson held out his hands, in a plea.

“And do you still plan to abandon me if Baymore doesn’t?”

Jackson’s face flushed and he met Will’s gaze. “I want you to have the best, Will. That isn’t me.”

“Does what we’ve shared mean so little to you?” Will’s heart felt as if it had stopped beating, then started again with a mighty thud.

“I will never forget you, Will. Never. No one but you will ever hold my heart.” Jackson’s hand tightened on Will’s leg.

Will wouldn’t beg. He’d hold to that and he would not be treated like a pretty bauble for Jackson to play with when he felt like it. “Keep your pride, Jackson. If you send word you’re not returning to me, you are gone from my life.” To lose Jackson once was torture, but for him to come and go at his whim, never to stay —that would be a hell Will did not intend to burn in.

“I understand,” Jackson said.

The urge to beg swelled in Will, but he squelched it. He’d lost his self-respect with Hugh and he’d been shamed in a cold, dark field. Losing Jackson would be the worst blow of all. He set his resolve, embraced his strength, and clutched his tattered pride to him.

“Jackson, don’t underestimate Hugh. He’s a dangerous man.” Will feared for his lover, but couldn’t put name to the fear.

“I haven’t heard much about him or His Grace of late. It seems we don’t occupy the same circle of influence.” Jackson gave a quick grin, then his brows drew down. “I leave at dawn.”

“I won’t be there.” Will jerked his chin up and stared into those beautiful dark eyes.

Jackson slipped off the bed, straightened his clothing, and stepped to the door.

“Jackson, if you abandon me you’ll regret it,” Will whispered. “Every night, you’ll see me in your dreams. When you touch another, you’ll desire me. You’ll close your eyes and imagine me beneath you. Kisses will taste like ashes in your mouth and no one will ease your longing.”

Part curse, part truth, it damned them both.

“I know.” Jackson looked over his shoulder and gave Will a last pained look. “Farewell, my lord.”

He opened the door, slipped out, and pulled it shut behind him.

Will stared at the place Jackson had just occupied, trying to burn the man’s face, his taste, the touch of his gentle hands into his memory.

Will wished for death. Time slowed.

He still lived, his heart beat on, and breath filled his lungs.

So. It was to be God’s wrath after all.

Fair enough.

He would survive.

Over ten years ago, he’d thought he loved Hugh. Now, he saw it as youthful infatuation, full of regrets and recriminations. With Jackson, Will had discovered a depth of love he’d only dreamed about. He would never regret Jackson, no matter how brief the time they’d had together.

Will held no hopes that Jackson would return to him as the Lord Marquess of Baymore.

If Will knew anything at all, it was that Hugh would not like having an elder brother.

»»•««

Jackson walked down the stairs, the frown on his face firmly planted, his brow creased as he struggled with his decision. He wanted nothing more than to be with Will, but his pride in his reputation, his hope of gaining a title, and his honor overrode his wants.

Struggling with his demons, he slumped into one of the chairs at the hearth, stuck out his legs, and leaned his head against the backrest. How had it come to this? He’d finally found a man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, and it was denied him. By his own damn rules, he reminded himself. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed.

Will had been clear. If Jackson didn’t return, there would be no chance of ever having Will. If he stayed at Holcombe, his honor and all chances for being Will’s equal—not his lowborn lover—were lost, but he’d have Will. Wasn’t that worth it?

Did Will deserve a lesser Jackson if he could offer him more? He didn’t think so. He didn’t want to be less than what he was. That was low enough. To Jackson, who’d lived his whole life in the shadow of the nobility, to find a man of noble birth to accept him as lover and friend was rare. But Will had accepted him utterly.

Jackson’s father had never claimed him. He’d promised much to Jackson’s mother, but delivered little, only a meager income for her and his child until Jackson had left home at sixteen to relieve his mother the cost of his raising.

The rest of Jackson’s life had been spent traveling from one lord’s command to another as a mercenary, training their men and commanding their troops. Some, like the Duke of Marden, had treated him as an equal, and he’d found the closest thing to a home there.

Here at Holcombe, he’d found people he counted as equally amazing. They loved and accepted Will for whom and what he was, and had even accepted Jackson as Will’s beloved. He threw a rare gift away by leaving.

Jackson stared at the flames.

Will’s words about Hugh distressed him. If Will was right and Hugh was dangerous, what form might that danger take? How threatened would Hugh be by him, especially if he were declared the eldest son? If that happened, it would remove Hugh’s title as marquess and he’d inhabit Baymore by Jackson’s grace. Would there be any way but violence to accomplish that removal? Perhaps he could gain his title, but forgo the lands and keep, and thus eliminate the threat he posed to Hugh.

No matter what, he’d need all his skill and wits to survive what awaited him at Baymore.

What do you do when all possibilities feel wrong? Was this where he was supposed to choose the lesser of the evils? He’d walk through the fires of hell for Will. What would his pride and honor buy him at Baymore?

The rest of this night would be long, of that he was sure. He stretched, sank deeper into the chair, and closed his eyes. Will’s face danced against the back of his eyelids.

No rest, then. He’d keep guard until dawn, then saddle his horse and be on his way.

Damn, his heart hurt. With a rough swipe of his arm across his face, he wiped away the moisture that leaked from his eyes. He’d never intended to fall in love with Will but now he couldn’t imagine living the rest of his life without him.

Baymore might prove to be his prison, not his home, and half-brother or no, Hugh might become his jailer.

It was a chance Jackson would have to take if he wanted Will on his own terms.

»»•««

Will watched the candle gutter and go out, throwing the bedroom into darkness. Only the light from the half-moon shone in through the slats in the window’s shutters. He rolled over and pulled the cover up to his chest. This should have been the first night of many with Jackson here at Holcombe. Instead, it was the last night he’d ever see the man he loved, and he’d sent him away.

Perhaps he’d been too rash. Jackson had wanted to spend this night together, enjoying each other. As wonderful as that would have been, Will couldn’t face the pain and desolation of knowing Jackson would climb out of bed, dress, and leave at dawn. Better Will get used to it now, at the beginning.

God’s tears, he wished he had died in that field, that Jackson had never cut him down, had never given him hope for finding what he’d been searching for his whole life. Will kicked the covers as he tossed over to his other side. His bed, once so comfortable and inviting, was now cold and lonely, not quite fitting his body anymore.

How could he have become so used to the feel of Jackson’s body next to his, of resting his head on the big man’s chest, the smell of his skin, the taste of his mouth? God had surely damned him. Of that, he was certain. This was hell and he would forever burn longing for Jackson.

Dawn lightened the room. Chair and desk became clearer, and the colors in the tapestries and rugs emerged from the darkness. Will threw back the covers and sat up. If he rose and opened the window, he could just see the bailey and perhaps catch a glimpse of Jackson as he left.

He remained in bed, his hands clenching and releasing the edge of the quilts.

Standing, he pulled the covers around him. The cold morning air seeped in through the cracks around the shutters, stinging his bare feet on the stone floor. In a while, the servants would come around to light the morning fires, empty chamber pots, and the rest of the castle would wake. By that time, Jackson would have been long gone.

Will went to the window and rested his hand on the latch. He took a deep breath. He’d look for only a few moments and if he didn’t see Jackson, he’d close the shutters and go back to bed. Not back to sleep. There had been no sleep—only the long hours of the night dragging by in a slow, ponderous parade of regrets, changing shadows, and dying hopes—his love extinguished.

Raising the latch and pushing the shutters open, he looked down at the bailey. Grey in the morning’s half-light, the sunrise still far below the walls of the keep. A groom led Jackson’s warhorse to the courtyard and waited. Jackson, dressed for travel, strode out, his great sword slung over his back, and mounted. Will’s heart rose into his throat. The sight of the man took his breath away, the dark red hair, those broad shoulders, gentle hands.

Settling in his saddle, Jackson paused and looked around. Waiting, Will knew, for him to appear for a final goodbye, perhaps a kiss. Will’s hand tightened on the latch, keeping him from tearing from his room, racing down the stairs and out the door to Jackson’s side, begging him to forget his pride, to hell with his honor, and for God’s sake to just stay with him.

Jackson raised his head to scan the keep and his gaze halted as it met Will’s. The invisible rope that ran between them tightened. Will felt Jackson’s heart beat out a quick rhythm to match his own, then with a great exhale, the big man’s chest rose and fell.

Will raised his hand from the latch in a small gesture of farewell. Jackson returned a curt nod, tugged at his reins, and kicked his mount into motion toward the open gates of the keep.

A flock of doves, sleeping on the cobblestones of the bailey, rose skyward in a blur of grey and white as Jackson passed through them. With such fanfare, destined for Baymore and his father, Jackson passed under the great lintel of the gates, down the road, and out of Will’s life.


Chapter Nine

With every mile that passed, it seemed as if the knife that had been plunged into Jackson’s heart gave a twist. He’d been a fool to leave Will, but there was nothing to be done now. He had to see his father, know if he had a name or not.

He’d never forget the sight of Will at the window. His blue eyes were so sad, his long hair tousled from the bed and hanging about his bared shoulders. He was breathtakingly beautiful. Jackson had almost gotten off his damned horse, gone back up the stairs, and pulled Will back to bed—but his pride had kept him in his saddle. He couldn’t think it would be that last time he’d ever see Will. That would surely force him back.

At midday, he rested his horse and ate a scant meal. Watching the animal graze, he leaned against a tree trunk and took some needed rest. He’d not slept much last night, spending most of the long hours staring into the flames of the hearth. His eyes felt as if sand filled them. Wiping his palm across them, he blinked to clear his vision.

His horse, reins dragging, cropped the grass nearby, and the insects in the trees sang. His head drooped to his chest and for a time he slept.

Jackson woke as his horse nudged him, its soft muzzle and thick lips searching his hand for a treat. “I have nothing for you, boy. You’ll have to wait until I reach Baymore for your oats.” He rose, gathered the reins, climbed into the saddle, and returned to the road. Another half day of steady riding and he’d reach his destination.

»»•««

“Won’t you eat something, Will?” Ellen pushed a bowl of cooked grain across the table toward Will. He had no stomach for food. The morning meal had been the same and he had no doubt that supper would not find his appetite returned.

“I have no want for food today, Ellen.” He shook his head.

What he wanted was to go back to his bed. Gathering his nightshift about him, he walked over to it and crawled under the covers. Settling down against the pillows, he pulled the quilts up to his neck.

“If you don’t eat, you’ll never get your strength back.” She stood, hands on her hips, shaking her head.

“Strength for what? To go on living, existing with no purpose?” Will felt a too familiar darkness roll over him, like a thick wool blanket being drawn over his body. He sank under its weight.

“Purpose? Why to go on, Will. To help your brother. Wallace needs you. Your father needs you.”

“I can’t give any more, my lady. I feel used up. Empty.” Will rolled over and faced the wall so he didn’t have to look into her eyes.

The door opened. “How is he?” Wallace pitched his voice low.

“He won’t eat. Talk some sense into him, Wallace,” Ellen pleaded.

“It won’t do any good. He’s been this way before.”

“I’ve never seen him like this.” She paused. “How long will it last?”

“Sometimes days. Sometimes weeks. It’s usually followed by great bursts of energy, like a puppy that runs all morn, then collapses and sleeps the rest of the day away.

“I can hear you, brother. I’m not asleep,” Will drawled.

“If you’re awake, then get up and help me with our duties. This place doesn’t run itself. It takes two men. You and I.” Wallace sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Will over to face him.

“You run it fair enough without me.”

“I make do. Your skills are much needed, Will. You know I struggle with sums, and the ledgers are badly out of date.”

Will looked into his brother’s eyes. They had a hard, serious look. “How bad?”

“Since you’ve been gone, I tried to keep track of the revenue, but the totals don’t add up. If my sums are right, we’re going to be in trouble this winter.” Wallace’s voice dropped. “For once, I pray they’re wrong.”

Ellen’s hand covered her mouth, eyes wide. “Wallace, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to worry. I kept waiting for Will to return and set the ledgers to right.” Wallace put a hand on her face and gave her a comforting stroke.

“You’re not saying this to get me up, are you?” Will pushed himself to sitting as a growing unease at Wallace’s words spurred him into action.

“No. I can’t tell if I’m right or not, and I can’t talk to Father about it. You know how upset he gets. He can’t stand another bad turn.”

Their father suffered from the same melancholy as Will. Together, the brothers worked hard to keep the old man’s spirits up. If his father needed him, Will could not fail to help.

“I’ll get dressed and come down. It shouldn’t take me long to go over them and set them right. Then, I can get back to my bed.” Will sighed.

“That’s all I ask, Will.” Wallace stood and gave him a nod. Taking Ellen’s hand in his, they left the room.

With a deep breath, Will flung back the quilts and stood. Searching his trunk, he found clothes and dressed.

»»•««

Jackson was five miles from Baymore as the sun started its slow descent—streaks of orange, red, and yellow splayed across the sky. The road had been good, and little marred it other than a few low creeks or muddy flats as it rolled through the hills and woods that bracketed it.

He’d not been back to Baymore since his mother’s death almost fifteen years ago. Without her to visit, drop off his extra coins, and ensure her small cottage was in good repair, he’d had no reason to come here.

As he passed through the village nestled below the walls of the castle, he matched it to his memories. Not much had changed. Old men still sat around the horse trough in front of the village’s inn, and old women still gathered on the steps of the church to gossip. He pulled his horse up to the trough and dismounted.

“Good day,” Jackson said, as he gave the men a nod. They watched him with wary eyes, but a few gave curt nods.

“Where are you bound?” one of the old men asked.

“To the castle. I have business with His Grace the Duke of Baymore.” If he was careful, he might learn something here that could help him.

“Word is the old duke is ill. Dying, they say.” The man turned his head and spit.

Jackson’s head jerked up. “Is he? What of his son?”

The men cast looks between them, as if cautioning each other. “What about him?”

“Surely there is no need to worry if the duke dies. The lord marquess will take his place.”

“Not if there’s a God in heaven,” one of the men muttered. The man next to him reached out and took his arm in warning.

Jackson leaned against his horse as it drank. “I used to live around here as a child. I remember His Grace’s reputation as being a good, fair man.”

“If only that were true of his son, but that acorn has fallen far from its oak.”

“That is unfortunate.” Jackson looked up toward the castle. “What are the marquess’s sins?”

“Pick one. Your choice.” The men cackled and coughed at the joke. “Cruelty, greed, and debauchery, to name a few.”

“I had not known.” Jackson shook his head. “Is there nothing to recommend him?”

“Well, if you like looks, he’s your man. But his heart is as black as that hair he’s so proud of.” The man leaned in, as if to share a confidence. “The story goes, he’s poisoned his own father, you see.”

“To gain the title? Surely, his father is old enough for that to happen in due time?”

“Some are impatient, it’s said.” The man glared at the castle.

“Some may be wrong.” Jackson shrugged. He’d like to think the tales of Hugh were exaggerations, but Will’s words sounded in his mind. What kind of man would he have shaped me into? What kind, indeed? What had Hugh become that the villagers would so easily believe him capable of killing his own father?

His horse’s nose came out of the trough, dripping water from its thick lips. Time to go. He’d faced worse odds than this in battle, but in battle, he’d at least known the lay of the land, the strength, and number of his opponents. At Baymore, how might factions be split? How much loyalty had the Duke of Baymore held among his men? And who did Hugh hold in his grasp?

Jackson swung up into the saddle, bid the men farewell, and continued on his way.

Too soon, the gates loomed before him and he reined in the big gelding.

“Who goes?” a voice called from the parapet.

“Jackson of Marden. I answer His Grace the Duke of Baymore’s summons,” he shouted back. He wasn’t foolish enough to announce himself as Baymore’s son, so Marden would have to do. No need to invite trouble. It would come in its own time.

The door swung open and he was allowed inside. A groom ran out to hold his horse as he slid off. From the castle, an old man came toward him, the keys he wore on his belt clinking with each step. The warder of the keep, Jackson supposed.

“Well met, Jackson of Marden. His Grace has been most anxious about your arrival.” The man shot him a questioning glance.

“I, too, have been anxious to arrive, but I was kept for some time with other duties.”

“Well, you’re here now. He’ll want to see you right away.”

“Is it true he’s ill?”

“Sadly, it’s true. The physician doesn’t hold much hope.”

The man led him inside to a grand hall—its wood beamed ceiling hung two floors above them. Where they stood were tables and benches for eating and to the right, wide stairs led to the upper floor. A huge hearth sat at the far end, with a grouping of chairs in front of it.

A man stood by the fire, his back to them. Long ebony hair coursed down his back. Clothed entirely in black leather, broad shoulders, narrow hips, and muscular thighs evidenced the man’s power.

“Lord Baymore,” the old man called. “Jackson, the man His Grace sent for, has arrived.”

Hugh turned. Jackson felt the moment Hugh’s piercing gaze fell on him as if he were some quarry. Dark eyes rimmed with thick black lashes, a square jaw, and full sensual lips that hinted of danger combined to make his half-brother the most handsome man he’d ever seen.

“Well met, Jackson. It seems you’ve arrived in time. His Grace still lives.” The disappointment wasn’t hidden in the man’s speech. His gaze ran the length of Jackson’s body, from boot to head, measuring, assessing, then, with a slow rising of one eyebrow, heightened interest.

Jackson controlled the fear that trickled like a rivulet of sweat down his back under that hungry stare. He’d have to be wary of Hugh, no doubt.

With a dismissive wave of his hand Hugh said, “Withers, take him to His Grace. When you’ve finished with that business, find me here—I wish to speak with you.” With that, Hugh strode off through a door unaware, it seemed, that he had spoken to his half-brother.

Withers looked up into Jackson’s eyes with a sharpness that belied his age. Searching for what, Jackson didn’t know. A similar resemblance, perhaps? Jackson wondered if the castle warder was privy to his relationship to the duke. His stomach tightened. What plotting had he stumbled into?

“I’ll take you to see him now. He is confined to his bed.”

“How much time…” Jackson’s voice trailed off.

“His physician said it could be anytime at this point.” Withers’ eyes looked sad as he shook his head.

They climbed the stairs to the upper floor and trod down the hall. At the end, two men who stood guard at a door snapped to alert. With a quiet rap on the door, Withers turned the handle, opened it, and bowed Jackson inside.

The room was well appointed. Rich tapestries hid the stone walls—thick rugs and animal furs covered the floors to keep out the chill. A large fire burned in the hearth, pushing warmth into the room, making it almost too hot to bear.

An ornate bed stood in the center of the room. On the near side of it lay Morris, the Duke of Baymore, propped up and looking as if death grew impatient waiting for him.

“Come in, Jackson. Withers, stay and shut the door,” the duke’s rasped in a faint voice.

Withers did as he was commanded and stood next to the bed.

Baymore held out his hand to Jackson. His Grace’s damp gaze locked with his, and Jackson had to blink hard to stop the wetness in his own eyes. The man who’d never acknowledged him now held out a pale, almost transparent hand. His duke’s signet ring hung loosely against the knob of his knuckle, and his fingernails were yellowed with age and illness.

All the hard words Jackson thought he’d spill on this old man surged in a torrent in Jackson’s mind. All the recriminations, the questions, the damning fury, welled in his chest. To Jackson’s amazement, the flood subsided as when low tide recedes and exposes what pitiful refuse it had deposited, leaving Jackson with only the fragile hand of his father offered at last to him.

Jackson swallowed, then stepped to the bed. Dropping to one knee, he took his father’s hand and held it to his lips.

“Withers, this is my eldest son, Jackson, the Marquess of Baymore.”

»»•««

Hugh slid shut the small spy hole in the wall between his father’s room and the one he stood in, and leaned against it. His body shook with fury. It wasn’t the first time he’d used it to listen to his father’s scheming, and he’d heard enough to know that if he didn’t take action right now against this usurper, he’d lose his title and all its privilege and power.

Hugh swore under his breath. This was a turn of events he hadn’t foreseen. His father must have dallied prior to his marriage and begot some bastard. Now this stranger and his father sought to rob him of his birthright.

Jackson’s death was demanded, no doubt.

But the question was how and when.

The moment he’d laid eyes on Jackson, he’d thought of him stretched out in the dungeon cell, helpless and at his mercy, and of the hours of pleasure to be had. Even if he was his half-brother, there was no reason for that plan to change. In fact, it would make the work sweeter, to bring low the fool who’d sought to climb to the heights on Hugh’s back.

In the end, Jackson would die.

The timing of his father’s death would just have to be moved forward. Hugh could no longer be content to wait for the old man to die. He’d have to take matters into his own hands and hasten the process. No one would keep him from protecting what was his by birthright.

“Jon, attend me.” Hugh’s gaze focused on the naked young man who waited for him on the bed. Hugh’s latest toy, barely out of his youth, had soft, delicate features, pale blue eyes, and hair so blond it was almost white.

Jon threw himself out of the bed and came to stand by his side. Looking up into Hugh’s dark eyes, he asked, “Aye, my lord?”

Hugh thought him the most delicious creature he’d had of late and reached out to stroke his soft hair. “Wait for me here. I have to take care of certain matters.”

“Aye, my lord.” Jon nodded and accepted the rough kiss Hugh gave him on his upturned lips.

Hugh strode to the door and opened it. The guards at the next door turned to him and gave him a nod. He gave them a sign to stay put, then ducked back inside and shut the door. His blade would work for Withers, but he wanted Jackson alive. The big man carried more weapons than the two guards combined and he didn’t doubt who the winner in that skirmish would be. Trying to overpower him would be a miscalculation and Hugh knew it.

“I need a weapon,” Hugh muttered.

Jon retreated to the bed and climbed into the middle of it.

Hugh scanned the room. It was bare —just a bed, a table, and a trunk. Striding to the trunk, he threw open the lid. A collection of tools, books, and crockery lay piled together. He sorted through them. Spotting a mallet, he pushed the other things to the side and claimed it.

“This will do, Jon.” He held up a carpenter’s mallet for driving wooden pegs, probably left there after some repair had been made in the room.

Clutching the mallet in his hand, he went back to the door and cracked it open.

»»•««

Sitting at the table, Will poured over the pages of the journal and bit his lip. Wallace’s scratchings weren’t any better than his sums. He should have paid more attention to their old tutor than to his sword skills, but learning didn’t impress girls. Since Will had no want of girls, he’d stayed awake during their classes and studied hard.

If these numbers were right, it would be a hard winter. Will sorted through the loose pieces of parchment and placed them in order.

An entire month’s receipts were missing.

He sat back, rubbed his eyes, and sighed. He’d have to search through his father’s desk to find them. Turning, he looked at it, overflowing with sheaves of papers, stacks of ledgers, and one old yellow cat, eyes closed. Will groaned.

“Well, Puss, what do you know of this mess?” He stood and picked up the cat. She gave a mournful meow as she dangled from his hands. He dropped her on the floor, picked up the papers she’d laid upon, and brought them to his table. The feline stalked off, tail held high, to disappear around the edge of the door.

If he’d thought he’d get back to bed early this evening, he was mistaken. He had days of work ahead of him. He began the task of placing the papers in an orderly stack.

His stomach rumbled. Perhaps a small bit of bread and a cup of lager would sustain him. He called for a servant and placed his request. The old woman gave him a gap toothed smile and hurried off. He was sure she’d report to Lady Ellen before retrieving his meal and if Ellen had anything to do with it, she’d take this opportunity to stuff him full of meat and potatoes, when all he wanted was to gnaw upon a heel of bread.

Will turned back to the paperwork. It would be a long night, but at least his mind would be occupied and he wouldn’t spend it with Jackson’s face looming in his sleep deprived mind.

With luck, all he’d see tonight were huge columns of numbers that didn’t add up, marching to surround him.

»»•««

Withers dropped into a chair and ran his hand over his face. “My Lord Duke, does Lord Hugh know of his brother?”

“Of course not. If he did, Jackson wouldn’t have made it in here alive.” Baymore pulled his hand from Jackson’s grip. “Rise, son.”

Jackson stood as Baymore’s gaze tracked him. “By God, you’ve grown into a big man. Let’s just hope your wits are as sharp as your body is large.”

“Is it true? Is Hugh poisoning you?”

Baymore laughed, then sobered. “Where did you hear that? No, my physicians tell me that my heart fails me. It’s not poison.”

Jackson opened his mouth to speak, but Baymore waved him off. “We’ve been quite careful, haven’t we, Withers?”

“Aye, Your Grace.” Withers gave him a small smile. “Lord Hugh’s disappointment grows each morn his father lives.”

“Perhaps now, Hugh will not be so glad to see me gone. Withers, fetch that paper and read it.” He motioned to a table next to the bed.

Withers picked up a folded parchment, opened it, and scanned the page. “Your Grace, this gives Lord Jackson everything —all your lands, the castle, the income from the tenants.” He read on. “Nothing for Lord Hugh.”

“Nothing?” Jackson frowned.

“He’s had benefit of everything I’ve had for thirty-five years, and squandered every bit of it. I have looked the other way for too long. His behavior shames and dishonors me and now, at the end of my time, I must remedy my mistakes.”

Jackson didn’t want to ask, but had to know. “Father…” The words sounded so strange coming from his mouth. “Father, what behavior are you speaking of?”

“His abuse of power, his preying on those weaker than himself, the emptying of my coffers, and his debauched ways.”

“Debauched?” If his father knew he shared his brother’s predicament, would he see him as just as much a disappointment as Hugh?

Baymore looked at Jackson, then cast his gaze to Withers. “Withers, leave me. I must speak with my son in frank honesty, and I fear it’s not for your ears.”

Withers laid the paper on the table, bowed, and left the room.

“Sit, Jackson.” Baymore motioned to a chair and Jackson sat. “Your brother” —he cleared his throat —“has many faults. The worst of which is cruelty. The least of which is his taste in lovers.”

“Your Grace?” Jackson knew he’d have to stand before the man whose pride he most wanted and confess his own damning sins.

“He won’t touch a woman, refuses to provide an heir. He prefers boys.” The disgust was evident in the twist of Baymore’s lips. Jackson could pretend to be what he wasn’t, take the title and lands, and deceive his father, but there was no honor in that. If ever he’d run from admitting his inclinations, now was the time to stand firm and own up to them.

“Before you go further in your condemnation of Hugh, hear me out. After what I have to confess, you may want that paper back.” He pointed to the table, then looked into Baymore’s surprised face. “I am no better than Hugh. Although I have bedded many whores and wenches, I too, prefer men.”

Jackson waited. Baymore’s face suffused with red, his lips set in a thin line, then his breath exploded, “I am damned! Both sons? Tell me it’s not true. Tell me that you don’t fuck boys? Or rape them? Or beat them until they barely live?” His hands made tight fists.

“No, sire!” Jackson rose to his feet. “I’ve never forced myself on anyone, man or woman, and I have never been with boys, but men of my own age. And for all my size, strength, and rough looks, I have been told I am a most gentle man.” Jackson thought of Will’s words. God, he missed Will and wanted him near. What a fool he’d been to come here.

“It seems I am less a man than I thought to have fathered two such sons.” Baymore gave a rueful laugh. He lay back against the pillows and sighed.

“If you wish to tear up that paper, do so. I came here with nothing and I can leave with the same.” Jackson walked to the door. “Just to have heard you call me son once was enough.”

As Baymore twisted the sheets in his hands, Jackson could see his father’s torment at his predicament. Then, as if the very air had been sucked from his chest, Baymore slumped against the pillows.

“Jackson. Wait.” Baymore held out a trembling hand. “Years ago, I did much wrong by you and your mother. Did she tell you I visited her before she died?”

Jackson shook his head. “No, I never saw her before she died. I was at battle and learned of her death months later.”

“She sent for me. There was no reason not to attend her, and many to go. On her deathbed, she made me swear to acknowledge you before I died, and now, on my own deathbed, I will keep that promise.

“That you would walk away from me with nothing more than you came with says much about your honor, integrity, and character. I’ve watched you, Jackson, followed your movements these long years. I know that you are a mercenary, have heard of your reputation as a skilled fighter and leader of men, and of your honor. As a son, I could ask for no more.”

“Ask what you will of me, Father, I will do what I can,” Jackson answered.

“I only ask that whatever your base inclinations be, don’t bring shame to the house of Baymore, as Hugh has done. I ask for discretion in your affairs, for the sake of our good name.” He fell back against the pillows, winded.

“I have lived my entire life under the banner of discretion, Father. My reputation and honor mean much to me, as you must know. I would never seek to shame Baymore.”

“I can ask no more. Except, perhaps, for an heir. Will Baymore’s line end with you?”

Jackson sat in the chair and ran a hand through his hair. His father asked something he’d never before thought he’d do. It meant taking a wife, having a child. It meant being without Will. He looked into the old man’s eyes and shook his head.

“Before I came here, I was ready to abandon my love, just for your acknowledgment. My pride forced me to deny him, thinking I wasn’t his equal. I sought you out in hopes of elevating myself to his rank, although he swore it mattered not to him.”

Baymore frowned and looked away.

“I love him. I can’t do what you ask—take a wife—not without his consent. Besides, what woman would agree to that?” He shook his head and stood. “So, I will return to him, no better than I left him. For both of us, it must be enough.” Jackson’s hand reached for the handle of the door.

“Jackson. I won’t destroy the paper. You are my eldest and best son, even though I had little to do with how you turned out. I had Hugh in my care, and look how he is twisted. My fault.” He sighed. With a weak wave of his hand he said, “Everything is yours. Hugh is left with nothing.” Baymore’s paleness grew, the circles around his eyes darkened. “Still, you are a better man for all your faults than Hugh will ever be. If you can find a way to give Baymore an heir, that would be well. If not, then leave Baymore to someone you know will uphold its name and honor.”

Jackson gave him a low bow. “I will do what I can, Father.”

Baymore held out his hand and Jackson strode forward to take it. “I may not look upon your face again, Jackson. If I don’t, know you are my son.” The duke’s dark eyes teared.

“Those words mean much to me, Father.”

“It’s more than Hugh will ever hear. Be wary of Hugh. He’s a dangerous man and I question his reason.” He fell back, releasing Jackson. “Listen to Withers. He can help you take Baymore from Hugh, but you must work fast, before Hugh suspects.”

“I understand.” Jackson nodded. He left the room, wondering if he’d ever see his father again.

Withers leaned against the wall, waiting for him. The guards straightened.

“Walk with me, Lord Jackson.” Withers crooked his finger at him and headed down the corridor. “We must move quickly.”


Chapter Ten

Opening the door, Hugh slipped into the hall behind the two men as they passed. He raised the wooden mallet with both hands and swung, catching Jackson on the left side of his head. Without a sound, the big man dropped to his knees, then collapsed to the floor.

Withers stumbled back against the wall and cried out. Hugh advanced on him, and swung the mallet again, striking the old man in the chest with a deep thud. His eyes rolled back in his head as he slid to the floor in a crumbled heap, blood leaking from his lips.

“Take him,” Hugh said as he pointed at Jackson, “to the cellar and put him in the cell. Come back for this one after you’re done.”

The two guards who had stood at Baymore’s door stepped around Jackson’s body, linked their arms under his, and dragged him down the hall. Jackson’s boots thumped on each stair as they descended. Giving Withers little notice, Hugh went to Baymore’s door.

Jon peered out through the crack of the door, still registering the events in the hall. Blue eyes wide, he’d watched his lover swing the mallet and strike the castle’s warder. He’d heard the elder man’s chest cave, the gurgle of blood in his throat, saw his eyes roll white as he’d dropped to the floor.

Jon’s last meal rose in his throat. Shutting the door, he turned away and forced the bile back down. He’d never seen a man killed before. The warder had been nothing but kind to him, even when he knew what Jon was. He hadn’t deserved such a death. Hugh had gone too far and had to be stopped, but as Jon watched the guards drag off the man who’d visited the duke, it seemed to him there was no one to turn to for help.

He’d been plucked from the streets of the village by Hugh and brought to this fine castle. For once in his short life, he’d been filled with hope. Jon knew if he’d stayed in the village, eventually he’d be killed. Now what had once looked like a sanctuary to him had become a prison from which there was no escape.

Jon pulled on his loose pants and opened the door. He caught a glimpse of Hugh as he slipped into his father’s room.

At the sound of the door closing, Baymore opened his eyes and turned his head. Hugh watched his dark eyes widen, caught the flicker of fear in them.

“How are you feeling, Father?” He walked to the bed and sat on the edge.

“I was sleeping,” the old man grumbled.

“Well, I won’t take long, I promise you.” Hugh gave him a smile. Placing one arm on the other side of his father’s body, he leaned over. “Not long at all, Your Grace.”

Baymore seemed to shrink against the bed as if he wanted to come out the underneath side of the thick mattress he rested upon.

Hugh leaned closer, his lips just touching his father’s forehead. “Did you really think you could keep my brother a secret from me?” he hissed between clenched teeth.

“Your brother?” Baymore’s voice trembled. “What are you talking about?”

“The guards are gone. I dismissed them. Now, Father, don’t play the idiot with me. Your game is over. Withers is dead. Jackson is in my control. When I finish with him, he’ll beg for death. It’s a pity. He’s a most interesting man, I must admit.” He sighed. “Despite your pathetic efforts, I will be duke and rule Baymore.”

Shaking as if his very bones would come loose, Jon looked out at Withers and stepped into the hall. His eyes filled with tears as he kneeled next to the warder and heard a soft rasp of breath. Withers still lived.

“Sire, I’m so sorry,” Jon whispered.

Withers opened his eyes, gasped, and took the young man’s hand. “If you believe in God, hear me. In His Grace’s room,” he said haltingly. “There is a paper. Find it and hide it. Use it when you can.” His hand squeezed Jon’s for a moment, then the breath rattled in his crushed chest, and his eyes closed.

Jon glanced back down the hall. He hurried back to his room to wait for Hugh. Sitting on the bed, his knees drawn up to his chin, he thought of what he should do. Safest was to keep silent, forget what Withers had said, and go on as he had been. Or he could find the paper and risk death at Hugh’s hands. He’d lived the last six months of his life a subject of Hugh’s uncertain whim. Perhaps a certain death would be better.

Jon got out of bed, crept to the spy hole, and slid it open.

Hugh’s father closed his eyes and sighed, “You are a great disappointment to me, Hugh. It’s a waste, what you’ve done to your life and a shame what you’ve done to our name.”

The words meant nothing to him. He’d heard them many times before. If they were meant to shame him, he’d lost that ability years ago. Hugh almost laughed at his father’s weak attempt.

“Well, you don’t have to fret about that anymore.” His hand slid to the pillow on the other side of the bed, picked it up. With a sneer, he placed it over his father’s face. How he’d longed to do this, feel the old man’s life leave his worn out body.

Hugh pressed down, both hands clutching the pillow, arms rigid.

Baymore struggled, arms weakly flailing, heels kicking a soft beat on the bed. Hugh leaned harder. The flailing grew less—legs fluttered until the old man lay still.

Feeling a rush of triumph, Hugh removed the pillow. Baymore lay with his mouth wide in a silent scream, eyes open as if to see through the pillow. Hugh gently lowered the old man’s lids, then pushed his jaw shut. Raising the lifeless hand, he tugged the duke’s ring off his finger and slipped it onto his.

“How unfortunate that you died in your sleep.”

Hugh rose, tossed the pillow back onto the bed, and left.

Jon slid the spy hole’s door shut, raced back to the bed, and threw himself on it, his heart beating as if it would burst. If Hugh knew what he’d seen, his life would be forfeit, no matter how much Hugh might enjoy him.

Twisting the edge of the quilt in his fingers, he waited for Hugh to return and his sweet torment to begin. Depending on his mood, Hugh could be a generous or a punishing lover.

He’d already killed two men, and Jon feared to be the next.

The door opened and Hugh swaggered in. Jon trembled as if he was a cornered rabbit, but tried a timid smile. The corner of Hugh’s sensuous mouth lifted. With a sigh, Jon relaxed. His lover would be tender and warm this time. Whenever Hugh indulged in the darkness that held him in its grip, it seemed some of it eased off, as if the bad humors were bled from him with the spilled blood of his victims.

Dear God, Hugh was beautiful. And terrible.

As Jon watched him walk to the bed, he remembered all the reasons why he’d come to this place —Hugh’s dark eyes, his full, sensuous mouth, his skilled hands, and that glorious mass of long ebony hair.

Perverted by his lover, Jon wasn’t sure if he shuddered with desire or fear.

“On your belly, my pet.” Hugh climbed onto the bed as he released his strings.

Jon rolled over, pulling the pillow under his head, and gripped the edge of the quilt in preparation. Hugh kneeled between his legs and pushed his breeches low. With a tug, he stripped Jon’s loose pants from him, exposing his soft pale skin and lean flanks covered in blond hair.

Hugh’s hands stroked Jon’s ass, felt the valley between each mound, his fingers discovering the skin that stretched between Jon’s sac and his hole. A wave of pleasure poured through Jon, setting his slender cock to stiffen as Hugh rubbed that special spot. Jon moaned.

“You like that, do you?” Hugh’s voice was deep, saturated with want. When he wanted, he could give such pleasure it made Jon weep. When he wanted, he could give such pain it made Jon wish for death.

“Aye, I do.” He writhed on the bed under Hugh’s touch.

Hugh leaned down and bit the cheek of Jon’s ass, nipping it, taking hard bites that left red imprints of his teeth. Jon shuddered with the pleasure and pain of it. Soon, the spanking would begin and Jon wiggled in anticipation.

Hugh straightened, raised his arm, and his large hand came down on Jon’s tender flesh with a loud slap that echoed in the room. Jon cried out, shuddered, and wiggled again, inviting more of Hugh’s sweet torment.

He spanked Jon until the shape of Hugh’s hand cast rose-red shadows on his flesh.

Sweat beaded Hugh’s brow.

Tears welled in Jon’s blue eyes, and sobs slipped from his lips.

Jon’s cock throbbed with a burning need to be touched, but he wasn’t allowed to do that until Hugh decided to allow it.

The spanking stopped.

Hugh’s harsh panting and Jon’s quiet weeping filled the chamber.

Jon’s ass had gone beyond feeling. Hugh’s now gentle touches, meant to sooth inflamed skin, felt as if a ghost stroked his flesh, cold and without weight.

Looking over his shoulder, he could see the glittering of Hugh’s eyes, the tip of his tongue as he ran it over his lips. Dropping his gaze, he watched Hugh’s hand pumping his thick cock.

Jon’s ass clenched and his mouth watered.

Hugh spit into his hand and rubbed it over his cock in preparation to enter him. Jon closed his eyes, waiting for the moment Hugh would take him, thrust his rod inside, and force Jon’s body to open to him.

Soft, strong hands gripped Jon’s hips and pulled him backward as the velvet tip of Hugh’s rod found its home. Jon leaned into the thrust, his fingers clenched in the sheets, and he gritted his teeth as the initial pain tore through him.

God, he loved being taken.

“Fuck me,” Jon cried out with each of Hugh’s hard surges.

Hugh fucked him until Jon thought he’d come apart under the man’s body. Every muscle in Jon’s body tightened as he hung on the edge of his release. With a surge, he broke past the barrier that held him back and exploded, spilling onto the covers of the bed.

Now, Hugh leaned over Jon, wrapped his arm around Jon’s chest, and lay against his back. Hugh took Jon’s hand, linked their fingers, and pulled it over his head. “My sweet pet,” Hugh whispered. “Goddamn, you’re so fucking sweet, so tight, and so soft. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I was fucking a woman.”

Jon’s body took everything Hugh gave him, and as he felt Hugh’s lips on his back, sucking and biting him, leaving his mark, he hardened again. His lengthening cock brushed Hugh’s hand, and he took hold of it.

Jon wept as Hugh stroked him, his hand a tight cylinder that raced over the head of his cock, stimulating Jon until he could no longer control it.

Jon screamed his release. Hugh’s hand slowed, milking Jon’s cream from him, his seed covered fingers soothing Jon’s member and sac.

Hugh gave him everything, his mouth, his hands, and his rod.

In a final frenzy, Hugh’s hips plunging ever deeper, ever faster, Jon could tell his lover had reached the end. He’d shoot soon, but God forgive him, Jon didn’t want it to end. These few moments Hugh gave him were reason enough to stay and brave Hugh’s wrath and whim.

“I’m coming,” Hugh growled. Pulling his cock out of Jon’s ass, Hugh’s powerful hands flipped Jon over and he straddled the young man’s waist. Hugh pumped hard on the shaft until his hot cream erupted in long thick spurts, emptying himself on Jon’s chest. Jon’s hand rubbed the still warm seed across his skin, fingertips circling his tight nipples as Hugh watched.

Satisfied, Hugh fell back onto the bed, and pulled Jon into his arms. As Jon rested his head on Hugh’s chest, he knew what he had to do. After Hugh left him, he’d find the paper Withers had spoken of.

Hugh slept. Jon rolled over and buried his face in a pillow. Quietly he wept for Withers, for the duke, for the poor stranger taken to that hellhole in the dungeon. He even wept for Hugh. But most of all, Jon wept for all that he’d lost and what he’d become.

It was late when Hugh rolled over and stroked Jon’s hip. Eyes closed, he felt Hugh’s breath on his cheek a moment before his lips touched him. Soft, warm, almost, dare he hope, loving? No, the only man Hugh loved was himself. Pretending to sleep, Jon waited, heard Hugh sigh, then the bed shift.

He listened as Hugh walked across the floor and opened the door. The door shut and Jon waited a few minutes. Rolling over, he checked the room then climbed quickly out of bed. Racing to the spy hole, he slid back the door. His Grace still lay on the bed, silent. Dead. No sign of Hugh.

Jon closed the little door, put on his clothes, and slipped into the hall. No guards were posted at the door now. He raced to it and entered. Leaning against the door, his eyes couldn’t seem to shift from the body of the duke. Taking tentative steps into the room, he came to the bedside and stared down at the old man.

A month after he’d arrived, when His Grace had realized what he and Hugh were doing, he’d sworn at Jon. Called him a perverted whore. Told them they were damned by God, that they would burn in the everlasting fires of hell, and had almost struck Hugh, but the old man had quailed under Hugh’s intense stare. Hugh had laughed and kissed Jon right in front of His Grace, flaunting their unnatural love.

Baymore had been right. Jon was a whore and would burn. Hugh? Well, there might be a special place in hell for him. Two murders. Jon gave a dry laugh at his own foolish innocence. That hadn’t been the only time Hugh had killed—it had been done too easily and with no remorse.

He broke away and scanned the room. There, on the bedside table, was a folded piece of parchment. It had been left lying about, overlooked as if it was worthless, yet whatever it was had been worth killing over.

He picked it up. How much danger would he be in if he read it? No more than if Hugh knew there had been a witness to his patricide. Trice damned. He opened it and began to struggle his way through it, stumbling over the larger words. Most of it he didn’t understand, but he got the meaning.

Hugh was no longer the duke’s rightful heir.

For this, Hugh would certainly kill whoever stood in his way.

Jon folded it and turned in a slow circle. Where to hide it? He had enough sense to know not to carry it on himself, or secret it in his room. The duke’s room was full of places, boxes, trunks, shelves of books behind the duke’s fancy desk.

Wandering over to the books, his eyes flicked over their spines. Most he couldn’t begin to read. Behind the desk on a wide shelf was the perfect book. Jon opened it and slipped the paper between its fine parchment pages. For a moment, he gazed down at the beautiful colors, the gold leaf, and the majestic swirl of lettering, denoting long hours of work, perhaps even one monk’s lifetime.

Hugh would never look there. Jon closed the book, gave it a gentle caress and a quick kiss. Then he slipped from the room and back down the hall to his room.

»»•««

Jackson groaned. It reverberated in his head, sending bolts of agony through his body. Swallowing, he opened his eyes. His vision blurred—to focus, impossible. The room stank of urine, blood, and shit. He wasn’t sure if it was his or not.

Goddamn, his head hurt. The throbbing seemed centered on the left side of his head, behind his ear. He felt his stomach lurch and he clenched his teeth to keep from spewing. As his mind cleared, he tried to stand. His arms were stretched to the sides and as he tried to pull them in, they refused. Turning his head slowly to one side, he blinked.

A rusty iron manacle bound his wrist, its chain secured to a short wooden pole sunk into the floor. He didn’t bother to look at the other—it would be the same. He took a deep breath to cleanse his thoughts and steady himself.

He was chained to posts in the middle of a small, dark room. On his knees. Damn, this wasn’t good and, unless he missed his guess, this room had been used before. He swallowed, his throat raw from thirst.

How long had he been here and more important, why wasn’t he dead?

From the dankness on the stone walls of the room and the fetid smells, he was being held somewhere in the lower level of the castle. Trying to focus, only a dark blur with an occasional glimpse of clarity was all he saw. What looked to be old, dried blood was spattered across the wall in front of him.

He needed Will, needed to feel him in his arms. He longed to be safe at Holcombe, warm in Will’s bed. To kiss his lips one last time and tell him he loved him.

Jackson knew he wouldn’t get out of this alive.

A sound tore through his brain, making him cringe and duck his head down into his shoulders. The door opened behind him. Through Jackson’s half shut eyes, Hugh came into view dragging a chair. The harsh scrape of the wooden legs against the stone floor felt as if a knife had been driven into his ears, piercing his brain.

Hugh stopped in front of him, swung the chair into position, and straddled it, his arms resting on the back. Jackson squinted at him as his sight cleared.

“So, brother, how do you find Baymore?” Hugh’s voice was silk, sliding over Jackson’s brain, yet he could hear the rawness, running like an underground river beneath it.

Jackson didn’t bother to answer. Something was odd about his vision. Only one eye seemed to clear. He hung his head and looked at his knees.

Closed his right eye. Saw knees and stone floor.

Opened it and closed the left. Saw nothing.

He took a deep, shuddering breath and tried again.

His right eye was sightless.

God’s tears. He was half blind, chained as if he were some animal in a cell, with a madman in control.

Jackson raised his head and stared at his captor. Hugh cocked his head and regarded him. “Christ, you’re a big man. But I felled you as if you were a mere sapling.” Hugh’s cold gaze bore into him. “Did you think you could come here and take Baymore from me? Without a fight? You’re stupider than you look,” he sneered. “This is my home. Mine!” His shout echoed around the small chamber.

“I came only to see my father before he died. I had no idea he would grant me Baymore.” Or that his half-brother was insane. If he had known that, he never would have come without an army behind him. Looking back, he’d have done many things differently.

“Really? I find that hard to believe.”

“You would believe of others as you think of yourself, Hugh.”

“A philosopher, eh? Who would have thought it, to look at you?” He shook his head. Reaching to the side, Hugh brought out a riding crop and ran it through his hands.

“I’m a man of many skills.” Jackson managed a weak smile.

“Are you? And I fear most of them involve those weapons that my men relieved you of.” He brought the crop down against his palm in a thinly veiled threat. Will’s comments about Hugh’s enjoyment of inflicting pain ran through Jackson’s mind.

He’d been threatened by better men than Hugh, and they were all dead by the grace of Jackson’s sword. However, Hugh was right on one account —he had no weapons. For now, his brother held the upper hand.

Pushing off the chair, Hugh stood. With a quick movement, the crop flicked out and cut across the back of Jackson’s hand, Hugh’s eyes hungry for his reaction. Jackson’s hand spasmed into a tight fist as he bit off a cry. It felt as if a bee had stung him, no more, and left only a red welt.

Frowning, Hugh circled and stopped behind him. Hands, strong and firm, ran over Jackson’s shoulders, across his arms, then circled to his back. He suppressed a shudder. To be touched in so intimate a fashion by his half-brother revolted him.

“You are truly a spectacular specimen of a man,” Hugh allowed. Then, taking hold of Jackson’s collar, Hugh ripped his shirt, baring Jackson’s broad back.

Gritting his teeth, Jackson stared at the wall. It was to be whipping, then. He held his breath waiting for the first blow to fall.

Those same hands ran over his skin in a parody of a caress. Jackson flinched as if the lash had fallen.

“Christ, brother,” Hugh said with a sigh. “Your skin is soft, unmarred. I’ll remedy that.”

The crop fell, tearing into his flesh. Jackson tensed, bit down on his lip, refusing to cry out. Hugh swung again and again, his powerful arm wielded the crop, slicing Jackson’s back until it was a bloody mess. Jackson refused to cry or beg for mercy. He’d looked into Hugh’s beautiful eyes. No mercy had ever shown in their dark depths.

Powerless, Jackson shook with pain, rage, and frustration. He’d never been beaten by any man, not since he was a lad. Once he’d reached his full size at twenty, he’d been a fighting match for any man—by twenty-two, a match with any weapon. Now, almost forty, he’d survived on more battlefields than he could remember and had slain more men than he could count, but had never fallen into anyone’s hands as a captive.

He tasted his own blood as he bit down on his bottom lip.

The beating stopped. Behind him, he could hear Hugh’s ragged breath sucking in and out with the exertion. There was something else, something raw and naked filling the small cell they were in. Something that sent fear shooting like an arrow through Jackson’s wounded body.

The crop flew across the room and hit the wall in front of Jackson as Hugh cursed. A hand slid into Jackson’s hair, grabbed a handful, and jerked his head back. Hugh leaned close, his lips at Jackson’s ear, his hot breath coming in soft pants.

“You will die soon, brother. But not before…” Hugh bit off his words and with a growl of utter frustration he shoved Jackson’s head forward. Bursts of white lightning danced behind his closed eyelids as the pain in his head surged. Hugh appeared in front of him, breeches straining with his arousal.

Disgusted, Jackson turned his head away.

Hugh spun the chair around, unlaced his strings, sat, and brought out his half hard cock.

“I will have mastery over you, Jackson. I am your better. You are nothing, the mud on my boots, a minor inconvenience.” As Hugh spilled his hatred, his hand stroked faster, as if his words and his passion were tethered to each other. “To think Father chose you over me, his true son! He was a weak, spineless old man, and I despised him.”

His brother was beautiful even in what was, Jackson was sure, complete and utter insanity. A hideous darkness glittered in Hugh’s liquid eyes as they coursed over Jackson’s body.

Jackson held silent. What do you say to a madman?

Hugh bolted up from the chair, brought it to Jackson, and shoved it under his hips. Bent over the seat, Jackson kneeled on the hard stones. His mind gave a silent scream as Hugh’s obscene intentions became clear.

Hugh’s voice rasped, filled with his lust. “I own you, Jackson. I say when you live or die. I say if you eat or starve. When, where, and how often I fuck you.”

Jackson’s breeches were wrenched down to his thighs, trapping his legs, then those same strong, smooth hands massaged, caressed, and slapped the globes of Jackson’s ass. Hugh’s ragged breathing filled the room and Jackson’s ears as Hugh prepared himself.

His half-brother had truly lost his mind.

Jackson groaned, unable to form any words except one. He opened his mouth, but only a strangled cry emerged, “No…”

God’s tears, where was Will? He needed Will’s help. Oh God, when this horror was over he would be ready for death, would welcome it with open arms. He regretted not letting Will take him, not allowing him to be the first.

So many mistakes.

His stomach wrenched, flipped, and he gritted his teeth. It was going to happen and he could do nothing to stop it. Even knowing it was wasted effort he still struggled, his arm muscles straining against his chains and the manacles biting into his wrists.

“I’ll fuck you when I want, Jackson,” Hugh hissed as he leaned over, and his words licked at Jackson like some slithering serpent.

Jackson mouthed Will’s name, as if it were a prayer or a chant to save his soul, then succumbed to merciful darkness.


Chapter Eleven

Will bolted upright. “Jackson!”

For a moment, he didn’t remember where he was. It was dark and still. Some unfamiliar room. The hut? His room at Holcombe? It rushed back to him as if borne in on a rising tide and his heart’s pounding slowed. He exhaled, his fingers letting go of the papers he’d crushed in them.

His father’s chancellery. He’d been working on the accounts until late at night. Running a hand over his face, he could feel the stubble of his beard. The last time he’d been shaved, Jackson had done it for him. Now, he’d have to do it himself. He held his hand out and noted it held steady. Pushing to his feet, he gathered the papers into stacks and closed the journals. It could wait until after he got something to eat.

Will went to the great hall and fell into a chair by the fire. Where was Jackson? Had he seen his father? Was he recognized, or had Baymore wanted something else from him? In the back of his mind, something dug at him, as if some small clawed animal burrowed deep into his skull.

“There you are,” Lady Ellen greeted him. “Are you ready for some breakfast?”

“I think I will take something this morn. Perhaps some bread and milk.” He stood and smiled at her. She waved to a servant and led Will to a place at the table. “Where’s Wallace?”

“He’s gone to the lower fields. There’s been a wolf in the fold. Three lambs are dead and a ewe badly injured. He took two men with their dogs.”

The servant returned, placed at tray in front of Will, and left.

“That’s unfortunate. We’re going to need every last one of the sheep.” Will picked up the cup of milk and tore off a piece of bread. Dipping it into the reach cream, he ate.

“It’s that bad?” Ellen’s frown marred her beauty. She ran a hand in circles over her swollen belly.

“Perhaps I’m being too dramatic.” He didn’t want to upset her. “Are you feeling well?”

“Just the babe. He kicks.” She laughed.

“Is it true you can feel it moving?” He looked at her stomach.

“True enough. Here, feel for yourself. He’s very busy this morn.” She took his hand and placed it on her belly. Under his palm, there was movement.

“Great God, Ellen!” He bent closer, his hand still rested on her. “There he goes again.” It was a miracle, this making life. “Does Wallace know about this?”

Her laughter did ring like silver bells. “Wallace spends most of his time with his hand and ear pressed to my belly. It’s most distracting.”

Will took his hand away. “Can he hear anything? Crying?”

“No, there’s no sound. But he swears he hears the heartbeat sometimes.” She rubbed herself and then rested her arms on the table. “How are you, Will?”

“I’ll live, unfortunately.” He gave her a wry grin.

She placed her hand over his. “Jackson will return to you. I know it. You’d know it, too, if you’d let yourself.”

“I worry. Something doesn’t feel right.” He shook his head. “I can’t explain it.”

“Have no fear. In a week’s time, he’ll ride through the gates, home to you.” She stood and left him to his meal.

He finished the bread and downed the last of the milk, then stood and went back to his work.

»»•««

Jon sat in the back row of the church and watched the service. The town’s small chapel was filled with villagers eager to attend their duke’s funeral. He watched Hugh at the front of the church, dressed in mourning garb, head bowed, as if he were truly grieved at the passing of his father.

Some may have suspected, but only he knew the truth of the duke’s death. His eyes wandered to the statue of Mary and the Christ child. The priest claimed that Jesus knew all their sins. Jon hung his head in shame as their painted eyes stared down at him.

He might be damned, but there was always confession and redemption. That was what he’d been taught. At ten and two, Jon’s parents had given him to the Church, but at fifteen, he’d been found with another boy and turned out by the priests into the streets.

The priest ended the liturgy and the procession trudged back up the hill to the keep, following the cart with the duke’s coffin. Hugh walked beside the horses, leading them. His Grace was to be buried next to his long dead wife just outside the walls of the keep, in the castle’s private graveyard where the hallowed dead of Baymore rested for all eternity.

Jon hung at the rear of the crowd. As the last shovel of dirt was tossed, the villagers dispersed. A good turnout, Jon noted. Not as good as a hanging, but this was not so exciting, he supposed. He’d never been to any of those public deaths. Although, the private ones he’d just seen had probably been just as hard and brutal. If he never saw another man die, he’d be content. Pulling his cloak about him, he shivered as he followed Hugh and a few of his arms men through the gates.

If he turned and ran, would Hugh’s men chase him down? Drag him back? Hugh would know—like God—and Jon would wind up in that cell, stretched between the stakes. Looking back over his shoulder, Jon watched the gates close behind him.

»»•««

Will looked out over the fields below the keep’s walls. Another day gone and no messenger. The sun hung just above the tree line and the eastern sky dimmed.

“No sign?” Wallace asked, as he joined his brother on the rampart.

A cold wind whipped Will’s hair around his head as he leaned on the stone. “None.” The fear had grown stronger as the day had passed. Now, it was all he could do to keep from rushing to the stable, saddling his horse, and flying down that damned road to Baymore.

“He’ll come.”

“I’ve finished the books. It’s not as bad as you thought, but it’s going to be hard. We’ll make it.” Will gave his brother a half smile.

“That’s good to know. I’ll start preparing the men. If we limit rations now, and fill our stocks and stores, we should make it through.” Wallace leaned next to Will and lowered his voice. “About Jackson.”

“What about him?”

“When he returns, he’s welcome to stay forever, if you and he agree to it.”

Will didn’t tell Wallace that he feared he’d never see Jackson again, through no fault of Jackson’s. “Thank you.” Will glanced at Wallace. “You don’t mind having my lover live with me?”

“In the past, you always filled your needs away from Holcombe. Now that you are home, discretion is even more important. There is danger to you, aye, but also to Ellen and myself for harboring you. As long as you keep your love to yourselves, keep it secret, then there should be no problem.”

Will grimaced. Even if Jackson returned, could they keep their love hidden to everyone at Holcombe? He doubted it. Perhaps Holcombe was not where they should live after all. In truth, no place was safe. Well, if Jackson didn’t return, then it wouldn’t matter.

“Keep it to ourselves? Like you and Ellen?” Will raised an eyebrow.

“What do you mean?” Wallace straightened.

“Why do you think I moved my room down the hall after the first week of your marriage, brother? It wasn’t for the view,” Will drawled.

“You heard us? You listened?” Wallace’s eyes widened and a flush rose in his cheeks.

“Heard you, aye. Listened, no. By the first week I couldn’t stand to hear your grunts any longer.” Will laughed. “The creaking of the bed and Ellen’s cries were too much for me.” Will’s voice rose in falsetto, “Wallace, oh God, Wallace!”

“Great God! Will, why didn’t you say something?” Wallace ran his hand over his reddening face.

“This is your keep, not mine. You have every right to make as much noise in it as you wish. Besides, once I moved the problem was solved.” Will shrugged.

Wallace looked out over the fields and cleared his throat. “Do you and he?”

“Make noise. Oh God…” Will laughed. “It’s just the same as a man and woman.”

“The same? How can it be? How do you…” Wallace’s voice broke into a cough.

“We make love, too, brother. We use our hands, mouths, and our rods.” Will’s gaze followed Wallace’s into the distance.

“Did you let him…”

“Fuck me? Oh, aye.” Will sighed. “I didn’t get to take him, but I’ve felt his mouth on my cock, just as you’ve felt Ellen’s mouth on yours.”

“You’re not supposed to know that,” Wallace growled. “Ellen would die of shame if she knew you knew.”

“I think between the two of you, there isn’t much you haven’t tried. You’re fortunate she’s so…adventurous.” Will’s shoulders shook with laughter as he slapped his brother on the back.

“I am. She’s a delight. I thank God every morn and eve for her.”

“I know, I’ve heard you. Every morn and eve.”

“Enough, Will, enough.” Wallace sobered. “I swear to treat Jackson as if he were… Bloody hell, Will, I don’t know what to call him. Your husband?” His face twisted as he tried to come to grips with the men’s relationship.

“I prefer companion. That’ll do as good as any other term, I suppose. And I promise to be discreet, uphold Holcombe’s honor and good name.”

Orange and red streaks colored the sky as the sun set. They climbed down from the walls and walked across the bailey.

“If you had been firstborn, Will, what would you have done?”

Will thought. “Married. Done my duty and produced an heir, I suppose.” He shrugged. Wrapping an arm around his brother’s shoulders, he said, “But it worked out just the way it was meant. You are firstborn, and you’ll give Holcombe many sons and daughters. Father will be proud of you.”

“He’s proud of you, also.”

“Only because he doesn’t know what I am. I treasure his love and respect, but I know one day it will end once he discovers the truth.”

Wallace was silent as they entered the great hall for the evening meal.

»»•««

Jackson woke. He lay curled on the cold stone floor in a corner of the cell. Pain surfaced in slow, certain waves. From his toes to his head, he ached. The flesh on his back burned, and with each small movement the blood that had dried there cracked, the welts split open and leaked.

Thirst gripped him like a band across his throat. How long had he been without water? He had no idea, but from the way his body felt and the fire in his throat, it had been days.

Hugh had at last tired of beating him and had unchained him. Since that first time, Hugh hadn’t raped him again. Small mercies from vengeful gods. The only mercy Jackson craved was death. At first, he’d wished for Will, but then realized that would place Will in the hands of that lunatic Hugh and that just wasn’t to be borne. The thought of Hugh touching Will made Jackson shake in impotent fury. There had been nothing he could do to help himself and there would be nothing he could do to protect Will.

The door opened. Jackson turned his head to see from his good eye. Two guards shuffled in. One held a bucket with a ladle. He dipped it into the bucket and held the ladle up to Jackson’s parched lips. The other stood in the door and held a crossbow pointed at Jackson as he gulped down as much water as the other would let him. After three ladleful’s, the man tossed the rest of the water at Jackson, the cool liquid sluicing over his body to rinse him. Without a word, they left and the door closed. Jackson watched the water puddle on the floor. He bent and like a dog, lapped what he could before it disappeared between the cracks in the stone floor.

Water, but no food. A man could starve in a few days, but if he had water, he could last weeks. Jackson’s eyes teared, the precious moisture wasted on his cheeks. He’d hoped that Hugh would grow bored and kill him. Jackson sat back on his heels and put his face in his hands.

No more. He prayed for an end to this hell. This was no way for a man to live, much less die. A mercenary should die with his sword in his hand on the battlefield, not like this. At least Will would never see him in this base condition, an animal, a half blind, pathetic creature.

Jackson shuddered at the false truth of this death. The only truths that would be remembered would be the most foul of lies. Will would believe Jackson had abandoned him. Will would believe Jackson had broken his oath. Will would believe Jackson had no honor. And Will would believe that Jackson hadn’t loved him.

He jerked his chin up. He’d never wept or cried out or screamed or begged, never given Hugh any satisfaction. It had become a matter of honor and pride for Jackson, and he clung to it like a babe to his mother’s teat. To lose them would be worse than death.

Jackson had thought he’d lost control, but realization gleamed in his eyes like faith in the eyes of pilgrims. There was one thing he still had control over.

His own life.

The next time the door opened and the guards entered, blind or not, he’d fight. Better to die like a man with an arrow through his chest than die like a broken and beaten beast.

»»•««

Will pulled on his boots, slipped a blade inside one, and stood. As he reached for his sword belt, a knock sounded on his door.

“Enter.”

Lady Ellen pushed open the door. “I bring the morning meal.” Carrying a tray, she placed it on the table and turned to him. “You’re up.”

“Aye.” He wore his best leathers and vest, a finely woven linen shirt with the crest of Holcombe embroidered on the collar, and his signet ring.

“And dressed.” Her eyebrows rose.

“Aye,” he said, as he tugged tight the belt. Going to a trunk, he threw it open, and pulled out a burgundy bundle. He shook it out, revealing a long velvet cloak.

“Will, aren’t those your finest things?” Ellen asked as she scanned him, her fists on her broad hips.

“Aye.” He wrapped the cloak over his shoulders with a flourish and pinned it closed with an enamel and gold broach.

“Stop saying aye and tell me what’s going on,” she fussed.

Will went to the table, took a slice of cheese, and looked down at her as he popped it into his mouth. “I’m going to Baymore.”

“After Jackson? Too impatient to wait for his messenger?”

“No. I can’t describe it, but something is wrong. I’ve had a building sense of dread these last few days. Last night I dreamed I was terribly late, only I couldn’t remember for what.” He shook his head. “I know it sounds odd, but Jackson needs me. I can’t wait any longer.”

“Then you must go to him. How can I help?” She came to him and touched his cheek.

“Can you braid my hair?” Will grinned. “I prefer it back when I know I’m going into a fight. It gets in the way.”

“A fight? Are you sure?” She bit her lip.

“If I know Hugh, it will come down to a battle between him and me. What form that struggle will take I don’t know, but I must be prepared.”

“All right.” She took a single tress of his long hair in her hand. “Here, sit at the table and eat while I work.”

Will sat. “My brush and comb are on the table.” As he ate, her nimble fingers pulled the hair back from the sides of his head and braided it down his back.

“That will do fine, thank you,” he said as she tied it off with a black velvet ribbon.

“What’s going on?” Wallace leaned in the doorway.

“I’m going to Baymore. Jackson needs me.” Will stood and faced him.

“Will.” Wallace shook his head. “How do you know?”

“I just do. I can feel him, brother. Somehow. He’s in terrible trouble.” Will looked into his brother’s face, a silent plea for understanding.

Wallace exhaled. “Then go. Either you’re right and can be of assistance, or you’re wrong and will look a fool. Do you want to take some men?”

“No, I don’t think our men, no matter how loyal they may be, would follow me to Baymore to rescue my male lover. They would be more likely to kill me along the way.” Will gave him a wry smile. “I must go alone.”

Wallace and Ellen exchanged worried looks and followed Will down the stairs, through the hall, and out the door to the bailey. His horse stood waiting, a groom holding its bridle.

Will swung up into the saddle then clasped his brother’s offered hand. “I pray I’m wrong, Wallace. If I am, I’ll return shortly. If I’m not…promise me you won’t go to Baymore if I don’t return. Leave it alone. Don’t let Baymore take any more from us.”

“I will avenge you,” Wallace swore.

“No, you won’t. You have Ellen and your child to think of—Father and our lands. You don’t know Hugh—he’s capable of anything, and I don’t mean to embroil you in a war. Swear to me.” Will, eyes intense, lips in a tight line, squeezed his brother’s hand.

Ellen stood next to Wallace and placed a hand on his arm. “Do it, Wallace.”

Gritting his teeth, Wallace gave in. “I swear it.” He released Will’s hand.

“Thank you.” With that guilt off his mind, Will gathered the reins, kicked his heels, and his horse bolted through the gates.


Chapter Twelve

Will rode to Baymore as if hell’s demons chased him. The desperate need to find Jackson before it was too late spurred him on. Whenever he rested his horse, he thought about his strategy. How he would approach the duke, what he would say to Jackson, and how he would act with Hugh. It kept him from going insane or driving his horse until it dropped beneath him.

In Will’s estimation, Hugh was the biggest barrier to the success of his mission. If anyone stood between him and Jackson, it would be Hugh. And Hugh had to be handled with utmost care. A false move or a misstep, and all would be lost.

Will refused to think that he would arrive and find Jackson dead.

At the town of Baymore, Will made his way through the high street toward the castle. It seemed a more prosperous place than he remembered and had grown larger than Holcombe, but Will noted with pride that it was not as well placed. There was no scenic river running nearby, as his home had, and the fields on the sides of the road weren’t as large or its crops as plentiful.

He reined his horse to the common trough at the inn and dismounted. Giving a nod to several old men sitting on benches, he poured out the water for his horse.

“Tell me, if you can. Have you seen a large man pass through here? About four days ago?” Will asked.

“There was such a man.” One of them nodded. Will’s heart quickened at the news.

“Did he go on to the castle?” Will glanced toward the keep.

“Aye. Asked about His Grace the Duke of Baymore.”

“Has he returned this way?” Will knew the answer to this, but hoped he might be wrong.

“Not that we’ve seen. No one has left the keep since the duke’s funeral.”

“His funeral?” Will’s head jerked around. “Baymore has died? When?”

“The same day as your friend’s arrival. The funeral was the next day. Not that I searched but I don’t recall seeing him there.” The old man’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Will.

“Nor did I, but he could have been,” said another of the men. “The whole town came out for it.”

“A hard man to miss, even in that crowd,” the first man replied. Will knew he was right. Jackson would have stood a head taller than any man there.

“What did the duke die of?” Will asked. If murder had been done, surely it would be known by one and all.

“Some say his son poisoned him.”

Will raised his brow at the suggestion.

“But the word from the castle is that the old duke’s heart gave out.” The old man spit on the ground. “Broken by that wretched son of his, no doubt about that.”

Will mounted and gave them a nod. “Thank you.” With a twitch of his reins, he turned his mare and kicked her into a trot. Whatever had happened at Baymore, Will doubted that these men had the true story. Hugh would never be so careless as to allow any tale abroad but the one he wanted told.

He approached the keep. Squaring his shoulders, he took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled. It would take every wit he possessed to best Hugh. He had counted on dealing with Hugh’s father, Duke Baymore, but now, with Hugh as duke, he had no idea what he’d find or what to do. This changed his plan of attack and there was no time to devise a new one. He’d have to take the curves in the road as they came. Will’s survival depended on how he presented himself to the new Duke of Baymore.

“Who goes?” someone called from the parapet.

“Lord William Holcombe. On His Grace the Duke of Holcombe’s business.” He pitched his voice loud, looked up at the man leaning over the wall, and gave him a fierce frown.

The gate opened and he rode into the courtyard. Not much had changed since he’d been here twelve years ago. An icy shudder raced through him, but he quelled it as his first opportunity for reconnoiter appeared. A young groom ran up to take his horse. Will dismounted, tossed him the reins, and followed him to the stables.

“You! Hold!” A voice shouted at him. Will turned, a haughty glare in his eyes, his chin up and lips in a tight, thin line. A guard strode toward Will with his hand on his sword in an unspoken challenge.

Will reached out and halted the boy. Giving the soldier a quick assessing glance he said, “I am Lord Holcombe. You will address me by my title.”

“My mistake, my lord.” The man responded to Will’s hauteur and gave him a low bow. “Where are you away?”

“I don’t usually answer to guards, but command them. If you must know, I go to see to my horse.”

“The lad can do that.”

“He can. But I value my animals highly and I always see that they are well cared for and properly bedded in their stalls. I’ve ridden hard this day and I will insure that the care my horse receives is to my standards.” Will arched his brow at the man, then looked down at the open-mouthed groom. With that, Will turned on his heel and gave the lad a push to get him started on his way.

“I will wait for you here, my lord.”

Without looking back, Will gave a dismissive wave of his hand and followed the groom. They entered the stable and Will began his inspection.

“I want fresh hay and a clean stall, boy,” he barked as he strode down the center of the wide barn, looking into stalls. “Don’t overfeed her. No more than a single ration of oats after she’s cooled down.”

“Aye, m’lord. I laid all the stalls with fresh hay this very morn.” The boy pulled Will’s mare to an empty stall, opened the door, and led her inside. Tying her off, he began to unsaddle the animal.

“Make sure she’s well brushed.” Will had almost reached the end when he found Jackson’s horse. The large bay’s head came over the door in greeting. “Here, groom. This is a fine horse. Is he the duke’s?”

The boy stepped out of the stall and squinted at Will. “Oh, that horse? No, he belongs to a visitor.”

“He must be a big man to ride such a huge animal.” Will scratched the bay’s nose, keeping his voice level.

“The biggest man I ever seen, m’lord.” Undisguised awe sounded in the boy’s voice as he stepped back into the stall to tend Will’s horse.

“Does he ride him every day?” Will held his breath.

“No, m’lord. He’s not been back to check on him since the first day,” the boy called from the stall. “Not even to retrieve his saddlebags. I still have them in the tack room with his saddle and such.”

Will closed his eyes and steadied himself. Whatever had happened to Jackson occurred the first day he arrived. The same day the duke had died. Was it before or after he’d spoken to the old man? Who would know? Hugh, certainly, but Will did not intend to ask Hugh.

Clearing his mind, Will felt the invisible rope that bound his heart to Jackson still held tight. Jackson lived, Will was sure of it. Why else did Will still breathe and his heart still beat?

“I’ll be back to check on her later.” Will left the stable and crossed the yard to the guard who stood waiting.

“Is all as you wish?” the man asked.

“It will do,” Will replied with a sniff.

“This way, Lord Holcombe.” The guard led him to the door of the castle as yet another guard opened it. Will paused and scanned the battlements, counting heads. More men marched its walks than at Holcombe. Did Hugh take extra precautions or was this was the normal state? Getting out would prove harder than getting in.

Will turned back and stepped across the threshold. For a moment, he was blinded as his eyes adjusted from daylight to the darkened hall. The large room stood empty, but a cheery fire burned in the hearth. The memory of he and Hugh naked under a quilt in front of the fire surfaced and his belly fluttered. He’d forgotten that until this moment.

“I’ll inform His Grace you have arrived.” The guard bowed out and climbed the stairs.

There was no time for fear, bitter memories, or regrets. Will strode to the fire, pulling off his riding gloves. Several chairs were gathered around the hearth, but Will remained standing. He flung his cloak over one shoulder, shifted his weight to one leg, and struck what he hoped would seem a careless pose. He hadn’t worn his finest clothes for naught or taken care to see to his hair looked its best. Hugh was a handsome man with a weakness for attractive men. Despite the stitches on his forehead, Will hoped he’d kept enough of his looks to intrigue Hugh and put him off his guard.

As Will waited, time seemed to creep by as slow as the longest of his worst nights. His mind went over all the possibilities that could have happened. He even entertained the most painful of them, that Jackson no longer wanted him.

“Lord William. It’s been a very long time.” Hugh’s velvet voice slid up Will’s spine and lodged in his mind, setting loose a belly trembling memory of the past, when all Will had ever needed was to spend every night in Hugh’s bed.

Will turned to face his former lover. “At last, you are Duke of Baymore.” Their eyes locked as Hugh advanced. Will had been a fool to come here. What had made him think he was a match for this man?

Hugh was truly magnificent, there was no denying it. Dressed in black leather that clung to his muscled body, Hugh moved like a cat, lean and graceful. Coming to within an arm’s length of Will, Hugh stopped and tilted his head. He exuded desire as his heated gaze traveled over Will’s body from boot to head, and then rested on Will’s face.

One dark eyebrow lifted. “You’ve been injured?” Hugh’s lips parted and the very tip of his pink tongue darted out and made a slow swipe across his lips as if Will were a morsel he wanted to taste. Will remembered how that tongue had felt against his skin and he could not restrain his cock from responding.

“It’s nothing, Hugh.” Might as well start with no pretenses between them. It was too late for formal titles. After all, they’d committed sins that had damned them, and crimes punishable by death.

Hugh walked a slow circle around Will, assessing him. “I never thought I’d see you again, William.” There was a soft smile on his lips but a dark glimmer in his eyes.

“And I you. But here we are.” Will shrugged as if bored and stuffed his gloves into his vest. “My father sent me with his condolences on the death of your father. His Grace is unable to travel these days.”

“Our fathers have outlived their time and use, it seems.”

“My father’s time and use are still of value to me, Hugh. Judge not everyone by your thoughts,” Will drawled.

“My William bites.” Hugh placed his hands on his hips and grinned.

“I am not ‘your William’ and no longer an unformed youth, unaware of his own mind.”

“No, I can see that. You have grown into a fine man, William. My lord Holcombe.” Hugh gave him a small bow. Will did not return the courtesy.

Best not to seem too eager to please or repel. “Now that I have delivered his message, I take my leave.” Will turned away from Hugh.

“So soon? Stay William. Take the evening meal with me. We’ll talk before the fire. Tonight, rest here and then return to Holcombe in the morn.” Hugh’s velvet voice sounded so reasonable.

Will hesitated. “I planned on staying at the inn.”

“Then, I must insist.” Hugh smiled. “For old time’s sake.”

“If for old time’s sake, I should leave right now.” Will’s lips made a small upturn, as if a memory had let the smile escape. A night in Baymore might be a dangerous thing but it would give him the opportunity to search for Jackson. “However, I rode hard and my horse needs the rest. I will stay.” He gave Hugh a nod.

“Good.” Hugh slapped his hands together. “I’ll show you to your room. You can rest until the evening meal is served.”

Hugh led him up the stairs and down a hall to a door. “This room is just down from my room. In case you might need anything during the night.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Will drawled. “Are all the rooms on this floor taken? Have you had many guests for your father’s funeral?”

“No. There is my room, my father’s, which still holds his things, and three other rooms.” He pointed down the hall. “The one there is occupied.” He gave a sly smile.

“By?” Will asked, as he leaned against the wall.

“My current lover.” Hugh’s eyes met Will’s. “I’ll introduce you to him shortly.”

“Current? Have you plans to replace him?” Will pushed off the wall.

Hugh opened the door to the room and stepped aside. “No. For now, he pleases me. But there is no knowing when someone else might come along to garner my interest.”

Will stepped inside, turned, and put his hand on the doorframe to block Hugh from entering the room. “You always were fickle, Hugh. That has always been your greatest weakness.” Will grinned and closed the door, shutting Hugh out.

Closing his eyes, Will leaned against the door and held his breath to steady himself. Why did he feel at such a loss around Hugh? So on edge? So damned aroused? The air between them had crackled as if they’d stood in the center of a midsummer storm, its lightning flashing around them. Will cursed his body’s response, but goddamn Hugh could give a dead man a cockstand.

Once Will’s heart slowed, he gazed about the room. “That bastard,” Will swore. His eyes narrowed as his ire rose. Hugh had put Will in the same room he’d stayed in all those years ago. It seemed Hugh played games also.

Will wouldn’t complain. If he let it be known he was bothered by the room, he could look weak—if he didn’t complain it would seem as if he didn’t care or better, didn’t remember. As in chess, one move countered your opponent’s move.

At least the room was well appointed. Fine linens covered the bed and the rugs were thick underfoot. A desk and chair stood in one corner near a window. Will strode to the window, threw open the shutter, and looked out. He would have to send someone to the stable for his saddlebags, but for now that could wait.

Unfastening his cloak, he tossed it on the bed as he paced the room. At the chair, he halted and fell into it. What should he do? His first instinct was to leave the room and search the castle but that would be unwise. Being caught would do him no good and if he suffered the same fate as Jackson, what chance would there be for rescue?

Will leaned back, closed his eyes, and tried to remember the layout of the castle. With two floors above ground, there was only one place Jackson could be housed. The cellars. Not true dungeons, they were a small underground complex that had been used for storing vegetables, wine, and old furniture. He’d only been down there once or twice to retrieve a few of Hugh’s favorite bottles and didn’t recall seeing any cells.

Nevertheless, cells could be built. Brick and mortar could be brought in, and a simple wine cellar could become a dungeon.

He stretched out his legs in an effort to rest, but his mind refused to slow. It raced at full gallop with no end of the finish line in sight. His body twitched to have some purpose, to take some action. He pressed a hand against his thigh to stop his leg from bouncing.

A sharp knock on the door brought him to his feet. Damn, he was as nervous as a young colt. It was this place and his memories of Hugh.

Will strode to the door and opened it.


Chapter Thirteen

“I thought you might be lonely, so I brought a friend.” Hugh pushed his way into the room. With a flourish, he pulled a young man from behind him.

As Will shut the door, he judged Hugh’s lover at no more than eighteen, perhaps less. Small, lithe, with white blond hair and pale blue eyes, he was everything Hugh found exciting.

“Your taste in lovers hasn’t changed, I see. Still prefer them young and pretty.” Will reached out, cupped the man’s chin, and raised it to look into his eyes.

Hugh waited for Will’s approval, it seemed. How odd that Hugh should seek the approval of a man he had once used and tossed away as worthless. No doubt the same fate would await this young fellow. Pity—he was indeed pretty.

“And you, Will? Still prefer your men big and strong?” Hugh grinned.

Will’s eyes flicked to Hugh. “I wasn’t aware I had a preference. Opportunity and willingness are usually enough for me.” Will still held the delicate, pointed chin. Such full red lips and sad pale eyes. Will searched deeper into them. No, not sad. Frightened.

“He’s sweet, I promise you. Care for a taste?” Hugh’s hands rested on his lover’s slim shoulders, holding him in place between them.

“What is your name?” Will asked, since Hugh had not formally introduced him. That rudeness was so like Hugh, to treat his lover as if he were naught but a toy.

“Jon,” he answered with a quick lick of his lips and a flash of a shy smile.

“Well, Jon. May I kiss you welcome?”

Jon’s eyes widened. “Aye, m’lord,” he whispered.

Will locked eyes with Hugh, not Jon, as he leaned down. Hugh’s dark eyes widened. Will saw the arousal in them. As his lips brushed Jon’s, Will closed his eyes. Soft as a feather pillow, Jon’s full lips cushioned his mouth.

Pressed between the two older men, Jon moaned and leaned into the kiss, but was held back by Hugh’s hands. Will’s tongue slipped inside and met Jon’s as Will tasted him. Jon might have been sweet, but it was ashes to Will. Breaking the kiss, Will straightened and looked into Hugh’s eyes.

“He trembles at your touch, William,” Hugh whispered.

“Does that surprise you? I have made many men tremble.”

Hugh’s eyebrow rose. “You have learned much these last ten years.”

“Twelve years.” Will stepped back.

“Take him if you want him.” Hugh’s hands released Jon.

“Have you never learned, Hugh?” Will shook his head. “Lovers are not toys to be played with or passed amongst your friends at whim.”

“Don’t spout morals at me, William. I can see your desire for Jon.”

“And I can see yours.” Will had to think fast. He was getting in too deep. He’d had no plans to let this play go any further, but he wanted to gain the upper hand with Hugh. Would taking Jon betray Jackson, if only to learn Jackson’s fate or help find him? There had to be another way.

“My tastes have changed.” Will shrugged, strode to the chair, and sat. He leaned back, spread his legs wide, and placed his hands on his thighs. “I won’t take him, but I will watch you.”

Hugh straightened. Will heard the sharp intake of Hugh’s breath. “You wish to watch? You surprise me, William.”

“I surprise myself at times,” Will drawled.

Looking into Jon’s eyes, Will saw doubt. He had no wish to harm the young man. After all, he’d been in the same position once. But Will had refused to be a toy or to share Hugh with another. Jon had no such strength, it seemed. Yet, there was something about the young man that gave Will pause.

“Remove his shirt and thumb his nipples,” Will ordered.

Hugh’s lips parted as if to protest, then closed. Standing behind Jon, Hugh’s hands reached around, grabbed the edge of Jon’s shirt, and pulled it over his head. Jon’s chest was pale and hairless, his nipples pink as the bud of a new rose, his stomach lean.

Altogether a tempting sight. Hugh’s arms wrapped around Jon’s chest, hands splayed, fingers caressed, until his thumbs found their targets. Jon sighed as his buds became hard points under Hugh’s touch.

“Kiss his shoulders.” Will spread his fingers and pressed his hand into his thigh to keep it from fisting. It aroused him to have such control over the lovers. He didn’t want to let it show, but if this went on for long, arousal would be hard to deny.

Hugh’s head fell forward, his eyes locked on Will as his black hair cascaded over Jon’s pale skin. Those two bodies were a beautiful and terrible contrast. Jon’s small, delicate frame and Hugh’s larger powerful body. Jon’s pale skin and eyes, and Hugh’s dark hair and eyes. Jon’s soft vulnerability and Hugh’s harsh ruthlessness.

Jon’s head fell to the side as Hugh’s lips made their way from shoulder to neck, over Jon’s throat to end at his earlobe. Hugh’s fingers continued to work Jon’s nipples.

“He’s beautiful, Hugh. Tell him.”

Hugh’s dark eyes still held Will’s. “You’re right. He is beautiful and he tempts me each time I see him.” His tongue laved Jon’s cheek.

“Don’t tell me, I see his beauty. Tell him.”

Hugh paused. “You are so beautiful, Jon,” he whispered.

Jon’s eyes shuttered. Will wondered how often Jon had heard those words from Hugh. He’d hear more, if Will had anything to do with it.

“Move your hands to his belly, but don’t touch his cock.”

Hugh’s hands slid lower, his fingers passing just under Jon’s waistband. Jon’s cock was at full stand, a long, slender lump beneath the loose woolen breeches he wore.

“Touch him with the tips of your fingers.”

Eyes closed, Hugh kissed Jon’s neck and obeyed Will’s instructions. Jon gasped as Hugh’s fingers brushed against his swollen member.

Even though Will couldn’t see Hugh’s rod, hidden by Jon, it had to be straining by now. His was. Will longed to stroke himself. This game had taken him prisoner also. He took a deep breath in a vain attempt to control himself.

“Untie his laces. Slowly.”

Hugh’s hands found the strings and began working them as his eyes locked with Will’s. Damn, the intensity of Hugh’s stare tore through Will, puckering his nipples and his ass. Determined not to fall into Hugh’s trap, Will shot back a look that he hoped smoldered.

By the parting of Hugh’s lips, Will knew he’d hit his mark.

Jon’s pants fell to the floor. Hugh pushed down the cotton trews Jon wore and freed his rod. Jutting upward, it was as pale and pretty as Jon was. Slender, yet long, its shaft was only a few shades darker than Jon’s skin, but its full head blushed with blood. Desire leapt in Will. Jon’s rod looked truly delicious, as if it were some candied treat he wanted to taste.

“His rod is as pretty as he is, is it not?”

“Beautiful. And so sweet tasting.” Hugh ran his tongue around his lips, tempting Will. To give in would be utter madness. But Will had not lost his reason. Always, in the back of his mind, Jackson stood waiting.

Will spread his knees farther apart, displaying proof of his own endowment and let his hand slide upward to rest on the crease where his thigh met his loins. He rubbed his thumb over the bulge.

Jon stared at Will, his eyes wide, his pupils large and dark. As the lovers watched, Will ran his tongue over his bottom lip. There was no mistaking Hugh’s widening eyes or Jon’s shuddering sigh.

Hugh’s hands reached for Jon’s cock.

“I didn’t tell you to take it, did I?” Will drawled.

Hugh hissed and withdrew his hand. Jon whimpered and thrust his hips forward as if seeking even glancing relief. His cock rose, almost lying flat against his belly. Surrounding its base, blond hair curled like the soft white down of a duckling. A faint line of hair rose upward, faded, then disappeared at his navel. The hair on Jon’s thighs was just as fair and seemed to shimmer as if his legs were dusted with silver.

“Now you can touch him.”

Hugh lost not a moment in securing his grasp on that slender appendage and Jon cried out at being held, his backside pushing against Hugh’s loins. Hugh bent his knees, his hips adjusted against Jon’s ass. He stroked, his hand gliding in familiar rhythm up and down as Will watched. For long moments, all three men were locked in the grasp of mutual arousal, until Will could stand it no more.

“On your knees, Hugh.”

Jon groaned. Hugh shot Will a look, eyes narrowed, his lips twisted in a smirk.

“Jon, turn and face Hugh.”

Jon obeyed without hesitation, his hands balled into fists that pressed into his lean hips. He stood at rigid attention, awaiting instructions with all the concentration of a well-trained soldier. Will had no doubt he could march Jon off a cliff if he’d wanted.

Hugh hadn’t moved. A low growl rumbled in his throat.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t been on your knees before that sweet rod.”

Hugh smiled, showing bared teeth. “Many times.”

“Then kneel.” Will flicked his hand in a gesture of encouragement as one side of his mouth turned up in a grin.

If he could get Hugh on his knees, perhaps he could win this battle of sexual wits. Will wanted to best Hugh —inflame his desire, then deny him. It was selfish, Will knew it, but he couldn’t help himself from seeking a taste of revenge. Will’s cock throbbed, an aching sweetness that filled him with desire, but not for Jon or for Hugh.

He wanted Jackson and only Jackson.

Will swallowed as Hugh kneeled, sitting back on his boot heels, his hands rested on his thighs, as he waited for Will to tell him what to do.

Jon’s cock stood at attention. He glanced at Hugh and reached toward him.

“Don’t touch Hugh.”

Jon’s hands fell back to his sides.

“Hugh. Give Jon’s cock a thorough licking.”

Taking Jon’s rod in his hand, Hugh extended his tongue and took a slow swipe over the swollen head. Jon’s eyes squeezed shut as his body shuddered. His hands clenched open and closed at his sides, and his legs trembled.

Not being able to touch was as controlling as being told when, how, and where to touch. This control, this power Will wielded over these two men, intoxicated him as if he’d drunk far too much wine and believed he could do anything. He floated on a hazy cloud of lust, desire, and power that threatened to betray his ultimate mission.

Will fought his way out of the fog. Concentrating on the task at hand, he struggled to remember why he played this game and what was at stake if he lost.

Hugh lapped at Jon’s rod, his pink tongue wrapping around it, bathing the shaft in his moisture until it glistened. His hand held it up as he tasted the underside, tracking the thick vein as it rose to meet the head.

“Suck his stones.”

Without hesitation, Hugh moved lower, took one side of Jon’s sac into his mouth, and pulled away. The skin stretched, then with a pop, Hugh released it. Jon cried out, his fingers pulled at his own nipples as he fought not to bury them in Hugh’s ebony mane.

Hugh repeated his torture of Jon’s sac, moving from one side to the other as Jon wept and his legs shuddered at what incredible pleasure Will could only guess. When Hugh finally ceased and sat back, Jon collapsed to the floor. Hugh sat between Jon’s legs, bent at the knees and spread out as if they were the wings of some fallen angel.

“Suck him.”

Jon groaned and his hips thrust forward in a slow roll, primed to the basic rhythm built into every man. His cock slapped against his belly, stiff as a pole, demanding his lover’s attention.

Hugh sighed as he gazed down on Jon. For the first time, Will saw a flicker of something more than just lust in Hugh’s eyes. Could it be some tenderness? But in a blink it was gone, replaced by the unmistakable look of heated lust.

Bending over, Hugh took Jon’s rod in his hand, while his other hand massaged Jon’s thigh. Mouth open wide, he took Jon deep into his throat. As his head pulled up, the sides of his cheeks hollowed with the force of his sucking.

“God, oh God,” Jon cried out. His hands raked over his body and found his nipples again. Jon pinched, pulled, and ringed them until they were hard, reddened nubs.

Will watched as Hugh’s head rode up and down on Jon’s shaft. His own shaft lengthened, held captive behind his leathers, and begged its need to be sucked. Every so often, he spotted Hugh’s tongue as it wrapped around the shaft, then disappeared as Hugh sucked the engorged head. The wet sounds of his mouth and the soft moans that vibrated from Hugh’s throat told Will that Hugh was lost in the moment.

“Jon, you can touch Hugh now.”

Jon’s hands shot out and buried themselves in Hugh’s hair. Moaning, whimpering, Jon thrust his hips with rapid spasms as he lost control.

“I’m coming!” Jon cried out.

“Take him, Hugh. Swallow it down.”

Frenzied, Jon fucked Hugh’s mouth. His grip on Hugh’s head never lessened as he held on, searching, reaching for his release. For his part, Hugh’s attack on Jon’s rod never halted, the strength of his sucking never faltered as he brought his lover to orgasm. Jon shouted out Hugh’s name as his hips rose off the floor. Back arched, eyes closed, Jon gave his cream to Hugh.

Will almost spilled in his breeches.

The only sound in the room was the hard breathing of the three men. Jon lay on the floor, eyes closed, tears leaking from their corners. Hugh, his chest heaving, sat back on his heels as his tongue licked the last of Jon’s cream from his lips. Will struggled to control his panting, forcing his hands to lie still on his thighs.

One man had been satisfied. Two men left.

Hugh’s hungry gaze rose to meet Will’s in an unspoken promise of who would be next.

Jon rolled to his side and pushed himself up, his rod limp against his thigh.

“Jon, put on your clothes, and the both of you get out.”

Hugh’s head jerked. He glared at Will. Will’s lip curled up on one side.

The two men stood. Jon slipped into his clothes. The impressive outline of Hugh’s hard cock showed against the black leather he wore. His narrowed eyes never left Will, who was sprawled in the chair.

Jon tied off his laces and turned to leave. Hugh strode to the door and jerked it open.

“Jon, come here,” Will commanded.

Jon padded across the room to Will.

“May I give you a kiss goodbye?”

Falling to his knees, Jon shuffled between Will’s legs and placed his hands on Will’s thighs as he leaned forward. Cradling Jon’s head in his hands, Will took Jon’s mouth with a savage kiss, his tongue delving past Jon’s lips to taste his sweetness. As Will broke away, Jon whispered, “Help me.”

Will tilted Jon’s head and trailed a kiss or two to his ear. “After dinner. Here.”

Then they separated. As Jon rose, his hand brushed against Will’s erection and a flash of pleasure coursed through Will.

Hugh’s furious glare spoke of pain, agony, death. Will fought the urge to laugh. Did Hugh expect a kiss? Hugh may have wanted that and more from him, but Will would die in a cold field before he’d let Hugh touch him.

Jon scurried out the door.

“William, you will dine with me tonight. Alone. In my room,” Hugh growled and left, slamming the door behind him.

Will stood, walked to the bed, and fell onto it. Then, he untied his laces. Closing his eyes, he pictured Jackson and sought rough, rapid relief.


Chapter Fourteen

Will dressed for dinner with Hugh. Removing his vest, he pulled out the string that closed his shirt. As he gazed into the mirror, he assessed what he saw reflected. The braid that held his hair back emphasized his blue eyes, but his long hair was one of his best features. It certainly pleased Jackson. Will smiled.

For Jackson, he reached behind and undid the braid until almost all his hair hung free. Soft waves embedded from the braid rippled through the blond locks. Running his hand over his chin, he considered shaving, but that might be too much preening. He didn’t want to appear as if he cared how attractive Hugh found him.

All he wanted from Hugh was information about Jackson, and he was determined to get it. If not from Hugh, then perhaps from Jon. His hushed plea had sent shivers down Will’s spine. What the hell was going on here to make Hugh’s lover beg him for help?

The only reason Will had agreed to see Jon was because he’d been here when Jackson arrived. Chances were he knew just as much about what had happened as Hugh, and Jon might be more easily persuaded to tell it. Hell, Will knew he could charm the young man into telling him anything, but he didn’t wish to use Jon as Hugh had.

It was night now and the lantern light played his shadow on the nearby wall. The knock would come soon and he’d have to attend Hugh alone in his room. The bed would be right there.

Will snorted.

When had he and Hugh ever needed a bed to fuck in?

They’d fucked all over this castle, from the battlements at midnight to against the wall of the hall outside his door in the dawn. Hugh loved flaunting his sins, and the more risk of being caught, the more exciting for Hugh, and the better to shock his father.

Now, there was no one to shock and no one to hold Hugh in check. What would Baymore be reduced to with him in charge? Not his business, Will told himself. What happened inside the walls of a keep could be kept a secret, but only with discretion. Will knew that from living at Holcombe.

Hugh had no discretion, only immense self-importance.

Will shook his head and his hair fell about his shoulders. There. Good enough. Any more and it would be too obvious. Will had never really practiced the art of seduction—he’d relied on finding willing partners in his travels.

Hugh drew men to him as moths flew to a fire, especially young men. Hugh was a master at seduction. The heated look, the soft touch, the sweet words. Will remembered his own fall into that sweet pit and swore it would never happen again. It would be a careful line he’d walk tonight. One misstep and he could find himself in deadly trouble.

The rap came. Will stood, took a deep breath, and walked to the door. He opened it and looked at the young page standing in the hall.

“His Grace wishes you to join him for the evening meal. In his room.” The lad held out his hand to guide Will to Hugh’s room.

“I know where it is, lad.” Will stepped out and made his way down the hall with the page right behind him. He stopped at the door and let the boy open it.

Will stood in the doorway, crossed his arms, and leaned his hip against the frame. “I hope your cook is as good as the one at the inn.”

Hugh stood near a small table with his back to the door and answered without turning around. “He is. One thing my father actually did right.” Hugh turned and their eyes met.

Will felt the jolt to his bones. He wasn’t the only one who had dressed for the meal. Hugh wore only his leather breeches and a long white silken robe over it. The robe was unfastened, the belt ends hung, exposing Hugh’s chiseled chest and rippled belly. In the soft light of the lantern, Hugh’s hair shone blue-black. He was not a subtle man.

Will sauntered into the room. He was no longer an impressionable youth, infatuated with an older, more experienced man. Hugh may be older, but Will’s experience certainly matched his former lover’s. Reaching the table, Will leaned past Hugh and scanned the meal. He chose a small potato, popped it into his mouth, and chewed.

“Well?” Hugh raised an eyebrow.

“Delicious.” Will pulled out the chair and sat.

Hugh sat across from him and poured their wine.

“Not too much for me.” Will smiled.

“Afraid you’ll get drunk and I’ll have my way with you?” Hugh smirked.

“No. Have you forgotten you’ve already had your way with me? It didn’t suit you.” Will picked up his goblet and took a sip. “It’s good.”

“From my vineyard.”

Will noticed the ease in which Hugh called Baymore his, as if it were an old slipper worn for years. “Another thing your father did well.”

“Touché, William.” Hugh nodded. “I didn’t remember if you like duck,” he tossed off. Duck was Will’s favorite and at one time, Hugh had known that.

“Duck is fine.” Will shrugged. They both played their parts well, affecting the disinterest and boredom of the nobility.

Hugh placed a small roasted duck on Will’s charger as Will raked several potatoes onto it. There was a plate with a wedge of cheese and a loaf of bread. Pulling his blade from his boot, Will sliced a hunk of cheese off and placed it on his plate, then slipped the knife back.

The men ate. Blue eyes watched brown ones as teeth bit and tore meat from bones, tongues swiped juices from lips and chins, fingers were slowly sucked clean, but not a word was spoken until the last bite had been finished.

“The meal was fair.” Will gave Hugh a tilt of his head.

“I hope dessert will be better.” Hugh smiled as he leaned back in the chair, arm hooked over the back, his chest displayed. Dark, tight nipples sat on top of the sharp planes of his chest. A scattering of black hair covered the space between them and trailed invitingly down to his navel. A weaker man didn’t stand a chance against him.

“What do you plan on serving?” Will ran his finger around the rim of his goblet.

“That depends on you.” Hugh raised his cup toward Will, then sipped.

Will sat back, tossed his head, sending his mane cascading over his shoulder as his gaze raked Hugh’s body.

“Tell me of your father, Hugh. Had he been ill long?”

Hugh rolled his eyes. “Aye, for some time. But the physician ordered him to bed only a month ago. He had been worsening ever since.”

“The talk in town is that you poisoned him,” Will said, watching for Hugh’s reaction.

Hugh laughed. “Do you think I would be so foolish?”

“To poison your father?” Will raised an eyebrow.

“To let it be suspected.” Hugh smirked.

“Are you denying the rumor is completely false?”

“Completely.” Hugh waved his hand in the air, as if brushing away the rumors. “What else did the villagers say about me?”

“That Baymore died of a broken heart and that you broke it,” Will said.

Hugh stared into his wine goblet. “If that were true, he would have died seventeen years ago when he found me out. I have been a disappointment to him ever since. Not that I could please him prior to his knowledge of my lovers.” Hugh tossed the remainder of his wine down his throat.

For a long moment, both men were silent.

Will cleared his throat. “Did many of the neighboring nobles attend his funeral? It happened so quickly after his death, we only received word yesterday.” Will shrugged.

“No. As you said, it happened suddenly.” Hugh leaned back. “I saw no point in waiting.”

“So there were no visitors?”

“None.”

“How sad.” Will looked at Hugh. “For your father to not be attended.”

“He was lucky I was there,” Hugh sneered. “Of course, I was the last person he would have wanted in attendance.”

“No, there was never any love lost between the two of you.” Will shook his head.

“Not like you, William. You still have your father’s esteem and love?”

“I have given him no reason to rescind it,” Will replied.

“Does he know you are a sodomite?” Hugh challenged him. “That you fuck men and that you let them fuck you? That you get on your knees to suck their cocks?” His gaze bored into Will’s as he spit the words out.

“He does not know that, yet.” Will glanced across the room. The bed stood against the wall, hung with thick, dark red velvet draperies. One panel was held back with a golden cord, exposing mounds of pillows, inviting Will to take his ease amongst them.

“And when he learns of it?”

Will shrugged. “I pray his love for me will hold, and that no matter whom I prefer as a lover, it will not discolor my honor in his eyes.”

Hugh’s head fell back as he laughed. “Oh William. You delight me. Honor.” He sobered and his brows drew together. “You always were the better man between the two of us.”

“But you were the most handsome.” Will raised his goblet to Hugh in a toast.

“Well, that’s true.” He leaned forward and his voice softened. “But you, William, hold a special charm, even now.”

A chill ran through Will at his words. Damn, Hugh was a brilliant seducer. If Will hadn’t suspected that Hugh had killed his father and possibly killed Jackson, he knew he might have found himself in Hugh’s arms within the night.

Hugh stood, scraping back the chair. “May I speak freely?”

“When have you ever held your tongue?” Will laughed, but his stomach clenched.

“Jon is sweet, indeed. But he is a child.” Hugh shrugged. “I want a man in my bed.”

“I’m sure you could find one, if you could just keep your hands off the lads,” Will drawled.

Hugh chuckled. “Well, I do admit a certain fondness for youth. Perhaps I search for my own lost youth in them.” He shrugged. “No, I mean, I want someone to rule Baymore with me.”

“A bold thought for you, sharing power. This someone? Do you mean to have a lifelong companion? Or another lover subject to your whims but not your love?”

“Like you were, you mean.”

“You don’t miss much, Hugh. You threw me out once, why not again?”

Hugh sighed. “I was a fool.”

“I loved you,” Will said. “You told me that you loved me.”

Hugh’s eyes searched the ceiling of his room. “I was wrong to mislead you, William.”

“So, now you’re going to tell me you love me?” Will snorted.

“No, I won’t lie. Not love—but desire, want, crave. I need a man such as you to stand at my side. A nobleman, such as myself. You and I both know a commoner might be fine for a quick fuck, but not to represent Baymore, not to stand by our sides.” Hugh stepped behind Will and took a tress of Will’s hair in his hand. “You are the man I seek.” He bent over, brought the tress to his nose, and inhaled the scent of Will’s hair.

Will took several slow breaths before speaking. His eyes leveled across the room. Damn, Hugh had placed him in this seat just so he could stare at the bed all evening.

“I might be flattered by such an offer.” Will pushed his chair back, forcing Hugh to move to the side. Will stood and slipped from behind the table. The tress slid from between Hugh’s fingers as Will pulled away. “What about your current lover, Jon?”

“You seemed interested enough in him. We would keep him as long as you wished.”

“Like a pet we’d share? Where does that leave him?”

“Better than living on the street where I found him. What say you?” Hugh’s dark eyes held Will in their grip.

Will swallowed. His heart pounded as if he were a frightened rabbit and the fox’s nose was shoved down his bolt hole. This was certainly a surprising turn of events. A tactic to throw him off or some deluded truth? Will didn’t care which. He just needed to get out of this room. All the air had left and he struggled to breathe.

Will took another step back. “That I need to sleep on it.” If Hugh took him in his arms, would he be able to tell Will was repulsed? Was it repulsion or arousal? There was a fine distinction, to be sure. That he was frightened, most certainly. Will inhaled and took stock of his feelings.

He would betray Jackson and himself if he allowed Hugh to touch him.

“Would you take your sleep here?” Hugh’s brow rose as his gaze flicked to his bed.

“In my room.” Will watched Hugh’s smile fall. “For tonight.” He walked to the door and shifted the latch. “In the morn, Hugh.”

“William?” In a few quick strides, Hugh stood directly in front of Will.

Will flattened to the door, feeling the hard wood against his back and looked across into Hugh’s eyes. Even though they were the same height and nearly the same weight, Hugh had always seemed the larger man, or at least, Will had always felt smaller in comparison.

Hugh raised his hand and slid his fingers over Will’s jawline as his thumb brushed Will’s bottom lip. A shiver ran through Will and he swallowed hard, unable to look away, like a bird frozen by the gaze of a snake.

“I could please you in so many ways tonight, William.” Hugh’s warm breath played across Will’s face as Hugh leaned closer, lips parting in preparation to take Will in a kiss. Will inhaled and his sac tightened at the scent that poured off Hugh—a potent male musk that promised pleasure.

Will hung suspended over a dark chasm as Hugh drew near. Will feared he’d give in once Hugh’s lips touched his. Feared he would betray the man he loved. Feared that he was nothing more than what he’d been those years ago, a whore who would take any abuse as long as Hugh fucked him.

Will pulled his head from Hugh’s grip. He was not that young or foolish anymore.

And he would never be Hugh’s whore again.

“I said, in the morn.” With that, Will opened the door and slipped out.

He had to slow his steps to his room. Fleeing down the hall like a frightened maiden wouldn’t do.

Once in his room, he shut the door and walked to the table. Will lit the lantern, toed off his boots, and pulled his shirt over his head.

“I couldn’t wait. I hope you don’t mind.”

Will spun at the soft voice. Jon sat on the bed, his arms wrapped around his knees, pale hair falling over his shoulders and looking as if he were so much younger than the eighteen years he claimed.

Heaving a great sigh, Will slumped into the chair. “You startled me.”

“Keep your voice down,” Jon whispered. “Come sit on the bed so we can talk in quiet.” He patted the bed.

Will rose and sat next to Jon. Using a finger, he brushed a lock of hair from Jon’s face. “Now, what’s all this about needing my help?”

Jon looked up into Will’s face, his lips pursed in a petulant smile. “Kiss me welcome, my Lord William.”

Will smiled, leaned forward, and kissed him. Jon sighed as Will sat back. “Tell me.”

Jon’s eyes darted to the door. “Where is Hugh?” His voice was pitched very low.

“In his room, I suppose. That’s where I left him.”

“Did the two of you fuck?” Jon sounded almost hopeful.

“No.”

“But, he wants you, I could tell.” Jon frowned.

“Hugh wants everything he sees. It doesn’t mean he’ll get it.”

Jon rested his chin on his knees. “I wish I were as strong as you.”

“Jon, I was young once and I know the strength of Hugh’s attraction. Now, we don’t have much time and I have things to attend to. What did you need?”

“Take me with you when you leave.”

“You can leave at any time.”

“I can’t.” Jon shook his head. “I’ve seen too much.” Now, his eyes took on the deep fear Will had seen before in them.

“What have you seen?” Will took Jon’s arm in a tight grip. “Tell me, Jon. Did you see a man, a stranger, the day the old duke died? He would have been a big man.”

Jon nodded, his lips clamped tight shut.

“Where is he? What happened to him?” Will almost shook the man to get the answer from him.

“He’s captured.”

Will’s heart soared and plummeted in the same moment.

“Tell me exactly what happened.” Will leaned close as they whispered. His heart beat in his throat like some living thing he’d swallowed but couldn’t choke down.

“I was in my room. Hugh came in and used the spy hole. My room sits next to the old duke’s. He put me there to irritate the old man.” Jon shook his head. “Hugh listened for a while and got very upset, but I didn’t hear. Then he searched the room for a weapon and found some old mallet.”

Will felt his stomach flip in dread.

“He waited until they passed and then he…” Jon paused and swallowed. Tears filled his eyes as he turned them toward Will.

“He what? Take a breath and tell me.” He petted Jon’s hair in reassurance as if he were a child.

“I went to the door. The big man was lying on the floor. There was blood on the side of his head. I saw Hugh strike the old warder in the chest with the mallet. I heard…” A sob broke from his chest as he hugged himself and rocked. “Then Hugh ordered the guards to take the big man to the cell.”

“In the cellars?”

Jon nodded. “Hugh went to His Grace’s room and I went to the warder. He had been nice to me.” Jon shrugged. “He was dying.” Jon gulped air. “He told me of a paper. He said to find it and hide it and use it later.”

“Then what?”

“I went back to my room and opened the spy hole.” Jon’s body trembled. His voice dropped so low Will could barely hear him. “Hugh killed his father. With a pillow over the old man’s face.” Tears spilled over his cheeks as he dissolved into sobs.

Will pulled the young man into his arms and held him. Hugh had killed two men, perhaps Jackson, too. No wonder Jon was so frightened. “Jon, does he know you saw him?”

“No, but if he finds out, he’ll kill me. If I’m lucky.” Jon wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

“What of the big man? Does he still live?”

“Aye. In the cell. Hugh beat him for days.”

“God’s tears,” Will moaned.

“Who is he?” Jon looked into Will’s face.

“My lover. I came to free him.”

Jon’s eyes widened and his mouth fell open. “You came all the way from Holcombe and faced Hugh just to rescue him?”

“Aye. That’s what you do when you love someone.” Will offered Jon a kind smile.

Jon nodded and caught his bottom lip in his teeth. “I will help you. But you have to promise me to take me with you.”

“I promise.” Will pulled him in for a quick hug. “We’ll help each other.”

“I found the paper.” Jon clutched Will’s hand. “It said Hugh is not the Duke of Baymore. It said someone named Jackson is the duke’s rightful heir.”

“Jackson is my lover. He came to see his father.”

“Oh. That explains why Hugh attacked him.”

“Why didn’t he kill Jackson?”

Jon twisted his hair around his finger. “Hugh likes to hurt people. He made me watch one time. But I got sick and threw up.”

“You watched him beat Jackson? Tell me he’s well.” Will didn’t bother to hide the desperation in his voice.

“He lives. But Hugh only gives him water to keep him weak.” Jon shrugged.

Will stood. “Get up. Take me to him.”

“Now?” Jon’s eyes darted around the room.

“Aye. Before it’s too late.”

Will stood, put his shirt and boots on, and went to the desk. Lifting his sword belt from it, he strapped it on. He pulled the sword partway from the sheath, checked it, and then shoved it back home.

Jon hung back. “Wait. You need the paper.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s in the old duke’s bedroom. I hid it where Hugh would never find it.”

Will reached out his hand for Jon to take. “Come on.”

Jon nodded and stood. Will went to the door, cracked it open, and checked the hall. “All is clear. Let’s go. You lead the way.”

Jon slipped through and Will followed. Shutting the door as quietly as he could, he hurried down the hall after Jon, determined to save the man he loved.

If what Jon said about the paper was true, Jackson was the rightful heir to Baymore.


Chapter Fifteen

Jackson groaned and rubbed the side of his head. The throbbing had lessened, but it still ached every time he moved. Sightless in one eye, he crouched in a corner, his blind side to the wall to hide his condition from Hugh and the guards. If they knew, there was no telling what they’d do to him. It didn’t take much to imagine the worst.

His thirst was terrible. It burned in his throat, made his mouth too dry even to spit, his tongue a shriveled thing, and his body weak. Despite that, he pushed himself to a stand, unwilling to give up the use of his muscles, or just lie down and waste away. Instead, he shuffled around the cell and counted off the steps, his shoulder dragging along the wall. Five steps to the corner. Turn. Six steps to the next corner. Turn. Five to the corner. Turn. Then six back to his corner. He did five more laps, rested his head against the cool, damp stone, and then slid to the floor.

Now, he waited for the guards to come. Today, he’d attack the guards when they brought him water. Today, he’d take that arrow in his chest. Today, he would die.

He’d thought about trying to write Will a letter, but there was nothing in his cell to scratch with or on, except his own blood and the walls of the cell. Dramatic, but useless. Will would never see his message.

He’d write a simple, '”I loved you.” It was all Will had to know. Until the very end of Jackson’s life, Will had been in his thoughts. Hugh was there also, like a black snake, coiled, ready to strike.

Jackson imagined how he would kill his brother.

If he was already damned, could he be damned again for killing his brother? Even if that brother were evil, insane, and perverted beyond anything Jackson could have thought? Cain had been damned, certainly, but not twice damned. And Abel had not been Hugh, deserving of death. Jackson snorted. Theology had never been a subject he’d been interested in. Not that he’d had much schooling, but at least he could read and write.

Not like Hugh. He’d had tutors. So had Will. How could Will see anything of worth in a poor, uneducated mercenary? A half-blind mercenary. No, he couldn’t even call himself a mercenary anymore.

He rolled his shoulders to loosen them and watched the door. It should be soon. He closed his eyes and his ears strained for the sounds the two men made as they brought him the water.

Silence. Not even the scurry of rats.

How much longer? Jackson debated making another circuit of his cell, but if he were too tired, he might fall asleep and miss his chance. Better to wait, keep alert, and be prepared to spring. There would only be a moment between hearing them and the door opening.

He listened and waited for his chance to die.

»»•««

Will took a torch from the wall sconce and slipped into the duke’s room as Jon squeezed in behind him. Shutting the door, Will scanned the room. A bed stood in the center of the room between two windows, and a large desk sat opposite it, bookcases spanning the wall behind it.

“Where did you hide the letter?” Will whispered next to Jon’s ear.

“Behind the desk. In the bookcase.” Jon grinned at him. “The one place I knew Hugh would never look.” He reached up on the shelf, picked up the large book, and lowered it gently to the desk. Will held up the torch.

“Of course. A Holy Bible. You’re brilliant, Jon.” Will slapped Jon’s back.

Grinning, Jon opened the book and thumbed through the pages. Nothing. He bit his lip and thumbed through it again. “I put it in the middle,” he said. The pages flipped by, and then it lay open to reveal a folded parchment stuck in between its pages.

“Here it is!” Jon cried out, then clapped a hand over his mouth.

Will took the paper and opened it. He quickly scanned it, then refolded it and stuck it inside his shirt. “Now, let’s get Jackson.”

They cracked open the door and checked the hall. Will replaced the torch and they walked at a normal pace to the stairs and then down them. At the bottom, they halted and scanned the great hall. It was empty, with only a fire burning in the hearth. They wove their way through it to the kitchen door. Will heard indistinct voices and the clatter of pots and pans.

Jon leaned against the wall outside the kitchen and pointed to a door in the wall. “That’s it,” he mouthed.

Will nodded. He stepped to the door, opened it, and peered inside. Another set of stone stairs descended. He looked about for a torch.

“The corridor below is kept lit. We just have to get down there and turn the corner,” Jon whispered.

They slipped through the door.

»»•««

Hugh lounged in the chair as he watched the scullery maid remove the remains of the meal he’d shared with Will. It had gone well, he supposed, but not well enough. He’d hoped to have Will in his bed this night.

Somehow, Will had gotten the best of him, left him aroused with no relief in sight. Well, at least not from Will.

He followed the old woman from his room. At Jon’s room, he opened the door without knocking and went inside. Hugh looked around. The room was empty. The bed had been slept in, or at least that was how Jon had left it.

It was unlike Jon not to be in his room, waiting there until Hugh called for him. He might be having his dinner, but it was late for that. Hugh shrugged, backed out, and shut the door.

Perhaps with a little more persuasion, Will might be more amiable. Hugh went to Will’s door and knocked. No answer. He knocked again and waited.

Opening the door, he looked in. “Will, are you there?”

The room was empty. Hugh’s eyes narrowed. Both Jon and Will gone at the same time? If they’d wanted to fuck, surely they could have done it in either room. Why leave? Something tapped at Hugh’s memory, something he’d said to Will.

Do you still like your men big and strong?

Hugh swore and bolted from the room, down the hall, and back into his room. Snatching up his sword, he dashed to the stairs. As he charged down the steps, he was a vision of black death. His eyes burned, teeth gritted, and his hair flew out like a black cape behind him. With the steel of his sword flashing in his hand, even the poor maid flattened against the wall in terror as he passed her in the great hall.

Jackson heard the two guards as they lumbered down the dank hall. With each step he heard the precious water sloshing from the bucket as that careless fool carried it. His mouth puckered at the thought of the drops lost, now seeping into the cracks between the bricks.

The other man would be holding the crossbow with the arrow meant for Jackson. The footsteps stopped in front of the thick wooden door and muffled voices came through as they conversed.

“Your turn to carry his slop bucket.”

Jackson grinned. They had the same argument every time they came to the door.

“I did it yesterday. It’s your turn.”

“Be careful with that, it’s set to go off.”

Jackson tensed. For a moment, he’d forgotten this was the day he’d chosen to die.

“Afraid I’ll shoot you?” Laughter floated through the wooded door.

“Aye, except you couldn’t hit a cow.”

Too bad. Jackson would be much closer than a cow in a field. The last thing he wanted was to be wounded and have to continue in this hellhole.

“Just shut up and get the key.”

He heard the sound of the bucket being dropped on the ground and winced at more water lost. Then he remembered in a few moments he’d be dead and wouldn’t need it. Still, it would be so nice to have his throat cooled before he died. Jackson snorted.

The sound of the metal key in the lock grated.

Will rushed down the stairs in the dark and came to the last step. The hall beyond was dimly lit. He stuck his head around the corner and peered down the hall.

Two guards stood at a door. Well, now he knew which door Jackson was behind.

“Stay behind me, Jon,” Will whispered over his shoulder.

He stepped out and strode down the hall toward the men. At the sound of his boots on the stones, they turned toward him.

“Hold! What are you doing down here?” The man with the crossbow raised it.

“Freeing the rightful Duke of Baymore.” Will pulled his sword and held it in striking position.

Jon darted out from behind Will and the man with the crossbow took aim.

“Shoot him!” yelled the other guard. He stepped back and pulled his sword.

“I said get back!” Will snapped at Jon who seemed to be dancing around behind him.

The crossbow bobbed and swayed as the man tried to track Jon. He fired and the bolt screamed past Will, missed Jon, and hit the wall behind them, clattering to the floor.

Will charged. Catching the bowman with nothing to protect him but his empty bow and no time to cock and load it, Will swung. His sword scraped the wall of the narrow corridor, but still managed to find its mark. With gritted teeth and a cry, Will buried the blade into the man’s neck, almost taking off his head. Hot blood sprayed across the wall and droplets of it splattered Will’s clothes. Heart pounding in his chest, he advanced on the other man who’d pulled his blade. Jon scrambled against the wall behind Will, staying out of the way as best as he could manage.

If Will didn’t kill the guard, he wanted Jackson to know he’d at least come this far for him.

“Jackson!” Will shouted.

Jackson crept to the door, listening to the ruckus in the hall. What the hell was going on? The distinctive sound of steel on steel echoed and he straightened.

“Jackson!”

His mind deceived him. Will’s voice called to him. He’d gone insane in this cell. Hot tears blossomed in his eyes as he went to the door and leaned his ear against it to hear.

“Jackson! I’m here!”

It was Will. Jackson’s hands clawed at the door to get to him, but his fingers couldn’t fit in the crack.

Fisting his hands, he beat on the door and bellowed, “Will!”

Will advanced and the man backpedaled, his sword held out. Will kept coming, spurred by Jackson’s shouts. Jon stepped around the pool of blood and closed his eyes as he passed the partially severed head, its eyes staring and mouth open in a cry.

The man swung. Will blocked it, steel meeting steel. With a twist of his wrist, he knocked the man’s arm to the side and thrust, catching the guard in the chest. Will’s blade sank in, past bone and organs and exited the man’s back. The weight of the guard as he collapsed almost pulled Will’s sword from his hand.

“Get the key!” Will shouted at Jon. “Open the door!”

Jon rushed to the door, the key still in the lock.

Hugh rounded the corner. “Jon! Get away from that door.”

Jon froze, cringing like a whipped dog at his master’s angry voice.

Will stepped past Jon and readied his sword. “Stay behind me, Jon.”

Hugh kept coming. “What are you doing down here?”

“Freeing Jackson, you bastard,” Will growled.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen, William.”

“I know you killed your father.”

“Jon, have you been telling tales?” Hugh’s eyes narrowed, spilling hatred toward the young man who now cowered against the wall near the body of the last guard.

“And I know your father named Jackson as rightful heir of Baymore.” Will raised his sword to striking position and took several cautious steps forward.

Hugh raised his sword in response. “So, instead of ruling Baymore with me, you choose to die.”

“I choose to live with Jackson. Baymore be damned.”

Hugh lunged, his arm outstretched, leg extended, but Will knocked the sword away. Hugh recovered and then advanced with two quick steps. Will held his ground and swung. Their swords met in several quick ringing arcs, then parted. Will blocked Hugh’s next attack, but Hugh forced him back.

“Will, watch out for the blood!” Jon cried.

Will stepped into the dark red pool and slipped. He went down hard on the stones and his cracked ribs gave him a sharp reminder they had not fully healed. Sprawled on the floor, Will struggled to get upright and defend himself.

Hugh took advantage and advanced. Swinging, he caught Will’s blade and with a twist of his wrist sent Will’s sword flying.

“Now, I’m going to kill you and that stupid little whore.” Hugh’s face was a hideous mask. Or had the mask dropped and what Will saw was Hugh revealed? All the hatred, the hurt and the poison of his soul reflected on his fierce countenance.

Jon unwound from his crouch, swept up the guard’s sword and leapt over Will. “Get back, Hugh. I swear, I’ll kill you!”

“Jon, no!” Will cried, but Jon threw himself into Hugh’s reach.

With a careless lunge, Hugh impaled Jon. Will watched with horror as Jon’s small body seemed to lift from the floor, the steel blade erupted through his back, and he collapsed to his knees. His hand spasmed open and the sword fell, clattering onto the floor.

Hugh sneered, placed his boot on Jon’s chest, and shoved him off his blade. He toppled onto the floor. Will looked down into Jon’s face. It was beautiful, calm as if he slept. All the fear and terror that had gripped his young soul had left him, leaving only his true beauty.

“You’re next,” Hugh growled as he turned on Will.

Will’s hand reached to his boot and grasped the hilt of his hidden dagger. With a great roar and flourish, Hugh’s arms rose above his shoulders in a two-handed swing meant to take Will’s head off. Will pushed off the floor, lunged forward, and drove his blade hilt-deep into the center of Hugh’s chest.

Blood erupted from the wound and Hugh’s mouth. The sword slipped from his hands, clattered onto the floor behind him, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he fell to his knees. Clutching the hilt of the dagger as if to pull it out, he slumped to the floor. The gurgle of blood in his throat echoed in the hall, then stopped.

“Will!” Jackson’s muffled voice came from behind the door.

“God’s tears!” Will picked up his sword, sheathed it, and lurched around the bodies to the door. Fumbling with the key, he twisted it, the lock clicked, and he pulled the door open. “Jackson!”

Jackson fell forward into Will’s arms. Together, they slid to their knees, hands buried in each other’s hair. Will’s forehead pressed against Jackson’s as they clung to each other. He’d never thought he’d hold Jackson in his arms again and he couldn’t seem to speak, only hang on to the man whose brother he’d killed in order to save him. Only strangled gasps came from Jackson’s parched throat.

“I’ve got to get you out of here.” Will pushed to his feet, dragging Jackson with him. Will turned, his arm wrapped around Jackson’s waist.

Four guards stood in the hall, weapons drawn.


Chapter Sixteen

Will stepped forward, drawing his bloodstained sword. “Halt!” The men held at his command. “Take another step and your bodies will be added to those already littering this floor.” His fierce look and blood-splattered clothing must have convinced them, because they didn’t advance any farther. “This man is Jackson Baymore, eldest son of Morris and the rightful Duke of Baymore.”

One guard stepped forward, blade still raised. “Where is Lord Hugh?”

“He lies dead with my dagger in his heart.” Will pointed to the body. “He killed his father, Withers, the poor lad Jon, and imprisoned his brother. God knows who else he’s slain.” If he could convince these men, Will could have Jackson settled as Duke of Baymore before the hour was over. If they didn’t believe him, he’d kill them.

The man looked at Hugh’s body and his eyebrows rose, but he didn’t seem very unhappy. “How do I know your claim is true?”

“Bring your master of arms here. I will prove it to him.”

The guard gave him a wary look, then turned to the others. “Hold here. Don’t let them move from this hall.” Then he dashed up the stairs.

Jackson’s legs shook but he kept them locked. He stared at Will, who supported him with an arm wrapped around his waist. Strong and secure, Will wouldn’t let him fall. Jackson had come far too close to death. He smiled for the first time in days. God, had it been only days since he’d arrived here? It had felt like eternity.

But Will had come for him and killed Hugh. Now, Will claimed Baymore for him, something he’d never dreamed of doing. He looked at the dead strewn on the floor of the hall. Will’s father’s blade protruded from Hugh’s chest. The two guards and the young man who had watched Hugh beat Jackson lay in pools of now drying blood.

Had Will killed them all? Jackson would have liked to have seen Hugh slain and regretted he had missed the chance to do it himself. He knew the taste of revenge could turn bitter, but thoughts of killing Hugh had sustained him.

Still, this death would do.

The last time Jackson had seen Will, he had been weak, tired, and too injured to do much. Now here Will stood, magnificent and strong, steel in his blue eyes and the flush of battle still covering him.

Not like Jackson. He was filthy, his clothing shredded, his back a mass of sores. Exhaustion threatened to take him. Every part of his body hurt and his thirst had not been slaked. He swallowed and felt darkness well in him. He was half blind and had been no better than a creature in that cell, used for Hugh’s perverted amusement. Jackson’s head hung with shame for the rest of it.

Beaten and raped. He could barely think it. How could he ever manage to speak of it? And to Will, who’d had such hopes he would be the one Jackson would give himself to? Jackson shuddered at the thought of being penetrated, of the memory of Hugh’s hands on his skin, the stench of his dark cell as he relived the pain and shame of it.

How could he ever find pleasure in that act? Or in the taking of Will, fearing to hurt him as Hugh had hurt him?

Perhaps he should have died with an arrow in his chest.

Jackson licked his cracked lips and cast a look over his shoulder to the bucket sitting against the wall. “Will. I need water.”

Will grunted. “You there. Guard. Fetch His Grace that bucket of water. He thirsts.”

To Jackson, Will’s voice seemed to have magical properties because the man obeyed, sheathing his sword as he slowly moved toward them. With a quick look into Jackson’s face, he slipped by, stepped over bodies, and retrieved the bucket.

Will leaned Jackson against the wall. Taking the ladle, Will scooped water and offered it. Jackson, hands trembling, poured the cool liquid down his throat. After three more ladleful’s, he dropped it back in the bucket.

“My thanks, soldier.” Jackson nodded to the guard who lowered the bucket to the floor and returned to his comrades.

There was some noise and then the men parted. The master of arms had arrived and he advanced, sword drawn, into the hallway.

“What is this? Is it true Lord Hugh is dead?” He glared at Jackson and Will, but kept his distance.

“Are you Baymore’s master of arms? Captain of his men?” Will asked.

“I am.” His sharp eyes flicked from Will to Jackson.

“I assume you can read?” Will dug in his vest and pulled out a paper.

Jackson’s lips parted. Dear God, how had Will gotten the paper? If they ever got out of this, he’d have to hear the story of Will’s adventure. God knew he dreaded having to tell his side.

“I can.”

“And you know His Grace Duke Morris’s hand and seal?”

“Aye. I have read his orders these last three years.” He nodded.

“Then read this. Confirm it is written in the old duke’s hand, it bears his seal, and what it says.” Will moved to him and held out the paper.

The master scanned it, his eyes tracking as he read. Other than an “hmm” and “I see,” he was silent. Then he folded it and handed it back to Will. Turning to his men, he gave them a hand signal and they sheathed their blades.

“This is Baymore’s heir, men. Jackson, is it, Your Grace?”

Jackson gave him a nod. Could it be that simple? With a letter and a few words, he was duke?

“And you, my lord? Lord William of Holcombe, is it?” His eyes narrowed. “Who are you to His Grace?” He gestured to Jackson.

“I am his dearest friend and companion.” Will straightened as if daring the man to say something. “Now, if that is settled, His Grace needs tending to. He’s been beaten and left without food and little water.”

“Of course.” He gave a nod and stepped aside. “Men, clear these bodies.”

As the captain took over the mess Will had left in the hallway, he reclaimed his grip on Jackson and headed to the stairs. They took them slowly and it was a tight fit, but Jackson couldn’t have done it without Will’s help.

The next thing Jackson knew, they had entered a room and were making for the bed. He was lowered onto the edge as Will kneeled and removed his boots. In short time, he had been stripped of his tattered and filthy clothing and stretched out on his belly on the bed, his back too damaged to lie on. The rest was a blur as he fell in and out of consciousness.

His only constant, Will’s soft voice, his tender touch, and the soft pillow his head rested on.

Will pulled the covers up to Jackson’s waist and turned to the captain.

“What is your name?”

“It’s Marcus, my lord.” He gave Will a curt nod.

“You don’t seem too upset about Hugh.”

“Hugh was a demon straight from the gates of hell and needed to be stopped.” He shrugged. “Besides, I gave oath to Morris, not his son.”

“And will you give oath to this man?” Will nodded toward Jackson, asleep in the bed.

“He is rightful heir.” He sounded unsure. “What do you know of him?”

“He’s spent most of his life as a mercenary, and you won’t find a better, more noble and honorable man.”

Marcus walked to the bed and looked down at Jackson’s large, battered body.

“He’s been badly treated. I’m sorry for that. I was told he’d come to the castle and tried to force the duke to give him money and that he killed Withers in the attempt. Of course, in Hugh’s story, Hugh was the hero that overpowered him.”

“You could not have known the truth. I have sent for the duke’s physician. Until he arrives, I’ll see his wounds are cleaned.”

“What do you need of me?” Marcus asked.

“Return Baymore’s signet ring to me, Hugh wore it. And my dagger. Hugh wears that also. Do what you do. Keep Baymore secure.” Will walked him to the door. “And I would have you gather all of Morris’s masters and captains. I’ll see them in one hour in the great hall.”

“Aye, my lord.” Marcus opened the door and left.

Will returned to Jackson and sat on the bed. Pushing a lock of hair from Jackson’s brow, he took a long look at his lover. Jackson’s back was a hideous sight —broken skin, red welts, and drying scabs covered it. Dirt crusted almost every inch of his body. Will burned with fury at what Hugh had done to this once strong and magnificent man.

He was glad his dagger had found its home in Hugh’s black heart.

A servant arrived with hot water, soap, and rags, and Will began the task of washing Jackson’s body and cleaning his wounds.

»»•««

Over the next days, Will worked at the task of transferring Baymore to Jackson. He had spoken to all of Morris’s men of the keep and had secured their agreements to give Jackson their oaths when he presented himself to them.

He had the old duke’s room cleaned and Jackson moved in, a visible claim to the title. It was a strategic move to insure the staff of the keep saw Jackson as duke, and it had worked. He even brought in the man Baymore had used to fashion his clothing and ordered a new set made for Jackson that befitted his new rank.

Jackson slept fitfully and when awake he did little more than eat, drink, and see to his personal needs. Jackson didn’t speak much. Will’s concern grew with each day. Even though the big man had never been prone to long-winded speech, he was strangely silent.

The rope between them grew thin and slack.

Despite those worries, Will began the task of going over Baymore’s ledgers, and reconciling the exact wealth and extent of Jackson’s new holdings. By the time he’d finished, Will had discovered that Hugh had spent a serious amount of coin, but that it did little to affect the total worth of Baymore. He only wished Holcombe had been so blessed.

But, with a little more investigation, Will discovered the excess was due to the outrageously high taxes Morris had settled on his people. He would advise Jackson to reduce the rates to a more reasonable amount that should still bring in money to the coffers, yet give the populace some relief, buying Jackson much needed goodwill. After Morris’s taxes and Hugh’s destruction of Baymore’s good name, Jackson would have to do all he could to earn his people’s loyalty.

Among all this, Will managed to dispatch a messenger with a letter to his brother Wallace, telling him of the events at Baymore and that he’d see him soon. He missed Holcombe, but more than that, he missed Jackson. The big man was there in body, but his spirit seemed to have fled. Will understood. He’d survived a night in the field, looking death in the face at the end of a rope. Jackson had survived a torment that had lasted days with death nowhere in sight.

Will was determined to give him all the time he needed, but the men of the keep were growing anxious to present themselves to their new duke, and Will knew he’d have to bring Jackson before them sooner, rather than later.

At night, Will slept in Jackson’s room. When the servant entered in the evening to tend the fire, Will sat in the chair at the desk, working on the ledgers until she left and the candles had burned low. Then he crawled into the bed and lay in the dark next to Jackson. With only fingers touching, they slept side by side until the dawn broke and Will removed himself from Jackson’s bed, going back to his chair behind the desk.

For Will, it was hell. To be so close to his lover and yet be kept at a distance by him was more than Will could bear.

Unable to take it anymore, on the fourth morning Will made a decision. He waited until Jackson had sat up in bed and had the morning meal before him. Easing onto the bed next to him, Will said, “Jackson, all is ready for you. Tonight, you will take your men’s oaths as Duke of Baymore.”

Jackson nodded and said nothing.

“Once that is done, I’m leaving.” Will watched Jackson’s face. A slight pause in his breathing and a flick of his eyes were Jackson’s only reaction.

“Aye. You’ve done much, my lord, to help me. It’s best you return to your home,” Jackson muttered, not looking at Will.

Will sat back. Swallowing down the lump in his throat, he stared at Jackson. He’d never thought he would be dismissed out of hand. No questions, no asking him to stay. Nothing. It was as if he’d been struck in the belly and wanted only to curl around the wound.

Standing, Will stalked toward the door but halted. Without turning he said, “I have no idea what I have done to lose your love, but if you want me to leave, I will.”

Jackson made some noise deep in his throat. Whether it was consent or not, Will couldn’t tell, but it angered him, made him madder than he’d been since he’d killed Hugh in that dank cellar. He spun, hands fisted, and strode back to the bed.

“How dare you treat me this way? I love you and I would have sworn on my life that you loved me. Now I tell you I’m going and you wave me goodbye without a thought? Without a word?” Tears formed in Will’s eyes, but he didn’t try to stop them from falling. “Damn you, Jackson Baymore.”

Jackson looked at his hands resting on the covers. Will’s ire surged. He dropped to his knees by the bed, the covers clenched in his hands. “Look at me! Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t love me. That you don’t want me anymore,” Will challenged.

Jackson’s head rose and his eyes met Will’s. “I will always love you. But I am not the same man, Will.”

“Not the same? What has changed? Your fierce face is still the one that captured my heart. Your lips the ones I long to kiss. Your dark eyes are the ones I fell in love with. Tell me, what has changed?”

“My eyes are not the same.” Jackson looked up and took a deep breath. “When Hugh struck me on the head, he damaged me. Will, I have no sight in my right eye.”

All Will’s fury left him in a great exhalation. He rose, sat on the bed, and took Jackson’s hand. Jackson tried to pull it away, but Will held it firm in his grasp. “And that changes you how, Your Grace?”

Jackson took a shuddering breath. “I am helpless. I can’t fight, not without both eyes. I’d be killed by the first man who approached on my right. I will have to be cared for the rest of my life. That is no life for you. No life for anyone.”

Will sat back. Oh, he recognized this as sure as if he’d looked into the mirror. This was nothing more than self-pity. Will had been a master of that his entire life. That Jackson thought himself worthless or infirm was laughable. He’d have to do better than that to earn Will’s sympathy.

Will crossed his arms. “You’re right. You are weak and pathetic. A cripple. Unable to even feed yourself.”

Jackson’s head snapped up, his eyes wide. His brows rode so high on his forehead they nearly touched his scalp. Will wanted to laugh. It was time to get Jackson on his feet and moving, even if the big man needed a boot in his ass to do it.

Will unfolded his arms and with a quick move, swung at Jackson’s head with his left fist. Before he could blink, Jackson caught Will’s fist in his hand, stopping the blow in the air.

“Helpless. I can see that.” Will chuckled.

Jackson glared at him and released Will. “But your father needs to be walked —”

Will cut him off. “My father is completely blind. He enjoys strolling with others, but he is not helpless. He moves about on his own throughout the castle. Nothing is ever moved, so he has learned where all the tables and chairs are placed. He dresses, feeds, and tends himself. Father would be very upset that you think him so incapable.”

Jackson seemed at a loss. His eyes darted to the door, then back to Will. Great God, was this what Wallace had to deal with when Will’s melancholy set in? Will made a promise to ask his brother’s forgiveness when he next saw him.

“Get out of bed right now, Your Grace. I think your ass has been warming it for far too long. I should have had you up and around before this day.” Will pushed off the bed and tossed back Jackson’s covers. “Get up.”

Jackson shook his head. “But I don’t want to be duke. I never wanted that, never dreamed of it.” His voice was almost petulant, as if he were a child being told to do something he didn’t want to do.

“No, you didn’t. But here you are, Duke of Baymore.” Will shrugged, unwilling to give him even a small scrap of pity.

“Will. I know nothing of this. I can barely read or write my own name. How will I manage this estate? The ledgers…my God, how will I do them? I know enough sums to figure the amount I am owed for my pay, but little more.” Jackson’s eyes held fear and doubt.

Will shook his head. “Dukes don’t do those things, Jackson. They have others do it for them. Your castle warder will handle the matters of your estate. Your master of arms will captain your men. Same with your master of horse and the others. You merely need to enjoy being duke.” Will grinned at him. “It’s quite easy, as a matter of fact. There is a great deal of food and wine involved, I believe.”

Jackson frowned. “There is another matter, Will.” Jackson’s gaze fell again and a look of such utter torment marred his face.

“What is it? You can tell me anything.” Will sensed this was something more than just some damage to Jackson’s pride. He leaned forward and touched Jackson’s hand.

Jackson’s voice dropped. “When I was being held by Hugh, he beat me.”

“I know that. Your back is evidence of his actions.”

Jackson looked up and stared across the room, still unwilling to meet Will’s eyes. “There is more. Hugh…” Jackson gave a groan of anguish and scrubbed his hands over his face. Then he lay back against the pillows and whispered, “He raped me.”

It was as if Will had fallen from his horse and had all the wind knocked from his chest. How could Hugh have done so vile a thing? Even he must have had some morals, some idea of which perversion was going too far. But to rape your half-brother?

Will felt his face suffuse with blood and anger as he drove to his feet. “That black-hearted bastard! That whoreson! I should have twisted the knife in his heart, or plunged it into his belly and spilled his entrails!” Will raved. “Had I known of this, I swear to you I would have avenged you, Jackson.”

“You have avenged me,” Jackson assured him. “I wanted you to be the first. He stole that from me. From us. I would have taken any beating, endured any torture but that,” Jackson rasped. “I wanted to die. I planned to—had decided the next time the guards came, I would throw myself at them and take the arrow rather than let Hugh use me that way again.”

Will’s breath caught in his chest. “The guards were at the door when I arrived.”

“Aye. I couldn’t believe I was hearing your voice. I thought I’d gone mad.” Jackson grasped Will’s hand. “But you came for me.”

“I knew you were in trouble. Somehow, I could feel it.” Will sat on the bed. “We are connected, Jackson. I don’t know how, but we are.”

“Will.” Jackson sighed. “I don’t know if…” His voice faded. “If you will ever be able to love me that way.” He turned his face from Will. “Or if I can take you that way.”

Will understood. The first time always held some pain, but it was usually accompanied by pleasure, desire, and arousal. Will was sure that Hugh had taken special care to make it ugly, brutal, and painful for Jackson.

Standing, Will said, “I told you before. When you’re ready. I can wait.”

“And if it never happens?”

“Then I will be content with whatever you give me and whatever you allow me to give you.”

Jackson fell back and closed his eyes. “I don’t deserve you, Will Holcombe.”

“Well, let me be the judge of that. I can think of no man more deserving of my heart than you, my beloved duke.”

Will returned to his desk and sat. “Now, tonight you must take oaths. We will practice what you must do so that you don’t stumble on the words.”

Jackson nodded and the lesson began.


Chapter Seventeen

“You look fine, Your Grace. The new clothes suit you,” Will assured Jackson that evening.

Jackson looked down at his new polished boots and the supple brown leather breeches he wore and shook his head. “Will, these must have cost a fortune.”

“You have plenty to spare.” Will waved a hand. “Besides, these are your finest, meant for ceremonies like tonight’s. Your plain clothes were far less dear.”

The long over vest Jackson wore swept to his knees in a rich expanse of burgundy velvet. Beneath that was a full-sleeved white linen shirt with the crest of Baymore, a leaping stag embroidered in brown on both collars. It was lightweight and soft against his still healing back, but the cloak added some weight. Jackson rolled his shoulders to distribute the pressure over a particularly sore spot.

“I feel like a buffoon in these things.” Jackson ran his hand over the velvet, testing its unfamiliar feel. He’d never worn such material in his life. Velvet wasn’t suited to the battlefield.

“No, you look like a duke. Now, here’s your sword.” Will handed him a jewel-encrusted ceremonial sword to strap on. It hung low on Jackson’s narrow hips. “Now your ring.”

Jackson slipped the crest ring of Baymore onto his right forefinger.

“There, just the right amount of richness without being a peacock.” Will nodded as he walked a circle around Jackson.

“If you say so. Will, I have no idea what I’m doing.” Jackson shook his head. Will smiled. Despite all the fine clothing, Jackson’s dark red hair could not be tamed. It stirred Will. He wanted to bury his hands in it as he pulled Jackson to him and took his mouth in a kiss.

Instead, Will stepped back. “That will come in time. Now, let’s go down and meet your men.” Will held the door open and Jackson stepped into the hall. A young page waited there for him. With a quick, stiff bow, the boy led the way to the great hall.

Following the page to a raised dais opposite the fireplace, Jackson took note of the hall. Banners hung from the high rafters, and the tables and benches had been arranged in long rows to accommodate the large number of men in attendance. Stepping up, he took his place in front of a large chair that looked very like a throne and sat.

Will stood at his right side, looking incredibly handsome. His golden hair shone in the light of dozens of torches hanging on the walls. What seemed to Jackson to be hundreds of candles were placed on the tables. Will stood tall, shoulders back, proud and glorious.

Jackson felt a surge of desire but suppressed it. This was no place for those thoughts. Still, he couldn’t stop his smile. It had been the first such thought he’d had in some time. Wounded and disheartened in that cell, he’d worried if he would ever feel desire again, and that lack of wanting had lasted until this moment.

Looking out at the hall, Jackson lost count of the numbers of men seated at their benches, talking amongst each other or scanning the room for those they knew. Most stared at him, as if they committed his face and form to memory. He swallowed and felt a bead of sweat trickle down the back of his neck. The hall was warm, but he knew it wasn’t the heat of the room. It was the occasion that made him sweat.

If he’d had his way, he’d be on the battlefield, not here, but that was closed to him now. With only one good eye, he wouldn’t last long in a fight. Besides, no one would hire a half-blind mercenary.

The men of his court sat at the table directly in front of his dais and chair. The rest of the tables held what seemed to be a mixture of officers—high ranking officials from the town, Baymore’s earls, barons, and baronets, and just off to one side, he spotted Lord Wallace Holcombe. Their eyes met across the room and Wallace gave him a small nod of acknowledgement, which Jackson returned.

Will stepped forward and the crowd hushed.

“Men of Baymore and honored guests. Welcome. Tonight Jackson, His Grace the Duke of Baymore, will receive the oath of fealty from those who wish to give it freely and without fear.” Will’s strong, clear voice was pitched to carry throughout the hall. Jackson caught the gaze of each of his masters, held it, and then continued to the next man. He glanced at Will, who gave him a lift of his eyebrow.

Jackson stood. “I welcome you to Baymore. Events have unfolded here that I hope, in time, you will come to look upon as fortuitous. As you will give your oaths to me, I now give my oath to you.” He pulled his sword and just as he’d practiced, twisted it in his hands. Lifting it above his head, he plunged it into the floor in front of his boots. Grasping the hilt with his hand, Jackson dropped to one knee, held his head up, and stared into the crowd.

“As Jackson, the Duke of Baymore, I give my oath that I will honor, respect, and protect the people of Baymore, its lands, and holdings.” It was an unusual gesture, but he and Will had discussed it all day and agreed that some statement had to be made in order to sway the men who were unsure about the kind of man Jackson was and the sort of duke he would be.

Murmurs in the crowd rose. As he pushed to his feet, Jackson would have sworn Lord Wallace Holcombe led the first shout of “hurrah.” Within moments, the room echoed with everyone hoisting their fists into the air, repeating the cry.

Jackson looked out at the crowd and drew his back up straight. A few of his scabs tore, but he bore the sharp pricks of pain. He had been born Jackson, the bastard son of a nobleman, and had been a mercenary by trade. Never once had he dreamed that he would be raised so high. One man had made it so —Lord William Holcombe. His Will, the man he loved more than his own life, more than Baymore.

Jackson knew it wouldn’t take much to fall far. He’d seen the result of that hubris in his father and in Hugh. Jackson swore he would never repeat their mistakes.

He took his seat as Jackson, Duke of Baymore.

With a nod from Will—one by one—from the master of arms to the master of horses, the lieutenants of his captains, their sergeants, and those lesser nobles that lived under Baymore’s protection, they climbed the steps of the dais to kneel in front of Jackson, place their hands on his sword, and give their oaths. He accepted oaths until he couldn’t count the number and everyone’s bellies rumbled for their dinners.

When Jackson thought the last man had given oath, Will stepped forward. Jackson sat back, his hands gripped the arms of the chair, and his brows rose. Will, as second son, was sworn to Holcombe and had never spoken about changing his allegiance.

Will kneeled, placed his hand upon the sword, and looked up into Jackson’s face.

“I, Lord William Holcombe, give my oath of fealty to Baymore, and as your warder and steward, I pledge my oath to serve you, body, blood, and life, until you release me or death takes me.”

Their eyes met. If anyone had seen what deeper oaths passed between Jackson and Will, no one made notice or remarked.

Jackson’s heart pounded in his chest as he placed his hand over Will’s, holding it tight against the sword. “Lord William Holcombe, I accept your oath.”

»»•««

Jackson slumped onto the bed and pulled off his boots. Will fell into the chair behind the desk and watched him.

“That was a long evening.” Jackson sighed. “I have no wish to repeat that. Although the food and wine were good.” He stood, removed his over vest, and folded it on the trunk at the foot of the bed. Next, he peeled off his breeches. A shiver ran through Will as Jackson’s body was revealed. Those strong, powerful thighs—dark red hair curling all over them—made Will sigh. He knew where all that hair gathered in a nest, hidden now by the long shirt Jackson still wore.

Will had to go slow, take his time, and let Jackson lead their dance. No matter how anxious he might be or how much he craved, Will had to move at Jackson’s pace. If he thought about it, he grew harder knowing he’d have to wait. But how long he could stand it, he couldn’t say.

“There won’t be many evenings like that, Your Grace.” Will’s gaze traveled over his lover’s body.

“Good.” Pulling his shirt over his head, Jackson leaned back on the bed.

Will groaned softly. The expanse of broad chest, chiseled planes, rippled belly, and small, dark nipples sent a wave of tight desire straight to his sac. He bent and pulled off his boots, then picked up a quill and parchment.

“Can’t your work wait until morn?” Jackson asked.

“I suppose it can.” Will put down the quill, came around the desk, and stripped down.

Will stretched, flicked his hair over his shoulder, and took his time walking to his side of the bed. Jackson watched him from under half-lidded, sleepy eyes. Will felt the air in the room change, become heavier. His cock twitched in response.

He kneeled on the bed and sat on his heels, gazing down at Jackson. “How is your back?”

“Well. It hardly hurts.” He grimaced and shifted his position.

“I can see that.” He chuckled. “Perhaps you should lie on your belly.”

“No, I want to stay right here. And watch you.” A small smile grew on Jackson’s face. He reached out a finger and traced a line down Will’s leg. A shiver ran over Will and his cock blossomed. Jackson’s finger returned, tracing over Will’s calf, past his knee, along the muscle of his thigh, and came to rest at the crease where leg met hip.

Will’s head fell back as he savored Jackson’s touch. God, all he wanted was this man. But Jackson had been badly hurt, and scars like those didn’t heal quick or easy.

Jackson rolled onto his side, slid his hand over Will’s belly, around his waist, and squeezed. Massaging Will, Jackson’s hand rode higher until his thumb brushed Will’s pink nipple.

“Oh God, Jackson.” Will sighed. His cock grew strong and hard. He wanted to throw himself on Jackson, devour him, but he stayed still. This was Jackson’s game, however he wished to play it.

“My lord, you are so beautiful. Tonight, you astounded me.” Jackson’s hand dropped, his fingers dragging down Will’s torso until they touched his cock.

“Goddamn!” Will sucked in air in a deep hiss as his stiff flesh was gathered into Jackson’s strong, gentle hand.

“I don’t think God condones what I’m going to do to you, Will,” Jackson growled. Propping himself up on one elbow, he leaned over and took Will’s rod in his mouth.

Will’s body spasmed in a pleasure so pure it brought tears to his eyes. Jackson’s mouth was a joy and his tongue was the stuff of songs. Will resolved to make a song in honor of Jackson’s tongue, or an ode to his mouth, his lips, his teeth, or perhaps a different poem to every part of him. Eyes closed, Will felt the warmth and the wetness of that mouth as it slid up and down over his cock. He groaned each time Jackson’s tongue wrapped itself around his flesh, tormenting him, driving him toward completion.

He looked down at the top of Jackson’s head as it rose and fell, and he buried his hands in the hair that had been driving him mad to touch all night.

Jackson’s hand pumped and twisted as his mouth sucked. Will lost his mind and his control. With a shout, his hips thrust upward and froze, his sac tightened, and he exploded.

Jackson took him. Coaxed every drop of Will’s cream from him, licking the last of it from the sensitive head, still engorged, still throbbing. Will fell over, too limp to move, too drained to speak. Next to him, Jackson slid onto his side and ran his fingers through the light dusting of blond hair on Will’s chest.

“I didn’t want you until tonight,” Jackson confessed.

“I promise I’ll be here as long as it takes.”

“I don’t want it to take time. I want it to be over. Forgotten,” Jackson muttered, and threw an arm over his face.

“Forgotten? I can’t promise that will ever happen.”

The men were silent—Jackson stroked Will’s chest and Will rubbed Jackson’s thigh. The need to touch each other, to re-forge the connection between them that had been broken, burned in them. They had been separated by distance, time, and the cruel actions of Hugh. Now, they reunited in quiet touches, soft sighs, and whispered words.

“Will.”

“Aye, Your Grace.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Aye, Your Grace.”

There was a long silence before Jackson spoke again. When he did, it was so soft Will barely heard him. “Make it go away.”

“What?”

“Make me forget, Will.”

It was a plea. A call for help that Will could not refuse. “What do you want me to do?” He rolled onto his side to get a better view of Jackson. Will could see the water standing in the big man’s eyes, and he felt a stab of pain as if a dagger had been plunged into his heart.

“Make me forget his touch, Will. Take it away. Replace it with yours.” A tear trickled from Jackson’s eye down the side of his cheek. “I want to forget how his hands felt on my skin. I want to remember only your touch. To forget the way he hurt me.” Jackson took a shuddering breath. “I want you to replace it with pleasure, with ecstasy, with your love.”

Will reached out, cupped Jackson’s face in his hands, and kissed him. Soft, tender, slow. His lips brushed Jackson’s lips but didn’t linger, didn’t press, but like a butterfly, landed and took off, then flitted back to land again.

Jackson whispered Will’s name as if it were a chant. “Oh, Will. My Will. Sweet Will,” he whispered. “Take me.”

Will looked deep into Jackson’s eyes, swimming with his feelings. Of all the emotions Will saw in them, love was the greatest. Jackson loved him and trusted him. Will resolved he would make love to Jackson and do his best to make him forget.

Their first time, there would be no taking, only giving. Not a penetration, but a joining. And most of all, no pain, only pleasure.

“Did he take you from the rear?”

“Aye.”

“No oil?”

“None.”

Will sighed. He didn’t have to ask if Hugh had eased himself in or brutalized Jackson. Hugh would have taken pleasure in inflicting pain and humiliation. Rolling out of bed, Will padded to the desk and pulled open a drawer. He returned with a vial of oil.

“I want you to relax, Jackson. I won’t do anything to hurt you, I promise.”

“I know.”

Kneeling between Jackson’s legs, Will poured the oil into his palms and spread it over his hands. Will stroked the ripples of Jackson’s belly, making small passes ever closer to that growing cock. Jackson closed his eyes as Will massaged his body, moving ever lower toward Jackson’s hardening manhood.

If Will knew anything, it was that he had to build Jackson’s desire, his want and need—had to make the big man ache to be taken. Without that, there would be no pleasure or joy, only the act and more pain. So, he teased Jackson. Let his fingers brush through the thick curls that circled Jackson’s rod, let his hands rub the crease of his thigh, and kissed his belly. His tongue probed Jackson’s navel and he blew his warm breath across Jackson’s sac.

Through all of this, he could feel Jackson respond. The deepening of his breathing, the small movements of his hips, and where Will’s tongue passed over his pulse points, the quickening of Jackson’s blood. As Jackson moaned, soft, low, and steady, like the purring of a cat, Will knew he could move on, progress further.

His hand cupped Jackson’s sac and squeezed gently. Jackson’s intake of air and tensing of his body told Will to continue. Slipping his hand lower, Will massaged the tender skin underneath the sac, almost reaching Jackson’s hole. Almost. Stroking the distance from stones to hole, coming closer, nearing and then retreating, until Jackson’s hips pumped, reached for it, encouraged Will to touch there, in that special spot.

“Fuck, Will, touch me.”

Will circled Jackson’s tight hole with his finger, withdrew, and added more oil to his hands. Smearing it around and over Jackson’s hole, he held his breath and eased the tip of his finger inside. Jackson gasped.

“Did that hurt?”

“God, no.”

Will pushed deeper, past his first knuckle and paused. Jackson’s eyes shuttered closed. Pressing deeper, Will watched Jackson’s face. Like a stone statue, Jackson’s fierce face remained still.

“Deeper?” Will had to let Jackson control this.

“Aye.” Jackson swallowed and nodded.

Will pushed in to the next knuckle.

“Deeper,” Jackson whispered.

Will sank his finger all the way in. He waited for Jackson to take a few deep breaths. Will removed his finger in a slow, steady pull.

Jackson groaned. “That’s good.”

Will smiled. Before he reached the end, he pushed back in. Slowly, Will finger fucked Jackson until the man’s body rocked, accepting the act.

He slipped a second finger in. Jackson groaned, hips bucking to take them inside.

Will moved his fingers in and out, steady as he increased the speed. Jackson moaned, “Faster.”

His fingers slipped past the tight ring of Jackson’s entry, slid along the tunnel, fingertips rubbing the pleasure spot on the side. Jackson’s body shuddered.

“God, do it,” Jackson groaned. “I want you inside me.”

Will pulled out. After covering his cock in more oil and spreading it over Jackson’s hole, Will guided his swollen rod to the opening. Rubbing it against Jackson, Will teased him until he heard Jackson utter a long, deep sigh.

“Take me, Will.”

Easing forward, Will slipped the head of his cock past the tight outer ring of muscles and paused. Jackson moved, hips tilting, positioning his body to make it easier for Will. Supporting himself on his arms, Will locked eyes with Jackson. Desire, want, and need burned in those dark brown eyes.

“Take my hips, Jackson, guide me.”

Jackson’s strong hands grasped him and pulled down. His cock slid farther in. Jackson kept dragging Will’s hips toward him, as if he were greedy for more. With a deep sigh, Jackson pulled Will deeper until their bodies touched.

Jackson whispered, “So good, fuck, it feels so good.”

Fully seated, Will waited. Felt Jackson’s body tighten around his cock. He’d been so concerned with Jackson, Will had forgotten to feel. Now, he let it wash over him. He was inside Jackson at last. His cock twitched. Will pulled out and started to pump.

“Oh, God.” Jackson moaned. “Will, fuck me.”

Will thrust, rocking Jackson back and forth. Steady, easy, as if he were cantering a finely gaited horse, Will made love to Jackson. Bent his arms to lower his mouth and take Jackson’s. They kissed, tongues searching, teeth nipping. Tasting.

Sliding down, Will wrapped his arms around Jackson’s shoulders. “Roll with me.” Will fell to the side, bringing Jackson over to ride on top.

“Ride me.”

Jackson felt a surge of power, of complete control.

Somehow, Will had known what to do, how to make it better for him. Will had brought him to this point and now it was up to him to continue. Taking his cue, his hands pressed against Will’s chest to steady himself, Jackson rose on his knees, sliding upward. Then fell. Groaned at how good it felt. Repeated the ride.

Building slowly, Jackson rose and fell on Will’s shaft, loving how it felt to have Will’s thick cock inside him. He’d never imagined it would feel this way. He closed his eyes and let his body take over. Riding atop that rigid rod, gaining speed and power until Jackson cried out as their bodies slapped together, he took Will as deep as he could, and built toward a release he knew would shatter him.

Jackson wanted more. A shiver of fear ran through him, but he quelled it. This had to be done, or he’d never forget. From beyond the grave, Hugh would rule their lives, he’d destroy the love Will and Jackson shared, make all Will had fought for worthless, and all that Jackson had endured would be for naught.

“Will,” he whispered. “Make me forget everything.” Then, Jackson pulled off Will, and got on his hands and knees. “Do it. Fuck me.”

“Are you sure?” Will sat up, his hand caressed Jackson’s hip, slid to his muscled flank.

“Aye. Make me forget.”

Will got on his knees behind Jackson. He grasped Jackson’s hips and with strong, yet gentle squeezes, ran his hands over every inch of Jackson’s ass. As Will’s oiled fingers probed and massaged the valley between his globes, Jackson wanted more, craved it.

Will moved forward, guiding his cock to the opening, pushed in, and cried out. Sliding deeper, pressing harder, Will sank in to the hilt. Jackson took him.

Pulling away, Will held still as Jackson rocked back, letting him set the speed and depth of penetration. Will let Jackson be in control, let himself be used, as if he were some tool for Jackson’s pleasure.

“Damn me, Will.” It felt so incredible, as pleasure blended with a sweet pain Jackson had never known. He wanted more, but could feel the building in his stones, the hot need surging, threatening to explode if he didn’t hold back.

Will began to pump. His hands held Jackson’s hips as he thrust, building speed and power, until Jackson keened his pleasure and rocked back into the thrusts.

“Oh, Will, here it comes.” Jackson’s tunnel tightened around Will. “Damn you, I’m helpless. I’m yours. Now. Always. And forever.” Jackson clamped his hand around the shaft of his cock and pumped with lightning fast strokes up and down. His hot seed roared through his cock, down the long length of it until it burst forth, like a fountain, spurting upward onto his belly, ripping a roar of completion from his lips.

“Goddamn!” Will cried as he exploded, his hot cream filling Jackson.

Bodies taut, chests heaving, their sweat-sheened skins still vibrating, still tingling, they hung in that place, feeling the shuddering aftershocks of their releases throb through their cocks.

Then, at last, they fell together, limp, wrung out, unable to move. Will’s hand found Jackson’s and they twined fingers, keeping the connection between them, unwilling to part bodies. Will’s softening cock slipped free from its sweet mooring.

Jackson heaved over onto his side, and threw his leg over Will’s legs. Wrapping his hand in Will’s tresses, he took Will’s mouth in a gentle kiss.

“I love you, Will. Thank you for saving my life. Twice.” Jackson gazed into Will’s blue eyes. He would have this man, this way, for as long as he lived.

“Now we’re even.” Will pulled him down for another tender kiss.

“Except, now I outrank you, Lord Holcombe.” Jackson laughed.

“Only during the day, Your Grace,” Will drawled.

“Stop calling me that,” Jackson growled.

“Aye, Your Grace.” Will gave him a lopsided grin that stole Jackson’s heart all over again. “I am oath sworn to you and I must do as you command.”

“Well, it seems there are other benefits to being a duke, besides the large amounts of food and wine,” Jackson said. He rolled on top of Will, burying his hands in Will’s hair. Jackson laved his tongue over Will’s throat as he pressed his stiff rod against Will’s taut belly.

Will gasped.

Placing his lips to Will’s ear, Jackson whispered, “My turn, my lord.”

“Oh, aye, Your Grace,” Will answered with a sigh.

 

 

 


Baymore’s Heir by Lynn Lorenz

Duke Jackson of Baymore finally has all he’s ever wanted—his name, a title, and the man he loves by his side.

Lord Will Holcombe couldn’t be happier. He’s Jackson’s lover, best friend, and manages all of Jackson’s affairs.

For two years, their life together, although deadly if anyone knew of their forbidden love, has been perfect.

Until the day when Jackson decides the one thing he needs is an heir.

And the one person to find him a wife is Will.
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Chapter One

Lord William Holcombe rested his head against his lover's chest and listened to the strong steady beat of his heart. The intoxicating scent of their lovemaking floated on the still air of the room and the low-banked fire in the hearth gave the room its only light. Will pulled the quilts tighter around them, keeping out the early morning chill of spring and keeping in the shared warmth of their bodies.

Jackson, Duke of Baymore, stirred beneath Will, then settled. His soft snore was just one of the multitude of things Will loved about this man. He could speak of Jackson's merits as a mercenary, of his strength, power, and skill with a sword. He could speak of his bravery in the face of insurmountable odds, and his cunning in the art of war left Will in all of his duke.

He could cite Jackson's towering height, the broadness of his shoulders, the strength of his arms, and the power of his thighs. The wild mane of dark red hair Will's fingers longed to get lost in, along with Jackson's rugged features, were the things he loved most.

But those weren't what wedded Will to this man as if he were bound by chains. It was Jackson's gentleness, his easy humor, his soft manner of speech. His tenderness when Jackson held him, his passion when Jackson took him, and his surrender when Jackson gave himself to him.

Last night, they'd reached Will's family's keep too late for little more than a hasty welcome, a quick meal, and a slow climb up the stairs to their beds. Jackson, being a duke and honored guest, was given the finest of the extra rooms. Will had returned to the room he'd occupied two years ago before he'd gone to Baymore and sworn his sword, his life, and his heart to Jackson.

And no more than an hour after his door had closed, Will had opened it and gone to Jackson. They hadn't spent a night apart in the last two years, and Will wasn't about to be without his lover, even in his own father's keep.

Will smiled. He still felt Jackson's taking of him. It had been hard, fast, and against the wall. Will had had no more than a moment's time to untie his loose woolen trews before Jackson had stripped them from him, lifted him up, and impaled Will on his glorious spear. He'd clung to the big man, arms wrapped round Jackson's neck, legs wrapped round Jackson's waist. It was as if to let go would be the end of him. When Will had released, his clenching tunnel and cries of completion had sent Jackson to join him.

Now hours later, they lay abed, cocooned like two lazy caterpillars waiting to emerge, changed beings. Will didn't care if he ever got out of bed, so content were the feelings that overcame him.

Jackson shifted his arm and found Will's nipple with his fingers. Will made a soft sound of encouragement. Jackson's finger became insistent, circling, scraping, bringing alive every nerve in Will's body.

Will rolled over onto his side, offering himself.

Now would come the slow loving. The tender touches. Jackson's whispered poetry, telling the depth of his feelings for Will. His naked, raw need for Will. The enormity of his love for Will. The completeness of his life with Will by his side.

Every time he and Jackson made love Will knew everything they'd been through, all they survived together, had been worth it. Will's long cold night left for dead and strung up in a field, Jackson's torture in the small foul cell of a madman, all the blood Will had spilled, and even the death of beautiful young Jon, had been worth it.

There was nothing Will would not do for Jackson.

Nothing Jackson could ask of him, no task he could set him to that Will would not accomplish.

Nothing.

∙•∙

Jackson ran his hand over his lover's body. Oft traveled, it knew the way and yet each time there was a discovery of new territory. Each stroke, each glide, each pass of his calloused fingertips over Will's soft skin left Jackson trembling with the sheer beauty of the younger man.

That this lord, this fine, educated man of rank and noble birth, would want him always astounded Jackson. He might now hold the title of duke, but two years ago, when Will first met him and gave Jackson his heart, Jackson had been no more than a paid mercenary. A man without land, without fortune, without title, merely the bastard son of a duke.

No equal, no match for Will.

Yet, because of Will and Will alone, Jackson now had everything.

He nuzzled the back of Will's head searching for skin, but Will's long blond hair hid what he sought. He gently brushed the silken tresses off Will's shoulder to reveal the pale smooth flesh that had tempted him since the very first time he'd touched it.

For a moment, he rested his lips against Will's back, warming Will's skin with his breath. His desire grew until he could no longer resist and he bit Will, determined to mark him, to claim the man he loved. Jackson held on, his lips clamped tight as he sucked. His tongue laved the flesh he'd captured as Will moaned, and hissed, and whimpered.

Jackson released his lover and soothed the bite with a lick of his tongue.

“My sweet Will.”

Will shivered, sighed, bent his leg, and moved it forward. Jackson knew he was using his body to tell him that he was ready to be taken.

Jackson took the vial from the table next to the bed and uncorked it. He poured the thick scented liquid over his hand, and then over his rod, and spread the oil with a few long strokes to insure there was enough to ease his way inside. Then he slid his fingers down the crevasse of Will's ass until he reached the tight bud that opened only for him.

“God, Will, you inflame me. The touch of your skin, the softness of your crease, the firmness of your ass.” Jackson drew circles around the opening. His cock, stiff and proud and eager, stood ready against his belly.

Will pushed back into his touch, eager, always ready for him. Jackson had never imagined willing and ready to be so exciting, but Will's enthusiasm only made Jackson's fire burn hotter, his passion soar, his longing for his lover rage through his body like a fever.

Jackson knew of only one cure for that fever.

With a small thrust of his hips, Jackson sank inside his lover.

Both men sighed and settled into their joining.

Running his hand over Will's flank, Jackson waited for Will's signal. Will reached back, took Jackson's hand, and wrapped it around the shaft of Will's cock.

With a shudder, Jackson pushed in deeper, then withdrew in a long, slow, and effortless glide out and then back in, repeated with each lazy thrust of his hips. For Will's part, he was right there with Jackson, receiving, giving, taking with his own hips' motion.

Will's mewls, the soft rumbling in his throat, made Jackson's ardor grow until he had to resist his body's urge to go faster, deeper, wilder. It was of great temptation to ride Will like the fine steed he was, to lose himself in Will's body, his fists in Will's hair, and his soul in Will's eyes.

“I love you, Lord Holcombe.”

“And I you, Duke Baymore.”

Jackson matched the stroking of his hand along Will's cock to his thrusts in Will's tight ass. Even after two years of lovemaking, it never ceased to surprise him how hot Will's inner channel was, how tightly it held him, how deeply he could take Will.

And Will's response to him? Always excited, always asking for more.

“I love the way you feel, sweet Will. You're so hot. You wrap my cock in your heat and bring me to my sweet death each and every time.”

∙•∙

Poetry. God, such poetry. The man had no idea what his words did to Will.

They burrowed inside of Will, found a place in his heart, and made their home. Jackson thought himself a coarse man, but Will knew the truth. Will knew Jackson's soul, that of a truly gentle man. Jackson could run a man through before the man had time to pull his sword, and Jackson could lop head from shoulders with one swing of his broadsword—his skill was that great.

But Jackson's touch, his inner soul, his tender words, had told Will the first time they'd met there was so much more to Jackson than just a rough, uneducated mercenary.

Jackson's firm grip on Will's shaft tightened, his tempo more insistent, and Will knew his lover was nearing release. There was nothing Will loved more than Jackson's cream shooting into his channel. Unless it was Will's cream shooting into Jackson's tight tunnel. That was worth dying for, those rare times when Jackson gave himself to Will.

Will groaned as Jackson's thrusts came harder, faster, deeper. Will angled his hips and on the next stroke Jackson's cock raked his spot, sending waves of pleasure through Will, to land deep in his stones.

“So close, my love.” Jackson battered Will's ass. “Close.”

Will would join his love when the moment came. “I also.”

Jackson nipped his shoulder then chuckled. “Not yet, my lord.” His hand released Will's cock for a second, then encircled the base of Will's shaft and squeezed.

“Oh no.” Will gasped.

“Aye. You will wait for yours while I take mine.” Jackson's breath puffed against the back of Will's neck as his pumping hips renewed their attack on Will's body.

Will groaned. He'd been so damn close to coming. Now he wondered what Jackson had planned for him. Never did he doubt that Jackson wouldn't satisfy him, or would leave him unfinished.

Jackson took him, pressing him into the bed, riding him just as Will loved to be ridden.

“God Will, you're mine.” Jackson pounded into him, then he stumbled in his pace, fell off rhythm, and with one last great thrust, pushed deep inside Will and released. Jackson's shudder passed through Will.

Will could only moan, only tremble beneath the huge man, his own release cut off from him by Jackson's tight circle around Will's rod.

“Don't leave me like this,” Will begged.

“Leave you? Never. I'll never leave you,” Jackson teased.

“You know what I mean. Unfinished.” Will thrust his hips, but Jackson had control of him. His need grew painful, but such sweet pain.

“I plan on finishing you, my lord.”

“Then don't make me wait, Your Grace.”

“Forgive me, for I am selfish. I wanted to fuck you and to suck you.” Jackson pulled Will onto his back, then shifted his position to kneel between Will's legs.

Will's lover looked down at him, all the fire and desire burning in that hot dark gaze of his. Will's stomach flipped and his balls drew up tighter.

Jackson lowered his head and took Will in his mouth.

Will groaned as the beauty, the glory that was Jackson Baymore descended on him. He sucked his rod, laved his sac with his talented tongue, and brought Will straight to the edge of insanity.

“Please. Let me. Come. Now.” Will panted, struggling against the pleasure and pain of what Jackson did to him. It was Heaven and Hell and Purgatory. Will wanted it to last, wanted it to be over, wanted Jackson to never take his mouth off his cock.

“Now, my love. My Will.” Jackson let go, freed Will's cock, and as if a hundred suns exploded in the day's sky, Will came.

His sob echoed off the thick stone walls of the room, his body shuddered as it had never done before, his cream shot and shot and shot until there was no more to give. For a long moment, Will's heart felt as if it had forgotten to beat.

Then with a mighty thud, it came back to life.

Jackson licked a lone drop from his lip and then collapsed next to Will.

“Was that good? Should I do that again?” He pulled Will's limp body against his side and Will's head onto his shoulder.

“Aye. Your Grace.” It was all Will could get out, his mouth could barely form the words, his brain could barely think them.

“Good. I like it when you beg me.” Jackson grinned, then took Will's mouth with a hard kiss. Will couldn't fight back, but opened to his lover and gladly gave himself up as lost.

Jackson broke their kiss, leaned back, and looked deep into Will's eyes.

“I love you, Lord Holcombe. Without you, I would be a dead thing. Breathing, moving, but without a soul, without a heart.”

“You take my breath and my words away, Duke Baymore.” Will buried his hands in Jackson's hair and pulled him down for a kiss. They lost themselves in the touching of their tongues, then parted. “It's early morn and I must away.”

Jackson sighed and nodded.

After a quick press of his forehead to Jackson's, Will threw off his covers, found his clothes, and dressed. Then he strode back to the bed, grabbed Jackson's head by his hair, and pulled him up hard into a kiss so tender, chaste, and pure it broke Jackson's heart.

Will let him go, turned, and slipped from the room.

∙•∙

Jackson lay back on the bed. His love for Will never ceased to amaze and awe him. It was a gift. He had no idea why he'd been favored by God, or what he'd ever done to deserve a man such as Will, but he wasn't going to question it.

He would continue to thank God, as he did every night in a silent prayer before he closed his eyes and every morn when he opened his eyes, just as he would do this morn.

Will was as precious to him as his own life. Jackson would stand unflinching and ready before the executioner rather than hurt Will or betray Will's love and good affections. There was nothing on earth that could tempt him into such an act.

Nothing.


Chapter Two

Will paused at the bottom of the stairs and watched the quiet scene. In the great hall, his beloved brother Wallace sat on one of the four tapestry-covered chairs drawn close to the massive hearth and held his first son on his knee. The child would now be over a year and six months if Will remembered right and he was the very image of his father, having the Holcombe men's blond hair and fair complexion, but Ellen's dark brown eyes. Wallace and Will's father, Walter, Duke of Holcombe, sat next to him.

Will's heart stirred and warmth bloomed in his chest knowing Wallace and his good Lady Ellen's dream of a large family was coming true.

Today would be the christening of Wallace's second son, named after William, and the reason he and Jackson had traveled from Baymore to Holcombe, along with a small contingent of armsmen for protection and appearances.

Will stepped forward. “Two sons, brother. Was ever a man so blessed?”

“Aye. I was.” Will's father leaned around his chair and grinned. “Will, my son. How was your night's rest?” He held out his hand for Will to take, and his unseeing white-filmed eyes stared in the direction of Will's voice.

“Well, Father. And how did you sleep?” Will's gaze flicked to Wallace. Wallace rolled his eyes and shook his head, knowing Will had most likely spent the night with Jackson. Wallace had known of Will's leanings since they were young men, and it had been his love and acceptance of Will that had allowed Will to continue to live at Holcombe until he'd decided to leave and join Jackson at Baymore. Will's father, however, knew nothing of Will's preferences.

“Like an old bear in his winter den.” His father chuckled as Will took his hand, bent low, kissed the back of it, and then fell into a nearby chair. “Where is the duke?” His father's head tilted to cock his ear to catch any sound.

“Roaming the keep, no doubt.” Will laughed. “Without any battle to go to, he wakes early, then makes his rounds. He's probably on the walls, speaking with your men, or in the armory inspecting your weapons.”

“And I'm sure you're up with the chickens and seeing to the needs of his lands.” His father nodded and looked pleased.

“I am. That madman Hugh and his father Morris left Baymore in tatters. Full coffers mind you, but all goodwill gone and his people near starvation. There was much to do to remedy the wrongs done them and put things to right.”

“From what I've heard, the Duke of Baymore is once again beloved by his people,” Wallace added as he bounced his son on his knee. The child babbled and reached for his father. “He wants his grand da.”

“Then he must come to me.” Walter Holcombe held out his arms and Wallace rose and placed the child with him. With practiced hands, Walter gathered the child's loose linen gown and cradled him in his arms. “He grows each day, Wallace. A big boy he'll be, just like you.” He gave the child his finger and was rewarded by being bitten. Walter laughed, scolded the child, and then gave him a quick kiss on the head.

“Indeed.” Wallace turned to Will. “He walked at only ten months, brother. He may have my heft, but by God, he's got your cleverness, I swear it.” Wallace's face beamed with his pride.

“He's grown much since I last saw him.” No longer a shapeless, squirming tadpole, he was a well formed, squirming frog, bright eyed and alert.

“It's been over a year you've been away, Will. We all miss you.” Wallace smiled at his brother. “When you have time, we must speak.” The look in Wallace's eyes told Will his brother wanted a more detailed telling of his life at Baymore.

“Of course. And what of my namesake?” Will watched his father play with his grandson. His father's dream of grandchildren had come true, thanks to Wallace and Lady Ellen. God knew it would never have come to pass if he'd counted on Will.

“Ah, Ellen is feeding little William upstairs. He has a cradle in our room.”

“And does this child favor your blond hair or Ellen's dark?”

“He's blond with blue eyes. Ellen tells me most babies are born with blue eyes, but they turn to their true color, as Walter's did, as they grow.”

“I have to admit, little Walter is a beauty, for a child.” Will had never been around children, nor had Wallace, but it was good to see his brother taking to the role of father so well. It was a role Will had never seen himself in, whereas Wallace had dreamed of it.

“You think? Truthfully?” Wallace leaned forward.

“Oh aye. How could he not be with the fair Lady Ellen as his mother? Good thing her beauty alone was all that was needed to insure his fair looks,” Will teased.

His brother sniffed. “I'm not half bad, I've been told.”

“You shouldn't listen to the idle talk of scullery maids, brother,” Will drawled.

Wallace groaned. “Damn you, Will. There is no hope of winning a war of wits, is there?”

“No. None.” Jackson's voice interrupted and all heads turned to him. “He can take the words you say and twist them back and forth until you swear you never said them. I have long since given up that battle.”

The Duke of Baymore crossed the hall, looking so good Will had to struggle to keep the look of desire from his face. Their gazes met, lingered, caressed, and then broke apart.

“Your Grace, thank you again for the hospitality of your keep.” Jackson came to the chairs where they all sat. “And who is this fine young man?”

“This is my grandson, Walter.” Will's father grinned and held up the child for Jackson to inspect.

“He's a big, handsome lad, Your Grace. He does your name proud.” Jackson took the last remaining chair.

“Thank you. And what of you, Jackson? I've heard no news about a marriage for you. Will, you must tell the duke he has a duty to continue his line.”

Will stared down into the fire as his hands clenched the arms of his chair. His throat tightened so completely he was unable to speak the words that formed in his mind. Words that would betray him to his father, announcing his and Jackson's love, and declaring that no woman would ever come between them.

Jackson coughed and cleared his throat. “There has been no time for such matters, Your Grace. The state of my holdings has been my first and only priority.”

“Of course. There will be time. You are still a young man and most men can father children well into their later years.” Walter stood and held out his grandson. “Take him, Wallace. I must go upstairs now.”

Wallace took his son, Will stood, as did Jackson, and they watched as the elder Holcombe made his way to the stairs, climbed them, then disappeared. Though blind, he knew the placement of every piece of furniture in the great hall, the count of steps to the stairs, and the number of stairs to the top.

Will leaned back in his chair and sighed. Jackson sat, reached out, placed his hand over Will's, and gave it a squeeze.

“Will, you really must tell your father.” Jackson let his hand drop.

“And lose him? Never.” Will shook his head. “His love means too much to me.”

Wallace paced in front of the hearth, his son in his arms. “I think you should keep your secrets, brother. There is more at risk than our father's affection for you.”

“Indeed. If Da knew that you and Lady Ellen had knowledge of my ways and that you allowed me to remain at the keep, his anger could turn toward you. And your children. I won't have that.” Will shook his head.

Jackson nodded. “Forgive me, Wallace. I hadn't thought of that.”

“It's a problem Will and I have dealt with for a long time. Secrets are best kept secret.” Wallace wrinkled his nose and grimaced. “My son needs changing.”

“Oh. I thought the wind had shifted,” Will drawled and gave Jackson a raised eyebrow.

“Don't look to me, Lord Holcombe.” Jackson shook his head.

Wallace laughed. “Go take seats at the table, call the servants, and break your fast.”

“Will you join us?”

“No, Ellen had our meal brought up to us early so she could eat and tend to the new babe. I'll speak with you later, Will, at your convenience. Your Grace.” Wallace gave Jackson a short bow and left, taking the stairs two at a time, his child giggling and bouncing in his arms.

For a long while, they stared into the fire, just content to be with each other. Then Jackson's stomach rumbled like an empty wagon going over a wooden bridge.

“Let's break fast before your stomach brings the rafters down.” Will laughed and stood, slapping Jackson on the back.

They walked to the long tables at the far side of the great hall and sat. Jackson at the head as was due his rank, and Will at his right, in the place of honor, and on Jackson's blind side. Ever since Jackson had lost the sight in his right eye, Will never failed to put himself between his duke and any danger. No one but Will knew of the injury Jackson suffered at the hands of Jackson's half-brother Hugh.

One of the servants brought bowls of porridge, thick slices of warm fresh bread, and a carafe of goat's milk.

“How do you think life at Baymore proceeds without you and me there?” Will wondered as they ate.

“Marcus has the men doing close drills, most likely,” Jackson said, a wide grin on his face. “You have to say this for the old duke, he picked the men in his service well. I've been most pleased with Marcus as master of arms. I'm glad he chose to stay on.”

“Shame, Morris couldn't have picked his son,” Will drawled.

“At least in the end, he picked the right one.” Jackson looked up into Will's eyes.

Will nodded. “He did. The best man ever to carry the Baymore name.” He took a bite of his bread and chewed, enjoying the flush that rose in Jackson's cheeks at Will's affirmation.

“What time is the ceremony?” Jackson looked around the still empty hall. “Where will it be?”

“I'm not sure. After the noon meal and before supper.” Will shrugged. “It's at the church in the village, then back here for a celebration.”

“All day then.” Jackson yawned. “If I fall asleep, you must nudge me.”

“Can't. I'll be standing up at the altar with Wallace, Ellen, and my namesake.”

“Oh.” Jackson bit his lip. “I snore, you know.”

“Do you? I hadn't noticed.” Will winked. “Don't worry. I'll seat you with my father.”

Jackson smiled. “I'd like that. Do you think he'll mind?”

“I'm sure he'll welcome you.” Will knew his father would never give offense to another duke, much less Jackson, whom he considered a friend.

“Well, then, that will be good.”

After they finished eating Will and Jackson took a tour of the keep. It had been two years since Will had been there, but little had changed. They checked on the men they'd brought along to see if their needs were being met, which they were. Then they stopped in the stables to make sure the stable lads would have their mounts ready with the others for the celebration.

The lads were getting the carriage and tack ready. A stable boy brushed one of the two matching black horses that would pull it as a young girl stood on a stool, braiding spring flowers into the gelding's mane.

That done, with nothing else to do, they returned to the hearth, to sit with feet stretched out to the fire, and took their ease until the others appeared.

»»•««

Marcus, master of arms at Baymore Castle, strode across the bailey toward the barracks. His gaze slid around the courtyard at his men stationed on the walls of the stone keep. With the duke and Lord Holcombe away, the care and keeping of the castle had fallen to him once again.

Not for the first, second, or hundredth time, he praised God that Jackson Baymore had claimed his rights as Duke of Baymore, and William Holcombe had killed that bastard Hugh.

William knew how to run a keep and its lands, and Jackson knew how to run the castle's armsmen. Best of all, he knew how to let Marcus have control and command of their soldiers, something Hugh and his father had had no skill with.

“Captain!” One of the men on the wall yelled down to him.

Marcus halted and looked up, shading his eyes against the sun with his hand. “Aye?”

“Someone approaches, sir.”

Marcus nodded and headed to the stairs and up to the catwalk. Taking position next to his man on guard, Marcus leaned out over the thick wall and his gaze followed the guard's arm as he pointed to the road.

A young lad made his way to the castle, having turned off the main road to the village beyond. Clearly, he was bound for the keep. Marcus observed the boy as he trudged closer, his steps determined but slow, as if he'd traveled a great distance. Marcus put him at about ten years of age. He was dressed better than most, but the clothes he wore were dirty, covered in black. Soot most likely. The lad's hair was black, and he was tall and lanky for his age.

He came to the great closed gates and stopped. He carried a sack over his back and little more. Looking up, he brushed long straight bangs from his forehead. His face was streaked with the same black soot that stained his clothes, and his eyes looked dark, hollow, and weary.

“Is this Baymore Castle?”

Marcus looked down at the boy. “Aye. It is.”

The boy nodded and then collapsed.

“Damn!” Marcus turned and bolted down the stairs. “Open the gate!”

The guard at the gate raised the beam that barred the gates, and pushed it open. Marcus dashed through the gap, and fell to his knees at the lad's side. He rolled the boy over and picked him up, with only a soft groan from the child.

“Call the healer,” he ordered one of his men. Followed by two of his guards, he carried the boy inside to the barracks and placed him on the nearest cot. Pulling off the sack, he laid the young lad's head back on a small pillow.

The boy roused, looked around him, fear widened his eyes. “Who are you?” he whispered.

“Marcus. Master of arms here at Baymore. And you?”

“I am Liam.” His soft voice barely croaked out his words, as if he had no moisture in his mouth to ease his speaking. His eyes shuttered closed.

Marcus snapped his fingers at the bucket of water on the floor by the door, and one of his men snatched it up and brought it to him. He lifted the ladle from the side and dipped it into the cool water, then slipped an arm under the child and raised him up enough to take a sip.

The boy drank until he could hold no more and the water ran from his mouth over his chin. Marcus laid him back down, covered him with a blanket, and stood.

“Keep an eye on him. When he rouses, if he's hungry, feed him. After that, bring him to me and we'll hear what he has to say.” With those orders, Marcus left the barracks and made his way to the great hall of the keep.

It would be another sennight before the duke and his steward returned. Marcus was positive neither of them would begrudge his taking in the young boy. Once the child was well, there were enough chores to keep him busy.

Of course, all that might change once Marcus heard what the lad had to say.

»»•««

“Duke Baymore. Jackson!” Lady Ellen descended the stairs, carrying the new babe against her shoulder. “I'm so sorry I was not able to greet you last night on your arrival.”

Jackson rose to meet her and gave her a half bow. “Lady Ellen. We arrived late and I did not expect you to attend us.”

“Will!” Lady Ellen beamed at Will. He'd stood with Jackson and now he strode to accept her kiss on his cheek and place a kiss on hers.

“My lady. You look well.” He took a step back to admire her. “I'd swear you'd never had a child to look at your trim figure.”

She giggled. “Will. Your tongue is still as smooth as my baby's bottom and just as cheeky.”

Will laughed. “I've missed you, Ellen.”

“And I you, brother.” She changed her hold on the child and cradled him in her arms. “Here. See your namesake, Uncle William.”

Will stepped up to inspect the babe. Swaddled in a small cloth, his little face was all Will could spy. “He's tiny. And handsome. No doubt he'll be as clever as his older brother.”

“No doubt about that. Walter is far beyond his age, the other ladies tell me.” Her pride in her child showed in her loving gaze, and in her soft sigh. “I'm so happy, Will. Two sons.”

“That leaves only three more,” Will reminded her.

“And two daughters,” she added.

“Right. Now tell me. Are you able to stand another birth? I've heard they're hard, brutish things.” Will shuddered and Jackson laughed.

“It was easy, both times.”

“Then I'm glad and look forward to the rest of Wallace's legion of offspring.”

Jackson motioned to a chair. “Will you sit with us, my lady?”

“I will. Wallace will be down shortly with his father. We'll have the noon meal then leave for the church.” She cooed at the sleeping babe. “Here, Will. Do you want to hold your nephew?”

“Hold him?” Will sat back. Having the child at a distance seemed safer to him. Children were small and fragile, and he had no want to get any closer.

“I'll take him, if I may.” Jackson stood. Will stared at his lover and nearly choked.

∙•∙

“Of course, Jackson.” Ellen smiled. “Now, you put your hand under his little rump like this, and the other hand under his head. Not too tightly.”

Jackson took the babe in his arms with care. “I won't drop him.” He glanced up at Will, and Will had no choice but to smile back.

“I never thought you would.” She looked up into Jackson's face. “Not for a moment. If your arms are strong enough for Will, they will hold the babe safe, too.”

Jackson nodded. He'd never held a child before. “Little William. He's aptly named.” His gaze caught Will's. “He's a beauty.” He brought the child closer to his face and inhaled. “And he smells so good. Do all babies smell like this?”

“Only when they are fresh from the bath, Jackson. But it is a wonderful aroma and one that I dearly love to inhale.” She stroked the child's cheek.

“Wallace is a lucky man.” He handed the babe back to his mother.

Ellen stared at Jackson for a moment as if thinking, then nodded. “And I am a lucky woman. I have a man who loves me above all others, a father who dotes on me, a brother-in-law who treats me as his own sister, and two beautiful children.”

“I envy you both.” Jackson gave her a bow and returned to his seat.

Will stared at him, one eyebrow raised. It was Will's look when Jackson had done something wrong, and Jackson knew it meant, “We'll talk later.” For the life of him, he didn't understand what he'd done, but he was sure Will would inform him as soon as they were alone.

That moment came all too soon when Lady Ellen left for the kitchens to check on the food for the celebration.

“What did I do wrong?” Jackson leaned toward Will, but kept from taking his hand.

“Nothing, Your Grace. I'm just out of sorts today.” Will rubbed his eyes. “My head aches.” Perhaps Jackson had misread his lover's expression.

He grimaced. “Shall I get some cool water for you?”

“No. I'm fine. It will fade after I eat.” He gave Jackson a brief smile meant to reassure him.

For the moment, Jackson let it go. He glanced around to make sure they were alone, then placed his hand over Will's and gave it a squeeze.

“My lord, I hunger,” Jackson growled.

“I'm afraid you'll have to do with what the kitchen is serving for now. I won't be served until later,” Will drawled, the lazy look in his half-lidded eyes matching his voice.

“Then later it shall be.” Jackson pulled his hand away and sat back.

When the others came down to the hall, they found Jackson and Will dozing in their chairs.


Chapter Three

The procession to the village church was a happy one, with the carriage and horses decorated with fresh spring flowers. Villagers lined the narrow road, waved, and tossed flowers at them as they passed. Jackson and Will rode on one side of the carriage that carried Ellen, the children, Duke Holcombe, and their driver. Wallace rode on the other. Many of the children skipped behind the carriage, laughing, and singing.

At the small but crowded church, the ceremony lasted forever. At least, it seemed that way for Jackson. He'd never been one for formal affairs, and that included his own claiming of Baymore. Thank God he'd had Will to guide him through that torturous event, and in the same way, Will guided him through this one as well. Jackson had never been to a christening, although he'd been to church often as a child with his mother.

Will had arranged for Jackson to sit next to his father in the very first row of the church. Jackson couldn't help but watch his lover as Will's namesake, wailing as if being held upside down by his tiny foot, was christened. Jackson doubted there were many women, much less men, who could take their eyes off Will's beauty. He was tall, well built, and his long blond hair pulled back and braided. Dressed in his finest clothes, Will was the very picture of nobility. Only Jackson knew how hard Will could fight, how completely Will loved, and how sweetly he moaned.

They shared many secrets, but none more dangerous to the both of them than their love for each other. But as Jackson's steward, Will was placed in the perfect position. His duties kept him at Jackson's side during the day and late into the evening. And Will's room adjoining Jackson's let them spend the nights together.

Once the ceremony was over, the priest paid, and Wallace and Lady Ellen had tossed out the coppers to the children of the village, the procession made its way back through the village to the keep. Another celebration awaited them.

Wallace had spared no expense at his second son's christening. Barrels of ale, kegs of wine, almost more than Jackson had served at his own ceremony, decorated the tables of Holcombe's castle. Torches and candles lit the great hall as a small band of musicians played, and the invited guests danced.

Jackson begged off the few women who had been either brave enough or drunk enough to approach him. In the past, Will had tried to teach him some of the simpler country and court dances, but Jackson had never been able to get his feet moving in the right direction or in time with the music. Will had eventually given up in exchange for sparing his toes any more damage by Jackson's boots.

Now Jackson watched as Will, graceful, effortless, every move coordinated and flowing, danced in and out of the torchlight and shadows. Aroused by Will, Jackson leaned his elbows on the table to hide his body's reaction to his lover.

For the most part, Will only glanced occasionally at Jackson, locked gazes, then skittered off, always aware of the people around them. Between dances, Will returned to sit at Jackson's right side, drank wine, and listened as his brother told stories about his children. Wallace was nothing, if not a doting father. Duke Walter, who listened and nodded agreement of his grandson's merits, was every inch a loving grandfather.

Once again, Jackson felt a flicker of envy for Wallace. He had a large well-sighted keep, a loving wife and father, and his children. As Duke of Baymore, Jackson now had a keep, greater even than Holcombe, and he had a man who loved him. But his father had been murdered by Jackson's half-brother, Hugh, two years ago. Despite his lifelong denial of Jackson, in the end, before his death, Morris of Baymore had acknowledged Jackson. His eldest and best son was named the rightful heir. That Jackson had heard Morris call him “son” would have to be enough.

And he'd done what his father had asked of him—restored Baymore's good name, kept the coffers filled, and kept his love for Will a secret. The only other thing his father had asked, Jackson couldn't do, and that was to provide an heir. He'd told his father that his heart was taken by a man, and confessed his love for Will to the only man whose respect he longed to earn.

And as much as Morris ranted, he still accepted Jackson as his legitimate son. Jackson knew the only alternative was his half-brother Hugh, and no one, not Morris, not Baymore's old steward Withers, and most assuredly not the people of his lands, wanted that lunatic to become duke.

Jackson had won Baymore by default, and he'd known it. He'd been the lesser of two evils for Morris to choose from—Jackson, a sodomite who harbored a deep-seated honor and an innate sense of nobility, or Hugh, an insane sodomite, perverted and drunk with his own power.

He'd sworn to himself that he'd prove to Morris, even as he lay rotting in his grave, that he, Jackson Baymore, had been the right son to choose. That despite whom Jackson chose to love, he was a man of quality, a man of honor, a man who could gain his subjects' respect and goodwill.

Jackson smiled at Will, who listed slightly in his chair, having certainly drunk too much. Will played in a teasing manner with his long braid as it lay over his shoulder. When Will's gaze lingered too long on Jackson, caressed Jackson's body, and landed on Jackson's lips, Jackson decided it was time to retire for the night before Will did something neither of them could explain.

“Let's abed, Lord Holcombe.” He rose and pulled Will to his feet. Will swayed, laughed, and clapped him on the back.

“Aye. I'm the worse for the wine, I'm afraid.” Will turned to Wallace and his father. “I must beg your forgiveness. The dance has gone to my feet and the wine to my head. I should go to my room before my duke has to carry me up the stairs.” He grinned at them.

“Well, it wouldn't be the first time you've carried him up, Jackson.” Wallace laughed.

“This time I won't be unconscious,” Will replied and took a last drink.

“If you don't stop now, I may be called to duty again,” Jackson warned and took the cup from Will.

“Good night, son. I'll see you in the morn.” Walter reached out and touched Will's arm. Will placed his hand over his father's, and leaned down to brush a kiss on his cheek.

“Night, Da.” Will turned to Jackson. “Up the stairs, Your Grace.”

“Up the stairs, my lord.” Jackson grinned, and nodded his farewell to those seated at the table, and walked Will away.

“Any more drink, and I think you would have made quite a fool of yourself.” Jackson chuckled.

“Any more drink, and I would have been unable to keep my hands off you,” Will muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Jackson's ears alone.

“My lord.” Jackson pulled him tighter as they took the stairs. His cock stirred at Will's words and husky voice.

“My ass, Your Grace. It calls for you.” Will sighed, making Jackson's rod ache with want.

Jackson laughed, bold and loud, as he pulled Will tighter under his arm. They made the top of the stairs, and then turned down the hall toward Will's room. Once at Will's door Jackson leaned him against the wall.

Will gave him a wicked smile, then grabbed Jackson's loins through his breeches and rolled Jackson's stones in his hand. Jackson groaned, closed his eyes, and pressed his hips into Will's touch.

“Seems we arrived at my room just in time,” Will whispered.

Jackson tilted Will's head up and slanted his lips over Will's. Their kiss deepened as Jackson's tongue begged entrance, and Will's lips parted. Will whimpered and squeezed Jackson's sac tighter. Jackson groaned.

“Will?” Walter Holcombe stood at the top of the hall. He faced them at the far end, brows furrowed over unseeing eyes, then his lips thinned, and his face darkened.

Jackson broke from Will's kiss, as Will's hand slapped over Jackson's mouth. Will's eyes begged Jackson for silence.

“Aye, Father?” Will swallowed.

Duke Holcombe took a deep, ragged breath, his hands clenched tightly, and turned his back to them. He reached his door, opened it, and paused. “I will see you in my room. Now.” Then he went inside, leaving the door open.

Will slumped against the wall, locking his knees to keep from falling to the floor. “Oh God, my father.” He moaned. “God's tears. He knows.” Everything in Will's world tilted, twisted, and gave way beneath him. The wine and food he'd taken in threatened to explode from his gut with that dreaded knowledge.

“You don't know that, Will.” Jackson held Will up with a firm grip on his arms. “He can't see. How would he know?”

“Oh aye, he knows. My father may be blind, but he can hear and smell better than you or I. He knows.” Will shook his head. “All is lost, Your Grace. All.” Will's eyes filled with tears, and he blinked them back. All his life as a man, he'd tried so hard to keep his secret from his father, and now the one person in this world he wanted to keep his proclivities hidden from knew. “I must go to him. Face him.”

“I'll go with you.” Jackson stepped back to give Will room to move.

“No. I won't involve you.”

“Too late. If he can smell and hear, then he heard my voice and smelled me. I'm going with you. We'll face him together, Will. Perhaps we can change his mind, perhaps convince him—”

“That we're not perverted creatures? Damned? An affront to God?” Will shook his head. “No. I love my father, but I know him. This he will not forgive.” Will straightened his clothing, tossed his braid over his shoulder, and gave Jackson a sharp nod.

Jackson followed him down the hall to the open door.

Will rapped on the door twice, then stepped inside. “Father.”

His father sat on the chair next to his hearth, chin on his fist as he stared into the flames. Brows drawn together, mouth turned down, he wore the familiar expression Will recognized as perplexed. It was the face his father made when he struggled to work through some problem, and did not like the taste of it.

Will advanced into the room, Jackson at his back, and came to a halt in front of his father.

“Good. The Duke of Baymore is here also.” Walter nodded as if he'd come to some decision. “William, I want you and your duke gone on the morrow.”

“Gone?” Will croaked. Would he be given no chance for explanation, no chance to speak in his defense?

“Never to return to Holcombe.” Walter sat back, his folded hands rested in his lap, his decision final.


Chapter Four

Will fell to his knees. “Father. Please.”

“Not a word, William.” His father turned away from him.

“But you have to understand. You have to listen to me,” Will pleaded.

“For how long?” Walter shook, his grip on the arms of the chair so tight his knuckles went white.

“What?”

“How long?” his father roared. “How long have you been a—”

Will looked at Jackson. His father was lost to him, but he'd be damned if he'd fail Wallace and Ellen. Tears threatened again, and he put his face in his hands. There was nothing for it but to lie and keep them safe.

Jackson stepped forward and put his hand on Will's shoulder. “Since he came to Baymore, Your Grace.” Will's head snapped up and he stared at his lover.

“What?” Walter turned back to them. “At Baymore? Not before?”

“Nay. It was I, Your Grace. I seduced your son.”

Will frowned at Jackson's attempt to take the blame, and shame himself before another duke, thus saving Wallace. God, he loved this man. Was there no end to Jackson's honor or his love for Will?

“No, Father.” Will got to his feet. “That's not true. It started before Baymore, but there was no seduction. No forced taking. I fell in love with Jackson when he saved me.”

“Love? You love a man?” His father's head snapped back as if struck.

“Aye.” A new strength flowed through Will, a power that filled him with the courage to take whatever came his way, as long as he had Jackson by his side.

His father fell silent. Closing his eyes, he clenched and unclenched his hands as his jaw worked. Then he opened his eyes and dashed away the tears that fell.

“I loved you, William,” he whispered.

“And I love you, Father.”

“Then leave Baymore. Come back to me, and our home. Stay here at Holcombe. Forget this madness, and marry.” His father leaned forward, his hand outstretched for Will to take.

Will took a step back. “I can't do that. I can't. He is my heart. My soul. The only thing in this world that I need or want.”

“And Jackson? Does he—”

Jackson moved next to Will. “Love your son? Aye. Will is life to me. He sees inside this rough exterior to the true man hiding there. I am all I am because of him and his love.”

“Love,” Walter sneered. “There can be no love between men. Only depravity.”

“I don't know what to tell you, Father, to convince you of the depth of our feelings for each other. We are sworn, I to Jackson and he to me.”

Walter stood. “This is too much to bear. Go away from me, William. Duke Baymore. Leave me.” He straightened his back and pointed to the door, hand trembling. Will could only imagine the pain his father must feel. It had to match his own anguish, but Will had always known it would come to this if he were discovered.

Jackson gave him a short bow—“Your Grace”—and backed out of the room.

Will stood for a moment longer drinking in the last look of his beloved father. His heart hurt so bad he thought it would cease to beat. “Fair well, Father. I pray one day you will forgive me for the hurt I've caused you.” Then he turned and left, pulling the door closed behind him.

Jackson leaned against the wall. “Are you all right?”

“Nothing is right.” Will shook his head and staggered down the hall to his room. He pushed open the door, fell into the room, and shut the door behind him, leaving Jackson standing in the corridor.

∙•∙

Jackson paced the length of the hall, his boot steps sounding on the stones. Duke Holcombe had banished Will—that was the worst of it. He'd said nothing of exposing them or disowning Will. Will still had his title, and thank God, no breath of blame had fallen on Wallace or Lady Ellen.

But his Will? Jackson stood outside Will's door, his hand raised to knock. He bit his lip, working the problem in his head, but there was no way out of this. Will wouldn't give him up and return to Holcombe. If Jackson thought everyone would be happy with that solution, he'd insist Will stay. But neither he nor Will could survive that.

Jackson lowered his hand. Will could wait. Jackson needed to talk to Wallace. He had to be warned.

Turning away, Jackson strode down the hall to the other wing of the castle, to the rooms of Lord and Lady Holcombe. As he passed the stair, he paused, leaned down, and surveyed the great hall. The guests had all gone, the servants were cleaning, and the torches and candles had burned low.

Jackson went to Wallace's chambers and rapped on the door. A few moments later, Wallace appeared, still dressed, but bootless.

“Jackson? What brings you here?” Wallace frowned.

“I must speak to you. Now. It cannot wait.”

“Of course.” Wallace stepped aside and Jackson entered. The room was a study, with a desk, chairs, and table set before the hearth.

There was no point in wasting time telling the story or in planning what he would say, so Jackson just let the words tumble out. “Your father has found us out. He came upon us. Will was drunk, and I wasn't thinking clearly. He looked at me with those blue eyes, and I forgot myself and kissed him in the hall. Your father heard us.”

“Oh God.” Wallace sat heavily in a chair and ran his hands through his hair. “He knows?”

“Of me and Will. Aye. Of you and your lady's part? No. I told your father it started at Baymore. That I seduced Will.” Jackson stood a little taller.

Wallace stared at Jackson, his eyes raking over the big man. “I thank you for that lie. I know it came at great personal cost to you.”

“I have no wish to hurt anyone here at Holcombe, Wallace.” Jackson swallowed. “You are Will's family, and as I am sworn to him, I am sworn to you all, though some may not want or care for it.”

Wallace stood, stepped to Jackson, threw his arms around him, and held him in a tight grip. Jackson stiffened, then relaxed, and put his arms around Wallace to return the embrace. “And I to you, Jackson. I've never seen my brother happier. Never. He glows with his love for you, and I believe in your love for him.” Then he let Jackson go.

“Your father has sent Will away. Back to Baymore. We leave in the morn.” He went to the door. “Please give Lady Ellen our farewell.”

“Jackson. Before you go. About Will.”

“Aye?”

“Watch him. If he slips into malady or melancholy, you must take care. I fear for his life.” Wallace's concern was echoed in his blue eyes, so similar to the pair Jackson loved.

“I will watch for it, rest assured.” He nodded.

“Fair well, Jackson. Tell Will I love him. Nothing will ever change that. I can't offer hope for our father's forgiveness, but I'll set myself to that goal. Trust me.”

“I do, and I pray one day, Will and his father will be reconciled.”

With that Jackson left and returned to Will's room.

“Will. Open the door.”

There was no sound. Jackson lifted the latch and pushed the door open. Will sat on a chair near the hearth staring into the fire. His bags lay open, clothes strewn about them as if he'd begun to pack and then given up.

“Let the servants do that in the morn.” Jackson went to Will and kneeled beside him. He put his hand over Will's hand. “Come to bed, my lord. You need your rest. It will be a long ride back to Baymore, and we must start out early.”

“Like thieves running away in the night.” Will nodded and rose. “At least we aren't running from the noose.”

Jackson took him by the arm and led him to the bed. After undressing him, and putting him between the covers, Jackson sat in the chair to wait until Will fell asleep.

For a very long time, Will lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, his hands limp at his sides. At last, he rolled over and closed his eyes. Jackson waited another hour until Will's breathing became regular and steady, then he left to the stables to order their horses ready in the morn.

That done, he returned to Will's room, pulled off his boots, and crawled onto the bed next to Will. They spent the rest of the night, Will in restless sleep, and Jackson in deep contemplation.

»»•««

Dawn came soon enough. Jackson had the servants pack their bags and bring them down to the stable to be loaded on the packhorses. He roused his men in the barracks, and had the entire group in their saddles an hour after the sun's rays warmed the cobblestones of the keep's bailey. They would take their morning meal later while they were on the road.

If there was one thing Jackson knew how to do, it was get his men on their feet and moving, a skill he'd honed leading men on the battlefields over the last twenty years. He hadn't needed his rank as duke to get them going—his deep, commanding voice, his firm manner, and his intense glare were more than enough.

Getting Will up and moving proved harder. But Jackson, intent on being long gone before the rest of the keep woke, had him dressed, down the stairs, and on his horse soon enough. By the time Jackson swung up into his saddle, he looked forward to the ride if for nothing other than to get some rest. Sleeping in the saddle came easy to a mercenary, and Jackson had learned over the years to take his rest when and where he could find it.

He gave the command. The gates swung open, and their band filed through to the road, on their way to Baymore.

Only the stable lads and the guards of Holcombe watched them leave.

»»•««

Liam woke, coughed, and found his way to the latrines at the back of the barracks. When he returned, the early morning chill bit his bare feet as he stepped onto the cobblestones and crossed the small yard back into the barrack's heat. Twenty-five men lay sprawled on stomachs, backs, and sides, their covers pulled over them. As Liam passed each cot, he listened to the unfamiliar sounds of men asleep.

If he hadn't been so exhausted, he would never have gotten to sleep with this racket. He passed a man on his back whose snoring rattled the rafters and Liam stifled a giggle. His ma had never made such a noise. Amongst these men, Liam felt small and lost, a stranger in a strange place.

But a warm, safe place. He sat on his cot and looked around. Someone had placed his sack next to the bed. He picked it up and went through it, searching for what few scraps of clothing he'd salvaged. He stank from the fire, his hair singed, his face streaked with soot. Stripping off, he quickly changed, wiped his face, and shoved the soot-covered breeches, shirt, and vest he'd worn for the last two days to the bottom of the sack. Perhaps later, he'd wash them.

He rubbed his sore feet, unwilling to put them back in his boots until necessary, but he knew he'd have to get up soon. There must be much to be done in a great keep like Baymore. If he planned to have an audience with the duke, and ask to be recognized, he'd best find something he could do to earn his bread, and prove himself worthy of a title.

If the duke let him stay. He hadn't allowed himself to think what he'd do if Duke Baymore refused him and sent him away.

Liam's eyes filled with tears and he ground the heels of his hands into his eyes to keep back the great drops that threatened to fall. Like a frightened babe, he longed to call out for his mother, to feel her arms around him, comforting him. But she would never hold him again.

He sucked in a deep breath, his chest tight and aching. He was alone now. Best if he accepted it and got on with it.

As he pulled on his boots, a man wearing a tunic with the Baymore coat of arms came through the door banging on a copper pot. “Wake up, you lazy sots! Duty shift!” he yelled. The men of the barracks groaned as one, and someone threw a boot at the officer, but he ducked, and it missed its target. Several others swore, using language Liam had never heard except once when the smithy had smashed his hand with the great maul.

He giggled and dozens of eyes fell on him. Liam clapped his hands over his mouth, his eyes scrunched, and he tried to make himself as small as possible.

“You! Lad!” The man pointed to him. “Come with me. The master of arms will see you now that you're awake.”

Liam jumped up, making sure to be quick and not tarry. He didn't want to be beaten first thing. He had to do everything right. So much depended on it. He followed the man across the bailey to the keep itself. As his gaze swept the large courtyard, he took in the guards on the walls, the servants scurrying to and fro, and the large carved wooden doors they approached.

Baymore. Perhaps he'd see the duke himself.

Liam held his breath as he stepped across the threshold, said a quick prayer, and was brought to a man sitting at one of the long tables, breaking his fast. When the man looked up as Liam neared, Liam recognized him as the man he'd spoken to when he'd arrived. He struggled to remember the man's name. It wouldn't do not to have it ready.

“Master Marcus.” Liam bowed.

∙•∙

“Young Liam, is it?” Marcus looked the boy up and down. Although his face was still smudged, his clothes were fresh. “You're looking cleaner this morn.”

“Aye. I changed.” Liam stood at attention as if he were on guard duty.

“Well and good. Now, what brings you to Baymore?” The lad had come to Baymore, not the town, so there must be some particular reason, and Marcus meant to know it.

“Is the duke here?” Liam looked around the hall.

“No. He's away on business and won't be back for another sennight.” Marcus frowned. “Do you wish an audience with him?” Now, what business could such a young lad have with the duke of Baymore? Where had he traveled from and why was he covered in soot?

“Aye. But I will wait for him, master.” Liam bobbed his head. His gaze lingered on the bowl of porridge that sat in front of Marcus.

“Indeed. Join me, lad.” Marcus motioned to a servant to bring another bowl. “Sit here and tell me your story.” Perhaps food would loosen the lad's tongue.

Liam's sigh and his stomach's rumble were answers enough as he slid onto a chair at the table. “Thank you, master.”

Marcus folded his arms on the table and sat waiting. “And?”

Liam swallowed. “I am Liam. From Barley Fields. Do you know it?” His brows rose.

“Aye, I've passed through. It lies on the very edge of Baymore's holdings.”

Liam nodded. “I can work for my keep, master.”

He still hadn't given Marcus any information about how and why he'd come to the keep. “Can you? What skills do you have, young sir?”

“I can work the fields, or in the stables. I have some experience with chickens, sir.” The servant brought his porridge and Liam fell on it as a dog on a scrap of meat. There was scarcely a break between the spoon's scrape on the bowl and its finish in the boy's mouth.

Marcus waited until the lad had eaten his meal. There would be time enough for learning more. He observed the boy, whose sharp dark eyes never rested on anything, but flitted from one thing to the next, taking it all in. His black hair was thick and to his shoulders, and all in all, there was something familiar about the child.

“Perhaps you could help in the barracks. I need someone to keep the place clean, swept, and the men's boots polished. The fire needs to be fed, banked, and ashes gathered.” He tapped his finger to his chin. “Do you think you can handle that?”

“Aye, sir!” Liam's eyes shone. “You'll see, master.”

“I will indeed. If you do not work hard, I'll have to send you on your way,” Marcus warned.

“No sir. I'll work hard. I swear it.”

“Good. Then off with you. The shift has changed. Gather the men's boots to polish, get the wood for the fire, and sweep the barracks out. I'll see how you've done with your work later.”

Liam stood, bowed, and grinned. “Right away, master.” Then he took off as if wolves nipped at his heels.

Marcus laughed and went back to his meal. The lad had managed to keep his story to himself. But that would change, Marcus was sure of it. He'd give the lad some time, then pose his questions again, and not allow the boy to evade answering.

Once he was satisfied, and Jackson and Will had returned, he'd bring the boy to them, and let them decide what to do with him.

»»•««

“Father, please.” Wallace paced in front of the fireplace in his father's room.

“No. I don't want to hear what you have to say.” Walter shook his head.

“But he's our Will. My dearest brother. Your beloved son.”

“No longer.”

“You can't just dismiss him. He's never been anything but good, and loyal, and the best of us all.”

“You are my only son now. You are the best.”

“No. I won't agree to that. No. Will is a part of me, of you, and of Holcombe. He is the best of us all, Father. No matter who he loves.”

“Sodomites don't love. They are base, deviant creatures.”

“Who are you talking about? Not Will. Base? Never. Deviant? Never. What he does, he does from love, not some base desire.” Wallace had to control his temper, but his father's stubborn behavior maddened him to no end.

“You believe he loves Jackson?” His father wavered.

“Aye, I do. You could not see his face, Father. How happy he is. How content in his life. He is changed.”

“Changed, indeed. For the worse.” Walter jerked his chin up. “I don't want to talk about this anymore.” He folded his arms across his chest and his lips thinned. Wallace knew the look, and knew that to continue to press would only push his father farther away.

“As you wish, Father. Just please, think about what I've said. Think about Will. You know him. We will speak again, and when we do I pray your stand has changed.” He bowed to his father and left before he said more.

Ellen waited for him in the corridor, her hands twisting in her skirts. “Well?”

Wallace shook his head. “He won't move.”

Ellen sighed. “It will take time, Wallace, but he will come around. He adores Will.”

“That is what makes this so hard for him. And for Will.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then a soft caress with his hand. “I'll return later.” Then he strode off down the hall and disappeared down the stairs.


Chapter Five

Will rode silently beside his lover at the front of the small band of men. They had made good time, trotting their horses down the better part of the road home. When at last they came to the lower lands, and the road turned muddy with the many small streams that crossed it they slowed their horses to a plod.

“It will be good to see Baymore again,” Jackson said. Will glanced at him and could not help a broad smile from spreading across his face. The big man had always brought him happiness, even during those dark days when they'd first met—Will had lay broken and ill on a rickety cot as Jackson tended him. At the time, Will had wanted nothing more than for Jackson to stay with him forever.

Those dreams had come true. He had Jackson. Jackson's dreams had come true. He had Baymore and a title. Will sighed. This turn of events with his father, though bad, wasn't as terrible as it could have been, and for that small mercy, he was grateful.

Grateful for the man who rode beside him. Will looked about him, judging where they were on their journey. Until that point, he'd ridden along, unaware of the road or their progress, just his body's rocking in the saddle and his horse beneath him. By the countryside around them, he could tell they had crossed into Baymore lands and would be home by dark.

Grateful for Baymore's holdings. A fine castle, several good villages, and rich, abundant fields. People who had been quick to forget Hugh and Morris's ill treatment, and to embrace their new duke.

Will straightened in the saddle as a single determined thought made its home in his mind and settled there.

As long as he had Jackson, he was the most fortunate man to take breath. With Jackson's love and steadying presence, Will had all he'd ever wished for and that was enough. As long as Jackson rode beside him, let Will stand at his right side, Will could live without his father's good will and love.

∙•∙

“Aye. I long for the comfort of my own bed.” Will flicked his gaze to Jackson's and smiled.

“Do you?” Jackson's brow rose.

“Oh aye. A warm bed, a good meal. Not that I didn't enjoy Lady Ellen's pastries,” Will was quick to add. “But there is something about the cooking in your own home.”

“I know what you mean, my lord. For the last few miles, I have been thinking about that venison stew our cook makes. The one with the small tender onions and sweet carrots.” Jackson rubbed his belly and licked his lips. “And you? What do you crave?”

“Only one thing, Your Grace.”

“And that is?” Jackson cocked a single eyebrow.

“Your Grace,” Will drawled as he stared straight ahead.

Jackson felt the heat rise in his face, and a matching heat filled his loins. Part of him was eased by this banter from Will, but Jackson still watched his lover, wary for any signs of the dreaded melancholy that sometimes overtook him. When that happened, Will would sit for hours, silent and brooding. He would do nothing but stare at the fire burning in the hearth, or he'd stand at the top of the walls, gazing off into the distance as if waiting for something or someone who never arrived.

It was even worse those rare times when Will took to his bed and refused to rise. Will's bouts seemed to worsen during the dark gray days of winter, when there was little to entertain them, and the ice and snow locked them inside the keep. But now, in the spring, Will's spirits soared like a falcon on the wind, and he was glorious. Truly a creature of outstanding beauty and grace.

And Will was all Jackson's. To have at his right side, to take in his arms and in his bed, to love as he'd never loved anyone in his life.

“Once we arrive, filling your desire will be my only task,” Jackson said under his breath so only his lover could hear.

“I will hold you to that, Your Grace.” Will gave him a nod and a quick wink.

Jackson groaned as his cock swelled in his breeches, trapped, and for now, unrelieved of its ache.

“Troubles, Your Grace?”

Will knew what he did to Jackson, and he took pleasure in it. The blond devil took delight in arousing Jackson at the worst possible times, as he had last month when Jackson had met with several of the village elders. Will had inflamed Jackson, touched him, promised Heaven with his fingers and his mouth, and then announced the men waited for him outside the door. Jackson had just had enough time to scurry behind the desk and sit, hiding the huge bulge in his leathers, before Will had opened the door and invited the villagers inside.

“No. I can wait, my lord.”

“Seems you'll have to, Your Grace.” Will spared him a glance, then heeled his mount forward, as the group broke into a trot. The road had risen out of the lowlands and had become solid and firm beneath their horse's hooves. Beside the road, the open marshland had retreated, and dense woods took its place.

Jackson gave his big horse a sharp kick with the heel of his boot and urged the gelding to catch up with Will's smaller mare. Ahead of him, Will's long golden hair danced in the wind, as if its fine silk strands reached backward to entwine Jackson.

Jackson growled in his throat. Will would regret teasing him tonight. Once they'd made Baymore, and found their rooms, Jackson would take Will. That thought merely drove Jackson's cock to strain harder, swell bigger, and set his stones to aching. Jackson rocked in the saddle for some relief, but there was none.

Catching up to Will and the other men who flanked him, Jackson shouted, “Baymore awaits. Let's to home.” He kicked hard, and his gelding broke into a gallop as he passed Will and the men, leaving them behind to drink his dust.

With shouts, the men charged after him, including Will. Jackson glanced over his shoulder at Will's beaming face. He turned forward just as the tree branch hit him in the head.

Jackson sailed backward, his feet left the stirrups, and his ass abandoned the saddle. For a brief moment, he floated as if he were a leaf on the wind.

Then his backside hit the soft dirt of the road, his shoulders and head followed, and all the air in his chest exploded out in a huge rush. As he lay in the dirt, Jackson's lungs refused to work. No air returned no matter how hard he sucked or begged God for a breath.

Just a small one would do.

After what seemed as if time had frozen, his lungs filled.

Jackson blinked and groaned. His good eye tried to focus on the face that hovered over his. An unfamiliar face. Voices shouted. Horses stomped and shook the ground Jackson lay on, each hoof's thud echoed in his chest.

“Out of my way. Move!” Will ordered as he shoved his way through the men.

Jackson groaned. “Let Lord Holcombe through before he pulls his sword.”

Will fell to his knees and took Jackson's hand. He looked down, worry in his eyes, his brow furrowed. “Jackson? Are you hurt?” He ran a shaking hand over Jackson's forehead and temple, searching for injury. When he touched the spot, Jackson winced.

“See. You are hurt.” Will sounded satisfied.

“Only my pride.” Jackson pushed up to sitting and shook his head. “The stars still flash and twinkle.”

“You have the beginnings of a goose egg on your forehead. A lesser man would have been killed.”

“Or knocked senseless. And since I have so little sense in the first place, I am safe.” Jackson chuckled, then grimaced as he rubbed the spot. A lump seemed to grow beneath his fingers.

“A moment then. Water! Pass me the water skin.” Will snapped his fingers and a few moments later, he held a water skin to Jackson's lips. “Drink your fill, Your Grace.”

Jackson downed some water, then pushed it away. “Will. I'm fine.” He climbed to his feet, brushed off his breeches, and gave his men a sharp nod. “Thank you all.”

The men gave bows and moved back to their horses. Will held the reins of his horse and stared at Jackson, his gaze searching for any sign of illness. Jackson's mount was returned to him by one of the men. Jackson took the leads and leaned against the saddle for a moment, still trying to clear his vision.

“Are you sure?” Will moved closer, placing his hand over Jackson's hand. Jackson glanced at the men, who stood watching. Jackson slid his hand from under Will's and clapped him on the back. Fear had shaken Will, or he'd never have acted so open in front of the guards.

“Aye, Lord Holcombe. I thank you for your concern. Just my head hurts.”

Will looked up at the trees. “It was a large limb, Your Grace, but I think your head proved the harder.” Jackson looked up but his vision still blurred and he couldn't see the poor branch.

“Damaged it, did I?”

“It's good for nothing but firewood, Your Grace. Can't you see it?” whispered Will. Jackson could hear the fear in Will's voice.

“I can, but it's blurry,” he intoned back. There was no sense in lying to Will, he could always tell lie from truth. “It's clearing now. No fears, Will.” Jackson grinned and rubbed his head. It ached as if Hell's own demons danced on it.

“Climb up and let's away then.” Will smiled back and moved to mount up.

Jackson gathered his reins, put foot to stirrup, and swung up into the saddle. With a sharp nod, he motioned for his men to move on. The entire troop returned to the road, but this time, at a more cautious trot, and his men encircled Jackson, as if to protect him.

Anger rose quick to his lips, but instead, the harsh words came out as a hard laugh.

“Are you all mother hens, and I your wayward chick?” he called.

The men looked at each other, then their gazes slid from Jackson to Will as if for confirmation. A few shrugged their answer.

A sergeant reined closer. “If you were lost, Your Grace…” One of the senior men who'd served Baymore under Morris and Hugh spoke. His brow furrowed. Jackson wondered what the man feared most, the loss of his duke, or the loss of his position.

“And if I were lost?” Jackson cocked an eyebrow at him.

The man swallowed. “Then who would protect Baymore and its lands?”

Of course, the man was right. Without a Baymore to hold the lands, all that was his would be fought over by neighboring dukes. War would devastate the holdings, and lives would be lost in the ensuing struggle.

“Never fear, sergeant.” Jackson laughed. “It will take more than a tree to strip Baymore of her duke.” The man nodded and looked only a little relieved as he dropped back to join the other riders. Will rode on Jackson's blind side, as ever.

They continued on to Baymore, but the man's question echoed in Jackson's mind as they made their way down the road.


Chapter Six

Marcus leaned in the doorway of the barracks. He'd come to check on the work the new lad Liam had done and was pleased to see one row of polished boots standing beside their owners' cots.

At the far end of the room, Liam sat on the floor, working on a boot. The brush moved in a blur of motion as he worked it over the leather. He paused, spit on the toe, and again the brush flew. His long dark hair hung forward and his eyes were in shadow. Tall for his age, if Marcus hadn't seen him up close he'd swear the boy was older.

“Liam.” Marcus called to him.

The dark head shot up and an intense brown gaze landed on Marcus. “Aye, Master Marcus.” He made to stand but Marcus waved him back down.

“How goes your work?”

“I should be finished with the boots in a few hours. I've already swept the floors.” His chin jutted forward as if to point with it. “I'll gather the wood for the fire after that.”

“Well done. Well done.” Marcus nodded. “Back to work for both of us.”

“Aye, sir.” Liam bent over his work, spit, and polished.

Marcus waited a moment more, his mind searching for something he needed to remember about the lad. Liam still hadn't explained why he had appeared at Baymore. He'd find out soon enough, and if the boy didn't tell him in a few days, he'd demand the answers.

He pushed off from the door, turned, and made his way across the bailey to the castle wall and up the stairs. Taking a position on the battlement, he gazed down the long road.

A rider approached.

“Rider!” The call went up before it could spring from Marcus's lips.

The man grew closer. Marcus recognized the colors he wore as Baymore's and his stomach tightened. A messenger from the duke?

“What news is this?” he muttered under his breath.

“Open the gate!” one of the guards cried out and the men below scurried to lift the bar and pull open the gate.

The rider crossed under the lintel and his mount's hooves clattered on the yard's cobblestones.

“Yo! Rider! What news?” Marcus called as he made his way down the stairs.

“The duke returns! Just a half day behind me.” The man dismounted and tossed his reins to a stable boy. His mount stood, hard rode, head hanging, and nostrils blowing.

“That's much sooner than expected.” Marcus frowned. “All's well with the duke?”

“Aye. The ceremony was only a day ago and this morn we woke to the duke's bellow to pack, saddle our horses, and get on the road. I was sent ahead.” The soldier walked next to Marcus as he explained.

“Well, perhaps they tired of the visit.” Marcus would keep his thoughts to himself, but it was odd the duke had ended his trip so soon. Lord William had been so excited to see his namesake, his brother's newest son, that when they'd left the man had flown into the saddle.

Leaving the soldier back at the barracks with orders to clean himself and rest, Marcus turned and made his way to the keep to let the cook in the kitchen know his master would arrive in time for the evening meal.

With a shout and a wave of his ladle, the cook ordered his lads to start on a feast to welcome home the duke and Lord Holcombe. The scullery maids bustled about and Marcus left before he was pressed by the cook into duty also.

Duke Baymore and Lord Holcombe returned today.

Never one without the other, like paired hawks.

In his mind, Marcus could not separate them, as they themselves refused to be separated. He would never forget the first moment he saw Lord Holcombe, supporting the wounded and beaten Jackson, declaring him rightful Duke of Baymore, and declaring himself the duke's dearest and closest friend.

Marcus knew without doubt their friendship ran deeper than what the two men portrayed to the world. There was more between them, and he'd seen evidence of it in William Holcombe's eyes that day. It had been passion that burned in his blue eyes, and nothing that strong, that bold, other than love itself, could put such a fire in a man's eyes and soul.

Lord William Holcombe loved Duke Jackson Baymore more than his own life, of that Marcus never doubted. He'd seen the duke’s shy smiles, and glancing touches. The one night Marcus passed them in the hall unnoticed, and seen Jackson pull Will into his arms and through his door, Marcus knew Jackson returned that love.

Physical love between men was punishable by death, that he knew.

Marcus also knew Baymore had never had such a good ruler, such a man filled with honor, loyalty, and fairness. If Jackson were removed, where would that leave Baymore?

With no duke, the land would be forfeit to the strongest.

It would serve no purpose to accuse.

Marcus sat in one of the chairs before the hearth, and stared into the banked fire.

As for himself, over the last year or so, he'd come to admire both Jackson and William. Their leadership, their wisdom, and their friendship proved infallible to the keep. They'd brought him into their fold, as master of arms, and given him more responsibility and ability to make decisions than he'd ever had under Morris or that bastard Hugh.

He counted both men as his friends and he knew his caring for them ran deep.

And if his friends loved each other, even in the physical sense, then who was he, who'd never known love from either man or woman, to find fault with their love?

No, it would not be him to accuse and destroy two men and a land.

In that moment, Marcus knew he'd do whatever he had to, to protect both men and keep their secret.


Chapter Seven

“Home.” Jackson sighed as they crested the hill and looked at Baymore standing in the distance. He pulled his horse to a halt.

Will reined in next to him, glanced over at his duke, and nodded. “Aye.” He'd longed for those walls as the miles had grown between him and Holcombe. Now, as he took in the sight of the great castle of Baymore, Will knew Holcombe was no longer his home, and hadn't been since he'd fallen in love with Jackson.

“Let's go home, Will.” Jackson's tired gaze slid over to meet Will's. The large nodule on Jackson's head had gone black and blue, along with the upper lid of his eye.

“Home it is, Your Grace.” Will worried about Jackson's vision. “Can you see it clearly?”

“Good Lord, Will.” Jackson laughed. “It's but a mile more to the castle and it's a very large keep. Aye, I can see it. Have no fear, my lord.”

“Well enough, Your Grace.” Will smiled at him and then motioned for the column of riders to advance. They started down the hill toward home.

∙•∙

Marcus stood on the wall's catwalk and looked down the road. His sharp eyes caught the plume of dust from the riders. They had made good time. He turned from the battlement and trotted down the narrow stairs to the courtyard.

“To your posts! Duke Baymore arrives!” Marcus called out. His heart thudded in his chest, and he couldn't help the smile that grew on his face. His duke had come home and had kept safe while on his journey, and for that, Marcus was grateful.

Men scurried about the bailey, and the stable boys came running, ready to take the armsmen's mounts and see to them and their tack.

From the corner of his eye, Marcus spied Liam, standing in the doorway of the barracks, a load of firewood in his arms. His face darkened, brows furrowed, and if Marcus wasn't mistaken, the boy trembled as if he had a fever.

He strode over to the barracks. “Liam, are you ill?”

“Nay, m'lord.” The boy shook his head, his eyes dancing from Marcus to the gates. Ill or not, Marcus couldn't tell, perhaps just afraid the duke might send him away.

“His Grace returns, along with the armsmen. You'll have to see to their belongings. Don't fear, I'll speak to the duke about you. Now, get along with your chores.”

“Aye, m'lord.” The boy lingered, then turned and disappeared into the darkened barracks.

“The duke!” A cry went up from the guards on the wall. “Open the gates!”

The men pushed open the gates and then stood at attention as Jackson, Duke of Baymore, with Lord William Holcombe at his side, galloped through the portal. Their mounts' hooves clattered on the cobblestones, and the sound of creaking leathers, snorting horses, and the cries of the men's welcomes filled the bailey's air.

“Marcus!” Jackson called out as he dismounted. “Well met!”

William jumped from his saddle and tossed a groom his reins. “Well and good, Master Marcus.”

Both men seemed in great spirits. Jackson and Will's horses were led away.

Jackson advanced on Marcus, and with a hard clap on Marcus's back, Jackson spoke. “All is well?”

“Aye, Your Grace. Nothing but quiet since you've been gone.”

“Good. Good.” He grinned and started for the keep. “Attend me, Marcus. I'll want your full report.”

“Aye, Your Grace.”

William ordered, “Unpack the animals and bring the duke's baggage to his room. Mine, also.” Then he turned and followed his duke as the courtyard broke into organized disarray, with grooms leading off horses, men dismounting and gathering their saddlebags, and servants rushing to unload the pack animals.

Marcus waited for William to catch up, then side by side they made their way to the castle. He pitched his voice low so Jackson didn't overhear his worry.

“All is well with the duke?”

“Aye.”

“That is a great lump on his forehead, my lord. Is he hurt? Was there trouble?”

“Nay, nay, he's well. All went smoothly. There was a skirmish with a branch on our way home. The branch lost,” William drawled.

Marcus nodded. “I was surprised to learn of your early return.”

“The blame is mine. I tired of being away.” William flashed him a smile, but it didn't reach his eyes. There was more to the story, it seemed. And, it seemed, he may never learn it.

“The duke appears in good spirits.”

“Glad to be home, as am I.”

“Aye, my lord.”

They stepped through the door and into the great hall. The fire in the hearth burned and Jackson had thrown himself into his chair in front of it, his boots stretched toward the heat. A serving woman rushed to bring them tankards of ale.

“Marcus. Now, tell me all.” Jackson motioned to the chair on his left. William sat on Jackson's right. There had been no need for Jackson to direct Marcus, he'd learned within a few weeks of Jackson's arrival that William sat on his right. Always.

“Well, like I said, nothing much has happened. The village has been well, no conflicts, no disruptions. And we've only had one visitor.”

“One?” Jackson's eyebrow rose as he took the tankard from the servant with a nod of thanks. She pressed one into William's hands and he took a deep pull.

“Aye. A young lad looking for work.” Marcus tensed, unsure if he'd done the right thing. Positions in the keep were prized and not given to just anyone.

“Did you find him a place?” Jackson wiped ale from his chin with his hand.

“I did. He's tending the barracks, Your Grace. Keeping the fires, polishing the men's boots, and such.” Marcus gave a dismissive wave of his hand as the wench offered him ale. He'd learned as a young man, ale wasn't for him. She gave a nod and scurried back to the kitchens.

“Good.” Jackson drained his tankard in one long drink.

“We have a few lads to do the work, but he'd come here…the state of the lad…” Marcus fumbled his words.

“Spill it, man. What about the boy?” William leaned forward and frowned.

“He came to the castle. Asked if this was Baymore. Then collapsed at the gate.”

“Poor lad. Had he been hurt?” Jackson gripped the arm of his chair, his eyes wide.

“Nay, just exhausted. I had him brought inside and cared for. He was covered with soot, as from a fire. And his clothes were better than most. His name is Liam, but more than that—” He shrugged. “I haven't gotten the story from him.”

“A mystery!” William laughed.

“Indeed. Well, Marcus, you did well. Perhaps in time, he'll speak more freely.”

Jackson settled back and the men spoke of small matters until their meal was served. They ate, and then Jackson and William left the hall for their bedchambers, claiming exhaustion.

Marcus watched as the two men made their way up the stairs. Somehow, he knew it wasn't sleep they needed, but each other. He sighed. One day, if he lived long enough and if God smiled on him, he would climb the stairs to a woman, and perhaps, a child of his own.

For now his bed remained his own, empty of wife and child. He sat until the night grew late as thoughts of family swirled round in his head.

»»•««

Jackson left Will in the crowded corridor among the servants carrying the baggage. His belongings had been the first to arrive upstairs. As the last lad scurried out, Jackson closed the door to his room, and strode to his chair. He sat and pulled off his boots. He let them drop to the floor with a tired grunt and leaned back. There was much he had to ponder and it weighed on his mind.

He never thought when he claimed his title, he'd have so much responsibility. Aye, he'd known there were duties assigned to being a duke—a castle to run, lands to tend, men to lead—but this new accounting, this sense of owing more to the land, to Baymore. It had never crossed his mind.

He had a duty to insure his rule, his good deeds, his laws, and his actions were kept in place when he was gone.

As a mercenary, he'd had little. No home to care for, no one to answer to, just his weapons and his horse. When he was dead, what did he care where they went? But this land, Baymore, was so much larger, and weighed on him more than his meager possessions ever had.

He had sworn an oath to his people—kneeled on the dais with his hand on his sword. Promising them he would care for them, keep them safe, and hold them dear. He meant every one of those words. But this was more than for now, this was the future.

A future that might not have Jackson Baymore in it.

Who then would tend Baymore?

Wallace had his sons and, although children, they were enough to hold his lands in good stead. If needs be, William could step in, be their protector until they came of age, or their mother Ellen, if the people of their lands allowed it.

Jackson had no son. No child, no brother, no one to hand over the keeping of his lands. Not that he'd ever wanted children. He hadn't. Hadn't wanted a woman either, although he'd bedded enough wenches and whores. He'd only ever just wanted one person, and that was William.

Jackson never wanted a son.

But now, he needed an heir.

»»•««

Will opened Jackson's door and slipped inside. His lover sat in a chair staring at his woolen sock-covered feet.

“Troubles, Your Grace?” He shut the door behind him and slid the bolt home.

“No, just tired.” Jackson held out his hand and Will crossed the floor, went to his knees, and grasped the offered hand. He kissed it and held it to his cheek.

Jackson was all he had left. His father was lost to him. He'd been banished from his family home with no idea of when he'd next see his dear brother and Lady Ellen. Now, Jackson was his family.

His lover, his duke, his brother.

“Then come to bed. We'll blow out the candles and sleep.” Will stood and pulled Jackson to his feet. “Let me undress you.” He reached around Jackson, loosened his sword belt, and removed it. Then his long vest, shirt, and at last, his breeches.

Naked, Jackson allowed Will to lead him to the bed.

Will turned to pick up the clothing and put them away, but Jackson's hand on Will's arm stopped him.

“Wait. A moment.”

Will cocked his head to the side and waited.

“It is I who should be putting you to bed, sweet Will.” Jackson gave him a sour smile and a dip of his head.

“We shall take each other to bed, Your Grace.” Will stroked Jackson's cheek, trailed his hand down, over Jackson's throat. He continued its descent to his chest, across a dark brown nipple, to wrap around Jackson's hip.

Jackson sighed, and leaned into the touch, his cock coming to life.

Will's lips twisted. “I can see sleep may not be the first thing we do.”

“No, not the first.” Jackson stepped back and sat on the bed. “Undress.”

“Aye, Your Grace.”

Will did as his duke commanded, removing each piece of cloth in a deliberate manner as Jackson watched, eyes narrowed and shining. Jackson's chest rose and fell with each deep breath. Will heard the short catches of the big man's inhales, and the long almost-moan of his exhales as Will revealed his body. Once naked, he gazed into Jackson's eyes.

“Come here.”

Will stepped forward until he stood at the bedside, wedging his body between Jackson's spread knees. Jackson's rod was dark red, swollen, and hard. It stood straight at attention, while his heavy sac rest on the bed. Will's mouth watered for a taste of the clear bead that hung from its tip.

Jackson reached out and ran his hands through Will's hair. “I love you.”

“And I love you.”

“Kiss me, sweet Will. I long for the taste of you. Your hands on my body, your weight laying over me, the heat of your channel as I fill you.”

God, the man's words, the poetry of his soul, made Will's knees weak and brought his cock to full stand.

Jackson slipped his hand behind Will's neck and brought him close, until at last their lips touched. Both men sighed. Hands and arms wrapped and wove their way into lover's hair, stroked soft lover's skin, glided over reminders of lover's past pains.

Will knew Jackson's body as well as he knew his own. Perhaps better.

And yet, for Will, it was as if he touched Jackson for the first time. Jackson shuddered under Will's hand.

“You are all I have left, Jackson,” Will whispered, struggling to keep the anger, loneliness, and desolation from his voice.

“I will always be here for you. Let me be your home, Will. Let me be whatever I need be to make you happy.” Jackson pulled Will tighter, twisted, and then laid Will on the bed. Climbing on top, Jackson stretched his body over Will's and their cocks brushed.

Will surged upward, Jackson pushed down, then rose to his forearms and rocked his body against Will's. The friction burned as if Will's rigid member and the skin around his groin were on fire.

“God damn, Jackson.” Will groaned, his rod, stiff and aching, his stones tight and full. He needed release, and until this moment, hadn't realized how much that need had grown.

Jackson knew.

The big man pushed Will's long hair to the side, and had his way with Will's neck, his throat, his shoulders—licking, biting, sucking, and all the while, whispering such sweet words Will thought his heart would break.

“My Will. Mine and no other's. You are my life.” Jackson laved Will's chest with his tongue, then circled his nipple until Will thought he'd scream out his pleasure for the entire castle to hear, to know Jackson was his lover, his man, his duke.

“You bring me to the edge, my duke.”

Jackson clamped his mouth over Will's nipple, suckled, and Will lost his control. His release tore through him, swelling his cock until he exploded, spilling his seed over both their bellies.

And still Jackson rubbed against Will, as he rutted in his own need. Loving the way Will's cream between their bodies coated his belly. Will's own sweet scent filled the air around them as Jackson dipped his fingers into the liquid and brought them to his lips.

“I love how you taste, sweet Will.” He sucked his finger clean, then held another finger out for Will. “Taste.”

Will took Jackson's finger in his mouth, and sucked it, swirling his tongue over and under, giving Jackson's finger what he'd given Jackson's cock so many times.

Jackson growled and sat back, pulling his finger from Will's grasp.

Then he pushed Will's legs apart, pumped his cock twice, spit and slicked his shaft with his own juices, as Will watched.

“Take me.” Will pulled his legs up at the knees and opened himself for his lover.

“Christ, Will.” Jackson's eyes grew dark, his lids lowered, and Will watched the lust and need burn in his lover's gaze. Jackson guided his cockhead to Will's portal, pressed as Will pushed and with a cry, Will's muscles willingly gave way.

Jackson took him.

As if Jackson were some animal, some great glorious male beast, taking what was his, what he had rights to, what he'd claimed for his own.

There was nothing in Heaven, Hell, or on Earth as fine as this. Nothing. And Will would do this, let Jackson take him like this, anywhere and anytime he wanted.

The world be damned.

Jackson froze, his cock emptied in Will's channel, and the big man's body shuddered as he filled Will, panting his hot breath against Will's skin, the sweat of his body dripping onto Will's. Jackson collapsed, burying his face in Will's neck.

“Oh Christ, Will.” Jackson's muffled voice a hot puff of air against Will's throat.

Will lay beneath the big man until the cock in his throbbing tunnel shrank, then slipped out. With a moan, Jackson rolled off and pulled Will to him, their bodies pressed tight together.

Pulling a quilt over them, Will found comfort in his lover's arms.


Chapter Eight

Liam dropped the last of the men's boots to the floor next to their owner's cot. He straightened and looked around the barracks. Half of the men were stretched out on their cots, some still speaking amongst themselves, others fast asleep.

He wandered down the aisle, listening, but trying not to look as if he were. Boys who were caught listening to conversations might be beaten for their impertinence. He'd learned some about Baymore the last few days, but not what he'd been searching for. Now, with the unexpected return of the duke, Liam's heart seemed to beat a quick march in his chest and his throat had grown dry.

The sight of the great Duke of Baymore riding through the open gates, the small column of men following and the younger man at the duke's side, had made a great impression on Liam.

So that was the Duke of Baymore.

His father.

Like a wraith, Liam had faded back into the shadows of the doorway, but stared at the man, taking in every bit of him. The color of his dark red hair, his size—good Lord the man was huge—and the way he'd handled his horse. Every inch of the man was impressive.

The way his men looked at Baymore, with such admiration in their eyes. Master Marcus had been so happy to see him returned. He was a duke much loved by his people. A good man, just as his mother had told him.

She'd filled his head with stories of his father for as long as he could remember. Tales of the duke's great deeds and adventures. Promises that one day, he would come for Liam and take him to the castle. He'd have a title and all the things they didn't have—fine clothes, warm beds, and servants. His mother's voice, soft, like music, had sent him off to sleep at night, to dream of the day his destiny arrived.

Until he grew old enough to ask questions and her answers weren't answers at all, but evasions. She'd never told him why they weren't a family. Why they didn't live in the castle with his father or why no one in the village must know their secret.

Most of all, why the duke had never come for him, never claimed him as his son.

Now, Liam was at Baymore. All he had to do was step forward, claim his birthright, and fall into his father's open arms, just as he'd dreamed.

Liam's heart had swelled with pride, but at his next breath, his blood had gone cold as fear washed through him. If he showed himself to the Duke, made known he was his son, although a bastard, would the duke acknowledge him? Or would he deny him and put him out?

What if his mother had lied? What if the Duke never intended on coming for him, of claiming Liam as his son? What if all his hopes were lies and he was no more than an orphaned bastard child with no family or home. No future.

Liam shuddered and rubbed his hand on his thigh to calm his nerves. No sense in thinking the worst. Best to wait until he knew more. Lack of patience was something his mother often scolded him for, but not now. Now, if she were alive and hadn't died in the fire that consumed their cottage, she'd be proud of him.

Proud he'd learned from her—learned to bide his time and wait. Proud he'd come here all on his own, made the journey and stayed safe, and taken a place in the castle, heeding her final words to him before she died.

“Find your father. Go to Baymore.”

His eyes filled with hot tears, but he dashed them away and picked up the broom. Sweeping his way back down the aisle, he continued to listen to the men.

“…glad he's dead and gone. Everyone hated him.”

“Aye. He was pure evil, I tell you. Pure evil.”

Liam slowed, all his attention on the conversation. They spoke of someone's death, and from the tone they'd taken and the looks on their faces, all of them agreed about the worth of the man.

“It was a great day for Baymore when Hugh was killed and Jackson took his place as duke,” another man declared.

Liam froze, and his grip on the broom handle went white. Hugh dead? But he'd just seen the duke ride through the gates. Seen it with his own eyes. He swallowed a lump that formed in his throat and coughed. The men's gazes flicked to him. Liam ducked his head and forced himself to move the broom back and forth.

They turned away from him, lowering their voices.

It couldn't be. They must be speaking of someone else, certainly. His body trembled as he forced himself to keep sweeping, mindless of the motions, as his gaze darted to the men. No, they had spoken clearly and left nothing to doubt in Liam's mind.

Still, he wanted to shout at them, ask them a dozen questions, but he knew his place. Knew he had no right to speak unless spoken to by one of the men if he didn't want to have his ears boxed, or feel a lash across his back. No, there was no one he could go to for information?

Master Marcus. He could go to the master of arms, ask him.

Liam reached the end of the room. He leaned his broom against the stone wall, then with a glance over his shoulder at the men, he slipped out of the door. The fear and tears he'd held at bay rose to the surface, and Liam ran.

Ran to the back of the keep, his legs and arms pumping as he sucked down air. All the way to the far wall, until he slammed into it, his chest heaving, his sobs no longer held back. Choking sounds were all that escaped his tight throat. His body shook as he slid to his knees, his arms cradling his belly, and he wept.

All hope for a future was gone.

His mother was dead.

His father was dead.

He was alone in the world. In this castle. In the place that should have been his home, he would not be welcome. Not once they discovered who he claimed to be. Liam's sobbing ebbed until there was nothing but a few choking gasps.

He knew what he must do.

If he wanted to stay here, he had to keep quiet. No one could know his secret. Not even Master Marcus. To tell it was to court death itself. Surely the new duke would have him killed too, wouldn't he? Just like he'd killed his father.

But Liam wasn't sure if he wanted to stay. Where would he go and what would he do if he left? Much might befall him outside the walls of the keep. He was but a boy, too young to make his own way in the world. He didn't know much of the world, but he did know there were worse things for a boy to be than a servant in a fine castle.

For now, he had to stay here.

In the castle that should have been his home.

With the man who'd killed his father.

»»•««

“Yo, boy!” a woman's voice called out. Liam uncurled, wiped his face with his sleeve, and got to his feet.

“Aye, mistress?”

“What are you doing there?” She came closer, one of the older washer women by the looks of her reddened face and hands.

“Nothing, mistress.” He leaned against the wall. Perhaps he'd get that beating anyway.

“What's all them tears for? Get a beating, did you?” Her eyes softened with pity for him.

Best if he let her think that. “Aye. Too slow, I'm told.” He ducked his head and stepped toward her. “Best if I get back. They'll be looking for me in the barracks.”

“Right you are. You're the new barracks boy, aren't you? I seen you fetching the wood for the fire.”

“Aye. Just come here.” He started to walk past her.

She reached out and took his arm. “If you need a place to hide, lad, you come see me.” She smiled at him and let him go. “It's quiet in the washing rooms, just me and Mary at work most days.”

“Thank you, mistress.” Liam gave her a bow and took off at a run, back to the barracks. He'd hoped they hadn't missed him. As he rounded the corner, he passed the woodpile. Halting, he went back, gathered an armload of wood, and made his way to the barracks.

Better to look busy so no one would ask where he'd been. If anyone cared.

He came in the back door, and pushed it shut with his foot.

“Where've you been, boy?” snarled one of the soldiers as he held up a boot.

“Getting the wood for the fire.” Liam marched to the hearth, kneeled, and stacked the logs.

“This boot isn't quite good enough, now is it?” The man had a hard look in his eyes and Liam gulped hard.

“I'll fix it right away, m'lord.” He held out his hand for the boot.

The man swung the boot, catching Liam in the head with the hard sole and heel. He staggered back, pain exploding over his ear, and fell to the floor. The man towered over him, the boot still clutched in his hand.

Another man rushed to the first soldier and took his arm. “Now, now, Clem, there's no need for such treatment.” He cast a pitying glance at Liam.

The soldier shook him off. “I says there is.”

“Well, if you beat him too much, he'll not be able to do your boots or ours, now will he?”

“Lad's got to learn.” With a sniff, the man turned away as he tossed the boot at Liam. It hit the floor, just missing his head.

Liam gathered the boot up and got to his feet. Touching his hand to his head, he checked for blood, but there was none. Just a lingering sting, and his ear sore to the touch. He'd gotten off lucky this time.

That never would have happened if he'd been the duke's son. If he were the duke's son, he'd have servants—not be a servant. This was all Jackson's fault.

Liam gritted his teeth and went to the corner where his polishing kit and stool waited, and got to work.

He'd rethink his decision about staying at Baymore.

Hard knocks and lashes waited for him no matter where he ended up. A boy alone, without family or the means to make his way in the world, would be at the mercy of those around him. He had to be smart about this and not let his emotions get the best of him.

It meant choosing the best place to be, that's all.

For now, it seemed, that place was Baymore.


Chapter Nine

Marcus strode through the barracks, inspecting what he saw. The men's cots were neat and orderly, the boots not on their feet stood at attention next to their beds. Liam had been doing a fine job of keeping the men's belongings and the barrack's fire well-tended.

He nodded, feeling more confident in his decision to take in the lad, but as he scanned the large room, he realized something was missing.

Liam.

Where was the boy? It was nearly time for the evening meal and most of the servants were making the hall ready. Liam had no duties there Marcus knew of.

Striding out the back of the barracks, he stopped in the midst of the courtyard. From where he stood he could see the closed door of the armory opposite the barracks, and the narrow passage to the rear of the keep, where the baths and laundry were housed.

His lips twisted as he wondered where the boy had gone to, then he headed to the baths. It wouldn't be the first time a lad had snuck off for a soak in the tubs in the quiet time before the last meal of the day.

The bathhouse tubs were empty, the shadows of the late afternoon washed the yard in cool shades, and the cobblestones had dried.

Singing floated on the air, a country ditty Marcus recognized from his own hometown's alehouse. He followed it, and stepped into the laundry.

Liam sat on a low stool, his chin resting on his chest, asleep.

The washer woman, without breaking her rhythm, looked up from her work and smiled at Marcus.

“Master Marcus,” she sang. Her large hands were red from the hot water, and strands of her straw-colored hair hung in her face. Large breasts bounced up and down as she scrubbed the clothes in her hands back and forth across the washing stone.

“Good day, laundress.” He gave her a nod, his gaze falling on the sleeping lad. “He been here long?”

“Not long. Sat down and fell fast asleep.”

“Your sweet singing had much to do with that, I'll wager.”

With a gap-toothed smile, she nodded. “Aye. I've sung many a babe to sleep.” She stopped her work and sat back. Jerking her head at Liam, she said, “I reckon he's lonely. Far from home, without a mother to watch over him.”

“Does he come here often?”

“Nay. This is the first time.”

Marcus leaned down to shake Liam awake, then froze. The side of the boy's face was bruised. “Do you know what happened to him?”

“Those marks?” She shook her head. “Didn't have them last time I saw him, but any fool could see he'd gotten a beating.”

Straightening, Marcus frowned. Beaten. How had that happened? Liam had been most eager to please, and from what Marcus had seen, the boy had done his work quickly and well.

“Liam,” Marcus called softly.

The lad jumped to his feet, rubbing his eyes with his fists. “Aye, sir!”

“It's time to eat, lad.”

Liam nodded and scurried out the door, throwing a hasty, “Thank ye, mistress,” over his shoulder. Marcus followed, his long stride catching the boy's shorter legs before he'd reached the barrack's rear courtyard.

“Liam. Hold.” Marcus wanted more of an accounting of the dark bruise.

The young boy halted, then turned to face Marcus, keeping his face down.

“Look at me, lad.” Marcus stood with his arms on his hips, waiting.

“Aye, sir.” Liam raised his face.

Marcus took the boy's chin in his hand and turned it to the side. “Who did this?”

“I hadn't cleaned the boots as well as they should have been.” Liam's dark eyes danced away from Marcus, a sure sign the lad lied.

“Whose boots?”

Liam shrugged.

Marcus squatted down to look Liam in the face. “Liam. I can't imagine you shirked your duties.” The bruise had a distinct shape and it didn't take him long to recognize it. “He hit you with the boot, didn't he?”

Liam nodded. Marcus didn't miss the dampness gathering in the boy's eyes and at that moment, he realized the lad had never been treated so sorely. This child hadn't grown up a servant, but through some set of circumstances, some twist of fate, had fallen into this life.

Marcus had never held with the beating of anyone, servant or free man. Free men had the law to answer to, but a servant? They had nothing, no one to stand up for them, to insure they found a crumb of mercy or justice. A child servant was more at risk.

He wouldn't stand for it, not in his barracks, not with his men.

“Come with me.” He stood, took Liam by the shoulder, and walked him to the barracks. They entered, Marcus half pulling, half dragging the boy. Marcus scanned the room. Half of the men were coming off their duty and changing out of their tabards.

“Attend me!” Marcus growled, his hand still resting on Liam's shoulder. The boy shook beneath his grip. Marcus gave him a reassuring squeeze.

Every man snapped to attention where he stood.

“Liam—this boy—is a gift from Duke Baymore to his armsmen. A gift is not to be mistreated. A gift is not to be beaten whenever you've a burr caught under your belt. This gift can be taken away with but a word from His Grace.” Marcus leveled his sternest stare at the men. “Be sure to spread the message. Any man who lays a hand on this boy will answer to me.”

“Aye, sir,” the group's murmur rumbled through the long room.

∙•∙

Liam glanced up at the master of arms, unable to keep the surprise from his face. Gaping, he swallowed hard, then looked back at the men. His gaze fell on the man who'd beaten him with the boot. The soldier stood, almost hidden, behind another man, with his face down.

If Master Marcus hadn't threatened the men, Liam was sure he'd have felt the soldier's boot again, and this time it would have the armsman's foot still in it. The master of arms' hand rested on his shoulder, a heavy but comforting weight.

Had he really been a gift to the men from the duke? He didn't remember anyone but Master Marcus assigning him to the barracks, and since he'd done it while the duke had been away, Liam couldn't understand the man's meaning. But he could understand that for now, whether he wanted it or not, he had the duke's protection.

And for that he said a silent prayer.

Perhaps his mother and father watched over him, even here in Baymore.

“Now, Liam. It's time to break bread. Attend me.” Master Marcus let him go and Liam nearly collapsed as the big man's grip, its safety and security, left him.

Without a glance around the room, Liam followed the master of arms out of the barracks, across the bailey, and into the keep. What new events lay before him, and what other twists his road might take?

Whatever they were, Liam was glad he'd been fortunate enough to arrive at Baymore, and to have found a master as good and kind as Master Marcus. For a moment, as he struggled to keep up with the long-legged stride of the man, he could imagine it wasn't Marcus, but Hugh, and he walked at his father's side as they crossed the main courtyard of their castle. He ignored the tightening of his throat and the water that stood in his eyes.

Once inside, Master Marcus ordered Liam to wait by the wall on the bench, then he strode across the hall to the duke's table. Several men, all of whom Liam had seen before, sat with the duke, including the beautiful man with the long blond hair.

Liam watched as his master took his seat at the table—a servant placed a trencher of food before him, and he began eating. Liam's stomach rumbled. Master Marcus leaned back as he spoke to a servant girl. Her eyes flicked up, found Liam, and she gave a nod.

She hurried away, then returned carrying a bowl, passed the long table, and came over to him. “Here. Your master said you were to have your supper.” She handed the bowl to Liam.

He looked down into the rich stew and then back up at her. “Thank ye, mistress.”

She pulled a heel of bread from her apron and gave it to him. “Here, this goes with it. Mind you don't make a mess. When you're done, bring it to the kitchens and clean the bowl off.” Then she gave him a wink and spun away, quick to her work.

Liam brought the bowl to his face and inhaled—the aroma of the stew brought water to his mouth. Using the bread as a makeshift spoon, he sopped up the warm, spicy liquid, and pushed the meat up the side of the bowl to eat.

A tender morsel of pork sat on his tongue. Not knowing how long it would be before he ate this rich a meal again, Liam held the piece in his mouth, chewing it slowly, savoring its flavor and texture. With a reluctant sigh, he swallowed it and searched the bowl for another piece.

Between the bread and the bowl, Liam filled his stomach fuller than it'd been since…well, since before the fire. He gazed across the hall at the blaze that roared in the hearth, feeling its heat from where he sat.

This might not be his home, and his mother might not be with him, but for an orphan such as himself, it was as good as he could dare wish. For the first time since he'd decided to stay on after learning of the duke's death, he thought he'd made the right choice, to stay at Baymore.

Bread gone, Liam tossed his manners to the side and licked the bowl clean.

»»•««

“So, Your Grace, now that our meal is eaten, I wish to have a word or two with you.” Marcus leaned forward, catching his duke's eyes.

“Indeed. Proceed, Marcus.” Jackson sat back, crossed his arms over his massive chest and waited.

“It's about the boy.”

“Boy?” Jackson looked at Lord William, to his right.

“The lad that collapsed at our very door,” William reminded him.

“And?” Jackson's gaze flicked back to Marcus. “Have you learned more about him? Where he's from and why he came to us?”

“He's from Barley Fields, on the very edge of your holdings, Your Grace. But why he came to us, I haven't learned.”

“That's a long way for a lad to travel on his own,” Will murmured.

Jackson nodded. “What else?”

“I'm certain the boy's from a good family. If not a lesser noble, perhaps a merchant or tradesman. His manner of speaking, his clothes, and his entire carriage, tell me he's no common boy. No servant.” Marcus didn't know where he was going until that moment, then it came to him in a flash of inspiration.

“A good family? Then, where are they?” Jackson leaned forward, his elbow on the table.

“I have no idea, Your Grace. But whatever befell them, I'm sure it wasn't good fortune. When he first arrived, the lad's clothing was covered in soot, as if from a fire. I believe, whoever his family was, they are now dead.” Marcus tapped the table with his finger to make his point.

“Dead? Poor child.” Jackson shook his head.

Lord William seemed to have grown bored with the discussion of the lad, and he signaled to the servant to refill his tankard with wine. At the duke's last comment, William's lips twisted in a half smile.

“Now you've done it, Marcus. You've plucked at the strings of Jackson's heart, as a musician with a harp,” William said.

“So what is it that you wish, Marcus?” Jackson held out his tankard to be filled, then took a sip.

“He's doing duty in the barracks now, and working hard, no doubt. I thought he'd be better suited to a page's work, Your Grace.” Marcus held his breath, waiting for the duke to react.

“A page?” Jackson rubbed his chin. “Will, do I need a page?”

“Well, most dukes have a page or two, to run errands, messages, care for their weapons and boots and such. My father had lads at his disposal, and still does, now that he's completely blind. They move faster than he ever could, taking and bringing summons and such. Even Wallace keeps a page.”

“Why had you never mentioned this to me before, Will?” Jackson's eyes glittered, his lips compressed. Even Marcus could tell the duke teased his friend and dearest companion.

“You managed quite well without one, Your Grace. But if you feel obligated to the lad, make him a page. If he does well, he could move up to squire in time.”

Jackson grinned and clapped Will on the back. “That's a fine idea, Will. Squire. I like that.” Turning to Marcus, he added, “Have him moved into the keep, Marcus. He'll be my page, starting in the morn. Have him outside my door.”

Will leaned toward the duke. “Not too early, Your Grace.”

“Aye. Not before we break fast, Marcus,” Jackson amended his orders.

“Aye, Your Grace.” Marcus gave him a bow and then stood. “I'll see to it now.”

“And Marcus?” Jackson stopped him. “Find another boy for the barracks.”

“Aye, Your Grace. Shouldn't be too hard to find.”

“Tell me there hasn't been another lad passing out at our gates,” William drawled. “Once they find out we're giving swooning boys work, we'll have to sweep them away from the front gates just to come and go.”

Jackson laughed.

“No, Lord William. Not that I know of,” Marcus answered, then he crossed the hall to where Liam sat, eyes closed, head back against the wall, looking as content as a cat with its whiskers covered in cream. Next to him on the bench sat his empty bowl.

“Liam. Time to go.”

The lad opened his eyes and leaped to his feet. “Aye, m'lord.” He scooped up the bowl and dashed off to turn it in at the kitchens, then returned to Marcus's side, as if he were a well-trained hunting dog.

“Follow me.” Marcus motioned with his hand, and the boy fell into step by his side. “Good news. I've spoken to His Grace about you.”

“His Grace?” the boy gasped. “About me?”

“Aye, His Grace. Are you deaf?”

“No, master.”

“He will take you as his page. You start in the morn.” Marcus stopped at the door, pulled it open, and stepped outside.

Liam stood as still as the great stones, eyes wide, and mouth open.

Marcus barked out a laugh, grabbed Liam by the shoulder, and pulled him through the doorway. “That's right. You're the duke's new page.”

∙•∙

Liam stumbled and caught the master's hand to steady himself. His heart beat so hard in his chest he was sure the master could see it.

“Me? The duke's page?” What twist of fate was this? He must wait on the man who'd killed his father, taken his place, and stolen his title?

“Don't look so frightened, lad. Jackson's a good man. He'll treat you well, and if you're quick and learn all you're taught, you may just find yourself a squire.” Marcus clapped him on the back, then took off toward the barracks.

Liam swallowed down the stew he'd eaten as it tried to come back up his throat. He clenched his hands, and got himself moving after his master.

This was horrible. Unbearable. Working in the castle? He could work in the barracks, avoid Jackson, and never look upon him. It was a matter of survival. But this?

Liam looked back over his shoulder at the great keep.

Perhaps he could sneak out in the morning, before the keep came to life, and before he was called to duty serving the new duke? He glanced at the gates. Soldiers guarded it day and night.

“Liam!” Marcus called as he stood in the doorway.

Liam broke into a run—each footfall shuddered through his small body.

“I'm here, master.” He slipped into the barracks. “I'll get the wood for the fire.” Then he ran through the room, out the back door, to the woodpile.

He kneeled and counted out six pieces of good dry wood to add to the fire banked in the hearth, letting the work soothe him. As he stood and turned back, he thought about his situation.

Tonight, he'd think over his decision to stay.

Perhaps he'd been too rash, too impatient, like his mother had always claimed.

Master Marcus had gone. Liam walked through the barracks to the center hearth, placed the wood on the stones, and added two logs to the fire. Using the iron poker, he pushed and prodded the logs into the best position, then hung it up and stood.

After trudging to his cot, Liam pulled off his boots, took off his breeches, and slipped under the thin blanket. The light from the fire cast shadows over the stone walls of the long room, as if demons danced around him, mocking him.

He shivered, pulled the blanket tighter, and closed his eyes to the specters to block them out. Liam silently said his prayers and asked his mother what he should do but she didn't answer.


Chapter Ten

The last of the wine was gone, the jug empty, and the candles had burned down. Jackson's eyelids drooped as he fought off sleep as he sat in front of the great hall's hearth.

“Best to bed, Your Grace. I'll need two men to carry you up the stairs if we wait much longer,” Will drawled as he leaned down and shook Jackson's shoulder.

“Aye, my lord Holcombe.” Jackson pushed his chair back and stood. He followed Will up the stairs and with a nod good night, entered his room.

He sat on the stool to pull off his boots. Tomorrow night, he'd have young Liam to attend him in his preparations for bed. Perhaps that would work well, God knew he hated ordering servants about, but this lad, well, it was different. A page, merely in training for squire, he would have many things to learn about serving a nobleman. How a castle ran, and how things worked both above stairs and below. No harm in that.

Still, there was an element of danger in the boy being so close. If anyone discovered Jackson and Will's relationship ran deeper than duke and steward, there would be trouble such as they'd never seen before. As it was, too many people knew of their love for Jackson's comfort.

Will's family, for one, and although Will's brother and his wife accepted it, Will's father had not. It might take only time and a building resentment before Duke Holcombe sought punishment for Will's transgression.

Jackson stood and moved to his window. Staring out at the deep, star-filled night sky, he knew he'd do what he had to do to protect his holdings, and Will. But Holcombe would never move against Baymore, Wallace would see to that. It could go the other way. Over time, the aged duke might forgive Will, and allow him to return.

Still, that time might never come.

A cloud passed the sliver of moon, racing its way across the sky, reminding Jackson of the fleeting chances in life, the times when the outcome of events could turn one way or the other.

As when he'd hit the branch.

It had been fortunate he'd only done minor damage to himself. He'd never forget the fear in Will's eyes, or the worried looks on his men's faces. It was good they cared for his welfare, and Jackson knew their regard spoke highly of him.

They never would have cared had it been that madman, Hugh Baymore, knocked off his horse and on his ass in the road. There might have even been a few snickers, if the men had been foolish enough to let them be heard. If they had dared to do so, with Hugh there would have been harsh payment for that indiscretion. Payment in the form of hide taken off backs.

But what if fate had been against Jackson? If he'd been killed by the blow from the branch? Who would have held Baymore safe? Will, although steward, had no claim on Baymore, and would have to fight anyone to keep it, provided he could rally the men around him.

Many of the armsmen knew of Will's part in bringing Jackson to the title and rule of Baymore. They might stand with him. Or they might not.

But they were sworn to rally around a Baymore. A legitimate Baymore. An heir to the title.

A son.

There were only two ways for him to obtain a son Jackson knew of. He leaned against the stone of the window and scratched his head. There might have been a child in his past. But how would he know if he hadn't known by now?

He could scour the lands, retrace every path he'd traveled for the last twenty years, and search for a male child born from his loins amongst the many wenches and whores he'd bedded. Even a bastard son would do, as he knew full well. Although there hadn't been a great number of women, he wasn't sure if he could remember them all. That would take a great deal of time, and he'd have to be gone from Baymore far too long. Didn't those kinds of women have ways of insuring they didn't catch a child?

There was one other way.

He could have his own son in the future. Or as soon as possible. It would be faster and surer than some elaborate hunt for an imagined son.

But that meant marrying.

Marriage meant… Jackson growled and pushed away from the window. He paced the length of his room, spun, and retraced his steps. Of course, he wouldn't marry for love. His heart belonged to Will. If he were to marry, take a wife and bed her for the sole purpose of providing an heir, he would only be doing just the same as every other nobleman who married for the sake of their lands.

Love would never have to enter the bargain.

A bargain?

Jackson halted, slapped his thigh, and laughed. That's what he needed. A bargain. An arrangement. A woman who would marry him and have his child. Give him a son, or maybe two, like old Duke Holcombe and Wallace.

With legitimate heirs, there could be no one to contest their claim if anything happened to him. With Will watching over them, protecting them if he were gone, they would grow into the right sort of men to take his place as duke.

Jackson sighed, his mind eased.

A soft rap at his door turned him from the window's view. The door opened, and Will stepped inside, dressed in cotton trousers and no shirt, his hair loose around his shoulders.

Jackson couldn't stop the shiver of desire that ran through his body as all thoughts of marriage and sons fled his mind. The thudding of the blood swelling his cock drowned out everything but the overpowering need for his lover.

No words were necessary. Not between them. They were home, at Baymore, and it was in the safety of this room they came together. They could join with all the force of two rutting rams, fighting for dominion with their hands, mouths, and tongues.

Jackson wove his hands in Will's hair and thrust his tongue deeper, as he held his lover in his powerful grip. Will hung, his body limp with surrender, against Jackson's assault. The seal of Jackson's mouth on Will's allowed only the soft moans from Will's throat to fill the room with sound.

Jackson's cock hardened, ached in its need to fill Will, to be inside the one place it called home. He lifted Will, carrying him to the bed, and pushed him, belly first, down over the side. Then in one move, Jackson stripped Will's trousers from him, letting them fall to the floor around Will's feet.

After a slap on Will's flank, Jackson slid his hand between the round globes of Will's ass. Will, ever ready to be taken, angled and pushed into Jackson's touch. Oil painted Jackson's fingers.

“You readied yourself for me?” Jackson growled as he unfastened his trousers, pushed them down, and stepped free of them.

“Aye, Your Grace.”

Jackson shuddered and slipped a finger inside Will's heat, and met more of the oil. Without the need to prepare himself, Jackson withdrew, aimed his cock at Will's sweet bud, and sank home.

Both men cried out, soft, hoarse, the sound blending into a need-filled song.

Will braced his body with his hands on the bed, spread his legs wider, and took Jackson's pounding. Jackson wrapped his hand in Will's flowing locks and pulled back, earning a sharp hiss from Will.

“Hurt?” Jackson could only grunt his question.

“More.” Will gasped.

Jackson tugged again, his hand holding Will's hip tightened, his thrusting cock became a blur, like the beating wings of a bird, as he gave Will what he needed.

“Oh God.” Will's body shook, the tremor vibrating in his voice. “I'm going…”

“Come for me, my love.” Jackson twisted his hand in Will's hair, and leaned down, taking Will's shoulder between his teeth.

He bit down and tasted blood. Will cried out his name, his body stiffened, and he spilled. Jackson let go of Will's hip, pressed his body fully against Will's and grabbed Will's cock to capture the last shooting spurts. He wanted to feel the last shudder of Will's release, and to hear the last sob from Will's throat.

∙•∙

Will slumped forward, his knees buckling, unable to hold Jackson's weight any longer.

God, he'd been fucked well and good. Jackson's taking of him had been just as he'd wanted, hard and fast. Will loved feeling the power of the big man, the strength of his grip on his cock, the absolute control Jackson had over him.

But his lover hadn't finished with him—that Will knew.

Jackson rolled off and turned Will over.

“I need to see your face, my lord. Look into your eyes, see your soul in their blue depths.” Jackson nuzzled Will's throat, his tongue painting its way up to Will's ear, then taking the lobe between his teeth. A shiver ran through Will, and a soft echo stirred deep inside his loins.

Will gasped as Jackson nipped him.

It was too soon for his rod to stiffen, but he enjoyed the feelings that danced over the sensitive skin that sheathed it, and in the slight tightening of his stones and the sac that held them.

Jackson crawled between Will's legs, spread them open, and pushed Will's knees up and apart, splitting him open.

“Fuck me, you're beautiful, Will.” Jackson gazed at Will's ass. “See? Just there.” Jackson touched his finger to the soft skin between Will's hole and his sac. “No. You can't see. Pity. If you could, you would be as taken with the sight as I am.”

“What do you see, my love?”

“Your tight ass.” Jackson licked his lips. “It's perfect. Pink. It resembles a young rose, closed tight to the world, not yet unfurled. I wish to open your rose. To make it bloom with pleasure.”

Will's head fell back as Jackson's poetry washed over him, as rain from the sky, bathing him in desire.

“My rose awaits your staff.”

Jackson leaned down, pushing up on Will's legs, and as Jackson dragged his tongue over Will's sac, Will cried out. Will's cock filled with blood, and it grew hard against his belly.

His lover didn't stop there. Jackson sucked a stone into his mouth, then pulled it away, stretching the skin until all Will could do was beg Jackson to release it.

God, the pain was so sweet and added to the strength of his erection. When Jackson moved to the other side, Will thought he'd lose his mind. The pain was so pure, so intense as it surged through his body, tingling in the base of his spine.

“Fuck me. Now. Please.” Will moaned.

“Aye, my sweet William.” Jackson pressed the tip of his cock into Will, Will pushed into it, and his bud opened. Jackson slipped inside, filling Will completely. After he let a few hammer beats of his heart pass, Will reached up and buried his fingers in Jackson's dark red mane.

“Now,” Will commanded.

Jackson obeyed.

They rode their pleasure, each move reflected in the subtle shift of their bodies. The quiet intake of air, the harsh exhale of a cry gasped, and the shared gaze in their eyes, as they built in the climb to completion.

Blue eyes bored into brown. Hands clenched hair, skin, hips, and neck. Jackson's breath in, was Will's breath out. Locked together in body, heart, and soul, they joined in their love.

Jackson cupped Will's cheek, and rested his forehead against Will's. “My life is yours.”

“I am yours. Command me.” There was nothing Will would not do for this man.

“Just love me.” Jackson gave a final thrust, stilled, and spilled.

Will joined him, painting his own belly with ropes of white.

Jackson gave a final toss of his sweat-dampened head and pulled gently out of Will's ass, then fell to the side on the bed, one arm flung over his face.

Will settled into the crook of his arm, his head rested on Jackson's shoulder.

For a while, they dozed.

Out of long habit, Will woke before dawn, but unlike the times before, Jackson wasn't asleep. No soft snore filled the quiet of the room. Jackson lay awake, his gaze focused out of the window, at the night sky.

“Something troubles you, Your Grace?” Will whispered.

“Aye. I have had a thought and have not been able to escape it.” Jackson sighed.

Will ran his hand over Jackson's broad chest. “Tell me. Perhaps I can help.”

“You are the only one who can, my lord.”

“Then name it and it is done.”

Jackson fell silent. His lips turned down, his brow furrowed. All in all, a most severe look. Had Will earned his displeasure?

“If anything happened to me, Will, what would happen to Baymore?”

“Baymore?”

“Aye. This place. The land. The people.”

Will fell silent. What would happen? “I suppose, it might fall to some lesser noble, if he dared to try to win it.”

“You could not hold the land or the title.”

“Nay. Not without the armsmen's backing and the lesser lord's oaths.” Will frowned. “I might convince them, but it would take more than words to do so. I'd have to spend much from the coffers to ensure their loyalty.”

“Aye, as I thought. But Will, if there were someone? A true Baymore? What then?”

“Well, that would be different. The men have given oath to Baymore, and to you. That includes all who hold the Baymore name.”

Jackson gave a slow nod. “Then what must be done is clear.”

“What must be done?” Will wasn't sure what Jackson spoke of, but he knew it pressed heavy on Jackson's mind.

“I must have a son, Will. I must marry.”

The bed Will lay on dropped away, and he hung in the air for just a moment, then plummeted, as a dove falls from the sky, an arrow struck through its heart. His stomach rose in his throat as his lifeless body tumbled away into oblivion. His vision narrowed and all he saw was the night sky in the window receding, stretching farther and farther away, until the moon and the stars were but points of dim light.

“And you must arrange it. As my steward, you must find me a wife.” Jackson's words echoed, as if from very far away.

Will opened his mouth, but no reasonable sound escaped—only a cry of utter destruction gathered in the pit of his stomach and roiled, burning and hot, upward in his throat. When it reached his mouth, he clamped his lips shut against it, refusing to give it a voice.

This could not be. This was insanity.

He must be dreaming. That was it, he slept, and this was nothing more than a dream, some horrible nightmare. If he could just keep from screaming, he would awaken, still held tight in Jackson's arms.

Jackson sat up, took Will by the shoulder, and shook him. “Will. Did you hear me?”

Will stared up at his lover of the last two years. The man he'd killed for, the man he'd left his home, his family, his father for. The man he loved more than his own life.

“I said, you must find me a wife. I must have a son. I must have an heir.” Jackson's words, as deadly as any sword Jackson had ever wielded, stabbed Will in the heart, leaving him dead.

Oh God, this was no dream. This was Hell. Damnation. Punishment from God for his past sins, for the sin of lying with another man, and for loving another man.

Of all the things Jackson could have asked him, nothing could have been more unexpected, more shocking, or more impossible for Will to do.

Will's hands trembled as he sat up. He got out of bed, found his breeches, and slipped them on. Fighting back the tears threatening to spill, he felt the bleeding of his heart, as if cut from his chest. Yet, he still lived. Dead, but alive.

He pulled the strings tight, straightened, and faced his lover.

“Is that what you truly wish, Your Grace?” His voice didn't shake.

Jackson smiled at him and nodded.

Will walked to the door, raised the bar, and opened it.

“Then I will do as you command, Your Grace,” he whispered, then slipped out.

The door closed behind him.


Chapter Eleven

Will staggered across the hall and into his room. As he fell back against the door and locked it, the anguish he'd held inside burst from him. He slid to the floor as soundless sobs of grief racked his body, and his fists pounded against the stones of the walls.

When there was nothing left but darkness and despair, Will lay curled tight on the cold floor of his room, alone and broken. Devastated. Destroyed.

Long after the sun had risen in his window, Will pushed himself upright, went to his desk, and fell into the chair.

He pulled out parchment and ink, quill and wax, and wrote the first letter in the search to find a wife for the man he could not deny.

»»•««

“Wallace. Have you read this letter from Will?” Lady Ellen thrust out a parchment toward her husband as she strode across the floor of the great hall.

Wallace looked up. “No, it was to you, not me.” He waved his hand at her.

Her beautiful face frowned, brows knitted together, chin quivering. It was not good news that made her react in such a manner.

“What does it say? Bad news?” He stood and met her halfway, taking the parchment from her. He read it over, read it again, and then met her worried gaze.

“Find him a wife?” Wallace gasped. “Has Jackson lost his mind?”

“Oh, Wallace. Poor Will.” She put a knuckle in her mouth and bit it as tears filled her eyes.

“This is…” Words failed Wallace.

“What must Will be going through?” She shook her head. “We have to help him—this is our fault.”

“Our fault?” Wallace jerked back. “What mean you?”

“You saw Jackson. How he held the babes? It must have given him these thoughts of children, family. Now he wants one of his own.”

“And why shouldn't he have one?” Wallace's father's voice boomed from the stairs. “He's the duke. He should be married and have an heir. Perhaps then, William will return home to us where he belongs.”

“Father.” Wallace sighed. “Will belongs with Jackson, you know that.”

“I know nothing about that. But once Jackson takes a wife to his bed, I dare say there will not be room for more than two,” Walter Holcombe declared.

Ignoring the elder Holcombe, Ellen turned to her husband. “Will must be devastated. But he's determined to find a wife suitable for his duke and asks my help.”

“Good. Fair Ellen, find Baymore a wife and tell our William to come home.” Their father gave a sharp nod, turned, and climbed the stairs to his rooms, leaving Wallace and Ellen alone.

“Will you?” Wallace took Ellen's hand and gave it a squeeze. “Do you know of someone? What woman of good family would be willing to wed into such a house?”

Ellen stared into the flames of the hearth. “A woman with no other choice.” She gave Wallace a quick kiss. “I need to write a letter.”

“To Will?”

“No, not yet.” She shook her head and strode to the stairs.

“To who?” Wallace called after her.

She stopped on the stair and turned back to him. “To a woman with no other choice, of course.”

»»•««

“My lord! A messenger from Lord Holcombe,” a guard called out.

Lord Basil Clayton woke. He'd been dozing in one of several chairs in front of the hearth, his hunting dogs at his feet as the late afternoon light fell through the windows of the great hall.

“Damn,” Basil swore. He hadn't quite finished his dream. It had been such a lovely dream. Bare soft skin over firm hard muscles tempted him. He always gave in to temptation.

Now this interruption. What could old Holcombe possibly want from him? It had been years since their last meeting. This could only be bad news.

Basil rubbed his eyes, stretched, and waved his hand. “Show him in.”

The messenger strode through the doors and across the hall. He bowed, presented the letter, and snapped to attention.

“My orders are to wait for a reply, my lord.”

Basil nodded and ran a finger under the wax seal, breaking it, and opened the letter.

Neat, beautiful letters filled the page. Basil chuckled. Not old Holcombe after all.

Women always had such beautiful writing. Not like men. He'd never paid much attention to his lessons, unless they were about music or hunting, his two passions. Well, the only passions he'd admit to or dared to be caught practicing.

 

My dearest cousin Lord Clayton,

I hope this finds both you and your dear sister well. Tell Lady Beth I do miss her company, and that I remember with great fondness our time together as children those many years ago.

 

Oh aye, Ellen, their cousin. She had married the eldest Holcombe son. He searched his memory for the man's name, but came up empty, so he returned to the letter.

 

I was saddened to hear of the death of her husband, but I am sure you are happy to have her at your side once again.

 

Kind of Ellen to couch his sister's unceremonious return by her dead husband's elder brother in such a delicate way. But Ellen had always had a kindness and grace about her.

 

Cousin, I have been asked to inquire about a suitable wife for Duke Jackson Baymore. You and your dear sister came to my mind at first thought.

 

Basil's eyes widened. Duke Baymore? Holder of some of the richest lands and the greatest wealth in these parts? He swallowed and read on.

 

This man is well known to me. My husband's brother William is his steward and we have met His Grace on more than one occasion.

Both Wallace and I think highly of this man. He is good, kind, and a fair man in all things.

 

“Ah, Wallace, that was his name,” he muttered. The younger brother was William. So, dear Ellen has found Beth a husband? And she vouches for him? He remembered Ellen as a clear-headed and sensible woman, as far as women went.

 

I will speak plain. His need for a wife is to fulfill his need for an heir and nothing more. He wants that to be clear. I have enclosed the contract for marriage drawn up by Lord William Holcombe, His Grace's steward in all matters.

Read it over. If it seems suitable and fair, please send your response to Lord Holcombe at Baymore Castle as soon as possible.

I think you'll find the conditions most fair and generous.

Your cousin,

Lady Ellen Holcombe

 

Basil pulled out the second sheet of fine parchment and looked it over. As he read, he sat up, brow furrowed, barely believing the terms. They asked for no dowry. How could that be? He scanned the contract again.

He'd read it correct. He recounted his coffers in his mind, knowing down to the last copper his worth. He wasn't without funds, but he didn't have coins to spare. His lands were not as rich as Baymore's, or his taxes so high he bled his people to death, either.

The terms were more than fair, and the lack of a dowry even better, because he'd paid all her bride's dowry to her first husband and the fool had used it to fund his disastrous attempt at fratricide.

Generous terms, indeed. Any more so and Basil would have consented to marry the man himself. He snorted at that thought, then grinned.

At last, a marriage proposal Beth could not find fault with nor one that would cost him dearly.

“Wait here.” Basil motioned to a servant. “Give him ale, food, and rest.”

“Thank you, my lord.” The man bowed.

Basil rose and searched for his sister. He found her in her rooms, stitching.

“Sister, I've received a letter from our cousin Ellen.”

Beth looked up, the needle stilled in her hand. “Ellen? It's been a long time since I've heard that name.” She smiled at some memory and he could see it had been a good one.

“I'm glad to see your joy at her name.” He held up the parchments. “Perhaps what she has written will please you also.”

“Written? To me?” Beth held out her hand, her finger wiggling for the letters like a child reaching for a sweet.

“Not yet.” Basil withheld them. He wanted to broach the subject of marriage with the utmost care. If he knew Beth, and he did, she'd either fly into a rage at the suggestion and boot him from her chambers, or laugh him down the hall.

Now she stared at him with wide brown eyes. As always, a mask of quiet curiosity guarded her true emotions as he sat on the cushioned bench next to her.

“She inquires about your disposition toward a marriage.”

“Marriage?”

“Must you repeat my words, sister?”

“I must. If you are going to utter such nonsense.” She put down her hoop and needle and folded her arms. Basil watched her gaze take on a small glint of stubbornness and a large amount of wariness.

“This is not nonsense. Nothing to take as such either.” He took a deep breath. “Ellen sends a marriage proposal to you from the Duke of Baymore. With most favorable and generous terms and conditions.” He smiled at his sister. She meant the world to him, and if he could see her safely settled as a duchess, then he will have done his proper duty by her.

“The Duke of Baymore?” She sat up. “The new duke? Well, he's not so new this last year or so, is he?” She glanced out the window and bit her bottom lip. “What has Ellen told him about me and my situation?”

Now came the delicate part. Basil took Beth's hands in his and rubbed his thumb across the smooth ivory skin. “She's told him of your marriage, the death of your husband, though not the details, and he is willing to take you as his duchess.”

She sat back and exhaled. “Did she tell him of Anne?” Her eyes flicked to the small bed sitting next to hers where her daughter slept.

“She doesn't mention the child. Perhaps the news of her birth didn't reach Ellen.”

He smiled at the young girl curled up in the bed. All blonde curls and pink cheeks. An angel of a child in both looks and temperament.

Beth sighed. “Once he knows, Bas, he'll rescind his offer. No man will take on another man's child. And I won't leave her.” Beth's gaze softened as she looked at her little girl, the sole joy of her life. The child held Basil's heart as well.

“Let us see.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “Shall I write back?”

Beth stood and walked to the small bed, kneeled, and brushed a ringlet of flaxen silk from the child's face. “It would break my heart to be parted from her.”

“It would break mine to see you so parted, sister.”

“But the dowry? I won't cost you another copper, Bas.”

“He asks for nothing, just your hand.”

Beth took a deep breath. “If I say no, refuse the offer, Brother, what would you do? You have the power to force me to my bridal bed.” She searched his eyes for the truth. They both knew without her own funds she was no better than his property, to do with as he wished.

“I won't force you, sister. All I can do is point out the benefits of such a union to all of us.” He took a breath and continued. “I don't want you to agree if you don't want this, Beth. But if you think you could be happy…” He paused. “I want only what is best for you and Anne. I would have you here with me always—have no fear about that issue. But a duchess? I have seen Baymore Castle, and it is large and fine. Baymore's lands are rich, as are his coffers. You would want for nothing.”

She seemed to think on his words, then drew herself upright. “Aye. Write the letter. Tell him of Anne. If he accepts her, I will accept him. What choice do I have?” She shrugged. “I would want for nothing.”

“Is that such a bad thing, Sister?”

She sighed. “No, it's not bad. Neither is to be wed again. I would have preferred to choose my own husband, perhaps even find love, but those circumstances never offered themselves to me.” She nodded. “I'll do my duty to you and to Anne.”

He stood, took her hand, kissed it, and left to write the letter for the messenger to deliver.

At last Beth would give up her thoughts and hopes of love. Those notions had abandoned Basil years ago, when he was a young and naive man. Now, almost forty, he had no illusions that somehow love would ever come to him.

But if she believed, God bless her in her dreams.

»»•««

Jackson watched as Will walked out the door of the hall, his morning meal uneaten, without so much as a word spoken between them. Jackson worried the heel of his bread, plucking at it with his fingers as he thought about last night.

Will had not joined him in bed for the fifth night in a row. Angered and puzzled, Jackson had placed himself between Will and Will's door, ready to discuss the problem.

“It's the boy. Your new page.” Will jerked his head toward the stair. “It's best if we take care for now. Until we are sure we can trust him.”

In the dim hall, Jackson had seen Will's point and agreed.

Now, in the morning light, Jackson wondered what exactly he had agreed to. Surely, Will hadn't meant to keep himself from Jackson's bed for much longer. Surely, Will suffered from the loss of Jackson's touch, the same way Jackson suffered. Jackson missed Will, missed Will's body next to his, beneath his. Will's sweet breath as they kissed, the taste of Will's skin, his cock, and his cream.

It had been five days and nights, and still no sign from Will that it would end.

Jackson frowned, and dropped the rest of his bread on the trencher, his appetite gone. Without Will sitting beside him, there was no joy in a meal. No joy in anything, really.

He didn't know if he could live much longer without his sweet Will.

If Will did not come to him tonight, he would go to Will. On his knees if needs be, begging for the favor of his lover.

There was a small cough at his side. He turned and saw the source of his problem. Young Liam, his new page, stood next to the table, head down, and hands clenched at his side, his knuckles white as if in anger. Or fear.

Jackson grimaced at the thought the boy feared him. He had never spoken harshly, had never mistreated the lad, or raised his voice at him. And yet, his page trembled as he stood at attention.

“Your Grace? Shall I polish your riding boots?” The boy's voice seemed to slip from between tight lips over gritted teeth.

“Aye. My riding boots.” Jackson nodded.

The lad nodded and turned to leave.

“Liam?”

He froze and turned back, eyes still on the ground. “Aye, Your Grace?”

“Is something troubling you? Does something prey on your mind?” Jackson softened his voice.

The child gulped and he shook his head far too hard. “Nay, Your Grace.”

“If there is, you can speak to me about it. I will listen.”

“Aye, Your Grace.” The boy nodded then ran off, up the stairs to Jackson's room.

Perhaps Will had been right. Perhaps the boy couldn't be trusted to keep secret anything out of the ordinary he might discover.

Jackson rose, emptied his tankard, and went to find his master of arms.


Chapter Twelve

Liam leaned against the wall of the upstairs corridor and sucked breath into his frozen chest. He didn't know how long he could keep working for the man who'd killed his father and denied him his rights.

But His Grace had been nothing but kind to him. In the days he'd worked for the duke, Liam had been shown a gentleness from the big man that belied his obvious strength and power. Soft spoken, never arrogant, or cruel. The now duke of Baymore, the murder of his father, had given Liam every evidence of his goodness and worth. Not only in his dealings with Liam, but in the way he handled all the people of his service.

His hearty laughter had even brought Liam to the brink of a smile on more than one occasion. His concern for his men was plain when he conferred with his master of arms as they discussed the soldiers late into the night while Liam nodded on the bench nearby.

This was madness.

The confusion Liam felt bubbled in his mind, torturing him as he teetered on all too fragile emotions. He was unwilling to say the words in his mind, to admit to himself, or anyone else, the most horrible of betrayals—the image of his father that his mother had created in his mind over the span of long years.

He feared to speak the truth. He liked…nay, admired, the duke. In every sense of the word, the duke seemed a good man.

So if he had killed Liam's father…

No, he wouldn't think it. It would mar the memory of his mother to think she'd lied about the man she claimed had been his father.

But the words he'd overheard that night in the barracks as the men spoke of his father haunted him now.

“Aye. He was pure evil, I tell you. Pure evil,” the soldier had hissed.

It was unthinkable.

Liam's cheeks burned with the heat of his shame. If they'd spoken the truth, his father had been a bad man, unloved by his men and perhaps his people. A terrible pain rose in his gut, and he doubled over with a sharp gasp.

“Page?” A woman's sharp voice brought him upright.

“Mistress?” It was one of the chamber maids.

She held out a lit candle. “Here, take this and re-light the fire in His Grace's room. He'll be up the stairs from his breakfast and need his warmth. I know you’re new, but you should have done it when he wakened and called for you.”

“Aye. I’ll be sure to do it every morn. ” He nodded and took the candle from her. She put her hands on her round hips and stared at him.

“Are you ill, boy?” A hint of concern softened her voice.

“Nay, Mistress.” He shook his head. “Mistress?”

“Aye, lad?”

“Did you work here in the castle, before? With the other duke?” He stared up at her face, afraid to give any of his secrets away.

“Aye.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered.

He didn't want to ask, but he had to. It ate at him, not knowing the truth.

“Was he as bad, as evil, as they say?” He prayed she'd tell him no, that his father had been a good man, unjustly killed, his life cut short.

“A right demon, he was. Count your blessings it's Jackson you work for and not Hugh.” She tugged her shawl tight around her. “God smiled on the people of Baymore the day he died. Now, get along. His Grace will be up soon.” She waved her hands at him and he turned away before she could see the tears in his eyes.

He rushed down the hall, holding his hand in front of the flame to keep it protected, and then pushed into the duke's rooms. Liam leaned against the door and forced it shut with a bang.

Tears formed a veil in front of his eyes, making all he perceived a shimmering shadow of reality. Pushing her words away with a hard shove that matched the one he'd given the door, he went to the hearth to light the fire. Nothing remained from the night but ashes, so he added new logs and tinder.

Once the flames caught, he sat back on his heels, placed the candle on the side, and buried his face in his hands, sobbing.

His father had been the evil one.

Jackson had rescued his people from him.

Everyone was happy Hugh was dead.

Everyone.

“Father!” He sobbed, as the shame of having such a man as Hugh be his father. His da. The image, like a sacred painting, of the man he'd longed to see, to know, to become, ripped and tore like a banner in a storm.

Liam lay on the floor, curled into a tight ball, his fists mimicking his body, his teeth chattering as he shivered.

»»•««

Will, holding the letter from Duke Basil accepting the marriage contract, climbed the stairs and trudged down the hall, his feet dragging along the floor.

It was done. No going back to where they were now.

He’d told Jackson of the acceptance earlier at dinner, and of the small complication of the woman’s infant child from her late husband. Jackson had brushed it off, saying it proved she could give him an heir.

Jackson’s enthusiasm had nearly killed Will.

If he went to Jackson, he'd only put off the pain to come. Best if he stayed his course and distance himself from his lover.

It would only get harder, that he knew.

Once the woman arrived, and the marriage was performed, Jackson would take her to his bed and drive Will from him forever. Keeping their love a secret from everyone in the castle was hard enough, but to keep it from a wife? A man could keep a mistress, by some it was even expected, but no woman would put up with her husband's male lover, that much he was damned sure of.

Either Jackson had lost his senses if he thought they could maintain their relationship, or he had no plans to continue it. Jackson had chosen a wife and family over Will, his lover.

Will groaned with the pain of that knowledge and stepped inside his room, then shut the door.

He undressed, every movement slow and precise. For days he'd fought the depression threatening to engulf him like the black maw of some horrible creature that had crawled from the pits of Hell. There were duties to attend to, farms and herds to manage, the castle to run. There was no time to give in to such foolishness. Such weakness. Such matters of the heart.

His heart might be broken, shattered by Jackson's request, but the life of the castle and all inside it went on. Will had his duty. He would do it, no matter what.

He may have failed as a lover in giving Jackson all he'd ever wanted, but he wouldn't fail in his duties as Jackson's steward.

Will stumbled to the bed and fell, naked, on top of the quilts. His body burned for his lover, the man who held his very life and soul in his hands.

The man who had crushed them both.

A heat, familiar and unwelcome, flushed through Will's body. His need for his lover had burned in him these many nights as he'd denied himself and Jackson of their couplings.

Will's channel ached for the fullness that only Jackson could bring—he ached for the big man's strong arms around him, and for the sweet poetry of his lover's words as they tickled his ears.

Now, denied all that, Will burned with the memories of him and Jackson. Their time in the hut on the side of the mountain. Their loving the night Will took Jackson for the first time. Their days of peace and happiness since claiming Baymore for Jackson.

Now it would all be destroyed.

“I need an heir.”

Nothing could have destroyed Will more thoroughly than the request for a wife, and that Will be the one to find her.

Was he no better than a procurer of women for His Grace?

No longer a lover?

No longer adored?

He moaned as he grasped his stiff, aching flesh. Damn, so long denied its pleasure, it seared his hand with its heat as he stroked it, coaxing the drops of pearls from it. Would Jackson ever touch him again? Ever take Will's staff in his mouth and pleasure him?

Would Jackson give up his quest for an heir?

Will knew the answer, as surely as he knew he'd never stop loving the big man.

Rapid, quick jerks brought Will to the edge of release, but without Jackson, it failed to resolve. Will hung, suspended over a black chasm, unable to reach that place where all his passions and emotions were fulfilled.

With a low groan, Will fell back against his pillows. His body taut and quivering, his rod long and hard, its tip full and aching, as his body hummed its emptiness.

»»•««

Jackson came down the hall and paused at Will's door. He'd sent the page to bed, a pallet on the floor of one of the small rooms used by the upstairs servants. He stood alone in the corridor.

He rapped on Will's door as he cast about, searching for signs of life in the hall. Jackson's brow furrowed as he stared at the door, willing it to open. Will had to be inside. Why would he deny Jackson access?

Jackson brought his fist up to pound the door and the cry bubbled up from his throat, demanding to be let in, but he choked them both off. He rapped twice.

The bar slid aside, the door opened, but only a small way.

“Your Grace?” Will looked up at him through the narrow opening.

“Will? What is this?” Jackson didn't understand why Will hadn't thrown open the door, pulled him inside.

“It's late, Your Grace. Is there something you need?” Will's voice was cool, yet courteous. Shivers ran down Jackson's spine at the recognition of his lover's tone.

Will was angry, no doubt about that. But what had he done to cause such a temper?

“You know what I need.” Jackson pushed against the door, but Will held it firm.

“Not tonight,” Will whispered, and leaned just a bit forward into the gap between door and frame. From what little Jackson could see, Will wore only his night robe clutched around his body as if fresh from bed.

Jackson inhaled, longing for just a whiff of his lover. Even from where he stood behind the door, Will's scent carried to him. There was a sharp odor of sweat and sex in the air that flowed around Will.

Jackson glanced down, taking in his lover's body, looking as he had so many times when he'd come to Jackson's room prepared for making love. “Will?”

“Aye, Your Grace.” There was no hint of play in Will's eyes, nor the usual smile on his lips. A shock of terror ran through Jackson with a single unthinkable, unimaginable thought—Will with another man.

Jackson swallowed, then forced the question out, knowing he didn't want to know if the answer was nay. “Are you alone?”

Will's gaze shot up to meet his and they held. Beautiful blue eyes searched Jackson's, but Jackson had no notion of what Will desired. He didn't seem to know Will at all these days.

“I am.”

“Then why won't you let me in?” Jackson whispered as he leaned closer, pressing his body against the hard wood that stood between him and his lover. It took all his control not to smash open the door, throw Will backward, and take possession of the room and his lover.

“It's late.”

“That has never stopped you or me before.”

“I'm not well. I'm very tired.” Will shrugged.

“What's wrong, my lord?” Jackson's stomach rolled. As much as Will denied it, something was terribly wrong.

Will closed his eyes, exhaled, and then opened them. “I can't believe after all this time you could ask me that question and not know the answer.”

“But…” Jackson paused, gathering his thoughts.

“Go to bed, Your Grace.” Will tried to close the door, but Jackson shoved his knee in the opening.

“Open this door now, Lord Holcombe. We must speak.” Jackson used his best Duke of Baymore voice.

Will exhaled, stepped away, and Jackson pushed in. He closed the door and stared at Will, standing in the middle of the room. Jackson took in the chamber, seeing Will's rumpled bed, the hearth's low banked fire, his desk overflowing with ledgers and parchments. Nothing was different or out of place. No wayward lover. That he could see.

Jackson smothered the urge to search Will's room, fling open his chest, and get on his knees to peer under the bed.

“Tell me now, Will. I won't be put off any longer. Why have you kept yourself from me? And don't speak to me about the new page. He's nowhere to be found now. Nor was he here last night.” Jackson advanced on his lover.

Will stepped back, his grip on his robe tightening. A fire burned in Will's eyes as they narrowed and glared at Jackson.

“You are a dolt, Your Grace.”

Jackson's eyebrows shot upward. “Am I?”

“Aye. A dolt. Thick headed and thicker boned. Speak the truth, Your Grace. Have you no idea, nothing that comes to mind?”

Jackson held out his arms and shook his head. “Please tell me so I can make it right and correct the wrong I've done you.”

“Correct the wrong?” Will straightened. “Make it right?”

“Aye. Tell me and I will set it right.”

“As you wish, Your Grace.” Will nodded. He gathered the gown and stalked to his bed. His chin jutted upward, his shoulders back. “If you ever loved me, if you do still love me, rescind your contract of marriage and abandon your quest for an heir.”


Chapter Thirteen

Will locked his shaking knees and held himself up. More than his next breath, he wanted to go to Jackson and hold him in his arms. Throw off his robe and let Jackson have his way with his body. But he'd learned about begging lovers the hard way, and he had some small bit of pride left.

“Will, how can you ask me to do that? You know I must have an heir to deliver Baymore to.” Jackson took a step back.

“I know nothing of the sort.” Will turned his nose up and burned a stare into Jackson's eyes. He didn't care how Jackson justified it—Will couldn't see the need, especially for a wife.

“You must know! It has weighed heavily on my mind for some time. I must have an heir. I am responsible for the lands, the people.” He waved his arm to encompass everyone and everything. “I am Duke of Baymore.”

“And have you forgotten it was I who put you there? It was I who fought Hugh to the death for you, freed you from that hellhole, and declared you rightful duke?” Will tried to keep the shaking that rattled his bones from poisoning his voice, but heard the betraying tremor.

“I have never forgotten that.” Jackson shook his head. “Never.”

“Have you forgotten then, that you love me?”

“Never.”

“And that I love you? More than my own life? More than my family, my father, my birthright?” Will clenched his teeth and lips to keep them from betraying him again. His father's rejection had torn a hole in Will's heart that gaped and bled. To have lost his love and good favor had been a hard blow, the one that he'd dreaded all along.

“Nay, Will. I have not forgotten your sacrifices.”

“Then explain to me how you plan to keep a wife, bed her, and bed me at the same time.” Will crossed his arms over his chest and waited for the big man to answer. “Are you planning to leave her in the middle of the night and come to me? Or am I to come to you and ask her to leave? Perhaps a miracle will occur and she'll just roll over in bed and make room for me? Then you can have us both, as your whim moves you.”

Jackson's mouth opened, then closed and then opened again, as if he were a fish on the bank, gasping for breath, and the color drained from his face.

In that long moment, as Will stared his lover down, he saw the realization hit Jackson as surely as the branch had hit him on their ride back to Baymore.

“Oh fuck.” Jackson clutched his head with one hand and reached for a chair with the other, then sank into it.

“I couldn't have said it better, Your Grace,” Will drawled. He sat on the edge of his bed, letting the robe fall open over his legs.

Jackson scrubbed his hands over his face, then looked up at Will.

“I am indeed a right dolt. Thick boned and thick headed.” He clutched his head in his hands. “I never once thought about the truth of it. All I saw was my duty to this land and a son to leave it to.”

“And what about this poor woman? She's signed the contract and will arrive soon to wed you. She might put up with a mistress—most nobles keep several. But when she finds your lover is a man?” Will shook his head. “She has family. Her brother is bringing her here to see her safely ensconced at your side. I'm not sure he'll be pleased when she tells him what she's found here. We'll be killed, Jackson.”

Jackson sighed, slumped even farther over, his elbows on his knees as he cradled his head in his hands.

Will didn't stop there, he couldn't. It was as if the dam had been opened and everything he'd held inside spewed forth. “Oh, you'll have an heir for Baymore, but it won't be you. With you dead, your wife will control the dukedom. She may marry who she will, or of her brother's will, with your money and lands behind her, with or without your child in her belly.”

“What have I done?” Jackson moaned. Straightening, he gazed into Will's eyes. “And to you, my Will. I must have hurt you terribly.” He shook his head and reached for Will, but drew back his hand before he touched Will's knee. “I'm so sorry, Will. Damn my stupid pride.”

“Well, it won't be the first time your pride has gotten us into trouble, Your Grace, and I doubt it will be the last,” Will said and pulled the robe over his legs to cover them.

Jackson stared at him with eyes so bleak and hopeless it stabbed at Will's heart. Jackson might have hurt him deeply, but he'd never hate the big man.

“Oh my sweet love.” Will sighed and went to him. He kneeled and ran a hand over Jackson's arm. “We'll find a way out of this. I should never have written the letters, I see that now. This is my fault.”

“Your fault? I asked for the wife!” Jackson looked down at Will. “And asked you to find her for me. God, what an ass I've been.”

“Aye. It's my fault and you've been an ass. We are well matched, Your Grace.” He gave Jackson's shoulder a squeeze meant to comfort. “I was too distraught over your request. Too stunned to do any more than carry out your orders and feel my own pain, my mind murky and dark. I should have spoken of my feelings. I should have thought of the dangers before putting quill to parchment.” Will pushed to his feet. “Now, I'll have to find a way to put a halt to this marriage.”

“A halt?” Jackson shrugged. “Can't I refuse her?”

“On what grounds?” Will paced, needing room to move and think. If they didn't get out of this, surely both of them would lose their lives and Will's urge to protect his lover wouldn't allow that to happen.

“Perhaps she has a lover? Perhaps she might want to be freed from this contract more than I?” Jackson grasped at a thin ledge to hold his hopes on.

Will crossed the room, long sharp strides taking him the length and back as he pondered the situation.

There was little that would allow for the contract to be broken. He went to the desk and sifted through the parchments strewn across it. In the piles of papers he had a copy of the terms of marriage. He'd buried it to avoid looking at it.

Will pulled back the chair and sat. “Here it is.” He leaned over the words, reading each section until he came to the end. “There is not much here. I write a better contract than I thought, damn me.” He gave a wry laugh.

“What if I caught her with another man? Before we married?” Jackson's brow rose in hope.

“And ruin her reputation? I suppose I could approach her, get her in some compromising situation for you to discover.” Will's stomach turned at the thought, not of just being with a woman, but of the depths of deceit they'd sink in that plan. Were they that desperate to label an innocent woman as indecent? To sacrifice another person for their own well-being?

Jackson looked up, his mouth downturned and his eyes bleary. They locked gazes. Desperation and hope burned in his dark eyes and Will feared Jackson would make a reckless and hasty decision. There had been enough of those made already.

“No. There must be another way. I would not forfeit both our honors in such an evil scheme.” Will's lover shook his head.

Jackson may have doubted, but Will knew his lover was not the kind of man to destroy someone just for his own personal gain. A lover of men, a sinner against God, Jackson may be. But he was no deceiver, no liar, not such a low scoundrel.

Will stood and paced again. “Let me ponder this, Your Grace.” He crossed his arms, gathering the robe around him and chewed his lip.

Jackson had something in his thought about her and another man. What if she asked to be released? Her reputation would remain intact, unsullied. But how?

They could tell her the truth and throw themselves on her pity and graces. If God was with them, Lady Beth might be kind and understanding, like Lady Ellen, but he doubted they could have such favor with the Good Lord.

It would mean a horrible and dishonorable death.

They would swing from the nearest tree, their privates hacked away. Will shuddered as a chill raced down his back at the memory of his night in an icy field. That would have been an easier death at least.

His lover watched with rumpled brows as Will strode back and forth.

The more Will turned the problem over in his mind, the more he doubted he'd discover a way out. Not without leaving bodies and reputations dead and destroyed.

At last, he halted his march and turned to face Jackson.

“My duke, I fear I am at a loss. There is nothing to be done with it. We must wait and see what occurs once your bride arrives. Let us see what kind of woman she is, and if her brother is a reasonable man.”

“Perhaps we could pay them off, give her the bride's dowry?”

Will shook his head. “What excuse could we possibly give without telling the truth and sign the warrants for our arrests and deaths?”

Jackson groaned and shook his head, then looked up at Will. “Perhaps she'll be repulsed by me and refuse.”

“Repulsed?” Will strode to his lover and corded his fingers through Jackson's great unruly mane. “By you? Never. My greatest fear is she falls in love with you and you with her.”

Jackson pulled Will to him, brushing aside the robe that hid his lover's body from his touch. As he ran his hand over Will's chest to pluck at a perfect nipple, he shuddered.

“There is no room in my heart for anyone but you, sweet Will. My soul is yours.”

Will looked down at Jackson. “That may be, but once you are wed, your body will belong to her.”

“If that is so, we only have a few days more before she arrives. Let us not waste a moment of it, my lord.” Jackson pulled Will tight in a possessive grip.

Will smiled, slipped off his robe, baring firm pale flesh to Jackson. “As usual, I am ready, Your Grace. You, on the other hand, are still dressed.”

He pulled away, lay back on the bed, and spread his long hair over the pillows. “Remove your clothes, Your Grace.”

“Aye, my lord.” Jackson obeyed.


Chapter Fourteen

At midmorning Marcus crossed from the barracks, entered the keep, and made his way up the stairs to Lord Holcombe's room in answer to the steward's summons. He didn't dare to ask about the strange atmosphere that seemed to float in the air inside the castle, but knew that neither Jackson, nor Will, were happy. Some pall, some dread spell had been cast over them, and for these many days and nights they were silent and brooding.

At William's door he paused and knocked.

“Enter.”

Marcus pushed the door open and stepped inside.

“Shut the door, Master Marcus.” William, seated at his desk, waved a hand at him without looking up from his work. A large ledger lay before him, as he bent over it with a quill in his hand. Marcus watched as William dabbed his pen into a pot of ink, wrote, then sprinkled powder and blotted at the words.

“Have a seat.” William looked up and leaned back in his chair.

Marcus sat in the chair in front of William's desk. “Your lordship.”

“I have a duty for you and a dozen of your best men. Lady Beth Mayfield, and her brother Lord Basil Clayton are on their way to Baymore. I want you to ride out to meet them and escort them safely here. Make sure the men and yourself are well turned out.”

“Aye, my lord.” Marcus nodded. “Guests of the duke?”

William swallowed, his fingers worried the edge of the parchment. “Indeed. Lady Beth is coming to wed the duke, and her brother brings her to her betrothed.” He gritted out the words between tightly clenched teeth and thin white lips. For the first time, Marcus was aware of the dark circles under William's eyes.

“To wed?” Marcus jerked back. “The duke? But…you…he…” He had no way to express his surprise at this turn of events. How could he admit his suspicions about Lord William and the duke? If they were false, William would have every right to dismiss him, or even pull his sword and run him through.

William's chest rose with the deep breath he pulled in. Then with a deep shudder, he exhaled and slumped in his seat, burying his hands in his hair. He looked up and caught Marcus's gaze, his eyes filled with absolute despair.

So, it was true.

“How did this happen?” Marcus leaned forward, concerned about William.

William stood, pushing the chair back and toppling it. “His damned pride, honor, and duty to Baymore.” William waved his hand about. “My pain at his pronouncement blinded me to the possibilities. Before I realized what I had done, I'd sent the contract, and we'd sealed our fate.” He paced across the room, each step quick and hard. As Marcus watched, he could see the distraction the steward had been driven to in the rumpled manner of his clothing, the unruly braid of his hair, and the sourness of his once beautiful expression.

“What are you going to do?”

“That's what I want to speak with you about, Marcus.” Will stopped next to him and put a trembling hand on his shoulder.

William took a deep breath. “I'm going to risk telling you the truth. I pray I don't have to kill you over it,” he whispered. “I'd hate to lose the best master of arms Baymore's ever had.”

Marcus put his hand over William's and clamped it down. “You won't. Speak freely, my lord.” He'd earned their trust the first time they met in the dungeon corridor two years ago, and now it was time to earn it again.

“Then you know of Jackson and I? Our…bond?”

“I have suspected it from the beginning.”

“And you never told? Never thought to accuse us?” William didn't pull his hand away and Marcus didn't remove his.

“Never, my lord. What purpose would it serve? I am not so minded to deny any person, man or woman, a chance for love.” He shook his head. “It would only leave Baymore in peril, to be fought over by other lords perhaps not as fair, generous, or concerned about their people and their lands.”

“Aye.” William sighed. “We are blessed to have you Marcus.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I have a plan, but it involves you.” William pulled his hand back.

“Me, my lord?” Marcus's belly rolled over, as if he'd eaten bad meat. Knowing of their love and not telling was one thing, but to become involved?

William took his seat again, folded his hands together on the table, and held Marcus's gaze.

“The contract is stable. If there is any way out of it, it must come from Lady Beth. I've thought this over hard and for much time, Marcus, and I have no other solution. I want you to woo her. Take your time coming to Baymore once you've joined her caravan and present yourself to her.” William waved his hand at Marcus.

Marcus's mouth dropped open. Had William lost his mind?

“Woo her? Why would she want me over Jackson? He's a duke. I am nothing, a lowly soldier.”

“Come now, Marcus. I think you underestimate your charms. I've heard the servant girls speak of you.” William cocked an eyebrow at him.

He laughed. “You think the wenches at the castle find me well and so the fine Lady Beth would also? You're mad!”

“I'm desperate.” William's eyes burned.

“And still not thinking clearly.” Marcus shook his head. “Look at me,” he declared, holding his arms out for inspection.

“I have,” Will drawled. “Trust me, you are a finely made man, Marcus. Any woman, any man, would find you pleasing.” Something glittered in William's eyes and Marcus swallowed at his lord's appraising gaze.

“I have no words, my lord.” He didn't. William's look and words spoke too much, and he didn't want to go down that forbidden path. His path wasn't theirs. For a moment, a spark of pride burned in him that William, so handsome, so fair, would find him pleasing, but he let that uneasy ember die.

“None are needed. I am sworn to Jackson, both as his lover and as his steward.” He shrugged. “You are sworn to him also. To protect his lands, his keep, and his person. He needs you now more than any other time. I know this is something terrible I ask of you, but we are in a terrible position.”

“You want me to woo her, win her heart, so that she'll cancel the contract of marriage?” Marcus stared into Will's fevered eyes. “And choose me?”

“Right.” Will nodded.

Marcus ran a hand over his face and sat back.

“What then?”

William frowned. “What do you mean what then?”

“After I've won her heart. She's in love with me, the marriage rescinded, the contract null and void. She just goes back home?” Marcus stared at the steward. “Am I expected to marry her? Stay here or renounce my oath, leave my post, and return with her?”

William groaned and closed his eyes. “Damn.”

“Damn, indeed.”

“We are doomed, then, Jackson and I. He will marry her and…” William seemed to collapse upon himself. “I will leave,” he whispered. “Return to my father's keep.” His face paled, his brow furrowed as if under great strain, and he lowered his head to rest it on the desk.

Marcus's heart went out to his lordship and to his duke. William was right, as master of arms he had given his oath to Baymore—to guard it, to protect it from attack, to hold it dear. They were under attack, or soon would be, if anyone found out about Jackson and William's love, and it was Marcus's duty to protect them. After all, he'd sworn his life to Baymore.

If that sacrifice included wooing a lady, and marrying her, so be it. It wasn't how he'd dreamed of it happening, of the love he prayed he'd find, but a wife was what he'd longed for. Perhaps a family. Would it be so bad to get what he'd dreamed of, no matter what the means?

“I'll do it.”

William's head shot up. “What?”

“I agree. I'll do my best to win her. But I want…I want a dowry. I have nothing, my lord, to offer her. I want a house for her. Land and livestock, perhaps. I want to stay on here, as master of arms.” He bit his lip to stop his rambling, thinking he'd asked for too much.

William's gaze met his and Marcus held his breath. Fear that he'd overstepped his rank, demanded too much, shot through him as he waited.

“Done. I'll draw up the deeds now.” William pulled out a fresh piece of parchment, dipped his quill in the ink, and began writing. “And Marcus? Jackson must never know of this deceit.”


Chapter Fifteen

Lord Basil Clayton sat in a chair next to the fire burning in the pit and stared into the flames. Three weeks since he’d agreed to the marriage of his sister. The duke must be most anxious for a wife.

His sister had taken the marriage offer well, and for that he was glad. Perhaps she could be happy at Baymore, and her little Anne also. As her brother, he'd arranged her first marriage and she'd seemed pleased with that one.

Over the course of her brief marriage, she'd written to him of her new husband, that he'd been kind and good, and of her pleasure at the birth of Anne. All good things. She'd never spoken of love and had never expected it, but he knew now she would have preferred a love match.

Wouldn't we all? Basil snorted. Love? Women's foolishness!

Aye, there were some who loved each other, but among the nobility marriages were more of necessity and position, than of love. Still, it was true that over time, convenience had become love in some cases.

Basil had seen her married to a younger son of Mayfield, and gone on living his life knowing he'd done well by her, and his responsibility for her was complete.

Then her fool of a husband had been caught in some intrigue against his own brother, the Duke of Mayfield, and in the subsequent fighting he'd been killed. Beth and Anne had been returned to Basil, unhurt, thank God, but her husband's foolishness had tainted her good name.

The only thing that had saved her and her child from the same fate as her husband was that, before dying, her husband had declared her innocent of all knowing of the plot. Well, that and knowing that if his sister had been harmed in any way, Basil would have gathered his men and demanded justice, if not a small piece of flesh for taking the life of his innocent sister and her child.

He glanced at the tent. Inside Beth and Anne played on the quilts. The child was beautiful, and his sister just as fair.

Basil sighed and closed his eyes.

Around the camp, his men worked, brushing down the horses, gathering firewood for the evening meal, the cook and his helper making sure all was ready, and the guards patrolling the edge of the woods and the road.

“Riders approach!” a cry went up and Basil groaned. What now? Hopefully, some passing merchants, not a gang of thieves.

Beth stuck her head out of the tent. “Basil?” Her gaze searched his then darted toward the road.

“Have no fear, Beth. I'll see to it.” He rose and straightened his cloak, his hand going to the hilt of his sword hanging at his hip.

After a quick nod, she ducked back in, pulling the drape closed, but he knew Beth.

She'd make her own preparations for safety.

»»•««

“My lady, what is this?” Her lady-in-waiting, Martha, stood from her spot on a cushioned bench. The old woman had been with Beth since Beth was a child.

“We have visitors.” Beth turned, strode to her trunk, and kneeled. After throwing back the lid, she pulled out a dagger and slipped it among the folds of her gown in case she had need of it.

“Put Anne in her crib, Martha.”

Martha moved to the baby, scooped her up in her arms, and placed her in the small crib. “Shhh, sweet Anne,” she crooned.

Beth's gaze never left the tent's curtain as her ears strained to hear beyond the heavy canvas of her abode. Little Anne babbled and played with a small cloth doll, but Beth focused all her attention on the happenings outside.

Every muscle in Beth's body tightened as she strained to hear her brother's voice call to her either in warning or in welcome. At last, voices raised in greeting, many hooves stomped the ground, and the snorting and whinnying of the horses told her there had to be at least a dozen riders.

It seemed safe, for now. Her grip on the hilt of the blade eased, but she didn't let it go.

She parted the canvas and peered out.

A large man dismounted, wearing a polished metal chest plate over a richly embroidered tabard, a great sword at his hip, and a helmet that covered most of his head. He removed it and shook out thick brown hair that fell to his shoulders. He wore a close-cropped beard, and his eyes were the oddest shade of gray.

Was this her duke?

Had Baymore himself come to escort her to his keep?

Heart beating an uncertain rhythm, she scanned him, top to bottom, while she had the chance to look without fear of being seen as too bold. All in all, he pleased her in his looks.

But looks weren't all, she knew that.

Her brother greeted the man—they clasped arms, then headed toward the fire. A chair was brought out for their guest and placed across from her brother's seat. The duke's men spread out among their men, tying their horses to a line, unsaddling, and setting up their own tents nearby.

So, he had come to greet her.

“Is it him, the duke? Come to meet you?” Martha whispered from her post at the crib.

“Shhh. I think it must be him.” She waved her hand for quiet, her gaze still latched onto the man.

Her heart fluttered at the thought of his anxiousness, at his concern for his new bride, and at his good looks—she could not deny that so far he pleased her.

He removed his riding cloak, draped it over the back of his chair, and she got a better look at his form. Strong legs from riding, wide shoulders, and muscles in his arms from carrying a sword. He was no duke in name only, that much she could tell.

Her eyebrows rose as she reached the bulge in his trousers. If she judged right, he had a well-sized maleness. She bit her lips, but a soft giggle escaped.

Ye gods, she missed being with a man. Ashamed to admit to even herself, even though she'd never loved her husband, he'd opened her eyes to the joys of wifely duty. He'd been a kind and good lover, although she had no other experience to judge him by. For his part, he'd taken his time with her, hadn't hurt her, and had been most affectionate.

She missed being held, being kissed and caressed. She closed her eyes and inhaled. She missed the smell of a man, of his sweat and taste, and the feeling of his manhood entering her. Between her legs her woman's core clenched, and wetness gathered there.

What would Martha say if she knew her charge had such bawdy thoughts? Or Basil? He'd probably choke on his ale.

With a quiet shudder, she opened her eyes and stared at her next husband, Duke of Baymore. Her belly gave a little flutter, her pulse quickened, and she licked her lips.

He was a fine figure of a man—that she could not deny. After all, he'd come to see her. She looked down and spied the toe of her slipper peeking from beneath the hem of her plain gray wool traveling dress.

“Oh hell!” With a sharp hiss, she spun away from the opening and rushed to her trunk. If he were to see her for the first time, she'd best to make it memorable. She pulled out all of her gowns, tossing them on the rugs laid down to cover the ground until she found the right one.

Holding up the green velvet gown, she looked it over and smiled.

“Martha! Quick, attend me. I cannot meet His Grace in this dress.”

Martha ran to her and helped her undress. Once the new gown was on and arranged, Beth sat on a stool.

“Hurry, Martha. I know we don't have the fire for the curling iron, but at least brush out my hair!”

Martha snatched the tortoiseshell and boar bristle brush from Beth's small trunk and went to work on her hair.

»»•««

“So, the duke has sent you as an honor guard?” Basil regarded the man sitting across from him. He'd presented himself and his papers as soon as they'd sat. Basil passed them back to Baymore's master of arms.

The man certainly looked the part. There wasn't an inch of him that wasn't muscle. He looked like a soldier, but his manner and speech said this man was someone's second or third son, a nobleman by birth, but without lands of his own.

“Aye. His Grace is much concerned for his bride's welfare. There have been bandits reported on the roads along this stretch. He wasn't sure how many men you'd have with you.”

“I will thank His Grace when we meet. I had not heard of the trouble before we left my keep.” Basil smiled.

“And her ladyship? Is she about?” The man strained his neck to catch a glimpse of her.

“She's in her tent with her child and her maid.”

“Her child?” The master of arms sat up. “I had no idea she had a child?” He frowned.

“Is that a problem?” Basil asked. “His Grace was informed of my sister's situation and of the child and wrote of his acceptance of them.”

“Indeed, I'm sure he was. It was I who was not informed.” He grimaced. “I should have been told,” he mumbled.

Basil chuckled. “I can see it may change things, Master Marcus. Number of armsmen and such.” He waved a hand. “Indeed, a babe can be much to handle.” He arched an eyebrow at his guest.

“Indeed.” Marcus fell quiet, seemingly lost in thought. Basil wondered what plans circled in the man's head.

»»•««

Holy hell, a child! Marcus would have to speak with William about this turn of events. He'd known she'd been married before, but news of the child shook him. He swallowed and glanced at the tent.

Wooing a woman was bad enough, he had little experience with that, but now to woo a woman with a child? Was that even possible?

The thought of his failure at his mission made Marcus's belly sink like a skipping stone under the surface of lake water. One, two, three, and then a great hard plop.

“His Grace bid me to ask if all is well, and if there is anything you and your sister require?”

Lord Clayton tilted his head to one side, watching him through narrowed eyes. A sure sign of distrust. Not good. Had he done something wrong, made some misstep? Perhaps His Lordship saw straight through him to the deceit he and William had planned?

“Your duke is most kind, but there is nothing. Our plan was to break camp on the morrow and make our way to the castle in two days.”

“Break camp?” There wouldn't be enough time for him to woo the most willing wench in what was left of this day, nor in the morning before camp would be struck and they were on their way. He hadn't the skill with women for that. The wenches of the keep might have spoken about him, but none of them had led him to their beds.

“It would be a shame to arrive before the keep had been made ready, my lord.”

“Made ready?” Basil shifted in his chair.

“For the arrival of Lady Mayfield, of course. The duke wishes to have the keep prepared to its best for her inspection and approval.”

“Does he?”

“Aye.” Marcus once again looked around the camp. “Where is your sister, Lord Clayton?”

“She will appear soon enough.” His eyes narrowed. “Is anything wrong?”

“Wrong?” Marcus swallowed.

“Aye. You seem anxious to see her, as if you were the husband, not the duke.”

Marcus tried to keep his expression calm, not to betray his shock at being found out. He'd have to step carefully if he wanted to play this game. Basil of Clayton was no fool, and if Basil suspected there was more to it, their plan would be finished, and Baymore with it.

“I assure you, we are all, down to the lowest villager, anxious to see our duke's new bride.” He gave Basil a full smile. “I cannot deny I haven't fallen prey to the suspense either.” He shrugged.

“You are not married?”

“No. I am master of arms. A soldier in the duty of His Grace.”

“One can be married and in service, can they not? Or does your duke forbid it?”

“He does not.” Marcus shrugged again. “I've never found…the time. Or the woman.” He looked up into Basil's eyes.

“Woman, eh? Pity,” Basil muttered under his breath.

“What?” Had that been a trace of disappointment in the lordship's voice?

“Nothing.” Basil waved his hand and looked away.

“And yourself? There is no Lady Clayton?” Marcus began to wonder if Lord Clayton had something in common with His Grace and Lord William other than his nobility. Basil had to be in his mid-thirties, if not nearing forty, despite his youthful looks. He should have married long ago.

“No.” Basil's teeth snapped shut on the word, telling Marcus there would be no more discussion on that topic.

The two men fell into an uncomfortable silence as they watched the fire. As the sun set, the cook called for the evening meal. A table, carried by four armsmen, was set up near the fire. Benches were then placed alongside it, and two lanterns on each end of it to light the diners as they ate.

Basil stood and held out his arm toward the table. “It's time to sup. You will join my sister and me at our table.”

Marcus nodded. “Thank you, Lord Clayton, for your hospitality.” Due to Marcus's position, Basil didn't have to invite him, so he was fortunate, he supposed. It would give him some time to speak with Lady Beth and begin his attempt to woo her. Dread filled him, sitting in his belly as heavy as a block of stone.

The flap of the tent opened and a woman stepped through. As she straightened, and moved into the dim light of the lanterns and the fire, Marcus bit back his gasp.

She was so beautiful.

In that moment, his heart sang, then died.


Chapter Sixteen

“Come, page. Liam, isn't it?” Duke Baymore motioned for Liam to join him. “We've much to do. The servants are preparing Lady Beth and Lord Clayton's rooms, so I'm going to need you to help me.”

“You, Your Grace?” Liam squeaked. What could the duke possibly want him to do? He'd already polished all the man's arms, oiled his leathers, cleaned out the fireplace, and laid new logs.

“Aye. I have need of your services, my young page.” Jackson trotted down the stairs and strode across the hall toward the doors of the keep.

Liam raced to keep up with the big man as he crossed the bailey to the back of the castle, unable to tamp down the excitement bubbling up in his chest. There'd been so much talk of the new bride, and everyone scrambled to make the keep ready for her arrival.

“Where are we going, Your Grace?”

“To the laundry.”

Liam skidded to a stop. “The laundry?”

“Aye.” Jackson continued on, then realizing his page wasn't at his side, he halted and turned. “Liam? Are you coming?” He grinned at Liam, his face warm and happy.

“Aye.” Liam ran to his duke's side and looked up at the man. He was built like a mountain and to Liam he seemed just as tall. There was no denying it, Jackson Baymore was a huge man, and not just in size.

Liam had studied the duke and in the short time he'd been assigned as his page he'd learned much more about him. For one, he had a presence that, even while he dozed by the fire, filled the great room. He laughed a lot. Especially with Lord William. They met many times during the day, conferring over papers, discussing the business of the castle and lands, and at every meal.

Except of late, Lord William had been very busy. But the news of Baymore's bride had filled the keep, and that she was due soon, explained his prolonged absence. Still, it didn't explain the duke's sudden change of temperament, this seriousness that had come over him, as if something troubled his mind. A man about to wed should be happy, shouldn't he?

“Am I being sent to work in the laundry?” Liam wasn't afraid of hard work. It might be a relief not to be His Grace's page, to not feel the confusion he felt when he placed his father against his duke and found his father lacking.

“Nay, boy. I've a surprise for you.” Jackson walked on, passing the courtyard that held the bathtubs, until they reached the stone laundry house. “Yo, mistress!” Jackson sang out.

“Here, Your Grace!” The laundress came out, wiping her red, chapped hands on her apron. “Have you brought him, then?” She smiled at Liam and he gave her a nod.

“A surprise?” Liam said. “For me?”

Jackson laughed and clapped Liam on the shoulder. “Are they ready?”

“Aye, and just as you ordered, Your Grace.” She turned and went back inside, then returned holding a large, folded stack of clothing. She handed them over to the duke, then gave a quick curtsey and laughed at Liam's expression.

He shut his mouth and looked up at his duke.

“These are your new clothes. Can't have my page running around the keep not dressed in a proper uniform.” Jackson held up a tabard, complete with the Baymore crest on the front, and handed it to Liam.

Liam stared at the pile of clothing. He'd never seen such fine work in his life, not even his ma's. The neck and wrists had silk ribbon ties, and the crest had been embroidered on the chest.

“Come on. First a bath, then you dress.”

“But this is more than a uniform. There must be some mistake.” There were several sets of clothing in the bundle, not just a uniform. Not even at home did he have so many fine things to wear.

“Well, you need some clothes for when you're not in uniform, Liam. This one is for special occasions. If you're going to be my page, I want you clean and well dressed, understand?” He looked down at Liam. Liam swallowed, nodded, and then looked away.

The duke had taken him into his keep, given him a position fit for a noble's son, and now a new set of clothes the like of which he'd never hoped to own.

He didn't think he could speak without the duke knowing of his emotions.

Jackson went to the baths and ordered a hot tub of water, another treat for Liam. He expected his duke to leave him, but Jackson sat on a bench in the afternoon sun, closed his eyes, and dozed. From what Liam had seen of the man, he could sleep just about anywhere.

When his bath was over, Liam got out of the tub, dried himself off, and went to the bench. His new clothes sat next to the duke.

“Best put on the regular one,” Jackson said as his eyes popped open.

Liam jumped back. “Gawds! I thought you were sleeping.” He exhaled and put his hand over his heart to keep it from bursting out of his chest.

“A mercenary takes his sleep when he can.”

“A mercenary?” Liam's brow furrowed. “But you're the duke.”

“Now I am. Not long ago, I was a mercenary, a paid soldier.” Jackson grunted as he stood and stretched.

Liam dressed and gathered up the clothing. A mercenary? What a life! Danger. Battlefields. Fighting the enemy and winning the favors of a princess. He and the other boys of his village, armed with sticks, had played many fighting games, pretending to be mercenaries, soldiers, and knights.

“But how did you come to be duke?” The question slipped out before Liam could stop it. He held his breath, waiting to be cuffed for his impertinence.

“It's a long story, boy. One that brings me great pain to recall. Forgive me if I don't tell you the tale just now. Perhaps some other time.” Jackson's mouth twisted in a sad smile that reached his dark eyes.

“Of course, Your Grace. Forgive me for asking.” Liam stared down at his feet.

“No harm in curiosity, lad. I was once like you, you know.” Jackson laughed, back in his usual good move.

“Small and scared?” Liam whispered. And very alone.

“Aye. Small and scared.” Jackson nodded. “For a long time, it was just me and my ma. Then I grew up, left home, and became a mercenary.”

“No father?” Could it be Jackson didn't have a father, like him?

“Well…” Jackson frowned. “Just my mother and me.”

Liam swallowed and nodded. Once again, the awe that had filled him at his first look at the duke of Baymore took its place in his heart.

Mercenaries were prized fighters, paid for their services and skill with a sword. That would explain the duke's large horse. Liam's eyes widened.

“And your horse? Is he a real warhorse?”

“Aye. He is.” Jackson nodded. “He's trained in combat maneuvers.”

“Bloody hell,” Liam exclaimed, then clapped his hand over his mouth.

Jackson looked down, then burst out laughing. He placed a hand on Liam's shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

Liam grinned. “Can you show him to me?”

“Of course. I suppose I have time for a ride. It's a fine day and it's been a while since I've been on his back.” Jackson changed direction and headed to the stables, with Liam jogging to keep up.

They entered the livery and Jackson called out, “My horse! Saddle my horse!”

A cry went up among the grooms and the entire stable came to life. Horses neighed and whinnied as they were tended to in preparation for the duke's ride. Liam realized that not only was the duke's horse being saddled, but several others were also.

Perhaps in among them would be a small pony for him? No, that was too much to hope for, a chance to ride with the duke outside the castle's walls. He'd never rode a real horse before, he'd only sat on the back of the old horse at the granary as it plodded around the stone grinding wheel, but that didn't count. Not really.

One groom scurried about, getting the saddle and tack, and the other brought the great horse out into the middle of the breezeway and tied him off.

Liam sat on a bale of hay and watched as the boys, no older than him, move around the horse. Slinging the blankets and saddle over it, dodging the massive hooves as they crawled under to fasten the cinches, dressing the animal in its finery. At last, the steed was ready and along with it, four other horses.

All too big for a lad his size.

Liam sighed and pulled his knees up, wrapping his arms about them. Of course, he wouldn't be going this time—still, it would be exciting to see them leave. In marched four armsmen, swords at their hips and crossbows across their backs. They took hold of their reins and mounted.

Jackson strode to his gelding and swung up into the saddle. After shoving the toes of his boots into the stirrups, he adjusted his sword and gathered the reins.

“Well, come on, boy!” he shouted.

Liam looked up and blinked. “What?” He stood, unbelieving.

“Aye, it's time to ride.” Jackson kicked his horse forward, then reached down, grabbed Liam by the back of his shirt, and swooped him upward.

For a moment, he hung in the air as the ground dropped away and his stomach lurched, then the duke deposited him at the front of the saddle, between the reins.

“Hold tight to the pommel, Liam,” Jackson's deep voice ordered.

Liam clutched it with both hands and clamped his legs as tight as he could. The hard leather of the saddle warmed beneath him, and he craned his head up and back.

Jackson looked down, grinning, and gave him a wink. “Shall we go fast?”

“Oh, aye, Your Grace!” Liam shouted.

Behind him, the duke's body tightened, his legs clamped to his horse's sides, and he leaned forward, surrounding Liam. From his perch, Liam could almost see over the horse's head, between its twitching ears, to the bailey beyond the stables.

With a great cry, Jackson waved his arm and signaled his men forward.

The horse seemed to bunch, then explode from the stable. The others followed, clattering on the cobblestones toward the gates of the keep, eager to be on their way, free and galloping.

“Open the gates! The duke rides!”

As they waited for the massive wooden gates to swing open, Liam held his breath, not really believing that he sat on a real warhorse in front of the duke, heading out for a wild ride. He bounced in his seat, trying to keep his balance, as the duke's horse pranced sideways, tossing its head, anxious to be on its way.

Behind him, the duke sat firm in the saddle as if he and the horse were one great creature and Liam merely a small mouse clinging to it.

At last, the gates were pulled wide, and Jackson jerked back on his reins. The great warhorse reared up on its hind legs, with a long, sharp whinny that echoed off the stone walls and vibrated in the pit of Liam's belly.

He slipped backward, but Jackson's arm wrapped his waist.

“I've got you, lad!”

Then the horse bolted forward and they were through the gates and down the road. Hooves thundering, the wind whistling in his hair, Jackson crouched over him, and Liam's heart rose in his throat.

He opened his mouth and gave his best battle cry, “To war!”

Above him, Jackson laughed and slashed his reins across the beast's hindquarters, urging it faster.


Chapter Seventeen

Beth gazed into the duke's steel gray eyes and found herself unable to look away. Such depths they held, and she lost herself in them. The smile on his face belied kindness and generosity, both evident in the terms of his marriage contract. She should thank him for that, for his acceptance of little Anne, and for riding out to meet her.

Her brother spoke, as if in another room, and she nodded, not really hearing or caring about what he said.

She rushed forward, and dropped into a deep curtsey. “Welcome, Your Grace. I'm so very pleased to meet you. I've heard much of you since you claimed your title, and I am pleased to see the stories told about Your Grace have been the truth.”

His smile slipped, his brows came together, and his eyes darkened. The breath caught in her chest at the sudden appearance of unhappiness on the good duke's face. What had she done? Perhaps she'd made some terrible blunder or not addressed him as due his rank.

“Sister, this is—” her brother said.

“Forgive me, Your Grace. I should have thanked you first for your kind and generous offer of marriage. Both my child Anne and I thank you.” She stepped toward the duke, fell to her knees in formal greeting, snatched up his hand, and pulled it to her lips.

As she pressed a kiss to the back of the strong warm hand in her grip, the duke gasped and pulled away from her, leaving her on her knees and gaping up at him.

Tears came to her eyes at the thought of displeasing him so much as to have him refuse to be touched by her. Her mind spun at what she had done to cause his reaction and her searching gaze shot to her brother for an answer.

“Sister!” Basil shouted and her last meal threatened to return.

The duke, eyes wide, stepped back and looked to her brother. He shook his head, and his body posed as if he were about to flee from their camp.

Had she chosen the wrong gown? Did her hair or eyes displease him? Perhaps she was too thin for his liking?

“This is not the duke of Baymore, Beth. This is Marcus, the duke's master of arms. He's come to escort us to the castle.”

The man she'd thought Jackson, Duke of Baymore, her pledged husband, looked down at his hand, staring at the place where she'd kissed it.

“Oh,” she squeaked, like a tiny mouse caught in a trap. A fire burned up her cheeks as she looked from man to man. Basil came to her and held out his hand for her to take. She used it to get to her feet. “My lord, I am so…sorry.”

No one could have been more filled with regret than her that he was not the duke. Not her brother, and surely not this man. The rapid deflation of the happiness that had filled her body and heart left her weak and unsteady.

Beth slumped into a nearby chair. “Forgive me, Master Marcus.”

The man swallowed, then stepped forward. He fell to one knee in front of her and bowed his head. “It is I who must ask your forgiveness, my lady.” He looked up at her. “I should have informed you.” The look in his eyes now was one of sincere apology. She'd never seen a man so sorry and contrite.

“No, it was my fault. I should have waited for introductions,” she whispered.

“I should have spoken first,” Marcus replied.

Basil snorted. “Well, if the pair of you have forgiven each other, I will take the true blame for being so slow. I should have gone to your tent, Beth, and explained who our visitors were. Master Marcus, forgive me for putting you in this situation.”

Marcus nodded, and rose to his feet. “There is nothing to forgive, my lord, nor has your sister done anything wrong.” He gave a sharp nod.

“And you gave no offense, either.” Basil assured him. “Well and good. All offense is wiped away. Nothing to tell His Grace about, is there?” He looked at Marcus with one raised eyebrow.

Beth's blood chilled. If Baymore learned of this mistake, would he be one to punish? His master armsman, her brother, or herself?

“Have no fear. I assure you His Grace would find this most amusing.” Marcus gave her brother a quick smile, then sobered.

Beth's heart slowed its quick beating. She smiled at Marcus. His eyes held more than contrition and as she searched their depths, found only sadness and regret.

She much preferred the first look he'd given her, the one that set her body on fire. The one that told her he wanted her.

She knew well that look from her marriage days. A look Marcus wore well and had pleased her to see.

Now what showed in his eyes did nothing to stir her loins, but only served to dampen her desire as if cold rain fell on her. What a horrible mistake.

That she was so terribly disappointed in the truth confused and frightened her.

Basil cleared his throat. “The table is prepared and our food has arrived.” He swept his arm toward the table, now laden with platters of meat and bread.

Beth rose. Basil held out his arm for her to take. She gave Marcus a soft smile, then laid her hand over her brother's arm, and let him lead her to supper.

∙•∙

Marcus's legs trembled as he sat on the wooden bench Basil had directed him to, on the left, leaving the right for his sister.

Across the table, Marcus faced the woman he'd come to woo. All plans, ideas, and reasoning fled before her beauty. Why had William not warned him? How could he possibly turn her head from all a duke had to offer?

This plan of William's had been conceived in desperation. Had any such plan ever won the day? He thought not. But despite knowing utter and complete failure awaited him, he had given his oath to protect Baymore.

He'd do that even if it meant his death.

After a long silence, Lady Beth asked, “How is the duke?”

Marcus raised his head and looked at her. “He was well, last time I saw him.”

“Good.” She nodded, then her gaze flicked to her brother.

“What my sister means to ask is, tell us about the duke. We know little, other than what's been spoken, mostly rumor and assumptions.”

“What do you wish to know?”

“For one, what does he look like?” Basil asked.

Marcus cleared his throat. He had to speak about Jackson without disparaging his own duke, yet drawing her favor to himself. This was work better suited to William's quick wit, than him.

“He's a big man, my lord. The tallest at the castle. And broad of shoulders. He was once a mercenary, that much is true. His skill with a sword is beyond compare.”

“A mercenary!” Beth gasped. She frowned and looked at her brother. “Did you know this, Basil?”

Basil stabbed a piece of venison from the charger and bit off a bit. He shrugged.

“Have no fear, my lady. He hasn't killed anyone in some time,” Marcus assured her.

“Killed someone?” Her eyes widened.

“In some time, aye. Which speaks highly of his temperament, does it not?”

“Indeed,” Basil agreed. “And great restraint.”

“And the servants are rarely beaten or the soldiers whipped.”

Lady Beth paled as she listened to his words. “Beatings? There are beatings?”

“Rarely.” Well, it was the truth. Most of it. There'd been that armsman who beat poor Liam, and since taking the position of master of arms he'd never had to take a whip to anyone in his charge.

“So you're saying he has a bad temper?” Beth leaned forward, her mouth a thin line, her hands clenched into fists.

“We all have tempers.” Marcus shrugged.

“Indeed we do.” Basil laughed. “I seem to remember your temper, sister. And fear it.”

“But my temper won't be levied against myself or my child.” Now she wore a fierce frown, as if just the thought of a threat to her child angered her, making her, to his eyes, even more beautiful.

Basil stared at him, one brow raised. Perhaps he'd gone too far in his vagueness.

“I assure you, His Grace would never strike a woman or a child.” There. It wasn't his duty to spread lies about Jackson, besides, his honor would forbid him from it. How could he woo the woman, if he had to speak about Jackson's good character and say nothing of his own? This was impossible.

“Have no fear, sister. I will speak with His Grace.” Basil nodded and smiled at Beth. She looked down at her platter and nodded.

For now, Marcus would be better served keeping quiet. What he needed was time alone with the lovely Lady Beth. But with her brother in close command, that would be most unlikely.

Marcus cut a slice of venison, put it in his mouth, and chewed. He was sure it was well cooked, but it tasted like ashes.

He spent the rest of the meal speaking with Basil about his duties at the keep, and answering questions about the duke's lands. Basil seemed curious, and Marcus couldn't fault him for it—after all, his sister's well-being would depend on Baymore.

At last, the wine poured, Lady Beth rose. “Brother, Master Marcus. I bid you both a good night.”

Marcus rose. “And a good night to you, my lady.” He bowed deeply.

She smiled, and turned toward her tent. He watched as she disappeared inside, and the drape fell, blocking his view.

When he turned back, Basil watched him, one brow cocked upward, his chin resting on his fist.

“So. You find my sister beautiful?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “My lord?”

“Do you find my sister beautiful? It's a simple question.” Basil stared into his eyes.

“She is a beautiful woman. Our duke is a lucky man.” Marcus nodded.

“I think my sister was greatly disappointed tonight.”

“Disappointed?” Marcus swallowed. “I'm most sorry if I have done so, although, I must admit to not understanding of what you speak.”

“That you were not Baymore.”

“Oh.” Marcus stared at his platter. So it had not been his imagination. Lady Beth had given him looks of desire. He stifled the urge to grin like a fool. And a fool he would be to let his feelings be known, especially to Lady Beth's brother.

“Oh.” Basil snorted. “I will not hold it against you, Marcus. She is a beauty. So is her child.” He sighed. “With the death of her fool of a husband, Lady Beth was returned to me. I would keep her with me always, but I must look to her happiness.”

“As a good brother should.”

“And as a good brother, I must be sure that the man I choose for her is in her best interests. Well placed. Well appointed. With money enough to keep her and little Anne.”

“I understand.”

“The Duke of Baymore is such a man, is he not?”

“Aye, he is.” Marcus nodded, wondering where this talk would lead.

“Do you know of another man to fit her needs?” Basil cocked his head to the side and waited.

Marcus stared into the dark beyond the glow of the lanterns and didn't answer.

“Of course, I would have preferred she have a love match, but it was not to be.” Basil's gaze fell on him again, the weight of it pressing on him.

“I think most people would prefer a marriage of love over a marriage of convenience.”

“Well, that is what this marriage is. Convenience.” Basil leaned forward. “I want this marriage to happen, Marcus. For my sister's sake. Before her affections are stolen by some wandering minstrel, or a second son with no title, no lands, or money.”

“Someone like me?” Marcus looked up and met Basil's stare with one of his own.

Basil nodded. “Indeed.” He leaned back and rapped his knuckles on the wooden table. “Let me make myself plain. Any interference in her marriage plans will be dealt with harshly, Master Marcus.”

“Even if it's not what Lady Beth wants?”

“Beth wants the dream of love, but it's as elusive as smoke.” Basil waved his hand as if trying to grab the air.

“What if she found that dream? What then?”

“If it was with a man of no import, then I would squash it”—he slammed his fist on the table, and the platters jumped—“like a bothersome insect.” He leaned toward Marcus, his threat clear.

“And if the man had means?” Marcus cocked his eyebrow.

Basil regarded him, from toe to head. “Well, if he had means and she loved him, that might be different.” He stood and Marcus followed. “I tire of talk, Master Marcus. I'm more a man of action, as I think you are. We shall speak again in the morn.” With those words, he turned, strode to his tent, and entered.

Marcus stood at the table and scratched his chin. What had just transpired? What had Basil been trying to say to him, and for that matter, what had he said to Basil?

What action did Basil hint at?

His gaze flicked to Lady Beth's tent. A soft glow came from inside, a lantern no doubt.

Basil was right. Marcus was indeed a man of action. Give him an enemy to fight, a wall to breach, a field to cross and he was your man.

But women? Ye gods.

He swallowed, pulled his tunic straight, and headed toward the tent.


Chapter Eighteen

Liam's heart raced as they rounded the wood. Ahead stood the low stone wall that bordered the road back to Baymore. The duke's men surrounded him and Duke Baymore as they cantered across the wide field.

The group gathered speed as the wall approached. The duke's hand slipped around his waist, pulled him tight, then the great horse's hindquarters bunched, and it leapt.

For a moment, Liam was flying. He threw his arms out, secure that the duke had him safe, and he forced his eyes to remain open. They were so high in the air, the ground so far away. In the next heartbeat, the horse landed, Liam's body rocked forward and he let out a whoop!

“To Baymore!” the duke called out.

The horses slowed to a trot, and Liam bounced in the saddle. He looked up at the duke and laughed. “Ye gods! What sport!”

The duke laughed again. “Aye. Grand sport to be riding hard for the pleasure of it. Not so grand if you're being chased by men hell bent on killing you.” He winked at Liam.

Liam's eyes widened and wrapping his hands in the horse's mane, he envisioned the excitement of a mercenary's life. One day, he might become a mercenary, fighting in battles across the land. Perhaps even across the ocean in a foreign country for his king. For glory and honor, and a fortune in treasure.

The castle appeared over the hill. The pennants flew and the gates stood open to welcome them home. Liam imagined they'd returned victorious from a battle, and everyone at the castle would be waiting for them to arrive. There would be a great cheering crowd.

But only a lone figure stood under the lintel of the gates, hands on hips, long hair blowing in the breeze.

“Uh oh,” the duke whispered.

“What is it?” Liam looked up at him. The duke's eyebrows had drawn together, his mouth down turned.

“I fear Lord Holcombe is not pleased with us.”

“He isn't?”

“Nay.” The duke chuckled. “It seems we must face his wrath.”

The duke had been right. Lord Holcombe blocked their path. The men pulled their horses to a stop. The duke edged his closer with a tap of his heels on his steed's belly.

“Lord Holcombe.”

“Your Grace.” Any fool, even a small boy such as he, could see his lordship wasn't happy. Indeed, he fairly burned. Liam wondered if he'd feel the lash for daring to displease the man, but why the duke feared the wrath of a lower-ranked man?

“I longed for a ride.”

“With only four men?” Holcombe's gaze swept over the company, and then landed on Liam. “And a page.”

“Aye.” Baymore nodded.

“What if you'd come across bandits?” He squinted up at them.

“That would have been most jolly, eh, men?” Baymore pulled his sword and looked around at his men, a great grin on his face. The men imitated him, laughing and crying out, “Aye!” Liam joined them, raising his hand in the air as if it held a sword.

“No, it would not!” Holcombe roared, then wiped his hand over his face. “Your Grace. How many times have I asked you not to go outside the castle without a full guard to accompany you?”

“Many times, my lord.” Baymore nodded as he sheathed his weapon. To Liam, he whispered, “I've lost count.” Liam bit his lip so Lord Holcombe didn't see him laugh.

“Many times, aye.” Holcombe stared at him, then sighed. “Come in, then. The horses need their rest and care.” He stepped aside and waved them in.

The duke chuckled and kicked his heels, urging the warhorse forward.

Liam let out the breath he'd been holding as the duke's horse entered the bailey, sad that his marvelous ride had come to an end.

Grooms ran out to take the reins of the horses. The duke slid off his horse, then reached up and took Liam under the arms and hoisted him down. His feet hit the cobblestones and he wobbled, unsteady. His legs didn't seem to want to do his bidding.

“You'll be fine. Just walk about a bit, lad.” Duke Baymore clapped him on the back. Laughing, Liam tried to walk a straight line, but veered off course. He tried a circle and did better.

Lord Holcombe approached the duke. “Jackson, really.” He shook his head.

“My lord?” Baymore seemed to have won his way back into Holcombe's good graces with a smile.

“You know I worry.” Liam listened to the two men as they walked toward the keep. He had to jog to keep up with them.

“I know.” The duke rested his hand on Holcombe's shoulder. His lordship put his hand over the duke's hand for just a brief touch.

“My horse needed a run. And my page, Liam, had asked about my steed.” Liam's head snapped up at the mention of his name.

Holcombe stopped and turned. His cool gaze flicked over Liam and in that instant, Liam wanted to run and hide, but he was frozen to the spot.

“Did he?”

“Aye. I thought what better way to show him my horse but to let him ride.”

“That's true enough.” Holcombe nodded, then he returned his attention to the duke. “Next time you are so moved, don't leave without telling me, Jackson,” he muttered under his breath.

“I'm sorry, Will.” The duke looked very sorry and again Liam wondered why the duke should seek his steward's forgiveness. Holcombe's gaze flicked back to him, then he cleared his throat.

“You know, if you leave without telling me, there may be some piece of business about the castle and lands I might need your say on. Or some document you need to sign.”

The duke nodded. “You're right. The business of Baymore comes before pleasure. Right, Liam?” He grinned at Liam.

“Aye, Your Grace.” Liam nodded, pleased the duke had asked him.

They entered the keep. The duke and his steward made for the chairs in front of the hearth. Baymore sat and stuck out his boots. “Lad, take these off me.”

Liam kneeled and pulled off the boots. “Yours also, my lord?”

“Nay,” Holcombe said, and waved him away. “Go, take His Grace's boots and shine them. They look as if they've gathered all the dust from the road.”

“Aye, my lord.” Liam knew when he was being dismissed. He gathered the boots in his arms and left the men.

He'd climbed the stairs halfway, when he turned and looked back.

His Grace had his hand on Lord Holcombe's leg as they spoke in hushed tones.

Then both men laughed, and Liam smiled. He continued up the stairs to get his kit and work on the boots.

Humming with happiness, he held out his arms, a boot clutched in each hand, and remembered their ride and the feel of flying.

»»•««

“She'll arrive tomorrow,” Jackson whispered, as he stared into the fire. His fingers tightened on Will's leg.

Will patted his hand. “I know. Have no fear, Your Grace. I have been giving the matter great thought.”

“So you've found a way out?” Jackson sat up.

“Perhaps.” Will nodded once. Pinning their lives on his desperate plan had been insanity. Marcus's ability to charm and woo the woman intended for his lover had been a foolish mistake. He prayed it wouldn't be a deadly mistake.

“Out with it, then. What plan have you?”

“Nay, I cannot say. Not yet. Can you trust me on this, Your Grace?” Will looked into his eyes, seeking Jackson's belief.

“I can. I do. You know that.”

“Then let's not speak of it. The evening meal will be served shortly, and worry has aroused my hunger.” Will glanced at Jackson from under his half-closed eyes. Jackson knew what that look meant, and what hunger Will spoke of, and it wasn't for the cook's venison stew.

“Truthfully, my lord, I had not wanted to cause you such worry. It's just the boy…well, his spirit needed the ride. Like me, he had no father, and now I fear he has lost all. I was but a lad of ten and six when I left my home to make my way in the world. And I was a big lad.” He shook his head.

“Liam seems a big lad also. At least for his age, if I judge it right.” Will closed his eyes as he thought. “And he has a familiar look about him, but I can't quite place it.”

“Perhaps someone you came across in your travels?”

“Perhaps. Where did he say he was from?” Will opened one eye and frowned at Jackson.

“From Barley Fields, I think.”

“That's at the far edge of your land, is it not?”

“Aye.” Jackson crossed his leg and scratched at his foot through his woolen sock. “I have a hole, Will.” He chuckled as he pointed it out, sticking his finger into it.

Will glanced over. “So you do. Make sure Liam knows to bring it to the seamstress to have it mended.” He paused, then asked, “Have you ever been there?”

“Where?” Jackson now inspected his other sock.

“To Barley Fields.” Perhaps it was time to learn more about their new page. Marcus hadn't finished that small task before he left.

“Oh. Aye, many years ago. Passed through on my way to a hiring.” Jackson shrugged.

“I've never been, that I can recollect.” Will shrugged. “Is it pleasant?”

“Enough. Just like a hundred other villages I've passed through.”

“Did you stay long?”

Jackson shrugged. “Don't remember. It was a long time ago, Will.”

“When you were younger and your memory better?” Will teased his lover.

“Aye.” Jackson nodded. “Younger, more handsome.” He patted his belly. “And much thinner.” He laughed.

“Nonsense. You're still the man I first met, Your Grace.” Will gave him a wink. “And you grow better with each year.”

Jackson burst into a great laugh, warm and shining, and it echoed off the stone walls of the hall, filling the great room and Will's heart.

“You must want something to flatter me so, my lord.”

“Only what is my due, Your Grace.” Will turned away to look into the fire. “In good time, all in good time.”

Jackson sat back and scratched his belly as it rumbled. “I hunger too.” He stood and faced the door to the kitchens. “Where is my meal?” he bellowed.

A servant girl came out of the door, blinked at her duke, and then giggled. She ducked back in and a moment later, out came the old cook.

He waved a copper ladle at Jackson. “The meal is on the fire, Your Grace. If you can't wait, I can serve the chickens bloody.”

Jackson made a face, and rolled his eyes at Will. “Can you wait a while longer, my lord?”

“And not eat bloody chicken? I think I can last without dropping,” Will drawled.

Jackson waved at the cook, shooing him back into the kitchens, then he fell into his chair and stuck his feet toward the fire once again.

“Fine. But later, I want you to drop in front of me,” he whispered, still staring at the fire.

“On my knees, or on my hands and knees, Your Grace?” Will whispered back.

Jackson growled and ran his hand over his growing erection, wondering if they went upstairs right now, would he have time enough for Will on his knees.

“There are some papers upstairs that you should attend to, Your Grace.” Will stood, one eyebrow raised, as he glanced toward the stairs, then back to Jackson's bulging leathers.

“Indeed. Let's take care of them before our meal.” Jackson rose and without waiting for Will, strode to the stairs and took them two at a time, until he reached the top.

Will, who seemed in no rush, took his time climbing the stairs, no expression on his face other than a sly smile.


Chapter Nineteen

Marcus stood at the entrance to Lady Beth's tent and held his breath. He had lost his mind, of that he was well aware. To enter the good lady's tent, unbidden, would give her brother every right to kill him where he stood. If Lord Clayton found out.

Marcus parted the drape and stepped inside.

Across the dimly lit room, her maid lay asleep on a pallet in a dark corner. At least she wouldn't cry the alarm. Not yet, anyway.

Lady Beth sat on a low stool next to a child's crib, rocking it with her hand. She looked up, and fear flashed on her face as she stood, her hand flying to the hilt of a small knife at her waist.

Marcus dropped to his knee and bowed his head. “My lady,” he whispered.

He heard her move toward him, quick steps, and the rustle of her gown on the carpets that had been laid to cover the ground beneath her tent. He didn't dare to look up. If she meant to kill him, so be it. He braced himself for the blow.

He would fail his mission—whether now or later, that much he knew.

She was beautiful, born to be a duke's woman, not the wife of a second son.

“Master Marcus, what brings you to my tent?” Her soft voice came from just in front of him. He opened his eyes and looked down upon the toes of her slippers peeking out from the green velvet gown.

“You, my lady.” He swallowed. Where did he begin? How does one woo a woman? He looked up.

Lady Beth held her blade at his throat.

How did one woo a woman who held your life in her hands?

She waited.

He glanced toward the pallet where the nurse still slept. “Forgive me. I could not stay away.” It was true. He had to come, had to do something to begin his mission, even if it were this badly thought out act. Even if before he'd only wished for success for his duke's sake, now that he'd seen her, he prayed for success for his own sake.

“Indeed? And why is that?” The blade never faltered. She was brave beyond his hopes. Everything a true duchess should be, in his mind.

“Your beauty and spirit amazes me, my lady.” He gazed into her face, memorizing it. Blue eyes, blonde hair touched with pale red, a small splash of freckles across her nose as if painted by the fairies. Those full, pink lips. If it were the last thing he ever saw, he'd be happy it had been her face he'd take with him to whatever hell he'd earned.

“You are the duke of Baymore's man, are you not?”

“I am. Oath sworn. He holds my life in his hands, as do you.”

“And he charged you to bring me to him?” Her eyes narrowed.

“He did, I'm afraid.”

“Afraid, you? The master of arms?” She gave the smallest hint of a smile to him, and his heart snatched up the crumb like the starving man he was.

“You have a blade at my throat, my lady. A man would have to be a fool not to fear.”

“Well said, Marcus. You have no need to fear me.” She removed the blade and slipped it back in its sheath. “Stand.”

He did. She came just to his chin. If he held her, he could rest his head on top of hers, feel her breath on his chest, her body warming his.

“So, my beauty and spirit pleases you?”

“Amazes me, I said.”

“So you did.” She took a step back. “Come. Take a seat.” She pointed to a nearby bench. “My maid is a bit deaf and sleeps hard, have no fear. We can speak.”

She returned to her stool, sat, and checked on the babe. Marcus sat and leaned forward to peer inside the crib, his hands clasped between his knees.

“How old is she?”

“Almost three.” She gazed with open love at the child. “Her name is Anne.”

“She's as beautiful as her mother.”

Lady Beth's gaze flicked to his. “She has her father's eyes.”

“She should have something of his.” Marcus nodded.

“Have you a wife, Marcus? Children?”

“No, my lady.” He shook his head.

“Does the duke like children?” She chewed her lip as she watched the babe sleep.

“I am not privy to his views on children, my lady. We've never spoken on the subject.”

“Oh.” She sighed. “But he wants a child of his own, does he not?”

“He does. To carry on the Baymore name.”

“I understand. This is a marriage of convenience, you are aware of that?” she asked, as if his opinion mattered to her. “At the time, I had been offered no other choice.”

“I am. I have no doubt that if you had fallen in love, you would have married. Your brother assured me of that.”

“Did he also assure you that he has only my best interests, and of my child, in mind?”

“He did. Just as a good brother and uncle should. I cannot fault him there.”

“No. The contract was most generous.” She sighed.

“And the chance to be a duchess too good to let pass.”

Their gazes locked across the crib and he was pulled into hers by some unknown power. He went willingly, without struggle. Then, she broke away, looking down at her child.

“Indeed. Made all the easier for my lack of suitors.” She laughed a warm, gentle, sweet laugh that tickled his ears and made his heart sing.

“They must never have seen you, my lady. If they had, they would have done their best to woo you.” Perhaps his tone had been too harsh, for she looked up at him.

Lady Beth stared into his eyes, and he melted. Gazes locked, the tent shrank to only him, and she, even the babe was lost.

Without a warning, as if a secret signal had passed between them, they stood and came together. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he enfolded her in his embrace, and silent as a thief, he stole a kiss.

Could it be called theft if she gave it willingly?

The touch of her lips on his burned with the heat of her passion as she returned his kiss. He locked his knees to keep from taking her to the ground, stretching himself over her, burying himself inside her.

She didn't just return the kiss, but demanded more. She nipped at his lips, making resistance impossible. Gods, she brought him hard as a staff, the way she sucked, licked, and nibbled on his lips. He'd never been kissed like she kissed him and he never wanted it to end.

“Lady Beth,” he whispered as he tucked her under his chin, just as he'd imagined.

“Marcus. What you must think of me.” Her breath puffed against his chest where his vest splayed open.

“I think—” He bit off his words.

∙•∙

“Shh…” Beth didn't want to hear any more words. She wanted their bodies to speak, to tell the truth of their mutual attraction. She knew well that words lied, but she could trust the most primitive of sounds, the ones that came from deep inside.

She kissed his chest and he moaned as she nuzzled closer, inhaling the distinct scent of an aroused man for the first time in nearly a year. Every inch of her body burned, and the dampness between her legs grew wetter with each passing second he held her.

His hardened manhood pressed into her. She knew the feel of a man's member, the weight of it in her hands, the taste of it in her mouth, the heat of it in her tunnel.

She wanted him, God forgive her. She wanted to be taken by a man, this man. Made love to, made to feel like a woman again, not some used, husk of a body without emotions, without needs.

But she had needs. She needed Marcus. Right now, that was the only thing she was positive of and she knew it was wrong. She was promised, no contracted, to another man. If her brother knew, he'd call her a whore.

Whore. Wife. Woman. The only difference was who she belonged to at the time she spread her legs and gave herself.

Right now, she belonged to no man, so whore it was.

Once she reached Baymore, married the duke, and went to his bed, she would be called wife. Made complete by a few spoken words from a priest, and allowed to live again.

She wanted to be neither whore nor wife. Right now, all she wanted was to be a woman, to choose who she gave her body, heart, and soul.

His lips kissed along the line of her hair down to her ear. His tongue rooted gently in her ear, then he sucked her lobe into his mouth and she moaned.

“Christ, what are we doing?” he breathed.

“What we've wanted to do from the first moment we saw each other.” She couldn't deny it, why bother with such vanity? He must feel her heat, the hardness of her aching nipples, and the passion in her kisses. Her body told the truth as she clung to him.

After a quick glance at her maid, still sleeping with her back turned to them, Beth ignored everything but her body's desires. She ran her hand over his trapped rod and he moaned.

She pulled him down to the ground.

If they were quiet, she could have Marcus.

Even if it were only for this one night.


Chapter Twenty

“I have the papers at my desk.” Will opened the door and stepped aside for Jackson to pass.

“I'm sure they're in good form, my lord. A quick read, I'll sign them, and then we can take our supper,” Jackson replied, in perhaps too loud a voice.

At the other end of the hall, a servant girl carrying a broom stopped at the top of the stairs, glanced their way, and then headed downstairs.

Will shut the door behind his lover and leaned against it.

Jackson strode to the chair at Will's desk, pulled it back and sat, his legs splayed open, the evidence of his arousal pushing against his leathers.

Just the site made Will hungry for the man he loved. Tonight might be their last night together. Free of the wife who would join them here tomorrow.

No, he wouldn't think of that. He'd think only of now, of taking Jackson in his mouth, making the big man lose control and then drinking him down.

What about Marcus's success with Lady Beth? He'd prayed over that ever since sending the man on the mission to save both their lives.

“Come to me, my Will.” Jackson unlaced his breeches, pushed them down, and took his half-hard cock in hand. It rose from his dark red nest, thick and proud, its head just peeking out of its sleeve.

Will went to his lover and dropped to his knees. “Come for me, my love.” He wrapped his hand over Jackson's and together they stroked until the full plump head had risen, reaching toward Jackson's belly.

Ready, it tempted Will. And Will did not refuse temptation.

He took the fat head of Jackson's staff into his mouth and sucked it. Jackson whimpered, his hands buried in Will's hair, as his hips arched off the chair. He wanted Will to take more, but Will had other plans.

“My love, do we have time for your teasing?” Jackson groaned.

Will licked the seeping fluid that beaded like the finest pearls on a necklace. “You'll take what I give you, Your Grace.” He flicked the knob of flesh under the head, and traced the thick vein with his tongue all the way to the root.

His hands unfastened his own strings and he clasped his stiff rod, stroking it for relief, giving himself pleasure as he gave his lover the same.

“Oh God, Will.” Jackson closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, lips parted in a grimace of pleasure.

Will laved his way back up the shaft, then with a quick lick at the opening, he took Jackson in his mouth until he buried his nose in the great man's nest. Between his legs, Will pulled and pushed on his own aching flesh, and the tightening of his sac told him it wouldn't be long before he spilled.

Jackson's fist tugged on his hair as he pushed upward, forcing his cock deeper.

Will swallowed and swallowed and swallowed as Jackson cursed himself, God, and his lover. Will worked his tongue around the thick member filling his mouth, and pumped his own cock until there was nothing left for both of them but that sweet final fall.

“Will!” Jackson whispered and filled Will's mouth. The thick cream slid down his throat, and with a shudder, his own essence painted the floor under the chair with streaks of white.

Will pulled off, gave Jackson a final lick, and then surged upward to take Jackson's waiting mouth in a hard, claiming kiss. Jackson held Will's head firm, his fingers still enmeshed in the strands of Will's long hair, as if to let him go would be death.

“My sweet Will,” Jackson crooned. “You are mine, now and always.”

“I am yours.” Even if he had to leave, abandon his love, Will would always belong to Jackson.

Jackson rubbed his forehead against Will's. “And I am yours. No one can part us. No one.”

Will nodded, unable to speak, afraid he'd blurt out his desperate plan, and admit he'd failed to save them. He feared the only thing left to do in order to save Jackson's life was allow the marriage, and then leave the castle.

Go back to his father's keep. To admit he'd come to his senses. To deny his love for another man. To beg his way back to a life of ease, comfort, and complete emptiness.

The sour taste of his own bile replaced the sweetness of his lover's taste at the thought of living the rest of his life without Jackson.

Will would rather die than spend those long years in the never-ending, tormented agony of soul, heart, and mind.

»»•««

Marcus pressed his body down on Beth's and inhaled. Gods, she smelled of flowers and sweet soap, desire and happiness. Everything he could never have imagined for himself, until Lord Holcombe had put the dream of a wife and family firmly in front of him. And for his part, it had seemed a fair deal. Simply woo a woman and have everything his birth order had denied him.

Until he'd met the woman—seen her love for her child, the fire in her eyes, the bravery of her heart, and felt the passion in her kiss.

Now it was all here for his taking. The woman, the lands, a house, and the coin. All he had to do was claim her, here and now, then convince her to break her contract with the duke. Could it be that simple?

Declare herself his, break the contract, and free his friends?

Standing on the edge of victory, he should be elated, thrilled with his conquest.

Beneath him, Lady Beth waited, her breath fast and hot, her body hotter, her legs open, ready for him. All he had to do was untie his strings, lift her dress, and plunge into the heaven waiting for him.

Why did he hesitate? Why could he not continue and take her?

He gazed down into her blue eyes, pupils wide and dark, pink kiss-plumped lips, and he saw her desire. Perhaps even love. But above all, he saw her trust.

Trust halted him, as if it had plunged a dagger into his heart.

If he did this, took her, and she learned of their plot, it would unravel all.

He did not think her the kind of woman to forgive lightly. She felt deeply, passionately, and he knew the one thing she'd feel above all would be—betrayal.

He had choices. Halt now, and leave his duke to his fate. Continue to take her, betraying her trust, but succeeding in his mission. Or tell her of their plan—throw himself, the duke, and his lover on her mercy, and take what consequences awaited.

He liked none of them. Each of his options left damage in its wake, like the hard, bitter storms rolling in from the sea, destroying whatever they passed over.

“Lady Beth, I think I should leave.” He pulled away from her and got to his knees between her parted legs.

“What?” She gasped. Her eyes spilled her confusion over him. “Leave?”

“Aye. I cannot do this.” He shook his head. “You are not mine and I am no thief, nor am I a betrayer.” But he was, of the worse sort. He'd betrayed his duke and Lord Holcombe by not completing his mission, and he'd betrayed his own needs and wants. But he wouldn't betray her.

She stilled, then bit her lip in thought. “You are right. I am not a free woman, as much as I would wish it so.” Her eyes filled with tears, and he ached to see them.

“And I am not a free man.” He might not even be alive for much longer, not when Lord Holcombe found out about this failure. He'd seen William's skill with a sword, seen his love and passion for Jackson burning in his eyes and his desperation at their situation.

Marcus stood, straightened his shirt and vest, and held out a hand to her. She looked up at him, then sat up and took his hand. He pulled her to her feet and she smoothed the folds of her gown.

“No. We are not free.” She glanced over her shoulder at her child. “Forgive me. I should have sent you from my tent.”

“And I should never have come here.”

He stepped to the drape and pulled it back to leave, but she caught his arm, halting him.

“Marcus?” She looked up at him.

“Aye?” He forced himself not to touch her.

“If things had been different. If we had but met a mere month ago…”

“Shh… Speak not of it.” Damn, it was too painful to hear. Her words twisted the knife in his heart. “It is forgotten. I shall never speak of it.”

“Nor shall I.” Her soft voice trembled.

He pulled away from her, scanned the empty campground, and then hurried away, blending into the night.

»»•««

Basil watched his sister, her body outlined by the faint light from her tent, as the man left. Her soft sigh could be heard from across the silent camp ground. She turned away and the drape fell closed.

He dropped his hand from his sword and stepped back into the shadows of the trees. The trunk struck his back and forced out the breath he'd gathered to yell his discovery.

What happened here? She did not cry out for help. Not for the guards or for him. Her only sound a sigh, filled with regret and longing. What the hell did that mean?

He'd seen the way she'd looked at Baymore's master of arms at supper. Seen how he'd looked at her. It shouldn't surprise him to find Marcus going to her tent. The surprise was that his sister had allowed it, and by the looks of it…

No, despite her looks of longing, no, he wouldn't believe she would let Marcus sully her reputation, and ruin her chances to wed a duke. Not on the eve of meeting her new husband. A powerful man who, if he wanted to, could destroy them with but an order. His hand gripped his sword again at the thought.

Beth could not be that reckless, that foolish.

That in love?

Basil groaned as he saw all their lives being destroyed by this madness.

Damn Marcus. Damn Beth.

And damn love.


Chapter Twenty-One

Basil parted the drape and cleared his throat. “Beth? Sister, may I enter?”

“Enter, Bas.” She sighed.

He stepped inside, letting the drape fall behind him. Beth sat on the bench against the wall of the tent, her hands folded in her lap, staring at the ground.

“We must speak.”

“Must we?” She frowned, but didn't look up at him. Perhaps more had happened than he thought. Perhaps Marcus had seduced her after all.

“Aye.” Basil crossed the tent and sat on the bench next to her.

“It's late, brother, and I'm tired.”

“But not too late for a visitor?”

She stiffened, and her hands grew pale from her grip. “What do you mean?”

Basil lowered his voice. “I saw him, so don't deny it. Marcus came to you.”

“He did.” Now she looked up, but still wouldn't meet his gaze.

“Did I miss your call for help?”

“I didn't need any help.”

“Marcus is a powerful man, skilled with a sword.”

“And I have my own skills, Bas.” She touched the blade at her waist.

He chuckled. “So it seems you do. What did Marcus want of you?”

She exhaled. “To speak.”

“Sister, speak plainly to me. What happened between you two? Do I need to fear the duke's wrath when he learns his master of arms has cuckolded him?” Basil turned to face her and took her hand in his, giving it a squeeze. “Tell me all, for I must decide how and when I might need to defend you.”

“You have nothing to fear. Marcus didn't betray his duke.” Her gaze met his and he saw the sadness in it.

“He's an honorable man, then.” He stared at his sister. “But something tells me you wished he were not.” He touched his hand to her chin to raise her face to his.

“Aye. I wanted him, Bas. Still want him.”

“It will pass. When you are married to the duke, you can slake whatever appetite you have for a man.”

“My appetite is for one man, brother. Marcus. I want no other.”

“Don't be foolish, sister. You are going to marry Jackson Baymore. Marcus has nothing to offer you, and do you really think his duke would let him take the woman he plans on marrying? Out of the goodness of his heart? Out of friendship to Marcus?” He shook his head. “He'd be more likely to kill you both.”

“Perhaps.” She tried to pull her hand away from his, but he held it tight.

“Sister. Think. If you are thinking of yourself and of little Anne, you must know to follow this misguided emotion is insanity.”

“Misguided emotion? Love?” She snorted at him and with a hard jerk, pulled her hand free.

“Love? You've just met the man. Seen him for what, all of a few hours? That's the stuff of those foolish stories told by your old nurse.” He jerked his head to the corner where Beth's maid slept.

“I wanted him from the first moment I saw him, aye. And he felt the same.” She jutted out her chin and stood, then stalked away from him.

“You'd be wise to forget those feelings,” he warned her. “They'll lead you into more danger than you're prepared for, Beth.”

“Those feelings?” She spun and put her hands on her hips. “Have you never felt love for another? Do you not understand the power of it?”

Basil swallowed. “No. Never. But I do love you and Anne, and want only your happiness and safety.” Lust, desire, he knew. This love that the poets and minstrels sang of was unknown to him. He'd long since given up the hope of learning it for himself.

“If that is so, then you'll want me to be with Marcus. Only with him could I find true happiness.”

“And certain death.” He stood. “Beth, let me make myself plain and speak clearly. You are going to marry the duke. You are not going to speak of your feelings for Marcus. Trust me, once Jackson has bedded you, any confusion you might feel will be removed.”

Beth laughed, hard, sharp, and bitter. “So, once my husband has taken me, all love for Marcus will leave. How can you say that? How can you let me go to Baymore, and marry any man other than the one I want? The one I love?”

“Sister!” Basil couldn't believe his sister's words. “You shouldn't—”

“Speak of such things?” She snorted. “Have you forgotten, I've been married before, felt a man's hands on my body, his breath on my skin, his rod in my—”

“Beth!” Holding his hand out to ward her off, Basil dropped down onto the bench again, his stomach churning. “Stay your words.”

She strode up to him, kneeled, and took his hands in hers. “Please, Basil. If you love me, don't let this happen.” Her blue eyes spilled tears down her soft cheeks, and his heart tore a little with each one that fell onto his hands.

He closed his eyes. “This is impossible.” If he broke the contract, if Marcus didn't claim her, if Baymore let them leave the castle alive…

“More so for me.”

“Let me ponder this, Beth, but for now, I see no way out of this without us all dying. You, me, Anne, and Marcus. Is that what you really want?” he whispered.

She looked away, blinked, and washed more tears down her cheeks.

With a sniff, she shook her head. “No. I don't wish for death. I don't want to hurt any of you.” She glanced at her baby. “You are right. There is too much to risk for my happiness.”

The utter defeat of her words stabbed him.

He should feel relief—instead he felt as trapped as she must, as desolate as her heart at the loss for a chance at love.

He might never have felt love before, but he'd certainly felt its lack. To be so close to the dream, and then have it snatched away, stolen from you by a piece of parchment and the signature of two men.

It was the only way.

“Go to bed, Beth. Get some sleep, if you can. Tomorrow we'll strike camp and make for Baymore's castle.” He let her go and went to the drape.

“Aye, it's late. Good night, Basil.”

He nodded and stepped out of the tent.

The temptation to go to Marcus and beat him senseless almost overpowered Basil. He turned and took off in another direction, away from the master of arms' tent, anywhere he didn't have to see the reminder that in his well-meaning for his sister, he had doomed her to a life of longing for a love that could never be.

»»•««

Beth threw herself onto her cot and let the tears fall. Might as well get her crying over and done with. Once they reached Baymore, and her new home and husband, tears would only bring questions she had no answers to. At least, not answers anyone wanted to hear.

How could she do it? Marry Jackson, but burn for Marcus? He'd be there in the castle, every day and night a reminder of where her heart longed to be.

Free.

Free to choose, free to love, just like any man.

Women of her rank had many privileges, but freedom wasn't one of them.

Oh, but that she were of humbler origins. She rolled over onto her back and stared up at the ceiling of the tent. That she were but a peasant, free to love the boy down the lane, the son of the blacksmith, or the brother of the baker.

She would have a small wedding, her hair wreathed in spring flowers, wearing the dress her mother had embroidered for her, maybe even a pair of fancy slippers bought from a shop in town.

He would wear the wedding shirt his mother had made for him, finely embroidered and sewn. He'd come for her with a small borrowed cart, the pony dressed in garlands and ribbons, with all their friends and relatives following along beside and behind them.

A simple wedding. A simple life. In a small cottage, with a man who loved her and her child.

Tears filled her eyes and spilled over, running down into her ears and hair.

There had to be another way out of this.

If she didn't think of something, she'd be sold again in marriage, to another man who didn't love her, but would bed her and put a child in her.

Only this time, he'd be a duke and not a second son. Whether he lived or died, at least she'd be valuable, as the wife of the duke, and mother of the heir, if not for herself.

She would have Baymore. A fine castle, lands, and wealth.

It should be enough.

But it wasn't. She was greedy, spoiled by the touch of a man, by his kisses, by the unspoken promises he'd given her. Promises of love and freedom.

Her hands clenched and she let the rising anger at her situation and her lot in life sweep over her. She'd gone happy and willing to her first husband, more than content with him and their marriage. She'd been young and it had been her duty. When little Anne had been born, the happiness she'd felt rivaled any she'd ever known.

Why should now be so different?

Why should she be so hungry for love, when she'd been without it before in a marriage? This was nothing new, and she knew it. Women of her rank married whom and when their families decided. None were free.

She'd been fortunate Basil had found any titled man, much less a duke, to take her. With no dowry to offer, older and saddled with another man's shame and child, she was no prize, and she knew it.

She rolled over, wiped her tears with the sleeve of her gown, and then folded her hands under her cheek.

Tomorrow, she'd meet Jackson Baymore, and in three days' time, become his wife. Anne would have a father, and she'd have a grand keep, servants, and lands. Enough money to have any finery made for her that she desired.

Marcus would be there, just outside her grasp, reminding her of all she didn't have and never would possess.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The rays of the morning sun played across the floor of the great hall, giving some warmth to the stones. Jackson of Baymore sat in his chair in front of the hearth, as Liam sat on a small stool against the wall.

“Lad. Find Lord Holcombe for me. I need his opinion.” The duke waved his hand toward the door. “He's about somewhere.”

“Aye, Your Grace.” Liam jumped up and trotted across the hall to the stairs. There was a good chance his lordship was still upstairs in his room, tending to the castle's business. He hadn't been at the morning meal and the duke had eaten alone, putting him in a bad mood. He shouldn't be, because this was the day he would meet his bride.

Liam ran up the stairs and down the hall, skidding to a stop at Lord Holcombe's door.

He rapped on it twice. “My lord, the duke wishes you attend him,” he called through the thick wood.

The door swung open and he looked up at William Holcombe. Not as tall as the duke, he was still a big man, and Liam's neck craned back.

“Liam, is it? What does he want?” Holcombe leaned in the doorway, as if in no hurry.

“He needs you to make a decision, he said.”

“Probably which outfit he should wear to greet his new bride.” Holcombe's lips twisted in a sneer. He didn't look happy at all.

Liam shrugged. It wasn't his place to speculate about His Grace's desires.

“Well, I must finish my work. Tell him I'll be down in good time.” He straightened, then went back inside and shut the door.

“Aye, my lord,” Liam said to the wood. He spun on his heels and headed back down the hall, took the stairs two at a time, and then raced across the hall to his duke.

“Your Grace! Lord Holcombe bids you wait until he's finished his work.”

The duke frowned. He growled deep in his throat, but it wasn't a hard, menacing sound at all. It sounded warm and happy.

“He bids me, does he?” The duke chuckled. “Tell him I shall not wait. Tell him I command he attend me now.” He winked at Liam and shooed him away, then settled deeper in his chair.

Liam nodded and took off. Across the hall. Up the stairs. Down the corridor.

He rapped again. “Lord Holcombe!”

The door swung open again. “What?” Holcombe clung to the door frame, leaning out.

“His Grace says you are to come now.”

“Now, eh?” Holcombe grinned and scratched his chin.

Liam puffed out his chest. “He commands you.” There. Let the man deny His Grace, if he dare.

Holcombe's eyebrows rose. “Commands, you say?”

“Aye!” Liam nodded. “Your duke commands you.”

His lordship's eyes narrowed and Liam felt the heavy piercing weight of his stare. Holcombe leaned down, putting his face at the same level as Liam's. Liam's stomach dropped out with the sick certainty he'd made an awful mistake.

“My duke?” he whispered, one eyebrow cocked up, then straightened. “Aye, he is my duke. Mine more than any man here. He is my duke, my friend, my companion. Now, it seems he will have a new companion.” His eyes grew sad as he gazed across the hall at the duke's door.

Liam didn't know what to say. Even to his young mind, Liam knew Lord Holcombe wasn't happy about this wedding. Perhaps he feared being usurped by the new duchess in the duke's favor?

He bounced his toe on the floor. “Are you coming?” Liam whispered.

“No.”

Liam jerked back. “What?”

“Tell Jackson if he wants to see me, he can come to my room.” Then Holcombe disappeared behind the door, leaving Liam in the hall, confused and frightened.

What would the duke say when he repeated the message? Would he take his wrath out on his page? Just the thought of the duke's huge hands curling into fists and striking him made Liam's knees shake.

But the duke had never raised his hand to Liam, or anyone in the short time Liam had been there.

He turned away, taking his time as he went down the hall, his mind spinning through just how he would tell His Grace of Lord Holcombe's impertinence.

Another man might have beaten the bearer of such a message, but not Jackson Baymore. From the beginning, he'd treated Liam better than his own father had, and for that Liam was grateful.

At the bottom of the stairs, he halted and watched the duke. He sat in the chair, his head back, eyes closed. Liam approached and cleared his throat to make his presence known.

“Aye.” The duke didn't open his eyes.

Liam cleared his throat again. “His lordship says…”

“Hmm?”

“His lordship says…”

“His lordship says what, lad? Spit it out.” The duke tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair.

“For you to come to him if you want him,” Liam blurted out, then clapped his hands over his mouth.

“Come to him?” the Duke bellowed, sitting upright. He swung his head around and he stared at Liam.

“Aye.” Liam nodded.

The duke opened his mouth, but instead of shouts, he laughed. A great roaring laugh, accompanied by several slaps of his hand on his thigh. Liam couldn't help but join in the laughter, despite not understanding the jest.

“William, you devil!” he bellowed, still laughing. “Come to you, must I? So it shall be!” He pushed out of the chair and took off, then halted. “Wait here, young page.” He pointed to the chair and Liam sat in it.

Then the duke strode through the hall, took the steps two at a time, and disappeared.

Liam at last let out his breath, amazed he'd come out of whatever game the men played unharmed. It had been a game, he could see that now. The duke ordered and Holcombe denied, back and forth with Liam caught in the middle, their go-between, as if they were a couple of courting…

Liam laughed, then clapped his hand over his mouth. That was so foolish. He looked around to see if anyone had seen him laugh, as if they would know his thoughts and call him on them.

The duke and his lordship were friends, old friends of good nature, teasing and rousing each other to vexation. Nothing more.

Liam sat back in the large chair and stared into the fire. His hand ran along the embroidered velvet cushion, worn from wear. Even so, it was finer than any chair he'd ever sat on.

If he were duke, this would be his chair. He'd order new fabric to cover it, something with birds embroidered on it, or maybe a stag. And stars. Bright yellow stars in a dark blue night.

But he wasn't the duke, and it was all his father's fault. If Hugh Baymore had been a better man, like Jackson Baymore, then he'd still be alive. Still be able to come to Liam's village, ride up to his cottage, and claim his mother and him, and bring them here to live with him. His mother would still be alive, not burned in a foolish accident. Liam's eyes filled with tears at the last memory of her—gasping, blackened, and struggling to tell him what to do.

It was all his father's fault.

»»•««

Jackson leaned against the side of the door and knocked. What game was Will playing? This might be the last day they had together, without a woman standing between them, and Will chose to spend it vexing him.

“Who is it?” Will's muffled voice drawled, barely heard.

“It is I, the Duke of Baymore.”

“Who?”

Jackson rolled his eyes. Oh, that game. He chuckled.

“The Duke of Baymore. Your duke.”

“My duke?”

“Aye. Your most beloved duke.”

“Beloved?”

Jackson looked up and down the corridor, and thanked God it was deserted.

“My dear Lord Holcombe, may I come in?” he whispered.

“My dear Duke Baymore, no.”

Jackson swung toward the door, pressing his mouth to the crack. “Will, open for me.” His hand caressed the rough wood as he longed to caress Will's smooth skin.

“You want me to open for you?” Jackson heard the tease in Will's voice, and smiled at the suggestion.

“Please.”

“Do you entreat?”

“I do.” Jackson nodded, even though Will couldn't see him.

“Do you beg?”

“If needs be.” He growled. Will pushed so hard sometimes, knowing it only inflamed Jackson's desire.

“Needs be, Your Grace.”

“Then open the door and I shall beg of you, my lord.”

Silence. Then the bolt slid, unlatching the door. After taking a deep breath, Jackson lifted the handle, pushed, and the door swung open.

Will stood in the center of the room, dressed in only a loose robe wrapped around his body, his long hair falling over his shoulders, and anger burning in his eyes. Jackson entered, then closed the door behind him, and threw the bolt home.

Christ, Will looked beautiful. Jackson desired him for his beauty, for his spirit, and for his love.

“How will you beg, Your Grace?” Will arched an eyebrow upward.

Jackson unbuckled his belt and let his sword slip to the floor. He took a step forward, but Will held his ground, his blue gaze boring into Jackson's.

“As an unarmed man, my lord.” He held out his hands to show they were empty. Then he slid his vest from his shoulders and pulled his shirt over his head. They joined the sword on the floor.

Will's gaze never left his, not once.

Jackson inhaled and flexed his muscles, his arms swelling in size and girth. His nipples hardened, as did his cock, pressing against his breeches.

He loosened his strings and slipped his hand inside, grabbing his cock. But instead of pulling it out, he kept his hand there, squeezing his flesh, denying Will the sight of it.

“Not completely without weapons, Your Grace.” Will's gaze dropped to Jackson's groin, then flicked back to his face.

“You want me helpless? Vulnerable?”

“Aye, and at my mercy.”

“So it shall be.” Jackson didn't move, his hand stroking his aching rod.

“A man who wishes mercy asks for it on his knees, Your Grace.”

Jackson went to his knees. “Mercy.”

Will shook his head. “Oh no, Your Grace. For you, it shall be on hands and knees.”

Jackson leaned over and placed his hands on the floor, then looked up.

“And bare-assed.”

Jackson sat back and pushed his breeches down to his knees then stretched out on his hands. The chill of the room brought bumps up on his exposed cheeks, but his cock and sac hung heavy between his legs.

Will strode around him, his dressing gown trailing behind him, as he inspected Jackson as if he were a prize steer at the village market.

“Well and good.” He stopped facing Jackson.

Will opened his hand. The gown slipped off his shoulders and pooled on the floor at his feet, revealing his naked body to his lover.

Jackson gasped at the glorious sight in front of him. On all fours, he was at the perfect level to take Will's erect, beautiful cock in his mouth and suck it until Will came. His mouth watered at the thought, and his cock rose to brush against his belly. But he knew the look in his lover's eyes, and it was not a cock sucking Will wanted.

“Ride me, my lord. I am yours to command.”

Will threaded his fingers into Jackson's hair, then pulled his head back. Stretched upward, Jackson's mouth opened, waiting and willing to be filled.

“Aye, your back is broad and strong enough for a hard ride, Your Grace.”

His lover bent down and took his mouth in a hard kiss, Will's tongue slamming into his mouth, plundering, taking. And Jackson, unable to close his mouth, could only hold himself up and submit to it. His sac tightened and he came close to spilling, but fought to control his body's need.

Will pulled away at last, and let Jackson go. Jackson hung his head and licked his lips to capture Will's taste. Between his knees, his cock's clear cream dripped onto the wooden floor.

As Will paced around Jackson, he ran his hand over Jackson's shoulder, down his back, trailing over his spine, coming to a halt at the cleft between his cheeks, and buried them there, in the soft fur of Jackson's aching ass.

“If this is our last time together, my love, I will take you.” Will kneeled behind him now, and put his hands on Jackson's ass, prying it apart. His warm breath blew across Jackson's exposed entry, sending a shiver through Jackson. Will's soft rumble and the sound of a well-oiled hand stroking over a thick cock, filled the chamber.

“Aye, sweet Will. No matter what happens, I'm yours.” Jackson shuddered, and his hole throbbed with the knowledge of what was to come. “Fuck me hard and ride me until I break.”

Will's fingers dug into his hips hard enough to mark him. Heated flesh pushed against his opening, once, twice, and then as Jackson pushed back, his lover entered with a cry.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Basil had watched his sister and Marcus all morning. From the breaking of their fast, to the packing of the camp, and as she climbed into the wagon and Anne had been handed up to her. She and Marcus never spoke, never made eye contact, never came near each other.

That was bad. There was no banter between them, no show of friendship, or anything else. Mere acknowledgement proved too much for the pair, it seemed.

Perhaps he'd been mistaken in the advice he'd given his sister to marry the duke. But there was no time for second guessing, and certainly this was not the time to rescind the contract. Not with a dozen of Duke Baymore's armsmen in his midst and but half a day's ride from Baymore.

With the large wagon holding all of Beth and Anne's belongings, a fast escape wasn't possible. Baymore's men would run them down, and Basil couldn't afford to lose any men in a skirmish. Or chance that his sister and her child be injured.

No, the only course was to finish the journey.

He swung up into the saddle and spurred his mount to his sister's side. The wagon's driver sat next to her, and little Anne sat in the wagon behind them with Beth's maid

Beth nodded to him as she adjusted her gown, and he waved to the child, who waved back. At the front of the wagon, Marcus joined six of his riders. Baymore's other men would bring up the rear. The fact Basil, the wagon, and his men were surrounded wasn't lost on him.

Basil gave the sign to Marcus to move out.

“To Baymore!” Marcus shouted, and with a wave of his arm, the entire column of men started out. The wagon driver cracked his whip over the team of four horses, and the wagon jolted forward, causing Beth to clutch the sides of her bench, and Anne to fall backward.

Instead of crying, she came up giggling, thinking this new way of traveling quite the sport, and the maid laughed also. Basil smiled at that bright moment, then his gaze met Beth's, and the grin slipped from his face.

Her mouth was set in a hard line, her eyes somber, her brow furrowed. His heart ached at her unhappiness, but he told himself this was for the best. He'd done the best he could for her, made a fine match for his sister and her child, and he shouldn't feel guilty in the least.

But if that were so, then why did he feel he was bringing her to what might turn out to be a prison?

»»•««

Marcus turned back to look at the procession he led. Two dozen armsmen, a huge wagon loaded with trunks and furniture, a child, and a bride-to-be. And her brother.

Right now, none of them, except the babe, looked happy to be there. He swung back around and stared down the road, as if that would make the journey go faster.

Or slower. He didn't know which.

If he could see his own face, the list of unhappy people would probably include him. How had he let William Holcombe talk him into this disaster of a mission?

He knew how. He'd wanted it. Seen a way to make his dream of home and hearth come true, and he'd taken it. Wanted to protect and serve his duke, a man he owed much.

Only now, Marcus realized, he'd betrayed himself and his duke by taking the assignment and failing.

How could he have been so foolish?

No, not foolish. Desperate. It all boiled down to desperation—on all their parts.

What would William say when he saw that Marcus hadn't won the woman's heart or hand, he'd even forsaken the mission, and left Jackson with a bride?

Left William without Jackson.

Marcus stiffened his spine and his resolve. He'd faced worse situations, worse odds in battle, but this was a certain thing.

When William found out, he would kill Marcus.

»»•««

Beth rocked along with the swaying of the cart, her mind on her upcoming wedding. She'd packed the dress she'd worn for her first marriage. Why not? No one here had seen it, other than her brother and her maid. With their coffers running low, she didn't want to burden Basil with any expenses.

Behind her in the cart, most of her possessions had come along with her and Anne. Even her bed had been dismantled and loaded up. It was for Anne, when it was time to set up her home. Perhaps Jackson Baymore would pay her wedding dowry when the time came. If not, at least Beth had something to give to Anne.

Anne reached over the boards and tugged on her mother's hair.

“Aye, baby?” Beth cooed. The little girl looked up at her, happy as could be, her rag doll clutched to her travel gown. The maid, sitting on a cushion, held the child in her arms.

Anne held the doll out for Beth to kiss. Beth leaned down, gave it a quick peck on the top of its head, and then laughed. “Are you having fun, Anne?”

Anne nodded. The wagon hit a hard bump and Anne's eyes flew wide open—she bounced as the maid's grip slipped and the child's backside hit the floor.

Beth held her breath, waiting to see if the child would cry or not.

Anne giggled, got back on her feet, and went back to her place behind Beth.

Well, she was fine, then. Beth exhaled, and she and the maid exchanged thankful glances.

In front of the wagon, past four soldiers, rode Marcus. Beth couldn't help but be drawn to him, letting her gaze sweep over his strong broad back, to his ass as he sat in his saddle, to his thighs gripping the sides of his mount.

A perfect man in so many ways.

She sighed.

It was pointless to keep harping on it. She needed to set her mind and her heart to her new husband, Jackson. The sooner, the better, for all their sakes. He must never know of her feelings for Marcus.

She resolved not to look at Marcus again. Never again.

“Beth?” Basil rode beside her.

“Aye, brother?” She glanced over at him.

“You seem quiet.”

“Do I? I suppose I have much on my mind.” She shrugged. With the driver beside her and her maid behind, Beth and Basil weren't free to speak openly.

“Excited? We'll be to Baymore before midday.”

“That's what I understand.” She thought for a while, then spoke, “I've been thinking about my arrival.” She looked down at her traveling gown. “I wish to stop before the castle and change. I should be wearing a finer gown than this.”

“Of course,” Basil quickly agreed. “Do you wish to ride your horse, also?”

“No, I think I'd like to have Anne up here beside me. I want him to understand from the very beginning she and I are not to be separated.”

“A good strategy.” He nodded. “It will set the tone right off.”

“Aye.” She thought again. “And I want you to make sure that all of the contract is in place and upheld prior to the wedding.” If she sold herself, she would be sure the agreed upon price was paid, down to the last coin, cow, and chicken.

She owed it to her brother and to her daughter to do her duty to them.

No matter what the cost.

»»•««

Jackson strode across the courtyard, his page at his side, and climbed the stairs to the walkway that ran along the top of the keep. Ever since this morning when he and Will had made love, possibly for the last time, a sense of foreboding had risen in him. Step by step, like a creek overflowing its banks, the dread flooded every part of him.

“Will we see her? Is she coming now?” The boy's innocent excitement almost caught in him. Jackson clapped him on the back.

“Nay. Not yet. They won't make the castle until midday.”

“Oh.” The boy frowned up at him. “I hate waiting.”

“Aye, waiting is hard, especially for one so young as you.”

“I'm not young. I'm almost a man.”

Jackson chuckled and reached out to tousle the boy's black hair. “A man, eh?”

“Aye!” He grinned up at Jackson, then added, “Nearly the same age as when you left your home.”

Jackson should probably ask about the boy's family, but right now, he couldn't muster the interest. He had other, more pressing, things on his mind.

The sun stood high in the sky. At any moment, the caravan would crest the far hill, in sight of Baymore, and he would see them.

Not up close, but from a distance.

With only one eye, he'd have to settle for seeing her at a closer distance. Like when she came through the gates.

His stomach danced. Not even on the morning of his worst battle had he been this nervous. Those times, all he stood to lose had been his life.

Now he could lose Will.

He leaned over the wall, hands braced on the stones, as he stared down the long road. Minutes, hours, perhaps even a day, crawled past, and Jackson kept staring at the point on the horizon where his future would appear.

“Any sighting?” Will's soft voice came at Jackson's right side. If Jackson counted on anything, it was that Will would be at his side. Until now. This was a place Will couldn't go, and Jackson had never felt so alone.

“None. But then, my eyesight is not as good as yours, my lord.”

Will leaned out, his hand just touching Jackson's. Jackson squinted into the harsh noon light and heard Will's sharp intake of breath. Jackson stared down at Will's hand, smaller than his own, yet strong, and he moved his hand to cover it.

“They come,” Will whispered, and his fingers tightened in Jackson's grip.

A cloud of dust rose from the road, and the pennants of the first riders broke over the crest of the hill.

“Riders!” The call rose up from many of the men on the wall.

Liam spun around and shouted down to the bailey, “They're here! They're here!”

“God save us, Will.” Jackson swallowed and looked into Will's blue eyes.

“If we're counting on God, I fear we're in trouble, Your Grace,” Will drawled. “Boy, go on, give us some peace from your yelling!”

Liam nodded, and still grinning, he ran back down the stairs to the bustling courtyard.

How could Will be so unaffected? So bland about it? Jackson wanted to take him by the shoulders and shake him until he felt as flustered and panicked as he did.

As if he'd read Jackson's mind, Will said, “There's nothing to be done about it for now. We'll wait and see. I have hopes something will change the course we find ourselves on, Jackson.” Will patted Jackson's hand. “Come, they draw near. We must be down below when she comes through the gates.” Will turned away and headed to the stairs.

“Aye.” Jackson nodded and followed Will down to the courtyard.

Around them, everyone was skittering around. Last minute cleaning—shovels for scooping up the manure, buckets of water tossed out, brooms sweeping water over the cobblestones—drove the activity, like bees around a hive.

Liam ran up to Jackson, almost bouncing in his shoes.

“How do I look?” Jackson held out his arms. He wore what Will had picked out for him, some of his best clothing, but not the garments they'd chosen for the wedding, if it happened.

“Most handsome, Your Grace. She'll fall in love with you at first sight,” the boy promised.

Jackson turned to his lover. “Will?” Their gazes met across the top of Liam's head as fear, regret, sorrow, and anger flashed between them.

“Like a duke,” Will said.

»»•««

My duke. Will refused to add his emotions to Jackson's already strained nerves. Surely, the big man would break if Will showed any signs of distress. Will had to portray confidence, had to be calm and poised, if only to protect them both.

But, by God, he wanted to crawl into a dark hole and hide. Wanted nothing more than to sneak under the covers of his bed, blow out the candles, and refuse to answer the door.

When this was over, no matter what happened, he would seek some solace, whether here or somewhere else. As he stood there waiting for the gates to open, Will knew he would never return to his father's keep. He'd take to the road, travel the land, perhaps take passage on a sailing ship and go abroad.

“Open the gates! They're here!”

Will froze, as if his feet were mired in muck, unable to go forward or run away.

Jackson, however, had no such trouble. He stepped forward, put his hands on his hips and bellowed, “Open the gates for my bride!”

Will staggered.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Baymore Castle loomed even bigger than Beth had dreamed and her heart thudded in her chest as if it wanted freedom also. Massive gray stone walls climbed high above them. The tall wooden and iron gates cracked open to swallow her and the wagon whole, as two men on each side pushed against them. Beyond the portal, a throng of people had gathered. Waiting for her.

Beth held onto the boards of the bench as if it were salvation.

Marcus rode under the lintel, and his men disappeared around the side of the wall, but he remained in the center of the bailey.

A huge man, sturdier than any man she'd ever seen, stood rooted like a tree and flanked by a younger man and a lad. He watched as her wagon rolled into the courtyard.

Around her, a cheer went up as it came to a stop in front of them.

Beth wanted to look around, but her gaze riveted on the man. He was handsome, in a rough way, clean shaven, but his hair stood wild around his head. To her, he resembled some kind of wild forest man, and the dark green velvet vest and black breeches and boots helped to add to the impression.

It could have been worse—he could have been short, fat, and repulsive. She stifled the shudder of the thought, kept her back straight, and her face serene.

Her gaze flicked to Marcus. She couldn't help it, but it seemed he could. He swung down from his saddle, dropped to a knee in front of the man, and pulled off his helmet.

Her brother edged his horse closer, then he dismounted and strode forward to stand beside Marcus.

Marcus stood. “Your Grace, I wish to present Basil Clayton. Lord Clayton, this is Jackson the Duke of Baymore.”

The men postured and presented themselves, repeating titles and leaving Beth to wait her turn. To her it seemed all eyes except the duke's were on her, and she found that most odd.

∙•∙

Basil kept from gawking at the duke, the largest and most powerful man he'd ever seen, no doubt, but there was no trace of danger about him. His outward appearance was jovial, and he had smiling dark eyes and a wide grin.

Once the introductions had been made, Basil presented his papers to the duke. The younger man on the duke's right stepped forward to take the documents. He had to be the most handsome, nay, beautiful man Basil had ever beheld.

“I am Lord William Holcombe, the duke's steward.” He bowed to Basil.

“Lord Basil Clayton, of Clayton Castle,” Basil returned the bow. “Then it's you I must thank, for you drew up the terms of the agreement.” Basil gave him a brief bow.

“The terms were His Grace's—I merely wrote them down.”

“I'm sure you did more than that,” Basil replied, his gaze flicking to the duke. The man was imposing, but one look told Basil that William Holcombe had planned and executed the contract. An air of competence and confidence surrounded the man.

The man had intelligence and beauty. A rare combination, one that pleased and excited Basil, and one he hadn't seen in many men.

He wanted to know more about Holcombe, but there would be time for that. The wedding would be in three days. More than enough time for learning what sort of man the duke's steward might be. Basil hoped he wouldn't be disappointed.

“Your Grace, may I present my sister, Lady Beth Clayton.” He purposely substituted her married name, but no one called him on it. Perhaps they all wanted to forget her unfortunate first marriage.

The duke's gaze shifted and landed on Beth, still seated on the wagon, and he smiled. “Lady Beth. Well met!”

“And to you, Your Grace.” She nodded. “This is my child, Anne.” She pulled the baby closer to her.

The duke cocked his head at the child. “She's a beauty, my lady. Just like her mother.”

Beth found herself blushing at his words, not that he had said them or that she'd never heard them before, but that they had been spoken in so honest a tone. Despite her initial misgivings about his size and looks, she decided for now she liked the Duke of Baymore. He did not stir her loins, but she didn't find him terrible.

Basil came to the side of the wagon and extended his hand for her to take. She took it and climbed down from the wagon. Her maid handed down Anne, and Beth took her in her arms. The little girl sighed, laid her cheek against Beth's shoulder, and fell asleep.

“She's weary from the journey, isn't she?” Jackson Baymore smiled down at Beth and the babe. He reached out and ran his hand over her little head. “Now, you must be tired from your long time on the road. Tell me, Lord Clayton, did you encounter any bandits? Come, sit by the fire and tell me of it.” Jackson turned and walked toward the keep, the men following him.

Basil turned to her. “Are you coming?”

“No, go on. I must attend to our things.” She waved him on, then turned to her maid. “Here, take Anne.” She gave the child back to her. “Once I get the wagon unloaded I'll find where we are to stay and we'll put her down for a nap.”

“Aye, milady. I could use a nap myself,” the old woman muttered.

Beth turned to one of the men unloading the wagon, who seemed to be in charge. She directed him about the luggage, trunks, and furniture. She was in no rush to sit with the men and pass the time, or anxious to learn more about her future husband. Mostly, she wanted to avoid speaking to Marcus.

“It's a fine keep, milady.” The maid bounced the child on her hip.

“It is.” Beth halted and turned in a slow circle, surveying her surroundings. Clean, spacious, and the servants all well-dressed. Baymore certainly lived up to its reputation for wealth and size.

Beth chuckled. So did Baymore's duke.

»»•««

The men sat on the chairs gathered around the hearth, a low fire burning in it. A servant brought tankards of ale and passed them around. Basil sipped from his, then rested it on his knee. The pleasantries done, time to get down to business.

“So, Your Grace, what do you think of Lady Beth?” Basil began.

Jackson shifted in his chair, Marcus jerked his head up at the question, and Lord Holcombe frowned. Very curious, those reactions.

“She's a beauty.” The duke nodded and swallowed.

Lord Holcombe brought his tankard to his lips and drank deeply. Marcus stared into the fire, a small muscle in his jaw jerking. Very odd. Something was going on, something they knew, but he didn't. He didn't like that, not at all. For his sake and his sister's he needed to get to the bottom of this.

Marcus's reaction, he could understand. But no matter how Holcombe tried to hide it, he was angry. But at what? He'd drawn up the contract. And the duke? Uncomfortable, he'd say. Perhaps worried?

“I'd like to discuss the terms of the contract.” Basil leaned toward Lord Holcombe.

“Indeed?” Holcombe leaned away, an opposite move, as if in a mirror.

“They are all still intact, are they not?”

“Aye. There has been no change, and can't be, unless we all come to some agreement.” His eyes narrowed. “Perhaps there has been some change on you or your sister's part?” Was that hope in his voice?

Basil looked into blue eyes the color of the summer sky. Eyes he could fall into without even knowing he fell. By the gods, the man stirred him.

Marcus coughed, and Basil's gaze slid away and pinned him. Marcus's gaze held his, and if Basil didn't know better, there was almost a pleading in them.

Now was the time, if ever, to bring up Beth's wishes to be free of the contract.

Basil glanced at Baymore, who had set his lips in a hard thin line—his brow furrowed and with that one look became, to Basil's mind, a very dangerous man.

“No, there is nothing.”

Holcombe's hands curled into fists on the arms of his chair, and Marcus glared at Basil. The duke, whose eyes took on a wild look, seemed as if he would bolt at any moment. Or rise up and draw his sword to attack.

“Has there been a change on your part, Your Grace?”

The hall bustled with servants preparing the tables for the midday meal, but at the hearth, a silence heavier than velvet drapes descended, blocking out all the noise, and leaving only the heavy breathing of the four men who sat there.

No one spoke, just furtive glances between them all. Hell, something was afoot here, and Basil was determined to get to the bottom of it. It might mean him and Beth's lives if he didn't.

“No change,” Jackson spoke, his voice a near whisper.

“Good, good.” Basil nodded. He stood. “If it's not too much trouble, I'll see to my sister and her belongings now.” He bowed to Duke Baymore. To Holcombe, he said, “Lord Holcombe, I wish to speak to you on a private matter, at your earliest convenience.”

Holcombe stood. “I will speak with you in an hour. There are some matters I must attend to first.”

“In an hour, then.” Basil bowed to them all, and left to find Beth.

These men were hiding something. He didn't know what, but he would damn sure find out what and make sure his sister was safe before he let the wedding go on or leave her here.

∙•∙

“Marcus, attend me. Your Grace, take your rest here—I will return shortly.” Will jerked his head and Marcus followed as he crossed the hall and climbed the stairs to his room.

Once there, he opened the door and motioned for Marcus to follow, then shut the door behind him.

“Tell me,” Will ordered.

Marcus spread his stance, braced himself, and swallowed. “I failed, my lord.”

Will stared at the man in front of him. He'd been loyal to Baymore, and to Jackson, almost to a fault. “How so?”

“I…she…” Marcus stuttered, his hands gripped each other.

“Come now, Marcus. I saw the looks you gave her, when you thought no one looked, and those she gave you. Don't try to tell me nothing happened. She's beautiful, even if she has a child.”

Marcus cleared his throat. “I didn't say nothing happened. I said I failed.”

“Failed, or refused?” Will narrowed his eyes. Something had happened between them. Lady Beth had stared blankly at everyone around her, except for two people. Jackson and Marcus. Jackson with interest, and Marcus? Well, the only thing Will could call it was regret.

Marcus straightened. “Refused, my lord.”

“So you would betray Baymore?”

“I would not betray her, my lord.”

Will's eyebrows rose. “Oh, I see. You do feel for her!”

“She is… I would not have her with a lie, my lord. I could have taken her, then and there, but if she ever found out…if she knew it had been planned, that I had married her for lands, hearth, coin…” He shook his head.

“And not for love?”

“Aye.” Marcus looked at him with desperation burning in his eyes. “I would lose her. And to lose her after knowing her love and her touch?” He shook his head and fisted his hands. “That would be unbearable.”

“So you will bear the never knowing?”

“Aye. It's better that way.”

“It's a nice plan, Marcus. Only it leaves Jackson and me in the same place we were before. Fucked,” Will spit out. He understood Marcus's thoughts, but it damned him and Jackson.

“If you wish payment for my failure, my lord, I willingly accept.” Marcus loosened the clasp of his sword belt and it dropped to the floor. He dropped to one knee and held out his arms in surrender.

Did the man expect Will to beat him? Whip him or even behead him?

Will's stomach clenched. He'd only killed a very few men, and in self-defense, never in a cold-blooded rage. He wouldn't start now.

“Get to your feet and put your sword on, Master of Arms.” He waved at the weapon. “There can be no punishment for love. It's punishment enough.” He strode to his desk and fell into his chair, burying his face in his hands.

Marcus retrieved his sword and stood. “William, I am truly sorry.”

Will looked up. “But, she cares for you?”

“Aye.”

“You're sure?” Marcus nodded. “Does her brother know?”

“No. We promised not to tell a soul.”

Will smirked. “And yet, you told me.”

“I owed you, my lord.”

Will tapped his lips with his finger. Perhaps she owed her brother? Perhaps he knew nothing of Marcus and his sister?

Wild thoughts raced through his head. Impetuous, rash thoughts. He could take Jackson and they could flee. That he could do, but Jackson would never give up Baymore, not even for him. Will could kill the brother and sister, but he'd only forfeit his own life for theirs, and deep inside, he couldn't bring himself to that damnation, no matter what.

“Fine. You're dismissed.” He waved Marcus out.

With a crisp bow, Marcus backed out of the room.

The door closed and Will slumped to the desk, his forehead resting on the warm wood. There had to be a way out of this. He could expose the love between Marcus and Lady Beth, force them to deal with it. But that might mean disclosing the deal he'd made with Marcus, and incur the good lady's wrath. Ruining Marcus and her chances for happiness.

He could speak with her brother. Tell him the truth.

But that could get Jackson and he killed.

He could just leave. Go, say good-bye to Jackson, wish him well and many sons, and take to the road. He looked up and surveyed his room. He managed the castle's business here, took the occasional nap, changed clothes, and hid here when the darkness of mind and soul took him, but this is not where he lived.

That was across the hall, in Jackson's room.

He could pack what little he needed and be gone before the wedding, well on his way south to the coast, and find a ship to spirit him away into the cold ocean mists.

The plan formed in his mind, and his heart died in his chest.

He would abandon the man he loved.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Basil followed the servant down the hall to Lord Holcombe's door. The man knocked on the door. “Lord Holcombe, Lord Clayton wishes to speak with you.”

A few heartbeats went by, then the door opened.

William Holcombe stood in the doorway, his eyes dark, his gaze menacing.

“Lord Clayton.” He sounded surprised.

“Did you forget?”

He shook his head. “Come in. You wanted to speak to me?”

Basil entered and Holcombe shut the door, then went to sit behind a massive desk. Basil scanned the room. A large bed, dressed and ready for sleep, stood against one wall. The hearth had been well tended, the room warm, but not overly so. Other than the desk, the room showed little signs of having been lived in.

He took a chair in front of the desk and sat. “Lord Holcombe, I have a few questions.”

“Indeed?” Holcombe sat back, eyeing him.

Basil returned the gaze, liking everything he saw, from the top of Holcombe's golden-haired head, to his broad chest and strong arms. Could Basil dare hope the appreciation returned?

“I wish to speak openly, and I want your pledge to do the same.” Basil knew he tread on dangerous ground.

“I will give you honest answers, if I can.” Holcombe shrugged.

Basil stared at him, intent on seeing past the façade the man put before him. As he held Holcombe's gaze, the man's face reddened, and Basil let his own gaze heat. Holcombe swiped his lips with his tongue, and swallowed.

Aye, there was a flicker of interest, wasn't there?

Sitting back in the chair, Basil left himself open for further inspection. He spread his legs, and rested his hand on his thigh. To be too obvious might place himself in danger, had he guessed wrong about his lordship's inclinations.

“Honesty is all I want.”

“Ask your questions, then.” Holcombe glanced down at Basil's groin.

“Just what is going on here?”

“What?” Holcombe's gaze shot up to Basil's face.

“Something is not as it should be, Lord Holcombe. I sense something.”

Holcombe shrugged. “Nonsense.”

“So it's my imagination that the duke is uncomfortable with this marriage?”

“Certainly.”

“And that you, yourself, are not happy. Angry, if I'm not mistaken.” Basil narrowed his eyes, searching for any sign the man lied.

“Why would I be angry?”

“I'm not sure.” It could be many things or nothing. But there was something there, something between the duke and his steward, something…oh.

Basil's heart plummeted to the ground.

“Perhaps you are unhappy with the thought of His Grace's marriage?”

“Why would I be?”

“Some might not like the thought of sharing the person they loved.”

With great speed, Holcombe surged to his feet, pulled his dagger, and rushed around the table. He grabbed Basil's shirt and vest, and put the tip of the blade under Basil's chin, pinning him in the chair.

“What are you accusing me of?” His eyes burned a brighter blue. Stunning, if they weren't so frightening. Oh God, he wanted this man.

The heat pouring off him consumed Basil. He swallowed, and the point pricked him. One false move and he might just push the dagger home.

“Only of what I myself am guilty of,” he whispered, and suppressed the desire to reach out and stroke the man's cock. That would surely earn him death.

Holcombe's eyes widened and the blade dropped. “Enough! Speak not one word more.” He pushed Basil away from him.

“It seems my words have struck home.”

Holcombe paced the room, the dagger still clutched in his hand. Basil watched, as ideas popped into his head. Greedy, selfish, horrible, ideas. Could he take what he'd never admitted he'd dreamed of? Could he twist these circumstances to his own needs so long buried and forgotten? Could Will be his?

“The contract is unbreakable. There is no way out of it.”

“I know,” Holcombe spit out. “Unless your sister breaks it.”

“Or I.”

They stared at each other, the heat building between them. Basil stood and walked around the room as if inspecting it, only biding his time and letting his thoughts and words form.

“My sister wishes this marriage.” He stood at the window and looked out. It was a fine day.

“Does she?” The tone of Holcombe's voice sent a ripple of unease through Basil.

“She understands her duty. She understands and wants what is best for both herself and her daughter.”

“Really?” Clearly, Holcombe didn't believe it. Had Marcus spoken to him, told him of his interest in Beth?

“And I want it. My sister will not break the contract, nor will I.” Basil faced Holcombe, daring him. “The marriage will take place. As planned.”

Holcombe raised the blade to his waist, and for a moment, Basil thought he was done for, but the lord merely slipped it back into its sheath.

“My sister will marry the duke.” Basil added, “And where will that leave you, Lord Holcombe?”

Holcombe stared at the wall, perhaps seeing something horrible and frightening, as the man's eyes gave him away. As if he could see inside to the younger man's soul, Basil's heart staggered at the despair and defeat he beheld. To love someone so much, to risk everything for that person, to suffer such a loss, would he ever know that feeling?

Basil turned away, strode to the window, threw open the latch, and pushed it open. He sucked in air, filling his chest, steadying his nerves and the pounding of his heart.

Could he do this? Could he destroy so many people for a chance to be with a man whose heart burned for another? Could he act on his selfishness?

He'd denied his own desires for so many years, only slaking his thirst for intimacies with a man on a rare occasion. Instead, he'd passed his time in hunting, and music, and in his lands, forgoing any companionship.

A pigeon winged around the courtyard, then flapped to a landing next to another of its kind.

Here stood another of Basil's kind. One Basil wanted, respected, and perhaps in time, would love. If he left now, ended this game, took his sister and left, he'd never know that pain, glory, or love.

“Honesty. We spoke of it, and yet, I have not been honest with you, Lord Holcombe.” Basil turned and walked over to Holcombe.

He reached out and took Holcombe's face in his hand. “Gods, you are so beautiful and if I were a weaker man, a more conceited man, I would destroy Heaven and Hell to have you in my arms the rest of my life.” He let the hand drop, but kept his gaze locked with Holcombe's.

“Any man you chose would be fortunate, my lord.”

“Ah, but were that true.” Basil sighed. “Above all my sister wishes to choose her own husband. I suspect she'd choose Marcus, your master of arms. He wants her. You want Jackson. I have a suspicion that Jackson wants you.”

“And you, what do you want?” Holcombe whispered, as he caught Basil's hand in his, Basil glanced down. His hand and Holcombe's were about the same size, as were their bodies.

“Nothing. I want nothing.”

“You would end all of this?” Holcombe exhaled. “I can barely believe it.”

“Believe it. If you want, I will write the letter to break the contract now.”

Holcombe let him go and rushed to his desk. He pulled out parchment, ink, and quill and sat down. Basil drifted back to his chair and sat.

A quarter of an hour later, they'd hammered out the terms of the new contract. Holcombe impressed Basil with his generosity, but then, he'd give away everything he had to keep his duke, wouldn't he?

Holcombe slid the paper across the desk for Basil to check.

“Perhaps I should have asked for more?” He scanned the document. He'd done well by his sister. All she'd wanted, her own house, a guaranteed income, land, livestock, and the right to choose her own husband. It would free her, not just from his rule, but to find her own way in this world.

Basil signed his name, blotted it, and handed it back. Then he stood and gave Holcombe a bow.

Holcombe came around the desk and walked with him to the door.

“Is there nothing you want for yourself, Lord Clayton?” The man tilted his head with a smile. It was a smile any man would bask in, and Basil treasured it.

“Perhaps only one thing.”

“And that is?”

“A kiss, my lord.” Basil glanced across into Holcombe's eyes.

Holcombe cupped Basil's cheek and leaned in. Basil's cock came to life as Holcombe's lips parted. Basil met him, open and ready. Soft lips pressed to his, gentle at first, then harder as they supped at each other's mouths, tongues exploring, tasting, delving deeper. Basil wished the kiss would never end, but at last, too soon, it did.

“The duke is a most fortunate man, Lord Holcombe.”

Will smiled. “Is he? It's I who count myself most fortunate to have him.”

Basil shrugged. He and William Holcombe were not to be. He could have forced the matter, but he didn't want someone who didn't want him, no matter how sweet his kisses. How long before the sweetness soured?

He'd waited this long, he could wait longer still.

“We'll announce the dissolution of the marriage contract tonight, at the evening meal.” Holcombe opened the door and Basil stepped out. The castle's steward handed him the parchment—he took it and then proceeded down the corridor.

Beth would be most pleased at this turn of events.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The midday meal was a quiet affair. Beth and Basil found themselves alone at the table. They waited, and at last, the duke's young page appeared.

“His Grace bids your forgiveness, but he has some business to attend to.” The lad bowed and left.

“Well?” Beth arched an eyebrow up and her lips twisted. “So much for a welcome.”

Basil shrugged. “As long as there's ale and good food.” He surveyed the table. “And this looks and smells like good food to me.” He filled his charger with meat and bread.

She picked up a piece of chicken and dropped it on her plate. “Good food, but the company is lacking.” She licked her fingers. Basil was right, the food was good. Well-seasoned and savory.

“You seem to be taking this well,” she continued. “If I had known better, I'd say you expected it.” She put her elbow on the table and her chin in her palm.

“Expected it? No. But there is nothing to do about it. Eat your meal, sister, then go to your room and rest. The running of Baymore doesn't stop for you, my dear.”

Heat rose on her face. “I know that, but…”—she looked around—“we sit alone? No one to eat with us?”

“Don't let it worry or vex you, Beth. The wedding festivities begin tonight.”

She sighed. He was right, as usual. She shouldn't take it as a slight. The rooms they'd been given were warm, inviting, and well appointed. Even little Anne had settled in, taking to her crib for a nap. Beth's old maid had stretched out on the bed and closed her eyes before Beth had even left the room.

Still, something was amiss, she just couldn't say what it was. Even her brother seemed odd. Sad, even. Well, sadder than usual.

“I'll miss you, brother. You know that, don't you?”

He looked up at her. “And I will miss you. And Anne.” He took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. His warm smile reassured her.

“Will you come and visit once I'm settled?”

“Of course. I plan to attend the baby's christening.”

“The baby?” She startled. “What baby?” Anne had been christened shortly after her birth.

“Well, you and your new husband's child, of course.”

“Oh, that baby. After all, that's what I'm here for.” She stared over his shoulder.

“Don't worry, sister. I see many days of happiness in your future.” Basil grinned at her, cut a piece of meat from his chicken, and ate it.

»»•««

Liam sat against the wall in the corridor outside the duke's room. Should the duke need him, he'd be ready. Earlier, the duke had sent him with the message for his new bride and hours had passed since then.

Across the hall, Liam stared at Lord Holcombe's door. Liam wasn't sure how he felt about the man. When he wasn't with the duke, he kept to himself, working in his room at that great desk of his. Liam had seen it once or twice when the door had opened.

Footsteps vibrated on the floor and Liam turned. Marcus came down the hall, gave Liam a nod, and knocked on Lord Holcombe's door.

The door opened, and Liam took the chance to peer inside.

“Marcus?”

“William, I must speak with you again.”

Holcombe glanced down at Liam, who shifted his gaze to his own shoes.

“Of course. Come in.”

The door shut.

Liam sighed and leaned back against the wall.

It looked like it would be a long, boring day, but there would be a feast tonight, and his belly rumbled with eager anticipation.

»»•««

Marcus slumped into the chair as Will leaned his hip on the desk. “Speak, Marcus.”

“I wish to beg off from the feast tonight. Would you tell His Grace?” He couldn't bear to see her, sitting next to Jackson, knowing she would be his bride in a few short days.

“Beg off? Nay, I'll not have it, nor will the duke.”

“But, it would be impossible. Have mercy, William.” He groaned.

“You'll have to face it, just like I will. After all, you could have stopped this.” William's lips seemed unable to decide if they would smile or frown. Perhaps William took pleasure in his pain, but then, William would suffer similar pain when Jackson married.

“Don't remind me.” Marcus rubbed his face in his hands, then looked up. “I'm not sure I can stay here.”

Will cocked his head to one side. “You'd leave?”

“Surely you've thought of it, also?”

“Aye, I planned for it. I just never thought you would.”

Marcus laughed, bitter and hard. “A fine pair we make, William. Shall we run away together? Where were you heading?”

“Me? Over the ocean, on a fine sailing ship.” William crossed his arms over his chest and smiled.

“I hadn't thought of that. I was going to head north, until I ran out of land.”

“Perhaps neither of us will go far.” William shrugged.

“You're right. What does distance matter? There would be no escaping your own heart.” Marcus stood.

“You'll be there tonight, then? I insist on it.” William stared at him.

Marcus nodded. “I'll be there.” He'd choked down every bite of food and every sip of ale, even if it killed him. He wasn't a coward. “I owe much to Jackson and to you.”

William walked with him to the door and opened it.

Marcus held out his hand for William to take. “I'll never regret the day you killed that bastard Hugh and brought Jackson to the title.”

William frowned, then shook his hand. “Neither will I.”

»»•««

Liam's mouth dropped open and he stared at the door as it shut. Blinking, he replayed the exchange he'd just heard.

After shaking his head, he pushed to his feet. The hall spun around him, and he forgot how to breathe. He closed his eyes, then opened them.

Lord William Holcombe had killed his father?

Not Jackson?

Not the duke?

Unable to think clearly, Liam staggered down the hall to the stairs, then out the door of the keep. As soon as he hit the cobblestones he ran, straight to the one person he knew he could talk to and get the truth.

Weaving between the people he passed, Liam made for the back of the keep, past the baths, to the laundry house and slid to a stop. A sweet song floated on the air of the small courtyard, and the laundry hung out to dry danced to the tune.

He crept to the doorway and peered in.

“Mistress?”

The old woman stopped her song and looked up. “Why it's Master Liam! Come in boy, come in.”

He entered and sat on the bench near her.

“What brings you here?” Her smile dropped. “Not beaten again, were you?”

“Nay.” He shook his head. “I have to ask you something. Something important.”

“Go on. If I know the answer, I'll tell you true.” She started scrubbing the clothing she'd been working on. Without her looking at him, the words bubbled up in his throat.

“Who killed Hugh Baymore?” he blurted out.

“Who killed Hugh? Why it was that handsome young Lord Holcombe, the duke's steward.” She chuckled.

Liam sprang to his feet and dashed out, ignoring her call. He had his answer, knew the truth, and now, finally, his father could be avenged— without killing the man Liam had come to admire, respect, and even love.

He held Lord Holcombe in no such esteem. He was merely the steward, although the duke's good friend.

He ran through the back alleys, but slowed as he reached the rear of the barracks and the armory. As he passed the open door of the armory, he paused, an idea blossoming in his mind.

Quick as a cat, he darted inside, and threw himself against the wall by the door. The place was empty of soldiers, but filled with their tools of the trade. Against the walls stood pikes, maces, crossbows, swords, and even on a shelf, daggers.

Liam crept to the shelf, picked out a dagger, and slipped it into his trousers, then covered it with his shirt and vest.

No one would know he had it until it was too late.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The great hall had been readied for the feast. All the lanterns and candles had been lit, and platters of bread, meats, and vegetables covered the center of the tables.

Will came down the stairs, with Jackson at his side, and surveyed those present. Behind them, the duke's page followed, dressed in his finest uniform. Several of the duke's liege lords were present, as were the other masters of the castle, such as the horse master.

Will and Jackson took their places at the duke's table and waited.

“I'm so nervous I don't think I can eat a bite,” Jackson whispered to Will.

Will clasped his shoulder. “Never fear, Your Grace. You could go without a meal or two,” he drawled.

Jackson shot Will a look and then rubbed his belly. “You're right, my lord. I should work out more on the practice field. I've lost some of my muscles.”

“Not the ones that count, Your Grace.”

“But”—Jackson's gaze danced to the stairs—“what will Lady Beth think?”

Will growled deep in his throat. “I don't think I really care.” How could Jackson be so vain as to wonder what the woman thought about his body? How could he mention it, remind Will of it? Good God, he wanted to punch the man in the belly.

Jackson pulled on his arm, dragging Will closer. “Forgive me, Will. I'm just so upset. I can't do this. I can't marry her.” Panic bloomed in his dark eyes and Will's heart tripped.

“Fear not, Your Grace. It may not come to that. There is still time.” He patted Jackson's hand, holding his arm in a crushing grip.

Marcus came through the door of the keep and marched over to them. He took his place at Jackson's left.

“Your Grace.” He bowed to Jackson and then shot Will a look of such spitefulness Will nearly burst out laughing. Oh, his men were in for quite a surprise tonight.

Jackson let go and exhaled. “We're doomed.”

“Doomed,” Marcus echoed.

Will shrugged. “We'll see.”

A clamor, then a shout went up and all heads turned to face the stairs. Lady Beth, with Lord Clayton at her side, descended the stairs.

“She's quite beautiful,” Jackson muttered. “I should be happy.”

Marcus groaned.

“She's not my type,” Will drawled. “I prefer dark hair and eyes.”

She smiled at everyone she passed, giving them nods of acknowledgment, until she and Lord Clayton reached the table and the duke.

She dropped a deep curtsy. “Your Grace.”

“Lady Beth.” He bowed to her, then extended his arm to her seat. Her brother led her to it and got her seated, just on the right of Will, then went around the table to stand next to Marcus.

Jackson sat, and all of the men in the hall sat also and the feast began.

Will engaged in the chatter, all incredibly boring to him. It was far more enjoyable to share knowing looks with Basil Clayton, and watch both Marcus and Jackson suffering.

His heart went out to Lady Beth's plight. She picked at her food, speaking only when spoken to, and avoided everyone's gaze.

The meal had come to the end. It was time for him to reveal everything.

Will stood, and pulled the folded parchment from his vest and held it up.

“Quiet! Lord Holcombe speaks!” someone shouted.

The crowd grew silent, all attention on him. He opened the document and began to read.

“It has come to the duke's attention that Lady Beth Clayton's affections have been given to another, and that those affections are returned.” He paused as Lady Beth sputtered and choked.

Marcus glared at him, his hands curling into fists. Will glanced at Jackson, whose color shaded from red to pale. Good. Well done so far.

“Since Duke Baymore is a man of honest intentions, good will, and understands the meaning of love, he and Lord Basil Clayton have come to an agreement suitable to both parties.”

Basil nodded and waved Will on.

Lady Beth glared at her brother and mouthed, “What did you do?”

Jackson glanced from Basil to Will to Lady Beth, and gave them a weak smile.

“The marriage contract between Lady Beth Clayton and Duke Jackson Baymore is rescinded. Lady Beth has been granted all the tenets of the previous agreement, and her brother declares her free to choose her own husband.” He dropped the letter and smiled.

“Basil!” Lady Beth squealed.

Marcus slammed his hands on the table and stood, knocking over his chair. “Your Grace!”

Jackson burst into laughter and pounded the table. “You should see your faces!”

Will leaned down and drawled, “You should have seen yours.”

“Never mind mine, my lord. I want an explanation,” he whispered behind his hand.

“Later, Your Grace.”

For her part, Lady Beth nodded. “But Duke Baymore, where does this leave you?”

Jackson shrugged. “For now, brideless and heirless. But have no worry for me, I have all I need.”

“Marcus, now's your chance.” Will nudged his master of arms. “If you don't ask first, you may not get the chance to ask at all.”

Marcus colored, then nodded. “Lady Beth? May I have a moment?”

She smiled at him. “Of course, Master Marcus.”

They put their heads together and spoke quietly for some time. Then Beth sought out her brother, motioned to him, and he joined the couple. They stood, hands clasps, grinning as if they had a secret.

Will didn't think the secret would stay a secret for long.

The celebration broke up later that evening, with everyone wandering off to their rooms, leaving Basil, Lady Beth, and Marcus to discuss their futures.

Jackson clapped Will on the shoulder, “I'm to bed, my lord.”

“Good night, then.” Will gave him a sharp bow.

He leaned over and said in a soft voice so none could hear, “I expect that explanation. Tonight.”

“You are welcome anytime, Your Grace. My door is always open to you.”

With that, Jackson signaled to his page and headed up the stairs.

»»•««

Liam followed his duke to the stairs, then looked back over his shoulder, searching the last of the revelers for Lord Holcombe. The man was hard to miss, with all of that pretty, long blond hair and his beautiful face.

Liam sniffed, and reached into his shirt to touch the hilt of the dagger.

“Come along, Liam.” Jackson motioned to him with his hand, and Liam trotted up the stairs.

They went down the corridor to the duke's room and entered.

“My boots, lad!” The duke fell into a chair and stuck out one foot.

Liam dropped to his knees and pulled the boot off, then did the other one. He placed them near the door so he could shine them in the morning, then halted. If his plan worked, he wouldn't be here in the morning, he'd be long gone.

Runaway.

With a price on his head, no doubt.

“Here, lad. Take my sword.” Jackson held it out for him. He carried it to the wall rack and hung it up. By the time he returned to the duke, the big man had his vest off and had loosened the strings of his shirt.

“Is that all, Your Grace?”

“Aye, you can go. Get a good night's rest, Liam.”

“I will, Your Grace.” Liam went to the door, opened it, and stepped out. He pulled it closed then tiptoed to the stairs and crept down part of the way to see whether or not Lord Holcombe had come upstairs yet.

The castle's steward still sat at the table, speaking to another man. Good enough.

Liam trotted back up the stairs, down the hall, and to Lord Holcombe's room. He opened the door and slipped inside.

»»•««

Will finished the last of his ale, gave his regards to Lady Beth, a slap on the back to Marcus after the man thanked him again, and a quick smile to Basil Clayton. The man was indeed good looking, but more importantly, he had proven to be a man of honor, and that was far more important to Will than looks.

The trials of the long day took their toll and Will climbed the stairs to his bedchamber. His lover would be along later, and he had much explaining and perhaps a little celebrating to do.

Thinking of his duke, he opened his door and stepped inside.

The room was dark, and the light that shone in from the corridor only made shadows dance on the wall. The lantern on the table near his desk needed to be lit so he could see better, and he moved toward it.

From the side, he felt more than saw a movement. Will startled, jumping to the left and pulling his short sword, but a blade raked his hip and buried itself deep in his thigh.

“Christ!” Will cried out, as he tried to drag himself away from his attacker. Too dark to see clearly, he stumbled into a chair and nearly fell to the floor, but he found the edge of his desk with his hand and held himself up. “Who goes there?” he shouted.

A small dark figure moved across the doorway, then the door slammed shut, plunging Will and his attacker in darkness.

Will moved away from his last position to the back of the desk. The sound of a blade meeting wood, followed by a muffled curse, said his attacker had tried and missed.

Blood ran down his leg and into his boot, his sock soaked with it, and the pain of the wound now overpowered the surprise of the attack.

The man would soon realize where Will had gone. Time to move again. Circle to the door and get out. But that might be what he was thinking also.

Will froze, listening.

Shuffling footsteps and ragged panting came nearer.

Just there, to the left of the desk.

Will lunged to the right and hobbled toward the door, only to be tackled from behind, and pushed to the floor. He fell on his undamaged side, but managed to bring his sword up and block the blow, the tip of the blade just nicking his chin.

He inhaled with the sting of the cut. “Unholy bastard!” His free hand grabbed the body on top of him and he rolled, pinning the man beneath him. Man? If it were, he was small of stature and light of weight. Will knew of no such man in the castle.

Harsh panting, a sob, and his attacker went limp. Will squeezed the much smaller hand holding the dagger and it clattered to the floor. He brought his sword to the villain's throat.

“Don't move or I'll kill you where you lay.”

A knock sounded at the door, then the room was filled with light, blinding Will. He blinked, squinting up at the dark shape framed in the doorway.

“What the hell? Will, in God's name what are you doing to Liam!” Jackson bellowed.

Will looked down into the red and sweating face of Liam, Jackson's page. Now the small size of his attacker made sense. Not a man at all, but a child.

“Good God!” Will cried out. “The boy tried to kill me.” He rolled to the side, and sat up, his sword still holding the boy to the floor. “Have you lost your mind?”

Liam clamped his lips together.

Will shifted toward Jackson. “Give me a hand, Jackson. I can't stand without help. No, wait! Light the lantern first, we need some goddamned light in this room.”

Jackson rushed to the desk, grabbed the lantern then took it to his room, lit it and returned, holding the light high over his head. He didn't know what had happened, but damn it, he'd get some answers before long.

Now he could see the damage, and the sight stabbed him in the gut. Blood ran down Will's leg, his breeches had been ripped and his flesh torn.

“Will, sweet Jesus, you're wounded!” He rushed to Will and helped him into a chair, then he turned to Liam and picked him up by the arm. “And you! What the hell were you doing? Did you not know it was Lord Holcombe?”

“Aye, I knew,” he muttered, glaring at Will.

Jackson puzzled over these events. How did this happen? Could this really be his page? The boy he trusted, he'd taken on horseback, who shined his boots?

Will stared at his wound. “Get me some cloth so I can bind this and stop the bleeding. I think, when we get time, we need to call the healer and have this stitched.”

Jackson put Liam in a corner, then pushed the door shut so he couldn't escape. He went to Will's cupboard, found a towel, ripped it in two, and then kneeled at Will's side.

“Will, what happened?” Jackson wrapped one length around the damaged leg, then looked up at him, eyebrows furrowed. He longed to take Will in his arms, feel his heart beating, confirm his health, but Liam's presence made it impossible.

“I entered in my room. It was dark. I moved to the desk, and then he attacked me.” Will pointed to the boy, standing against the wall.

Jackson tied off the knot, and stood. He went to the boy and kneeled in front of him. The child shivered as if he stood outside in the snow, his arms wrapped around his thin body, and Will's blood splattered on his good vest and breeches. He stared down at his boots.

Jackson held him by the arms and asked in a gentle voice, “Liam, what is this? Why would you try to kill Lord Holcombe?”

The boy clenched his lips together and shook his head.

“Son, I need to know. Tell me.”

“Don't call me that! I'm not your son!” the boy burst out.

Jackson sat back on his heels. There was something dark going on with the lad, and it was time he got to the bottom of the mystery of Liam.

“No, you're not. But if I ever had a son, I'd wish him to be like you.”

“If you mean one who tries to kill me, then another reason I'm glad you didn't marry,” Will drawled.

Jackson shot him a glare. “Will, not now.” Will's lips straightened in response.

“Tell me, Liam. Why?”

The boy sniffed, and his chin quivered. Just when Jackson had given up on getting the truth, Liam whispered, “He killed my father.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

“What?” Jackson's grip on the boy's arms tightened. “Killed your father, you say?” His gaze darted to Will, who shrugged.

“I've only killed a very few men, boy,” Will said. “Have you a name?”

The boy straightened and looked Will in the eyes. “Hugh Baymore. He was my father.”

Jackson gasped, and Will groaned and swore. “How can this be? Hugh wasn't”—he paused, flicked a look at Jackson, and then continued—“married.”

“He never married my ma,” Liam whispered.

“Where is your mother, Liam?” Jackson asked.

“There was a fire in our cottage, and my ma was burned terribly.” He struggled to remain defiant, but the child's lip resumed quivering. “Before she died, she told me, ‘Find your father. He'll take care of you.’ So I came here, but you were gone and Master Marcus put me to work with the soldiers.” He shrugged. “I thought you were him.” He gazed up into Jackson's eyes, sorrow and fear and hopelessness painted the lad's face. “Then I heard the men talking, saying you'd killed Hugh and I knew I'd never have a home, or a da.”

“I understand, boy.” Jackson shook his head. “You're his bastard.”

Liam wiped his eyes with his sleeve, and his tears turned to fury. “Lord Holcombe killed my father and gave you his lands. I hate you!” he shouted at Will. “You ruined everything!”

“I didn't give Jackson the lands, boy. Jackson was the Duke of Baymore's eldest son. His father named him heir before he died.” Will sighed and rubbed his leg.

The boy's mouth fell open and for a moment, he looked as if he would crumble.

“That's right.” Jackson nodded. “Morris was my father and I was first born, but he never married my mother. I'm a bastard also.”

“Oh.” Liam swallowed. “Oh.”

“I don't think your father knew about you, boy,” Will added. “I knew him well, and he never spoke of your mother, or that he had an heir.”

“But if you knew him, why did you kill him?” Liam howled.

Jackson tensed, afraid his lover wouldn't spare the child the truth of his father.

Will dragged in a deep breath and exhaled. “He'd changed. He wasn't the man I knew many years ago. Even his father could see the changes and feared them. He called Jackson to take his rightful place to keep Hugh from destroying Baymore. There was a fight. I had no choice.”

Jackson thanked Will with a caress of a warm gaze, then focused on the boy.

“I'm sorry, Liam.”

Liam shuddered, took a deep breath, and looked up at Will. “What will you do to me, Lord Holcombe?” Jackson's heart broke at the brave face the boy wore and at the circumstances of his life, so similar to his own. Perhaps if Liam had told Marcus of his situation, this would never have happened. Jackson cared about the lad, more than just as a page.

“I have the right to demand your death for your attempt at murder.” Will pushed to his feet and drew his sword.

Jackson gasped, “Will!” and moved in front of Liam. Will had rights, but if Jackson had to, he'd try to stop him from killing the lad.

Will studied them, then smiled. He slid his sword back in its sheath with a flourish.

“Your Grace. It seems this is my day for righting wrongs and for giving gifts.”

“What wrongs? What gifts?” Jackson cocked his head and tried to understand, but too much had happened today.

“Once again your pride has gotten us into trouble and once again I must rescue you, Your Grace.” Will limped to his desk and sat. “So, this time, I will right a wrong with parchment, ink, and quill, and not my sword.” He pulled out a sheet, dipped his pen in the ink, and began writing.

“What are you doing?” Jackson leaned over the table to see.

Will finished with a flourish. “Sign your name here.” He turned the document around to face Jackson.

Jackson read it. Then he looked up to meet Will's gaze. He picked up the quill and signed his name. “Done!”

Liam shrank back against the wall.

Jackson looked at him and shook his head. “No, lad. This isn't a warrant for your death. It's a letter stating that I acknowledge your claim to Baymore, as Hugh's son and my nephew.”

Liam gasped and clapped his hands together. “Is it true? Is it?”

Will nodded. “It's true. You are a true Baymore.” Then he picked up the quill, dipped it in ink, and wrote another section on the document. He spun it around and said, “Sign here, Your Grace.”

“What is this?” Jackson took the quill from him.

“Now it's my time to give a gift. Something I couldn't give you before, but you desired, so much you put us at risk.”

Jackson read the new words. He pulled the chair to him and sat, then looked up into Will's eyes. “It is indeed a gift, my lord.” He motioned to Liam. “Come here, son.”

Liam shuffled closer. Jackson reached out and pulled him to the desk.

“Can you read?”

“A little.”

“Try to read this.”

Liam bent over the page and tried to make out the words, but then shook his head and straightened.

“It says,” Will intoned, “that since you are without mother or father, and you are a Baymore, that if it is your wish, your uncle, Jackson Baymore, will adopt you as his own son and heir.”

The boy looked at Will, blinked, then looked at Jackson, his eyes so wide the whites showed all around his dark brown irises.

“Would you wish it, Liam?” Jackson didn't want to hear no, but if he did, he'd still do what he could for the boy. “If you don't, I understand. You can still live here at the castle. As my nephew, I owe you certain protections, such as an education, training, and when you get older, lands. I don't want you to do this unless it's really what you desire.”

Liam closed his eyes and Jackson held his breath. Time slow marched with each beat of Jackson's heart. Would the boy agree? Would Jackson have a son and heir to Baymore? Had Will given him everything, once again?

The lad opened his eyes and smiled. “I want you to be my da.”

Jackson laughed and threw open his arms and Liam fell into them.

Will groaned, and Jackson looked up at his face twisted in pain and his worsening color.

“Quick, Liam! Fetch the healer for Lord Holcombe.” Jackson patted him on the back.

“Right away!” Liam bolted for the door, threw it open, and raced down the corridor. Jackson could hear his cries for the healer echoing through the keep.

“With the racket he's making, everyone will be here soon.” Will smiled.

“I love you, my lord. Thank you for doing this for me.” Jackson reached out and cupped Will's cheek in his hand, his thumb brushing away the thin streak of blood from the scratch on his chin. “I never meant to hurt you, Will. Never meant for this to happen. To lose you would have been more than I could bear.” Jackson leaned forward, stole a quick kiss, and promised more with a quick bite to Will's bottom lip.

Footsteps pounded down the hall. They would be interrupted in a moment.

Will ran his hand through Jackson's wild mane and pulled him down, their foreheads rubbing as he stared up into his lover's dark eyes. “And I love you, Your Grace. I can deny you nothing. Not a bride, not an heir, not my love.”

They parted just as Liam, followed by the healer, burst into the room.

“I've brought the healer, Da!”

“So you have, Liam. Well done.” Jackson placed his hand on his son's shoulder and gazed down at him, hoping the boy could see his love. Liam's answering look, of love and happiness, filled a place in Jackson's heart.

“Happy, Your Grace?” Will asked.

“Happy, my lord,” Jackson answered.

Liam looked from Jackson to Will. “I'm happy also!” he shouted.

Jackson laughed, grabbed his son to him, and tousled his dark hair.

“You know,” Will drawled, “I quite see the family resemblance.”

Jackson and Liam grinned at each other.

Once again, Will had given Jackson everything he desired. From now until Jackson took his last breath, he'd thank God for Will Holcombe, the man he loved.

And for Liam, his new son.

 

 

His Duke’s Gift by Lynn Lorenz

Logan and Drake have been together for a while, but the Yule season is approaching. Traditionally, as Duke of Marden, Logan is expected to hand out gifts to those of his dukedom he holds in special esteem.

While Drake shops for Logan and their boys, he can’t help but feel the distance Logan has put between them ever since the arrival of a stranger.

Drake feels threatened. Is his place of honor as Master of Arms in jeopardy? Or worse, his place as Logan’s lover?


Chapter One

Snow had piled high along the walls of Marden keep, and although the boys thought it wonderful, I thought of it more as an inconvenience. The stones of the courtyard had to be sanded to keep the horses and people from slipping and falling, and where it wasn’t cobbled, the snow had turned to ankle-deep muddy slush.

Worst of all, my feet were freezing. Even with a pair of good woolen socks, the cold seeped into my boots, and I made a note to myself to send them for a good oiling to keep the water out.

What my feet needed was someplace warm to tuck them. Someplace like my duke, Logan’s, own warm feet. As duke, his feet rarely chilled running from watch post to rampart, up and down ladders, or slogging through frozen muck.

His warm feet and the rest of his delicious body waited for me upstairs in his room. Nothing could stop me from getting there and taking advantage of the man who was my lover, my duke, and above all, my savior.

Without Logan’s patience and caring, I never would have found love again. I would have spent the remainder of my miserable life in a drunken stupor, mourning my lost Ansel. Instead, I found a reason to live, a new love, and a new family.

With my adopted son, Joss, I had found everything I’d thought I’d never have right here in this place. A home both Logan and I loved, protected, and shared. As Logan’s master of arms, it was my duty to protect the castle and his lands. As his lover, I protected his heart.

Now I had designs on his body. Mine was near frozen to the core and needed the heat of his body and his desire to thaw it out. Just the thought of his heated hands roving over my chilled flesh warmed me and moved my legs faster.

I entered the keep, knocked the snow from my poor, sodden boots, and sat on the bench. A young page ran to me and pulled them off.

“Make sure they are dried well inside and out and the leather oiled.”

“Aye, my lord.” He nodded, tucked them under his arm, and ran off, disappearing down a hall to the kitchens. The hour late, the large hall stood empty, although the fire burned in the hearth. The chairs in front of it where Logan and I usually sat in the evening were empty.

My duke must already be upstairs.

I thought to remove my damp socks, then decided they were better protection than bare feet on cold stone, and headed up the stairs to my room.

Logan and I had rooms sited next to each other, with a door between them, to facilitate our coming and going late at night and early in the morning.

During the night, we shared a bed. Usually Logan’s. On some nights, he came to mine, eager and hard, and always to take me. My bed was for my taking, his bed for his.

He gave himself to me most nights, but every now and then, the fire burned in his loins, and he needed to fuck me. Odd thing—it usually coincided with my need to be possessed by him.

Tonight, I had no idea which room we’d share. His, if I had my way.

I made the landing at the top of the stairs and went down the hall, first to the boys’ room. My boy, Joss, and Logan’s son, Tomas, shared a room, along with their ever-present guardian, my black dog, Brute. Wherever the boys went, Brute followed, although now, after his wound suffered when Tomas had been kidnapped, it was with a limp. But it didn’t make him less intimidating. If anything, the others in the keep seemed to fear him even more, especially when the tale of how he’d tracked the kidnappers had been told to one and all.

I opened the door and peeked in. A low rumbling growl sounded in the darkness.

“Hush, Brute.”

He lowered his head, his tail thumped a time or two, and then he returned to sleep.

On the bed to the right lay Joss, stretched out, his feet nearly dangling over the edge of the bed. God, he’d gotten so long and lanky this last year. With good food and care, he’d filled out and become a fine-looking lad, just like his father, Ansel.

On the left, Tomas, still a child, curled around a small pillow, his blond hair falling in his eyes, the very picture of his da.

My heart nearly burst with love for those two scalawags. Our own little family, Logan’s and mine. Two fathers, two sons. Over the last year, the boys had become as close as brothers, with Joss looking out for Tomas as an older brother should.

I closed the door and went to my room, eager to find my duke and warm my feet.

The servants had lit the fire in my hearth, and the room felt warm and comfortable. I lit a candle from the fire and placed it on the writing table where my journals and ink were kept.

I hadn’t written in a while, and I ran my fingers over the thick leather cover. Time would come to write again, I felt. Perhaps a winter’s tale, about snow and the boys, or the coming of spring, always a joyous time.

After turning from the table, I leaned over and pulled off my socks, then stripped off my clothing. I opened my trunk and pulled out my sleeping gown. It had been a gift from Logan. He’d complained I had no decent sleeping clothes and had it made for me. At the time, I had refused, fussing over it with him, but since then many’s the early morn I’ve been glad he’d insisted. When the fire dies and the quilts aren’t enough, I’m thankful for it.

I slipped it on and went to his door. As always, it opened for me and only me, just like Logan’s body.

Light from his hearth lit the room. At first I searched for him, but found him buried under the covers, his golden hair spread out on the pillow. I crossed the room and lifted the covers to slip beneath.

“There you are, my love,” Logan whispered. “It’s late. Where have you been?”

“On duty, my duke.” I snuggled next to him. Before he realized what my plans for his feet were, I touched mine to his.

“Damn you, Drake!” he shouted, his body shivering.

I laughed and bit his shoulder, holding him in place against me with my arms and teeth. “I need you.”

“You need your damned feet warmed. Use the fire, not me.” He growled, but had stopped trying to avoid my icy toes. Despite his words, he ran his feet over mine, trying to give me some of his warmth.

“You need new boots.”

“My boots are fine.”

“They’re old and leaking.”

“I don’t need new boots.”

“Hmmph.” He settled against me, nestling his firm bottom into my loins. “We’ll see.”

I let it go. I had other things on my mind than arguing about the condition of my boots. My thoughts turned to his naked body, and in turn, my body reacted. As longing filled my cock, hard and swift, I stripped off my gown, the better to rub my rod up and down his valley.

“God, Drake, so good.” Logan sighed. He wrapped his fingers with mine and led them down to his own staff, standing proud and tall.

Together we stroked it, bringing him pleasure, evidenced by the leaking of his cock on our joined hands. We caught up the beads and spread them over his soft skin. He moaned and thrust into the tight ring of our grip.

I wanted him eager, but not spent. “Not yet, my love.” I let go and left him whimpering for more.

Instead, I angled my cock to rub deeper along that sweet valley. Logan reached over to the table and brought back the bottle of scented oil we used to ease the taking. I took it from him, poured it onto my hand and covered my cock in it.

“Soon?” he gasped.

“Very.”

I stroked myself, painting my shaft with the oil and then used my fingers to paint his entry. It quivered as I touched it, circling with my fingertips, dipping in, as if in a dance. So ready for me he opened without much ado.

And that just made me even more excited. He had that effect on me, damn him. Logan could get me hard with a look, a smile, a wink of his eye, even the touch of his hand under the table.

And he loved to do it at the most inopportune times, the devil.

I pushed him over onto his belly. “Tonight, I take what’s mine.”

“Oh God, please.” He canted that sweet ass of his upward as he rose onto his knees.

I ran my hands over his skin. Soft, yet a with a man’s firmness, he was a delight to behold and to touch. I parted his globes and slipped my finger inside, watching as he bucked and thrust against me.

“So ready, my lord.” He begged me now.

“You’ll get it when I’m ready for you to get it.”

He growled and clamped his tunnel around my fingers. “Damn, Logan, where did you learn that?” Now I was sorry I hadn’t had my cock in there.

“Fuck me, Drake. No more games,” he ordered.

“Aye, Your Grace, as you command.”

I slipped my finger out and positioned the head of my cock against him. Wrapping my hand around his hip, I thrust forward, impaling him, as he groaned his pleasure.

“God, you’re so tight and hot.” An inferno burned in his channel, and I would gladly roast in that hell every night, so great was my desire for him.

He pulled away, then came back, using me for his pleasure. I was his to use, to command, to live or to die, and it had been that way for us from the very first. He was my duke, my sworn liege, and I would die for him if he asked.

And when I had him like this, with our fingers intertwined on his hip, with his head tilted back to watch me, his stiff cock dragging on the sheets, his balls heavy with his seed, I knew by the look in his green eyes if I asked, he would die for me.

And I knew I would never let that day come. To be without him, that I could not survive. His loss would be the end of me.

His beauty brought tears to my humble eyes, and they burned as I held them back. I loved to hear his breathy sighs and moans, his quiet begging, and when he called my name in that moment as all let loose and he flew over the cliffs of pleasure, I knew he’d carry me along with him.

He took his cock in hand and worked it hard and fast.

“Drake!” he cried out and spilled over the linens, his tunnel trapping my cock, demanding I give everything to him.

“My duke!” My seed exploded from me, shot deep into him, giving him a part of me only he deserved.

We slumped to the mattress, tangled in our releases and our linens. Content, happy, and satisfied.

I rolled off him, patting his ass. He groaned and rolled into my arms, resting his head on my chest.

We kissed at last, slow and gentle, now that our passion had been satisfied. During the rest of the night, if we woke and I took him again, it would be slow and sweet and filled with quiet whispers of love.

In the morn, before the servants stirred, I would reluctantly go back to my bed. Neither he nor I wanted to test his men’s loyalty with the knowledge of our forbidden love.

We had sons to think of and Marden to consider.

Oh, but I wished sometimes that we were just two common men, of no account, whom no one gave a second thought to. How different our lives would be to have such freedom.

But I knew, deep in my heart, that freedom was an illusion. The privileges Logan and I received due to our ranks far outweighed any common man’s freedom. And who really was free?

Logan owed his allegiance to the King. I to Logan, and through him, to the King.

As I fell asleep, I knew freedom, no matter what or where, would mean nothing to me without Logan.

I pulled him close, kissed his shoulder, and pulled the quilts around us.

“Stay,” he whispered.

“Until dawn,” I replied.


Chapter Two

The next day I came downstairs and found the boys racing around the tables. Joss held one of Tomas’s little carved toys high in the air, and the younger boy chased after him, jumping and climbing on top of the benches to reach it.

“Joss,” I warned.

“Aye, Da.” His tone was reluctant, but I could see the sparkle in his eyes hadn’t left. They’d been playing, and even Tomas looked sad to find their game interrupted as Joss gave him back the toy.

“Time to break fast.” Logan’s voice rang out from the chair beside the hearth. He’d risen early, for him. With a grunt, he pushed himself out of the chair.

“Morning, my duke.” I gave him a bow.

“Morning, my lord.” He gave me one lust-filled look, then schooled his countenance. He nodded and approached the table. We took our places, across the table from each other, with our sons at our sides, as the servants brought out the morning meal.

The boys ate as if they’d never seen food before and chattered about the Yule season. They weren’t the only ones feeling the excitement. The village bustled with activity, the people seemed happier, and preparations had begun here at the keep for the twelve nights of festivities.

Fresh boughs of sweet-smelling pine, laurel, and bay had been cut and stacked outside the doors to the keep, along with some covered in red berries—colorful, but not fit for eating except by birds. Fresh thresh had been brought from the stores, and sprigs of rosemary were laid on the floors of the great hall.

In the kitchens, the duke’s baker and his helpers had been hard at work turning out loaf after loaf of bread for the upcoming dinners Logan would host during those nights leading up to Twelfth Night.

The brewers had begun filling casks of ale in the cellars, and everywhere the smells and sights of the holiday greeted us. I couldn’t fault the boys for being in high spirits.

As for me, the holidays held little attraction. Hard memories of my former life tainted it for me. My uncle had not been a generous man, and my mother under his control was no better.

This time of year usually found me holed up in some tavern, drinking, wenching, and hoping time would pass swiftly. But this year, my first with Logan and the boys, would be different. I swore to that. I swore I would make it good for Joss, who’d had so little in his short life.

I knew at times I spoiled the lad, but he was worthy of it. Never had there been such a boy as my Joss. He’d proven his bravery in defending Tomas from his attackers, and I couldn’t have loved him more if he had been my own flesh and blood. I had decided to make him a gift of a fine pony. It was time he learned to ride.

For Tomas, who already had a pony, it would provide him someone with whom to practice his own horsemanship. So in a way, it would serve them both.

My gift to Tomas, who wanted so badly to have a real sword, was a small knife in a finely worked leather scabbard. He could use it to slice his meat at table and to wear on special occasions. I’d already asked Logan, and after much convincing, he allowed it.

I had to remind him I had a knife of my own at six, when my mother stopped cutting my meat for me. Tomas was nearly seven, so it was time. I think Logan gave in from sheer relief, because he’d been certain I would give the child a sword. Not even Joss had a sword yet, and he nearly ten and two.

As for Logan’s gift, I’d stumbled. I’d been to the village so many times, looking at what was available, what he might like, but nothing struck me. I wanted the perfect gift for him. Something he could have that signified my love and devotion to him.

But all ideas fled. Nothing seemed right. And the twelve nights would be on us soon.

“What have you to do today, Drake?” Logan smiled at me, his green eyes crinkling in that way I adored.

“Peter is taking a group of men to clear the road to town this morn; then when they return, they’ll need to start polishing their arms.” The passage had to be cleared so Logan’s guests could travel to the castle without trouble.

“And you?”

“Da, may Tomas and I go outside?” Joss interrupted.

“It snowed last night.” I frowned.

“That’s why we want to go.” Joss nodded.

“Fresh snow!” Tomas cried. “I want to play in the snow.”

“You’ll catch a cold, son.” Logan shook his head. “No snow. Stay inside and play.”

The boys crossed their arms and hung their heads. Logan grinned. “Upstairs.”

“But, Da…” Tomas whined.

“Come on, Tomas.” Joss stood and pulled the younger boy by the arm. “We can pretend we’re knights guarding a princess locked in our room.”

“A princess!” Tomas’s eyes glittered as he went along. “Is she beautiful?”

“The most beautiful in the world.” Joss’s voice faded as the boys climbed the stairs.

“Our knights.” Logan laughed. “Did you ever play such games?” His warm gaze fell on me, and my body heated.

“Aye. I was often a knight, just returned from the battlefield. There were no princesses, but many battles.”

“Even as a child, you dreamed of fighting.”

I nodded. “And you?”

“Oh, I dreamed of riding my horse to the sea where I’d board a mighty ship and sail to uncharted lands. I’d have great adventures with the Norsemen.” He drew a circle with his finger on the table, deep in his memories.

“Norsemen, eh?”

“At one time, I thought I might be descended.” He ran his hand through his long blond hair. “The green eyes and blond hair.” He shrugged.

“And are you?”

“Perhaps. I never found out if it was true, but it was a good dream for a young boy.”

“And now what do you dream?” I leaned forward, my elbows on the table to support my chin with my hand.

Logan stared past my shoulder as if seeing something just out of reach. “I dream of a place where we can live just as we please. Together, without hiding.”

I snorted. “That is a dream.”

He smiled with such a look of longing in his eyes. “’Tis indeed.” He stood and stepped over the bench. “I must attend to some papers and letters, and you have the men to send out on the roads.”

“Our day starts.” I sighed and rose also.

“All the faster to get to our night.” With that, he moved away to the stairs and up to his room.

I watched him ascend, then headed for the door of the keep. Today I’d worn two pairs of socks and my newly oiled boots. Perhaps it would be enough to keep my feet dry and warm.

I’d never admit it, but Logan was right. I needed new boots.

»»•««

“Peter, how is your good wife?” I greeted my second-in-command at the door to the barracks. He sat on his cot, polishing his own boots.

“She’s growing. Every day the babe seems to get bigger.” He made the shape of a large belly with his hands to show me.

“Big, eh? Sounds like a boy.” I slapped him on the shoulder.

“Do you think?” He looked hopeful.

I shrugged. What did I know of women or babies? “Are you ready to take the men out?”

“Aye. I have a cart filled with shovels and brooms, and twenty men to work them.” He slipped on his boots and stood, stomping his feet into them.

“Good enough. The road to town isn’t very long. You think half a day?”

“If they work hard.” He took his cloak from a peg by the door and swung it over his shoulders.

We walked outside and stood in the courtyard. One of the stable hands brought out a stout draft horse pulling a large cart filled with implements. He hopped up to drive the wagon and gave us a nod.

“Call your men. I’ll ride along with you. I have business in town,” I told Peter.

“Still looking for Logan’s gift?” Peter grinned. Only he, among all our men, knew the depth of Logan’s and my relationship. We trusted him because he’d been a willing partner once, and there were a few times when my lover and I had discussed him joining us again. But we never asked, nor did he. Ever since he’d learned about the babe, he’d grown more devoted to his wife than ever. As it should be.

“Aye. I think I might need to set my mind to finding something very different.” A groom brought out my horse, saddled and ready to ride.

Peter called for his men, and they assembled. He climbed up onto the cart next to the driver and signaled for the gates to open. “You men! Take a shovel or broom and get started.”

The tall, massive gates were pulled open, and snow drifted in. The men rushed forward, swinging shovels and pushing their brooms to clear a path.

Ahead, the road could barely be discerned from the fields, except by the stone walls that lined it. A layer of snow about a hand high covered them. As the men advanced, so did the cart, and I alongside it. Without the activity of a good vigorous ride, the cold seeped deep under my wool cloak, and chilled my toes, fingers, and nose.

Peter directed the work, as I lost myself in thought.

Inspiration for Logan’s gift, like a wisp of cloud, escaped me. I’d thought of the usual gifts from a master to his duke. Knives. Swords. I’d seen a fine bow at one shop. A well-worked pair of leather vambraces at another. Nothing he couldn’t buy for himself if he wanted.

Nothing that said how I felt about him.

We were halfway to town when I realized I couldn’t give him something personal. Not presented to him at the dinner, where all the gifts were given and displayed. I had to get him two gifts. One for everyone to see…

And one for him alone, to be given in our rooms.

In a way, I was relieved. It was an easy decision. The hunting bow. In the spring we could take our horses out and hunt for boar and deer. Logan loved hunting; he’d done much of it with his father, when the old man had been alive. He’d even mentioned a hunting lodge in the far northern edge of his lands.

Perfect.

Now for the private gift. And I was right back where I’d begun. Unable to think of a single thing.

The town came into view. We’d halted to give the men a rest, let them drink water, and look back on their work. In the distance, a gray road cut through the white fields leading up to Marden Castle. It was a sight to take any man’s breath—that you could count on.

Ahead of us lay the town of Marden, and even from our distance I could see the movement of people as they bustled around the little city.

Peter passed me a tankard of water. I drank and gave it back to him.

“Any ideas?”

“Aye, I’ve decided on a gift.”

“Well done. I’m sure it will please the duke.” He nodded. He rounded up the men, and they got back to work. An hour later, the road cleared and we entered Marden town. I left Peter and his men to return to the castle much faster than they’d arrived, and I went in search of the bow.

The streets were muddy, and the snow had been trampled by the comings and goings of horses, men, and carts, so I stayed on my horse to avoid the muck. As I rode, I peered into the many shops that lined the high street.

Bakers, butchers, greengrocers, dressmakers, a leather worker, the blacksmith—all the merchants that made up a small town like Marden were there for my custom. But none of them had what I sought.

I didn’t even know what I searched for, but I’d know it if I found it.

I came upon the bow maker and reined in my horse at his door. Inside, a dozen fine bows were displayed, but the one that had caught my eye before wasn’t there.

“Sir, many days ago, there was a bow here. It hung over there, as I remember.”

The man nodded. “Oh, aye. A fine bow it is.”

I frowned. My hopes for at least one gift for Logan vanished. “Did you sell it?”

“Not exactly.” He scratched his beard. “It proved too dear a price, and I took it down from the wall.”

“How much for it?”

The man straightened, and a new light shone in his eyes. “For a fine lord like yourself?”

I leaned toward him so he could see the scar that marred my face, my hand resting on my sword. “Don’t insult me. I’m neither fine, nor a lord. So give me your best price.”

He did, and after we negotiated a more suitable price, he handed over the bow and quiver, with a dozen finely feathered arrows. I slung them over my back and went to my horse, intending to ride back to the keep, but something across the way caught my eye.

The blacksmith’s shop stood open, even in the winter, and the heat that emanated from it had melted the snow at the doorway. Inside, a flash of light and the glowing embers of the fire drew me toward it.

I reached the entrance and stepped inside. Heat and the sound of the bellows and hammer met me, like a solid wall, bringing me up short. A small boy, covered in soot, worked the bellows, breathing wind into the fire, as the smithy worked a piece of black iron.

The large man stood bare-chested, his mighty upper arms and wrists wrapped with wide leather bands, and a matching wide belt girdled his waist. Again I caught a glint of something and stepped closer.

He wore a ring of silver, massive and striking on his forefinger. It looked to be the head of a bear.

“Smith, where did you get that ring?” I asked, fingering the small band I wore on my finger, one of my dearest possessions.

He didn’t break his rhythm to answer me. “Made it myself.” He swung the hammer and grunted as it hit and sparked against the metal.

“Do you make others?”

“Sometimes. For a price.” He shifted his gaze at me, then back to his work.

“Can you make a stag?” The stag was the symbol of Marden, embroidered on the duke’s pennants and on his men’s tabards.

He shrugged. “Aye, I could.” He hadn’t said he would, but I could tell his interest grew as I spoke.

“In silver?”

“Aye. It’ll cost.”

“Can it be made in seven days?” I cared not about the cost, only that it be done before Twelfth Night.

“It can.”

“Name your price.” I waited for him to answer, holding my breath. I had coin, but my resources weren’t endless. And I still had to pay for Joss’s horse.

He stopped, drenched the iron in a bucket of water, and then held it up to inspect. Satisfied, he returned it to the fire, burying it in the burning coals.

“There’s the cost of the silver. And the cost of my talent.” He grinned.

“Of course. Then name it.”

He did. A fair price, if a little high, but the ring would be perfect for Logan. He’d given me his wedding band as a pledge of his love, and I’d given him nothing. This he could wear always, and it would symbolize my love and devotion for him and his land.

We set a day and time for me to retrieve it. I gave him half the price with the promise of the balance when I received the ring itself. He thought it fair all the way around, and when I left the shop, we were both the richer.

He in coin, and I in the knowledge I’d finally found the perfect gift.


Chapter Three

When I returned to the castle, I had to send a man in to see if Logan was present in the hall. The soldier returned as I stood outside the door and waved me inside.

I took the stairs two at a time and ran straight to my room to conceal my gift. The bow was large, and as I spun around my room searching for a place to hide it, my gaze fell on my bed.

The covers hung nearly to the floor. I got on my hands and knees and placed the bow and quiver underneath in the middle of the bed, toward the headboard, then pulled the quilts down.

I stood and inspected it. No one could see them, so well were they hidden.

A familiar knock at my door told me I’d been just in time. A moment later, the door opened and Logan stepped in.

“I heard you’d returned from the town. How goes it?” He smiled at me and fell into my chair as he played with the feathered quill I used to write.

“All abustle, my duke. The holidays approach and everyone is in good spirits.” I sat on the edge of my bed.

“Did you find a gift for Joss?” He eyed the door, and I crossed to close it.

“I have decided on a horse.” Logan’s brows rose. “He’s more than old enough. Even Tomas has a pony. This way, he’ll learn to ride, and be a companion for Tomas. They can ride in the spring, with us, on their own mounts,” I replied, defending my decision.

“You’ve put much thought into it.” Logan nodded. “I think it’s a good gift. He’ll be a happy boy.”

“Aye, he will.”

“Have you purchased the animal?”

“No. I thought I’d look through our own herd first, seek the master of horse’s opinion, with your permission.” Logan’s horse master was well-known for his skill in breeding good stock.

“You have it. Pick out whichever you think best for him.”

“Thank you, my duke.” I crossed the room and pulled him into my arms. “My duke is most generous.” I licked up his throat as his head fell back to give me access.

“I can deny you nothing.”

“As it should be.” I bit his ear and let him go. “Come, we must go down. I promised the boys a lesson when I returned, and I don’t know why they aren’t banging on my door demanding it.” I laughed and pulled him along.

“Aye, they were looking for you earlier.” He followed me out as I shut my door. We were halfway down the stairs when the boys burst through the hall’s doors, spotted me, and Joss called out, “Da! You promised our lesson!”

“Indeed I did. Get your swords and we’ll have the lesson in the hall.” I had no desire to go outside and teach sword work in the bitter cold.

The boys dashed off to get the wooden swords we used for practice. It would be a few years before they felt real steel in their hands. Especially if Logan had his way. He loved his boy fiercely, and there were times when I believed he would be happy if Tomas stayed a small lad forever.

“Can I watch?” he asked.

“Don’t you always?”

“I didn’t think you noticed.” He grinned as he took a chair at the hearth and turned it to face the hall.

“It’s my job to keep an eye on you. For your safety, Your Grace.” I gave him a flourish with my sword, and for his pleasure, I went through a few movements to warm my muscles up before the boys returned.

As he watched, I felt the heat of his stare as he took me in, never looking away from me, never seeming to blink. I worked the sword, thrusting, spinning, blocking an imaginary opponent, working until sweat broke out on my forehead, and my muscles burned with the strain.

The boys had returned and sat on the floor watching me. I hadn’t noticed them. I’d been concentrating so hard on my moves and pleasing Logan. As I finished, a ripple of pride ran through me to see the admiring looks on Joss, Tomas, and Logan’s faces as they watched as if spellbound.

I finished with a final flourish and gave them a bow. Our lads jumped up and attacked me, swords flailing. I had to fend them off, as Logan laughed. Until a misstep found me on the floor, with the boys leaping on top of me, their swords at my throat.

“Hold, villain!” Tomas shouted.

“One move and I’ll run you through,” Joss added.

“Mercy, my lords. Mercy,” I begged, trying not to laugh.

Joss looked to Logan. “Your Grace. He asks for mercy. Do you grant it?”

All gazes turned to Logan, waiting his royal decree. “He fought gallantly. It’d be a shame to lose such a fierce warrior.”

The boys frowned as their blood thirst was denied. “Aye, Da.” Tomas sat back and lowered his sword.

“Next time,” Joss warned. “We won’t go so easy on you.” He made a big show of getting to his feet and lowering his weapon, wooden though it was.

“Of course not, my lords.” I rose and ruffled both boys’ hair. “Now, for your lesson.”

They fell into order, and we went through our moves as Logan observed, a quiet smile on his beautiful face.

»»•««

That night, as Logan and I tucked the boys into their beds, Joss gave me a hug and whispered, “I need to get Tomas a gift.”

I nodded. “We’ll go tomorrow.”

He grinned up at me and pulled his cover up to his chin. Logan kissed Tomas good night and tucked the blanket around him as I gave Brute a quick pat on the head. The dog settled on the floor between the beds and fell asleep.

Logan blew out their candles, and we shut the door, leaving them to their dreams.

“Has Tomas bought Joss a gift?”

“Aye. He picked out a little wooden dog. It looks very much like Brute.” Logan halted at his door.

“I’ll take Joss tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll find something just as pleasing.” In the hall where servants came and went, we stood apart, never touching.

“I’ll keep Tomas occupied while you’re away.” He opened his door and stepped inside. “Good night, Drake. In the morn.” The door closed.

A servant stepped out of my room with a few pieces of wood in a basket. “Your fire is lit, my lord.” He bowed and hurried off, I thought to the stairs, but at one of the guest rooms, he halted, knocked, and then entered.

A guest had come to Marden, and I hadn’t been told of it?

Odd Logan hadn’t mentioned it, yet, I’d been gone most of the day.

I scratched my chin, feeling the stubble of my beard. Perhaps I’d let it grow this winter to keep my face warm.

Once inside, I stared at myself in the small polished mirror. I’d worn a beard before for a few years, but it had fallen out of fashion, and I’d cut it off. Now I shaved all the time.

Would Logan prefer the beard?

I undressed, slipped into my night clothes, and went to the door between our rooms. I opened it to find Logan sitting in his chair, naked.

“Your Grace.” I stepped inside and closed the door.

“My lord.” He stroked his cock, already half hard. With a widening of his legs, he told me what he craved. “Take off your gown. I need skin tonight.”

I stripped, letting it fall to the floor.

“You and your sword nearly drove me mad with desire. I wanted to take you, there in the hall, on the rug in front of the hearth.”

“Did I?” I took a few steps, gesturing with my hand as if I held a sword.

“Indeed.” He rubbed himself faster. “But now, I fear I need you. On your knees in front of me.”

I approached, taking my time to get there, letting the fire in my loins burn in my gaze. No man had made me so hard or so fast as my Logan. My cock stood straight and proud, peeking from its hood, pointing its way to my lover.

I reached Logan and lowered to my knees. Gripping him by the hips, I pulled him forward. His legs fell open, and I licked my way up the inside of his furry thigh. The light from the flames set his golden hairs on fire, and they glinted in the flickering light. He was a thing of beauty.

My face was scarred and rough and not good enough for a man such as he, but he loved me despite myself. I had been blessed, and for a moment I thanked Ansel for opening my heart to love. Without him, I would never have recognized it in Logan’s gaze until too late, as I had with Ansel.

Now, as I took Logan’s cock in my mouth, savoring its flavor, its heft, and its softness, I gazed into my lover’s green eyes. And love looked back at me. He touched my cheek, tracing my scar with his fingertips, then carded his fingers through my hair.

“I love you, Drake.”

I licked up the underside of his shaft. “And I, you.” Then swallowed him whole.

He moaned, and his hips jerked as I worked him with my tongue.

“Are you touching yourself?” he asked. “Don’t. I want to taste you.”

“You shall. I swear it.” I attacked his sac, licking and sucking it, and he groaned, his fingers tightening with pleasure.

I took his rod in my hand and stroked it, slick with my spit, until he was jerking and crying out my name, white strings of his cream erupting from him. I nearly released, he was so breathtaking in his ecstasy. My cock throbbed with need, and my sac hung heavy with seed, ready to spill it for him. Just for him.

I licked his cock clean, loving the taste of him. A taste unlike anyone I’d ever been with, a taste that made the passion grow in me.

“Come here.” Logan pulled at my hair, bringing me off him. He took my mouth with a kiss filled with hunger and desire, forcing his tongue inside to plunder.

I stood, my cock in my hand, eager and ready to release. Logan slid off the chair and onto his knees and engulfed my flesh in his warm, wet mouth.

“Holy God!” I couldn’t help but cry out, the pleasure was so great.

With only a few bobs of his head and a few swirls of his tongue, he had me on the edge, until the need built so great I couldn’t hold back.

“Aye! Aye!” The world grew black, and then a thousand stars filled the sky, bursting behind my eyes as I spent myself down his throat.

He swallowed all I gave him as his hands kneaded my ass, until the last sweet shudder ended. Then he sat back on his haunches and smiled up at me.

“If I don’t get to the bed right now, I won’t make it there.” I staggered toward Logan’s bed, knees shaking and unsteady. How I stayed upright was a mystery.

His laughter followed me. “I don’t care. I can take you on the floor.”

“You take me?” I chuckled as I crawled under the covers. “Shouldn’t we be in my room, then?”

“Nay, we’re here and the bed is so close. Let’s stay.” Logan went to the other side and got in. He met me in the middle, and we conformed to every bend and crook in each other’s bodies. And just like that we fell asleep.

I didn’t wake until the light of the morn painted streaks across the wall from the gaps in Logan’s shutters.

“It’s late, Logan. I must go quickly.” I gave him a quick kiss and got out of bed, grabbed my gown, and went to my door. As I pulled it shut, a knock on his door sounded, and a servant’s voice asked for entry. With one last loving look, I closed the door.

I went to my bed, crawled into it, and closed my eyes to sleep yet a little longer.

I had forgotten to ask Logan about his guest.


Chapter Four

I came downstairs later than usual and found the great hall filled with servants making preparations for the first feast of the season.

Fresh thresh had been laid down on the floor, the tables were being scrubbed, and the wood for the fire was being loaded into the stone indention next to the hearth. The stack stood almost as tall as a man, and another would soon match it.

Boughs of greenery that had been sitting outside were being laid around the hall, and the sweet smell of pinesap filled the air. Amid all of this, Logan stood like a captain on the bow of a great ship, giving orders and directing activity.

I gave him a wave and went to the door. There, I shrugged on my cloak and stepped outside. The brisk cold hit me, and I gasped at its rawness. When I found my breath and shook off the chill, I pulled my leather riding gloves from my belt and put them on. Around the bailey, even more people rushed about, no doubt tending to more preparations.

On the catwalk on the high wall, our men kept guard. Snow sat across the wall, like a line of defense, giving the hard stone a softer look. Pretty in its own way, but I knew from experience snow, and its mate ice, could kill from so high a height. One careless move and a man could find himself falling to the hard stones below.

But someone had tossed straw on the narrow walkway stones, making it just that much safer. Probably Peter. A good man he, and he’d saved me the bother of ordering it done.

I headed toward the stables to find our horse master. The smaller door stood open, the one built into the larger doors, keeping the cold and snow out. I bent down and stepped inside.

Warmth and the ripe smell of hay and horse met me. Inhaling, I enjoyed the moment. Down the wide aisle, the stalls stood filled with the best of the mounts. Mine, Logan’s, Tomas’s little gray pony, Peter’s horse, and a few more.

I strode down the line, checking each stall’s occupant. Several held mares, close to their time to foal. The master left nothing to chance with the new foals and their mothers. They’d have the best of care until old enough to join the others in the paddocks and then would be moved to the fields with the rest of the herd.

The master stood at one stall, giving instructions to a young groom, as an older boy looked on. The lad held the leg of the horse between his knees as he bent over and picked clean the animal’s hoof.

“Master, a word, if you please.”

“Drake, good to see you. It’s been a while since you’ve visited me.” He moved out of the stall and sat on a bench, motioning for me to do the same. “Although I know you took Horse out just the other day.” He had been Marden’s master of horse for a score of years, starting under Logan’s father. Now, gray-haired and bowlegged, there wasn’t a finer judge of horses to be found.

“He and I both needed the ride.” I grinned. At the sound of my voice, Horse hung his head over his stall and nickered. “But I’ve come on other business. It’s about the matter we spoke of many days ago. The horse for Joss,” I reminded him.

“Right. I think I’ve got a few choices for you. These are all fine animals, well trained and in good health.” He nodded and stood. “I’ve got them in the first paddock for you to see. Brought them in from the fields a day ago. They’re shaggy but well formed and will make an excellent mount for a boy’s first horse.”

He led me through another door and we walked to the fence. In the paddock, three horses stood. Not quite ponies, but not the full size of my horse, they would certainly do well for Joss. One was smoky gray, one brown with white socks, and one a red, similar to Horse.

“They are all of equal size and looks. Have they done well with riders?”

“All are good, steady mounts. You’ll find no excitable beasts among them.”

“But I don’t want a dray horse, either. Something the boy can stretch himself with and get a gallop out of when necessary.” No sense in giving Joss a horse he couldn’t keep up with. “He’ll be riding much with me, and I’ll need him to match Horse.”

“Aye. So of the three, my pick would be the roan.” He pointed to the red horse with a black mane.

“Let’s take a look at him, then.”

The master turned and motioned for a groom, who stood quietly near the gate with a halter line in hand, and called out, “The roan, please, Mark.”

The boy climbed over the fence and approached the animals. The gray moved away, bumping the brown, but the roan stepped toward the lad, nose leading, and snuffled at his outstretched hand, then took the small carrot the boy offered.

“He likes his treats, that one.” The master laughed.

“He looks well-handled. That’s good.” I didn’t want a horse Joss couldn’t get near. A boy needs an animal that he can touch and stroke to build the bond between rider and mount.

“He’s a good horse, all the way around. Joss won’t be disappointed in him at all.”

“Good. Now the price.” I turned to the master. “I only ask that it be fair.”

“Drake, for you, the fairest.” He clapped me on my shoulder. “Besides, the duke would have my hide if I tried to charge you too much.”

“I’d have it—no need for Logan to pull his sword or raise his hand.”

“Hold, mercenary!” He laughed and backed away, his hands raised. “I haven’t the skill with swords you have, remember that.”

“No, but you have your fists.”

“What? And lay a hand on the duke’s favorite man?” There was no harm in his voice, but it still stopped me.

“Favorite?” A chill washed over me. Had the master seen something more than just the loyalty of a man for his duke?

“I’m not blind, Drake.” He lowered his voice. “Since you’ve come here and taken your place by the duke’s side, he’s been a changed man.” He put his hand on my shoulder and smiled at me. “He’s alive again. Interested in more than just sums and accounts. He’s…happy.”

I stood there, unable to say a word that wouldn’t damn Logan or me.

“He needed time to grieve.” It was the best I could think of.

“Aye. I’ve known Logan Marden most of his life, Drake. Until forced into marriage, he’d always been quiet, kept to himself. With the birth of his son, he started to come alive, but not quite. It’s more than that with you. And for that I’m glad.”

“With me?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t think as most men do. I’ve been around men and soldiers my whole life, not just horses. The bonds between some men can be stronger and last longer than those of man and wife.”

I swallowed and looked into his eyes for any sign of danger, but there was none. Only warm regard and perhaps understanding.

“I live only to serve His Grace. If anyone were to threaten him, they’d have to answer to me.” I hope he caught the meaning of my words. I would do anything to protect Logan, even kill.

“Good. I care deeply for the man, more than master for his liege, and I’d hate to see him plunged into the despair he lived in prior to your arrival.”

“I promise you I’d never give him such cause.” I held his gaze until he nodded.

He pointed to the horse the boy led up to us. “He’s a fine gelding, and not too high-spirited, eh, Mark?”

“No, sir. But Red’ll give you a good run, he will.” The boy stroked the horse’s nose.

“Red, is it? A good, simple name.” I thought it would suit Joss well.

“Inspect him for yourself. Perhaps a ride?” The master jerked his head at the horse.

“Not a ride, no. But he looks a healthy animal. How old is he?” Too young and he’d be too spirited, and too old and he’d be too slow.

“He’s six.”

“A fair age.” I nodded.

I went to the animal and ran my hands over his back, to his withers, and down his leg, checking for soundness. At the touch of my hand on his fetlock, he obediently lifted his hoof to be inspected. I let it drop, then turned back to the master. “I’ll take him, then. And his tack, bridle, saddle, and blanket.”

We settled on the price, and the stable boy led Red to an empty stall. Once he’d placed the horse in it, he closed the gate and went off to the tack room to gather the animal’s gear.

I paid the master, knowing the money would go straight into the duke’s accounts. The old man wrote out the sale on a slip of parchment, pressed his seal into it, and handed it over. The horse was mine.

I left the stables feeling good, my spirits high. The winter sun barely burned through the low, overcast clouds, yet there was a feeling in the air. The holidays would be here, and it would be time to celebrate.

For Marden Castle, it meant twelve nights of feasting, with all of Logan’s favored lords and ladies, most of the men of the town council, and any special guests attending and being given gifts by their duke.

For the first time, I wondered what Logan had gotten for me. Was my duke struggling over what to buy, the perfect thing? Would there be a public gift and a personal gift?

As I entered the hall for the noon meal, my gaze fell on the back of a stranger, sitting in one of the chairs of honor by the hearth. I paused, my hand going to the hilt of my sword, then remembered the arrival yesterday of a guest.

Logan wasn’t present, nor were the boys. I strode over to the man.

“Pardon me, good sir. I understood you arrived yesterday while I was out.”

The man stood and turned. “And you are?” He looked to be my age, tall and well built, with wild black hair to his shoulders. He wore the plaid of the Highlands, and on the back of his hand a blue symbol marked his skin. A leather cross strap held a blade with a carved horn handle, and a long sword hung at his hip.

I glanced at the sword. “Here in the keep, no weapons are necessary.” I didn’t remove my hand from my weapon.

He gave me a hard look and without smiling said, “You must be Drake.”

My eyebrows rose. He knew of me, but I knew nothing of him? “Do I know you?” I asked.

“No. We have not met.” No further explanation came.

Irritation scratched at me like the thorn of a bramble. “Who are you, and how came you here to Marden?” I didn’t bother to school my tone or my countenance.

“I am a guest of the duke. He sent for me. That’s all you need to know.” With that, he dismissed me as if I were a servant.

I growled and pulled my sword. “I am master of arms, and as such I’ll need to know more.”

He glared at me and pulled his own. “What if I don’t wish to tell?”

I had no idea who this man was, but if Logan had sent for the man, that should be enough. But where was Logan? A shiver ran through me.

“Drake, put your sword away,” Logan ordered. I didn’t turn to greet him, but kept my gaze on the man in front of me. “Duncan is a guest. Duncan, I can see you’ve met Drake.”

“I’d like to say well-met, but it seems he has a problem with me.” The fellow grinned, still refusing to back down.

“And you too, Duncan. Put your sword away. There will be no blood spilled here. We just put fresh straw down.” Logan chuckled and stepped between us to fling himself down in his chair. His gaze raked us both. “Oh, do sit down.”

Duncan lowered his sword back into his scabbard. “As you wish, Your Grace.” He moved to sit on Logan’s right, but a hard glare from me halted him. He moved to the other chair on the left and sat.

I took my place at Logan’s right.

We glared at each other across the span.

Logan cleared his throat. “Duncan will be staying with us for several nights.”

Duncan smiled at me, looking as if he couldn’t be more pleased. I still frowned. Until I knew more about the stranger and what link to Logan he had, I wouldn’t be at ease in his presence.

I wasn’t sure why, but every instinct I had told me this man was dangerous.

And I didn’t want him anywhere near Logan. Just the thought of the man touching my lover brought me to the edge of control, made my hackles rise and my blood pound.

“You’ll just have to put up with me, master of arms,” he said in his thick accent.

“So it seems.” I gave him a sharp nod. I had no intention of putting up with anyone or anything. He might know Logan, but he didn’t know me.


Chapter Five

We took our meal with grudging acceptance, Logan at the head of the table, me at his right, Duncan at his left, and the boys next to me. Their curiosity about Duncan knew no bounds.

He was just as sparse with information with them as he had been with me. And Logan was no help. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he enjoyed it. Far too much, I thought.

At the end of the meal, the boys were dismissed to play, and they ran upstairs, sounding as if there were a dozen boys and not just two.

Logan leaned back in his chair and rubbed his belly. He had the look of a satisfied man on his face. I knew that look, and it irritated me that Duncan had to be there to come between my lover and me.

“Duke Marden, I must thank you again for your hospitality.” Duncan gave him a seated bow. “I know your hall is in the midst of great activities over these next nights, and I hope my presence won’t interfere with them.”

“Of course you won’t. It’s my pleasure to have you here. Drake, Duncan is to have the run of the keep. I won’t have you tracking him like some villain.” Logan grinned at me, the devil. He knew this had put me off.

“As you wish, Your Grace.” I smiled back, showing perhaps more tooth than necessary.

“Well, I’m still fatigued from my long journey. I’ve been on the road for nearly a sennight, and after this fine meal I feel the need to rest.” Duncan stood and gave both Logan and myself a bow. “Until later, Your Grace.” Then he turned and went upstairs.

My gaze never left him, until Logan reached out and slapped my shoulder.

“Drake!” He chuckled. “Whatever is the matter?”

“How well do you know Duncan?”

“I don’t know him at all.” Logan sighed.

“What?” I bolted out of my chair. “Have you no presence of mind? The man could be one of Weathers’s men sent here to kill you.” I started to cross the hall.

“Hold, Drake.” Logan held my arm. “I sent for him. He’s not Weathers’s man. He’s from the wild north, and he’s the best at what he does.”

“What does he do?”

Logan smiled. “That is a secret.” He stood, letting me go. “Do not ask more, Drake. I cannot tell it.” His gaze took mine in, and as usual, I wilted under it. He’d never kept secrets from me before, but perhaps I had to trust him.

But I didn’t have to trust Duncan.

“Fine. But if he kills you, he’ll die a most painful and prolonged death.”

“I’m assured of it, then.” Logan nodded. “I have to finish the preparations for tonight’s feast. The first of the lords and ladies will attend, and I must get all ready.”

With that, he headed to the kitchens, leaving me to stew like a piece of oft-boiled meat.

Duncan had fled upstairs, Logan to the kitchens, and I? To my men. In my mood, I pitied them what was to come.

An image of them polishing all of the metal in the armory flitted through my mind like a spring sparrow. Despite my chuckle, my mood hadn’t improved as I reached the barracks and called the men to hand out their work assignments.

»»•««

I found my boy upstairs, playing storm the castle with Tomas. “Joss, we have an errand to run.” He stood on his bed, wooden sword in his hand, as Tomas and Brute tried to take him down from his position.

“Aye, Da.” Joss lowered his sword and sighed. “I have to go now, Tomas.”

“Then we win!” The smaller boy whooped and hugged Brute. The dog tolerated it, his tongue lolling out of his gaping mouth as if laughing.

“No! We take up from here when I return.” Joss set his jaw in defiance. “You didn’t capture me, and I’m not defeated.”

“True,” Tomas fumed. “I suppose it’s only fair. I can wait to beat you.”

“You’ll be waiting a long time, then.” Joss laughed and hopped down. He put his sword away and grabbed his boots. He put them on as he hopped across the room to me. “Are we walking?”

“No, we’ll ride.” I shook my head as we left Tomas and the dog to continue playing.

“Can I ride too?” Joss asked as he slipped his hand into mine. Even after all these months together, it still made my heart warm and full to feel his small hand cling to me. My pride in the boy swelled as we came down the stairs. At the entry, we put on our heavy woolen cloaks.

“Not today. Horse will carry us both.” I opened the door to the keep and waited as Joss passed under my arm.

“All right. Riding with you on Horse is better than walking.” He nodded, happy just to be with me. I ruffled his hair and hugged him to me.

Horse waited with a worried-looking groom who held his reins as if expecting to be bitten. Perhaps he had been, or had seen one of the others chewed on by my damned animal. The horse could be more trouble than he was worth, but I’d never give him up.

“In front or behind?” I asked as I took the reins and swung up into the saddle.

“Can I use the reins?” Joss’s gaze spoke of the simple hope of being able to guide and control such a huge animal. I could deny him nothing when that look was upon his face. He’d been treated so harshly in his short life that now, if I could make him happy I’d sworn I would.

“Aye.” I held out my hand, and he grabbed it. I pulled him up to sit in front of me and handed him the reins, showing him just how to fit them in his small hands.

“I’ve got it, Da. See? I remember from last time.” Anxious to prove his skill, he took them from me, positioning them correctly.

“I can see that. You’re a fast study, son.” I gave him a quick hug. “Tell Horse to go,” I whispered. Then in a loud voice I cried out, “Open the gate!”

The guards obeyed, and with a sharp kick of my heels and the click of Joss’s tongue, Horse trotted through the gate and down the road to Marden town.

It was cold, but clear. A rarity this time of year. Now that the days had shortened, there wasn’t as much time to do all that needed to be done, and I’d already used most of it with my duties.

“We’ll have to go a little faster if we hope to return before dark,” I warned.

“Aye, let’s gallop,” Joss turned his face up to me, grinning and ready for some excitement.

“Tighten your grip on the reins.”

He did, and I kicked Horse into action. His body coiled, then unfurled with a leap, and we were off down the road, wind whipping our hair from our faces, and Joss whooping from sheer happiness.

With my boy, my horse, and the long open road, there was nothing that could make this day any better. I had all I’d ever needed, here in Marden.

»»•««

The next morning the priest arrived before dawn, and the entire keep held the Christ’s Mass. The ceremony lasted for over an hour. The boys fidgeted in their seats between Logan and me on the wooden benches, and the great hall, filled with as many men and women as we could pack in, grew overly warm. I may have nodded off, having no great feeling for religion of any sort, old or new.

After, most of the people returned to their duties, leaving only a few of us, the priest, and his servant for the morning meal. He’d lead the village in the ceremony later that day and again at midnight, but it had been Logan’s father’s tradition to have the first mass said in the keep on Christ’s Mass morning.

Of course, since it also came with a hefty gift of Logan’s yearly tithe, the priest was more than happy to come. When he left, his belly and purse full, he gave Logan a smile and a wave, as his servant lad led his old horse back to town. In order to assure his safety, Logan sent along two armsmen, for which the old priest thanked him profusely.

That being done, we found ourselves spending the rest of the afternoon preparing for the next day and the first of the feasts.

»»•««

As Joss bounced on his toes, I slipped his best shirt over his arms. He barely restrained himself from bolting off, half dressed. We dressed in my room, since Logan had taken Tomas into his room to prepare the boy for the night’s festivities.

“Mind me,” I said, my tone commanding, but not too harsh. “Hold still.”

“Aye, Da.” His eyes glittered in excitement. “I’ve never been to a feast before. I always worked in the kitchens. The other lads and I would peek from the doorway when the duke gave them, but it’s been many years since then.”

“Oh? Did the duke not give the Twelfth Night feasts last year?” It never occurred to me that these festivities hadn’t been held each year.

“No, not since his duchess’s death.” He shook his freshly washed hair.

I held out his new leather vest and he put it on. It fit well, but with a little room for growth, as the seamstress had assured me.

“There. A properly turned out young lord.” I sat back on my heels and gazed at my lad. He’d grown since the last time I’d helped him dress, what seemed only days ago, but I knew had been nearly a month.

I stood, and he sat on the floor and pulled on his boots. Using a quick brush with his hands to shine them, he asked, “Will His Grace be giving gifts tonight?”

“Aye. To the nobles he’s invited this evening. Each night, a different group of his lords and ladies will attend.”

“For twelve whole nights!” Joss’s eyes grew wider. “That’s a lot of gifts. Did he buy them all in the village? Like the one we bought for Tomas?”

“Not exactly. Some he will have bought, some come from his coffers, others in coin, and the most valuable will be gifts of lands and titles,” I explained.

“Will he give you a gift?” he asked. “Perhaps a title?” His eyes widened.

“I have no need of a title, son.” And I hadn’t, not since I’d given up my own title and renounced my lands and family.

“Oh.” His face fell. “Why not? You are in every sense a great lord of Marden, why shouldn’t you have one?” His chin jutted out in defiance. “You’re just as good as any of those others.”

I sat on the chair and motioned him to me. He came, and I pulled him onto my lap. “A long time ago, I was a lord. But my family treated me badly, and I quit them.”

“Can you do that? Quit your family?”

“Of course. Your family can quit you, can’t they?”

He thought for a moment. “I suppose. Like my mother dying?” I could see the struggle on his young face.

“In a way, although I think that wasn’t her desire.”

His brow furrowed, and his grip on me tightened. “But you’d never quit me, would you?” The slightest hint of wetness filled his eyes, but what tore at my heart was the fear in them also.

I pulled him to me and held him. “Oh, son, you are mine, now and forever. I’ll never leave you.”

He buried his face in my neck and clung to me. “And Logan and Tomas? You’ll never leave them, will you?”

“No, never.”

“You love them, don’t you?”

“Of course, don’t you?”

“Oh, aye. Logan is the best duke in all the lands, and Tomas can be a pest, but he’s the best brother.” He looked at me. “And you are the best father, Da. Even if I never had one before, I know it. In my heart.” He placed his hand on his chest and then put it on mine.

“And you are the best son a man could ever ask for.” Now my eyes watered.

“If you were a lord, would that title pass to me?” Joss spoke softly.

“Aye, it would.”

“Even if I’m not your real son?”

“Aye. And to me, you are my real son. Understand?” I held him from me and looked into his eyes.

He nodded, then threw his arms around my neck and squeezed me hard.

“Can I give Tomas his present tonight?”

“No. We’ll exchange our gifts on the last night, just the family.”

“Good. I can’t wait to see Tomas’s face when he opens his gift.” He winked at me. The toy he’d found in the toymaker’s shop for his little brother was perfect—a small wooden castle that had been carved to look like Marden.

“He’ll love it.”

Joss slid off my lap and tugged his clothing into place. “I’m ready.”

“As I can see.” I slapped my hands on my thighs and stood. “Let’s find Tomas and Logan.”

He nodded and ran for the door, throwing it open and dashing down the hall to Logan’s door. After pounding on it, he yelled, “Tomas, are you ready yet?”

Logan opened the door, laughing. “What? Are there no guards to keep back the horde who beats on my door?”

Tomas slipped out under his arm. “I’m ready! Let’s go!” And with that, the boys bolted down the hall to the stairs, leaving Logan and me alone in the hall.

Logan touched my chest, placing his hand over my heart. “Ready?”

“Let the feast begin,” I said, sorely tempted to pull him into my arms. Instead I crowded him into his room and shut the door behind us.

With a quick move, I shoved my lover against the hard wood and took his mouth in a kiss. He groaned and opened to me as I thrust my now-hard cock against his. We kissed as we rutted, like two animals, letting our hunger build to the breaking point.

With a shudder, Logan cried out and I swallowed down my name.

I still hungered, but he reached down and stroked my cock through my leather breeches. Just his touch sent me over, and I too released, spilling and gasping.

“Damn.” He pushed me off him. “Let me get a cloth.” He strode to a table, picked up a scrap of linen and cleaned himself up, then tossed it to me. It smelled of his cream, and I inhaled the scent of my lover, then wiped myself clean.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen.” He laughed. “We need to hurry, or the boys will return with the guard.”

I opened the door, then realizing I still held the cloth, tossed it to the floor. Logan followed me out and pulled his door shut.

“Good evening, Your Grace. Drake.” Duncan stood in the hall, leaning against the wall by the stairs. “That didn’t take long.” He grinned, the knowing bastard.

My blood ran cold, and any happiness or contentment I’d felt drained from me as if a cork had been pulled from a cask. I put my hand on my sword. Logan’s order to treat Duncan as a guest and give him the run of the keep, be damned.

I advanced on him. “Duncan, what are you doing lurking here in the corridor? If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were up to no good.”

“Me? I promise you, I’m harmless.” He pushed off and took one step on the stair before looking back at us. “Your secret is safe.”

Then he trotted down the stairs.

I turned to Logan, fire burning in my heart to destroy any threat. “What did he mean by that?”

“It’s nothing. Forget it.” Logan smiled and moved past me. “Duncan is no threat.”

No matter how many times Logan told me that, I still didn’t believe it.


Chapter Six

Logan sat at the center of a table that stretched across one side of the hall. To his right, my chair waited for me. On his left, Tomas sat, fidgeting with his charger. Joss, as soon as he settled, would take his place next to me, and the other seats would hold a few of the men of our keep, like the master of horse, Peter, and his wife, and Logan’s mysterious guest, Duncan. Thankfully, he sat far away from me and Logan, but he leaned forward and gave me a smug smile. I wanted to knock it, and a few of his teeth, from his face.

Instead, I nodded back, cordial, yet refined. I’d do nothing to upset Logan’s evening. Not if I could help it. Dealing with Duncan would come later, without anyone’s presence.

I scanned the hall, locating and identifying all the lords and their wives, daughters, and sisters. All people I knew, had seen here in Marden keep, or in passing. These were some of the lesser nobles, and I knew each of them held hope that the duke’s gifts would be generous.

They filled the tables below ours, toward the doors. The last row of benches and tables would be for the lowest ranked of them. Although not rich or powerful, Logan had invited them to receive gifts also.

Some of the guests probably hoped for newer titles, more lands, or even something to add to their own treasuries. Logan was a generous man, I knew that firsthand. But I also knew Logan was strong enough to use this as a lesson in obedience.

For one of the nobles to be summoned to court, then be passed over when Logan gave out his favors would be a painful, shame-filled public admonishment. The atmosphere in the hall ran like a tightly strung wire through all present. There were a few who looked more than worried.

Logan was well liked and well-thought-of among his people, yet he could take this opportunity to let it be known who had displeased him. For the most part, I stayed out of the running of his lands. That belonged to his steward, a man who’d worked with his father many years ago. He would be the one to suggest those who should be rewarded and those who should be punished.

A small band of musicians had been hired, and at Logan’s signal, they struck up their instruments, and the music began. Many of the folk took to the small open floor between the head table and the others, joining in a lively court dance. We watched from our seats, Logan keeping time with his hand on the table. The boys squirmed in their chairs, eager to join in. However, they were too young to dance, and besides they needed partners. None of the maidens attending were as young as our boys.

The music ended, and Logan waved his hand. The servants brought out the great roasted boar’s head, its mouth stuffed with a rich red apple, and placed it on the table in front of the duke to everyone’s applause. Platters of roasted goose and other fowl followed it to the tables, and all eyes turned to Logan.

He stood, raised his tankard of wassail, and welcomed all his guests, as servants passed among them and filled their tankards with the spicy brew. After a short acknowledgment of the season, he sat and began eating, signaling that everyone could touch the food in front of them.

The feast went on for nearly an hour. I kept my eye on Duncan, when I wasn’t watching Logan and the boys. My men had been posted around the hall, and they had orders to squelch any fighting that might break out. This wasn’t the time or place for swords and daggers.

Once the food and drink had waned, Logan called for his nobles, one by one, to approach the table where he sat to hand out his gifts to them, assisted by his steward.

Surprisingly, in this first night, all received something, and everyone went away happy and content. The feast went on for another hour or so, and then Logan stood and bade his guests good night.

By the time they had all left the keep, it was late. I tucked the boys into their beds, and I believe they were asleep before I’d closed the door. Logan came in just to see them before he turned in.

“Good night, Drake. It went well, I think.” Logan smiled at me, his hand on his door.

“It did, Your Grace. You were most generous to all present.” I had hopes he’d be generous with me later.

“They were all favored men.” He nodded, then opened his door and went inside. “In the morn.” The door shut.

I went to my room and entered. In no hurry to get to my lover, I undressed and put away my finery with care. I didn’t have as much as Logan, or wear them often, but during this season, I’d wear them every night.

At last, my chores done, I went to the door that led to Logan’s room, expecting it to be open, but it didn’t budge.

“Logan. The door is locked,” I called through the thick wood, unsure if he could even hear me. I knocked and waited.

“I’m not well, my lord.” His voice came through the door. “Please forgive me for this, but I wish to pass this night alone.”

I frowned. He’d never locked me out before. But then he’d never been ill either. Perhaps it was nothing more than a stomach malady. I could understand his desire to be alone, having had my share of bellyaches.

Thinking nothing of his excuse, I said, “In the morn, then.” I went to my own bed and crawled under the covers. I hadn’t slept alone in long months, not since Logan had moved Tomas to the boys’ room, and I’d taken his place.

The night was cold without the warmth of his body next to mine, but eventually a full belly, the wine, and exhaustion took me, and I fell asleep.

»»•««

I woke early as usual, longing for my lover. I rose from the bed and went to the door, but it was still locked. I knocked.

“Logan, are you still ill?”

There was no answer. Perhaps he slept still, perhaps he still felt ill. I didn’t want to bother him, but worried if he needed anything. Surely he’d have called for a servant in the night if there had been more trouble.

I sighed and returned to bed. The keep would come to life in a short while. My fire had burned low, now only embers, and the servant would be in soon to lay on more wood.

Restless, I couldn’t fall back to sleep. I’d become so used to sleeping with Logan that being without him seemed unnatural. Odd how something so simple, once changed, could throw a man off, make him feel unsteady. Unsure.

Why had Logan locked the door? He could have just told me of his illness. I would have understood. Did he think I would storm his room, demand he submit to me, despite his poor feeling?

It wasn’t like Logan, this secrecy. First Duncan, now this.

I glared at the locked door.

He’d known Duncan would be here, known it for what had to be a month or more, if he had indeed sent for the man. Why had he never spoken of it?

I didn’t like the man, plain enough. He was handsome, where I was scarred. He looked as well made as I, yet he had an easy manner about him. Far more than myself. I was all thorns and prickles, and he had the look about his eyes of a more jovial man.

Why did Logan send for him? Why lock me out?

My mind jumped to what it feared the most, losing Logan to another.

I leaped out of bed and rushed to dress. Urgency raced through me, but to what end? Once dressed, I strapped on my sword and dagger. Even more than usual, I felt naked without them.

As I left my room, I scanned the corridor. Empty. The servants still hadn’t roused, and I wondered if perhaps they had drunk what was left of the wine and ale.

At Logan’s door, I knocked. “It’s Drake, Your Grace.”

Slowly the bar dragged back, and the door opened. Logan’s sleepy face greeted me.

“Morn, Drake.” He scratched his belly. He wore only his sleeping gown, his long blond hair in disarray from the bed.

I wanted him.

God, only one night away from him, denied his body, and my lust for him had doubled.

“Your Grace. How did you sleep?” I eyed him up and down with a look I hoped told him of my need for him.

“Not well.” He sniffed. “I’ll be late coming down to morn meal. Can you get the boys ready?”

“Aye.”

“Good.” He stood there, looking down. “Fine.”

“Fine.” I had no idea what to say, this behavior seemed so strange. The distance between us yawned like a great maw.

Without a smile, he closed the door.

My hand fisted, and I longed to beat it against the door and demand he explain.

“Morn, Drake.” Duncan closed his door.

How long had he been standing there? I turned to glare at him. Right then, I would have pulled my sword and run any man through, anger swelled so much inside me. But to take it out on anyone would be rash.

I was not a rash man.

“Duncan. I was just rousing the boys.” I went to their room and entered, leaving Duncan in the hall. “Morn, lads!” I sang out.

Joss groaned, and Tomas sat up, bright-eyed and eager. “Da?”

“No, your da is still getting ready. I’m going to get you both dressed today.”

Joss got out of bed and went to his trunk, threw it open, and pulled out clothes. He sat on the floor with a thud and began dressing. Tomas, younger and more dependent, waited until I’d found his clothes and brought them to him.

Once they were dressed, there was no holding them back. They were out the door and tumbling down the stairs to the tables to break their fast.

“Good lads,” Duncan remarked as he fell into step beside me.

“Aye.” I had no wish to pass pleasantries with the man.

“I understand the Duke’s wife died of a fever several years ago, leaving him with the wee bairn.” Duncan motioned toward Tomas.

“Aye.”

“I also understand you have never married, and that the boy is your adopted son.” His words halted me in my steps.

I turned to face him, my voice lowered. “Joss is my son, adopted or not.”

Duncan nodded. “I can see the affection he has for you and you for him.”

I didn’t speak. It was none of his business.

“I can also see the affection Logan has for you and you for him.”

Now the man stepped into dangerous territory. “He’s my duke.”

“And you his master of arms.”

I stared at him. What was he up to? Did he think I would say something to damn Logan or myself?

“So much concern for someone the duke barely knows.” I glanced across the hall at the boys. A servant had brought them bowls of barley oats, and they were eating.

“But someone the duke trusts, even with his deepest secret.” Duncan grinned and then strode to the table and took a chair.

I followed, chewing over his words. Had Logan told Duncan of our love? I found that hard to believe. Without telling me? But then, he hadn’t told me of Duncan’s visit.

As I sat and tore off a heel of bread, I swore that I would speak with Logan about this man and get to the truth of it.


Chapter Seven

Peter arrived at the end of the meal, just as Logan came downstairs, and asked if I’d address a problem with the men. I gave Logan a smile and Duncan a wary nod and sent the boys off to play.

I didn’t like it, but it left Duncan and Logan alone. As I left, they remained at the table, talking. Nothing unusual, but in my current state of aggravation, it only served to rile me more.

Once we reached the armory, Peter explained the problem. “The men have polished all the steel they could find. I’ve moved them onto their boots, but by this afternoon, we’re going to run out of things to shine.” He grinned at me, his hands on his hips. “I’ve already had to stop several arguments. The men are tired of being cooped up like chickens inside the keep.”

“And your solution?” I asked. Peter was a good man, had well proven himself as my second, and I trusted his decisions.

“Let me take a small garrison out. We’ll march down to the town, do a patrol along the road, and return before sundown. I’ll call it securing the roads for His Grace’s guests.” He leaned against the doorway and waited for my answer.

“You would know better than I what their tenor is. You room with them, not I.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Take them, then. And do so, each day until the Twelfth Night. Hopefully, it will cure what ails them.”

“A fighting force needs to keep on its toes, or else they start to fight among each other.” Peter nodded. “I’ll rotate the men between patrols and guard duty. That should keep them sharp.”

“And too tired to fight each other.” I started to leave, wishing to catch Logan and have that talk with him, but Peter grabbed my arm to stay me.

“Is there something wrong?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, that man. The one from the Highlands? I’m not sure I trust him.” Peter glanced toward the keep.

“I too feel a distrust for him. But he’s Logan’s guest.”

“Do you know him?” Peter lowered his voice. “Is he one of your…kind?”

Peter had spent a night with Logan and me many months ago, but I hadn’t realized he’d be so quick to spot the signs. “I’m not sure.” I had no answer for him.

“Keep him close, Drake.” And with a nod, Peter left.

I stood in the door, thinking of all that had happened since Duncan’s arrival. And how I liked very little of it.

It was time to have that talk.

»»•««

An hour later, I found Logan in the hallway upstairs, going into his room.

“Your Grace, a moment.”

He turned and leaned against the doorway as I approached him, cocking an eyebrow upward.

“I have need to speak with you.”

“Is this urgent? I’m quite occupied.”

“Well, no. Not really.” His guarded manner put me on unsteady ground. When had Logan ever been too busy for me?

“Then it can wait until later.” With a smile, he opened his door and went inside.

Once again, he locked me out.

I walked to the end of the hall and settled into the shadows. I’d never spied on him before, but for the life of me, I couldn’t help myself.

Only a short while later, Duncan’s door opened, he stepped out, pulled it quietly shut and, satchel in hand, crept to Logan’s door. I say crept because he moved to ensure he didn’t make a sound.

A quick rap on the door. “Logan. It’s Duncan.”

The door opened, and I heard Logan say, “Come in. Quickly.”

Duncan disappeared inside, and the door shut.

A dagger drove into my heart, twisting and gutting me. Logan had sent me off and taken Duncan in?

I staggered out of my hiding place and clutched at the newel post at the stairs. Not sure where to go, down the stairs, or to my room, I wavered.

Mortally wounded, I had no idea where to go to die. My own room, next to Logan’s where he and Duncan were? That was unthinkable. Downstairs, to where? The barracks? The stables?

Staying up here only tempted me to acts of foolishness. Storming Logan’s door, beating on it, demanding he come out and face me. Demanding to fight Duncan for the right to be Logan’s favorite.

For a moment, in this wildness of mind, I could see my insanity leading to all our deaths. Duncan’s, for I would surely run him through for touching what was mine. Logan’s, for his betrayal. Mine, for the murder of my duke.

In truth, I would gladly die by my own hand rather than kill the man I loved. Or leave our two boys without fathers, and any rash behavior on my part would do just that.

I gulped down air, trying to remain upright. No. There had to be an explanation. This wasn’t what it looked like. It couldn’t be.

I wouldn’t allow it to be.

Logan loved me. Me. Not Duncan.

There had to be an answer. And I promised myself I’d find it. No matter what the cost.

»»•««

I couldn’t hire one of the servants to spy on Logan, but I could put one on Duncan. That would make sense, the man was unknown to me, and as master of arms it was my duty to protect the duke.

So with only a little tinge of guilt, I took on the task of finding one of the young lads posted at the end of the corridor to do his day’s work. He sat on a low stool, polishing boots, tending the hearths, collecting laundry, and seeing to anyone’s needs.

Duncan didn’t spare him a glance.

The boy watched the comings and goings of Duncan and reported them to me. And in doing so, with a few carefully worded questions, I could also discover Logan’s whereabouts and find out how much time they spent together.

Again, we dressed for the feast, the great hall filled with guests, and the night played itself out with a new cast of nobles. Logan gave his toast, his welcome, and his gifts, and everyone enjoyed the festivities.

Everyone except me. All I could think about was what would happen later that night. Would I be locked out again? Denied Logan’s touch? His kiss?

I grew irritated and had to control my anger, even with Joss. He enjoyed the holiday as only one who first experiences something wonderful can, with an open heart, laughing eyes, and high spirits. I couldn’t fault the boy. I remembered when there was a time I too reveled in this time of year. So very long ago.

The feast ended, the guests left, and we adjourned upstairs. Duncan bade us good night, then Logan and I put the boys to bed.

In the hall, Logan lingered. I thought perhaps to speak to me, perhaps to explain. He hung in his door, this look of longing on his face, then with a sigh, told me good night.

“Will I see you later?” I asked.

“No, my lord. In the morn.” He shut the door and drew his bolt.

And I knew there would be no purpose, no reason for me to bother testing the door between us. It would be bolted also.

My heart filled with such sadness, I could only stand there, my hand on the wall to support me, as I teetered on the edge of despair.

With effort, I opened the door to the boys’ room and gazed at my son. The melancholy thoughts that flitted through my mind lessened when I looked down at his sweet sleeping face and form.

I didn’t know where this would lead, but I knew, I promised him, I wouldn’t do anything rash, but act nobly. I could do that, at least.

After closing the door, I went to my room, undressed, and got into bed.

For a long while, as the night wore on, I longed to get up, go to the door, and test it.

No. If Logan wanted me, he could come and get me. The bolt on the door hung on his side, not mine.

Sometime in the night when the fire had burned low, I fell asleep.

»»•««

For four days, Duncan went to Logan’s room in the middle of the day, and Logan let him inside. Several hours later, Duncan would leave and return to his room.

For four nights, after the feast, Logan bade me good night and said nothing else to me. I returned to my room alone and confused.

That night, I had a disturbing dream.

The end of the festivities came, as always, and everyone went to their rooms. I stood in the middle of my room, naked, the moonlight coming through the closed shutters.

Where there had never been light before, a bar of light shone under the door between Logan’s room and mine, drawing me to it.

I reached the door and pushed it open. It swung slowly on its hinges to reveal Logan’s room, with only the fire burning for light.

Logan and Duncan were on the bed. Duncan on all fours, and Logan kneeling behind him. They both turned their heads and looked at me.

“Enter, my lord.” Logan smiled at me as he stroked Duncan’s flank. “See what I have for us.”

“Join us.” Duncan grinned, the same smile he’d been giving me all along. My belly rolled with anger. Seems I didn’t like him in my dreams either.

I shook my head, denying what I saw.

“He’s so tight, my love.” Logan thrust his hips, the long length of him sliding slowly inside Duncan’s body. Despite everything, I marveled at the beauty of their bodies, so intimately joined.

I watched as Logan rode Duncan. Watched and watched and ached with need and longing. My throbbing cock stood stiff, dripping like water from a spout.

I wanted them both. Not just Logan, but Duncan also. Wanted him to service me. To overpower him, to exert my domination, to make him submit to me.

But I also wanted my duke. And that want far outweighed my want of Duncan.

I moved to the end of the bed and crawled up behind my beloved duke, pushing him forward, his ass ready for my taking of it. He shuddered as I entered him, slick and smooth although I don’t remember coating my rod with oil.

What I do remember was fucking him. Slamming into him, setting his pace as he fucked Duncan. I remember Logan’s cries, Duncan’s grunts as he received a shafting, and I remember my hands on Logan’s heated skin.

I could feel him tightening around my cock and knew he wouldn’t last much longer. I pulled him back, out of Duncan, denying the stranger my duke’s seed. That was for me alone.

I wrapped one arm around Logan’s chest. With the other, I grabbed his cock and stroked it, hard and fast, demanding his release. We kissed, our tongues mimicking our bodies. He groaned and gasped, his body jerking, but unable to move due to my restraints. I loved when he submitted to me, and my dreams were no different.

Duncan rolled over and watched as I brought Logan to completion, crying out my name. Mine. Not Duncan’s. It would never be Duncan’s.

Logan’s cream pulsed from him, splattering on Duncan’s thighs. Duncan ran his fingers through, brought them to his lips for a taste, but I ordered, “Hold.”

His hand fell back to rest on his leg as he frowned at being denied a taste of my lover.

Logan gave a final shudder, and I let him go. He slid to the bed, sighing in contentment.

“You’re next.” I growled at Duncan. My cock still stood hard and ready, and at last I saw fear and respect in his dark eyes. “I’ll show you how a man fucks. On your knees.”

He balked, and I ordered him again. “I said, on your knees.”

This time, he obeyed, offering me his body.

Head down, ass in the air, he spread his legs for me. His sack swung between his thighs, heavy and full, covered in dark hair. His long cock nearly touched the bed. I parted his globes with my thumbs, found his hole, and pressed the head of my cock in.

He groaned as I entered him. He was as tight as Logan had claimed. Logan lay on the bed, watching us, his cock twitching back to life. I thrust into Duncan, my hands on his hips in a punishing hold.

He grunted as I slammed into him. Logan, now hard, moved to sit in front of him and offered his rod. Duncan took it in his mouth, sucking Logan as I pummeled his ass.

He reached to stroke his own cock, but I knocked his hand away. “Not yet.”

I rode him harder, going hilt deep, my balls slapping his thighs, grunting, straining, to take him over the edge. To feel his channel clench around my flesh.

I angled and stroked over his soft spot, and he pulled off Logan and cried out my name.

I hit it again and again, and on the third stroke, he shuddered and spilled, his cream dousing the linens. Logan groaned, closed his eyes, and I pulled Duncan away from him. Logan’s rod popped from his mouth, and once again I denied Duncan more of Logan than he deserved. Logan took himself in hand, and with a few quick, loose strokes, released, spilling over his hand and belly.

I waited until he’d finished, then took my pleasure with Duncan, riding him down to the bed, as his legs gave out, and spread wide apart to accommodate my body. I covered him, trapping him beneath me, my hands fastened on his wrists to control him.

In a final show of dominance, I bit his shoulder as my stones rose to deliver my seed into Duncan’s tunnel.

I woke, coming hard, spewing my cream over my belly and chest, my hands grasped tight in the covers, and crying out Logan’s name.

In the darkness of my room, my rasping breath the only sound as my heartbeat slowed, until at last, my fingers uncurled and freed the covers. My body slipped into a contented state, as if there were no bones to hold me up. Dazed, I blinked into the morning’s light.

As the memory of the dream came rushing back, I knew if I didn’t do something soon, this wouldn’t end well. Once, I’d shared my lover. But now, after being with him for these months, one thing I knew for certain.

I’d never share Logan.


Chapter Eight

I dressed in my riding leathers. After pulling on my boots, I placed two shirts in my saddle bags, along with a small coin purse and a few personal supplies.

Standing in the middle of the room, I gazed around at it as if seeing it for the last time. That time might come, but it wasn’t now. I kneeled by the bed and checked that Logan’s gift still remained hidden.

It had been five nights, and my name had not been called to receive the duke’s favor. We’d never spoken of when we’d give our gifts, but I’d assumed it would be on Twelfth Night. At first I hadn’t worried about it, but now, after knowing of Duncan’s visits to Logan’s room, I wondered if there would be a gift.

Logan wouldn’t dare to shame me in front of the entire keep, I was sure of it. Still, a grain of doubt remained. I swept it away. I had more to worry about than that, and I knew if I let the grain grow I could think of a dozen horrible scenarios.

I took my broadsword down from the wall where it hung and slung it over my back. That done, my short sword at my hip, there was no longer a reason to tarry.

I left my room and crossed to the boys’. Joss and Tomas were awake and dressing. Joss helped Tomas into his boots as the younger boy patted his head, either to bother Joss or as a show of affection, I couldn’t tell. But the warm light in his eyes led me to believe it was the latter.

“Joss.” I stood in the doorway.

My son looked up at me, smiled, then frowned. “Da, where are you going?”

“I have a mission to see to, son. I’ll be gone for a few days.”

“But it’s Twelfth Night!” he cried. “You can’t go now.”

“My duty comes at all times and hours, lad. I must away.” I kneeled and he ran to me, flinging himself into my arms. He buried his face in my neck as I held him tight.

“I’ll miss you.” His sweet voice muffled against my shoulder.

“I shall miss you. Terribly.” I held him from me. “Look after Tomas and be good for Logan.”

“Joss is always well behaved.” Logan’s voice came from behind me.

I gave Joss a kiss on his cheek, ruffled his hair, and stood. “I’ll be back soon.” He nodded, his eyes filled with sadness. I stepped into the hallway and closed the door.

And faced the man who’d been hiding from me for five days.

“Where are—” Logan started, but I took his face in my hand and pushed him against the wall. The corridor stood empty.

I crushed my body against his, ground my cock into his, and took his mouth with a punishing kiss. When he whimpered and opened for me, I pulled away to whisper, “Duncan best be gone and the door unlocked when I return, or I’ll be the one leaving.”

With a swipe of my thumb across his bottom lip, I left him leaning against the wall and strode down the hall to the stairs. I took them two at a time, grabbed my cloak, and tossed it over my shoulders on my way to the courtyard, where my horse waited, as I had ordered earlier.

The groom held Horse’s reins as he snorted and stamped, breath blowing in great misty clouds from flared nostrils, ears pinned back on his head, and eyes rolling.

“I see you’re ready, Horse.” I flung my saddlebags over his rump and tied them down, then leaped up into the saddle. The groom tossed me the reins and darted away.

Peter ran out of the barracks. “Drake!” He skidded to a stop next to Horse. “Drake, where away?”

“I ride to inspect the outposts along the river.” Horse danced, his hooves clattering on the cobblestones and echoing off the walls.

“How long?” Peter looked up at me, concern in his eyes.

“As long as it takes. I’ll return soon.” With that, I looked up to the guards and called out, “Open the gates!”

“Drake!” Logan’s voice rang out.

The men pulled the gates apart, and when they were wide enough for us to pass, I kicked Horse, and he lunged through them.

We flew down the road to Marden as if hellhounds nipped at our heels. I was halfway to town before we slowed, and I looked back.

If I had stayed, it would have been the end of me.

This way, when I returned, I’d know whether I was welcomed or not.

Whether the place I now called home would still be home.

Whether I should take my boy and leave.

»»•««

Late that afternoon, I came to a small village. An inn stood at its heart, so I took the opportunity to eat something besides the bread and cheese I’d packed. If I pushed on, I might make the first outpost before night fell, but I didn’t feel the need to rush. In truth, the driving need to leave Marden had disappeared sometime during the ride and now had been replaced by a nothingness I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Not since Ansel’s death and my days of drowning myself in drink.

A drink sounded like a very good idea, and at the inn there would surely be a tankard waiting for me.

I reined Horse up to the water trough and dismounted. I broke the thin layer of ice on it and watched him lower his head to drink. After he’d had a taste, I led him to the post and secured him to it, then went inside.

Like a hundred other inns I’d been in, this one looked the same. Small, smoky, smelling of stale ale and the sweat of men—nothing about it stood out. Not even the look of the men who sat at its tables.

I ordered a drink. The barkeep handed it to me; I paid him, then drank it down, washing away the taste of the road. Unfortunately, it left the smell of the inn in its place.

“What have you to eat?” I asked him.

“Roasted fowl and pig, rabbit stew.” He shrugged, not recommending any of his choices.

“Fowl and bread.” I tossed the coins on the bar and pushed my tankard toward him. He nodded, picked it up, and refilled it.

Taking it from him, I wandered to a table and sat, my back to the wall, looking out at the others.

They looked like the usual men who gathered at inns across the lands. Dirty, sweaty farmers. They watched me, their wary eyes narrowed and grim mouths set hard.

Well enough. I wanted no trouble, and these men looked as if they agreed.

The roasted pigeon arrived, a small heel of dark bread with it, and I ate, barely tasting the dry bird, which was only a bit more moist than the bread. Still, better any meat than none.

If I got on my way, I still might make it to the outpost by nightfall.

Indecision and apathy warred inside me. How easy it would be to fall into my old ways of despair. To just sit here, like the others, and let time pass. Endless hours turning into endless days, accompanied by endless tankards of ale.

But I had a son to think of now. Not returning to Marden, even if all I did was pack my bags, gather our belongings, and leave, was not a choice. I would return, and for Joss’s sake, return whole and sober, not the hopeless drunkard I’d become before called to these lands.

To Marden and Logan.

My heart weighed like a stone in my chest. Hard and cold. Unable to swallow down the lump, I left it there, to remind me of where my heart belonged, and to whom.

I had made myself clear to Logan. Duncan had to go, or I would. The door had to be unlocked. Logan could put no barriers between us ever again. My heart, my pride, and my soul couldn’t bear having him so close, yet being without him.

Knowing what I had to do, I stood, leaving my ale unfinished, and left. I felt the men’s gazes on my back as I opened the door to the inn, letting in the cold air. I pulled my cloak around me and stepped out.

Horse waited, head hanging. He looked tired. It had been a long time since we had ridden such a distance, and both of us had grown soft.

“Sorry, boy, we have to move on.” I checked my saddlebags. They were untouched. With far less vigor than earlier, I climbed into the saddle and turned him toward our destination, and we put the village behind us.

I’d make the inspection of the outposts. If I moved quickly, I could be done in a few days and on my way home.

I kicked Horse into a trot, and we bounced down the snow-covered road that lead to the river and ran along it.

Around us, the countryside wore a thick mantle of snow, giving the scene a sort of beauty found only in the winter. Stillness, broken by the sound of my mount’s hooves and a few birds that still remained, wrapped me in a cocoon of quiet.

As the sun fell behind the hills, I reined Horse in at the top of a rise and looked down at the river, a silver ribbon winding its way between the lands Marden and those of Duke Bors Weathers. For long years, that bastard had his eyes on Marden, and if we hadn’t established these outposts, he’d still be sending his thieving men across the river into our territory, wreaking havoc.

Now, with three manned outposts to deter him, the raids had ended. I’d advised Logan to place the outposts along the river road, twenty miles apart, along with a relay station between Marden and the first outpost that would house extra horses. With all of that in place, we could deter the raiding parties, and if any crossed, we could get word to Marden’s troops by riding full-out to the station, changing horses, and then riding to Marden in less time than the raiding parties could move.

My plan had worked well, and as I came up to the first outpost in the dying light of the day, pride filled me. I’d learned much on the battlefield as a mercenary and had been only too glad to use it to make Marden safer at first for my beloved duke. The longer I lived here, that safety had expanded to include our boys, my men, and the people of Marden.

I put those thoughts away. The snow-draped outpost stood, warm and welcoming, smoke curling from its chimney, and Horse picked up his pace. Even he scented a warm stall and good food.

The stable stood apart from the main building, which housed the three men stationed there. The empty paddock told me the men had already put the horses in their stalls.

As I came closer, one of the men stepped out of the woods that hemmed in the road. He wore a heavy cloak, snow dusting his shoulders, his crossbow aimed at my chest.

“Hold! Who goes?”

“It’s Drake, master of arms,” I called to him, pulling Horse to a stop.

“Sire!” The man approached for a closer look. “You weren’t expected.”

“No. That’s why they call it a surprise inspection,” I drawled as I dismounted. “Let’s get inside. Will, isn’t it?” He was the man in charge, and as one of my handpicked soldiers, I knew him to be a good man.

“Aye. It’s good to see you, my lord. Have you a message from the duke? New orders?” His interest in my arrival grew.

“No. Just a short visit to judge the operation of the outposts. You and the others can give me a brief report tonight.”

He nodded and led me to the stable. After seeing to Horse’s comfort, I grabbed my saddlebag and followed him inside.

“We’ve a guest, men! It’s Drake himself, come to inspect us!” he called out as he threw open the door.

Inside, warmth hit me, and my body drew it in as it heated my core. I hadn’t realized how very cold I’d been. My belly rumbled at the delicious aroma of meat roasting.

Two men bolted to attention and greeted me.

“Sire.”

“My lord.”

I waved them down, and they relaxed. “I see the building is more than snug.” A blazing fire burned in the hearth, wood piled next to it. Over the fire, rabbits roasted on a spit. To the side, a large table and benches for taking their meals.

At the back of the large room, three cots stood a few feet apart with a trunk at the foot of each for their belongings. I’d seen worse stations and was pleased to see its neat and clean condition, and I wondered which of the men to thank for it.

“All looks well here,” I said as I pulled off my gloves.

“Thanks to Robbie here.” One of the men clapped another on the back. “He tends the buildings, cooks the food, and mends our clothing.”

The young man grinned. “My ma was a seamstress, sire. She taught me. Surprised her when I left and joined the Marden garrison.”

“Well done.” I held out my cloak for them to take and then dropped my saddlebag on the table. “I see I’ve come at the right time. My fingers are nearly frozen to the bone.” I rubbed them to get some feeling back.

“Here, my lord. Come sit by the fire.” Will pulled a chair from the wall and set it in front of the hearth. “That’s Bryan. He’s a local recruit.” He pointed to a short, stout man with a full beard whom I’d not met before. He gave me a nod, his gaze never wavering from me—taking my measure, no doubt.

I sat and stuck my boots out toward the fire. “Thanks, men.”

“Shall I give the report?” Will asked.

“Not now. After we eat. Right now, I need to warm up.”

“Aye, sire. Bring Drake some wine, Robbie,” he ordered.

Robbie poured a goblet full and brought it to me. “We only have one drink with the evening meal, just like the rules say, sire.”

“I’m sure Will is upholding all our company’s standards.”

Bryan laughed. “He’s a devil for training and rules, that much I’ll tell you.” He sat on the edge of the table.

“Good man.” I winked at Will, and he puffed like a partridge.

“And you, Bryan. What role do you play here?”

“All around soldier, local scout, and I tend the horses.” He shrugged. “It’s a well-balanced team, sire. Each of us has a place.”

“I can see that.” I inhaled, enjoying the smell of our dinner as I eyed the rabbits. There were only three, one for each of the men. “I’m sorry for the sudden intrusion. If there’s not enough food, I can eat what’s in my saddlebag.”

“No, my lord. We can divvy up the rabbits among us,” Robbie said. “And I have some turnips I’ve boiled in a pot to add to it.”

“Good. I am hungry, and those rabbits smell quite good.”

Robbie grinned and nodded. “I was just about to prepare the meal. I’ll get to it, then.” And with that, he bustled about, rescuing the rabbits from the fire and pulling together the meal.

“I’ll see to the final feeding.” Bryan shrugged on his cloak and went out the door before I could warn him about Horse. I probably should have gone after him, but my comfort overrode my concern.

For a moment, the setting, the warmth, and the general feeling of the post took me back to the many times I’d found myself in a similar place. In the company of men such as myself. Fighters, soldiers, mercenaries.

But as for my inclinations, I decided none of the three shared them.

I wasn’t looking for such a man. I’d found the one man I wanted above all others, and I’d run from him to this place.

I wasn’t sure if that made me brave or a coward. For now, I’d choose brave.

Robbie called us to the table, and we ate, sharing the bowls of turnips and the rabbit, a loaf of good bread, and cold water, melted from the snow. Not much talk, except some good-humored bantering between the men, so I ate in peace, gathering my questions for the report.

After the table had been cleared, Robbie sat, and they looked to me to begin.

I rapped on the table. “Now, the last report we had from you a month ago was that all was well. No sightings of Weathers’s men, no reported mischief or thievery.” Will gave me a nod. “Is it still so?”

“Aye.” Bryan added, “With the holy season upon us, it’s been quiet. Everyone preparing for the winter and the holidays. There’s been some movement on the road, but mostly local folks.”

“Good. With the snow and the cold, this would be a bad time to launch an attack.”

Bryan grinned. “Aye, I doubt even Weathers could convince his men to attempt to cross the river. It’s half frozen and the ice that’s there is treacherous.”

“Good. Now, give me your report, Will.” I leaned forward, hands clasped, and listened as the old soldier spoke. All good news, and I was glad for it.

He finished and exhaled.

Robbie yawned, and Bryan’s eyelids fought to stay open. The hour had grown late, and I’d forgotten that out here, it would be early to bed and up at dawn for these men.

I stood. “Now, if you’ll give me a blanket, I’ll find a warm spot on the floor. I’d like to leave early enough to make it to the next station before noon tomorrow.”

“Sire, take my bed.” Robbie pointed to the last of the cots. “It’s farther from the fire, but that’s only because I’m the youngest in age and rank.”

“No. I’ll not put you out. I’m not so old or so high in rank to require a proper bed. The floor is fine. I’ve slept on colder, harder ground than this, not so long ago.” That was indeed true, but it’d been a longer time than I let on.

“Then, if you insist, I’ll lay down several quilts to soften it.” He moved away to prepare my makeshift bed.

As the men readied for bed, pulling off each other’s boots and undressing, I couldn’t help but notice their easy camaraderie. The match between them worked well, and I only hoped I’d find the same in the other two posts.

I settled into my blankets, pulled the covers over me, and fell asleep thinking I needed to make this trip more often, to check on the men and make any adjustments that proved necessary.

Then I thought that might fall to someone else, if on my return, I found Duncan still housed at Marden and the door to my lover locked.


Chapter Nine

Dawn came, and I broke my fast with the men. It was Bryan’s turn to patrol, so he left before I did, but I was soon behind him. I’d come out to the stable and found he’d already saddled Horse, so I tied on my saddlebags, now filled with bread, dried meat, and a few apples from their stores, all pushed on me by Robbie.

Well fed and tended, with a wave good-bye to Will and Robbie, I turned Horse down the road to the next station. The skies looked clear, but I could smell the snow in the air.

If the weather changed, I wondered if I’d make the last post. Perhaps the dead of winter hadn’t been the best time to inspect the posts, but for me the visit had been necessary. For both me and Logan. I needed the distance of miles between us to begin to see clearly. He, to think of my parting words.

I’d been stupid to run. I should have stayed, forced Logan to speak to me, and had his decision then and there. On the other hand, I’d been so angry there was no telling what I might have done.

By the time I reached the next outpost, the skies had turned, and snow threatened. I decided to get their report, eat the noon meal, and head back to Marden, forgoing the last outpost.

As the little cluster of buildings came into sight, my heart felt lighter. With luck, I’d find the men and the conditions well here also.

But as I drew closer, no one met me. Was there no man watching the road? No one on guard? This didn’t bode well for my plan of heading back to the castle.

I came to the post, and still no one greeted me. A bad sign. Had something happened to the men? Smoke curled from the chimney, so there was life inside. I dismounted, tied Horse to the post, and went to the door.

Before I could knock, the door flew open, and a large, black-haired man holding a sword greeted me. “Hold, who goes?” I didn’t recognize him.

“Drake, master of arms of Marden. And you are?”

“Oh, sire. Pardon. Come in, please.” He backed away, lowering his sword. “Michael has spoken of you, and I can see his tales are true.” He stared at the scar on my face. Although he was a big man, I stood taller.

“Where is Michael?” I’d appointed him the lead for this post, and he’d been an experienced soldier. “Are you the local recruit?”

“Aye, I am. Thomas, I’m called. Michael’s ill, my lord.” He pointed to a cot at the back of the room where a man kneeled. On the cot, Michael lay stretched out, a blanket over him.

“What’s wrong?” I strode over to him as the other man looked up at me.

“It’s a fever, sire. He’s had it for two days now.” The worry on his face gave me pause.

“Have either of you had it?” Usually fevers spread, and if they’d had it and survived, it might tell a better story for Michael. He was a strong man in good health.

“I had it, just last week. It lasted for a few days, then broke.” Thomas shrugged.

“I’m sure he’ll be better by tomorrow,” the man tending Michael said.

“I’ve forgotten your name, soldier.”

“I’m called Morris, after my father.” He ducked his head. “I suppose I’ll be next.” He chuckled. “Will you tend me, Thomas?”

Thomas blushed. “Of course.” I looked from Thomas to Morris and caught their locked gazes. Well. Then they turned from each other, faces flushing red.

“Thomas, can I speak with you?” I walked to the hearth as he followed.

“Aye, sire?” Thomas kept one eye on the cot.

“What do you think? Will he pull through?”

“I think so. Michael’s a robust man. I can’t see this bringing him down.” Still he looked worried.

“Did Morris take good care of you when you fell ill?”

“Indeed, he did. He has some ways with herbs, and the potion he brewed worked well on me. But it doesn’t seem to be working for Michael.” Worry etched lines in his face.

“I can’t spend much time here, Thomas. But if Michael doesn’t pull through, send word to let us at Marden know. I’ll send another man to take his place.”

At this, Thomas looked stricken, the color draining from his face. “Oh, no, don’t speak of that!” He shook his head. “Michael will survive this, I’m sure of it.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know how close men can become stationed together. You rely on each other. Bonds form.”

He nodded, but didn’t speak.

“I care not how deep those bonds go, Thomas.” I stared into his eyes.

With a swipe of his tongue across his lips, he nodded. “Thank you, my lord.”

“Now, I won’t tarry. Send word about Michael’s condition, but for all your sakes, I wish Michael good health and a fast recovery.”

“Thank you.” He nodded. “Morris, Drake is leaving. He’s left instructions for me. I’ll speak of them later.”

“I know this is hard, but don’t leave the road unguarded during the day. There’s still two of you, and one can be spared.” I didn’t want to chastise them, but their duty was to keep the road patrolled.

“I’d been out this morning, sire. I just came inside to eat. I’ll be going back out as soon as I’m finished,” Thomas answered. “Tomorrow I’ll take my meal with me and eat on patrol.”

“Good man.” I gave them a salute, then let myself out. I untied Horse, swung up, and checked the sky.

There would be snow falling before night.

“Back to Marden, Horse!” I kicked him hard, and he broke into an easy canter back down the road that led to home and the man and the family I had left behind.

»»•««

I returned to the first outpost just after sunset, and the first flakes had fallen, dusting my shoulders and head. The faint light illuminated the windows of the station and even in the growing darkness I could see the smoke rising above the building.

No one greeted me, but their patrols would have ended at sunset. I put Horse in the stable, wiped him down with some straw, and left him munching fresh hay. As I made my way to the station, the door opened, and Will stepped out, crossbow in his hands.

“Who goes there?” he called out, peering into the darkness.

“It’s Drake, on my return trip, and I’m chilled to the bone.”

“Drake! Welcome back!” He stepped aside, lowering his weapon. “Come inside where it’s warm, sire.”

He turned and yelled over his shoulder, “Drake’s returned. Robbie, put another bird on the fire.”

I let my eyes adjust to the light of the room and found Robbie at the hearth and Bryan at the table, peeling turnips. My stomach rumbled at the thought of Robbie’s good food.

“I hate to bother you, but I’m trying to get back to Marden Castle before the heavy snows fall.” I took off my cloak and hung it up.

Robbie grinned at me. “I had planned on cooking an extra and saving it for you when you passed back this way.” He worked at the spit and then stood. “Bryan, peel another two turnips.”

We sat at the table and talked about my discovery of illness at the farther outpost.

“I know Michael well, sire. I served with him at Marden. He’s a strong man, he’ll pull through.” Will gave me a warm smile meant to comfort.

“I’m sure you’re right. However, I told them to send a message to let me know his condition.”

“I understand.” Will knew what my words meant. Whether Michael lived or died, I’d need to know and take action.

I sat by the fire until dinner was ready, then moved to the table with the others. We talked of small matters as we ate our dinner and then turned in. I asked Robbie for the blankets, and this time, made my own bed.

I prayed that in the morning, I would find only a light snowfall and nothing that would keep me from my destination. A knot of worry tightened in my chest as I thought of a delay in returning home.

There were only a few days left of the holiday, and I knew Joss would be worrying about me as I worried about him when he was out of my sight, even at the castle. Now, miles away, my worry turned to thoughts of horrible accidents without me there to keep him safe. Falls down stairs, slipping on ice, getting too close to the kitchens’ ovens.

Of Logan, I tried not to think at all. Only dark thoughts and doubts lay there, followed closely by thoughts that stiffened my cock and made me ache for his arms around me, and my lips on his.

Tonight, the floor seemed harder than it had ever felt before, and I longed for my soft bed and Logan’s body next to mine. The ache in my joints filled me with restlessness, unable to relax and find comfort in sleep.

Would I ever feel such contentment again?

»»•««

In the morn, my entire body ached, not from need but from the damned floor. It had been warm enough, but despite the blankets, I had found little cushion to ease my bones.

I rolled to my side to work out the tightness in my back, then sat up with a quiet groan. Already the others stirred and dressed for the day. Bryan went out to tend the horses and saddle my steed.

Robbie prepared the morn meal, and I caught him once again trying to stuff food into my still-full saddlebags.

“Hold, young Robbie!” I cried. “I haven’t eaten what you gave me before. Any more and that bag will either burst at the seams or spill over the top.”

“Sorry, my lord.” He shrugged. “My mum always told me never to let a man of worth wait for his meal.”

“I am no such man, but I thank you all the same.” I had a long day ahead of me, and the trek to Marden would take all of it. I waved him off and gathered up my bag.

“Godspeed, sire.” He relented at last and held his arm out to me. We clasped and let go, and I made for the door.

Will opened it for me. “Safe journey, my lord.”

“Much thanks, Will.” With that, I nodded, he shut the door, and I went to the stable to get my mount. Around me a light blanket of snow lay on the ground, and I thanked God it had not been heavier.

Horse waited for me, saddled and looking well. I led him out, closed the door, and mounted. Without much urging, he trotted out of the post’s foreyard and onto the road.

At last, we were on our way home to Marden.

My heart lifted as I gathered my cloak around me to fend off the bitter cold and turned up the large collar to shield as much of my face and head as I could. My fingers and toes would have to suffer the cold through the leather that shielded them.

I rode on, until my belly’s talking told me it must be near noon. The snow and gray clouds blocked the sun’s warmth, and all around me the snow steadily fell, piling up on the road, rocks, and trees. Thank God, no wind drove the flakes to add to the misery.

It might have been only in my mind, but I shivered and swore the day grew colder, not warmer, and I searched for the small village where I’d taken a meal. Even Horse had slowed, and his trot had become a fast walk as he made his way through the small drifts of snow.

Just as I had decided my judgment of the time was not correct, the village appeared, like a specter rising out of the mist. I reined Horse to a stop at the inn, dismounted, and rushed inside.

I made my way to the hearth as I ordered a hot mulled wine and pulled off my gloves. Holding my trembling hands to the fire’s warmth, I glanced around the small room.

It looked to me as if the men who had been there before still sat at the tables, as if time had frozen them there. Perhaps the weather had, or the effects of the drink.

I gave them a nod and turned back to the fire. The barkeep brought my wine. I paid him and drank, letting the heated, spiced mixture warm my body from the inside. My belly rumbled, but I had food in my saddlebag. Shame to pay for more, I decided. I’d take something from the bag and eat as I rode the final leg.

Now that I had warmed my body, I could think of other matters. I located the privy and used it, then bought another wine. I stood at the counter and drank it down, feeling its potency flush through my body. Perhaps it would keep me warm for a little while longer.

I braved the door, swung up on Horse, and without my guidance he turned his head to home.

I rode the last of the journey covered in a fine coating of snow. The wine I’d taken at the inn still heated my body, lasting far longer than it should have. With every mile my body seemed to grow hotter, trying to trick me into loosening my cloak and letting in the chill of the air.

As the countryside grew familiar, my heart filled with eagerness at returning home.

Despite what waited me there, good or bad, I would have my son, Joss, and that meant more to me than I had ever realized. His love for me would be a constant, I assured myself.

Even if I had to drag him from Marden, the only place he’d ever called home and away from the only family he’d ever known.


Chapter Ten

Night had fallen miles ago, and the wind now whipped around my head. Snow flurries danced past in my line of sight, then faded in the darkness. We’d passed through the town of Marden, locked down against the cold. Horse plodded, head down, toward the castle.

My body danced between burning heat and freezing cold, my teeth chattered either way, and I cursed my decision to make this journey. I wasn’t a rash man, yet I’d flown from Logan without giving it as much thought as I would have in saner circumstances.

And now here I was, half frozen and half on fire, somewhere on the road. I knew I was on the road because I could still see the walls of the fields guiding us to the castle.

In the distance, a faint light shone. It rode high above the road. A star perhaps? I blinked and wiped the snow from my eyelashes where it clung. No, not high enough in the sky for a star.

Horse kept moving, and as long as I could stay in the saddle, we’d be fine. We’d make the keep. Without knowing, I’d set my sights on that pale light and headed for it.

In the near distance, a large dark shape stood out like a mountain under the light.

Marden Castle.

Home.

“Almost there, boy.” I patted Horse, and he gave me a soft whinny.

I squinted into the darkness. The light burned at the top of the castle’s wall, over the gate. At first, I thought it a vision. We never burned such a beacon. Not as long as I’d been there.

Horse came to the end of the road. The gates were shut tight as per my standing orders. I looked up, ready to call out to the guard.

A figure moved next to the light.

“Drake?” Logan’s voice called down to me. “Is it really you?”

“Logan!” I cried out, praying the wind hadn’t stolen my voice from me. “Open the gate!”

Nothing happened. I sat on Horse as he shifted from hoof to hoof, ready to be in his warm stall. Would I have to get off and knock on the wooden gate for entry? Would my legs even support me? Would the guards even hear me?

I shivered, pulled my cloak tighter, and gathered my breath to yell again, and the icy cold air froze my lungs.

“Logan! Open the gate!” I coughed, barely getting the words out.

A long sliver of light appeared as the gate opened. I don’t think I’d ever been so relieved in all my life. Without having to give Horse a kick, he moved forward. We passed under the lintel and into the protected bailey. The gates closed behind me, and the biting wind lessened.

Logan, Peter, and two armsmen holding torches waited for me. Horse came to a stop, and Logan pulled me, shivering, coughing, and chattering, from the saddle. The men took Horse and led him away. It was a testimony to how cold and tired he was that he went without trying to bite one of them.

“Come, Peter, help me get Drake into the keep.” Logan wrapped his arm around my waist, and Peter took my arm, slinging it over his shoulder.

They half carried, half dragged me inside. I couldn’t feel my feet to walk, or my hands at all. But the minute we entered the great hall, the warmth hit me, and I sighed.

“I’m home,” I muttered and felt Logan’s arm tighten.

“Fool,” he whispered in my ear.

Before I could think, they’d placed me in my chair at the great hearth, my boots, cloak, and vest removed, and a warm blanket wrapped around me. Someone shoved a goblet of mulled wine in my hands and helped me to steady it enough to drink. I gulped a mouthful down, choked, but kept it from coming up.

“Fool,” he said this time, only louder.

“Aye.” I nodded. It was a kinder word than I deserved. I closed my eyes and felt the pull of exhaustion, and again a fire raged inside me. I threw off the blanket to find relief.

“Da!” A shout roused me.

“Joss!” I sat up and gave away the wine, just in time. Joss flung himself into my arms, and I crushed him to me.

“Son.” I kissed his head and ruffled his hair. “I’m back.”

“I was so scared, Da. I thought you’d never come back for me.” His quiet sobs broke my heart. Fool was too kind a word.

“I will always come back for you.” I put him from me and smiled at him. “Did you behave while I was gone?”

“Aye.” He nodded.

“Good. Give me a kiss, then go up to bed. It’s late, I think.” I gave him another hug and set him free. Reluctantly, he went upstairs, only looking back at me a few times.

I slumped back in the chair. “Whose idea was the beacon?”

“Logan’s, my lord.” Peter grinned at me. “He’s had it burning from dusk to dawn since it began snowing.”

I turned at last to my lover to search his face for the answer to the question that had burned in my heart for many days now.

“Duncan is gone. The door unlocked.” His green eyes grew wet. “I never meant to hurt you.” His hand touched mine, and for a brief moment, we held on to each other.

His words nearly broke me, and I had to steady myself to keep from falling into his arms and bawling like a newborn babe. He’d chosen me. He still loved me.

I still belonged to him.

I let him go. “Peter, I have reports from the outposts I need to share with you, but it can wait until tomorrow. And an errand to run also.” I’d have to send Peter to pick up the ring for Logan.

“Aye, Drake.” Peter nodded.

My feet and fingers thawed, tingled, and eventually grew warm. I stretched them out, moving them to see if I could. All seemed well. I’d seen men lose toes and fingers from the cold, but it seemed as if I’d survive without taking any damage.

“Can you manage the stairs? If not, I can have a cot brought down to the fire.” Logan asked.

“The stairs and my bed, even if you have to carry me up.” I tried to stand, but Logan again slipped his arm around me, waved Peter away, and led me to the stairs. Together, we made our way up them. Slow going, but there was no urgency now.

I was warm and dry and home. And my duke still loved me.

Logan opened the door to my room, led me inside, and then shut it behind him.

To the right, the door between our bed chambers stood open.

“It’s been that way since the day after you left.” Logan helped me to the bed, and I sat on it, steadying myself on the edge. A fire burned in my fireplace, and something told me Logan had kept it burning also, ready for my return.

With sure hands, Logan undressed me. “Drake, you’re overly hot.” He pushed me back under the quilts and covered me.

“One of the men at the far outpost had a fever.” I didn’t want to admit this chill and flush might be the same, but I could deny it no longer.

“A fever?” Logan’s face twisted, and for a moment I saw the fear in his eyes. Then I cursed myself for forgetting that his good wife had died of a fever, leaving him and Tomas alone.

“It’s nothing. I’m sure it’s not the same.” My words fell on deaf ears; Logan would have none of it.

“It may not, but it may be. In any case, I think we should use our healer’s remedy.” He went to his room and returned in short time with a basin of cool water and a cloth, and the scent of herbs filled the air.

I didn’t refuse him. I hadn’t the heart to remind him it hadn’t worked for his wife, so I lay back and kept silent.

He passed the chilled cloth over my naked chest, legs, belly, repeating it for a long time. Then he rolled me over and ran it across my back, over my buttocks, and down to my feet. I melted into the bed as his tender ministrations brought relief to my flesh, and with just those touches the heat fled my body, leaving me breathing easy and my body relaxed.

“Better?” Logan asked as he dipped the cloth into the basin and twisted the water out to give my body a final swipe. His body and face still held his worry for me.

“Whatever was in that remedy, it worked. I feel much improved. Perhaps it was merely the cold.” I smiled at him.

“Are you sure?” He put the cloth and bowl away and returned to the edge of the bed.

“Aye. On the road, I didn’t think I’d ever get warm again.” I rolled over, reached up, and touched his cheek. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

He took my hand in his and kissed the palm. “Fool.” He smiled as he tucked my arm under the covers. “I’ll be in shortly. Tonight, we warm your bed.”

“And Duncan?” I had to know.

“He finished what he’d come for and left the day after you did.” Logan waited for my next question.

“Did you and he…?” It was weak of me to ask, but right now, I needed assurance.

“Never.” He shook his head.

With a sigh, I fell back against the pillows, my body melting into the soft mattress. It didn’t explain what Logan had brought Duncan here for, but for now, it was good enough.

He went to his room to undress. When he returned, he wore only his sleeping gown. His long blond hair hung loose about his shoulders, just as I loved it. Just as he’d promised me he’d always wear it for me.

“I know the question rattling around in your head, my lord.” Logan grinned. “Why did I send for Duncan?” He came to his side of the bed and sat down.

“Indeed. It had occurred to me.”

Logan shook his head. “This was all my fault. I’d been thinking for a long time about the gift I’d give you this Epiphany, and I’d heard of the men of the north and their talent for body markings.”

“Body markings?” I’d never heard much about Highland men, except they were fierce warriors.

“Aye. They mark their bodies with blue dyes, drawing pictures, mystical symbols, and words. It’s a long and painful process.”

“Is it now?” I reached out and pulled loose the strings of his gown.

“It is. Trust me.” Logan grimaced. “So, I sent for Duncan to do just that. Mark my skin.”

I frowned. This wasn’t making any sense. “How is marking your skin a gift to me?”

“I’d best show you.” Logan sighed, stood, and pulled his gown over his head, shaking loose all his golden tresses. The sight took my breath away, his beauty was so great. He sat again and leaned forward. “See. On my chest. Over my heart.”

I stared at the blue image spanning one side of his chest, above his nipple.

“It’s a bird.” A great, regal-looking bird, wings spread as if preparing to take flight, its long neck arched.

“A swan. A drake, to be exact.” Logan looked into my eyes. “I’ve marked my body for you, Drake. I’m yours. Forever.”

My mouth opened, but once again, he’d managed to steal my words from me.

“It’s”—I swallowed—“the best gift I’ve ever received.” I touched it with my finger.

Logan winced. “It’s still sore.”

“How do they do it?”

“With a needle dipped in ink, and much pain. It took him nearly five days to do this. I could only stand it for a brief time each day. It is why I had to close the door and keep you out. I knew if it stayed open, I’d weaken with desire for you, you would see the design before he finished it, and spoil the present.”

“It’s truly beautiful. I can see the feathers.” I leaned closer to get a better view. “And its eye. Remarkable.”

“He did his best work for us, he said. For lovers, he said, he took his time, made the drawing perfect, and put a bit of his soul into it.”

“Is that what he said?” Damn that Duncan. I’d been so distrustful, so near killing him and worried that he might betray us. I owed him much, including an apology.

“It is. He also enjoyed letting you think there was more than what we were doing going on between us.”

“But you knew that?” I frowned.

“No, not how he tormented you. Not until you’d left. When I told him about it, he apologized to me for his foolish behavior. He never meant to tear us apart.” Logan crawled under the covers and rolled over to me.

I tucked him under my arm as he placed his legs over mine. Entwined, we kissed, our lips touching with such tenderness my heart filled to bursting. My body responded to my lover’s caresses as he ran his hands over me.

I gave a feeble attempt to take control, but he’d have none of it. He pushed me down and rolled on top of me.

“Whose bed do we lie in?”

“Mine, Your Grace.”

“And when we’re in this bed, who is the taker?”

“You are, Your Grace.”

“Indeed. It is my wish that you lie back, relax, and let me take care of you.” He grinned at me as he teased my nipple with his fingers. “Roll over.”

I did, and he settled over me astride my lower back. His hands began their wonderful work, kneading my tired, cold, tight muscles. I groaned as he found knots and untied them with his fingers.

“If I’d known you could do this months ago, I’d have employed you sooner,” I mumbled.

“It would only have spoiled you.” His soft chuckle vibrated through me, sinking me more into a state of relaxation.

I kept my mouth closed and let him work in silence. My shoulders and neck, my sides. He shifted lower and rubbed my flanks and ass, then climbed off me and worked on my thighs, calves, and at last, like manna from heaven, my feet.

My body heated as he pushed and prodded the cold from my blood and flesh, sending a tingling throughout me that had my cock awake and yearning for his touch.

At last, he returned to my bottom, and kneeling between my legs as I made room for him, he caressed me. Teasing, he slid his fingers into the valley and brushed the entrance to my tunnel. I tried to push into it, to make his touch harder, firmer, against my hole.

My cock ached with need and leaked a small pool beneath me. “Logan,” I moaned. “I need you. It’s been so long.”

“Aye, it has. And I have been without my Drake.” He leaned down and kissed the small of my back, working his way over one cheek, then another.

When he parted my globes and his finger pressed against me, I was more than ready to be taken.

“Love, now.” I tried to get to my hands and knees, to prepare myself for him, but a strong hand on my back held me down.

“Stay. Let me cover you.” He reached for the oil on the bed’s side table and poured it over his hand. Warm, silky fingers touched me. A fingertip breached me.

I groaned. “Aye, please.” It had been so long since he’d taken me, even before he’d locked me out. And as much as I love fucking him, I love being fucked by my duke. I’d never tell him how much I loved it, or that I wished he’d come to my room more often, but perhaps I should have, because he always made me feel so good when he did.

His finger dipped and caressed me inside, yet he avoided hitting the spot that drove men wild.

“Logan, have a heart.” I wanted him to do it, wanted him to make me cry out his name as I spilled.

“Drake, have my cock.” He pressed the head of his rod into me, and I pushed back, letting him slide inside as he stretched out over me.

The weight and warmth of him on my back felt like a blanket had been tossed over me, giving me comfort, security, but generating a desire inside me that had to be fulfilled.

He held still as a hidden fawn until I’d made his cock a home, then with a nod of my head, he withdrew, slow and steady and so painstakingly sweet, I nearly cried. My emotional homecoming had nearly been my undoing, and I swore I’d never break in front of Logan.

Although, he’d broken in front of me, when his son had been kidnapped and I returned the boy to him. But a father’s love, expressed in anger and tears, was not the same as the emotion he pulled from me this night.

His love, knowing he loved me, and that he’d marked his body with my namesake, brought me low. He had always bested me when it came to shows of love and affection. I’d lived a hard life, with little love ever shown to me by my family, so when love came to me, I hadn’t recognized it until it was too late and Ansel lay dead in my arms on a battlefield.

Thank God, I’d seen it again in Logan’s green eyes and knew it for what it was—his love for me.

He took his time, as if we had the entire night to make love, his body laid over mine, the friction between us soon replaced with the slickness of our sweat. The slow snap of his hips as he thrust into me, each of his movements bringing me closer to my end, rocked my body against the linens.

When he reached out, entwined his fingers with mine and then laid his head against the back of my neck, I shuddered from the sheer beauty of it. From the love I felt flowing from him into me.

He shifted and stroked over my spot, and my cock throbbed. My sac drew tight, and I knew with a few more, he’d take me over the edge. Slow and sure, his perfectly placed thrusts pushed me closer, small sweet nudges, as he took his time and drove me to the point of insanity.

No hard ride was this, but one of such loving and tenderness, I broke.

“Logan, God, I love you so much.” I wept, my face buried in the pillow, my fingers clenching his, never to let him go, my ass receiving what he gave me.

“Drake, you are mine. I claim you. I wear you on my heart, now and forever. When I die, you will be with me always.” He kissed my cheek, licked my scar, and then bit my shoulder.

More than I could stand against, I erupted against the linens, my body shuddered, tense and taut, until I lay empty. Logan kissed me again, rode me for another few strokes, and groaned.

“Drake!” He filled my channel with his warm seed, his body frozen as if wrapped in ice. He collapsed and gathered his arms around me, our hands still tightly woven together.

We slept until dawn, he half on, half off me, and I beneath him.

As much as I thought myself in control, Logan was my master in all things. The master of my body, my heart, and my soul.

I might have been master of arms of Marden, but he was master of Drake, the man.


Chapter Eleven

The next morning I met with Peter, gave him the report on the outposts, and a small purse with the money owed the blacksmith. We discussed a possible replacement for Michael, should he fail to recover from the fever. The man would have to be carefully chosen, to work with the other two men and understand the bonds between them. No easy task.

For now, we left it alone, praying for a return to full health.

Afterward, I went to the stables to check on Horse. He nickered at me when he heard my voice. He looked well and even tried to bite one of the stable boys, so he must have recovered.

As for myself, the hardest part was forcing myself to go outside and face the cold. I’d just warmed, and to return to the chilling air gave me pause. But I gathered my cloak and stepped out of the door, crossed the bailey to the stables, and ducked inside before I let my mind talk me out of it.

It wasn’t so bad, if only for the brief time it took to cross from building to building, but even such short exposure had me longing for the fire and a cup of mulled wine.

After our noon meal, I spent the rest of the day giving in to my weakness, feet stretched out, a goblet in my hand, with my duke by my side. Around the hall, the servants prepared for the night’s feast.

Only a few days left of the season, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over. From the look on Logan’s face, he too seemed ready for it to end. Unlike him, there was no absolute need for me to attend.

“I’m tempted to beg off for tonight, my duke.”

“Oh no, my lord. You must attend me. For too long you have been missed at my table.” He grinned at me.

“It’s not like I have any role to play.” I shrugged, still trying to wiggle free, like a rabbit caught in a trap.

“Your role is to sit by my side.” He shook his head. “I’ll have nothing less than my master of arms sitting beside me.”

I sighed. “If you insist.”

“I do.”

“Then I will attend.”

“Joss will enjoy it also.” He nodded.

“Had he not come to the feast while I was away?” Again, guilt rolled up into a ball in my gut.

“He did and sat next to Tomas. Brave boy, he tried so hard not to look sad. But your absence had all of us out of the spirit of the holidays.” He glanced at me with a half smile, meant to encourage me, no doubt. It only made my heart ache.

“I’m sorry. Truly I am.” I could only hang my head at the knowledge of what grief my foolishness had caused.

There was a long silence.

“Why did you run?” Logan whispered, still staring into the fire.

I struggled to put my feelings into words that would make sane my actions. “I think if I had stayed, things would have become very bad. The thought of you…replacing me.” I shrugged. “It was too great for me to bear without bringing my blood to a boil.”

He stared at me, his brow furrowed.

“I was spoiling for a fight, Your Grace. I had no wish to spill anyone’s blood. Not even Duncan’s and especially not—” I halted before I said the words.

“Mine.” Logan nodded. “Then it was best you left and took the time to cool down.”

“Aye. My thoughts. But freezing half to death wasn’t what I had in mind.” I chuckled.

“Know this, master of arms.” Logan stood. “You are not replaceable. No one could take your place. Not here, not here.” He pounded his fist on his chest, over the blue marking.

“Thank you, Your Grace.” I nodded. “Where away?”

“I promised Tomas I’d play with him this afternoon. We haven’t had much time alone since you’ve been gone.”

“Why not?” I didn’t know why my absence would make it so.

“He’s been staying with Joss. He says to keep Joss from being so sad all the time.” Logan gave me a smile, his green eyes twinkling. “They are so good for each other, are they not?”

“Aye. Brothers in all but blood.”

“As you well know, blood ties are not the strongest.”

“No, they’re not. It’s the bindings the heart makes that hold the longest and the best.”

He gave me a nod and left. I watched my lover stride across the great hall and up the stairs to his son.

I pushed out of my chair. I had my own son to find and play with this afternoon. Taking the stairs two at a time, I followed where my heart led.

»»•««

At the feast, Joss and I sat next to each other, talking and taking note of the nobles gathered. He marveled at their finery, and I decided come spring to have new clothes made for him. Something more than rough linens and wools. Perhaps a pair of leather riding breeches and a vest he could wear when he rode his new pony.

Tomorrow night, on the last night of Epiphany, I’d give him the gelding. I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face.

“I can’t wait to give Tomas his gift tomorrow,” he leaned over and told me, lowering his voice so Tomas couldn’t hear, although music and noise filling the hall made that impossible.

“And I’ll wager he can’t wait to give you yours.” I laughed.

“Did you get the duke a gift?” he asked, casting his gaze on Logan, then darting back to hide from him.

“Aye. I did.”

“Where is it? Can I see it?” His eyes widened.

“Nay, lad. It’s hidden. You’ll see it tomorrow night, just like he will.”

“Psht.” He blew out his breath and frowned. Then I saw an idea cross his face as his eyes widened again. “What do you think the duke will give you?”

Joss didn’t know, but Logan had given me the greatest gift possible; however, it was one I couldn’t share. Not even with my son.

“I need nothing from him.” But again, I wondered if Logan had gotten me a gift, for appearance’s sake. Probably the boots he’d been going on about this winter. A fine gift, and I couldn’t deny they were needed.

“But Da, won’t he give you something tonight?”

“Tonight? Why tonight?”

“So everyone can see he holds you in high esteem, just like he’s showing everyone else here.” Joss waved his arm at the tables below us.

“Well…” I had no idea what to say to that. Logan took this opportunity to show his pleasure and displeasure of his nobles. Of his household, I thought it would be tomorrow night.

At that moment, Logan stood, raised his goblet of wassail, and toasted the night, the holiday, and everyone gathered here. We all raised our cups and drank to his good health. He sat, and called the first man forward.

This was the part of the evening that dragged me under, causing my eyelids to weigh so heavy I could barely keep them open. I put my chin on my fist and leaned on my elbow, the better to doze by. Someone would wake me if I were needed.

Logan’s voice droned on as he called name after name, until I no longer listened.

“Da!” Joss’s voice woke me. “The duke has presented a great gift to his steward.”

I cleared my vision by rubbing my eyes, and just caught the steward as he returned to his seat at our table.

“Master of Horses!” Logan’s voice rang out and our stable master rose, went to the front of the table and kneeled to receive his gift.

Logan placed a fine riding crop, the end done in bright silver, with Logan’s crest engraved on it. Truly a magnificent gift.

“Your Grace!” The man got to his feet, picked it up, and studied it. “I’ve never seen anything so fine.”

“Da, he’s giving his gifts now!” Joss whispered as he tugged on my sleeve. “I’ll bet you’re next.”

“Shhh.” I silenced him. Would I be next? I leaned back in my chair to scout the gifts laid out on a small table behind Logan. No boots. “Not tonight, son.”

“But if he doesn’t give you something, everyone will think he doesn’t like you.” Joss’s voice rose in anguish. I put my arm around him and pulled him to me.

“But we both know that’s not true.”

“But they don’t know. They don’t know.” Joss’s eyes filled with tears, so worried he was about what it would look like to everyone else. I hadn’t thought of it that way and certainly not from the eyes of a child without understanding of the bond between Logan and me.

Logan called for his head cook, and presented him with a fine carving blade.

Logan called for Peter, and gave him a fine new short sword and thanked him for his service.

Joss tugged on my vest. “You’re next! I just know it.”

I glanced at the table. It stood empty, the gifts all given out. I hadn’t the heart to repeat to Joss there would be no gift from Logan tonight.

“Master of Arms!” Logan’s voice rang out.

Joss squealed and pulled on my arm harder. “See!” he whispered.

I turned and looked at Logan. He waited for me to present myself. Slowly I pushed my chair back and got to my feet as my mind ran through countless possibilities, and came up with nothing.

What could Logan give me that he hadn’t already given me, and that we could share with those gathered?

I came around to the front of the table and fell to one knee, head bowed. I had no idea what Logan had planned but knew I would learn of it shortly.

“Of all the gifts I give tonight, this one pleases me the most,” Logan began. “Drake has been my most treasured man. He saved my son from death, and he’s guarded these lands as if they were his own.”

I glanced up at him to gain some understanding, but he only smiled at me. Looking quite pleased, in truth. What could this be?

“So to honor him and to show to one and all his importance to me and to this land, I bestow on him the title of Lord Drake of Marden, and give him the lands laid out in this letter.” He pulled a rolled parchment from his vest and held it out to me.

I stared up at him, mouth open, unable to speak or understand what he’d done.

“You? Me?” I stammered. He’d done the unthinkable, the unexpected, the unbelievable, and given me my title back. The one I’d so rashly given away as a youth.

“You cannot refuse, Lord Drake.” His eyes glittered with humor at my predicament. He knew how I hated being called Lord and had warned others away from using it. Now, it would be their duty to use the title.

Damn the man.

“Oh, Da!” Joss finally found his voice, and I looked up at his shining, tearstained face. “Oh, oh, oh!” He clapped his hands together.

If I turned this down, if I refused this, it would crush Joss.

My gaze darted to Logan. He glanced at Joss and held out the parchment again.

“Take it, fool,” he whispered, this time his gaze begging me.

“For the boy’s sake,” I whispered back as I stepped forward to take it from him and claim my new title and my lands.

My title.

Good God, my lands. I had lands once again? And a title. How long had it been? A lifetime, at least.

I cleared my throat as the crowd waited. “Thank you, Your Grace. This is most unexpected and certainly undeserved. I am most humbled.” I bowed to him and stepped back.

Logan smiled and watched as I returned to my seat beside him.

He raised his goblet, as the servants passed among the crowd filling cups, goblets and tankards, then he gave the closing toast and bid everyone a good night, a merry Twelfth Night, and a blessed year.

They dispersed, and the great hall emptied. Tomas had fallen asleep in his chair, and Logan picked him up. “I’m off to put him to bed. Are you coming?” He cocked an eyebrow at me.

“Joss? It’s bedtime.” I held out my hand, and before my son took it, he rushed to Logan and threw his arms around his waist. Logan embraced him and pulled him close.

“Thank you, Logan!” He looked up. “I knew my da was your favorite, and now everyone knows it also!”

Logan’s gaze met mine. “I’m glad they know, Joss. I am proud to have your father’s love and respect. He’s a great man.”

“Aye, he is. And I know he loves and respects you also.” Joss looked back at me and winked. He let Logan go and came to me, holding out his hand for me to take.

I took it, then swung him up on my shoulders to ride my back. “Good God, you’re getting heavy!” I huffed and puffed, pretending to stagger under his weight.

Joss laughed and tugged at my hair to hold on. “Don’t fall! I’m not that big, Da!” Giggling, we climbed the stairs, with Logan carrying a sleeping Tomas, to the boys’ room and put our sons to bed.


Chapter Twelve

I undressed, but this night I wore nothing.

The door between our rooms had been shut but not locked.

Logan opened the door, naked also, and leaned in the doorway.

“Well, Lord Drake, which shall it be?” He grinned, and the corners of his eyes crinkled in the way that caused my heart to pound.

“What does Your Grace wish?” I sat in my chair, facing him. Both of our cocks stood rearing, moist with dewdrops.

“I wish to make love to my most favorite nobleman, my Lord Drake.”

I sighed. “Once again, you’ve bested me. Given me such a wondrous gift, one I can never match.”

“Are you angry with me?” Logan tilted his head, looking only a little sorry.

“No. Never.”

“Truly? I know how you felt about your title, but I took the risk.” He played with a tress of his long hair.

“It was well worth it, Your Grace, if only to see Joss’s face. He needed this, I believe. And in a way, I needed it also.” I stood and went to him, taking the lock from his hand. “You’ve restored me, Logan. Given me all I had lost. Family. Title. Lands.”

“Anything else?” He pulled the hair from me, and I let it slip through my fingers.

“The best gift of all. Your love.”

He cupped my face, his thumb brushing over my scar. “You are my most favored nobleman.” Then he leaned in and kissed me.

Soft, tender, filled with the love of a remarkable man, a man I was honored to have known, much less shared love with him.

He broke away and looked up at me from under his eyelashes.

“Your room tonight, I think.” I took him in my arms and walked him backward into his room, then kicked the door closed.

“Good. I’m in need of a good fucking, my lord.” He fell back on the bed and held out his arms for me to join him.

“And I am in the mood for giving you one. We are most fortunate.”

With those words, I climbed into bed and fell on him as I devoured his mouth with mine. My tongue found his, teased it, sucked it, pulled on it, until he moaned and writhed beneath me.

We rutted against each other, our bodies seeking complete contact, searching for fulfillment. Knowing we’d find it here in each other’s arms and in the beds we shared every night.

He bucked underneath me, begging, “Fuck me, Drake.”

I pushed up and looked down at him. The blue drake on his chest set my cock to throbbing, just to think of what he’d done for me.

I leaned down and kissed his chest, just there, on the marking. “Mine,” I said, between kisses. He moaned and carded his fingers through my hair.

“Yours.”

I worried his nipple with my teeth, earning gasps of pleasure from him.

“Now, please,” he begged.

I knew the moment his body surrendered to me when his legs fell open, and his hands fisted the linens. His back arched upward, and his cock slapped his belly.

I found the bottle of oil and coated my rod with it to ease the way, then with a gentle push, slipped inside him. He held me tight, his body a warm glove. The pleasure he gave me when we were like this never lessened, but grew with each taking.

“Drake,” he said as he touched my shoulder and nodded, letting me know I could proceed. I supported my body above his with my arms, so I could gaze down at his face as we made love.

Tonight, I wanted to take him hard and thoroughly, and the same desire glittered in his green eyes. His blond hair fanned out over the pillows, cascaded down his chest. God, he was a vision. The most beautiful man I’d ever seen, and that he was mine still shook me to my core.

I moved, dragging my rod in and out of him, giving him pleasure, if his cries and face told the truth to me. Soft sweet moans, gasps and words, shuttered eyes, smiles, and his expressive mouth let me know I pleased him.

I rode him like that, with his legs wrapped around my waist, his hands on my shoulders, for what seemed like forever. We were lost in each other’s gazes. The world narrowed down to him and me, and the bed we lay in. Only the light from the hearth illuminated the room, casting soft shadows on our lovemaking, giving it a dreamlike quality.

Our joining was so perfect, so complete in every way, that if I died at that moment, I would be a content man.

I have no idea how long we lasted, be it minutes or hours. I only know I held off as long as I could, taking him to the edge of pleasure, then spilling him over it as he cried out my name.

His first release shook him, gushing like a fountain over his belly, and he dipped his fingers in his warm seed and offered it to me to taste. I licked it off his fingers—bitter, and to me more delicious than any honeyed treat.

But I didn’t end it there. I could have, but I wanted so much more time with him like this, our bodies entwined, hearts beating for each other. I thrust on, angling to hit his sweet spot, and he groaned as his cock came back to life.

“Gods, Drake, you’re going to kill me.” He threw his head back as he let me take him over and over.

I moved his legs, catching them under his knees and pushing forward, holding them in the air, bending him so that his ass was perfectly positioned. Now I could rise up on my knees, put more behind my thrusts, and send him to heaven again, along with me.

“Touch yourself. I want to watch.” I ordered my duke. He took himself in hand and pumped, matching my thrusts. Every now and then, he’d reach down and pull on his sac, roll the plums in it together as he groaned in pleasure, then he’d return to stroking his rod.

When his second release hit, he shuddered, soundlessly, mouth open, head thrown back, and drenched his hand with his cream. Just the sight of him in the throes of his ecstasy sent me plummeting off the cliff I’d walked the edge of for so long.

“Logan, love!” I groaned, my sac tightened, and unable to stop it, I exploded, shooting my seed like an arrow from a crossbow, straight and sure, deep into my lover’s channel.

Complete, exhausted, and sated, we collapsed. I rolled off him and lay on my back, trying to catch my breath.

Logan chuckled weakly. “Gods.”

“It improves each time, does it not?”

“Indeed.”

I pulled him into my arms, and we kissed. “Thank you.”

“The pleasure was mine also, I assure you.” He grunted as he settled next to me, his head on my shoulder, his arm around my waist.

“For everything. For this, for Joss, for the title and lands.”

“I worried you’d refuse it.”

“For a moment, I almost did.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Joss. I wanted to give him more than I ever could. You. Giving me back a part of my life that had been stolen from me.”

Logan smiled, pulled me close, and kissed me. “Fool.”

“Aye, but I’m your fool.”

“My Drake, my fool, my lord, and my lover.”

We sighed in unison, then I rolled onto my side and pulled Logan to me, wrapping arms around the man I owed everything to and loved more than my own life.

“Tomorrow night is Twelfth Night.”

“Aye, it is. Do you have the gifts for the boys ready?”

“Aye, all the gifts are ready. Are yours?”

“Aye. The boys are about to burst with excitement.” Logan chuckled.

“What did you get for Tomas?” I wondered what gift Logan would give his son, the child who had everything his heart desired.

“The same thing I’m giving Joss.” The skin around his eyes crinkled with delight.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“Nay. You’ll have to wait, just like the boys.”

“Damn you, Your Grace.” I growled and kissed the back of his neck.

“Aye, my lord.” Logan sighed, sank back into my hold, and closed his eyes. “Sleep. Morn will come soon enough.”

I obeyed my duke.

»»•««

The next morn, the boys ran around the tables until Logan and I commanded them to halt, sit, and eat. They did, but their little bodies vibrated with excitement.

“I think you’ll get a pair of socks,” Tomas teased Joss. “With holes in them. Smelly, too.”

Joss laughed. “And you’ll get a bath. The washerwoman will scrub you hard with soap and rinse you with cold water.” He gathered his arms around himself and shivered.

“Now, boys, how did you find out what we’re giving you both?” Logan asked, winking at me across the table.

“I told you we should just hold to custom and have them beaten.” I jerked my head at them. “I know the priest will do the service for a small fee.”

At my words, the boys froze, eyes wide as color drained from their faces. The old custom of beating children at the holiday had almost ended, but a few rural places still practiced it, or at least that’s what the lads had been told by Logan when the nights grew long and they had stories in front of the fire.

“But, Da! You said you didn’t hold with that custom!” Tomas squealed.

Logan and I exchanged glances, and then Logan broke and burst into laughter, followed by me.

“Da!” Joss whined and frowned. “That’s not funny.” He shook his head. “Did you really get me a pair of socks?”

“And if I did?” I cocked my head at my boy.

“Then, I’m sure they’ll be the best socks ever. Soft wool, warm, and comfortable.” Joss’s smile warmed my heart. My son had never had much, and even now, a pair of socks would make him happy. “Did you?” He peeked from under his long lashes.

“Nay, I couldn’t fine socks large enough for your growing feet.” I shook my head.

Logan laughed. “Now, boys, enough. The gifts will be exchanged tonight. You’ll have to wait until then. Go off and play. Drake and I must discuss castle matters.”

And with that, the boys rose and raced across the hall, up the stairs, and to their rooms.

We looked at each other and then laughed again.

“I love our boys,” I said.

“Aye, I love them also,” Logan replied.

»»•««

Twelfth Night would be spent with just the family, sharing a meal and exchanging gifts. I came down the stairs, glad no one waited for me and that the hall stood empty.

Logan sat in his chair in front of the fire, feet stretched out to catch its warmth.

“Have the boys been through here?” I asked as I settled into my chair.

“Aye. Then up the stairs to get ready for the meal.”

“Good.” I leaned back and watched as a servant entered carrying a tray of food. “Looks like fowl.”

“Aye. I told the cook I couldn’t bear to eat pork one more night.” Logan waved his hand. “My belly hurt after last night’s meal.”

“It was very rich.” I nodded.

“Just plain sort tonight.”

“Good.”

Logan stood as the boys came clamoring down the stairs, sounding as if there were a herd of them, filling the hall, in my opinion, with the sweet sounds of happiness and family. Sounds I now equated with Logan, Tomas, and my son, Joss.

“Where are the gifts?” Tomas shouted.

“Can we open them now?” Joss cried out.

“There will be no peace until we do,” Logan warned. “I have no wish to spend my meal listening to them whine and beg like dogs for scraps at the table.”

“Fine with me.” I shrugged. “You first. We have to go…” I jerked my head toward the door to indicate outside.

Logan nodded, then clapped his hands. “So, young Master Joss and Master Tomas, if you’ll sit down here, I’ll bring your presents to you.” Logan gave them a bow, then went to the sideboard and pulled open the drawer.

He lifted out a dark, polished wooden box, as long as from his hip to the ground.

The boys gasped in awe of it, and I had to admit it looked a fine gift. But what the box held, I couldn’t guess. It looked familiar, though.

Logan brought the box to the boys and laid it on the table. “One box, but it holds two items.”

And in a flash of clarity, I knew what the box held. “I can’t believe you did it.”

Logan looked up at me. “Believe it.” He opened the clasps and removed the lid, exposing two matching swords, smaller than full-length, made, I realized, for a child. Or two children, to be exact.

“A sword!” Tomas screamed and jumped to his feet.

Joss sat on the floor, staring wide-eyed at them. He looked at me, and his eyes begged for permission. “Is it true, Da?”

“It’s Logan’s gift, not mine. And I will not be the one to tell you nay.” I smiled as Joss jumped to his feet and ran to the swords.

Logan let the boys touch them. “Only with Drake’s supervision can you use these, understand?”

They nodded their heads so hard I thought they might go flying off. “Well enough.”

“Now, would you boys like to exchange the gifts you got each other?” Logan asked.

Without a word, they rushed off to their fathers, who held the gifts in safekeeping. I pulled the toy, wrapped in a scrap of linen, from inside my vest and gave it to Joss as Logan did the same for Tomas.

The boys turned to each other. “Merry Twelfth Night!” And they swapped bundles.

Tomas tore off the fabric and held his up. “Look, Da! It’s Marden Castle!”

“Da, it’s a dog just like our Brute.” Joss showed his to me.

After Logan and I had given our approval about the wooden toys, it quieted. Joss and Tomas sat on the floor to play.

Now it was time for my gift to Tomas. I gave Logan a glance and a smirk, then pulled out the little knife. “Tomas, this is for you. It’s time you cut your own meat at table.”

Logan’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t say a word.

“Thank you, Drake!” Tomas reached for it, but Logan stepped in and took it from me.

“I think I’ll keep hold of this until it’s needed.” Tomas frowned, then nodded. Logan gave me a wink and tucked the knife in his belt.

“Joss, have you forgotten something?” I asked in a soft voice.

My son looked up at me, eyes bright and happy. “What, Da?”

“My gift to you.”

“There’s more?” The look on his sweet face told me he didn’t believe it.

“Aye, son. A special gift from father to son.” I stood and held out my hand. “Come with me. We must take a walk.”

Logan held out his hand to Tomas. “Come along.” Tomas got to his feet, tucked his toy into his vest, and they followed us to the door of the keep.

“Put on your cloaks.”

Everyone dressed in their outer wools, I opened the door, and they exited. I led them across to the stables, towing Joss behind me. The boy still hadn’t guessed his gift, and knowing the expectations my son held, a pony of his own would never make the list.

I strode down the aisle of the stable until I came to the stall holding the roan gelding I’d chosen.

“Joss, meet Red.” I leaned on the gate of the stall and gave Joss a carrot I’d hidden in my vest.

“Red?” Joss took the carrot. The pony put his head over the gate, searching for the carrot. Joss fed him and stroked the pony’s soft nose. “He’s beautiful.” Then Joss turned to me. “Is my gift out here?” He looked around the stable, leaning, his head turning to see what he could find.

“Son,” I lowered my voice. “Red is your gift. He’s yours.”

Joss’s head whipped around, and he stared at me. “Mine?”

Tomas laughed and clapped his hands. “We can go riding together now!”

“Mine!” Joss yelled, and the pony whinnied and tossed his head at the noise.

“Yours. I think it’s time you learned to ride on your own. And Tomas is right. You and he can ride, with a guard or Logan or I, but never alone, understand? Both of you?” I gave them both hard looks that had them sober and nodding.

Then Joss threw himself at me and clung to me. “It’s the best gift ever!” I kneeled and took him into my arms as the boy wept with what I hoped was joy.

“Are you happy, son?” I whispered.

“Aye, Da. I can’t believe it. He’s mine. Mine.” The tears spilled again, and he wiped his face on my shoulder to dry it.

“But, Da,” Tomas said. “We’ve all given each other gifts, but one is missing.”

“It is?” Logan asked. “Are you sure?”

“Aye,” Joss replied. “My da hasn’t given you a gift.”

Logan stepped back as if slapped. “Me?”

“Not you too? Do you not believe yourself deserving?” I huffed. I’d meant to give Logan the bow and arrow, but it was upstairs, tucked under my bed. I’d give it to my duke later. For now, I had another gift for Logan there in my vest.

“It’s not that. It’s just…” Logan shook his head. “I never expected you to give me a gift.”

“Did you think you were the only one to give gifts this Twelfth Night?” I advanced on my lover, then held out my hand. “Give me your hand, Your Grace.” I hadn’t planned on giving the ring to Logan in front of anyone—I’d planned to do it later tonight in Logan’s bedroom, but now, with only our sons watching, it felt right.

Logan put out his hand, uncertainty on his face.

I took his hand in mine and with the other, pulled out the ring Peter had given me the day before. “You gave me your ring, Logan, and I wear it always. I’ll be buried in it. I give you this ring, as a token of my deep feelings for you. Do you accept it?”

Logan’s green eyes filled with tears as he bit his lip.

“Take it, Da,” Tomas whispered. “We know how much you love Drake.”

Logan looked down at his son, who gazed up at him with innocence and understanding far greater than his young age.

“Take it, Your Grace. Drake belongs to you.” Joss pushed Logan forward. “He always has, I think.”

Logan held out his hand, and I slipped the ring on his forefinger.

“It’s beautiful. A stag’s head.” He looked up into my eyes. “Thank you. I shall be buried in it.”

Joss groaned. “You’re not that old, either of you, to talk of dying.”

Tomas chuckled. “Don’t worry, Da. Joss and I will make sure you’re both buried together, rings and all.”

Logan gasped, and I sputtered. “Will you now?”

“Aye.” Joss frowned. “Together—now and forever.”

Tomas laughed. “Can we pet the pony now?”

I laughed. “Here, have at him. He’s good and steady, but don’t crowd him, son. You’ll have to come to tend him every day, feed him and brush him down, get him to know you before you ride him this spring.”

“We can’t ride now?” Tomas whined.

“Nay, son. Not until the snow melts.” Logan shook his head.

I opened the stall, and the boys went in, careful to keep a distance from the pony. Red sniffed at Joss, then stepped closer, nudging his hand for another treat. I handed him another piece of carrot, and Joss held it out for him.

Logan and I leaned on the stall and watched our sons and the new pony.

“I love our boys,” Logan said as he nudged me with his foot. “I love this ring.”

I moved closer so our legs touched from hip to foot. “I love our boys too.”

We turned to look at each other, letting our gazes tell each other of our love.

“Together,” Logan whispered. “Now.”

“And forever,” I replied.

 

 


 

 

Silent Lodge by Lynn Lorenz

When Peter’s wife and child died in childbirth, he lost himself in grief. To pull him out of it, Duke Logan of Marden sends Peter on a special assignment to the Silent Lodge, to scout out the movement of their enemy, Duke Weathers.

What he finds there is not the enemy, but a chance at a new life. Arvel might not be able to speak or hear, but he has no trouble letting Peter know exactly what he wants—Peter in his bed.

Peter discovers he’s not the only man in Arvel’s bed when Gareth shows up. Now Peter has a decision to make—stay in the middle of a hot ménage with Arvel and Gareth or strike out on his own.

But leaving the Silent Lodge is harder than Peter ever thought.
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Chapter One

“You should speak to Peter.” Logan’s quiet voice roused Drake from his thoughts. He stared down the road from Marden Castle to the lone figure walking toward them.

Peter. His second-in-command, friend, and onetime lover.

Head down, steps slow and measured, as if he’d walked that path to and from so many times before, like an old mare tethered to a grindstone, plodding a tight circle to nowhere.

Drake sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Must I?”

“Aye. This has gone on too long. I know of what I speak, Drake. He’s caught in a spider’s web of pain with no way to break free.”

“So I must break him free?” Drake winced. He didn’t want to go into this with Peter. The man had been through so much over the last six months—to pile even more on top of it would surely break him.

“He’s lost something precious.” Logan frowned, perhaps remembering his near loss of the two most beloved things in the world—his son, Tomas, and his lover, Drake. Drake couldn’t forget his own loss, his first lover Ansel, who’d died almost three years before, and the state he’d been in before coming to Marden and finding a home, family, and Logan.

“I know.” He did—he just didn’t have any ideas about what to do for Peter. How to breach the walls the man had thrown up around himself, or even whether he should. But he owed Peter much, and he should do what he could.

Peter advanced like a puppet whose strings were being pulled and twisted, but without life to his step or vigor in his movements.

“I fear to change his duties, Logan. Peter insists he is capable of retaining his rank, and he is. It’s just…” Drake didn’t know how to describe it. “He’s just not there.”

“No, he’s not.” Logan pointed down the road to the village in the distance. The spire of the church rose above the smaller buildings and cottages, marking the small graveyard. “He’s trapped there, beside his wife and his child, buried under pain, sorrow, and guilt.”

“There was nothing he could do—surely he knows that.” Drake pounded his fist on the stone wall.

“And I knew it also when my wife died of the fever. Still that didn’t stop the thoughts, questions, and doubts from circling in my mind. And you? Could you have saved Ansel on the battlefield that day?” Logan put his hand on Drake’s shoulder. “Peter needs our help if he is to survive this.”

Drake sighed and nodded. “Peter is a good man and a fine soldier.” He closed his eyes and thought. If Peter needed to break free, perhaps he also needed to fly far away to escape the path, the spire, and the graves. “I’ll send him on a mission.” He nodded, his mind made up.

Logan turned to him, resting his chin on his fist as he leaned his elbow on the wall. “Well thought of, Master Drake. A mission might take his mind from all this sorrow.”

“But where and what?”

Logan smiled, then straightened. “I have just the thing!” He slapped the stones with his hands. “Come, let’s away. I must write a letter for Peter. Have him brought to me in one hour’s time, Drake.”

Drake nodded. “I’ll do so, Your Grace.”

Standing side by side, Logan nudged Drake’s leg with his own in a silent signal. Drake smiled, knowing in that glancing touch his lover had said much, yet no one would know what had passed between the men.

Logan trotted down the steps from the battlement to the courtyard below, crossed it to the keep, and disappeared inside.

Drake turned back, watching Peter reach the gates and pass through them. As he appeared on the other side, Drake called out, “Peter!”

Peter halted, raised his head up, and shielded his eyes from the sun’s glare. “Aye?”

“Logan commands you to attend him. One hour. In his rooms,” Drake shouted.

Peter frowned, then saluted, and hurried off toward the barracks.

Drake strode around the battlement walk as he inspected the men on duty until the time arrived to meet with Peter and Logan.

»»•««

Peter checked his tunic and sword a final time as he stood outside his duke’s door. He had no idea why he’d been summoned. Logan usually spoke to him down in the hall when he, Logan, and Drake discussed matters of the guard.

With a tinge of regret, Peter thought of the last time he’d entered Drake’s room and found Logan waiting, stretched on the chair, stroking himself. A shudder ran through Peter, just skirting his cock. Seemed not even the thought of that night, the night he’d succumbed to Logan and Drake, the night they’d shown him the pleasures of love between men, could bring him hard.

His rod was a dead thing, and he had no hopes of it returning to life.

He knocked.

The door swung open and he stepped inside.

Drake shut the door behind him and gave a small nod of recognition. Logan sat behind his desk, a parchment in front of him, quill in hand. He finished writing, blotted it, and folded it.

“Peter. Good. You’re here. Sit.” He pointed to one of the chairs in front of his desk. Peter took it, and Drake sat next to him.

“How may I serve you, Your Grace?” A trace of worry licked at him, but he pushed it aside. Being brought before the duke didn’t happen often, and an uncertain feeling passed over him.

“I have a mission for you, Peter.” Logan sat back, watching him, searching for something. Peter had no idea what he looked for but hoped he wouldn’t be found lacking. He’d lacked so much of late and had hoped evidence of his weakness had been hidden.

“I’m at your command.” Peter gave him the best firm nod he could, presenting a facade of confidence and surety to his duke and to his commander, Drake.

“I have heard that Duke Weathers moves toward our far northern district. Seems we’ve blocked his access to Marden with our outposts along the river, and now he seeks a new entrance.”

Peter stiffened at the mention of Bors Weathers’ name. The bastard had been turned away often from their borders but couldn’t seem to shake the need to take Marden lands. He glanced at Drake. “I had not heard.”

“We have only just heard ourselves. And it may be nothing more than hearsay.” Drake waved a hand as if swatting a fly. “But even rumor must be attended when it comes to that bastard.”

“Aye.” Peter nodded and looked back at his duke.

“I want you to go to Marden Lodge. It’s in the wild wood in the north. Scout around, and if you find any sign of him, report back to me.”

“Of course.”

“Drake and I have been discussing placing an outpost there. The lodge is small but would make an excellent post. And if we go ahead with the plans, we can build a barracks like the ones along the river to hold a few men.”

“And the stable, Your Grace,” Drake added.

Logan smiled and nodded. “Right. We’d also need to stable horses along the way to cover the distance, as we did for the others.”

“Exactly.” Drake grinned.

“So, I go to scout for Weathers’ men. For how long?” Peter knew he could travel all that way, find nothing, and leave, and their enemy could appear the next day.

“I want you to travel in disguise. No one should know your true mission. Do not wear your colors, and have your horse outfitted in plain livery.” Logan leaned forward. “This may take time, Peter. I want to know the truth of it, and it could take months.”

“Months?” Peter sat straight up. “But won’t I be needed here?”

“I’ve been hard pressed to think of another of my men who could do this mission, Peter.” Drake shrugged. “We’ll have to make do without you.” He leaned back and crossed his legs, placing his ankle over his knee. “Have you a suggestion to replace you?”

Peter thought about the men under him. His first choice would be Seamus, but he was untried in command.

“Seamus.”

“He’s young.” Drake narrowed his eyes and frowned.

“No younger than I when I first tried my hand at command.” Peter, at thirty, wasn’t young, but he certainly didn’t have the age or experience of Drake. Seamus neared twenty and five. Old enough.

“True.” Drake chuckled. “Good, then. You’ll tell Seamus he’s in training, but not why you’re leaving. Understand?”

“No one must know.” Logan tapped his quill on his desk. He dropped it and picked up the folded letter. “Here. Read this. You must give it to the caretaker of Marden Lodge. His name is Arvel, I believe. He lives there and tends the place. Don’t tell him either, Peter.”

“As you wish, Your Grace.” Peter took the letter, opened it, and read. Only a few sentences spread across the parchment, giving Peter charge of the lodge, ending with the duke’s flourish and seal. He carefully refolded it and stuck it under his shirt for safekeeping.

“Take this purse. It holds more than enough coin for your expenses.” Logan handed it to him, and he put it with the letter.

“You leave as soon as you’re packed and a horse can be saddled,” Drake ordered. He and Logan stood, almost as one.

“Aye, sir.” Peter nodded, got to his feet, and waited to be dismissed.

Logan came around the desk, pulled Peter to his chest, and wrapped his arms around him. “Take care, Peter. You will be missed.” Then his duke placed a tender kiss on Peter’s cheek and stood back. Were those tears in his eyes?

“Your Grace!” Peter blinked. “I won’t be gone for long.” He had no thought of what words he could say or why Logan’s face held so much sadness.

Drake clapped Peter on his back. “We’ll all miss you, second.” Then he laughed, grabbed Peter by the hair, and yanked him forward, into a hard kiss.

Stunned, Peter fell into Drake’s embrace. Then as fast as it had happened, Drake released him and pushed him away.

Peter turned, his mind spinning, and strode to the door. He opened it, stepped out, and shut it behind him.

He touched the cheek where his duke had kissed him and wiped the back of his hand over his lips. Two of the most handsome men he’d ever seen had just kissed him. He should feel something, shouldn’t he? Disgust? Anger? Arousal?

But there was nothing.

Peter sighed and made for the barracks. He had much to do before he could leave—pack his saddlebags, find some food for now and for the journey, and have his horse readied.

He might not be the man he once had been, but he swore he wouldn’t fail his duke in this mission. No matter how long it took, he’d find the truth about Weathers.

»»•««

Logan and Drake stared at each other as the door shut behind Peter. Logan exhaled and shrugged.

“I never knew your ability to think on your feet would serve us so well, Your Grace.” Drake grinned. “Weathers? A stroke of brilliance.”

Logan gave him a small smile. “It came to me on the castle’s wall. And your addition of the stables rang true.”

“I’ve never heard you speak of the lodge.”

“My father’s old hunting lodge? We’d go every season when he lived. I haven’t been there in long years.”

Drake walked to the window and stared out. “It’s not a bad plan at all. I think we should go through with it, whatever Peter finds.”

“Do you?”

“Aye. It might take Weathers longer to think of it than it took us, but think of it he will.”

Logan came to his side and placed a hand on Drake’s arm. “Do you think we sent Peter into trouble?”

“Perhaps. But Peter is a good soldier, quick on his feet, and well-skilled with his sword. If Weathers is making such advances, Peter will find out and bring word to us.”

Logan exhaled. “And if he doesn’t, I have a feeling some time at Marden Lodge may be what he needs.” A faint upturn to his lips gave away his thoughts.

“What about Marden Lodge would be so interesting?” Drake’s eyebrow rose.

“Its caretaker.” Logan turned away and strode to the bed.

Drake turned and watched his lover loosen the strings of his breeches.

“We have some time before the noon meal, my love. Come, declare your love and allegiance to me.” Logan’s lips turned up on one side as his eyelids half lowered.

Drake’s cock stirred, as it always did, when Logan gave him that look.

“On my knees?”

“Of course. Where else should such a declaration be given?”

Drake strode to his lover, dropped to his knees, and batted Logan’s hands away.

“This will be quick,” he warned as he pulled Logan’s rod out, angling it toward his mouth.

Logan wrapped his hands in Drake’s hair. “Fast and hard, Lord Drake.” Logan knew how Drake disliked being called by his former title.

“For that slight, I may take longer, Duke Marden.” Drake canted his tone into a threat.

“Oh God, I hope so.” Logan groaned as Drake took his cock deep into his mouth and sucked hard.

Drake closed his eyes, forgot about Peter, and thought of how he would fuck Logan later that night, after their sons had gone to bed. With one hand, he untied his own strings, pulled out his prick, and stroked it.

Right now he’d settle for his own hand.

Tonight, he’d press Logan’s sweet mouth into service.


Chapter Two

Peter dismounted, his feet hitting the ground. Just as he had every day for the last six months, he put one foot in front of the other and weaved his way through the small graveyard next to the village church to where his wife and unborn child lay buried.

A small stone cross marked the spot.

He kneeled next to it, touched his fingers to his lips and then to the cold stone.

“I have to go away for a while, Mary. Logan’s sent me on a mission. It’s very important and secret.” He paused. “To the northern part of his lands. I’m not supposed to talk about it, but I’m sure I can tell you.”

No tears filled his eyes. He’d cried them all out months ago and nothing was left. Not tears, not anger, not even sadness. Inside, he was dead, just like them. And it was only fair, wasn’t it? It had been his fault. If he hadn’t married her, given her a child, done something, anything, to help her as she lay in the birthing bed struggling for hours to have his baby until she’d bled to death, she would still live.

He’d gladly return every moment of his time with her to bring her back.

Until yesterday, all he had was his position as second-in-command, and this emptiness. Today, he had a mission. Logan, his duke, had called on him, and he wouldn’t fail, not like he’d failed his wife and child.

He didn’t even know if it had been a son or daughter.

“I have to go now. It’s a long ride. Two days at least, if I hurry. Logan wants me there as soon as I can manage, but I had to stop and tell you where I’d be, so you wouldn’t miss me.”

He stood. “I’ll miss you.” He touched the stone again and turned away.

Gathering the reins of his mare, he swung into the saddle and settled with a sigh.

He kicked the sides of the animal, and they moved on, down the hard-packed street through the village, past the shops, to the great wide carriage road leading north.

»»•««

Peter pulled his mare to a halt where the road forked, and checked his map. The last village he passed should have been the one. The lane to the lodge should be just ahead on the left.

He rolled up the sheepskin drawing and tucked it into the saddlebag behind him. His mare shifted and snorted, letting him know she was tired. He’d pushed her hard the day before in hopes of arriving sooner, but this morning he’d taken it easy, fearing she’d lame herself.

He stroked her neck under her mane. “Not long, girl.”

The fork to the left disappeared around a copse of trees, the one on the right headed straight, through flat fields.

From a distance, a shout echoed. He snapped his head up, turning so he could hear the direction. For a long moment, silence. Then another shout, this time louder.

The road ahead was empty for miles. It had to come from the left, toward the lodge.

He kicked his heels into the mare and urged her down the narrow lane. She broke into a trot, and they rounded the curve.

Ahead, a group of young men had another man surrounded.

Thieves? Villains?

They looked clean enough, but the hatred and disgust on their faces couldn’t hide their intent. All of them were large young men, but the man they’d turned their anger on was only half their size in height and weight. Truly an unfair fight if he’d ever seen one.

One of the men stepped out of the circle and kicked the legs out from under the man. He fell onto his back, his hands going up to protect his face. His attacker moved in, fists clenched, as the others goaded him on with shouts and curses.

Peter shouted, “Ho! What’s this?” and jerked his steed to a stop. He leaped off and strode forward as he pulled his sword.

“None of your business, now, is it?” one of the men called over his shoulder. The others shifted to one side, opening the circle and exposing the man on the ground.

“Get away from him!” Peter advanced. “Is this fair? Six men against one?”

Their faces flashed shame, except for the one still standing over the downed man. His look of hatred and anger hadn’t changed.

“You! Step away from him.” Peter stepped into the middle of the group.

The man blocked his way, red faced and frowning. “Who are you?” he barked. “This is none of your affair.”

“Who I am is none of your affair, but I won’t allow such villainy.”

At the flourish of Peter’s sword, the man backed down.

“Now, get along with you. Go on. I don’t know what this man has done, nor do I care. If it’s a matter for your village elders, let’s bring him before them. If not, then be on your way.”

The crowd moved farther away, leaving a gap between the attacker and themselves. Clearly, they were only following their leader. The man looked from them to Peter as if deciding his next course of action.

He pointed at the man on the ground. “Next time I catch you, no one will be around to save you.” He spat at the man, then strode to his companions.

They circled around him, absorbing him in their midst, and then without another look at Peter they fled.

“Coward,” Peter mumbled and returned his sword to its sheath.

He turned to the man on the ground and extended his hand. The young man lay curled in the dirt, gulping air, wheezing, arms wrapped around his head, eyes squeezed shut.

Long red hair, tangled with leaves and sticks, fell around his face, blocking it from Peter’s view.

“Here now. It’s all right. I won’t hurt you. The others are gone.” Peter frowned.

The man didn’t move. Perhaps they’d hurt him after all.

Peter squatted next to him and touched his shoulder.

The man lashed out with his hand, striking blindly at the air, and grunted as if he were a wild animal.

“Hold, man! Careful. I’m here to help.” Peter caught his hand and pulled it down. The other came up, still fighting.

Could the man not understand his language?

“You’re safe!” Peter yelled. He grabbed the arm still slung over the man’s face and held it down.

The fool kicked out with his legs, catching Peter in the knee.

“Ow!” Peter fell back on his ass. “What did you do that for?” Now the man, eyes clamped shut, fought him. His body bucked and legs kicked as he struggled against Peter’s hold.

Peter groaned. He got back on his knees, then threw one leg over the man and sat, pinning the younger and slighter man under him. He pushed both arms down on either side of the man’s head and leaned forward.

Chest heaving, the man opened his eyes and looked up into Peter’s. Eyes the color of heather met his. Full pink lips, skin the color of fresh milk, and a light sprinkling of freckles danced across his nose.

Beautiful.

Peter and the young man gasped at the same time.

Then the man went limp. Surrendering.

Caught in his stare, Peter couldn’t look away. Couldn’t breathe. Deep inside his chest, his heart thudded. Just once.

“I won’t hurt you.”

A pink tongue licked pinker lips. He blew a great breath, and strands of red hair flew up and away from his face.

He nodded.

“I’m going to get off now. Are you well?”

Another nod.

Peter shifted, got to his feet, and offered his hand.

The man took it, and Peter pulled him to his feet. He came up to Peter’s shoulder. Peter fought the urge to push the man’s hair from his face and pick the leaves from it.

Strange.

“What’s your name?” He softened his tone.

∙•∙

Arvel tilted his head, inspecting the man’s face with the intensity of a hawk. It warmed him all over to look at this man, just like his Heart did.

But was he a friend? Would he be safe?

Something about the man made Arvel trust him.

He pushed the hair out of his face, then squatted and wrote his name in the dirt with his finger, as he’d been taught long ago.

“Arvel? Is that your name?” Something about that name sounded familiar.

The man nodded and gave him a shy smile.

“I’m Peter.” He pointed to his chest and squatted down to write his name just as the younger man had, in the dirt of the road.

Arvel watched him, then nodded.

“Are you hurt?”

Arvel got to his feet and brushed off his breeches and tunic. He extended his hand toward Peter, those lavender eyes glancing up and down Peter’s body.

∙•∙

Peter took the offered hand in his. Small, delicate. If he didn’t know this was a man, he’d have sworn the hand belonged to a woman. Everything about Arvel spoke of gentleness, delicacy, and grace.

But he still hadn’t said a word, just stared hard at Peter as if absorbing every word he’d spoken.

“Well. Can I escort you to your home in case the others come back?” Peter moved away and gathered his horse’s reins as she grazed along the side of the lane.

∙•∙

Arvel cocked his head and twisted his lips to the side.

Too many words at once and his lips moved too fast.

Arvel waited for the man to speak again.

∙•∙

Peter shrugged. It seemed the young man didn’t want his help. He climbed into the saddle as his mare grunted and tossed her head at the tightening of her bit. He gave Arvel a wave and turned the horse back to the lane. He needed to find the lodge before dark fell.

The young man ran forward and caught his boot. Peter looked down into Arvel’s upturned face, and his memory snapped into place. The caretaker of Marden Lodge?

∙•∙

Arvel mouthed his thanks as his hand clenched tightly on to Peter’s leg, pulling at him, willing him not to go. To stay.

He glanced down the road. The others might come back again to hurt him. They rarely gave up. He should never have left the safety of the lodge, his home, not even for the supplies he’d needed.

Not without someone to protect him.

Like this man.

“What is it? Can’t you speak?”

He shook his head and touched his fingers to his mouth, then to his ear and shook his head.

∙•∙

“You can’t speak or hear?” Peter’s eyes widened—then anger flooded him. Those bastards had not only attacked a man alone, unarmed, and outnumbered, they’d attacked someone deaf and mute. Had they no honor?

He took out his map, opened it, and showed it to Arvel, pointing to Marden Lodge. “Are you the caretaker of Marden Lodge? Do you know the way?”

Arvel opened his mouth in what should have been a laugh, and nodded. He released his hold on Peter’s boot and motioned with his hand to wait. Then he ran back and snatched up a sack, its contents spilled and strewn about the ground. He gathered them up, stuffed them back into the cloth carryall, and trotted ahead, down the lane, waving over his shoulder for Peter to follow.

Peter shoved the map away and urged his horse forward.


Chapter Three

Arvel stopped and looked back at Peter. He pointed into the dense woods where the faintest lane showed beneath the thick lower branches of the oaks. Peter dismounted. There was no way he’d be able to ride without being scratched raw by them.

If Logan had expected him to find this path and the lodge, he must not have been here for long years. It looked completely unused, and if Peter hadn’t been shown its location, he never would have found it. Someone had to be watching out for him and his mission.

Peter glanced to the heavens, now darkening with storm clouds. He reached inside his tunic and fingered the soft linen handkerchief Mary had embroidered with his name the first month they’d been married. Perhaps she had put him on the path to the lodge.

His guide ducked, stepped into the thick growth, and disappeared.

Guiding his mare, Peter pushed through and followed. As he lifted branches to make way for the horse, he lost sight of his guide. Ahead, the path widened, and the branches rose high enough for him to ride under, if he wished.

He stayed on his feet, hoping it wouldn’t be far.

The woods thinned, but the path never widened. Arvel continued, with only an occasional glance over his shoulder at Peter. Where did he think Peter would go? So far, they hadn’t passed a single place where he could have turned his horse.

Overhead, through the canopy of the trees, the skies darkened. The wind rose, a sure sign the rain would start before long. Peter looked toward Arvel, who’d moved farther ahead, picking up his pace as if he too were concerned about the storm.

Peter moved faster. The woods opened around him. Through the trunks of the trees, he spotted deer. They froze, tails flicking, then bounded away deeper into the wood.

A hunting lodge indeed. The deer at least were plentiful, so he wouldn’t go hungry. He just hoped the young caretaker had taken care of the lodge and he wouldn’t find it filled with vermin and forest creatures, or leaking rain, damp, and cold.

Arvel stepped into a glade, a natural opening in the forest, and halted. Peter came up behind him and the horse bumped into him, pushing him into his guide. Arvel reached back and caught Peter’s hip, steadying himself and Peter but not moving forward.

Peter felt the steady rise and fall of Arvel’s breathing against his chest. The man’s head stood just under Peter’s nose, and he inhaled. A sweet, earthy odor rose from the long red tresses. Leaves stuck out at various places, and he reached up and plucked one free.

Arvel spun around, his hand clapped to his head, brows furrowed.

“Pardon, Arvel.” Peter held the leaf up to show Arvel.

Arvel took the golden leaf from him, glancing up into Peter’s face. Their gazes met, locked, and Peter’s mouth went very, very dry.

His gaze dropped to that expressive mouth, lingered on full pink lips, and then he tore it from Arvel and looked over his head.

The lodge.

It stood on the other side of the glade, tucked into the woods. The trees seemed to protect it, hold it in thick, bark-covered sheltering arms. Built from thick stones and covered in a thatch roof, the building looked well-tended.

“Marden Lodge?”

Arvel, still staring up at him, nodded. Peter felt his exhale. Then Arvel turned and strode across the glen to the door of the dwelling.

Peter waited no more than a second, then followed.

Arvel turned to the side and pointed. A small stable had been built adjacent to the lodge, and in front of it an iron stake rose from the ground to tether Peter’s horse. Then he moved to the door and waited.

“Let me tend my mount, and I’ll join you inside.”

∙•∙

Arvel nodded, smiled, lifted the latch, and stepped inside, closing the door behind him. As he leaned against it, his heart beat as fast as a small bird’s wings.

Had he done wrong to bring him here? The man had come to his home for a reason. But why? How long before his Heart returned?

Well, it was done. He was here. Arvel could start a fire now.

He pushed off the door, went to the hearth, and kneeled, selecting four good, dry logs. He prepared the kindling, struck the spark, and watched it blaze.

∙•∙

Peter exhaled. He led his mount to the stable and into one of two stalls, their floors laid with fresh straw. A bag of oats sat outside the stall and a bucket of water sat in the corner as if waiting for him to arrive.

Had Logan sent word ahead? Peter shrugged, not caring, just thankful the lodge had been well-prepared. Working swiftly, he removed the saddle, wiped down the mare, and gave her a scoop of oats. He left her munching, content, and after hanging up her bridle he closed the stable door and left, his saddlebags over his shoulder.

Once at the door to the lodge, he hesitated, hand raised, then knocked.

No one answered.

Peter frowned. Arvel knew he would be coming inside. Why not answer?

He groaned, remembering the man’s deafness. He couldn’t hear the knocking, and wouldn’t no matter how hard or long he beat on the door.

He opened the door and stepped inside.

Arvel kneeled at the hearth, putting the last log on the fire. Peter moved farther into the great room, surveying it. The roof soared overhead, great logs forming its bones, the thatch thick and sturdy-looking. On one side, a table and benches to eat at—on the other, a large bed, covered in quilts and furs. In front of the hearth, as if waiting for Peter to sit, stood two large stuffed chairs.

He dropped his bags on the table with a thud. Arvel gave the fire a last poke, then stood, put away the iron, and brushed off his hands. He turned and spotted Peter.

Arvel smiled, shy yet wary.

“I won’t hurt you.” Peter held out his hands, away from his sword or blade.

Arvel nodded and pointed to a chair. Peter sat and stuck his legs out toward the fire. Warmth crept closer, filling the room and Peter with ease. Arvel went to the table and began unpacking Peter’s saddlebags. He placed the clothes in a pile, then carried them to a small trunk next to the bed, opened it, and put them inside.

Then he returned and sorted out the food that Peter had brought, tucking each item into a spot on the shelves above a pantry press that stood against the wall. Once that was done, he took a knife from a drawer and rummaged in a sack, bringing out several turnips and carrots.

He began what Peter hoped would be their dinner. Now that he’d sat, his belly let him know its need. He frowned and rubbed it.

“What are you preparing?”

Arvel continued working, chopping up the vegetables into thick pieces and adding them to an iron pot.

Peter sighed. Arvel couldn’t hear him. Peter rubbed his eyes and sank back into the soft chair. He’d just close his eyes for a time, just to rest, that’s all.

»»•««

Peter woke to the clanging of a wooden spoon against a pot. Arvel bent over the pot, stirring, then brought the spoon to his lips for a taste. He slurped the gravy, then tapped the spoon again, put the lid on, and pushed the metal arm holding the pot back over the fire.

Peter prayed the meal was near done—his belly ached sorely. His last meal had been quite early in the morn, and he’d eaten only some cheese and bread. Not much to hold a man his size.

Arvel ignored him, going about his work, with only a quick glance in his direction and a short nod of his head in greeting.

Peter wished Arvel could speak. He’d counted on learning much from the caretaker about the possibility of Duke Weathers’ men being seen in the area. So much for that idea.

Arvel might know, but how would they ever be able to exchange information?

It seemed quite hopeless. He’d have to speak with the local villagers and forget asking Arvel about Weathers.

Damn.

Peter growled. Impatient to get started on his mission, he’d have to take his ease until morning, when he could go to the village. He’d start at the church, speak to the priest, and see where that might lead him.

Arvel placed chargers on the table, then a jug of water, and went to the hearth. Using a thick cloth, he pulled the pot off the fire and removed it. The little caretaker motioned to the sideboard and a washbowl and ewer. Peter stood, went to it, and poured some water. He washed the road’s dirt from his face and hands, then dried them with a cloth left neatly folded next to the bowl.

Peter sat, pulling a wooden charger in front of him. Arvel removed the lid, and the aroma of the stew filled the room.

“It smells wonderful!” Peter grinned, inhaling deeply.

Arvel cocked his head to the side, then grinned back. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, signaling he too appreciated the smells.

Peter laughed.

Arvel’s mouth opened, miming a silent laugh. His eyes twinkled, the odd color capturing Peter’s attention.

“You think it smells good also?”

Arvel nodded and ladled stew onto Peter’s plate, then poured water into a pewter goblet and sat opposite Peter. Each man selected a piece and began eating. Peter dabbed some bread into the gravy and took a bite. It tasted as good as it smelled.

They ate in silence, broken only by the scraping of their spoons and their chewing. Peter longed to speak with Arvel, to ask about Weathers’ men, to ask if Logan had him prepare the lodge, but mostly to hear the sound of the man’s voice.

This was very odd since he’d gone these last six months wishing to hear only Mary’s voice call to him. Tell him of her day, ask him about his day’s duties, and tell him of the gossip in the castle.

When they had finished their meal, Arvel cleaned the plates away, rinsed them in a bucket of water, and then dried them off with a cloth. Peter sat at the table, watching. Arvel moved gracefully, his motions smooth, silent. A spoon dropped to the floor and Arvel bent over to pick it up, and Peter could barely pull his eyes from the firm globes presented to him beneath those breeches.

He swallowed and looked away, but his eyes fell on the bed.

It was a large bed, built to hold more than one.

He scanned the room again. Just the one bed. Well, he’d brought his bedroll, and the fire looked warm enough. If he wanted, he could sleep in one of the chairs, should the floor prove too hard.

Peter stood, went to his saddlebags, and pulled out his blanket. He took it over to the hearth, dropped it onto one of the chairs, and dragged the other chair out of the way.

Arvel stared at him, head cocked. When Peter unrolled the blanket, snapped it open, and let it float to the floor, Arvel rushed over to him, shaking his head.

∙•∙

Arvel snatched up the blanket and pointed to the bed. The guest must always take the bed. He replaced the chair and turned back to Peter, motioning him to sit.

He stomped his foot. This was his work, what the duke paid him to do, to care for the lodge, fix the meals, and tend the guests.

And he did it well. The duke had told him so the last time he’d visited, had been pleased to find the old lodge so well-kept. And Gareth told him often he’d never been tended so well. Or as well fed.

And so would Peter, if he’d just let Arvel do his work.

∙•∙

Peter sat. After folding the blanket, Arvel dropped to his knees and patted his thigh for Peter’s boot. Peter placed his boot on Arvel, and the caretaker pulled it off. Peter switched feet, and the other was removed.

Arvel looked up into Peter’s face, smiling, his hand wrapped around Peter’s ankle. Peter held his breath as he gazed at the beautiful younger man. Arvel blushed. Then he rubbed Peter’s leg, massaging away the tightness.

When Peter didn’t protest, Arvel used both hands to work the muscles. Heaven. How long had it been since he’d felt such a touch? The pressure increased, moving up his leg. Arvel’s hands worked the muscles around his knees.

Peter let his head fall back, relaxing into the kneading of muscles he hadn’t realized were sore until touched. The warmth of the fire, the steady rubbing, his full belly, all added to the feeling of contentment.

A feeling he hadn’t felt in long months. Since before…

His eyes shot open, and he pushed to his feet. Startled, Arvel fell back to the floor and gaped up at him.

“I meant no harm.” Peter held out his hands to the man. “It’s just…just…” He couldn’t get the words out—they burned in his throat, threatening to choke him.

Arvel nodded, pushed back to sitting, and pointed to the bed.

Aye, that’s what he needed, to climb into bed. But all these months and he’d chased sleep, rarely catching it and then regretting that he had. Because with sleep came the dreams.

But Arvel had offered, after all. Peter moved to the bed and drew back the quilts. The mattress looked thick and soft, the quilts no doubt warm.

He sat on the edge of the bed and undressed, ignoring Arvel’s presence but aware that the man had moved to a chair and curled up in it.

Did he mean to spend the night there? Peter knew the man didn’t sleep in the chair when he was alone. This bed was Arvel’s. By all rights, the man should lie in his own bed, shouldn’t he?

Where did the caretaker rank next to the second-in-command on a secret mission? About the same, Peter wagered. So, he could not demand the right to the bed, but he could accept the generous offer.

∙•∙

Arvel, arms wrapped around his drawn-up knees, watched Peter. He wasn’t very like his Heart, but near enough. Strong in body and with kind eyes. Pleasing to gaze upon.

He wished to join him in the bed. But perhaps Peter didn’t wish it. Not many men did—he wasn’t a fool. He knew the dangers of trying with the wrong man.

He missed his Heart. Missed his warm, hard body and his soft, gentle touch.

Peter’s body looked warm also. Would his touch be as gentle? Would his kiss be as sweet?

Perhaps tomorrow night.

Arvel sighed and closed his eyes to sleep.

∙•∙

Peter removed his tunic, baring his chest, but still refusing to look up. His fingers shook as he stood and untied the laces of his leather riding breeches. Why? He’d undressed before countless soldiers in the barracks and in the field. There, bodies paraded past in various stages of undress, and there had never been even the slightest quiver. After taking a deep breath, he pushed them down and stepped out of them, naked except for his woolen trews.

He slipped under the quilts and lay back, resting his head on a large pillow filled with feathers. It cradled his head, comfortable and lulling. His eyes drooped at his sudden weariness.

He ran his hand over the top quilt. Such a fine bed and linens for a caretaker. He thought back to the last time Logan had been here and couldn’t recall either him or Drake traveling to the lodge.

Arvel had cared for the place well. He’d mention it in his first report to Drake.

Peter sighed, melting into the bed. Warm. Content.

He’d forgotten something. Arvel.

Pushing up on his elbow, he stared at the younger man curled in the chair, eyes closed.

“Arvel?”

No answer. What had he expected? The fellow was deaf and mute. Gods, he shouldn’t force the man out of his own bed, should he? Peter extended his hand out to the other side of the bed. There was room enough, and he was no better-ranked man than the caretaker. Both were in the duke’s employ, both his sworn men.

With a sigh, he tossed back the quilts and got out of bed. He padded over to Arvel and squatted down, touching him on the shoulder.

Arvel woke, blinked, and smiled. His brow furrowed in question.

“Come to bed.” Peter motioned at it and stood.

Arvel unwound, his gaze dancing between Peter and the bed, searching to see something. Peter smiled.

“No reason you can’t sleep in your own bed, is there?” He held out his hand, an invitation to join him. Arvel’s gaze dropped to it, then flicked back up to Peter’s face.

Peter’s mouth went dry as Arvel reached out and slid his hand, soft and small and gentle, into Peter’s. Peter pulled him up, and they walked to the bed, Arvel trailing behind, still clinging to Peter’s hand.

At the bed, Peter released him, and Arvel went around to the other side of the bed.

Peter climbed into the side of the bed nearest the door and pulled the covers over himself.

Arvel sat on the edge of the bed with his back to Peter. He toed off his boots and the thud as they dropped to the floor sounded distant. Peter’s exhaustion overtook him and his eyes slitted, fighting to stay open. He watched Arvel pull his tunic off over his head and shake those long tresses of red hair loose. Golden highlights danced on them from the fire’s glow, deep reds, soft oranges, amber, and fire, like the leaves of a tree in autumn’s full beauty.

The young man slipped out of his breeches and under the covers. He rolled over to face Peter and smiled. Gave him a nod of thanks.

Peter nodded back.

Under half lids, Arvel gazed at him. Licked his lips. Peter followed the pink tongue on its journey around those lush lips. If he kept looking at Arvel and Arvel kept licking his lips…

Peter rolled over, faced the door, and closed his eyes.

∙•∙

Arvel shifted deeper into the bed. For a moment, he’d thought Peter would kiss him. His gaze had grown heated, but he’d turned away, and Arvel had been disappointed. Arvel had seen that look in the eyes of many men. He knew they found him pleasing. Some of them he had let be with him, some he hadn’t.

Until he’d found Gareth, wounded, and took him in, saved him, much as Peter had saved Arvel. He’d only been with Gareth for a long time now and had wanted no other.

Until now.

He’d wanted to be kissed by Peter.

He felt confused. His heart belonged to Gareth, but now, tonight, his heart and body yearned for Peter.

He longed for his Heart to come home.

His body had ached with need these long days since his Heart left to find work. There would be no warmth and no soft touches this night.

Sleep then. Tomorrow. Perhaps tomorrow.


Chapter Four

Peter held Mary against his chest, his nose buried in her long hair. Her body molded to his, caught in his arms, warm and soft, and smelling so good, yet not quite the way he remembered. He stroked over her hip as he moaned, his lips pressed against the back of her neck.

She shifted, pressing back into him, rubbing her soft bottom against his thickness.

Sweet dream. It’d been a long time since he’d dreamed of pleasure, longer since he’d felt it harden him. Of her. Without hearing the screaming, without seeing the terror in her eyes, without seeing the blood leak from her body, soaking the bed she lay on.

No blood here, only warmth and comfort.

He prayed this would never end. That he’d never awaken. God, take me now. Let this be the last thing I know in this world.

He clutched her tighter to him as a sob broke from chest.

She pulled away from him, slipping through his hands, leaving him again…alone…

Peter gasped and lunged across the bed. He grabbed her arm and yanked her back, pulled her on top of him, ran his hands over her face, pushing her hair from it, moaning and crying and begging her not to go. To stay. To live.

She stilled, her light weight pressing on him. Solid. Warm. Real.

He opened his eyes.

The eyes looking back at him weren’t brown.

Lavender.

He frowned. That wasn’t right.

Red hair, not brown.

Not…

Arvel stared back into his eyes.

“Fuck!” Peter pushed him off so hard the man rolled off the bed.

∙•∙

Arvel slammed to the floor, jarring his teeth together. He rubbed his ass, and tears filled his eyes as he glared at Peter.

What had he done wrong? Peter had grabbed him. He’d pulled him on top, pushed his hard cock into Arvel’s belly.

He wants me but doesn’t want me.

Arvel sighed. He knew that look on Peter’s face. Remembered it the first time with Gareth. The older man had fought his attraction to Arvel but gave in at last.

Gareth had needed him, and now Peter needed him also.

∙•∙

Gasping, choking on his own tears, Peter scrubbed his hands over his face, then sat up, his face in his hands, and shuddered.

The bed shifted. A hand touched his shoulder.

Arvel.

Peter jerked away. Stood. Tried to think what to do.

Clothes. He needed to dress.

Where the hell had the caretaker put his things? Right. The trunk. He strode to the chest, threw it open, and pulled out fresh clothing. He danced into his breeches, tied the strings, and threw on a tunic. Stomped into his boots.

Refused to look at that bed. At Arvel.

Refused to think of what he’d done. Almost done.

Betrayed her.

Held another body to his, touched another. A man’s body.

Pushed his manhood against Arvel’s soft ass. A man’s ass.

No, he didn’t want to think about that. Not at all. That way led to danger, and he understood the hazards of that bonding, had seen Drake and Logan struggle to survive their secret. He had no taste for suffering the same way.

He had a mission and he’d best get to it.

Peter strode to the door, opened it, and left, closing it behind him.

Still trembling, he went to the stable to see to his mare.

∙•∙

Arvel fell back on the bed and sighed. Men were so foolish. Gareth, Arvel, and Peter. Was it this bothersome between men and women? If so, there wouldn’t ever be babes, but there were, so it must not be so hard.

Hard? He smiled. Peter had been so hard.

It had felt good. He’d wanted Peter’s touch. Wanted his cock rubbing against him.

He wanted Peter inside him.

And he wanted his Heart also.

He wanted both?

He shook his head to clear his mind of foolish, greedy thoughts.

Neither Peter nor Gareth would agree to such a sharing.

»»•««

Peter led the horse through the woods to the road. Today, his first action would be to go to the village and speak to the local priest. He would have to be careful not to reveal himself to the good father. Not even the priest could know his mission.

At the road, he swung up into the saddle, gave the location of the path a hard look, and then spun the mare around and kicked her into a trot. He passed the fork in the road and saw the village in the distance. Smoke rose from a dozen or more chimneys, and the gathering of thatched roofs surrounded the stone bell tower of the church.

By the time he rode in, the village had come to life. The villagers went about their morning duties, hawking wares, loading wagons, unloading barrels, shouting welcomes and hails and even giving the stranger who rode through their midst a nod.

He nodded back, followed the hard-packed lane to the church, and dismounted, tying his reins to the gray wooden fence. Next to the stone building a small cottage sat, probably the priest’s home.

Peter went to the door and knocked, then stepped back.

The door opened and a small, round man greeted him. He wore a brown robe and held a crust of bread in his hand. Crumbs sprinkled across his belly and his beard, caught on their way to the ground.

“Pardon my intrusion. I see you’re still breaking your fast, Father.”

“Do I know you, my lord?” The man peered at him, then took another bite, crumbs flying.

“No, Father. I’m a stranger, only passing through. I seek information, and I’m hoping you can provide it.”

“Well, if it’s about the inn and which ale to choose, take the stout.” He laughed, then stared hard at Peter. “Anything else, and I’m hard pressed to tell anything of value.”

“May we speak inside?” Peter motioned to the cottage.

“Aye. Come in, come in.” The priest stepped aside and Peter entered. Not as small as it looked on the outside, the cottage held a main room and another room behind it. Peter could see through a doorway to the small cot in the other room.

He made his way to the fire and stood in front of it, warming his behind.

“Now, what information do you seek and why do you think I might hold it?” The priest sat at the table, where a bowl and spoon rested. He dipped the spoon into the bowl and ladled the porridge into his mouth.

Peter didn’t care for porridge, but he’d run off without breaking fast and his belly rumbled.

“I’m interested in any strangers that might have been seen lately. Any that have come and gone. Any unexplained troubles, thievery, or mayhem.”

“That covers quite a bit, young man.” He smiled. “Only stranger is you, lo these many weeks. However, mayhem and thievery have occurred of late.”

A rush of excitement raced through Peter. “Tell me, if you can, of the mayhem.”

“Well, the butcher’s wife claimed someone broke into her coop and stole four of her prized hens. Ripe and ready for the blade, they were.”

“Stolen, eh?”

“That is her claim.” The priest shrugged.

“And you think not?”

“Who can say what happened, but the chickens are missing.”

“Anything else?” Peter leaned forward. A hungry band of scouts could turn to stealing if hungry enough—however, with the plentiful game in the woods, why risk being caught? Most likely, some hungry villager.

“Well, to tell truth, I don’t meet many strangers. You’d be better served speaking with the innkeeper.”

“I plan on that, Father. I was hoping you’d heard any stories, tales, that sort of thing.”

“Oh.” He nodded. “Gossip, eh?”

Peter blushed. “Aye. In the village where I live, the priest there always knew the troubles and trials of the villagers. I thought, perhaps, it was common among your ilk.”

The priest laughed and slapped his leg. “Indeed it is. I can tell you many things, and all of them interesting, but none of the kind you seek.”

Peter stood. “Thank you, Father, for speaking with me at so early an hour.”

“Not a trouble, my lord.” He walked Peter to the door and opened it.

“And Father? I’d appreciate it if you kept this to yourself, eh?” Peter held out his hand, flashed the silver coin, and then dropped it into the priest’s hastily proffered palm.

“Not a word.” He inclined his head, Peter stepped out, and the door shut behind him.

Peter sighed, then headed to his horse. “Inn next.”

His mare snorted, tossed her head, and Peter mounted. It was a short ride to the inn, a place called the Ram and Boar. He dismounted and tossed the reins around the hitching post.

Peter pushed open the door and entered. In the air hung the familiar scents of an inn house, ale, bread, roasted meats, burned wood, and sweat.

He sat at a table and motioned to the keep. “What have you to break my fast with?”

“Porridge, bread, cheese, and some fine ham.”

“I’ll have the bread and ham. And an ale.”

The man nodded and shuffled over to a sideboard where a large ham sat. The man sliced off two thick slabs and placed them on a trencher. Next, he added a half a loaf of bread—fresh, Peter hoped—poured the ale, and brought it all over.

“Many thanks,” Peter said as he paid the keep his coins.

With the innkeeper, he’d wait awhile, observe the man and the place before asking any questions. Depending on what he saw, he might not even ask them today or the day after.

As he lingered over his meal, he watched the villagers come and go, greet the keep, talk of various matters, but not one word of talk about strangers or scouts or troops.

It looked to Peter as if he’d have to do as Logan said and stay longer. Wait it out and see what came of it. But that meant staying at the lodge, with Arvel, and he wasn’t sure that was wise.

He stared into the fire. Perhaps if Arvel slept on the chair, or the floor. But how to move him out? In truth, Peter should give up the bed, despite the caretaker’s offer. Surely that had only been meant if they shared it.

Peter closed his eyes and drifted. He longed to talk to Mary. Missed his visits to the graveyard, sitting by her stone cross, telling her of what he was doing each day. Just like he’d done the nearly six hundred days of their life together when he returned from duty.

She’d sit and listen to him speak of the men, of Drake and Logan, smiling up at him as if he were telling the most interesting stories she’d ever heard. Never their secret, though, because in truth it had become his secret the night he joined them in Drake’s room. That he could never speak of, for fear of losing her.

He’d succumbed to his need, his curiosity, but once tasted, he hadn’t wanted it again. He’d loved her, loved the way she loved him. The way she’d been so happy to tell him there would be a babe, and they would be a family.

Well, it was over now. No wife, no child, no family.

She’d taken everything when she died—his hopes and dreams, his heart, his soul, his life.

Peter finished the last heel of the bread, downed the ale, and stood.

Midday would be upon him soon. Time to take a ride around the district, see the lands and the woods, decide where the most likely place for an advance might be, in Weathers’ viewpoint.

He left, got on his mare, and headed north out of the village. At the fork in the road, he took the right path, leading over flat fields into the distance. The very edge of Marden ran farther ahead, ten miles or so, at the low mountains in the distance.

Perhaps there he’d find some sign.

Anything to keep from going back to the lodge too soon.


Chapter Five

Smoke curled from the chimney of the lodge, giving it a warm, secure, and content feeling. Peter led his horse to the stable and removed her saddle, slinging it over the side of the stall. He removed her bridle and put on a rope halter that hung on a hook.

Looking around, he noticed both stalls had been cleaned and dressed with fresh straw and hay as if Arvel expected someone besides Peter. He wondered if the caretaker kept it this way on the chance that the duke would arrive. But to do so for months, years, even?

Not likely.

He should ask Arvel. But how? And even if Arvel understood him, how would he understand Arvel?

He put the brush away, slapped the mare on her rump, and shut the gate to the stall. He’d wasted enough time. Now he needed to face the lodge and its inhabitant.

At the front door, he tried the latch and it opened. Arvel sat at the fire, curled up in a chair, dozing. Peter shut the door without making a sound, then realized Arvel couldn’t hear him even if he slammed it.

Peter sat on the other chair, laid his head back, and watched the man sleep.

Gods, Peter didn’t think he’d seen such a beautiful man, besides Logan, who was perhaps the greatest beauty he’d ever seen. Arvel had an almost feminine beauty, a grace and delicacy that made Peter want to reach out, touch him, to discover he were real or just a figment of his imagination.

How had he come to the lodge? And what had led to his loss of hearing and speech? And why had the stables been kept ready? For whom?

So many questions.

Arvel slept on.

“I went into the village today.” Peter glanced at the sleeping man. No movement. “I saw the priest, asked him if he’d seen anyone or heard of any rumors about strangers. Nothing.” Peter sighed, shifted, and stared into the fire. “The inn was next on my list. I broke my fast there. I’d run from here so fast, I’d forgotten to eat.” Peter chuckled.

“Afraid of you, I suppose. Sat and listened for information, but again, none to be had.” Peter sighed. “I’ll have to stay longer. I need that information, Arvel, for the duke. Much depends on it.”

Arvel sighed, turned, and snuggled deeper into the corner of the chair back.

Peter smiled. Arvel’s hair shone in the firelight, shooting off sparks of gold and amber. Quite lovely.

“The duke and Drake sent me on this mission. Do you know Drake? He’s master of arms at Marden. The duke’s right-hand man. I’m his second. I could have been the master, if I’d pressed for it, but I haven’t got the experience, not like Drake has.”

∙•∙

Arvel sighed, stretched, and opened his eyes. He looked around, saw Peter, and smiled.

Peter had returned to him.

Again, the little bird’s wings danced in his belly and sent a warm rush of happiness through Arvel.

He hushed them and told himself to not be a fool.

Of course Peter came back. He had to come back, but not for Arvel. He’d returned to sleep in the bed, to keep his horse, to eat his meals.

Time to get to work and stop his wild thoughts.

“Ho, Arvel.”

Arvel brought his hand to his mouth, head tilted.

“Aye, I’m hungry.”

Nodding, he hurried to the sideboard and began pulling vegetables and dried meat from the larder. He swept down a knife from the shelf and began chopping. Once done, he came back to the hearth, pushed the logs around with the poker, arranging the fire to cook over, then swung out the iron cook pot and took it to the table.

∙•∙

Peter sat mesmerized by the dance, the lithe form swaying and gliding, moving to some unseen rhythm.

All the pieces were added to the pot, and then brought back to the fire, hung on the hook, and pushed over the flames.

Arvel went back to the table, brought out flour, and started making bread.

Peter relaxed, watching the younger man prepare the evening meal. Lost himself in the push and pull of Arvel’s hands on the dough, working it into the right consistency, twisting it and then kneading again. Peter lost track of the time—the lodge had no windows, only the front door and a side door that led to the stables.

Arvel finished kneading the bread, formed it into a loaf, and placed it on a wide, flat wooden paddle with a handle. Then he carried it to the side of the hearth. An oven had been built just to the side. He opened the door with the metal poker, slid the bread in, and jerked the paddle out. After shutting the door, he returned to the table to finish cleaning.

In no time, the bread’s smell and the aroma of the stew blended to fill the lodge and make Peter’s mouth water.

Arvel could cook, no doubt about that. And bake. And keep the lodge tidy, the stables clean and ready. Was there nothing the young caretaker couldn’t do?

Peter laughed. Arvel turned and caught him. His brow furrowed and head tilted.

“Pardon.” Peter stood and clapped Arvel on the shoulder. “You’re a right treat, Arvel.”

Arvel smiled, staring at Peter’s mouth.

Peter sobered and leaned in closer. “Is that how you do it? Do you see the words on my lips?” He reached out and touched Arvel’s mouth.

Arvel placed his hand over Peter’s, trapping it against Arvel’s lips, and nodded.

“So in a way, you can hear me.” Peter’s lips moved against Arvel’s fingers as he spoke. Arvel chuckled soundlessly and dropped his hand.

Peter let his hand linger for just a moment on those soft, pink lips, then removed it.

They stared at each other.

∙•∙

Little birds danced every time he looked into Peter’s eyes, just as with his Heart.

Arvel waited. It was best to wait—less painful also.

Peter leaned forward as Arvel’s lips parted. The birds took to the sky, rising up from his belly, through his throat.

Arvel swayed toward Peter, his lips parting, ready for the kiss.

Peter pulled back.

“My wife died.”

Arvel frowned and motioned at his mouth, making a circle that landed on his lips. Perhaps this was the signal for repeat the words.

Slower, he said, “My wife died.”

Dead? Ah, there’s the source of his pain. So much pain in his bark-colored eyes. They matched his bark-colored hair. Peter reminded Arvel of a tree, strong limbs that would hold him safe and secure.

Arvel wanted to help Peter by taking away the pain. Wanted to make him feel happy and see him smile again. He liked when Peter smiled.

No doubt about it, Peter needed Arvel.

Arvel’s mouth formed a large circle, and his brows shot up. Then he frowned and stepped forward, encircling Peter’s waist. He leaned into Peter and squeezed, resting his head on Peter’s shoulder.

∙•∙

Peter’s breath caught, and he wrapped his arms around Arvel, holding the smaller man tight to him.

“I miss her so much,” Peter whispered. “So, so much.” His voice trembled, and he shook with the effort to keep the pain inside.

Arvel leaned back, looked up at him with tear-filled eyes as if he felt the same pain Peter felt, then nodded and buried his face against Peter again. He moved his arm up to Peter’s neck and clung to him.

Peter broke, coughing up great sobs, tremors shaking his body, as he held tight to the caretaker.

Arvel kneaded Peter’s shoulders, his neck, easing him, bringing him down from the tension-filled shudders, until Peter inhaled, exhaled, and steadied. He stepped back, releasing Peter, giving a shy smile, and wiping away his own tears.

Peter cupped Arvel’s face, ran his thumb over that plump bottom lip, and then let him go.

“Shall we eat?” Peter gave the same signal he’d seen Arvel make before, fingers to his mouth.

Arvel grinned and nodded, then rushed to the table.

Peter pulled out the bench and sat, drying his face on his sleeve. He poured a goblet of water, drank it down, and poured another. Arvel placed the simmering pot of stew on the table and went back for the bread.

The hot loaf danced in his hands as he juggled it to the table, then speared it with the knife. Peter sliced it for them and took one piece as Arvel dished out the meal.

∙•∙

They ate with only a few glances at each other. Peter watched Arvel, taken with his talents and looks, and Arvel stole looks at Peter, perhaps fearing Peter would break again.

After they’d finished dinner, cleaned up the crockery, and put it all away, they sat in the chairs by the fire. Peter dreaded the night, the bed, and what had passed between them that morning.

How could he ask Arvel to leave the bed? No, he should be the one to go—after all, it was his problem.

He leaned over and tapped Arvel on the hand. He looked up into Peter’s face, brows up.

“I shall sleep on the floor tonight.”

Arvel frowned, glanced to the bed and back to Peter. Shook his head and pointed to Peter then the bed, then himself and down to the floor.

“No.” Peter shook his head. He pointed to himself and then the floor. “I’ll take the floor.”

Arvel stood, mouth in a hard, straight line, eyes darkening. He jabbed his finger at Peter’s chest, then pointed to the bed. To himself, then the floor. Arvel’s anger, his declaration, came through to Peter louder than any words.

Peter sighed and closed his eyes. This silent battle of wills, this war of hands, would get him nowhere. That much he knew. Arvel rushed to the bed, pulled off a quilt, and laid it out on the floor near the fire, his jaw jutting out, his eyes daring Peter as he sat with a great huff.

“I concede.” Peter sat on the chair and pulled off his boots, placing them next to the chair. He tapped Arvel on the shoulder and jerked his head to the bed.

Arvel didn’t move.

Peter stood and held out his hand. “Come to bed, Arvel.”

The caretaker glanced from his hand to the bed, back to the offered hand. With a nod, he slipped his hand in Peter’s and let himself be pulled to his feet. Peter let his hand go, and went to one side of the bed, where he sat and began undressing.

The bed shifted as Arvel sat, undressing as well.

Peter slipped under the covers first and Arvel followed. Each man lay on the edge of the bed, a gulf between them. He sighed. Better to get used to it. He had a mission to fulfill and it might take a month or more. Perhaps several, and with only one bed and two men, concessions had to be made.

That’s what this was, a concession. Nothing more.

They’d share the bed, just as they shared the lodge.

Peter rolled over, faced the door, and listened for Arvel’s breathing to change, signaling sleep. He lay for a long time waiting. Thinking of her. Of the mission. Of that night in Drake’s room. The night Logan and Drake took him. He’d let them do it, let them pleasure him with their mouths, hands, and cocks.

And it had been pleasure, no denying that. His cock couldn’t have denied them, and it didn’t. He’d spilled and shuddered and whimpered as if he were some untried virgin. As if he didn’t have a wife waiting for him.

At last, a soft snore, a shift, and Arvel slipped into slumber.

Now he could let himself go. Relax and fall asleep. Perhaps the dreams wouldn’t come, same as last night. Perhaps tonight he’d sleep deep enough not to wake with Arvel clutched to his body, warm, and soft, and not Mary.


Chapter Six

Even before Peter opened his eyes, he knew the body pressed against his wasn’t hers but Arvel’s. The young man’s scent filled his nose, and for a moment, Peter inhaled, treasured it, and then exhaled.

He should move away, back to his side of the bed.

∙•∙

Arvel knew he should move away. Peter would wake soon and push him away again. His ass hurt enough already—he didn’t need his pride injured also.

He should move away, to the far side of the bed.

But he needs me. His cock tells me so. My cock tells me I want him. I need him.

Wings beat in Arvel’s belly and his stones ached mightily. Perhaps this time Peter wouldn’t push him away. Perhaps this time Peter would take his pleasure with him.

Perhaps Peter just needed some encouragement.

Arvel sighed and pressed his bottom against Peter’s groin. Peter’s body responded with a gentle flush of heat, the slow hardening of his cock, a small shifting of hips.

∙•∙

Arvel ground into Peter’s length. Peter groaned.

His body had betrayed him these long months since she’d died, had refused to work robbed of her presence in his life. Why had it chosen now to reawaken? Peter closed his eyes and thought.

Why couldn’t this happen when he looked at the women at Marden Castle? At the ladies, the servants, even the town’s wenches? No, it had to begin here, at the lodge, with a man’s body exciting him. If Peter didn’t see the dark humor in this, he knew Drake and Logan would laugh at it.

Peter pushed forward, rubbing his cock against that sweet bottom, soft and yet firm. Arvel pushed back. Peter’s rod stiffened as the need took him. The long-dead embers of his desire caught, burned, then with the gentle coaxing of Arvel’s ass against his rod, burst into flame.

Peter wrapped his arms around the younger man, pushed his leg between those slender thighs, and wedged himself against Arvel’s body. Arvel trembled in Peter’s arms. Did the caretaker want this, or had Peter taken advantage of the morning’s evidence of a healthy male? Only one way to know for certain.

Peter rolled Arvel over onto his back and stared down into his face. Sank into those lavender eyes. Open. Willing. Ready.

Arvel reached up and touched Peter’s mouth with his fingertips, rubbing Peter’s bottom lip, then brought them to his mouth to taste. He smiled, looked back up into Peter’s gaze, and took Peter’s hand in his and pulled it to his thickness.

What more invitation did Peter need? Arvel wanted it. Wanted him. But did he want this and Arvel?

For the first time since his wife had died, Peter felt his heart beating, felt his need and hunger rise, and had an appetite. He wanted.

He closed his hand around the slender shaft, and he stroked the soft-skinned length. At the head, he pushed back the foreskin and swirled his thumb over, dragging wetness with it, bathing the tip and then the shaft as he pushed down.

∙•∙

Arvel shuddered silently against Peter. So good. So good. So good.

Peter’s rough, hard hand, a hand that knew how to bring him pleasure.

Arvel needed more. More touches, more strokes, harder and faster.

Peter smelled just as a man who wants should smell. Arvel knew that smell well—his Heart smelled the same when he desired Arvel.

Did Arvel smell like that to Peter?

∙•∙

Peter leaned down, burying his face in the space between Arvel’s shoulder and neck. Inhaling in the scent of man. Musk, sweat, smoke from the fire, and the tang of what leaked from his rod.

Peter pumped up and down, over the tip with a quick swirl, then back down, taking his time as if he had nothing else to do all night but handle Arvel’s cock.

Arvel’s body arched upward as he threw his head back, mouth open with what must have been an escaping moan of pleasure. His gaze met Peter’s, hot and intense and needing. So needing what Peter had to give him.

And Peter needed to give it. Needed to feel alive. Not dead. Not torn and shredded and ripped into a thousand strands as if he’d been a scrap of fabric rent in a storm. A pennant flying from some abandoned castle’s towers. A sad and lonely sign of what had once been. A whole man.

No more.

Peter needed. Wanted. Desired.

Arvel closed his eyes and thrust up into Peter’s grip. Peter tightened the circle of his hand, letting Arvel fuck himself on it. Watching the younger man writhe on the bed, Peter felt his own erection grow thick and strong, pulsing with each thrust as his stones ached for their own release.

Gods, it had been so long since he’d felt that sweet explosion.

He needed to feel it now, to tell him, assure him he still lived. Was still a man.

Arvel pushed Peter’s hand off, then straddled him, pushing his ass down on Peter’s cock, signaling his own need. Bending over Peter, his long hair falling all around his face, Arvel rose up, trapped Peter’s cock beneath his sac, and pressed down.

“Arvel!” Peter arched up, hands flying to Arvel’s hips to guide him. Pulling him back and forth over his cock, the pressure intense and sweet and so close. So damn close.

Arvel took Peter’s nipple in his mouth and bit down.

Peter’s cry and his release exploded at the same time, painting his belly and chest with his cream as it spurted in never-ending ribbons. Shuddering, he gasped, then dragged Arvel down into a hard kiss.

His body felt. He felt.

And now he felt Arvel’s mouth open to him. Just as he knew Arvel’s body would open to him. Peter’s cock stayed hard as the floodgate to his desire remained open, demanding more.

Peter grabbed Arvel’s arms, wrapped a leg around him, and threw him over, onto his back. He plundered Arvel’s mouth, pushing past his lips and teeth to take possession of his tongue.

Arvel clawed at his back. Not to push away, but to pull closer, to bring Peter tighter into him. He wiggled beneath Peter, rubbing their cocks together.

Peter rose to his knees, took Arvel’s legs, pushed them wide and up and ran his hand over the man’s entry. Arvel arched up, nipples hard and tight, head nodding consent.

Shoving two fingers in his mouth, Peter wet them thoroughly, then ran them over the soft skin behind Arvel’s sac, up to the hole. He’d never touched a man this way, only women. Their openings were wet, warm, inviting.

Arvel’s opening was tight, hot, locked to him. If he wanted in, he’d have to breach the fortress. Force his way past the outer defenses. Burst through the doorway and take possession.

He shoved his finger in, sinking into impossible heat and pressure and tightness.

“You’re so tight. So hot inside.” Peter gasped as he worked another finger inside the caretaker.

Arvel grabbed Peter’s arm, pushing it, guiding it, asking for more, deeper, harder. He’d never taken a man before. Been taken, aye, by Drake, and God that had been heaven. Logan’s mouth on his cock, Drake’s cock in his ass.

He wanted to fuck Arvel. Now.

Peter’s cock strained. His stones pulled tight to his body, ready to empty. If he wanted Arvel’s ass, he needed to do this now. Now.

He removed his fingers and positioned his cock at the tight entry. Arvel grabbed his hips and dragged him forward, his eyes begging for it. Begging to be taken, and oh damn, didn’t that just make Peter want it even more, if that was possible.

Peter speared Arvel, sinking deep into that glorious heat.

His chest heaved as he froze. He was in a man. Fully in. Buried to the hilt, his spear surrounded by the body of a man, Arvel’s warm sac flush against his body.

Oh God, it was glorious.

Peter pulled back and thrust home. Arvel arched. Peter sank in and pulled out. Arvel thrashed. Peter’s pace quickened as he lost himself in the fucking.

Slamming into the body beneath him, Peter growled. “This is mine!” Arvel stared up at him, bottom lip caught between his teeth, and nodded.

Had he known what Peter had said? Could he read Peter’s tortured cry?

∙•∙

Peter’s body rubbed against Arvel’s, and he felt his desire climb, like a soaring falcon, ever higher. And like the falcon, Arvel yearned for the impending dive, the final fall that would bring him to his release.

Only one other man had given him such pleasure, had pleased him among all the others who’d taken what they’d wanted with no care for Arvel’s needs or wants.

Gareth had been that man, and now, as Arvel had known all along, Peter would join Gareth in Arvel’s heart.

Arvel touched his chest, over his heart, and then placed his hand on Peter’s chest, just as he did for his Heart. Now Peter was his Heart also.

Two Hearts? Could there be two? Arvel’s heart told him aye.

Peter would be his second Heart. His second lover.

Arvel’s fingers curled and he pointed with one finger, changing his sign for his Heart, his Gareth. First in his heart.

He added another finger. Two fingers would be Peter’s sign. Second in his heart, but no less dear.

∙•∙

Peter let go, gave himself to the man. Thrusting. Taking. Riding the desire and the need and the longing as if Arvel were a fine steed and Peter was there to tame him.

Arvel grabbed his own cock and pumped, working his hand quick and hard over the swollen flesh.

Peter watched and thrust, and Arvel writhed, and it was so beautiful.

He gasped, startled as Arvel’s release burst from him, hitting Peter’s chest, dripping over his hand, landing on Arvel’s belly. Inside, Arvel’s muscles rippled as the wind through the crops in the field, bowing, tight, and insistent.

Peter came with a shout, painting the inner channel that held him so tight in its grasp.

He collapsed to the side, dragging Arvel over to lie spread out over Peter’s body. Peter’s hand worked gentle circles on Arvel’s back.

Arvel snuggled into him. His chest rose, held, then released. A silent, soft sigh.

Peter sighed aloud for both of them.


Chapter Seven

Peter rode down the lane toward the village. He’d planned to spend another day of riding the outskirts of the area, posing as a traveler but observing all he could. If Weathers had sent a scouting party, it would be small, one man perhaps.

And in the large northern territory, one man could easily avoid being seen.

The entire day had been spent plodding along, watching the surrounding woods and fields, but all he had seen were farmers and villagers going about their daily work. No spies skulked about, lurking behind trees or bushes.

This was getting him nowhere. Perhaps, like Logan had said, this would take longer. Months, not weeks, and certainly not days.

He settled into his saddle and thought. Tomorrow he’d ride the far north boundary and see if he could pick up any signs of a crossing. He’d stay off the roads and cut through the forest and ride along the foothills.

The sun sank in the sky over his shoulder. Time to head back to the lodge. To Arvel. Peter’s cock stiffened at the thought of the younger man, and a pang of guilt shot through him.

He shouldn’t feel anything for Arvel. It wasn’t love, just desire. Just lust and the need for his body to relieve the intense pressure of being denied for so long. That’s all.

Lust.

Not love, because he’d never love anyone as much as he’d loved Mary. And to feel that loss again? He couldn’t imagine letting it happen again. Ever.

He’d loved once, deep and hard, and he’d thought it would be forever. But God had decided it wasn’t to be, and he still couldn’t understand why. What had he done to earn such a punishment? Such damnation?

All he could think of was that one night with Drake and Logan. He’d betrayed his wife, let his physical desires take over his will, and gave in. Had that been enough? Just that one act?

He’d prayed about it in church but hadn’t confessed it to the priest. A confession like that would have been dangerous to more than just his soul. Logan and Drake and even his wife stood to lose all if it were known.

She would have survived his death, but the shame would have lingered on her like the stench of something dead, ruining any second chance for happiness.

There was one thing he was absolutely sure of, and that was that her death had been no fault of hers. She’d been a virgin when she’d come to him, so sweet and loving. The thought that she’d done something so awful that God would punish her for it was inconceivable to Peter.

No, the doing had been his. His sin. His punishment.

And so it had been his fault she’d died.

He’d learned his lesson, or so he thought. But here he was, going back to the lodge, eager to spend his seed in another man. To touch his smooth skin, kiss his full lips, and thrust his rod into that tight hole.

Peter jerked the reins and his horse halted.

Had he just damned poor Arvel? What if God decided to punish him again and take Arvel?

But he didn’t love Arvel. Cared for him, aye. But Peter knew it wasn’t love he felt, but lust.

He’d never feel love again, so perhaps Arvel was safe. And it wasn’t as if he’d seduced Arvel. The man had been more than eager and willing. He’d been no stranger to the forbidden love between men.

But was God so fickle? So unsteady in his temperament? His decisions to punish mere whims? If so, how had Drake and Logan escaped God’s wrath? They’d found love, Drake now had a son in Joss, and Logan had recovered his son Tomas from Weathers’ men.

No punishments there.

Peter kicked his horse forward, and they trotted down the road toward the lodge. If he hurried he’d be there before dark.

»»•««

Dark fell, and Peter had just found the entrance to the path. He checked if the road was clear, dismounted, and led the mare through the bushes, down the faint path. The woods darkened as they closed in around him.

He made the glade just as the light faded. Across it the lodge sat draped in shadows, gray smoke curling from the chimney. The door opened and Arvel stepped out, holding a lantern in his hand.

He stepped to an iron post and hung the lantern on it, then turned and went back inside.

A light to guide him home.

Peter smiled and, pulling the mare behind him, made his way to the stable. He unsaddled her, tossed her blanket and saddle over the stall wall, and brushed her down. Then after feeding her, he shut the stall door and went to the front of the lodge.

He picked up the lantern as he walked past and came to the door. No need to knock. He opened the door and stepped inside.

Arvel leaned over the pot, stirring whatever he’d filled it with. The aroma of the food filled Peter’s nostrils as he inhaled and smacked his lips. Hunger clawed at his belly.

The caretaker straightened, turned, and flinched at seeing him.

Peter laughed. “Beg pardon, Arvel. But there doesn’t seem anyway to let you know I’m here.”

Arvel placed his hand over his heart, gasping, then laughed.

∙•∙

Peter had come home. Wings fluttered in his belly, and his cock stirred to life.

He flew across the room to Peter, took the lantern from him, and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek. He looked well. Tired. But good. So good.

Was he hungry? Of course. He’d been riding all day. Working makes a man hungry. Perhaps tonight, Peter’s hunger would be for more than food.

He motioned to Peter, “Are you hungry?”

“I am.” Peter nodded and tapped his mouth with his fingers.

Arvel nodded back and motioned to the table. Peter removed his cloak, hung it on a peg near the door, and then took a seat at the table. The rest of the bread sat on a wooden tray, and he cut several slices with his knife.

∙•∙

Within moments, the pot of stew arrived at the table. Arvel dished it out and poured out their water. He sat and they ate.

“I rode around a bit today,” Peter said as Arvel looked down at his plate. “No signs of any scouting party or any strangers.”

Arvel looked up, chewing and smiled, his eyebrows raised. He patted his belly and cocked his head to the side, like a beautiful little bird.

“Aye. It’s good.” Peter mimicked him, patting his stomach.

Arvel grinned and returned to eating. Peter took a drink and cleared his throat, the dust from the road washed away by the cool clear water.

“I’m on a secret mission. Can’t tell a soul.”

Arvel glanced up and took a bite of bread. Peter smiled, tore off a hunk, and popped it into his mouth.

They finished dinner and cleaned up, then sat by the fire until it grew late. Arvel banked the logs, adding a small one to the others, and brushed his hands off on his trousers.

Peter yawned. “Time for bed, Arvel.” He leaned down to pull off his boots, but Arvel fell to his knees and brushed his hands away. Peter sat back and let Arvel take care of him. The caretaker looked happy and content.

And why not? He had a warm lodge and a large bed with covers enough to keep the coldest night at bay.

And he has me.

Barefoot, Peter pushed himself out of the chair and started for the bed. He halted, turned, and offered his hand to Arvel, still sitting on the floor holding Peter’s boot.

“Bed.”

Arvel put the boot next to the other one, stood, followed Peter to the far side of the room, and took his place opposite Peter on the bed.

“Take your clothes off.” Peter began removing his clothing, and after a heartbeat or so, Arvel undressed.

Naked, they slipped into bed and under the thick quilts.

Arvel slid over to Peter, his arms wrapping around Peter’s waist and shoulders, pulling him close. Peter took Arvel in his arms and kissed him, slow and soft. His rod stiffened with the touch of those lips, and he longed to feel them on his cock.

∙•∙

At last, he had Peter in his arms again. He longed for a taste of the man, a deeper taste, more primal than just a kiss. Arvel longed for a taste of Peter’s cock.

It always pleased Gareth when Arvel took him in his mouth, and he enjoyed it also. The feel of soft, smooth skin covering that powerful hardness, all held safe. Gareth trusted Arvel not to hurt him, only to nip with teasing intent and to suck the very essence from him.

Tonight, Arvel would please his new Heart and withhold no pleasure he could bring to Peter. Just as he would for Gareth.

Gareth belonged to Arvel, and Arvel would have Peter also.

Both men would claim him. Both men would be his.

His cock stiffened as he made up his mind. He’d have both, and neither would deny him.

∙•∙

As Arvel slid his hand down Peter’s body, he disappeared under the quilt. It felt so warm and relaxing the way the younger man’s hands caressed Peter’s body—soft yet firm, gentle yet demanding.

The covers tented over Peter’s body, the high V of them moving lower as Arvel chased downward toward what Peter hoped was his aching rod. Oh God, to feel that mouth on his rod, sucking him.

And then there it was, what he’d hoped for. Arvel’s mouth on his cock, wet and hot and all tongue and lips and so very, very good. Peter arched, his back coming off the bed, his hand reaching down to grab a handful of Arvel’s long red hair. He buried his fingers in it, pushing Arvel closer, encouraging him to take his rod deeper, suck harder, nip and bite him.

It was heaven. Arvel’s mouth and the beauty of it ran through Peter’s body, made him shudder and buck and hiss, and then he was coming, exploding, shooting under the cover into Arvel’s mouth.

Peter lay quivering as his breath returned to normal. Arvel came out from under the quilts and snuggled next to Peter, his head resting on Peter’s shoulder. Against Peter’s leg, a warm, wet trail marked where Arvel’s leaking cock pressed against him.

Weariness crept up on Peter, but he wouldn’t leave his young lover unfinished.

He reached down, hunting and rooting for what he knew would be there—Arvel’s slender, beautiful cock, dripping with his excitement.

Peter swiped his hand over the tip, picking up the wet to make the glide of his hand easy on Arvel’s tender flesh. Arvel twitched next to him, mouth open. Peter kissed him, his tongue teasing the roof of the man’s mouth, tangling with his tongue as he stroked Arvel’s rod.

Arvel trembled, eyes closed, mouth agape. Quite beautiful. And all his. For now at least. And for now, Peter wouldn’t question it—he’d just enjoy what Arvel had to give.

There would be time enough for regrets later. Perhaps in the morn.

He increased the tightness of his grasp, the quickness of his motion up and down, and with a violent shudder, Arvel came, splashing his cream over Peter’s hand and hip.

∙•∙

Arvel fell backward, his hand on his chest as his heart fluttered, and grinned. That had been so good, so well done. He pushed himself up and leaned over Peter, giving him a loud, wet kiss. He smiled, closed his eyes, and fell back to the bed.

Peter had proved again he was a worthy lover, worthy of being Arvel’s Heart, his beloved. A lover well matched to Gareth, Arvel believed.

A lover who pleased Arvel and exhausted him also.

Within moments, he was asleep.

∙•∙

Peter chuckled.

Arvel was right. Time to sleep.

Morning and regret would come soon enough.


Chapter Eight

Peter searched for regret in Arvel’s sleep-filled eyes but found none. The young man just snuggled closer to him, burying his face between Peter’s side and his arm. Peter patted his shoulder, gave the caretaker a squeeze, and then got out of bed.

“I must away, Arvel.” Peter stared into his lover’s face to be certain he understood. “I’ll return in the eve. If I’m not back before nightfall, I’ll return in the morn.” Today he’d planned to ride along the border, and it could take more than one day.

∙•∙

Arvel frowned and sat up, pushing his hair from his face. He hated mornings.

He had felt so good wrapped in Peter’s arms. So warm. And he felt so safe. Just like with his Heart. Both Hearts cared for him. Both Hearts kept him safe and warm.

He was a most fortunate young man to have two such lovers. Happiness washed over him, just as the warm rushing water in the creek behind the lodge did during the summer when he swam.

But he’d known Peter must go away. He didn’t know what Peter did, where he went, or who he saw when he left. He’d only been gone one night, and a man on horse could only get so far.

It made him sad that Peter would go, but he’d see Peter again, and that thought cheered him.

Arvel nodded. He slipped from bed, pulled on a pair of loose trousers, and tied them. Then he went to the hearth, stoked the fire, and prepared a quick meal.

By the time Peter had eaten, Arvel had filled a sack with bread, cheese, and a few pieces of dried venison. He waited at the door as Peter gathered his maps and shoved them under his tunic, just as he’d done so often for Gareth.

Over the last year, he’d learned well how to bid a man farewell, but it never eased the hurt.

“Don’t forget I’ll return late, if not tomorrow.”

Arvel nodded. He handed Peter the sack, then stood on his toes to plant a kiss on Peter’s cheek. Peter laughed, took Arvel by the back of the neck, and dragged him up for a hard, openmouthed kiss. Arvel shuddered against him, surrendering as one hand twisted in Peter’s tunic.

∙•∙

Gods, it made Peter’s cock hard. But he had a mission and couldn’t linger any longer or face not returning until the next day. And for reasons Peter didn’t want to think about, he wanted to be lying in that bed tonight, sharing it with the caretaker of Marden Lodge.

After letting Arvel go, Peter smacked him on the rump and left, striding around the lodge to the stable to where his horse waited. He saddled her and led her from the stall, across the glade, and into the woods.

∙•∙

Arvel closed the door, rubbing his ass. He chuckled silently. It hurt, but as not much as a true hit would. He knew that. Peter hadn’t meant to hurt—he’d meant it with his heart. With caring. That was good.

Peter liked Arvel, perhaps even cared. He didn’t expect love. Peter’s eyes held too much pain for that to happen so soon.

Arvel smiled and curled up in the bed. He inhaled. Peter’s smell filled the air. He pulled the quilt over his body and smiled.

Two Hearts.

He frowned, his fists tightening on the edge of the blanket.

Would his Heart like Peter? Would he chase Peter away?

Would Peter and Gareth fight over him?

He could lose both. Arvel worried his lip and decided he wouldn’t let that happen.

Gareth had to know how Arvel felt about Peter and Peter about Gareth. They had to let it be, had to agree to both be his.

Arvel would see to it.

»»•««

Peter looked up at the foothills. From a distance they’d seemed gray and soft purple as if shrouded in mists. Now he could see the barren rocks, gravel, and scrubs that covered the sides of the low hills.

Not much to track along there. But where he rode, the grass and ground were still soft and lush, and he twisted in his saddle. Behind him, the hoof prints of his horse were clearly visible.

The sun had just climbed to its highest point, and he still had miles to go before making his way back to the lodge. He’d have to admit it—there was no way he’d return before nightfall.

Best to travel on, find a place to camp, and make his bed for the night. Then he could arise early, and make for home.

Home.

Not Marden Castle, but Marden Lodge. How odd that a place he’d come to so recently felt more like his home than the place he’d lived at for over eight years. The place where he’d met his young wife and the place he’d planned to raise a family.

In that moment, Peter knew Marden Castle would never feel right to him again. He frowned and nudged his mare forward. When this mission grew to a close, he’d leave the lodge and return to the castle, to Logan and Drake, to his normal duties, and to the small grave in the churchyard.

Guilt, hot and hard and heavy, weighed on his chest, and he gasped. Had he thought of leaving her? Of never returning to her? Could he live not speaking to her ever again?

It had been so much a part of his life, as much as waking each day to go about his soldier’s duties. Now it seemed a distant thing, living in the past, not a part of his life.

Perhaps this was his heart healing?

No, he still felt the guilt, the sadness, and anger at being the cause of her death. He still grieved for her and his child.

Peter shook his head and focused his gaze on the ground, looking for any sign of another horse, or the trampling of the grasses, or a dried footprint in the mud.

He rode for hours, until he came to the northern river. He sat on his horse as it stood on the banks, and stared across the water’s great width. Crossing was impossible, not here or for twenty miles above and below. The current moved too swiftly, the span too wide, the river too deep.

He turned and headed back, retracing his trail, following his own horse’s prints back toward the village and the lodge.

The sun sank, setting the sky ablaze in oranges and golds, reds and crimsons. He spotted a small break of trees and bushes and pointed the mare toward them. He’d be able to tie her to the trees and use the bushes as a windbreak and cover.

Peter dismounted, set up his camp, and then gathered enough firewood to keep him warm through the long night.

Tonight, Arvel wouldn’t be there to warm Peter’s body. Or pull off his boots as he sat in front of the hearth. Or prepare the evening’s meal. Or smile at him in that beckoning way he had, nervous and shy but so arousing, as he allowed Peter to handle him and use his body for their mutual pleasure.

Peter missed Arvel.

With a half snort, half laugh at his thoughts, Peter rolled over, facing away from the, fire and watched his horse grazing nearby. Her head came up—she shifted, blew out through wide nostrils, and settled, one rear hoof lifted in repose.

Peter closed his eyes and prayed not to dream of Mary. He couldn’t face her now, not with thoughts of Arvel floating in his mind. Another in a long line of betrayals he’d built since coming to Marden Lodge.

»»•««

Arvel went to the door again, opened it, and looked out.

No Peter. No Gareth.

Arvel hated being alone. The bed would be cold, and he couldn’t light the fire.

It wouldn’t be safe.

He wrapped the quilt tighter around his shoulders and stared into the darkness that surrounded his home. He sneezed and wiped his nose on the quilt. Sniffed the night air.

No strange smells. That boded well.

When Gareth left, he wasn’t safe. He tried not to leave home, tried to stay still and quiet, like a fawn hiding in the bushes.

Time to be a fawn. Time to stay safe.

No fires until his Hearts came home.

»»•««

Peter woke in the middle of the night, sitting upright, looking around the camp for a sign of her. Or him. Someone. He’d been searching for someone in his dream.

He’d hunted through the castle, the woods, down roads familiar and unfamiliar, for someone, but he didn’t know whom. Each place he recognized, each hall, each wall, the hearths, the timbers of the buildings all blended as he trooped through them, lost in a thick fog, calling out for…

“Arvel,” Peter whispered.

He had a feeling something was wrong. It crawled up his spine like a centipede, hundreds of legs dancing across his skin, raising the hairs on the back of his neck and the bumps on his skin.

“Bad dream. That’s all.”

Peter lay back and pulled his blanket tighter, unsettled about the dream and the feeling that Arvel needed him.

He didn’t know when he finally fell asleep—he just knew that when he woke, the sun had risen and his horse whinnied, looking for her feed.

“I know, I know,” Peter said with a chuckle. “You’re as anxious to get to your warm stall as I am to my warm bed.” He rolled to his feet, kicked out his campfire, and saddled the horse.

Then without any thought but to go home, he mounted and returned to the road.


Chapter Nine

Caelin stood with his hands behind his back, fingers interlocked, head down, and stared at the floor of the abbot’s office. Fighting the urge to collapse, shame burning his face as if his soul were on fire, he knew there was nothing he could do to have stopped this action.

His father, Bryon Holdess, sat in the chair opposite the abbot’s desk, his complexion dark as thunderclouds, hands fisted into weapons as the abbot leaned forward to continue speaking.

“Your son has become”—the abbot paused and frowned—“quite a distraction here at the abbey. I’m afraid for the good of the pious men here and the very abbey itself, we have no choice but to ask that you take him back.”

“I don’t understand.” His father struggled with the truth. Caelin held back a snort of his own. His father knew the truth of Caelin—he’d just refused to put name to it, to see it plain before his face.

“As I said before, Caelin has proved a good student in all his learning and an excellent scribe.” At least the abbot made Caelin’s last year studying with the priests worth something. The old man was at least fair.

“Then what is the problem?”

“Caelin”—the abbot glanced at Caelin, then back to his father—“is not suited to life among men. Especially those men who seek quiet and calm. Men who have renounced the ways of the flesh.” The abbot’s speech danced around the truth.

Why didn’t he just come out and say it? Caelin drove the men to distraction. Not all, of course, but enough. The last straw for the abbot had been when two of the priests had fought each other over the right to Caelin’s body, because Caelin had refused to choose between them. The abbot had to restrain both men and from that moment on had sent Caelin into solitary confinement in his small room with only his meals brought to him.

As if he were some sort of plague.

A plague of the flesh.

Bryon swung his head to stare at his son, scanning him as if seeing him for the first time. Perhaps he did. But Caelin knew that look and knew that Bryon understood just what the old abbot meant.

“Well, what do I do with him now?” Bryon ran his hand over his face.

The abbot’s shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “Perhaps a trade? He’s a fair scrivener. A town of good size might need such a man, or perhaps a noble household where he could teach the children.

Bryon rose. “I thank you, Father.” He gave the abbot a nod, then turned to Caelin.

Caelin kept himself from jerking back at the look of disgust in his father’s eyes. He’d failed once again to be the man his father had spent most of Caelin’s life trying to turn him into.

“Thank you for understanding.” The abbot rose. “Caelin, I wish you well and God’s blessing on you.” He signed the cross, then motioned for them to leave.

Caelin’s knees trembled at the thought of what would come next. His father reached out, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him to the door. In his heart, Caelin didn’t want to leave the abbey. Despite his troubles with the men, he’d felt safer here than anywhere he’d ever been, including his own home.

Bryon dragged him down the hall to the abbey’s entrance. Nothing waited for him there—he’d given up his clothing, weapons, boots, everything, when he joined the order.

His father strode past the monk holding open the door, and before Caelin could take another breath, he’d crossed the threshold and stepped back into a world he’d thought he’d never see again.

The door to the abbey shut behind him.

His father swung around to face him, curled his hand into a fist, and knocked Caelin to the ground with a blow to the side of his face.

“Bastard!”

Caelin hugged the earth, warm rich dirt cushioning his face, and curled into a ball to protect himself, knowing how his father would spend out his rage. The blows came before he’d taken his next breath, boots and fists, falling, kicking, beating, until all the venom in his father’s heart had been worked from him. Or so Caelin thought.

Gasping, Bryon straddled Caelin and gave a final blow to his face, breaking Caelin’s nose with a sickening crack. Caelin moaned as the warm rush of blood flowed over his chin and lips.

“Now see if the men find you so pretty, boy. No one will want to touch you when I’m finished with you.”

Caelin’s eyes popped open as his father grabbed his face in one hand, steadying it, fingers pressing into his jaw and throat.

Above him, his father, his da, gripped his dagger in the other hand—the blade passed down to Bryon by his father, the one Bryon would pass down to Caelin’s older brother, Balwin.

Their eyes locked, and the terrible truth dawned in Caelin’s heart.

“Father!”

His father’s grip tightened. “Hold still. The cuts won’t be as deep.”

Caelin closed his eyes and held his breath as the blade’s cold touch turned his cheek to fire.

Once.

Twice.

The third time Caelin screamed and fainted.

»»•««

At midmorning Peter came to a small village and halted in front of the inn. Small, cramped, but smelling of delicious aromas, the place had lured a few others in. Several horses had been tied to the posts, including a fine black animal dressed in good tack.

The horse piqued Peter’s interest in its rider. Not from around here, that was certain. He’d passed no homes of quality and knew of no lesser nobles living this far north.

The thought of Weathers crossed his mind. Perhaps the man he’d been searching for sat in this very inn drinking and eating. Peter tamped down his excitement, dismounted, tied off his mare, and went inside.

The room was indeed small and dark. He waited until his eyes adjusted, then took it all in. Only four tables with chairs and several benches lined the walls, leaving barely enough room to maneuver in.

Two men sat at the nearest table. From their clothing, he knew neither of them was the man he sought. One man sat at a table, back to the wall at the far end of the room.

Even if Peter hadn’t seen the quality of the man’s clothing or arms, he’d have known this was a man to be reckoned with. His very attitude poured off him in waves, and Peter felt his heat from across the room.

The stranger’s chin lifted, and he pinned Peter in place as if he were nothing more than a gnat, with eyes so clear and icy blue they could have been made from the glaciers of the farthest north. As Peter basked in the man’s cool, appraising stare, a ripple of awareness and desire passed over him like a softly drawn silk veil. His cock stiffened, and Peter barely held the shock of his body’s reaction in check.

He moved to the counter. The innkeeper gave him welcome, and Peter ordered ham and ale, his back to the stranger, as he willed his body to cool and his hands to steady. The keep returned and placed the ale and slab of ham on a platter in front of him.

Peter paid him, took them, and turned to find a table. The man’s gaze followed him as he chose a table and sat facing the man. Whatever it was, Peter decided better to face it than act a coward. After all, if this were Weathers’ man, he’d have to either capture him and force out the truth or kill him.

Something about the man made Peter question who would be victorious in that struggle. He reminded Peter of one of the Norsemen, if his thick blond mane gave proof. Peter placed his tankard and platter down, pulled out a chair, and sat, putting all his bravado into the movements, just as he’d seen Lord Drake do a hundred times. He looked up into the man’s gaze and sent his own fiery stare back.

One blond eyebrow rose. Then the man’s mouth rose in the smallest curl.

Peter wanted to lick that corner.

Gods, had he just given into the new unfamiliar desires of his body with thoughts of this man? Arvel was one thing. Peter’s feelings for the younger, smaller, more vulnerable man could be reasoned away, but this strong, rich desire for a man just as large as he, if not larger, older, and surely more experienced than he, could not.

Peter took out his dagger and sliced off a piece of ham, brought it to his mouth, and ate. He took his time chewing, gaze sweeping over the stranger, taking even more of the man’s appearance in.

Tall, he could tell in the stretch of the man’s legs. Wide shoulders, strong, muscular arms. A fighter’s arms, as the broadsword worn across his back proved. Dressed in warm brown leathers from his boots to his chest, the man looked every inch a dangerous adversary.

Peter recognized the attitude—he’d seen it in Drake many times. That sureness, that certain knowledge that he was the match for any man foolish enough to try him.

And like Drake, could he have the same heart? The same longings for the forbidden? The same desire in his kiss? And what did Peter care if he did or did not?

Peter snatched up his tankard and drank deep from it, the ale soothing his throat of road dust and calming his nerves. The man was far more dangerous to Peter than just as a mercenary or soldier.

The danger lay in the thoughts the man instigated in his mind.

Thoughts that, if acted upon openly, would get Peter killed.

And that thought, that danger, sent Peter’s body humming.

He’d found comfort in Arvel. In his silence, in his soft touch and his sweet willingness to give his body.

But this man stirred heat, danger, and desire the like of which Peter had never experienced, except perhaps with Drake.

Instead of being the taker, with this man, Peter wanted to be taken. Wanted to feel his rough hands against his skin, holding him down, pressing the weight of his body against Peter’s.

Peter brought the drink to his lips again and looked over the rim of the tankard at the man as he gulped down the soothing ale, wishing it would erase the wicked thoughts from his mind. He had one man waiting for him at the lodge. What did he need with another?

The stranger licked his lips, his gaze locked with Peter’s, then pushed back his chair and stood, moving as if he had all the time in the world. Letting Peter drink his fill of his body, of the way he moved, of the promise in those startling blue eyes.

He walked past Peter’s table and out the door.

Peter exhaled, and his hands steadied.

What should he do now?

Stay or follow?

Peter downed his ale, shoved the last piece of ham into his mouth, and chewed. Then he stood and, nodding to the keep, approached him.

“Who was that man?” Peter asked, leaning on the counter.

The man shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“Have you seen him before?”

The man frowned and tapped the counter with his fingertip.

Peter slid a coin onto the counter and raised his eyebrow. The keep put his finger on the coin and slid it off the counter into his other hand.

“Aye. He’s been in a fair few times before. Every few months. Why?”

“No reason. He looked familiar to me, that’s all.” Peter smiled at the keep and pushed off the counter. The man might have known more, but if he did he didn’t press for more coins. Peter wasn’t going to offer any to loosen his tongue.

So the man was no stranger to these parts. That could be good or bad. Good in that he could just be some mercenary passing through on his way to his home.

Bad that he might be one of Weathers’ men and had been scouting this side of the border for a long time. Perhaps preparations to invade were farther along than anyone had thought.

Peter gave the innkeeper a wave of his hand and left.


Chapter Ten

Peter stood next to his horse and searched the street, but the man had disappeared. Peter strode to where the stranger’s horse had been tied, kneeled, and studied the tracks.

One of the horse’s hoofs had a shoe different from the rest, two markings on the very ends of the iron, perhaps the maker’s mark. He memorized it, took his horse by the reins, and began to follow the tracks down the road.

By the time Peter had reached the end of the small village, he could now track the horse and rider without fail. He threw himself into the saddle and set off at a quick trot. His quarry would be just ahead of him. No need to rush. Peter was positive he could catch up to the man if and when he wanted.

It would only be a matter of time before the man revealed himself and his mission. If he was one of Weathers’ men, he would surely canvass the lands, then return to report to Weathers. Peter would follow until he knew for certain, then capture him and bring him back to Marden to be dealt with by Logan and Drake.

If the man were just some traveling mercenary, Peter would learn that soon enough.

The road wound through the forest, then broke onto an open plain. Fields lined either side of the road, and Peter passed small farms. The track of the horse with the one odd shoe proved easy to follow. One thing for certain—the man wasn’t worried about being followed for he’d taken no caution to hide his tracks.

Peter relaxed into his saddle and made his way south, deeper into Marden lands, and toward the lodge.

Where Arvel waited for him to return.

Peter groaned. He’d forgotten about Arvel in his excitement and interest in the stranger. Another sharp pang of guilt stabbed at him. He’d promised Arvel he’d return today, but he knew his first duty was to find evidence of Weathers’ plans to invade across the northern border.

Perhaps if the mercenary continued on his way, Peter could stop at the lodge, tell Arvel he had to be gone for a few more days, and then resume his hunt. If his quarry veered from the road south, then Peter would have to follow him, and Arvel would have to wait for Peter’s return.

There was nothing Peter could do about it but see which road the mercenary would ride.

»»•««

Caelin stared at his reflection in the stream as he washed the blood from his damaged face. He’d never thought himself handsome, not like other men he’d seen, but men still found him, still pressed at him, still demanded of him.

His father was right—no man or woman would give him a second look now with such damage. The blade’s tip had scratched down his face in three parallel lines from cheek to jaw. They bled still but had reduced down to just seepage. He pressed the cool wet cloth against his face and stood.

Amazed at how little he felt after the beating. Not the pain—he felt that in every movement of his body and in each breath in and out. God help him if he tried to open his mouth or move his lips. He should hate his father for doing this, for marking him, for hating his own son. Caelin searched for it but found only emptiness and chilled numbness.

He felt no shame for what he’d done with the priests, not then and not now. It was who he was, how he felt, and as long as he’d been aware of other men, he’d known they were the ones that excited his body.

“Come along, Caelin. I have to decide what to do with you.” His father climbed back on his horse and waited as Caelin cleaned up.

He turned to his da. “You don’t have to do anything. Just let me go.”

Bryon snorted. “Let you go? Have you lost your mind? Do you know the penalty for being caught with another man?” His eyes narrowed at Caelin, and for a fleeting moment, they’d flashed with fear.

Perhaps his father did care, after all. Perhaps, in his own way, he’d been protecting Caelin by using the knife. Were thanks to be given?

“I know the penalty.” But being free would be worth it. Even if he only lived a few months more, perhaps a year, it would be a year on his own terms.

“And the shame? For your family’s name?” Ah, that was it, wasn’t it? His father didn’t want any speck of shame to taint him or his older brother.

“I know well of that also, Father.”

His father stared at him for a long time, then slapped his thigh. “Come on then. You’ll have to walk. I had no reason to bring a horse when the abbot summoned me.”

“Aye, Father.” Caelin fell into step beside his father’s mount as they headed down the road to what had once been his home.

Caelin pressed the cloth to his face, letting the sting numb his feelings and darken his heart. It wasn’t far to their small manor, and Caelin set his resolve to walk it in silence. He was good at keeping silent—he’d learned it at the abbey. Once or twice feeling the bite of the lash across his shoulders, a lash he himself wielded, had been all it took to teach Caelin not to open his mouth and speak.

As his father rode and Caelin, long monk’s robe flapping around his legs, trudged the long distance toward their manor, Caelin wondered how his father would explain his being sent home to his brother. His mouth twisted and pulled at his wounds, and Caelin stumbled with the pain.

No, he didn’t think his father would have to say much to his brother. They’d just share another look between them that said, “Fool boy,” nod at each other, and then glare at him.

Caelin resigned himself to another beating by his brother once he arrived home.

»»•««

Peter followed the mercenary down the road toward the village. He’d continued on past several lanes that could have circled him back toward the foothills.

He kicked his horse into a trot to catch up and came over the rise in the hill. Fields ran along one side, the forest on the other. Ahead, Peter would take the hidden path to the lodge, tell Arvel he had to leave, gather some supplies, and move on.

Perhaps if he rushed, they would have just enough time left to spend in a quick tumble into the bed. Peter smiled at that thought.

Ahead, the lone rider halted. Peter reined his horse off the road and into the woods to watch. The man dismounted, took his horse by the reins, and stepped into the trees.

“Holy mother of God!” Peter gasped, knowing the very path the mercenary went down. To Arvel and the lodge. Arvel would be unprotected, and being deaf, he wouldn’t even hear the mercenary until it was too late.

There was no time to waste if he was to save Arvel.

He frowned as he jerked the reins of his horse to get it back onto the road, and then he kicked her hard. The horse’s trot wasn’t fast enough, and Peter leaned forward and swatted her on the rump with the leather rein.

She broke into a canter down the hill to the path leading to the hidden lodge. In his mind, Peter promised Arvel he’d get there, stand between him and this man, and do whatever it took to protect his lover.

At the path, Peter pulled back on the reins and leaped from the saddle. As he panted and his heart thudded in his chest, he searched for some control or else the mercenary would hear him coming. Forcing himself to move slower, act calmer, Peter led the horse as slow as he dared down the path to the lodge.

At the entrance to the glade, Peter hung back in the shadows.

The mercenary had crossed it and had almost reached the lodge. Instead of rushing in, or sneaking around it, he brought his horse to the stable and entered.

Peter frowned. The man acted as if he’d been here before, knew the path, knew of the stable. Knew it would be kept ready?

Logan hadn’t mentioned anyone other than the caretaker. Perhaps he’d forgotten this man? He might have, but not Drake. If Drake had known, he never would have forgotten to mention a man such as this.

Peter’s mouth went dry, and his tongue seemed to grow twice its size as he waited for the man. He tied off his horse and crept around the edge of the glen to get closer to the lodge. Almost there, the man reappeared, whistling a familiar ditty and striding along as if he had all the right to be there.

“Arvel?” Peter whispered. Did Arvel know this man?

Did Arvel let this man…? Peter broke off that thought, gritted his teeth, and stepped from the bushes.

“Hold!” he shouted and drew his sword

The man turned, cocked his head to the side, eyes narrowed, as he pulled his sword from its back scabbard and presented it to Peter.

“I know you. From the inn.”

“But I don’t know you. What business do you have at Marden Lodge?” Peter advanced but kept a wary eye on the man.

“My business is my own. Who are you to ask?”

They glared at each other, taking in their weapons, sizing each other up, looking for the opportunity to strike if needed.

Peter opened his mouth to speak but closed it. He couldn’t tell of his mission—he had no idea if this man was one of Weathers’ men. But he could say that the duke had given him permission to use the lodge.

“I’m a guest of the Duke of Marden. And you?” Peter pointed his sword for emphasis.

“The duke, eh?” His eyes narrowed again. “I’ve never met him. How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“I have a letter from the duke himself, not that I have to prove anything to you. But you need to explain your presence to me.”

The man lowered his sword just a little. “I have no right, it’s true. But the caretaker here is my friend.”

“You know Arvel?” Peter stepped forward.

“Aye.” The man took another step toward the door, and Peter countered it.

“He didn’t mention you to me.”

The man gave Peter a smile that said much. “That’s odd. I certainly thought I was worth a mention, at least.” His amused gaze burned over Peter’s body, setting it to tingling.

“I’m afraid not.”

“Perhaps he was too busy? With you?” The man’s eyebrow rose at the suggestion.

Peter stepped back. “What do you mean?”

“You know my meaning. Arvel is a beautiful, rare creature. Don’t lie and say you didn’t take notice of him.” He chuckled. “Or did he take notice of you?”

“What?” Peter’s voice squeaked like a mouse. He cleared his throat and resumed his glaring. “I came here to visit. Arvel had been set upon by a group of men determined to beat him.”

The man’s face darkened, and his grip on his sword tightened. “Did they?”

“No, I stopped them before they got too far.”

“Then you have earned my gratitude, my lord.” He swept a low bow. “And I’m sure you earned much from Arvel.”

Why did the man speak of this so openly? As if he knew what Peter and Arvel had done and found it…amusing. But Peter refused to admit anything to the mercenary.

“Let us go inside and greet our pet, then.” The man laughed, returned his sword to its home, and stepped to the door.

“Pet?” Peter cocked his head.

The man shook his head, opened the door, and stepped inside. Peter rushed in behind him, sword still drawn, determined to protect Arvel.


Chapter Eleven

Arvel sat at the table facing the door. From Peter’s vantage point, he could see the joy breaking over Arvel’s face at the sight of this man. The young man leaped to his feet, knocking over his chair, and flew across the room, throwing himself into the mercenary’s open arms.

“Arvel, my pet—” His words were swallowed by Arvel’s mouth crashing down on his. Arvel wrapped his arms around his neck, his legs around his waist, and nearly toppled the man.

Peter stared.

Unable to take his eyes off the pair of lovers, he watched as Arvel threw his head back and allowed the man to have at his neck. Eyes closed, mouth open in pleasure, he was thing of beauty.

As well as the mercenary. Peter couldn’t decide which one of them stirred his cock more, the elder man, or the younger. Or perhaps it was watching them both?

“So you do know Arvel.” Peter’s voice didn’t tremble—for that he was glad.

The mercenary broke Arvel’s kiss and laughed. “Aye. We know each other well, don’t we, love?” Love and pure affection blasted through in his voice.

He strode across the room and dropped Arvel on the bed with a bounce. Arvel scrambled to his knees and reached for him, but the man playfully dodged away.

Peter edged closer. “Arvel?”

Arvel glanced at Peter as if seeing him for the first time. His mouth opened. Then the color rose in his pale cheeks, tipping his ears a deep rose. He got off the bed and came to Peter, taking his hand and staring up into his eyes.

“I…” Peter stammered. “I should leave.”

∙•∙

Arvel saw the look of pain in Peter’s eyes and shook his head. He placed his hand over his heart and then put it over Peter’s heart. Then he motioned with the flat of his hand, palm down, at the floor.

Stay.

Peter shook his head. Gareth watched.

Arvel went to Gareth, held out his hand, and curled his fingers, leaving one out. He pressed it to Gareth’s chest, then to his own.

Arvel moved to Peter and repeated the motion of hand to heart, two fingers out.

He touched his own heart.

How could he make them understand?

∙•∙

Peter stared at the stranger.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“I’m called Gareth. And you?”

“Peter.”

“Well, Peter. It seems little Arvel has claimed us both.” His eyes twinkled in amusement.

“You find this amusing?” Peter found it…odd.

“Indeed, I do.”

“And you’re not mad? Furious?” Peter named only a few of the emotions rolling through his body. “Jealous?”

“Nay. I love Arvel and only want what makes him happy.” He shrugged. “You seem to have made him happy while I was away. Enough for him to ask you to stay.”

Peter and Gareth stared at each other as Arvel looked back and forth between them, waiting for some decision or the tension to ease.

Peter dropped his gaze to the young man. Arvel’s beseeching look swayed him, but it was Gareth’s look of what could only be loving indulgence that convinced him.

“I’ll stay.” Peter nodded.

Arvel exhaled and grinned.

Gareth laughed. “Good! Now, my pet, I’m hungry.” He motioned with his hand to his mouth.

Arvel nodded and looked to Peter, brows raised in question. Peter motioned also, and Arvel took off to the hearth to tend the meal. Gareth strolled to the hearth and plopped down in a chair. Peter followed suit.

“So, what brings you to Marden Lodge?” Gareth glanced at Arvel as if checking to see he were well.

“Hunting. I’ve come to hunt for the duke’s larders.” Peter surprised himself with the story and the quickness of its creation.

“The woods are full of deer and fowl, and this is the time of year for it.” Gareth eased back in the chair and stuck his feet toward the fire.

“And you? What is your story?” Peter glanced at the Gareth’s profile. Strong, handsome, virile. A prize of a man, to be sure.

“I’m a mercenary. I met Arvel over year ago. He’d been here at the lodge, caring for it. I was passing through the village, wounded from my last battle. I rescued him and he took me in, healed me, and”—he shrugged—”I’ve been visiting every chance I can.” Arvel stood and went back to the meal.

“So you don’t stay here all the year?”

“No. My work takes me all over the land, hiring as I can. I earn my money, then return here to him. I suppose one day I won’t be able to return.” His loving gaze shot over to Arvel, then back to Peter. “I worry about him when he’s alone. Those men you dealt with… It’s not the first time he’s been set upon.” He growled, and he tightened his grip on the arms of the chair.

“I understand. Is that why the way to the lodge has grown over, become a secret?”

“Aye. I thought it best. Safer. He understands.”

“The duke doesn’t know. He knows of Arvel, aye, but not of the secrecy of the path or the lodge.”

“I’m sure some of the older villagers know of it, but I think they keep quiet to protect Arvel also. He doesn’t go there often. I wonder why he was out on the road.” Gareth rubbed his chin.

“He had a sack of food with him.”

“Damn! I’d hoped to return before his stores ran out. I’ve been buying the food, bringing it here for him so he’s not so exposed.”

Peter nodded. “Does he mind? Being alone?”

“Alone?” Gareth chuckled. “He’s locked in silence day and night. How more alone can he be?” His eyes darkened. “I call this place Silent Lodge, for as long as Arvel is here, it remains silent, without sound.”

“How did he become deaf and mute? Do you know?”

“Aye. It was an illness when he was a child. One of the old women in the village told me. He’s prone to illness, you see. Fevers and such.” He shrugged. “I know not of such sicknesses—my experience is in battlefield wounds, but I do know that if he’s not kept warm, he tends to fall ill.”

“Then we must chop more wood. Enough to last the rest of the season, at least.” Peter began thinking of how they’d insure Arvel’s well-being.

“Indeed. I noticed the lack of wood and of hay and feed. I’ll go into the village in the morn and purchase some grain.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” Peter offered.

“Nay. Best if we’re not seen together, isn’t it?” Gareth cocked an eyebrow at him, a sly smile on his face.

So he didn’t believe Peter’s story about hunting, eh?

“Aye.” Peter nodded and leaned back against the chair. “I have money also, for food and such needs. Let me give you some to pay for what you buy. My horse is eating your hay and oats.”

“Fair enough.”

Arvel came to the hearth, swung out the pot, tasted the stew, and then banged the wooden spoon on its side. He used a rag to gather up the pot by the handle and move it to the table.

“Time to eat.” Gareth slapped his thighs and stood.

Peter rose, and together they went to the table. Gareth sat on one side, Peter on the other, and Arvel at the end, between them. He served the meal and they ate.

Peter’s mind raced with a hundred questions, but only one loomed above all. What would they do about sleeping? Although the lodge held only one bed, it was a large one. They could all fit, but it would be cramped. Still, Peter preferred the bed better than the cold floor. And what would they do about…Arvel?

Should Peter offer to tend the horses and let Gareth and Arvel be alone?

Should he give up on ever touching Arvel again, now that his true lover had arrived? Why did that bother him? He knew he didn’t love Arvel. Cared deeply, worried about him, enjoyed his company and his body, of course. But it wasn’t love.

He glanced at Gareth, and that same rush came over him, coursing through his body as it did earlier in the day. Strong arms and hands, broad shoulders, thick legs. Was his cock as thick? Was it silky softness over iron hard flesh?

Peter shifted as his cock grew with his thoughts.

He didn’t intend on asking his questions, so he’d just wait and see what progressed. That was safest. Less embarrassing for all involved. And really, why was he so put off? He’d shared before, hadn’t he? And Logan and Drake had been lovers even then.

No difference.

He exhaled and tried to relax.

Then the meal was over. Arvel gathered their plates, and Gareth stood, giving Peter a look that said all and nothing.

“The bed is large enough for three. Arvel’s small and doesn’t take much room.”

Peter’s mouth went dry. So it had been decided. He nodded.

Arvel worked washing off the platters, unaware of what words passed between his old and new lovers.

“Perhaps I should tend the horses?” Peter swallowed as his gaze flicked to the bed and back to Arvel’s back as he worked.

“I’ll help you. Faster that way.” Gareth seemed to be amused again. Damn the man, but he was making light of Peter’s attempts to be chivalrous.

“As you wish.” Peter nodded.

Gareth moved to Arvel and touched his shoulder. Arvel turned and smiled as his lover’s hands moved in quick motions, telling him that he and Peter would go outside, to the horses, as he also spoke in low tones.

“Let’s go.” Gareth pointed to the door and led the way out, and Peter followed.

Once outside, Peter exhaled. “You speak to him well with your hands.”

“Aye. He’s taught me much, our little pet.”

Our little pet? “Why do you call him pet?”

“Pet. Sweetling. Lover. What would you have me call him?” He grinned at Peter. “What shall I call you?” His voice lowered and teased.

Peter halted in his tracks. “Me?” Damn, did his voice sound more like a mouse than a man?

“Aye. You.” Gareth reached the stables and disappeared inside.

Peter rushed to catch up. “Peter. My name is Peter,” he said, perhaps a bit too forcefully.

“Well, Peter. I shall have to think upon that.”

The arrogance of the man angered Peter. He’d think upon it? Who did he think he was?

“And what shall I call you?” Peter fired back.

Gareth spun, took two large steps toward him, and had Peter pinned against the stall boards with his larger body. “You can call me…” He leaned close enough for Peter to feel his breath on his lips. God help him, he couldn’t keep from leaning closer. “Master Gareth.”

The arrogance of the man boiled Peter’s blood. He reached up and shoved the man away. “The hell I will!”

Gareth threw back his head and laughed, the sound echoing around the stable, stirring Peter’s erection back to life. How did the man do it? Make Peter want to fuck him and kill him at the same time?

He grabbed the pitchfork and used it to move hay to the horses’ mangers. Peter doled out the grains and filled the water troughs. When they’d finished, the air still hung thick and heavy between them.

Peter didn’t want to think about it at all. But the chores were done, and he couldn’t put off bedtime any longer. When they went back inside the lodge, he’d have to share the bed with Gareth and Arvel.

And the uncertainly of what would, what might, what he wanted to happen, scared him more than anything he’d faced in some time.


Chapter Twelve

Gareth chuckled at the man in front of him. A very handsome man. A soldier, well-built, strong. A man much like himself. Not the sort of man who usually caught his eye, but there had been something about him, even at the inn where he’d first seen him, that intrigued Gareth.

It was the look in Peter’s eyes. Haunted. Hurt. Perhaps as damaged as Arvel, but the nature of the pain he bore, Gareth couldn’t tell.

Oh well. Peter would be an interesting dalliance, to say the least. A man to test Gareth’s skills, his strength of will and seduction. A man who might not fall so easily to a more dominant man. That had been plain to see, since he’d protected Arvel.

Gareth grinned. What would it be like to overpower such a man? To make him submit to his desires?

Probably as good as it felt to tease him as he had earlier.

He followed Peter inside, shut the door, and dropped the bar into place.

“I sleep on the side nearest the door,” he said as he removed his scabbard and sword.

Peter halted and looked at him, then nodded. “As you wish.” They sat in the chairs again. Arvel wiped off his hands and came to them. He fell to his knees and first pulled off Gareth’s boots, then Peter’s, seeming as happy as a lark to care for the two men.

∙•∙

Gareth caught Arvel’s chin in his hand. “You’ll sleep in the middle?”

Arvel smiled and nodded. He leaned forward and offered his lips to his lover.

“Ah, pet, I never get my fill.” Gareth took Arvel’s mouth and drank from it. His member stirred in his breeches, filling, shifting, aching for his lover. He broke away and sat back.

Arvel leaned over to Peter, offering him a kiss also. Gareth’s belly tightened as he watched his pet encourage Peter. For his part, Peter glanced at Gareth as if to ask permission, so he gave the man a nod.

Peter wrapped his hand in Arvel’s hair, pulled him close, and they met, openmouthed, tongues tangling, in a kiss that made Gareth’s cock swell. Kissing Arvel had always stirred him, but seeing Arvel being kissed was something more, a new excitement he’d never experienced before.

He rubbed his hand over his rod as he watched.

Arvel was a beauty, how he gave himself to be loved and perfect in his submission. The way his body melted and his hands fluttered until they found purchase either in the sheets of the bed or the grass on the ground or even on Gareth’s body.

He loved Arvel and could deny him nothing. Not even another lover.

Arvel sat back, smiling. He placed a hand over his heart with his first finger held out and touched first Gareth.

“That is his sign for me,” Gareth told Peter. “First in his heart.”

Arvel repeated the motion, and this time his hand came to rest on Peter’s chest, with two fingers extended.

“Ah, Peter. That is for you. Second in his love.” Gareth nodded, looking pleased that Arvel had given Peter his own sign.

Gareth slapped his palm against his chest and then laid it on Arvel’s.

Peter did the same.

Arvel grinned, then took Peter’s hand and placed it on Gareth’s chest. Gareth put his hand over Peter’s heart.

Peter frowned, shook his head, and tried to pull away, but Arvel held him tight, staring with utmost concentration into Peter’s eyes, insistent and demanding.

Gareth laughed and pushed hard on Peter’s chest. He could feel the rapid pounding of the younger man’s heart, the sharp intake of breath, the muscles that flexed beneath his fingers, and knew he wanted more of Peter.

How much more would be up to Peter, Gareth’s skills at seduction, and time.

“Let’s to bed.” Gareth stood as Arvel let them go free. Peter remained seated, a look of confusion on his face. Gareth slapped him on the shoulder. “Come, man. Surely you’re not afraid of a bed?”

“It’s what’s in the bed.” Peter mumbled as he stood.

Arvel raced ahead of them, stripping off clothing, and naked, threw himself on the bed. He rolled onto his back, moving his body like a snake up the bed until his head rested on the pillow. Then he licked his lips and took his cock in hand and gave it a few strokes. Arvel innocent was heady—Arvel wanton was intoxicating.

Gareth roared, hands on hips, head back, at the deaf-mute’s behavior.

“Oh my pet. You tempt me sorely.” Getting out of his clothing proved quicker with such motivation. He crawled onto the bed and flopped on his back next to his lover.

Peter stood at the foot of the bed, shirt in his hand, breeches down around his ankles, staring at them both but lingering over Gareth’s body.

“Well, Peter. See anything you like?” Gareth cocked an eyebrow.

Peter blushed. “I can’t deny Arvel’s beauty.” He stepped out of his trousers and trews and dropped his shirt in the same pile, then came around the bed to his side.

“And what of me?” Gareth teased. Oh, he would enjoy this man, making him stutter and blush.

Peter rolled his eyes. “What of you? Think yourself so pretty?”

“Oh aye. I’m a right pleasant sight, so I’ve been told.”

Peter got in bed and lay back on the pillow. “By who? The local farmhands?” He snorted.

“Nay, nay. By better men than you, Peter the hunter.” He chuckled.

Peter rolled onto his side and stared at the wall. Arvel sat up, crossed his arms, and frowned at him. He gave Gareth a wink, full of mischief and humor, and then leaned down and bit Peter on the ass.

The ensuing yelp just made Gareth burst into laughter, filling the rafters.

Peter glared at Arvel, then him, then rubbed the bite. Arvel pushed his hand away and soothed it with his tongue. Peter groaned and pushed into what had now become a kiss.

Arvel kissed his way around Peter’s hip, pushing him until he lay flat on his back. Now Gareth had a perfect view of the man’s cock. Thick, straight as a rod, it peeked from its hood, leaking a string from tip to belly.

A belly covered in a soft trail of dark hair, unlike Arvel’s smoothness. Gareth’s fingers would tangle in that softness if Peter allowed it. But something told Gareth that Peter wouldn’t allow such a touch. Not now. Not yet.

He had time, and he was a very patient man when he set his mind to it.

And his mind was set on Peter.

»»•««

Good God, how did he get himself into this situation? In a large bed with two of the most desirable men he’d ever laid eyes on.

Peter had no clear answers, just a string of events that led him, like the most winding road, to this time and place.

One of the men made his skin feel warm and wet and—Oh hell, was that a nip? A shiver ran through Peter as Arvel nibbled him, catching skin between teeth, and then licking the sting away. With each kiss, he moved closer to Peter’s rod, standing straight up as if pointing to heaven.

Only Peter knew that way led to hell, but God forgive him, he didn’t care. Not right now. Not with Arvel’s mouth on him, edging closer, Arvel’s soft hand threading through the nest of curls at the base of his cock. Not with Arvel’s nose snuffling along as determined as any hunting dog to seek out a bird in a bush.

Peter didn’t dare open his eyes. He knew what he’d find. Gareth staring at him. At them. And he refused to admit how much that excited him. Those clear blue eyes taking it all in, watching, darkening.

Arvel’s mouth surrounded Peter’s cock and sucked it down. Peter cried out, arching off the bed, but he couldn’t keep the thought of the other man observing his pleasure out of his mind.

To hell with him. Let him watch. Let Gareth know how Arvel pleased him. Aye, his pet pleased Peter. So, so much.

“Goddamn!” Peter groaned as Arvel cupped and rolled his stones in their tight sac. Pleasure shot through Peter as if he’d been struck by an arrow.

Arvel worked him up and down, his lips sliding over the skin of his rod with loud slurping noises, his own heavy panting and a soft moan from… Oh hell, was that Gareth?

Peter opened his eyes and turned his head. Gareth indeed watched them, his eyes dark blue and slitted, his hand pumping along his shaft, enjoying, nay, reveling in Arvel’s attack on Peter’s cock.

Under Gareth’s gaze, Peter’s release burst from him in a shocking series of pulses swallowed down by Arvel, forcing Peter’s eyes to shut, his back to arch, and his body to shudder.

“That was pure sweetness, Peter,” Gareth whispered.

Arvel moved to Gareth, pulled his hand away, and swallowed Gareth’s rod to the root. Gareth hissed, eyes rolling in his head. He reached out, wrapped his hand in Arvel’s tresses, and fucked into his mouth.

“God, aye, suck me. I’ve missed you so much, pet,” he whispered as he tenderly stroked Arvel’s shoulder.

Now it was Peter’s turn to watch, and although he felt a glimmer of embarrassment, it soon changed into arousal. No matter that he’d just spent himself, his cock revived as he took in the sight of Arvel servicing Gareth and the big man’s unmistaken pleasure.

Arvel stroked Gareth’s hip with one hand. The other played with his own cock as he licked up and down the long, thick length of Gareth’s manhood. And Peter had to admit it was a fine, beautiful manhood.

Their lover sped up, his red head bobbing up and down Gareth’s shaft until the big man cried out, hoarse and raw, with his completion. He relaxed into the bed, panting.

Arvel snuggled between them, his own cock still hard and stiff and so beautiful.

Gareth and Peter rolled toward him as if they were soldiers given an order.

“Now it’s time for you, eh pet?” Gareth cupped Arvel’s cheek, turned his face toward him, and took his mouth in a gentle kiss.

That left Peter to tend to Arvel’s rod, and he didn’t shirk at his duty. He spit into his hand, wrapped it around the younger man’s slender cock, and worked him.

∙•∙

Arvel groaned, a soundless rumble in his chest, and he grasped both Peter and Gareth’s arms. Gareth deepened his kisses, plundering the man’s mouth, controlling and taking, drinking from Arvel’s lips his nectar while Peter drove him on with his hand.

This was what he’d wanted from the first moment he’d thought of both Peter and Gareth together, pleasing him. Both his Hearts, using their mouths and hands and cocks to bring him to release.

Arvel’s body throbbed with need. He’d given to his men, and now he enjoyed them, as was only fair.

Peter stroked him, driving him on toward the cliffs of release as Gareth’s sweet kisses teased him. Almost too good to bear, this double pleasure.

He was the most fortunate of men. He had two lovers who wanted to share him without making him choose between them or fighting each other.

He’d seen how Gareth had looked at Peter and knew his Heart desired the other man, and he’d seen the glances from Peter to Gareth. Both men wanted each other but hesitated.

It would be up to Arvel to bring them together.

∙•∙

By the gods, it was a thing of beauty, Gareth on Arvel. Every nerve in Peter’s body burned with the heat of desire and lust. He’d never known that just watching could be so arousing, could draw him up tight and make him yearn for release again.

Who would win the race to Arvel’s completion? Gareth’s mouth and tongue or Peter’s skilled hands?

His grip tightened, flew faster, slick and quick over the velvet of Arvel’s rod.

Gareth licked and sucked and tongued the man’s mouth in a relentless drive.

Each of them demanded Arvel’s release.

With a strangled gurgle against Gareth’s mouth, Arvel came, and his cock spewed white lines over his belly, dripping down Peter’s hand. Gareth pulled away, and their lover fell back, limp, chest heaving. His cock shrank as Peter eased his pressure off, slowed down, and then at last, released him.

He curled onto his side, facing Gareth, and snuggled under the big man’s arm.

Peter rose, went to the washbowl, rinsed off his hands and then dried them. He gathered the quilt from the floor where it had slid, crawled into bed, and covered them all, moving tight to Arvel’s back. He wrapped an arm over his waist.

Gareth sighed, and Peter heard all it told him. Contentment, satisfaction, and happiness. He’d recognized it in his own sigh.


Chapter Thirteen

The next morning, Gareth saddled his horse and rode into town for the things they’d need. Arvel and Peter stayed behind, Arvel to bake and Peter to chop wood to rebuild what had been used. Since Gareth had eaten at the lodge, once he reached the village, his only task would be to purchase what they needed at the shops and return home.

At the granary, he purchased two sacks of grain mixture for the horses that he tied over the back of his saddle, then added a small sack of oats and a larger one of ground flour for Arvel’s breads. Just the thought of those crusty delights made him smile.

Gareth stopped at a greengrocer, nothing more than a barrow filled with vegetables sitting outside a small cottage. There he selected enough potatoes, turnips, carrots, and beans to last a long while, even with two large men eating. Arvel had a way with a stew, and there was game enough in the woods.

The villagers greeted him in welcome recognition, but no one asked about his business any longer. He’d been in and out of the village for nearly a year and early on had explained his comings and goings with half-truths. Aye, he was indeed a mercenary. Aye, he was passing through on his way to a new hiring. And no, he preferred to sleep in the woods under the stars than in a bed.

After he’d gathered the goods, he mounted his horse, the day’s shopping strapped behind his saddle, and made his way back down the road. He passed the butcher’s and, lured by the thought of fresh chicken, he reined his mount to the side of the road but decided the price too dear. They’d have to make do with hares and deer for now.

He and Peter would need to bring down a deer and dress it. There’d be enough meat to last the winter if they managed to find a large buck. If they were fortunate, they’d add another rack of antlers for the lodge’s walls.

Taking his time, he searched the road in front and behind him, to ensure no one followed or watched him when he reached the path to the lodge. As the horse plodded along, his thoughts turned to Peter.

It had been just like Arvel to take to the man who’d rescued him. After all, he’d done the same with Gareth, hadn’t he?

And there was no doubt about Peter’s good looks or the strength of his body. Not tall but well-built and broad-shouldered, Peter had drawn Arvel to him like a bear to honey.

Now he wondered if Peter were the answer to his problem about leaving Arvel to earn his coin.

If Peter stayed with Arvel during his absence, then his sweet lover would have protection. Peter could go into the village, bypassing that gang of youths whose only pleasure came in bullying those weaker than them.

But if Peter stayed, it meant sharing his pet with another man. Not that it would be a hardship to share with Peter. Gareth liked the man and he couldn’t deny his enjoyment in watching Peter with Arvel. No, that had been evident to Peter and to Arvel.

At first he’d been surprised about Peter and Arvel, but then intrigued by the man.

His intrigue seemed to be growing, just as Peter’s attachment to Arvel seemed to grow, which set him to wondering about his own affections.

Fascination, interest, didn’t equal love.

Gareth loved Arvel.

Peter was another matter.

»»•««

Peter stacked the last of the wood on the pile. They’d have to find another downed tree or chop one down, but it had to be done. Arvel needed it, and for Peter that was enough of a reason. They could use one of the horses to drag it back, and with both men working, it wouldn’t take much time.

Because Peter didn’t really have much more time. The mission he’d been sent on should come above all else, even a lover’s needs. He’d have to slip away soon, do another search of the area, and patrol the border again in search of Weathers’ men.

He’d been thinking about their circumstances all morning as he swung the large ax. Gareth paid for certain goods, grain, hay, flour, and such, and hunted to bring in meat. But what if Gareth’s fears came true and he didn’t return from battle?

How would Arvel survive then?

What Arvel needed was to be self-sufficient. To grow his own food, perhaps a small vegetable garden and a coop of chickens for eggs and meat. He could even raise a pig or two, sell one, and slaughter the other.

Peter walked around the back of the lodge. The space between the woods and the building was large enough for chickens or a pen for a pig. He strode around it, taking in the surrounding glen.

More than enough room for a few rows of greens, and the opening of the glade would let in enough sun to help them grow. Surely Arvel had some experience with farm work, since he’d come from such a rural village.

Tonight, he’d speak with Gareth about his plans, see if the big man thought Arvel would be willing to do the work. It seemed that whatever Gareth said, Arvel agreed to.

Had Gareth told Arvel to give up Peter, Peter knew the young caretaker would have done so without question. Gareth loved, nay, adored Arvel, and Peter had no doubts that Arvel returned those feelings.

Peter sighed. To be loved by such a man as Gareth? It must be a comfort, and one that Peter would never know. He’d found love once with his wife—he couldn’t expect to find it again.

He found Arvel in the stables, tending his horse. For a little while, Peter watched as Arvel ran the brush over his mare’s flank, his hand following, smoothing and petting as he worked.

With Arvel’s back to him, Peter enjoyed watching the muscles of the man move under his thin shirt, his ass flex and shift, the quick toss of his head to move his hair from his face. A creature of beauty. A delicate thing Arvel was. A true treasure.

But not his.

Arvel belonged to Gareth, and Peter knew it. Knew that if Gareth hadn’t been of the mind to indulge his pet, Peter would be long gone. Gareth was a paid mercenary, used to having his own way, used to being just as much a soldier as Peter, and God knew, if Arvel had been his, Peter wouldn’t have been so generous toward Gareth.

Arvel stopped brushing and turned around. His face broke into a shy smile when he saw Peter leaning in the doorway. Dropping the brush to the ground, he moved toward Peter, hunger in his eyes.

Peter stepped inside, pulled the door closed, and shut out the bright light of day, bathing the quiet stable in shades of dark. Still, as he advanced, the light caught Arvel’s hair, giving the illusion of throwing off red embers.

He reached Peter, and Peter exhaled. He’d been holding his breath as he watched his lover advance. His lover for now. Their lover later.

∙•∙

Ah, he’s sought me out, has he?

His new lover, Peter, so shy and yet everything he desired he displayed on his handsome countenance. He looked up into Peter’s eyes, trying to tell him with a look he had no reason to hold back.

Perhaps he needed encouragement? Perhaps with Gareth gone he feared to take what he wanted?

No fear. He’d make sure that Peter got his heart’s desire, or at least his body’s, if that large bulge in Peter’s breeches gave him away. And such a delicious bulge it had been, and Arvel knew it would be just as good now.

He’d taken many a tumble in the hay of this stable with Gareth. His Heart could be taken with need anywhere, he’d learned, and he’d always answered that call. Now, it seemed, Peter called to him, and it was Arvel’s turn to answer this new lover of his.

∙•∙

Arvel stopped in front of Peter, looked up from under fiery lashes, and questions lurked in his lavender eyes. Peter reached out, wrapped his hand around Arvel’s neck, and pulled him in for a devouring kiss.

The younger man opened for him without request, submitting, inviting, and so delicious. Peter searched his mouth with his tongue, sweeping over Arvel’s tongue, claiming and mining that dark cavern.

Peter pushed, and Arvel stepped back until he came flush against the wall of the stable. Pressing his arousal into Arvel’s belly, he made his desires known. Arvel did not deny him but reached between them to loosen his strings and drop the loose linens he’d worn to work in.

Underneath, he was naked.

God, it sent shivers down Peter’s body from crown to toe and back again, a ripple of excitement and pleasure and anticipation. Then Arvel attacked Peter’s strings, pushed the leather open and out of the way, and before Peter could take a breath, Arvel had his hand wrapped around Peter’s cock.

Peter groaned. “Fuck, Arvel.”

Arvel spit into his hand twice, then ran it over Peter’s cock, slicking it, preparing it to enter his body. Then, as if he weighed no more than a feather, he climbed Peter, wrapped his legs around Peter’s waist, guided Peter’s throbbing cock to his entrance, and sank down onto it.

Head flung back, Arvel shuddered soundlessly.

Peter nearly came, it was so beautiful.

But he held off, grabbed Arvel’s ass in both hands, and began to thrust, pushing his lover against the wall, using it to keep them both upright. Arvel took Peter’s head in both his hands and stared into his eyes, searching, hunting for something deep inside.

“So good, pet.”

Arvel smiled and closed his eyes and offered Peter his throat. It was a slender column, much like his cock, light-skinned, so transparent Peter could see the faint veins underneath and the large one that carried his life’s blood.

Peter lowered his head and bit, nipping at Arvel’s throat. Clinging to it, he sucked up a mark for Gareth to see. He’d know Peter had fucked Arvel while he was gone, know that Arvel had come to him, not waited for Gareth.

That thought made Peter slam hard into Arvel’s ass, pumping his cock in again and again, each time deeper than the next, searching for that sweet bump that would send Arvel over the edge of the chasm and take Peter with him.

Peter angled his hips and thrust, impaling Arvel. Arvel bucked, arched, and sucked in a huge breath, telling Peter with his body that Peter had found the spot.

Another shudder took Arvel’s body, and he spouted, white ropes painting his belly, smearing between them as their bodies rocked and pressed. God, it was so breathtaking.

Peter’s stones rose tight to his body, and with a cry Peter erupted, filling Arvel’s tight channel. They clung to each other as their breath returned, and Peter slid from Arvel’s hot inner grasp. Peter lowered him to the ground as Arvel held on, arms snaked around Peter’s neck.

He nuzzled, his lips pressing kisses on Peter’s throat. He stepped away and smiled as he placed his hand, two fingers out, on his heart, then covered Peter’s. Peter returned the gesture as they gazed at each other in the dim light of the closed stable.

“Gareth should return soon,” Peter said.

Arvel grinned and nodded. He quickly found his linens, wiped off his belly, pulled them on, and tied them. He put the brush back on the ledge of the stall. Peter fastened his clothing, setting it all to right.

Taking Arvel’s hand, Peter slid open the door and came face-to-face with Gareth.

And he didn’t look happy.


Chapter Fourteen

“Arvel, pet, go inside.” Gareth’s gaze never left Peter’s. Arvel frowned, but he motioned to the horse. “Nay, I’ll see to him. Go on, go.” With a gentle push, he ushered Arvel out of the door and then shut it.

Peter refused to back down from this contest of wills. He’d done nothing wrong. Arvel had offered himself willingly.

“Did your journey to the village go well?” Peter asked.

“Aye, it did.” He motioned to the sacks strapped to the back of his saddle. “Help me with these.”

Peter moved to the other side of the horse, and as the leather thongs were released, he caught the sacks and lowered them to the ground.

“Flour and grains.” Peter leaned against the horse’s flank, never breaking eye contact with Gareth. The man might be larger than he, but he was a soldier also, and well skilled in the ways of a warrior.

If it came to a fight, he’d give a good showing.

Gareth loosened the last strap and heaved the sack to the ground. As he straightened, he narrowed his eyes at Peter.

“If you have something to say, say it.” Peter cocked an eyebrow at him.

Gareth’s jaw worked. “I can’t be concerned about Arvel each time I leave him with you.”

“You don’t have to be. He’s in good hands with me. I promise.”

“Too good, I fear.” For a moment, fear flashed across Gareth’s face, and it took Peter aback.

“You fear me?” Peter snorted. “You, who holds Arvel’s heart in his hand?”

“Do I?” Gareth broke their connection as he turned away. “You took him while I was gone, didn’t you?”

“Aye. He offered.” Peter saw no reason to lie. “Are we not to share? I understood it to be so. If not, just let me know, and I will make my bed elsewhere.”

Gareth shook his head as if he didn’t believe Peter.

“You would give him up?” Now Gareth pinned him again with a hard glare as if trying to see the truth buried deep inside Peter.

“Arvel doesn’t own my heart, Gareth.” Peter smiled. “He is lovely, aye. But I do not love him, nor does he love me.”

“He wants you.” Gareth jerked at the cinch to loosen it.

“Aye. But wanting isn’t loving. That much I do know.”

“Aye, it’s not.” He pulled off the saddle and slung it over the side of the stall. “I shouldn’t be jealous, I know it, but I fear to lose him.” His eyes darkened as he ran the brush over his mount’s side. “It would be a loss too great to bear.”

“I know well of such a loss.” Peter picked up another brush and worked his side of the animal. “My wife died recently.”

“Your wife?” Gareth froze, brush in the air. “A marriage of convenience?”

“No, I loved her. She died in childbirth.” Peter continued brushing, this time avoiding Gareth’s gaze.

“Indeed. I’m sorry for your loss, both the wife and child.” He worked for a few minutes, then broke what had become a comfortable silence. “You haven’t always felt an attraction to men?”

“Nay. Aye. I’m not sure.” Peter shook his head and smiled. “As a youth, I had often thought about men but never took action. And when I met my wife, those thoughts vanished.”

“Love, eh?”

“Love at first sight, just as all the poets and singers tell of.”

“Was she beautiful?”

“Beautiful and kind. I could speak to her about anything.” Peter gazed into the dark corner of the stable. “We’d discuss matters for hours in the evening before going to our bed.”

“I’m not much for conversation.” Gareth shrugged.

“No surprise. You’ve chosen a deaf-mute for a lover.” Peter chuckled.

“Oh, but Arvel can talk! You should see him when he has much to say. All hands and arms and those eyes.” Gareth laughed, and Peter could see the warmth, the love the big man felt for their caretaker.

“Aye, I have seen him in such a way.” Peter put down the brush and stepped back as Gareth led the animal to its stall. After securing the gate, he returned to Peter’s side.

“Peter, if Arvel is willing, I will abide by his choice. He is free to be with who he wants. If it’s you or me or both.”

“Well and good.” Peter headed to the door of the stable. “And if you wish to be alone with him, let me know. I’m sure there is something I can find to occupy my time.” Peter paused. “For a few minutes.”

“A few minutes!” Gareth roared and advanced on Peter. “I’ll have you know, you pup, I was fucking men against a wall long before you’d had your first maiden.”

Peter backed away. “Just so. You’re older than me by many years, then. I’ll be sure to give an old man time to rest and recover.” Now Peter teased.

Gareth’s eyes glittered in the faint light, and Peter’s heart stuttered at the sight. He took another step back and hit the wall. There was nowhere left to go. And in two great strides, Gareth was on him, taking Peter by the wrists and pushing them against the wooden slats, using his body to pin Peter down. Peter’s heart hammered in his chest, and he could feel Gareth’s pounding just as hard.

“So I’m an old man, am I?” Gareth whispered as he pressed into Peter’s body. There could be no denying Gareth’s arousal—the evidence poked into Peter’s belly.

Peter raised his chin to look the man in the eyes. “Aye, by your own admittance.”

“And you but a pup?” Gareth’s whisper washed over Peter, arousing him.

“I’m no pup, Gareth.” The words should anger him, but Gareth’s playful manner only incited Peter’s lust. Fighting back, he ground his half-hard cock into Gareth, drawing a moan from the man.

So, he wasn’t the only one whose blood burned.

Then Gareth pushed back, and Peter thought he would release into his breeches, but he managed to keep his wits and his orgasm from escaping. Gareth excited him in a way no man, except perhaps Drake, had done in a long time.

Peter wanted Gareth. Wanted his mouth, wanted to know his taste and how it felt to have the man take him, much as he took Arvel.

Master Gareth, indeed. That thought was too dangerous to be let known. It would give Gareth the advantage, and for now, Peter needed to stand on a level field with him.

If Peter wasn’t careful, he’d be begging Gareth to fuck him, and if Peter could prevent it, he’d never let that happen. Share Arvel, aye. But to give himself to such a man, with Peter’s growing feelings about him, would be too dangerous and feel far too good.

When his mission was completed, he’d return to Marden and his position as second, and it would be the last he’d see of Marden Lodge, Arvel, and the man he might fall in love with if he weren’t careful.

∙•∙

Gareth looked down into dark eyes, and a hard tug ran from his chest to his cock. He wanted Peter. Wanted to watch Peter and Arvel together, making love. Wanted to take Peter as he took Arvel. Wanted both Peter and Arvel to pleasure him at the same time.

Good God, what was he thinking?

He loved his pet, and for Arvel’s sake he’d share if it would please his love, but he’d never thought to take Peter for his own.

Could he? Have both Peter and Arvel?

Two men?

Gareth’s heart thudded at the perverse and greedy thought. And although he had no idea why, he knew in his belly it would be good and right. The three of them a perfect triangle, bound together by their desires and love.

Yet Peter had admitted he didn’t love Arvel. That was understandable. Peter had lost his wife and was not willing or not ready to give himself to another.

But what did Peter feel about Gareth? He’d only shown any interest in Arvel, made no advances to Gareth, nor encouraged any.

Until now.

Now that Gareth had Peter pinned beneath him, feeling his erection digging into Peter, and Peter’s cock’s answer.

A hint of Peter’s beard showed dark along his rugged jaw. How very unlike Arvel’s smooth complexion, pale skin, and delicate features. Traits he’d always admired.

No mistaking, Peter looked a man, in every sense of the word. Even the scent that rose from the man’s body gave off a masculine mix of sweat and musk.

Peter’s eyes burned with desire and lust, dark and wide, asking him to go further in his advances. Pressing his advantage, his greater weight and strength, Gareth leaned down to take a kiss from those perfect male lips.

Peter turned his head, denying him a taste.

Gareth tried again, and Peter moved away. With both of his hands holding Peter down, he couldn’t let go and steady Peter’s head, clamp down on it, and take his kiss.

With a growl of frustration, Gareth tried again, but Peter raised his chin, and instead, Gareth’s lips found his throat.

Warm and soft and…Gareth licked a line up to Peter’s ear. Delicious. The man shuddered beneath him, hands clenched and straining against his hold.

“You marked my pet, and now I shall mark you as mine.”

∙•∙

Gareth lowered his head and bit down on Peter, just where neck and shoulder met, and sucked up a mark that had Peter whimpering and rubbing his cock against Gareth. The man held such power in his hands, and Peter felt it where they connected, a surge of lust that sent his body on edge.

He might deny it with his words, but his body couldn’t deny its reaction. The sac around his stones pulled tight, and the tingling began, signaling his imminent release.

As if he knew how close Peter had come, Gareth laughed, pushed off, and let Peter’s hands go. Peter slumped back against the wall, chest heaving, eyes half-closed, and cock throbbing.

“From now on, I think I shall call you sweetling.” Gareth flung open the door and strode out, his laughter echoing off the trees that surrounded the lodge.

Peter clapped a hand to his throat. It was still wet and hot where Gareth’s mouth had attacked him. His knees weakened, threatening to drop him to the floor, but he stiffened them, and after several gulps of air, he left the stable, trailing after the man who’d nearly made him shoot with a rough handling and a near kiss.

And if he had let Gareth kiss him and he’d come, how would he ever live it down?

Sweetling?

It would be a cold day in hell when Peter let that happen.

No matter how badly he wanted it.


Chapter Fifteen

Peter carried the sack of flour and oats inside and placed it on the table.

Gareth lounged in the chair by the fire, Arvel’s head on his thigh as he stroked his lover’s long red hair. They seemed to be having a quiet moment together, no words or hands, just a tender petting and…a belonging.

Peter wondered if he’d ever belong to anyone again as he’d once belonged to his beloved wife. That kind of belonging rarely came at all, much less twice.

He belonged to Marden and its lands as long as Logan held his oath. That would have to be good enough for him. Longing for more was pointless and wishing a waste.

Giving the men more time, Peter busied himself with storing the flour in the cupboard with the other supplies. Perhaps tonight he’d speak to Gareth about his ideas for Arvel. He glanced at the small stack of wood by the hearth and went outside to bring in more.

∙•∙

Gareth heard the door shut as he ran his fingers through his love’s silky hair and knew Peter had left to give him the opportunity to be with Arvel. Kind of Peter, really. And he wasn’t sure if he’d have done the same had their roles been switched.

But he was alone with Arvel now, and there was nothing he loved more than just being with this sweet, kind person. Someone he surely didn’t deserve, if his past were taken into account.

He’d not known much happiness in his life. Most of it he’d spent just trying to stay alive, fighting on the battlefields, tending wounds and such. Until he’d met Arvel, protecting him from those stupid villagers who thought just because a man couldn’t speak or hear he was useless, a creature to be scorned and pitied.

Gareth had never pitied Arvel. He’d seen the incredible beauty of the young man just barely out of his youth, and latched on to it as a babe clings onto its mother’s breast.

He knew what good fortune looked like, and that day it had looked like a slender, young redheaded man lying in the dirt in the village square, being pummeled by mud, muck, and stones.

Arvel ran his hand over Gareth’s thigh, the pressure turning hard and insistent, pulling Gareth from his thoughts. Arvel’s reach grew nearer and nearer his crotch, where Gareth’s once flaccid member now strained to be free.

With deft and eager fingers, Arvel loosened the strings of Gareth’s breeches, splaying back the opening. He leaned forward and licked a line up the underside of Gareth’s cock, igniting a wave of pleasure. Gareth groaned and leaned back in the chair, spreading his legs wider. Arvel moved closer as he worked the shaft with his clever tongue.

Arvel looked up at him, smiled, and then swallowed the head, sucking on it until Gareth could barely stay still or keep his moans inside.

“Aye, my pet, that’s it. Take me.” His grip tightened in Arvel’s tresses as he pushed him farther down his cock. And his lover responded by taking him deeper into his throat.

Now he watched as Arvel bobbed up and down like a cork on the end of a fishing string, taking Gareth to the heights of pleasure and ecstasy. No one had ever pleased him as Arvel did—no one had ever loved him so completely. And for that, he would give Arvel anything he wanted, even another man.

Peter. With the dark eyes and hair. He understood Arvel’s interest, and the more time he spent in Peter’s presence, the more his own interest in the man grew. What mission drew him here to the lodge? Gareth knew, despite Peter’s tale about hunting for the duke, if the duke wanted to hunt, he’d be here himself.

As if Arvel knew his mind wandered, he cupped Gareth’s stones and rolled them in his hand, bringing Gareth back to the present and his focus on the man kneeling between his legs.

Gareth closed his eyes and let Arvel’s mouth work his rod, his tongue tickle and tease, the hard sucking bringing him closer to his release. The working of his sac with feather light touches, building his arousal.

What if it were Peter on his knees, taking Gareth’s cock in his mouth?

He groaned. Oh aye, that would be fine. And despite Peter’s obvious reluctance, Gareth would have him. Gareth’s stones pulled tighter at the thought, giving him warning his release would come far too soon.

“Peter,” he whispered as he rose off the chair, hips thrusting into that warm, sweet mouth, dark eyes staring up at him, his hands wrapped in Peter’s dark hair.

Gareth’s release over took him, and he shouted as his cream pumped in hard spurts down the waiting throat. He gave a final sigh, opened his eyes, and stared into the face of the man who wasn’t Peter.

Sweet Arvel, his pet, licked him clean, tucked him back in his breeches, and tied his strings. Gareth nearly choked on the guilt that rose in his throat.

Good God, he’d come thinking of Peter, not Arvel, and it had been so good.

Now Arvel slid onto his lap and gave him a kiss. Gareth tasted his own seed mixed with his lover’s flavor.

Arvel leaned back and put his hand on Gareth’s heart. Gareth drew him close and deepened the kiss. When they broke apart, Arvel stood and moved to the table to prepare their meal.

Gareth slumped back, closed his eyes, and wondered if Arvel had known, could tell, that he’d been thinking of Peter.

∙•∙

Arvel smiled. His plan was working. Gareth had returned from the stable with Peter’s scent all over him. They’d had some encounter, but it hadn’t ended in either man’s release, that much he knew by the lack of the heady scent of cream.

But his Heart had sat on the chair by the fire, his hand rubbing the thickening of his member, and Arvel hadn’t missed that.

What state had Peter been left in? Hard and wanting, if Arvel knew his Gareth.

Each step, each moment the men spent together, building their desire for each other, would lead to what Arvel had wanted—Peter, Gareth, and himself sharing one another completely.

∙•∙

When Peter returned, he found Arvel at work on preparing their evening meal, and Gareth had pulled off his boots, stretching his bare feet toward the fire. Good idea. Peter went to the chair, sat, and toed off his own boots.

He sat back with a sigh, sinking into the cushions of the chair.

“I’ve been thinking, Gareth.”

“Dangerous, that.”

“Aye, but this is about Arvel.”

“Oh?”

“There is enough time before I leave to build a coop. Do you think Arvel would tend chickens?”

“Leave?” Gareth leaned forward, brows furrowed, then cleared his throat. “Chickens? Good thinking. He’d have eggs and meat.”

“In time, I must return to Marden. We could get a small garden going. Just a few rows for him to work should be enough. He wouldn’t have to go into the village so often when you’re gone.”

Gareth rubbed his chin. “Good ideas.”

“Can you ask him?”

“Aye.”

Peter nodded and stared into the fire. Arvel cooked, moving back and forth between the hearth and the table. Gareth frowned.

“I suppose you’ll be leaving once you’ve finished your…hunting, is it?”

“Aye.”

“And do you know when that will be? I’ve yet to see any of this game the duke has sent you for.”

“Perhaps I’ll find my quarry soon. Perhaps more time will be needed.” He shrugged. “But I will have to go out again on the morrow. I may be gone a day or two.”

“On the same road I met you on?”

“Possibly.” Peter didn’t want to give the man too much information. Logan had told him to keep his secret, and he meant to keep his promise to do so.

Gareth chuckled. “Then if you are to leave, we shouldn’t waste much time tonight lingering over our meal.”

Peter turned from the fire and met Gareth’s gaze. At the look, Peter’s body burned, and his stomach fluttered with yearning and anticipation. Instead of dreading it, tonight Peter couldn’t get to their bed soon enough. Peter smiled, flicking his gaze to Arvel, then back to Gareth.

∙•∙

Arvel pretended not to notice the way his lovers teased each other.

Perhaps tonight would be the night.

His cock stiffened at the thought of both his men. Of Gareth taking Peter.

That he would dearly love to watch, just as he watched them now, strutting before each other like two roosters.

He hid the smile on his face as he turned back to his work.

∙•∙

Gareth spread his legs wider, evidence of his growing arousal outlined in his leather breeches, and he leaned back against the chair, the very picture of assuredness and confidence.

Peter almost reached out and touched his knee, but instead he held on tight to the arms of the chair, refusing to let Gareth have the victory. To his great relief, Arvel motioned them to the table to take the evening meal.

They spoke of little until Gareth cleared his throat, touched Arvel on the shoulder, and got his attention.

“Do you know about chickens?” Arvel focused on Gareth’s mouth forming the words he’d never hear. Arvel’s mouth turned down. Then he made a motion with his hands to repeat.

“Chickens? Do you know about taking care of chickens?” Gareth spoke slower and clearer.

Arvel nodded once.

Gareth pointed to him. “Peter thought he might build you a coop, and you could raise some chickens. Would you like that?”

Arvel broke into a wide grin, and nodding, looked at Peter. He reached out, took Peter’s arm, and gave it a squeeze.

“I think he’s pleased,” Gareth said.

“I’ll start the coop when I return.” Peter smiled at Arvel’s happy face.

They ate their meal and spoke of starting the garden. Arvel seemed pleased about it, and Peter felt as if he’d done some good, giving Arvel these means of surviving.

∙•∙

One look at Gareth’s face, and Arvel knew his lover hungered for him. Let him hunger. Arvel could tease Gareth just as much as Gareth teased Arvel. He’d taught him much this past year together.

Arvel took his time cleaning up the plates and the stew pot, wiping down the table, drawing out going to their bed. With each new task his Heart grew more impatient.

Arvel knew he could push only so far before Gareth would break and demand Arvel’s services. Then would come the hard loving Arvel desired, being taken again and again until his lover, completely spent, fell into a deep sleep.

He picked up a boot and rubbed his cloth over the toe, to give it a proper shine, ignoring his lover’s growing aggravation.

At last, Gareth roared, grabbed him, slung him over his shoulder, and carried him away. Arvel pretended he was upset as he beat on Gareth’s back and motioned back to the work he’d left undone.

Peter followed, laughing at them both.

When Gareth tossed him onto the bed, Arvel worked quickly to remove his clothing, and all traces of his Heart’s irritation had fled. Arvel’s heart soared, just as the falcon did, swooping and diving on the breeze.

Peter and Gareth moved just as swiftly to divest themselves of clothing, both of them anxious to join him.


Chapter Sixteen

Caelin stumbled past the stone marker. Marden? His father veered left at the crossroads, the opposite direction of their manor, and headed toward his liege lord’s village. Caelin hurried to catch up with his father’s mount.

“Father? We go to Marden?” He panted as he held steady with the horse.

His father made a face and nodded but refused to speak. Caelin ran through the possibilities for this change in their journey home. Not that he was looking forward to arriving or the beating his brother would give him, but what plan could his father have? Certainly, whatever it was, it would be to rid himself of Caelin.

There was a church at Marden but no abbey, so it couldn’t be to place him again in a holy order. The village was large enough, so perhaps his father sought to find him employment.

After all, he was a fair scriber.

But they passed through the village and turned toward Marden Castle.

Caelin looked up at the tall gray walls that rose in the near distance.

The castle? What business could his father have there? It wasn’t the time to make his liege payment to the duke, and besides, his father had brought neither the coin nor the goods to pay his yearly debt.

Well, if it meant halting this trek, getting off his sore feet and out of the hot cassock he wore, he welcomed the castle.

Once they reached the gates, his father asked to enter and was allowed in. Caelin followed. By now, he was in complete disarray. The hem of his robe had been splattered and dragged through mud and muck, his hair had plastered to his head, and sweat burned in the wounds on his face. He could feel the caked blood on his chin and neck.

An armsman led the way into the keep and announced them to the duke’s man.

Before Caelin could catch his breath, they were brought in front of the duke as he sat by his hearth.

Caelin’s father bowed, fell to his knee, and introduced himself but not Caelin.

“What brings you to Marden, Lord Holdess? It’s been many months since you’ve graced our keep.” The duke smiled, eyes expectant and piercing.

“I come on a matter most delicate, Your Grace.” His father turned slightly to acknowledge Caelin. “About my son.”

The duke’s gaze fell on Caelin, and he couldn’t breathe. The duke was one of the most handsome men he’d ever seen. Long blond hair, green eyes, well-formed. And as he observed the duke, those green eyes narrowed, his mouth turned down, and a hard, cold look came over him.

Caelin swallowed.

Oh God, he knew. Somehow the duke knew. His father had brought him here to be thrown to the duke, to expose his sins and have him killed. The bones in Caelin’s legs turned to soft clay, and he staggered backward, throwing his arms up over his face to hide his shame.

“What evil is this? Why is this man so marked?” The duke pushed out of his chair and strode toward Caelin.

Caelin cast glances at his father, begging him wordlessly to help him. Not to do this. His shame was great, but did it warrant death?

He fell to his knees and clasped his hands together and did the only thing he knew to do, and that was pray.

“The priests at the abbey put him out, Your Grace.”

“Did they do this?” The duke caught Caelin’s chin in his hand and pulled it up as he stared down at the wounds and his broken face.

His father stuttered. “He’s not fit to serve God, Your Grace.”

“Not fit? Is he a devil? Demon?” Duke Marden stared at Bryon Holdess and demanded an answer.

“Nay, none of those. But he is a sinner, Your Grace.” His father’s voice went soft and quiet as if whispering the shame would make it better.

“Sinner?” The duke studied Caelin’s face again. “What sin?”

His father’s jaw worked as he waited for Caelin to speak the coarse truth.

“Men,” Caelin whispered. “I…” He choked and let the tears he’d been holding back flow.

“Leave him with me, then, Lord Holdess. I’ll see to him.” The duke dropped Caelin’s chin as if to touch it burned him, and he strode back to his chair.

His father glanced at Caelin, then away. He bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace. May God bless you.”

“And you, Lord Holdess.” The duke waved him off, and without a look back, Caelin’s father exited the hall, leaving Caelin behind to whatever fate the duke saw fit.

He would be killed. Flung off the walls of the castle perhaps? His belly sliced open, his genitals cut away? Burned, even? All known punishments for a man lying with another man.

Caelin mashed his eyelids together and continued to pray for his damned soul.

A hand fell on his shoulder.

“What is your name, young Holdess?” a soft, gentle voice asked.

He opened his eyes, still praying, lips still forming the words, and looked up at his duke. Although he’d never sworn allegiance, he was bound to the duke through his father. If he had been a first son, he’d have given oath a few years ago, when his brother did.

“Caelin,” he whispered.

“Fear not, Caelin Holdess. You are safe here.” The duke smiled down at him.

“Your Grace?” What could this mean? “Safe? But my father said… I told you… You said…” he sputtered into silence.

“I know of the evil your father fears, and for my part, I do not count it so.” He shook his head and offered Caelin his hand. “Rise, Caelin. Come join me by the fire, and we shall speak.”

“Aye, Your Grace.” Caelin gathered his robe up and stood to follow the duke. The duke pointed to a chair, and Caelin sat. Perhaps the duke didn’t fully understand his sin.

“Now. What skills have you? Surely the holy fathers taught you something during your time there.” The duke wore an odd smile.

“They taught me many things. I am a fair scrivener, Your Grace. The abbot said I had a steady and clear hand,” he mumbled without moving his lips. To speak too broad pulled at his wounds.

“Good. And do you have knowledge of history?”

“I do.” Caelin had no idea where these questions were leading and still couldn’t understand why he wasn’t being locked away in some tower or dungeon.

“Well and good.” The duke nodded. “Then you shall stay here and teach my boys, Tomas and Joss. They have need of a tutor—too long have they run the castle in idle pursuits.”

“Tutor?” Caelin sat back, blinking at the duke. Had he heard wrong?

“Aye. For now. We’ll see what other services you can offer later, young Holdess.” The duke called for a servant.

A young woman came to them. “Aye, Your Grace.”

“See to young Caelin. Have the healer look at those wounds, have him fed and given clean clothes, and prepare him a room.”

“Aye, Your Grace.” She curtsied and jerked her head at Caelin to follow her.

“Thank you, Duke Marden.” Caelin had better words right then, but they were from deep inside his heart. “Thank you.”

The duke nodded, smiling, and waved them away with his hand.

Stunned, Caelin trailed after the servant with only one or two looks over his shoulder at the duke, sitting in his chair, legs stretched to the fire, chin resting in his hand. The duke had surprised him, both in reaction and action. Why would the duke be so generous with him?

Had his father been wrong? Could the duke see past the scars on his face and his broken nose? If he had, then he was a most remarkable man and one who fascinated Caelin deeply.

»»•««

Peter pulled Arvel to him, and his lover offered up his mouth to be kissed. Sweet, warm, and willing, Arvel opened to Peter and allowed him to sweep his tongue around. Their tongues touched and caressed. Then Arvel sucked Peter’s tongue hard, keeping it in his possession.

On the other side of Arvel, Gareth caressed Arvel’s hip, his hand gliding over soft, pale skin, coming to rest on his slender, erect cock. Arvel groaned into Peter’s mouth as Gareth stroked him and Peter deepened his kiss.

Gareth wrapped his arm around Arvel and pulled him tight to his chest, bringing Peter with him as they kissed. His cock lodged in Arvel’s valley, his hand worked Arvel’s rod, and he had a perfect view of Peter and Arvel kissing.

God, Arvel was beautiful. Was this what he looked like when Gareth kissed him? Is this what Peter would look like? Gareth thrust slow and steady against Arvel’s ass, rubbing his cock up and down the silky cleft.

Arvel moaned, broke the kiss, and turned his head to offer his mouth to Gareth.

Peter leaned back, giving Gareth room, and Gareth took his advantage, plunging his tongue into Arvel’s mouth to claim his lover. He kept pumping Arvel’s rod, loving the feel of smooth, hot skin in his hand.

“Beautiful,” Peter whispered.

Gareth broke the kiss and smiled. “Aye, our little pet is a beauty.”

“He’s ours?” Peter gazed into Gareth’s eyes.

“Aye, ours. Yours and mine for as long as he wishes it so.”

Arvel looked from man to man, then reached up and took each of them by the back of the neck and pulled them together. Gareth’s breath puffed across Peter’s face, his lips just a short span away, tempting and sly and ready.

Peter drew closer, unable to resist, unable to fight against Arvel’s demand that his two lovers be lovers. Could he? Could he share with Gareth as he’d shared with Arvel?

Gareth waited, afraid to move lest he frighten Peter off. Despite Arvel’s insistence, it was Peter who would rule the way this night went. If they would become, here and now, all three lovers, not just two men sharing a third.

He wanted Peter, but did Peter want him?

His gaze dropped to Peter’s mouth, then flicked up to Peter’s eyes. They burned with such a passion, it took Gareth aback. He’d handled Arvel’s innocent lust, but could he quench Peter’s more experienced desires?

There was only one way to find out.

Gareth surged forward, taking Peter in a hard kiss. Expecting Peter to pull away, Gareth enjoyed it as Peter leaned deeper into the kiss. Firm lips, similar yet unlike Arvel’s, cushioned his lips, and he brushed his tongue over them to beg admission.

Peter opened with a soft moan, and Gareth entered, all the while still stroking Arvel’s cock. The two larger men, strong and bold soldiers, let the younger, weaker guide and command them. It excited Gareth to know that Peter had given in to what had to be.

Gareth and Peter would be lovers. His heart sang at the knowledge, yet he knew by the stiffening of Peter’s body that if he pressed too hard, too far, too soon, he’d lose Peter. So he broke the kiss and returned to Arvel as if nothing had happened.

∙•∙

Peter gasped as Gareth pulled away. Such a kiss he’d never experienced. Gareth had taken him, sure and swift, and he had been helpless to resist. Hadn’t wanted to resist it, hadn’t wanted to miss learning how the man tasted.

Delicious.

Peter wanted more but refused to be seen as needy or less of a man in Gareth’s eyes. Peter was Gareth’s match in rank, skill, and manhood, and if they were to be lovers, it would be on equal ground. There was no other way for it to be.

But now, the two men focused on pleasuring their pet, their Arvel. As Gareth stroked, Peter licked a path from Arvel’s neck down to his nipple and lapped at it. Arvel arched his back and pushed his hardened nub into Peter’s mouth, demanding more.

Peter chuckled. “Our pet demands.”

“I see. He is like that, I have to warn you. He knows what he wants and isn’t afraid to tell you.” Gareth bit down on Arvel’s shoulder and sucked up a large mark.

Arvel pushed Peter over, found Peter’s cock, and swallowed it. Peter cried out in surprise and pleasure at the bold move. Gareth moved with Arvel, hand still wrapped around his rod, and leaned over Arvel’s back.

God, it was the most exciting thing to watch Arvel and Gareth.

“Fuck him, Gareth. I want to watch.” Peter’s voice rasped. He knew if anything could make him reach release, it would that glorious sight.

Gareth dropped his hand and moved around to kneel behind Arvel, who was on his knees, servicing Peter’s cock.

“Let me watch him suck you first. Just awhile.” Gareth shuddered as he sat back on his haunches and stroked his own prick. It leaked, signaling its readiness and eagerness to find its home deep inside his lover.

But watching Arvel bob up and down on Peter’s cock? Goddamn, he’d never seen anything better. Arvel pulled up, leaving Peter’s shaft wet and moist from his saliva, then plunged back down making it disappear, only to pull up again, his bared teeth sliding over the mushroom head.

∙•∙

Arvel wiggled his ass at his Heart, trying to incite him. This was what he’d waited and longed for—both men at the same time. He reached behind and slapped his own ass, telling Gareth this was what he wanted. Arvel pulled one cheek aside to show him just where to put his rod and was rewarded by Gareth’s hand smoothing over his other cheek, then a sharp pinch.

Sucking on Peter’s cock had sent his stones all hard and tight to his body, and now the thought of being fucked by his Heart brought his member to full ache. He pulled even harder on that slicked rod, its plump head and soft skin sliding over and over his lips.

If Gareth didn’t fuck him soon, he’d explode, spill his cream all over the bed, and would miss the feel of his channel all around his lover’s rod. He didn’t want that to happen.

With a last look, Gareth spit into his hand, smeared it over his cock, and placed his cock against Arvel’s ass. He pushed in as Arvel pushed back in that hungry way of his.

Just the way Gareth loved.

∙•∙

“Christ, he’s so tight.” Gareth stared across Arvel’s back, into Peter’s eyes.

“Aye, he is that, I give you.” Peter nodded, his gaze flicking between Arvel sucking his cock and Gareth behind Arvel, fucking him. Gareth’s arousal built to dizzying heights, as if he stood at the very top of a mountain and looked over the edge.

The world spun.


Chapter Seventeen

He closed his eyes as his fingers dug into Arvel’s hips. He ground his cock deeper, feeling the first spasm of Arvel’s tunnel squeeze him. He stroked his hand down Arvel’s spine as the man shuddered his release.

“Ah fuck, pet,” Gareth cooed and opened his eyes in time to watch his partners fall over the same edge.

Peter groaned, his head falling back, exposing his throat, pulse pounding along the thick vein as Arvel brought him to completion.

Gareth thought him quite handsome in the throes of lust and satisfaction. How would he look if it were Gareth who took him there? But Peter wouldn’t allow that. He’d barely allowed the kiss, and that had only been with Arvel’s urging.

Peter slid down against the head of the bed, Arvel collapsed between his legs, pulling away from Gareth, who let the younger man escape his grasp. With a playful slap on Arvel’s ass, Gareth flopped on his side, next to the two men.

“Well done, my pet, well done.” Gareth stroked Arvel’s hair as it cascaded over his shoulders and back. Arvel turned his head to look up at him and smiled.

Peter joined in the petting. His fingers grazed Gareth’s. Moments dragged by as they worked in unison, combing Arvel’s long red hair, fingers tangling with each other until, before Peter knew it, they were touching, caressing each other.

Tentative at first, he ran his hand over Gareth’s arm, up to his shoulder, then back again, feeling the strength of his muscles, so unlike Arvel’s. Gareth’s body was a man’s body, firm of flesh, battle hardened, so much like his own. Even the man’s skin felt different to Peter’s touch. Where Arvel’s was soft and smooth, Gareth’s was rough, covered in fine hairs, contoured with muscle and sinew.

Gareth allowed the touch, and Peter wondered if the man held his breath. Perhaps he feared a wrong move. Peter would not be frightened off.

Arvel slept with Peter’s legs surrounding him.

Peter looked up into Gareth’s steady blue gaze.

“Your touch is comforting.”

“Good. I wish nothing more.” Peter nodded, continuing the stroke, moving over Gareth’s shoulder, and then sweeping down his chest.

“Do you now?” Gareth sighed and rolled onto his back, presenting his body for Peter’s ministrations. Although it had just been sated, Gareth’s cock stirred and thickened while Peter’s remained flaccid.

“Indeed. However, I fear I do more.” Peter cocked an eyebrow at the growing erection coming to life amid Gareth’s blond curls.

Peter let his fingertips flutter over a hard nipple, circle it, and then move on, as Gareth arched into the touch.

“I fear you mean to, sweetling.” The big man gasped.

“Shall I stop?”

“Nay. Amuse yourself.” Gareth waved his hand at Peter.

Peter smiled and traced the path of blond hair that spread across Gareth’s chest, down his center, to his belly, then skirted the thick member lying to the side of his navel.

Gareth groaned softly in a deep inhale and exhale as he closed his eyes. His enjoyment caused Peter to linger awhile longer as he mapped the mercenary’s body.

A drop of clear fluid swelled, dropped, and stretched from slit to skin, drawing Peter’s attention back to the cock. Thick, not overly long but well veined, it was a thing of beauty, much like his own rod.

His was longer and about the same thickness. Not as veined, perhaps, but just as well-formed. Nothing to be ashamed of, as they all lay naked.

Peter lifted his hand, breaking contact with Gareth, and lay back on the pillow. He’d opened the door. Now to see if Gareth would step through.

∙•∙

Gareth missed Peter’s touch. He’d drowsed, letting the feel of skin on skin lull him into relaxation as deep as any hard massage. Now he longed for it back.

Aroused, yet he’d almost fallen asleep. And that wouldn’t do. Not for Peter the brave, who’d gone a few steps toward the place they’d both sworn not to go.

Would Peter be the braver man? Would Gareth prove himself the coward?

Peter gazed at him, waiting, with one arm thrown over his head.

Gareth ran a fingertip down Peter’s limp member, and it came to life, filling and growing as if it were a flower opening to the world.

Peter moaned, so, so soft. Gareth stroked his way up and down the shaft, teased the slit, dabbing his fingertip into the pearl that hung there.

“I see you are not immune to such a touch, sweetling.” Gareth winked and held up the finger as proof.

“A body reacts. Nothing more.” Peter shrugged.

“Does it now?” Gareth leaned closer, closing the distance between them, eyes intent on the dark ones watching his every move.

Peter wrapped his hand around Gareth’s neck, his fingers massaging the muscles there. Soothing yet exciting.

He pulled Gareth to him, and Gareth let himself be drawn into the kiss.

Peter’s lips, not as full as Arvel’s, still cushioned his. He ran his tongue over them, begging entry.

Peter opened with a moan.

Gareth plunged in but moved in slow, deliberate strokes, showing Peter just what he’d do with his cock if given a chance.

Peter buried his fingers in Gareth’s hair as his other hand splayed across Gareth’s chest, trapping his nipple beneath it.

Arvel shifted, rolled over, and forced them apart.

Peter panted, eyes dark and wide and lips reddened.

Gareth swore softly, glancing down at their lover, who now climbed over Peter’s leg and snuggled between the two of them. He looked across at Peter, but he’d already fallen back onto the bed and pulled the quilts over them.

The light of the hearth flickered, sending dancing shadows on the walls of the lodge. Arvel’s soft snore filled the night air.

Peter sighed.

Gareth thought two days might just be a very long time.

»»•««

Caelin looked up from the book and watched as Logan and Drake crossed the great hall. He’d tracked the duke’s movements every opportunity he’d had, intent on learning all he could about the man who’d saved him.

All he’d found out was that where he found the duke, Drake, master of arms, was sure to be near. They were always together.

He’d never get a moment alone with the duke. And even if he did, what would the duke want with a scarred man such as himself? A man who’d been removed from the abbey for being a distraction. Well, he was no distraction now.

He sighed as he watched the men climb the stairs to the second floor. Perhaps to finish business in the duke’s office. He’d never been in the room, but he’d seen inside once when he’d passed in the hall to retrieve the boys for their lesson.

And the boys? What of them? Joss belonged to Drake and Tomas to the duke, but they acted as if they were brothers and the closest of friends. Inseparable except when Joss tagged after his father or they worked with him on their sword work.

Drake was a large man, scarred and dangerous-looking. Caelin had feared him at first, but that had worn off little by little as he’d watched the man speaking with the duke. His easy laugh and his obvious devotion to the duke drew Caelin in and had him wondering if his visage frightened anyone. It hadn’t the boys, but then they were used to Drake.

Neither of the men had women. At least none that he’d seen.

“Caelin? Was that correct?” Joss asked, bringing Caelin’s attention back to the book and the boys.

“Say again.” He tried to sound like the monks who’d taught him.

Joss sighed and leaned over the book, his finger tracing the words. “The capitol of France is Paris.” He looked up for approval.

“Very good, Joss.” Caelin nodded.

The boys smiled back and elbowed Tomas. “See. I knew I’d gotten it right.”

Tomas stuck out his tongue, making a face. “I can still read better than you.”

“But you already knew how. I’m new at it.”

“Well, I learned faster than you.” Tomas crossed his arms.

Joss opened his mouth, then closed it and nodded. “I’ll wager you did, Tomas. You’re very smart.”

Tomas’s face burst into a huge grin, and both boys bent over the book again, each eager to outread the other.

Caelin counted himself most fortunate to land in such a place with two apt students and a duke he couldn’t stop thinking of.


Chapter Eighteen

Peter said good-bye again to the two men of the lodge. This time he hugged and kissed Arvel, then faced Gareth, a wry smile on his lips.

“So, God speed your hunting.” Gareth smirked as he looked over the horse’s tack.

“Thank you. I’m sure he will.”

“Bring us back something for Arvel to cook this time. A tasty hare, perhaps.” Gareth gave Peter’s cinch a final tug to check it and stepped aside.

“And what will you do while I’m away?”

“Thought I might break ground on the garden.”

Arvel, eyes trained on them men as he read their lips, smiled and clapped his hands.

“Perhaps I’ll bring back a chicken or two to start the flock.”

“They’ll need a rooster, I think.” Gareth smiled.

“Nay, with all the strutting around you do, a rooster would be pointless,” Peter teased. He halted, one hand on the saddle, one on the reins, and looked into Gareth’s eyes.

“You have strutted about the lodge yourself, sweetling.” Gareth stepped so close their chests touched. Out of the corner of his eyes, Peter caught Arvel fading back, giving them space.

Peter dropped his hand from the saddle, Gareth threw his arms around Peter, and they clasped each other tight, heads resting on shoulders. “Keep safe, Gareth. You and our pet,” Peter whispered.

Then they parted. Gareth brushed his lips over Peter’s and stepped back to join Arvel. Arvel slipped under his arm and nestled there.

Peter led his mare to the break in the woods and down the path to the road.

Another patrol of the foothills. Another two days of solitude and quiet. No one to tease him, no one to try his patience. No sweet Arvel to cook his meals and tend his horse and boots.

No Gareth.

»»•««

Arvel busied himself about the lodge while Gareth spent the morning sitting in the chair, frowning. He didn’t know what had come over his lover, but he grew tired of it.

Gareth needed work. He’d seen this melancholy behavior before and knew him to be a man of action. Fighting, riding, and physical work were needed.

And what Arvel needed was a garden. Gareth and Peter had promised.

They ate their meal, and to Arvel’s irritation, Gareth headed back to the chair.

Arvel shook his head, grabbed his lover’s hand, and dragged him outside. There, he pointed to the ground, then ran off to the stables and returned with two shovels.

“It’s the garden, is it?”

Arvel nodded and looked up at the sky, finding the sun. His mouth quirked along with his eyebrow at their location. He pushed the shovel into Gareth’s hands and wandered off to the other side of the lodge to search for the best spot to site the garden patch.

Just there, on the sunny side of the lodge, would do well. Lots of sun for most of the day, and away from the horses.

He halted, pushed his shovel into the ground, and grinned.

Gareth followed, dragging the spade in the dirt. “There? That’s where you want the garden?”

With a nod, Arvel stood back, arms crossed, and leaned on the shovel.

“We’ll have to turn the soil first, I think.”

Gareth marked off the bed, then broke the ground. Arvel joined him, and together they worked on the plot until the sky darkened.

“It can’t be night,” Gareth muttered as he halted and looked upward.

The clouds were dark gray, and a gust of wind picked that exact moment to blast down on them. Arvel rubbed his arms, his hair whipping in the wind.

“Best we get inside, pet. Storm’s coming.” Gareth shepherded the younger man inside the lodge just as the first great drops of rain marked their fall from heaven in the dirt.

They’d reached the front door, when Arvel halted, turned back, and dashed to the tools they’d left behind.

“Come back, pet!” Gareth yelled, knowing he couldn’t be heard. He shrugged, and ran out to help Arvel pick up the shovels and take them to the stables. They were soaked to the skin but spent the time to wipe down the metal tools so they wouldn’t rust, then stood in the doorway, watching the rain fall.

“It’s not going to let up soon.”

Arvel stared out at the gray glade and wrapped his arms around himself. He glanced up at Gareth and winked, then jerked his head toward an empty stall. Fresh hay lined it, and Gareth didn’t need any more than that suggestion.

“Take off your clothes or you’ll catch your death.” He reached for his lover and began peeling the wet clothing off him. Not until he’d gotten Arvel naked did he remove his own clothes.

Arvel opened the door to the stall, pulled a blanket off the rail, and tossed it on the hay. Then he fell down on it, arms over his head, and smiled up at Gareth.

“God, pet, you know just how to tempt me.” Gareth growled, then fell to his hands and knees and crawled over Arvel’s prone body, his cock dragging along his lover’s thigh.

Arvel reached up, locked his arms around Gareth’s neck, and pulled him down into a kiss. Oh, he loved his pet’s eagerness, his desire, and his love. Aye, Arvel loved him. Despite the fact that he shared his body with Peter, Arvel held Gareth most dear, and Gareth never doubted that.

Gareth gazed into Arvel’s lavender eyes, and every ounce of love the man sent his way struck him through the heart. Gareth placed his hand over his heart, then moved it to Arvel’s chest. Beneath it, the smaller heart beat strong and steady.

“My pet. I love you,” Gareth whispered. No need to proclaim in loud voices, to shout or declare it. Arvel’s gaze never left his face, and he read each of the words.

Arvel mimed the words back to him, pointing to himself, then to Gareth.

Gareth gathered him into his arms and pulled him close. Their bodies, still damp, warmed against each other as skin met skin and hands whisked away the drops of rain still clinging to them.

Arvel pressed up, his cock poking Gareth’s thigh. Gareth chuckled. “Aye, I know. You’re needing.”

Arvel nodded, a delightfully wicked grin on his face, charming Gareth as always. He rolled off Arvel but leaned over to run his tongue over his lover’s chest, swirled it around one nipple, then the next, as Arvel buried his hands in Gareth’s hair, urging him, guiding him to the next place on his body that needed slaking.

And Gareth allowed him to lead, as his tongue made short work of tracking down that smooth, hairless belly tasting of salt and rainwater and Arvel’s own scent. He was the most delicious man Gareth’s had ever tasted, and so he wanted more.

Arvel’s hands pushed him lower, to the slender rod waiting for his touch. It leaked, and pearls of excitement dotted Arvel’s belly. Gareth licked one, then another, tasting a sweet saltiness, inhaling Arvel’s musk as he inched closer to the fat head that beckoned him.

Gareth ran his tongue over the cap, licking up all the drops he could find, and Arvel arched, fingers clenching, nipples so hard they appeared sharp to the touch.

His pale body flushed, and Gareth swore he could hear the pounding of his lover’s heart. Perhaps the sound came from the rush of blood filling Arvel’s cock—he didn’t know.

But he knew if he took it in his mouth, he’d feel the pulse, the steady beat of Arvel’s heart in the most intimate of places. He’d done this a few times when he’d been so driven by lust he lost his reserve and his reticence.

This would be another of those rare times.

He wrapped his hand around the base of Arvel’s shaft and felt the sharp intake of breath. Glancing up, he looked into his pet’s wide eyes, filled with hope and desire. Then he lowered his head, opened his mouth, and took him in.

Arvel bucked, his mouth open in a soundless cry, his fingers twisting the coarse wool horse blanket as Gareth sucked, bobbing up and down on that sweet, slender cock. It didn’t fill his mouth, but it reached the back of his throat, and he nearly choked. He pulled up a little and continued taking him, enjoying the way Arvel’s body told him everything his voice couldn’t.

Gareth had never let Arvel release while in his mouth, but now, unexplained, the desire for it coursed through Gareth. He had to taste his lover’s cream, know it, memorize it as if it were the last time he’d have the chance to do so.

He cupped Arvel’s tight sac, rolling the stones in his fingers, tugging and caressing them until they pulled tight to Arvel’s body. Arvel arched, froze, and emptied.

Gareth’s mouth filled with warm, bitter fluid, and for a moment he thought he might spit it out or choke. Then he closed his eyes and swallowed it down. It seemed as if his lover would never stop shooting, but Gareth continued to swallow, taking all the man had to offer him.

Once Arvel slumped to the ground, his cock softening and retreating within its sheath, Gareth let him go. The big man fell back as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Both men lay panting and naked on the blanket.

Gareth stroked his own cock, seeking some relief in the touch. He’d been incredibly aroused but hadn’t gone to completion. Now he ached for it. Ached to be in Arvel’s body. Inside his tight channel. To take was what his.

Arvel sighed, a slow rise of his chest, then a slower sinking, and rolled over on his belly. He placed his head on his arms, pushed his ass upward until he was on his knees, and presented himself. Ready.

Gareth watched.

Arvel reached around, took one of his cheeks in hand, and pulled it aside, showing Gareth he was more than ready. He ran his finger over his own hole and bit his bottom lip as he slipped the tip inside.

“Need me in there, do you?” Gareth growled.

Arvel’s eyes begged him, shuttering in pleasure as he fucked himself. He didn’t need to say, “Need you. Now. Fuck me,” for Gareth to know what his pet wanted.

Gareth kneeled behind him, spit into his hand a few times to coat his cock, then pressed his hard, swollen rod to the warmth of Arvel’s opening and pushed inside with a grunt.

Arvel pushed back, wiggling in pleasure.

Gareth smiled. His pet was no better than a slut, always wanting to be fucked. Always ready, eager, willing. It excited Gareth greatly, and there was nothing left to do but give Arvel what he wanted.

A good, hard fucking.

Holding tight to Arvel’s hips, Gareth thrust into him. No grace or tenderness, just pure animal lust took over Gareth on this pleasure ride. Arvel was his steed and he the master, and he’d ride Arvel until he could ride no more.

Their bodies sang, slap of skin on skin, moist sounds of cock coming and going. Gareth’s grunts, heavy breathing, rang through the stable.

“That’s it, pet. Take me.”

Gareth panted and pumped.

“Fuck, you’re so damn tight. So hot. God, I love fucking you.”

Slamming into his lover’s tunnel, he showed no mercy.

“Love that you love it.”

Arvel rose up on all fours and met each of his thrusts with his entire body. It drove Gareth beyond his limit, and he groaned as he held back his release, wanting it to be so powerful he’d think he might just die from it.

“Love watching you being taken by Peter. You’re so beautiful. So lovely.” He stroked Arvel’s back. “That excited me, pet. Makes me hard and aching.”

Gareth lost himself in their rutting, crying out, talking to himself, unable to stop the flow of words or his arousal.

“I want to watch Peter fuck you. I want to fuck Peter while he takes you.”

At last, he let it go, let the sensation building in his body, along his spine, deep in his stones, explode from him in a series of frantic, wild thrusts, all rhythm lost as he emptied and shook and cried out Arvel’s name.

Chest heaving, he pushed Arvel down, leaving his cock dripping, and pushed apart the cheeks of his lover’s ass. White cream dripped from the opening, proof of his filling that sweet, tight channel to overflowing.

Taken with an uncontrollable urge that welled up from deep inside, Gareth leaned down between those globes of flesh and licked his own cum from Arvel’s ass.

Arvel rose up on his elbows, turned to look at him, and shuddered as Gareth cleaned him.

When Gareth finished, Arvel dropped his face to his hands and wept.


Chapter Nineteen

Peter plodded along the road. Tired, saddle sore, he’d spent another two days of pointless searching. He ran through his options, or actually Duke Weathers’ options.

If he were the duke and he wanted a way in, what would he do?

Peter chewed the inside of his cheek.

He’d send a spy, not a troop. One man traveling as a merchant, perhaps, someone who came and went without suspicion, could learn much and report all he’d seen. If he were such a man, he could travel the main roads, scouting fortifications, troop movements, even make maps.

In a flash of enlightenment, it was clear what Peter had to do.

He must cross into Weathers’ lands and find out firsthand what the bastard was up to. Only then could he know for sure what the plans to invade were and where they would be carried out.

He’d have to prepare, decide on his new identity. A merchant? He’d need something to sell, and he had nothing. A pilgrim, perhaps? What shrines lay in Weathers’ territory? None that he knew of.

For now he’d think on it, once he arrived back at the lodge and had a good meal and a comfortable night’s sleep in their warm bed. He rubbed his back, stretched, and settled back into the saddle.

Without a nudge from him, his mare picked up her pace as they neared the path for the lodge. She knew home now, where food, water, and a warm stall waited for her.

And she wasn’t the only one anxious. Peter’s heart beat faster as he trotted down the road, around the curve, and spotted the entry. He twisted in the saddle, checking behind him. All clear. In front of him, the road stood open.

He reined in, leaped from the saddle, and pulled his mare into the woods. When he reached the glade, he paused, taking in the lodge and the two men who worked to the side of it, digging where the new garden would be.

“Ho!” Peter cried, raising his hand in greeting.

Gareth looked up, grinned, then stove his shovel into the ground and waved back. “Peter!”

Arvel halted, stared at Gareth, then in the direction he looked. When he spotted Peter, he tossed his spade to the ground and broke into a full run across the glade.

Gareth, laughing, started after him in a trot.

Peter let go of his reins just as Arvel reached him, launching himself into Peter’s arms. Peter barely had the time to brace himself, but he managed to stay on his feet as the weight of the smaller man hit him full force.

“Ho, Arvel! Glad to see you also.” Arvel cut off Peter’s words with a hard kiss on the mouth. Then just as fast, he released Peter and dropped to his feet.

Gareth strode up as Arvel stepped back, letting his lover in. Gareth held out his hand. Peter clasped his arm, then pulled the big man into an embrace. They slapped backs, then parted.

“Good to have you back safe and sound, sweetling.” Gareth’s eyes twinkled in amusement.

“Good to be back. My ass is sore from the saddle.”

Gareth leaned in and winked. “I could make it sore from—” But Peter cut him off.

“Nay, Gareth, nay. The saddle is enough.” He rubbed his bottom.

“How went your hunt?” Gareth’s words held much meaning. The mercenary knew Peter hunted something other than game for the duke’s table. Perhaps it was time to trust in this man, and with more than just his body. His mission.

“We’ll speak of it later tonight.” Peter clapped him on the back, then retrieved his bag from the horse. Arvel had gathered the reins and led the mare to the stable. “I see you’ve started work on the garden.”

“Aye, we’ve been working a little each day. But it’s hot, thirsty work, even in this weather. Arvel can’t do much—he tires.” Gareth lowered his voice as if Arvel could hear him. “We were caught in the rain the other day, and I’ve been watching him for any signs of sickness.”

“Keeping him warm, have you?”

“Oh aye.” Gareth chuckled. “My pet wants for nothing I can give him.”

“And I’m sure you gave much. And often.”

“Indeed.” Gareth opened the door to the lodge, and they entered.

Peter dropped his saddlebag on the table, then staggered over to his chair and dropped into it.

“God, I’m tired.” Peter exhaled and leaned back.

“Your hunt goes badly?” Gareth sat in the other chair and held out a tankard of wine.

Peter nodded his thanks, sipped, then put his head back and closed his eyes. “Aye. But I think I’m going about it all wrong. I need your advice, Gareth.”

“Oh ho! So, you trust me?”

“Aye, for better or worse, I trust you.” Peter took a breath. “I’m on a mission from the Duke of Marden himself.”

“I thought as much. After all, you have his letter of recommendation.”

“Aye.” Peter opened his eyes and leaned forward, closing the distance between them. “Know you of Duke Weathers?”

“Bors Weathers?” Gareth’s face twisted as if he’d smelled a rotting corpse. “What of him?”

“For long years he’s tried to take Marden lands. We’ve thwarted him in the central and south, but now Logan fears he may try to gain access through the northern territory.”

“Here? Cross the foothills or the river?”

“The river is too wide, deep, and fast. It would have to be over the hills.”

“They’re not easy to cross. Broken and dangerous, the footing won’t suit one horse, much less many.”

“Exactly. But a man on foot could make it. Do some scouting and get the lay of the land.”

“Aye. I’ve crossed them myself a time back. If he’s sending spies, do you have evidence?”

“Nay. But to think he’d just send a party across the border, down the main road?” Peter shrugged. “I’ve been riding the foothills from the river to the mountains, but no such evidence have I found.”

“That way is hard and, to tell truth, unnecessary.” Gareth grunted. “A man alone, a traveler, could take the main road and be done with it.”

“My thoughts also. Unfortunately, this brilliance came too late to me. I’ve been a fool and wasted much time wearing out the seat of my breeches.” Peter slapped his thigh and growled.

“No fool. You are many things, but not a fool.” Gareth reached out and placed his hand over Peter’s. “A soldier of some account, by my reckoning. Nay, Peter, you are not used to thinking like a spy.”

Peter looked up into Gareth’s eyes. “And you are?”

He shifted in his chair. “I have worn that cloak once or twice.”

“For Weathers?” Peter pushed the chair away as he bolted from it, his hand flying to his sword. His heart pounded at the thought of having to confront the man he’d come to trust. How had he been so fooled?

Gareth stood. “Never! I’d had enough of his filthy ways years ago when I signed up with him. He’s a heartless, cold bastard, and without honor.” He never placed a hand on his weapon but stared into Peter’s eyes.

Peter dropped his hand. “But you have worked for him before?”

“Aye. But never again. If you had told me of your mission at first, I might have been of some assistance.”

“I could not speak of it.” Peter shook his head. “I was sworn by Logan and my master Drake. Only failure has driven me to tell you now.”

“I understand.” Gareth sat down and motioned for Peter to sit also.

Peter exhaled, then sat. Had he really been prepared to strike Gareth? For lack of better words, his lover?

“I’m thinking patrolling our side is not enough. We need someone deep in his territory to watch and learn what we need to know.”

“Someone who’s been there before, who his men know and perhaps trust?” Gareth rubbed his chin.

“Aye. But where does such a man exist?” Peter cocked an eyebrow at Gareth and smiled.

“Who’s paying?” Gareth rubbed his fingers together, signaling for coins.

“The duke.”

“Then I might know of such a man.”

“I thought you might.” Peter smiled.

“Did you?”

“Well, I hoped.”

Gareth’s gaze dropped to Peter’s sword, then rose to his face. “Did you really think you could take me?”

“I hoped to take you by surprise.” Peter shrugged.

“Why not just cut my throat in my sleep?” Gareth’s eyes lost their humor as he stared into Peter’s.

Peter rose from his chair, fell to his knees in front of Gareth, and ran his hand over Gareth’s leg. Gareth slid his hand behind Peter’s head, his fingers burrowing in Peter’s curls, then pulled him to meet his lips.

Peter sank into the kiss, opening for Gareth’s tongue. Moaning, the larger man thrust deep into Peter’s mouth, taking control of the kiss. They lingered until Gareth’s grip lessened and Peter pulled away.

“Know I am not such a coward.”

“I never thought it of you, sweetling.” Gareth smiled. “But I like this, Peter. You on your knees for me.” He laughed, tossing back his head.

Peter rose. “For a kiss, perhaps, nothing more.”

“So you say, sweetling. So you say.” Gareth chuckled, and Peter’s cheeks burned at the hint Gareth made.

Arvel entered and nodded to Peter, then came to the men and stood behind Gareth’s chair. He motioned to his mouth.

“Aye, pet, I’m hungry.”

Their caretaker moved to the table to prepare the food, and Peter settled back in his chair, toed off his boots, and closed his eyes.


Chapter Twenty

That night, Arvel welcomed Peter home. They’d undressed and gotten into bed, Arvel in the middle as usual, but this time Gareth held back, letting his pet turn to Peter first.

Peter accepted the kiss Arvel laid sweetly on his lips. Then he ran his hands over Arvel’s smooth back, pulling him closer. Arvel lay on his side kissing Peter as their legs entwined and their hands stroked bare skin.

Arvel wiggled closer, pressing his body against Peter’s as if seeking warmth. He licked at Peter’s mouth, his neck, his chest, making sharp points of his nipples and a hard blunt spear of Peter’s cock.

Behind Arvel, Gareth watched, a small smile playing on his lips.

Peter’s lover reached down and took Peter’s shaft in his hand, and Peter thrust into the tight grip with a moan. Arvel reached behind him, grabbed Gareth’s hand, and pulled him into their pile.

Gareth murmured something soft and rolled closer, resting his body against Arvel’s back. His hand caressed the thin hip and slid over and down to grab Arvel’s cock.

Arvel bucked in Gareth’s grip and pulled harder on Peter’s prick, inciting him to greater heights of arousal. Hell, just knowing Gareth joined them sent a ripple of pleasure through his already excited body.

What would it be like to take Arvel, here and now, in front of Gareth? Would it please the big man or anger him? Peter had no way of knowing unless he either asked or acted.

He chose action.

Peter rolled Arvel onto his back, away from Gareth, then pushed Arvel’s legs apart, his intentions clear to Arvel and to Gareth. Gareth rolled off the bed, and for a moment Peter thought him angered, but he soon returned.

“Here, if you’re going to fuck him, you might have need of some oil.” Gareth showed Peter a small vial. He pulled its cork, poured some into his palm, and climbed into the bed. “Let me ready both you and our pet.”

Peter nodded, his cock eager for Gareth’s touch. Gareth nudged Arvel’s legs wider, and the younger man brought his knees to his chest, splitting himself for the benefit of both men.

“Gods, he’s beautiful,” Gareth crooned as he painted Arvel’s skin from sac to hole, his fingers tracing the well-known path. As Peter kneeled between Arvel’s legs, he stroked himself, keeping his cock hard and rigid.

After Gareth finished preparing Arvel, he poured another puddle into his hand and to Peter’s surprise, took his shaft by the hand.

“What are you doing?” Peter gasped as the first shock of pleasure rolled through him. Gareth stroked him sure and steady and slow, covering the soft skin in slippery oil.

“Getting you ready.”

“If you keep that pace, I shall be finished before I’ve breached the wall.”

Gareth’s chuckled, squeezed his hand tighter around Peter’s cock, and pumped. “Indeed. Do I please you so?” He leaned in and took Peter’s mouth in a gentle kiss. Peter fell into it, mouth open, moaning as his lover worked his shaft, building his arousal.

∙•∙

Arvel watched, his eyes glittering in the soft firelight. Each time his lovers came together, Arvel’s heart leaped in his chest. Each time they came one step closer to crossing that boundary both wanted to cross—taking each other.

For his part, Arvel thought it would be Gareth taking Peter. His first Heart would not be taken, not at first, if he knew him.

But for them to be so close to the joy of this sharing, the joy that filled Arvel when both men took him, pained him.

They needed to know he wanted this, wanted them to share each other. That it would arouse and excite him also.

But for now, he would have to wait. It was still too soon.

Tonight, he’d revel in what each of them gave to him.

He placed his hand first on Gareth’s heart, then on Peter’s.

∙•∙

“I know. You want us to join, but that isn’t going to happen, pet.” Gareth winked at Peter. “Peter’s too much of a man to be fucked.”

“As are you, mercenary.” Peter gave a sharp laugh. “Unless you want me to ride you?”

“Nay, I’m not a beast to be ridden by the likes of you, soldier. I do the riding.”

“Then I fear neither of us will give in to a joining.” Peter shook his head. “Enough. There is enough oil on my cock.” He pushed Gareth’s hand away.

“As it pleases you, sweetling.” Gareth chuckled and sat back.

Peter ignored him and concentrated on Arvel. The younger man lay on his back, legs spread, his cock stretched straight against his belly, and his eyes showing all his eagerness and longing.

Peter guided the head of his member to Arvel’s opening and pressed against it. It gave way and let him in. Tight heat enveloped him, and he sank even deeper as he leaned into the thrust.

Arvel arched up to meet him, locking his legs around Peter’s waist, and rested his hands on Peter’s shoulders. Peter swooped down, claimed his mouth in a hard kiss, and pulled out, then back in. He set a leisurely pace as if he had all night to spend in this pleasure. It felt fine to be in so tight an ass, and for Arvel he’d make it last as long as possible.

∙•∙

Gareth took his own cock in hand, spreading the oil still clinging to it over his sensitive skin, and stroked as he watched. His pet so enjoyed being taken. He might not be able to speak, but Gareth could see all Arvel had to say in the expression on his lover’s face. Pleasure, pain, arousal, lust, all danced in his eyes and in the silent movements of his mouth as he reacted to Peter’s attentions.

But his gaze strayed to Peter’s body. God, the man was well-formed. His broad shoulders, muscled back, and the hard, rounded globes of his ass flexed as he fucked Arvel.

A thing of beauty.

He reached out with his free hand and ran it over Peter’s back, caressing, soothing, inciting. Peter moaned, leaning into his touch. Gareth slipped farther down Peter’s spine, his fingers dancing over the small hills on their way to Peter’s secret valley.

Reaching his destination, Gareth lingered, letting Peter become accustomed to him touching in this once forbidden territory. Gareth massaged one side of Peter’s ass, his fingers just scraping over the cleft, the tips of them dipping into the dark slit that split Peter’s body. For Peter’s part, he neither shied away nor offered complaint.

Gareth pressed onward.

He ran them down the divide and on the return trip dipped deeper. Peter pushed back against him, showing only his willingness to Gareth’s touch. A sharp hiss of breath signaled Gareth that Peter enjoyed his explorations.

Taking it as a welcome, he delved deep and was rewarded with the feel of a tightly wrinkled pucker against the tip of his questing finger. He played with it as Peter groaned, his body lost in fucking Arvel beneath him and Gareth’s finger probing the opening to his tunnel.

Had anyone ever been here before with Peter?

From the easy acceptance, Gareth would wager aye, Peter had partaken of this delight before in some previous encounter. With whom, he wondered? Peter had spoken of a wife. Surely not she.

These forbidden touches were the realm of man, not woman.

Gareth sorely wished he knew more about his counterpart. Perhaps in time.

For now, he only needed to know what pleased Peter, and that would be easy enough to discover for himself.

His fingertip breached Peter’s rose, and Peter lost his rhythm, jerked and hissed and thrust harder into Arvel, who took all his lover gave him with his own wildness.

Still no word from Peter to halt his exploration.

Gareth sank his finger in deeper still, as the tight ring of muscles clamped down on his digit, almost drawing it inside, as if Peter’s body needed his touch inside this dark tunnel.

Gareth shifted around behind Peter, and began the slow slip and slide of his finger, seeking the spot that would give Peter the most enjoyment. He twisted his finger, found the bump, and rubbed it.

“Holy fuck!” Peter cried out. He staggered in his pumping, then recovered and doubled his efforts.

“Shall I touch it again?” Gareth pressed closer to Peter, his voice low and rasping with his own desire and lust. Oh, to sink inside the channel that held his finger so tightly.

“Aye.” Peter grunted. Sweat beaded on his back, dampened his hair, making it cling to the nape of his neck and along his shoulders.

Beneath him, Arvel watched from half-lidded eyes. His gaze met Gareth’s, locked, and much passed between them. Arvel’s eyes flicked up to Peter, then to Gareth, and with a small nod, he let Gareth know he was willing.

That was his pet. Always willing, eager, ready.

Would Peter be as willing? As eager or ready for what Gareth and Arvel had in mind?

Arvel reached up, took Peter’s head in his hands, and pulled him down into an openmouthed kiss as Gareth removed his finger and replaced it with the blunt head of his cock.

Peter worked his tongue deeper into Arvel’s mouth, then pulled away.

“Damn it, mercenary, if you’re going to do it, get on with it,” Peter ordered.

Gareth grinned, then pressed home, his hand wrapped around Peter’s hip to hold him in place. For a moment all three men froze, giving Gareth time to work his cock deeper into Peter’s incredibly tight ass.

“Oh God!” Gareth laid his forehead on Peter’s back and huffed out a breath. “So tight. Christ, this is good, sweetling.”

Peter groaned.

With a last push, Gareth seated himself fully, his shaft buried to the hilt inside Peter. Peter’s body tensed, then relaxed, signaling Gareth of his readiness.

Gareth took his first stroke, canting his hip, and raked over Peter’s sweet spot.

“Oh fuck, you bastard!” Peter cried out.

Gareth held Peter tight, kept him from moving for a few quick strokes, and then released him.

“Fuck our pet, soldier.” Now it was Gareth’s time to order.

∙•∙

Oh God. Gareth was inside him, and it felt better than he’d remembered. Too good. He feared he’d want this again and again, never tire of having Gareth’s cock shoved up his ass, riding him, sending him into spasms of ecstasy.

Peter shook his head, beads of sweat flying from his soaked hair. He took a deep breath and resumed plunging into Arvel.

Lying against Peter’s back, Gareth rode him. When Peter thrust in, so did Gareth—on the draw out, Gareth slid nearly to the tip, then followed him back down. As if they were part of the same creature, they rutted like some mythological beast.

Peter had never, in his limited experience, done this before, been fucked while fucking. It was intense, tinged with a shade of erotic and forbidden, and so wonderfully wrong.

This rivaled the time with Logan and Drake, when they both had him. The entire experience had stained him, had driven home to him that he truly enjoyed having more than one lover.

The perfection of this moment built his ardor to new heights.

Beneath him, Arvel received his cock. Behind him, Gareth delivered his.

Peter, trapped in the middle, his entire body alive and on fire, tensed, held, and then exploded as he shot his release into Arvel’s tunnel.

∙•∙

This was what Arvel had waited for, and it had been worth the wait. To see the faces of both men, their pleasure painted boldly there, its beauty almost too much to bear.

He shuddered when his stones pulled tight as Peter slammed deeper, pressed into him by Gareth’s push. Just knowing Gareth’s cock, that he’d felt inside him so many times, now rode Peter’s channel, sent Arvel over the edge.

With his heart thudding in his chest, he reached down between him and Peter, his fingers around the base of Peter’s shaft. When Gareth’s sac struck the tips of Arvel’s fingers as it slapped with each thrust against Peter, Arvel spilled across his own belly, white ropes of cream, his head thrown back as a glorious mixture of pain and pleasure devoured his body.

∙•∙

Gareth pounded him, his cock’s friction both a delight and a damnation in Peter’s ass. With one hand, Gareth pulled Peter nearly upright on his knees, and with the other he turned Peter’s head to accept his kiss.

Peter opened, and Gareth plunged his tongue inside. Peter sucked on it, hard and unrelenting, until Gareth shuddered and emptied into Peter’s channel.

All three men gasped for air. Peter collapsed to the side, taking Gareth, his cock still embedded in Peter, to the bed with him. A moment later, Peter squeezed his ass and Gareth slipped away.

Tangled in the quilts and each other, covered in sweat and lovers’ cream, the men fell asleep.


Chapter Twenty-One

Caelin sighed.

Duke Marden, Logan, crossed the hall and climbed the stairs alone. Small miracle that, and rare to find the duke without his master of arms beside him.

Jealousy, like a raven, pecked at Caelin’s mind.

What had Master Drake done to win the place of honor at Logan’s side? Perhaps some great feat of swordsmanship or held off an advancing army single-handed.

Caelin didn’t doubt it. The man’s face, just as scarred as his was now, held both fascination and fear for Caelin. And something else, something that played at the edges of Caelin’s mind—curiosity.

Was there more to the two men’s friendship than duke and master? Perhaps the quiet looks passing between them meant more than just what occurred in the daily running of the castle. Perhaps…

“Caelin? What are you looking at?” Joss’s voice brought him out of his musings.

“Nothing.”

“You were staring at my da.”

“Just wondering where Master Drake is, that’s all. Don’t usually see one without the other.” Caelin tried to sound as if it didn’t matter to him, and hopefully he could fool two young boys.

“My da’s training the men this afternoon.” Joss sniffed. “He’ll join us at table for the evening meal.”

“Your father must be a fine warrior.” Perhaps he could learn more from the boys.

“He is! My father is the finest swordsman in the country. He was a famous mercenary before he came here.” The boy’s chest puffed out like a sparrow’s feathers in winter.

“He saved my life!” Tomas added. “Killed ten men to save me!”

“It was only four, Tomas. You mustn’t tell stories,” Joss reminded him.

“Four, you say? My, that is a lot of men.” Caelin smiled at the two lads. “Are you sure?

“Aye, I was there, wasn’t I?”

“But you had your eyes closed.”

“Drake didn’t want me to see him kill them. But we led four horses back, and I heard Peter speaking of it when they thought I’d fallen asleep.” Tomas folded his arms and gave Joss a sharp nod.

Joss turned his attention back to his tutor. “It’s true. Four men. They’d kidnapped Tomas and planned to steal him away to Duke Weathers, but my da stopped them.”

“Indeed.” Caelin cleared his throat. He had no intentions of going up against a man such as Drake. As the son of a nobleman, he’d been trained in sword work, but he couldn’t match the level of a mercenary. No, there were other ways of winning the duke, ways he’d learned among the monks at the abbey.

He stood and closed the book. “Lesson’s over. You boys can run along.”

Without any further questions, they leaped to their feet and ran from the hall, dodging around a servant to get to the door of the keep. Caelin watched, then wasted no time in leaving the table and heading to the bottom of the stairs.

If he didn’t hesitate, perhaps he could speak with the duke in his chambers. About the progress of the boys.

He tried not to rush up the stairs but maintain a respectable pace. No reason to have anyone wonder what he was up to or question him along the way. It wasn’t as if he were doing anything wrong—he just wanted to thank the duke for allowing him to remain at the keep and teach the boys.

At the top of the stairs, he turned toward the duke’s rooms. A guard stood at the duke’s door. He glanced at Caelin, tensed, and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. Caelin wanted to turn around, but he’d come this far.

The guard watched as Caelin approached. “My lord.” The guard gave him a small nod of his head.

Caelin nodded back. “I wish to speak to the duke.” He took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair. No need to wonder about his ruined face. There was nothing to interest anyone there.

The guard knocked. “Your Grace, a visitor,” he announced in a loud voice.

Caelin’s heart stopped beating as he counted out the time until the door opened.

Logan opened the door, then recognized Caelin and smiled.

“Good day, tutor Caelin. What brings you to my chambers? Are the boys giving you a fit? They can be a handful.” He stepped back and motioned for Caelin to enter.

Caelin entered, leaving the guard behind, and clasped his hands together to keep the duke from seeing them shake.

“Not at all, Your Grace. The boys are well-behaved and quick to their studies,” Caelin quickly explained.

“That’s well. I’m working on the ledgers now. Is there something you need?”

Caelin licked his lips and looked up at the duke from under his long eyelashes. Perhaps the duke could see past the scars to appreciate his eyes. He’d been told by more than one person of their loveliness.

∙•∙

The duke gazed back at the young man giving him very peculiar looks. Then his eyes widened, and he cocked an eyebrow upward. A picture formed in his mind.

“Caelin, why are you here?”

Caelin swallowed. “I came to tell you thank you.”

“You’ve already given me your thanks, tutor. There’s no need to give them again.” He walked over to the desk and leaned against it. If what he suspected were true, best to let Caelin run to the end of his rope and not leap to any conclusions.

Caelin took a step closer and fingered the gap of his shirt. It could have been a nervous gesture, but that, combined with the half-lidded looks and the licking of his lips, gave Logan no choice but to conclude that Caelin wished a dalliance.

Good Lord.

How old could Caelin be? Twenty? Twenty and two?

Had he ever been so young or so obvious in his ways? Logan caught the chuckle in his throat before it bubbled out to embarrass the young man.

“But I feel so grateful.” Caelin’s full lips pulled up in a seductive smile.

Oh aye, Caelin had learned much among the monks, or had he learned those subtleties prior to being sent away to the abbey? Logan thought after he’d joined the abbey, if he wagered a coin.

Logan had to admire the man. Despite his wounds, he tried to give his best to the cautious dance between men. And Logan could see the attraction—he could see why those monks had wanted Caelin.

Lithe, long-haired, large brown eyes like a doe, and skin so pale milk would seem dark next to it. Lips as full and firm as any pillow filled with the finest goose down only added to his allure.

Logan’s gaze came to rest on Caelin’s scarred cheek. A gift from his father, no doubt meant to help the boy by making him less attractive. His father had been a fool. Caelin was like flame to a moth, drawing any hapless creature in to dance around him. No scar could dim Caelin’s light or keep a man from desiring him.

This had to end. Logan shouldn’t let it go on, shouldn’t be alone here in his chamber now that he suspected the truth.

Caelin wanted him.

And that meant the younger man had divined Logan’s preferences. And that meant a measure of danger to both Caelin and Logan.

And Drake.

Good Lord, what would Drake say about this turn of events? They’d shared before, with Peter, but Peter had been a man known to them, sworn to Marden and its duke. Caelin had given no such oath. Not yet.

“Caelin, you are most welcome. And now I have work to return to, so I must bid you leave.” Logan pushed off the desk and moved toward the door.

Caelin stepped in front of him.

Logan halted and looked down into doe eyes of such soft brown…

“Your Grace…” Caelin wet his lips, and his gaze narrowed to include the duke’s mouth. The young man leaned in, chin tilted up to receive a kiss.

“Caelin.” Logan spoke his words gently and carefully. “You are my son’s tutor. Nothing more. Whatever you think might happen here in this room, it cannot occur.”

Caelin rested his hand on Logan’s chest. “Why not?”

“Because I wouldn’t like it,” Drake drawled. He stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame, one on his sword. The stealth of Logan’s lover never ceased to amaze him. Neither he nor Caelin had heard the door open.

Caelin gasped and spun around to face him.

Logan rolled his eyes. “Really, Lord Drake. You’ll frighten the boy to death.”

“Frighten him? Aye, I’ll do more than that if he’s laid one hand upon you.” Drake growled, entered the room, and shut the door behind him.

Caelin’s swallow could be heard quite clearly above the rumbling in Drake’s throat.

“Stand down, my lord.” Logan grinned at his lover. “The tutor was merely thanking me.”

“With his lips?” Drake cocked an eyebrow.

Caelin looked from man to man, blinking and wringing his hands, his eyes wide with fear.

“Come, Caelin,” Logan murmured. “Leave us. I promise Drake will not harm you. He’s like a toothless old dog, barking but unable to bite.” He chuckled as Drake shot him a narrow-eyed look.

Caelin nodded briskly, then fled to the door, opened it, and disappeared down the hall.

Drake closed it behind him and turned to his duke.

“What, pray tell, just happened?” He put his hands on his hips and waited for Logan to answer.

“It seems I have an admirer.”

“The tutor?” Drake asked, brows raised and mouth open as he glanced back at the door. “What did he say? What did he do? What did you say? What did you—?”

Logan motioned for Drake to slow down. “Have no fear. He said nothing but that he wished to thank me. He did nothing more than place a quivering hand on my chest and bat his pretty eyes at me as if he were a lady of the court.”

Drake’s mouth twisted as he listened. “So he thinks you such a man to return his affections. Is there any danger in his knowledge?”

“Knowledge? Suspicion more likely. I said nothing but to accept his thanks. You were the one to declare your ownership of me.” Logan laughed and sauntered up to his lover. He ran a finger down Drake’s cheek, tracing the scar he’d rather trace with his tongue.

Drake shivered at his touch, and Logan grew hard.

“And I stated only the truth. That I would cut down any man who dared to touch you without your consent.” Drake heated stare burned into Logan’s heart, filling it with desire and need.

“And if I had touched him? Kissed those willing lips?” Logan slanted his eyes at his lover, giving him a look meant to incite Drake’s passion.

Drake pulled Logan to him with one hand and buried his other hand in the long tresses of Logan’s blond hair, pulling back his head. “Without me?” he whispered as he nuzzled Logan’s exposed throat.

“I am sworn to you, my love. You and you alone. Know that I would never have encouraged such a wounded bird.” Logan ran his hands over Drake’s arm and shoulder.

“No matter that he offered? Even such a very pretty little dove?”

“I love you and want no other. Not even as a dalliance with you.” Logan gasped as Drake bit his neck, sucking hard enough to raise a mark. He hissed a warning, and Drake released him. “Did you want him?” Logan frowned at the thought of his lover and another man.

“Nay. I want only you. My days of reckless behavior are over. You satisfy my every longing, my duke.” Drake licked a line up to Logan’s ear and took his earlobe in his teeth.

Logan groaned. “My lord. I have such a need for you.” He pressed his manhood into Drake’s side in proof.

“Aye, as do I for you. However, the day’s shadows grow long, and we will be called to the table soon.” Drake released his ear, gave it a final lick, and stepped back.

“Damn. I hate waiting.” Logan ran his hand over the bulge in his breeches, hoping to lower it.

“As do I, Your Grace, as do I.” He grinned and turned to the door. “Logan.” He paused and looked back over his shoulder. “That tutor…”

“Aye?”

“He must go.” Then he left the room, closing the door behind him with a sharp slam.

Logan slumped against his desk and shook his head.

How had this happened? He’d merely done the right thing, taking in the young man, assigning him as tutor to Joss and Tomas, and now look at where they were.

Drake threatened. Caelin terrified.

And Logan stuck in the middle with not a single idea of what to do about it all.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Peter stared into the fire as he decided his next course of action. His mission loomed foremost in his mind, and the new knowledge of Gareth’s past with Weathers only added to his dilemma.

It had been nearly a month since he’d left Marden. A long time with no word of what he’d found. Would they send a soldier for him? Best to take some action before it came to that.

He’d need to leave soon, return to Marden and report to the duke and Drake what he’d found—nothing. Not a single breath of Weathers or his men. Still, Drake had been right when he said it might take more time to discover the duke’s intentions, but how much time was too much?

Who would decide there was no danger here in the north? Could anyone ever say that with conviction? He doubted it. A man such as Weathers wouldn’t let a few mountains or a river stop him.

“Come along, Peter. We’re almost done preparing the ground for the garden. Your strong back will make the work go faster.” Gareth clapped Peter on the shoulder.

Peter pushed out of the chair. “Of course.” He followed the mercenary out of the lodge and around to the side, where Arvel had begun working. The young man chopped at the earth with a hoe, breaking up the rich soil.

They took up their spades and began working. Within an hour’s time, the two men had removed their vests and worked in just their shirts as the sweat dripped off them.

“I’m glad I’m not a farmer, Peter.” Gareth stopped and straightened, resting his arm on the end of his shovel. “My heart’s not in it.”

“Neither is your back,” Peter replied as he stepped on the blade and pushed down with his foot.

“Aye.” Gareth sighed. “Arvel should halt his work, for he tires.”

Peter glanced up at their lover. Arvel’s face was bright red, his breath panting, and his shirt drenched with his sweat. “Indeed. He looks quite done in, Gareth.”

Gareth dropped his spade, went to Arvel, and touched him on the shoulder. He reached for the exhausted man’s hoe, shaking his head and pointing to Arvel, then to the house. Arvel frowned, wiped his brow with the sleeve of his damp shirt, and glanced at Peter.

“Go, pet. Take to the creek and bathe in the cool waters.” Gareth ran his hand over Arvel’s cheek.

Peter nodded and shooed him with his hand. “We’ll finish here, pet.”

Arvel nodded, took the hoe, and tramped off to the stable to put it away.

“He doesn’t like being treated as an invalid.” Gareth watched his lover as he left.

“He isn’t an invalid—he’s quite capable of much. However, he’s not built for hours in the sun. He’d be better served to take his rest and conserve his strength.”

“You’re just worried he might not cook tonight’s meal.” Gareth chuckled.

“I’d thought of that, to tell the truth. The notion of eating your cooking…” Peter pretended to gag.

Gareth reached down, grabbed a handful of dirt, and tossed it at Peter, showering his shirt with clods of soil.

“Ho!” Peter danced backward, arms flung out.

Gareth charged him, tackling him around the waist and driving him to the ground.

Peter struggled against the weight of the larger man, his cock stiffening at the rough play. Gareth’s laugh warmed Peter’s heart, even as they struggled in the dirt, and Gareth wrapped his hands around Peter’s wrists, holding them over his head and against the ground.

“Let go of me, mercenary,” Peter ground out through tight lips.

“In good time, sweetling.” Gareth grinned down at him, so sure of himself, so handsome. Peter couldn’t deny his attraction to the man and marveled that only a month before he’d thought his life over, thought himself a dead man. Now he could feel again, although he had no name for those feelings.

Not love. He didn’t love Gareth or Arvel.

Affection, perhaps. Aye, he had great affection for both men. Perhaps as great as his affection for Drake and Logan.

But it wasn’t the love he’d felt with her.

He stilled beneath Gareth as his heart filled with her memory.

“Peter?” Gareth looked down into Peter’s eyes.

“It’s nothing. Old memories.”

Gareth held him still, not letting him go. Peter liked the weight of the man on top of him, the soft puff of his breath, the intent look in his blue eyes.

Peter rose up enough to kiss Gareth’s lips. Soft, gentle, inviting.

Gareth opened for him, letting Peter’s tongue delve inside, swiping and tasting his mouth. Letting him control the kiss, despite keeping control of Peter’s body. Gareth pressed into Peter, and Peter surged back, their movements as slow and easy as their kisses.

No need to rush. Peter wanted to enjoy this time with Gareth. Being taken by him last night had been more enjoyable than he’d wanted to admit. He’d known it would only be a matter of time before he submitted to the big man, and it had been good, but had that been because of Arvel’s participation?

Peter needed to know if he alone could move Gareth or if Gareth needed Arvel’s presence.

“Shouldn’t we ask Arvel to play?” Peter looked up into Gareth’s steady gaze.

“Nay. He needs his bath and his rest.”

“We could wait until then.”

Gareth’s gaze narrowed. “Have you changed your mind, sweetling, and no longer desire my touch?” His eyes darkened, and if Peter didn’t know better, he’d say they held hurt.

“Nay, not changed. Just…” Peter sighed. “I wanted to be sure you wanted this with me. Alone.”

Gareth smiled, then bent down to kiss him. “Peter. I have no need to augment my desire for you with Arvel or anyone else. Do you desire Arvel without me?”

“Aye.” Peter nodded.

“It is the same for me. I love Arvel. You know that—I haven’t been shy about stating my feelings for him to you.”

“I know that.”

“But what you’re wondering is what are my feelings for you? What are your feelings for me and Arvel?”

How could the man hit the mark so well? All the things Peter struggled with…

“Oh, I see. You question also.”

“Aye, Peter. I question also.” Gareth rolled off him and lay next to him in the dirt as he stared up into the sky. “I’ll tell you this. I care for you, Peter. I desire you. Love? In a way, aye, I love you, but not with the depth and fullness of my heart as I do Arvel.”

Peter stared up at the clouds passing over head. “It’s much the same for me, Gareth. I care deeply for both you and Arvel, but I’m not in love with either of you.”

“Perhaps that is why this arrangement of ours works.” Gareth shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s not mine to question. As long as Arvel is content, I am content.”

“So if Arvel didn’t want me anymore, you’d turn me away?” Peter’s gaze slid over to the man next to him.

Gareth grimaced. “It wouldn’t stop my wanting you, but it might stop my actions. If it would hurt him, aye, it would be over.”

“Fair enough. I only want to know where I stand in all this.”

“Are you concerned about not feeling love, Peter?” Gareth reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze.

“Nay, it’s not for me. I had love once, and ’twill have to be enough for me.” Peter knew he’d been fated to this loss, and he accepted it without railing or complaining.

“Are you happy?”

“As I can be, I suppose.” Peter shrugged. “I’m fine. Don’t trouble yourself over my lack of love. I am content to be here, to share your bed and Arvel’s.”

“Are you content to share your body with us?”

“I am.” Peter pulled Gareth’s hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Most content.”

Gareth chuckled. “Then can we continue?”

“Continue?” Peter grinned.

“Our little tussle here on the ground.”

“Here?”

“It’s a garden, isn’t it? And there is seed to be sowed.” Gareth laughed and rolled back on top of Peter. Peter wrapped his arms around Gareth and held him close.

“My seed or yours?”

“Both, if we do this correctly.”

Gareth’s rumbling laugh awoke Peter’s desire and his cock. It stiffened and pressed against Gareth’s belly. “Oh ho! He lives.”

“Aye. And he has need of you.”

“Need? What do you need, sweet Peter?” Gareth bit his ear and sucked on it, pulling a low groan from Peter.

“Your mouth, doing that. On my cock.” Peter wrapped his hand in Gareth’s hair and pulled on it, leading the man to his aching member.

Gareth moved down along Peter’s body, pushing up his shirt to taste the skin on his chest and capture a hardened nipple. Peter gasped and arched into the sucking, and his staff grew harder as if it were directly connected to his nipple and to Gareth’s mouth.

Peter fumbled with the strings to his breeches as Gareth moved lower, intent on his target. Together, they managed to loosen Peter’s clothing and push his breeches aside enough to free his straining cock.

“Mine, at last,” Gareth murmured as he wrapped his fist around the leaking flesh and swiped his thumb over the head to spread the precream. Then he let go and tasted his thumb, licking it clean. “Delicious, sweetling. You’ve earned your endearment.”

Peter laughed. “Have I? And you? Are you as sweet?”

“Ask Arvel. He would know.”

“I shall.”

“Or you could take a taste yourself.” Gareth winked at him, then took Peter’s rod in his hand and licked the fat head.

Peter groaned. “Christ, Gareth. Do it. I need you.” He buried his hand in Gareth’s hair and guided him downward.

Gareth opened and swallowed him as Peter jerked in answer to Gareth’s sucking. Long, hard pulls up and then a slight brush of teeth down, then long and hard again. Soft. Scraping, each movement building Peter’s arousal to breathtaking heights.

It felt so good, this physical pleasuring, but Peter longed for the time when such an act would soothe his damaged heart. A stab of fear and resolve pricked him. He’d never feel that way again, so he’d best accept it and learn to do without.

This would have to be enough.

Gareth cupped his stones and gave them a hard squeeze. The pain shot through him, and Peter reached his release, giving his cream to Gareth’s waiting mouth.

After the last tremor had ended, Peter fell back, panting and enjoying the wave of contentment that washed over him.

“Thank you, Gareth. That was most satisfying.”

“I’m glad I could have serviced you in so pleasurable a manner, my lord Peter.” Gareth replied.

“And shall I return the favor?” Peter rolled on his side to gaze at Gareth as he waited for an answer.

“I think I’d prefer to spend my time on my back in the bed. With you between my knees and Arvel watching.” Gareth slapped Peter on the thigh and climbed to his feet. He held out his hand for Peter to take.

Peter slapped his hand away. “I’m not an old man to be helped up.”

“Really?” Gareth bent down, put his hands on his knees, and gave Peter a cocky grin. “If you can stand without assistance, then perhaps my skills are slipping.”

“Perhaps. But perhaps I’m a stronger man than our Arvel, who finds everything almost too much.” Peter winked and rose with ease. He straightened his clothing and tied his strings.

Gareth bowed and swept his hand toward the lodge. “You first.”

“Indeed. As is only right.” Peter returned the bow and started toward the lodge.

Gareth burst into laughter. “You’re a brave man, Peter, to not fear my sword at your back.”

“Ah, your sword at my back. That sounds well and good. Can we take up swords when we gain the bed?” Peter kept ahead of Gareth until he came to the door.

“I might consent to a duel, my lord.”

Peter opened the door and stepped inside, with Gareth right behind him.

He froze and his jaw dropped open. His mouth went dry.

Arvel lay stretched out on the bed, pale on the dark quilt, red hair spread out on the pillow, and his stiff cock in his hand.

Gareth’s voice puffed in Peter’s ear. “Damn our pet. I fear our duel must wait. He’s in need of a fucking.”

Peter laughed and stepped aside. “And he has his eyes set on you.”

Gareth growled and then launched himself at the bed and Arvel, who flung up his arms to welcome his lover.

Arvel smiled over Gareth’s shoulder at Peter and winked.

Peter winked back, content to wait his turn. Content to watch the lovers. Content to be privy to this wondrous unusual grouping he found himself amid.

He would stop thinking about finding love.

This would be enough.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Caelin stood on the wall of the keep and looked toward the town of Marden. Men worked the fields that surrounded the castle, tilling the soil, preparing it for the first planting of spring.

A year ago, he’d been sent to live at the abbey among the men of the church, thinking he’d found his place at last. All he’d ever wanted had been to save his father’s pride from the damage done by his depravity, and if that meant hiding away among the monks, so be it.

He would have preferred to continue on at his father’s keep, perhaps as a soldier, perhaps as his father’s steward, to eventually serve his brother when he came to the title. His entire life had been spent preparing him to be a second son, just standing off to the side, keeping quiet in the shadows.

He’d thought the shadows would hide his preference for men, but they only shielded his ways from his father and allowed him to linger in them, nearly caught on more than one occasion.

If his father had asked, Caelin could have told him the abbey would not be the right place for him. A sultan’s harem would have served better, surrounding him in women, keeping him from men and them from him.

Now he’d landed here, by the grace of God, among more men. However, unlike the quiet, devout monks, these men were dangerous, perhaps even deadly.

If he approached the wrong man, he could be run through with that man’s sword.

And no one would blame his killer. Not even Caelin’s father.

Still, if he could keep his inclinations hidden and stop fawning after the duke, this place could become a home for him. Tutoring the boys proved easy and, if he had to admit, even enjoyable. They were quick witted, easygoing, and interested in all he had to show them.

He leaned on the wall and sighed. He should be content, but his heart ached. He turned to look down at the bailey, busy as a hive of bees, its servants coming and going, the soldiers marching about, and the boys playing with their wooden swords.

This was not his home. Not where he belonged. There was no one who cared for him here, no one who loved him. No one he could belong to and spend the long nights of his life with.

He would be content here, he decided.

“Caelin, what brings you to the wall?” Drake’s rumble spun Caelin around. He blinked and pressed back into the stone of the wall, remembering the man’s threat.

“Just a little fresh air, nothing more.”

“Looked to me as if you were lost in some thought.” Drake’s eyes narrowed.

Caelin shrugged. “Nay, merely taking in the view. It’s beautiful. We didn’t have such a splendid view at the abbey.”

“How did you find the abbey?”

“It went well. I spent much time in quiet reflection and learned to hone my scribing by copying holy texts. It was only of late that there were troubles.” Caelin and Drake stood alone on the parapet and could speak freely, but Caelin wasn’t sure what Drake knew of the abbot’s reason for asking him to leave.

“Troubles?” Drake leaned on the stones next to him. Caelin felt his heat and couldn’t ignore the sword hanging from the master’s hip. “Many say we bring about our own troubles.” He paused and then turned to face Caelin. He reached out and ran a finger down the scar on Caelin’s cheek. “Fool! To think he could mar your outer beauty, when it’s your inner beauty that shines like a beacon on a rocky shore.”

Caelin swallowed. “Beauty?” He frowned. “Master Drake, you make a jest of me.” He held up his hand to cover the damaged side of his face.

“No, Caelin, I make no jest.” Drake pulled Caelin’s hand down, then brushed his knuckles across his face. “Don’t be ashamed of your scars, for they speak much of you.”

“I am hideous,” Caelin spit out, his eyes brimming with tears, his heart bearing the hurt and the shame of his father’s actions.

“You are most alluring. Trust me, tutor.” Drake snorted. “I can see it, and Logan can see it also.”

“The duke?” Caelin picked his head up and blinked back tears.

“Aye. Don’t get so excited, youngster. The duke is not fool enough to dally with the tutor. However, I won’t have you chasing after him. You’ll put more than yourself in danger with that attention.”

“Oh, you know?” Caelin lowered his gaze to his feet as the rush of a burn painted his cheeks.

“I am not blind, man. Not to your foolish attempt to persuade Logan into a dalliance, nor am I blind as to why it would be hard to resist you.” Drake laid his hand on Caelin’s shoulder.

“This face is easy to resist, my lord.”

“Perhaps for some.” Drake sighed. He leaned closer to Caelin and stared into his eyes. “Know this, Caelin. I will do whatever I must to keep the duke safe from harm. I’ve killed men for less, and for more, and if it comes to it, I’ll kill…”

Caelin swallowed, fear gathering in his belly, forcing his hands to clench, as he waited for Drake’s next words.

“I’ll kill again to protect him, even from a young and foolish tutor.”

Drake righted himself, strode to the stairs, and trotted down them.

Caelin slumped against the wall, grateful to have it to lean on and not fall to his knees in fear and terror.

Perhaps the keep wouldn’t be so safe a place to land, after all.

Caelin blinked through the tears that overflowed, spilling down his cheeks, and he gazed at the castle’s courtyards. On the inside of the wall stood some measure of safety, if he reined in his desires and needs.

On the other side? Out there?

Safety didn’t exist, not for those of his ilk.

»»•««

Peter rose the next morning, dressed, and went to the stable to ready his horse. If he started out today, he’d make Marden by the next eve. He’d thought about it most of the night, lying quiet and still in the dark, listening to his lovers’ breathing. Well, in Gareth’s case, the man snored off and on, but not so loud he couldn’t sleep.

That wasn’t what had kept him awake, but his decision to leave the lodge and return to Marden. He needed to make his report to his duke and to Drake, his master and commander.

Should he return to the lodge and continue or stay in Marden and wait for Weathers to make his move and show his hand? He’d be able to state the facts of his search, describe his failure to find hide or hair of the bastard’s men, and then get some clear direction as to his next steps.

His stomach clenched as he wondered if, having failed to get the information, he’d be replaced by someone else. If someone were to be sent to Marden, would that someone be as kind to Arvel? Would he chase Gareth away, separating the lovers?

Or worse, would he take Peter’s place as lover?

That thought hurt the most, not returning, and watching another man ride off to take his place at the silent lodge.

He brushed down his mare, placed her blanket on, and then tossed the saddle over her back. He’d bent over to catch the cinch when Gareth found him.

“So, here’s where you’ve run off to, sweetling.”

Peter snatched the hanging leather strap, pulled it up to the ring, and looped it through. He tugged on it to ensure the saddle would not shift. His mare grunted, shifted from one back hoof to the other, and swished her tail at him.

“I’m leaving. Back to Marden.” Peter turned and faced his lover.

“Thought as much. You’ve been working up to it for a few days, haven’t you?” Gareth leaned against the stall and watched him.

“Aye. But I need to give my report and take my new orders.”

“New orders?” Gareth’s gaze darkened. “What might they be?”

“I have no idea.” Peter shrugged as he slipped the bridle on and fitted the bit to the horse’s mouth. “I do as the duke bids.”

“And if he says for you to stay at Marden?”

“Then I stay.” Peter gathered his reins.

“With no word to us?”

“I’ll try to send a note, Gareth, but I can’t promise it.”

Gareth stepped in front of him, blocking his way. “Were you going to say good-bye to Arvel? Or me?”

“I’d hoped to leave before then.”

“Coward.” Gareth growled and put a hand out to catch Peter by the shirt and yank him forward. “Not even a kiss good-bye.”

“I feared it would hurt too much and sway me from my duty.” Peter gazed into ice-blue irises.

“Kiss me then, and I’ll share the kiss with our pet.”

“Here is your kiss, then.” Peter took Gareth’s mouth in a hungry kiss as Gareth’s fingers threaded through his hair. Their tongues dueled, wrestling as always, each demanding, each fighting to dominate the other. When they came up for air, both panting and hard, Peter sighed.

“Give this kiss to Arvel.” Peter leaned in again to give Gareth the sweetest, most tender of kisses. Their lips brushed, tongues touched, tasted, then parted.

“Farewell, Peter. God’s speed and keep you safe on the road.”

“Farewell, Gareth.” Peter led the horse out of the stable and across the glade.

At the opening to the path, he turned and raised his hand, knowing Gareth would still be there. His heart staggered in his chest. He’d had no idea it would hurt this much to leave the lodge, the place he’d come to know as his home.

Gareth raised his hand.

Peter turned, made his way down the path, and disappeared in the thick foliage.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Gareth slipped through the door without a sound. Arvel slept, curled on his side in the middle of the bed, the quilts pulled up against the morning’s chill. In the hearth, glowing embers were all that was left of last night’s fire.

He padded over to the fire, kneeled, and added several logs. After he stirred the embers and placed some kindling, the wood caught and in no time pushed needed heat into the room.

Peter had cut some of these logs.

Foolish, really, to miss the man already. He hadn’t even reached the town by now. Gareth could saddle his horse and ride down the road at a gallop and probably catch up to him.

No use in that. Even Gareth knew Peter had to return to his duke. He had a duty, and as a mercenary, Gareth understood duty.

He sat in the chair, folded his arms over his chest, and stuck his boots out toward the hearth. Arvel would wake soon, ready to prepare the morning meal, and he’d miss Peter.

Anger at Peter’s leaving him to explain it all to Arvel welled in the mercenary. At least, he thought that was why he was mad, but if he really gave it proper consideration, it was Peter’s leaving, not his manner, that irked Gareth.

And would hurt Arvel.

He’d just have to be sure Arvel understood Peter might not return. Should he let Arvel think Peter would once again join them at the lodge and share their bed? If all hope of his coming back to the lodge were dashed like crockery on a stone floor, would that serve Arvel any better?

A small, gentle hand dropped on his shoulder, and he patted it without looking up. Drawing Arvel around the chair, he pulled the younger man into his lap, where he laid his head on Gareth’s shoulder.

“Still sleepy, pet?” Gareth chuckled at Arvel rubbing his eyes and yawning. “It’s time to be up and about.”

Arvel snuggled deeper into his embrace, and Gareth rested his chin on Arvel’s head. He could smell the tangle of scents—his, Peter’s, Arvel’s. And for the first time it struck him that the combination reminded him of peace, contentment, and happiness.

∙•∙

Pushing up, Arvel looked around the room. Peter was gone. Perhaps he’d gone out to the stable to tend the horses. Arvel’s stomach clenched just as it did when he knew Gareth would be leaving him, and he knew Peter had left.

This time he felt something different in the air, in the tight way Gareth held his body, and in the way his gaze shifted away.

He needed to know. Frowning, he motioned to Gareth his sign for Peter, a touch to his heart with two fingers raised, but Gareth kept silent. Arvel stared into Gareth’s eyes, demanding an answer by fisting his hand, hitting Gareth’s shoulder, then touching his heart with two fingers.

“He’s gone, pet.” Gareth’s lips told the truth. But this was more than just Peter’s previous coming and going.

Arvel opened his mouth, held out his hands, and looked around. Where had Peter gone?

“Back to Marden. Back to the duke. He had to make his report, pet.”

Arvel’s intense gaze never left Gareth’s lips as he spoke, catching the words he understood. Back to Marden. Duke. Make his report. Pet.

Oh. Arvel’s heart filled with sadness. He’d miss Peter, but perhaps he’d return, and they could all be together again.

He moved his hands in a beckoning gesture, asking if Peter would come back even as tears filled his eyes. He sniffed them back.

“Perhaps. If the duke allows it.” Gareth shrugged.

By Gareth’s sad eyes and deep lines on his brow, Arvel doubted that would happen.

Peter had gone, perhaps to never return.

And he hadn’t said good-bye to Peter. Hadn’t been able given him a kiss to send him on his way. Hadn’t told him how he’d be missed.

Arvel’s eyes burned as the tears spilled. He wrapped his arms around Gareth’s neck and laid his head on his shoulder. Gareth stroked his back, comforting him.

»»•««

His arms full, Caelin hurried to the table where the boys waited for their afternoon lesson. He plopped down the book and box he carried, and Joss jumped in his chair, nearly falling out.

“Caelin!” Joss glared at him as Tomas laughed. Joss pushed Tomas and Tomas pushed back, and before the boys got a fight started, Caelin cleared his throat.

“Boys. Take your seats. Today’s lesson is writing. We’ve been reading, and you’re doing well. Now we’ll practice copying what we’ve read.” He reached into the box and pulled out an inkwell and three quills, placing them on the table in front of the two lads.

“I know how to write!” Tomas boasted. “My da taught me.”

“Oh. What can you write?”

“My name.” Tomas’s blue eyes shone with pride.

Joss hunched a little lower in his chair, his gaze wandering off toward the kitchens. Not the first time Caelin had seen that look on Joss’s face when Tomas outdid him in something or the other.

“Your name is very good, but you’ll need more letters and words than that.”

Joss smiled with new interest. “How many?”

“All of them, of course.”

Tomas frowned. “I know five.”

“Five is a good start, but we must learn them all in order to create words and then put the words together to create sentences.” Caelin placed a sheaf of paper at each boy’s place, gave them each a quill, and set the inkpot between them. “Now, I’m going to illustrate the proper way to write the letter, and you’re going to reproduce it as well as you can.”

The boys and he set to work—he bent over his paper, crafting the letters, and the boys imitating him. The afternoon crawled by without a single interruption.

No duke striding through to his rooms. No duke crossing the hall to sit in front of the hearth. And no Drake tagging along as if he were a puppy nipping at the duke’s heels.

Caelin sighed and resigned himself to taking Drake’s advice to stay away from the duke.

But he was such a lovely duke, so handsome, so brave, and courteous.

A man anyone would be impressed by, certainly.

Caelin had never seen his like before and probably never would again.

The lesson came to an end, with the boys going off to play and Caelin determined to stay out of the duke’s sight and Drake’s way. He’d have to start taking his meals in his room instead of at table with the duke, Drake, and the boys.

He gathered up his papers, book, and quills, placed them back into the box, and made his way toward the stairs. One of the servant girls, round and red faced, passed him, a squawking chicken under each arm and one in each hand. He motioned for her to stop.

“I’ll take my meal in my room tonight.”

“Aye, my lord.” She dropped a curtsy and continued on to the kitchen. Caelin turned back to the stairs and began the climb to his room. Best if he stayed out of sight and out of trouble.

A man could cheat death only so many times.

»»•««

Peter paused on the hill and looked down the road that veered toward the castle at Marden. It had once been his home, but now his heart no longer leaped at its sight. Behind him, down the road to the north, along a hidden path to a small lodge, that’s where his home lay.

Ahead of him sat the bustling town of Marden. The too-familiar church’s spire stabbed his heart. He’d come alive at the lodge, and he didn’t know where to lay the blame—on his mission or on the two men he’d left there.

It had been the worst sort of betrayal to her memory, finding life again when she couldn’t. Oh God, not with another woman, not even with one man, but two.

He sat on his horse, deciding which path to take. Back to the little church graveyard and his past or on to Marden and the rest of his life. For months he’d traveled that road to sit at her side, desperately needing that connection with her.

Now the desperation had been lifted, but the healing had only begun. At the lodge, he’d found a new life, different from his previous one and not necessarily worse or better. He had to make a choice—to go on living and see what came to him or to stay buried with her and his unborn child.

Closing his eyes, he pictured the little stone cross, wildflowers growing around it.

With a ragged sigh, he tugged on the reins and turned his mare’s head to the castle.

»»•««

Caelin took a bite of the bread and chewed, relishing the quiet. He didn’t miss the chatter of the duke’s table, the discussions between Drake and the duke, listening to the duke’s steward recalling the castle’s business, or the squabbling of the boys. At the times he’d been pulled into the conversations, he’d mumbled his answers. All the furor of it unnerved him, made him want to crawl away, so he’d taken to sitting at the far end of the table.

He’d spent nearly a year eating in silence and talking in whispers among the monks, and now he welcomed the quiet of his room. Perhaps there were more benefits to avoiding the duke than he’d thought.

His meal finished, he gathered up his bowl, spoon, and tankard on a tray to take them downstairs to the kitchen. If he traveled the length of the hall, past the stairs to the great hall, he’d reach the narrow servant’s stair that led to the kitchens.

He’d just passed the main stairs when a shout went up from below. Caelin halted and leaned over the stone rail to catch a glimpse of the cause of the commotion.

“He’s returned, Your Grace!” A guard ran across the hall to the table. “Captain has returned!”

The scrape of chairs and excited whoops from the boys piqued Caelin’s interest, and he took a few steps down to get a better look. Crouching, he peered over the rail, trying to stay hidden. Whoever the captain was, everyone certainly seemed happy to have him return.

The door to the keep opened, and a man entered. Tall, broad-shouldered, wide of chest, with dark hair and eyes. His face was tanned but not weathered, and with well-formed legs whose muscles strained the leather of his riding breeches, he took Caelin’s breath away.

“Peter!” The duke shouted, clapped his hands, and rushed forward to greet him. Drake, right on His Grace’s heels, grinned as if this fellow were his best and dearest companion.

The duke threw open his arms, as did Peter, and they embraced, slapping backs, then parted, only to have Drake replace the duke and do the same.

“I wondered when you’d turn up.” Drake held him out at arm’s length. “You don’t look the worse for wear. Something must have agreed with you.”

Peter shrugged. “It’s good to be back, Drake. Logan, how are things?”

The boys, waiting their turn on bouncing feet, could be held back no longer and rushed him. “Peter! Peter!” they cried as he swooped one, then the other into his arms and ruffled their hair with great affection.

His smile captivated Caelin. It fairly blasted good will, caring, and confidence. Oh, to be gazed at in such a way by such a man. Caelin shrank back into the shadows of the stairs, touching his hand to his scars.

No one would ever look at him that way.

The duke hadn’t. Drake? Never. And neither would this man. He should return to the upper hall, back to the servant’s stair and down to the kitchens and rid himself of these dishes.

But he found it hard to turn away, wanting more than a glance at this newcomer.

Caelin shifted the tray to get a better grip on it, but it tilted. The bowl slid to the edge, pitched over it, and smashed on the stone stairs.

Everyone turned, and all gazes fell on him as if he were illuminated by a hundred suns. Fire burned in his cheeks as he bent down to retrieve the shards of crockery that littered the steps.

“Caelin, come and meet Peter!” Tomas shouted as Joss ran up the stairs to meet him.

Caelin smiled and shook his head, keeping his face pointing to the ground. “I’m afraid I’ve made quite a mess here. I should clean it up.”

“Nonsense, Caelin. Leave it,” the duke ordered. “Come down and meet Peter.”

He nodded, pushed to his feet, and stepped around the fragments. A servant girl trotted up the stairs, her apron held out to place the broken bits of bowl in, and passed him as he made his way down to the hall.

They gathered at the bottom of the stairs now, all of their faces turned up to watch him descend.

Caelin’s knees knocked so badly he thought he’d tumble the rest of the way down, but if his heart didn’t slow down, he wouldn’t need the fall to kill him. It would just burst right out of his chest, letting him fall, slain, at Peter’s feet.

For the life of him, for everything he’d ever held sacred and for every vow he’d ever made and broken, he couldn’t pull his gaze from this incredible man standing in front of him.

Caelin reached the bottom step and froze, hand shaking on the rail as his other hand crept up to block his face from that intent dark brown gaze. Embarrassment and shame battled for dominance on his wounded face.

“Ho, Caelin, well met.” Peter stared at him, his head cocked to the side, as if trying to decide what to make of him.

Caelin’s mouth went dry, and his mind emptied of all thought.

“My name is Caelin,” he blurted out, then looked down at the floor, willing himself to disappear as in the tales of old magic.

Could he think of nothing else to say to greet the man? Not Welcome home? Not It’s my honor to meet you, my lord?

A hand took his chin, firm, but gentle, and raised it. He stared up into Peter’s warm brown eyes and sank deep into their depths.

“Damn the man who gave you those scars.” Peter’s brow furrowed, and anger flared in his eyes. He dropped his hand, and Caelin twirled away in darkness without the anchor of his touch.

The hall fell silent.


Chapter Twenty-Five

“Come, Peter. You must be famished from your journey,” Drake announced, his voice booming through the hall. He’d had to say something to stop whatever had been about to occur. “Bring Peter some food and ale!”

The heat that had flared between the two men caught everyone present in its flame, and Drake feared Peter or Caelin would do something to betray their natures. Caelin he would be happy to see dragged off, but Peter? Of all the men here at the keep, his affection for the man was second only to his affection for Logan and the boys.

Drake glanced at Logan, and he raised his brows. Logan nodded. “Aye, Peter. Come and sit at the table and tell us of your travels.” He swept his arm toward the tables.

Peter turned and smiled at his duke. “Aye, a good meal is needed. I haven’t eaten since I broke my fast this morning, in hopes of making the keep by dark.”

The crowd moved back to the hall’s dining area, leaving Caelin still standing at the stairs. Peter halted, turned, and called to him, “Are you coming?”

Caelin swallowed and nodded.

Drake wished he’d just go back to his room, but to make more of it would only court disaster. Best if everyone put it out of their minds. Next to him, Logan chuckled and winked at him.

Drake rolled his eyes and growled.

They sat, Logan at the head, Drake on his right, Peter on his left. Before the boys could join them, Logan shooed them off. “This is the castle’s business, lads. Leave us.”

Tomas grabbed a final piece of bread as Joss dragged him off.

Caelin stood by his usual seat at the far end of the table, opposite Peter, but didn’t sit. Drake opened his mouth to tell him to leave, but Logan spoke first.

“Caelin, you may join us if you like.”

∙•∙

Peter tried to keep his eyes off the young man hovering off the side of the table, looking as if he’d take flight at the slightest breeze. For his part, he’d do nothing to stir the air and lose this incredible, fragile being.

He’d nearly shamed himself in front of the others by putting his hand on Caelin and declaring his anger over the scars. They stood angry and pink against the man’s pale skin, and the blush of his cheeks made them even more pronounced.

And very pretty. How scars could be so fetching, he’d never know, but he’d been struck with an almost uncontrollable urge to run his fingers over them, followed by his tongue.

God in heaven, he’d been damned.

If not for Drake’s good sense and timing, he’d have done more than just touch. But this was not the lodge, he was not among others who didn’t care, except Logan and Drake, and even they hid their relationship for fear of death or worse.

Peter glanced down the table, stealing looks at Caelin until Logan cleared his throat and made it clear Peter had to focus on his duke.

“I see you’ve not grown thin during your time away. I trust you found the lodge to your liking.” Logan’s green eyes shone with amusement.

Peter shifted in his chair. “Aye, Your Grace. I found the place most inviting and comfortable.”

“Well and good. We’ll speak of your mission later in my chambers, won’t we, Drake?” Logan turned to his master of arms.

“Indeed. I’m most anxious to learn what Peter has discovered.” Drake nodded.

“I await your biding, Your Grace.” A platter of chicken, turnips, and bread landed on the table in front of him, and he reached for a piece. The others had eaten, so he alone dined, but the servant girl passed around the table and filled tankards with ale.

They drank while he ate, and spoke of the weather, the roads, and what had happened at the keep while he’d been gone.

That’s when he learned of Caelin, of his recent arrival, and of his tutoring of the boys.

“They’re a handful, aren’t they?” Peter said to Caelin. Caelin’s head jerked up, and he blinked several times as if amazed Peter had spoken to him.

“They are boys,” he whispered and shrugged. “But good learners and well-behaved,” he added with a glance toward the boys’ fathers.

“Indeed. And devoted to each other, even more than mere brothers.” Peter smiled, encouraging more from the man, but all he received was a nod before he resumed staring at the table in front of him.

Peter spoke with the duke and Drake, but his gaze slipped back to Caelin time and time again. At last, he finished his meal, and Logan rose. “Settle in, Peter. Then come to my room in an hour’s time.”

Peter stood. “Aye, Your Grace.”

Logan and Drake left the hall and climbed the stairs to the upper floor, leaving Peter, Caelin, and the servants alone.

“I best tend to my unpacking.”

Caelin nodded and rose.

“I take a cot in the barracks.” Peter willed the man to speak.

“I have a room.” Caelin fumbled with the edge of his vest. “Upstairs.”

“Indeed. I’ll make note of that.” Peter smiled at the wide-eyed surprise that painted Caelin’s face.

The younger man turned and rushed from the hall, toward the kitchens, no doubt making his escape to his chamber.

Peter stored that bit of knowledge in his mind.

After he spoke with Drake and Logan, perhaps he’d pay a visit to the tutor. Muscles aching, he trudged out to the courtyard, crossed it, and went into the barracks. His cot, placed by the door, waited for him, with his saddlebags laid out on it.

Peter pushed them off and stretched out, glad to be off his feet and off his ass. He closed his eyes, determined to catch only a moment’s rest.

“Wake up, Captain!” Someone shook him. Peter bolted up and ran his hand over his face. He’d fallen asleep.

“What time is it?”

“Late. The duke sent me to fetch you to him.”

“Damn!” Peter hadn’t changed his clothes. No time for it—he’d have to present himself just as he was.

The servant led the way, and Peter followed at a trot. He rushed up the stairs, forgetting about Caelin, even as he passed the many doors that lined the corridor. When he reached Logan’s room, he nodded to the guard and knocked.

The door opened, and Drake smirked at him. “Did you forget the time?”

“Forgive me, my lord. I fell asleep.” Peter ducked his head and stepped inside. Drake shut the door, strode over to a chair, and sat. He motioned for Peter to take the other chair in front of Logan’s desk.

“We should let you rest, Peter, but we wanted to hear what you’d learned as soon as possible. There are decisions to make that rely on it.” Logan flashed a regret-filled smile.

“I understand.” Peter nodded and cleared his throat. “I found nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a single sign, not a person out of place, nothing to hint at Duke Weathers’ intentions or his actions.” Peter shook his head.

Logan leaned on his elbow and placed his chin in his palm. “In many ways, this is good news. It means we are not too late.”

Drake shifted. “How many times and where did you patrol?”

“I rode out every few days along the river and the foothills. I questioned some of the townspeople about strangers, even the local priest. No one has been through there or caused trouble.”

Logan looked into the distance as if seeing something far away as Drake growled, brows bent together. Peter could see they were not pleased.

“If I may speak freely, Your Grace.”

“Of course.” Logan waved a hand to encourage him.

Peter licked his lips. “From what I can see, all this patrolling back and forth would be better done by organized troops, not one solitary man slinking about the woods and fields. Show a presence to the people there that their duke is concerned for their welfare and show Weathers we mean to stop him, as we did in the south.”

“Good ideas.” Logan nodded with a quick glance to Drake, who tilted his head in agreement.

“And to tell the truth, I could have ridden around for weeks and still not have a single clue as to what Weathers has planned for us.” Peter paused for emphasis. He took a deep breath and said, “What we need is a spy.”

Drake sat up, and Logan leaned back in his chair. “A spy?”

“Indeed. Someone who is familiar with Weathers territory, who can blend in, who has contacts there for information and can find out exactly what we want to know.” Peter looked first into Logan’s eyes and then shifted to Drake’s.

Slow smiles slid over both the men’s faces.

“Know you such a man?” Drake asked, rubbing his chin.

Peter nodded. “Aye.”

“And where did you meet him?” Logan asked, leaning forward as he laced his fingers together on the desk.

“At the lodge.” Peter swallowed.

“At my lodge?” Logan’s eyebrow rose.

“Aye, Your Grace.”

“What else did you find at the lodge?”

Peter decided it was time to tell everything. If anyone would understand, it would be these two men.

“I met Arvel, the caretaker.” Peter looked deep into Logan’s eyes to gain his courage. “We became lovers.”

Logan grinned. Drake snorted.

“He had kept the lodge well, but he’d let the path grow over. It’s safer that way for him.” Logan nodded his understanding.

“Safer?” Drake’s gaze shifted to Logan.

“Arvel is a deaf-mute.”

“He’s often set upon by the ruffians of the local village,” Peter explained.

“He’s quite beautiful, isn’t he?” Logan said. Drake’s face darkened.

“Indeed.” Peter’s face burned as the blush crept upward. “However, I soon discovered Arvel has a longtime lover, a man named Gareth. He’s a mercenary.” He turned to Drake. “Do you know of him?”

“Gareth? Is he a large man, blue-eyed and blond like the old Norsemen? Quiet but with a certain wicked humor?” Drake grinned.

“That may be him.” Peter nodded. “He’s been living at the lodge between hirings, with Arvel caring for him. They are quite devoted.”

“And yet Arvel took you to his bed while his lover was gone,” Logan mused.

Peter swallowed. “As I said, Gareth is devoted to Arvel. Arvel is sweet and most generous with his affections.” He cleared his throat. “We both shared Arvel.”

He waited to hear the outcry from the two men he admired most.

“I have heard of such couplings.” Drake nodded. “If all parties are agreeable, it can work well. If not, it’s a disaster, and men have died over fits of jealousy.”

“It worked very well for us. In fact, it pained me to leave Marden Lodge and return here.” Peter stared down at his boots.

Logan chuckled. “So our Peter has found what? A new life? Happiness? Are you in love with Gareth? With Arvel? Both of them?”

“Happy? If that can be called the opposite of what I’ve felt these long months since Mary’s death, then aye, I found happiness. I love neither but care deeply for both. I’m not sure what I’ve found, but I’m sure now that it’s gone, I shall miss it sorely.”

∙•∙

“I think we can remedy that, Peter.” Logan caught Drake’s eye and winked. In his own way he loved Peter, and it would be a shame to lose him, but he’d rather see the man happy once again. “Were you truly happy there?”

“Aye.” He nodded, but Logan saw the guilt battling on the man’s solemn face.

“You know she would not fault you for finding happiness again.”

“I know. She would be most sad to know I suffered after her death. Even furious if I’d stayed that way.” Peter grimaced. “But to have found it with men?”

“Did she ever know of your leanings? Of the time with Drake and me?”

“Nay. But she was a loving person, and I have to believe she would not be ashamed of me, Your Grace.”

“Then you should believe that, for she was ever only loving and kind.” Logan reassured Peter.

Peter nodded, his face strained and drawn.

“Then you shall return.” Logan slapped the desk. “Drake, it’s the right time to put our plan in place. Marden Lodge will become our outpost in the north. I want it manned by Peter and this man Gareth.” He looked to Peter. “Will he join us? Hire on as one of our men and take an oath to Marden and her duke?” He leaned forward, pinning Peter in place with a hard stare. “Will he act as our spy in Weathers’ lands?”

“I haven’t asked him formally, but he hates Weathers, and I believe he would accept the duty with an open heart.”

“Then I confer on you the right to take his oath in my stead.”

“Aye, Your Grace.” Peter sat up proudly. “But the outposts keep three men, Your Grace. Arvel is not built to the rough ways and sword work of a soldier. We’ll be a man short, and I’m afraid not just any man will do for this outpost.”

“Indeed. I have no intentions for any of my men, let alone one as dear to me as you are, to be killed by the villagers if their ways should be discovered.” Logan tapped his chin with his finger as he thought about the problem facing them.

Drake’s face lit up and he laughed. “I have just the man!”

Both Peter and Logan stared at him. “Who?”

“I have been struggling some time with what to do about the man, and now the answer has fallen into my lap. This is far better than the fate I’d planned for him.”

“Who and what fate?” Logan asked.

“The fate would be death if he touched you.”

“And who is this?” Peter asked, brows furrowed, his gaze dancing between his duke and his master of arms.

Drake sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, looking cocky and pleased.

“Caelin.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Peter started and sputtered as Logan laughed and slapped the desk with his hand.

“Well done, my love, well done!”

Drake smirked. “Better this than kill him, and that is what I’d be driven to if he ever attempted you again.”

Peter gaped at Logan. “Caelin tried to…with you? When?”

“Soon after he’d come here. I suppose he was taken with me. After all, I’d rescued the poor lad from a worse fate, the scorn of his family.” Logan waved a hand.

“Tell me about him, for I am much intrigued by him.”

“I’ll wager you are. If I hadn’t interrupted you this evening, you would have taken him up against the stones of the hall.” Drake laughed.

The heat in Peter’s face burned. “I will admit I couldn’t take my eyes from him. There is something about him. Those scars,” he whispered and flicked his gaze to Logan for an explanation.

“Now he didn’t tell me outright, nor did his father confess it, but I believe his father gave Caelin those wounds in order to make him less attractive. His father brought Caelin here, straight from the abbey. The abbot had asked him to remove Caelin. It seems that some of the monks couldn’t resist him also.”

“His father?” Peter gasped. “His own son?”

“Better to have a scarred son than a dead one.” Drake shrugged.

“Will you take him with you, Peter? Do you think he’ll fit in there at the lodge?”

“Better yet, do you think you can make a soldier of him?” Drake added. “I’m not going to send him just for you to fuck—I want some work out of him.”

“Wait!” Peter stood. “There are other things to consider. And Lord Drake, how do I know he would want me?” His mind filled with the new possibilities and more questions.

Drake snorted. “Go to his room, then, and ask.”

“Perhaps I will. But what about Gareth and Arvel? They must be taken into consideration. And there is only one bed and it barely holds three.” Peter paced to the hearth and spun on his heels. “And the lodge can’t support so many men. Gareth and I started a small garden for Arvel to tend, and we spoke of keeping chickens. Game is plentiful, but produce and grain cost dearly. And there’s only room for two horses in the stables. And—”

“Whoa!” Logan came from behind his desk. “Slow down, Peter.”

Peter took a deep breath and exhaled.

Logan put his hands on Peter’s shoulders. “You know what is needed at the lodge. Make it so. Order all you need for three months and bring it when you return. You’re captain there, and I’ll provide the outpost with a purse for expenses and wages, just like the others.”

Peter nodded and placed his hands over Logan’s. “Thank you, Logan.” He stared into green eyes the color of moss and once again understood why Drake had fallen in love with this remarkable man.

Drake came up behind Peter and placed his hands over Logan’s. He leaned in and licked a line up Peter’s neck. Peter shuddered but kept Logan’s gaze.

“Now, go find out if Caelin is your man or if I’ll have to kill him,” Drake whispered. “My blade needs sharpening.”

Peter’s cock came to life, not at Drake’s touch but the thought of Caelin being his man.

“Aye, Lord Drake.”

“And let me know in the morn.” Drake bit Peter’s ear and tugged on it.

“Drake, my love, let Peter go.” Logan chuckled. Then he leaned forward and brushed his lips across Peter’s in a ghost of a kiss. “Go to him, Peter. He’s yours. You have but to ask and take what he offers.”

The two men stepped away from him, and Peter went to the door. He opened it and turned back to them.

“I’ll report in the morning. No matter what his decision is, I’ll prepare the supplies I’ll need and make plans to return to the lodge.” Then he pulled the door closed, leaving Logan and Drake alone.

The guard stared straight ahead of him. Peter knew he’d been chosen to guard the duke’s door for his loyalty to the duke. And his ability to keep his mouth shut about anything he might hear or see.

“Which room is Caelin the tutor’s?”

“That one.” The man pointed to the door farther down the hall.

Peter nodded thanks, then strode to it and knocked.

The door cracked open, and Caelin peered out at him.

“My lord?” His soft voice trembled, and Peter wondered if that same tremor would remain when he was in the throes of passion. God, he hoped so.

“Caelin, I must speak to you. I come on the duke’s business.” Peter put his most formal voice on, and it echoed in the corridor.

“The duke’s business?” Caelin stepped back and opened the door wider. “Of course. Come in.” He moved away from the door to stand in the center of the room.

Peter entered, closing the door behind him.

For a long time they stared at each other. The same fire Peter had felt before ignited again. Caelin’s chest rose and fell in rapid motion, his gaze locked with Peter’s, and his full lips parted as if in anticipation of what was to come. As if he waited, like a soldier, for Peter to command him.

“Come here,” Peter ordered.

Caelin shuffled forward, halting just a few feet from him.

“Who scarred your face?”

“My father.” Caelin’s soft voice could barely be heard.

“Why?” Peter waited to see if Caelin would speak the truth.

“To protect me.”

“From?”

“Men.”

Peter took another step forward. “Do you need protection from men?”

“Perhaps.” Caelin shrugged. “Are you going to hurt me?” His eyes begged Peter for mercy, and the look made Peter hard. Caelin had to look up at Peter, and Peter liked that, liked that Caelin had the same lithe build as Arvel.

“Nay, I’d never hurt you, pet.”

Caelin’s eyes widened as Peter reached out and stroked his undamaged cheek with the back of his hand, and he leaned into the touch. Peter grazed the other cheek, running his knuckles over the three parallel scars.

Caelin closed his eyes and moaned.

Peter’s cock shifted, growing in its need, and he inhaled, dragging Caelin’s scent into his nostrils. The man smelled like musk and sweet clover honey.

Wrapping his hand around Caelin’s neck, he pulled the smaller man to him until their bodies touched. Peter tilted Caelin’s head back, leaned down, and placed a soft, chaste kiss against those full, sweet lips.

Caelin whimpered as his body melted into Peter’s, and his hands buried in Peter’s vest as he clung to him. Peter took the kiss deeper, his tongue seeking entrance. Caelin opened to him, allowing him to find what waited for him inside.

Honey. The man tasted of honey. Sweet and thick and driving Peter higher in his arousal. His rod, now rigid and throbbing, bulged in his leathers, making his need known to Caelin.

Caelin writhed against him like a cat. His soft purr-moan filled Peter’s ears until all he could hear was the pounding of his own heart and Caelin’s sweet sounds of encouragement.

Peter gasped as Caelin let his vest go and worked on the strings of Peter’s breeches. The loose cotton shirt Caelin wore soon fell to the floor. Peter couldn’t remember how or who had removed it, but the now exposed Caelin’s pale flesh delighted him.

The man was lithe but not without muscles. Where Arvel was soft and hairless, Caelin’s body was firm and his chest coated in a light growth of brown hair that dived down his belly to disappear under his drawstring pants.

Caelin reached inside Peter’s breeches and found his straining cock, wrapping a warm hand around it, claiming it. He gave it a gentle tug, his thumb smearing the fluid that gathered on its head.

Peter broke their kiss as Caelin freed Peter’s rod. “God, pet, that’s good.”

Caelin stroked it again, moaning as he kissed Peter’s throat. With his hands on Caelin’s shoulders, Peter pushed him down. He expected resistance, but Caelin went willingly to his knees.

“Suck me, pet.” Peter ran his hands through Caelin’s thick hair.

There was no need to guide him. Caelin had shifted his grip to the base, and before Peter could say a word, he’d taken Peter’s rod into his mouth.

“Ah, Caelin,” Peter whispered.

Caelin’s tongue worked its way into the slit, teasing Peter. He used the flat of his tongue to bathe Peter’s shaft, top, bottom, and sides, ending again at the fat head, which he sucked.

Using just his teeth, he scraped over the lip of the head, and Peter nearly lost his footing. He locked his knees and prepared for the onslaught. One thing he couldn’t deny—Caelin was no stranger to the ways of men with men, and Peter thanked God for it.

He looked down at the top of Caelin’s head, watching him as he bobbed up and down on the thick shaft. Caelin reached down to touch his erection, straining against the loose cotton.

“Don’t touch yourself.”

Caelin groaned and clamped his hand around Peter’s thigh as if to keep his hand occupied. It excited Peter that Caelin obeyed him, gave no complaint or argument to Peter’s demands.

My pet.

Peter closed his eyes and concentrated on the way Caelin’s ministrations felt on his cock. How it heated him, bringing his blood to a boil, made his stones hard and tight, and how his body began its slow climb to release.

He didn’t want to shoot down Caelin’s throat. Perhaps later. Now he wanted to fuck Caelin and feel the man’s release squeeze his cock.

Peter pulled Caelin off. His pet released him with a loud, wet pop and a whimper.

“Against the wall.” Peter dragged Caelin to his feet and pushed him backward. Caelin stumbled, caught himself, and spun, placing his hands on the stones of the wall to brace himself.

Peter stepped up, grabbed Caelin’s pants, and ripped them down, exposing his pet’s ass. Caelin moaned and canted his hips to jut his ass in readiness.

Peter ran his hand over Caelin’s ass, down his flank, and up the other side. “So soft, pet, so soft.”

“Peter, please,” Caelin whispered with a groan.

“What do you want me to do, Caelin?” Peter ran his fingers up the valley of Caelin’s ass.

Caelin dropped his head and panted, pushing his ass a little higher. “Fuck me.”

“So you want this?”

“Aye, I want it.”

“You want me.”

“Aye, you. I want you.”

Peter leaned closer, his cock rubbing up that same valley. “Me alone? Or do you just want any man to stick his cock in you?”

“Just you, my lord. From the moment I laid eyes on you, I lost all desire for anyone else.” It was the most Caelin had spoken to Peter, and Peter didn’t doubt the feeling behind the words.

Peter reached around and took Caelin’s rod in his hand. Hot, hard, long but not as thick as his. He loved the weight of it, its texture, and the softness of the skin that wrapped it. Liquid dripped from it, and he smeared it over the head and down the shaft with his hand.

Beneath him, Caelin shuddered, and that sweet little purr-moan returned.

Peter guided his cock to Caelin’s opening, then spit and slicked it to make the passage easier for his pet. He didn’t want to hurt Caelin—he wanted to make Caelin forget all the other men who’d ever fucked him. He wanted Caelin to want only him.

“Now, pet?” He pressed the head into the tight bud.

“Aye,” Caelin cried out. “Fuck me now.” His ass pressed back onto Peter’s spear as he impaled himself on it. Caelin’s rod, still held in Peter’s tight grip, never flagged.

Resistance, pressure, and then he was through and inside Caelin’s heated channel. He worked deeper, until they rested flesh to flesh, his balls against the top of Caelin’s thighs.

Peter draped kisses over Caelin’s back, running his hand over his pet’s shoulder while he stroked that hard, insistent cock, throbbing with each beat of Caelin’s heart passing through their connection.

Resting his chin on Caelin’s shoulder, Peter whispered, “You’re mine, Caelin. My pet.” He didn’t move, just held Caelin in his grip, in his power, with his cock and his hands.

“Aye, my lord.” Caelin nodded. “Yours to command.”

“And I will command you. I will tell you when you may release.”

“Aye,” his pet whispered. It sent a shiver of arousal through Peter.

“I will tell you when to go to your knees.”

“Aye, my lord.” Caelin sobbed.

Peter withdrew, then lanced in, and Caelin gasped. Peter thrust slow and easy as if he had all night to fuck Caelin and to enjoy the body that trembled beneath his. Such a body. Strong, smooth, not like Arvel. Peter enjoyed Arvel, but his desire for Caelin he knew, even then, was stronger.

This was his pet.

God, is this what Gareth felt for Arvel? Did Arvel make Gareth’s knees weak when he fucked him? Did he make Gareth’s heart beat with the same strong emotion that filled Peter now?

And what would Gareth and Arvel say when he brought Caelin to them?

Peter moaned. Would they all share Caelin as they had shared Arvel?

The thought of that, the picture of it in Peter’s head, sent a hard wracking shudder through him, and he lost the ability to keep his steady pace. All he wanted was to thrust madly into his pet, to reach his climax, to spill his cream deep inside Caelin.

To hear Caelin’s cry, to hear him declare Peter his master and lord and love.

Even now, Caelin’s cock throbbed, swollen and on the verge of expelling his seed. But Peter couldn’t have that. Caelin must learn who was master and who was pet.

“Are you my pet?” Peter bit Caelin’s shoulder and clamped his fingers around the base of Caelin’s shaft. Caelin groaned, unable to find his release as Peter continued to thrust deep into his channel.

“Aye, your pet.” Caelin grunted and dropped his head.

“And if I tell you to bend over and spread your cheeks for me?”

“I will. I swear I will.” Caelin’s voice broke with a soft sob as Peter’s thrust raked over the spot inside his tunnel. Caelin rose up on his toes, body quivering. “Please.” He groaned. Peter’s grip on his pet’s cock tightened.

“Not until I tell you, pet.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“And if I allow it, will you let another man take you?”

Caelin shivered. “Will you watch?”

“Aye.”

“I will, my lord. For your pleasure.”

“And for yours, pet.” Peter slammed into him, and Caelin’s arms strained and bulged with the effort to keep him from being pushed face-first into the wall.

Caelin nodded. “For mine.”

“Then you belong to me.”

“I belong to you, my lord. To do your bidding. To please you. As you command,” Caelin cried out, sweat dripping down his back from the strain of his denied release.

“Give me your release, pet. Now.” Peter let go of Caelin’s cock.

Caelin opened his mouth, threw back his head, and shuddered as he pumped his cream out against the wall and floor. But he never made a sound as the walls of his tunnel rippled around Peter’s cock.

Peter closed his eyes and let his own release swell, build, then explode, shooting deep into Caelin’s channel, filling him until he had no more to give. Peter pulled out and spread Caelin’s cheeks apart.

The tight pink bud quivered, letting a long line of white drip down the inside of Caelin’s thigh.

With a final shudder, Peter tossed his head, rolled his shoulders, and slapped Caelin on the ass.

“Well done, pet.”

He pulled the shaking young man into his arms, and Caelin buried his head in Peter’s neck.

“My lord. No one has ever…no one…” he cried. His arms came up around Peter’s neck.

“Never fucked you like that?” Peter asked, unable to believe he’d done anything remarkable at all.

“No.” Caelin shook his head against Peter’s chest. “No one ever understood me before. No one ever knew what I needed deep inside.”

Peter clung to his pet. He had known. He’d taken one look at Caelin and known.

Caelin needed to belong to someone. He needed a master.

And Peter understood in that moment that he had needed to be the master.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Peter lay on Caelin’s bed with the young man’s head resting on his chest. He drew circles on Caelin’s shoulder.

“Pet, I will be leaving the keep soon.”

Caelin sat up, frowning. “Take me with you, please, my lord.”

Peter chuckled and pulled him back down into his arms. “But you don’t know where I’m bound.”

“I don’t care. I want to be with you.”

“Don’t you like it here at the castle?”

“Aye, it’s fine, and the boys are good.” Caelin sighed. “But I want to be with you. You said it, my lord. I belong to you now. I go where you go.”

Peter laughed. “Captured your heart, have I?” He didn’t believe it. A man might say anything in the throes of passion, even swear undying love, but that didn’t mean he spoke the truth.

Caelin nodded and spoke into Peter’s neck as he pulled Peter closer. “Aye, from the first moment I saw you stride into the great hall. I couldn’t take my eyes from you, my lord.”

“Or I from you,” Peter admitted. He felt Caelin smile against his skin and gave him a quick hug. “Now, about where I’m bound.”

“Aye?”

“His Grace has decided to open an outpost in the northern territory. We’ll be using an old hunting lodge his father kept as the outpost, but much needs to be done before we can station anyone there.”

“And you go to ready it? Will you be gone long?” Caelin stroked his hand over Peter’s arm.

“I go to ready it and I shall be its captain, Caelin. It’s up to me to choose the men who will stay there at the lodge and serve under me.”

“But that’s perfect. I already have served under you.” Caelin gave him a wicked grin.

“This is soldier work, pet. What experience has a tutor with swords, horses, and patrolling?”

Caelin sat up, and his brows gathered together. “Before I had been sent to the abbey my father had both my brother and me trained to take his place. As the second son of a nobleman, I know how to use a sword, how to ride a horse across country, and how to fight in close quarters.”

Peter nodded. No wonder Caelin’s body had such muscles, more than any of the soft monks he’d ever run across. “That is interesting, my pet. What else about you might I need to know?”

Caelin thought, his lips twisted off to the side. “I don’t talk much. The abbey served me well in that respect.” He shrugged. “But I can read and write, so I could handle all the correspondence of the outpost.”

“Well and good.” He’d need someone to write and read the messages sent between Marden keep and the lodge.

“And I can care for the horses and our equipment.” The way Caelin kept finding reasons to take him on endeared him even more to Peter. Had any soldier been so enthusiastic?

Perhaps the drudgery of daily life would dissuade his pet.

“Have you ever worked in a garden?”

“Aye. At the abbey we all had to work in the gardens. If we didn’t grow our food, we didn’t eat.”

“And are you also an expert with chickens?” Peter laughed. It seemed he would have to take the young man. How could he do without him?

“Aye, chickens also.” Caelin nodded and grinned.

There was no use fighting it. Peter wanted Caelin, and Drake wanted Caelin gone.

“Then prepare your students for your leaving and pack your things. As soon as I have the supplies ready, we’ll be leaving for Marden Lodge.”

Peter slapped Caelin on his ass as his pet rolled over and licked a line down Peter’s belly.

“My lord. Tonight, will you be leaving me so soon?”

“Nay, pet. I fear we have more to discuss.” Peter’s cock came to life—not quite ready, but he was sure Caelin would take great pains to ensure it did.

Caelin rolled onto his back, grabbed his legs behind the knees, and spread himself wide for Peter. “I’m not much for words, my lord.”

“Oh, a man of action, are you?” Peter chuckled as he ran a finger along the underside of Caelin’s rod. The man had the stamina of youth, thank God.

For the life of him, Peter had no idea why he also had gained new and fresh vigor when faced with such a pretty picture as his pet, but he knew before he returned to the barracks he’d know a lot more about him.

Such as what made him whimper and sigh and cry out Peter’s name.

»»•««

Gareth swung the ax, and the thick thud of metal on wood gave him a satisfied feeling. He paused, wiped his brow with his sleeve, and then hoisted the ax to his shoulder for the next swing.

The woodpile had grown, and once he finished this lot, there’d be enough wood for some time. Spring would be in full bloom soon enough, and they’d need less wood as the summer approached.

He glanced around and spotted Arvel. The young man lay in the middle of the glade, the first of the wildflowers just rising above the tall grass. Nearby, Gareth’s horse cropped the fresh green growth, unconcerned about anything but its next mouthful of grass.

Since Peter’s leaving, things had returned to the way they’d been before his arrival. Gareth doing the heavy work, Arvel tending the lodge and Gareth. It had always been a good life, but now something was missing.

Peter. Gareth couldn’t deny it. He’d grown fond of the younger man, and truth to tell, the constant fighting for domination between him and Peter had excited him. And to have taken Peter? That had been most wonderful.

But had he spoken too freely about his life as a mercenary? Had he offered to serve the duke of Marden as a spy in a foolish rush to impress Peter?

He didn’t think so. No, he hated Weathers—that had been no falsehood spoken in the heat of anger. And he was the right man for the task, had been often in Weathers territory, he knew people he could gather information from. He could, if pushed, even hire on inside Weathers’ keep as one of his guards.

That would be a last resort. There hadn’t been many men in Gareth’s life that he’d feared, but Duke Bors Weathers was one of them.

The man had no honor, no emotions, no caring for those around him, whether they were his own family or the people he’d sworn to protect as duke.

A man like that was no more than a rabid dog. A danger to all around him.

Gareth knew there had been plots against Bors, but like someone enchanted, he had escaped them all. Including the one Gareth had been involved in.

Surely that had been God watching over him, to escape Weathers’ men and his wrath. He’d neglected to tell Peter of that event, but should he be pressed into duty if and when Peter returned, he had to divulge that kernel of information.

To be sent into the keep and be recognized would be sure and certain death.

Not that he was a coward. He’d kill any man who said he was, but other matters had to be taken into account. Like Arvel. If Gareth died, who would care for him?

Before there had been no one. But now Gareth knew the answer. Peter. He had no doubt Arvel’s second Heart would rise to his lover’s aid, no matter what the cost. And Gareth thanked God for Peter—he did. Just knowing Arvel had someone else to rely on soothed the worry in Gareth’s mind.

No, if he took the oath, swore himself to Marden, then he would do it with his full being, and that meant obeying the duke’s commands. If the duke ordered him to spy on Weathers, then spy he would.

He gazed at his lover, lying in the grass, one ankle crossed over his knee, staring up into blue sky. Letting his ax fall to the ground, he walked over to Arvel.

His shadow fell over the young man, who looked up at him, smiled, and offered his hand. Gareth took it, and Arvel pulled him down to sit beside him.

“What have you been thinking, pet?” Gareth said.

Arvel’s eyes danced as he watched Gareth’s mouth move. He placed his hand over his heart with two fingers out.

“Ah, Peter.”

Arvel nodded, his expressive face all troubled and concerned.

“I worry about him also.” Gareth sighed and looked up at the sky.

His lover rolled on his side and put his head in Gareth’s lap. Gareth stroked his hair, running his fingers through the long red tresses.

“Peter will return to us. Have no fear.”

His pet nodded, then wrapped his arms around Gareth’s waist and buried his face against Gareth’s hip.

Gareth reached down and tilted Arvel’s head back. “Shall we go inside?”

A smile broke across his pet’s face, and he earned a quick nod. Then Arvel sprang up, pulling and tugging on Gareth to rise and follow.

Once Gareth had gained his feet, Arvel took off, dashing toward the lodge, his hair streaming behind him.

Gareth laughed, brushed off the backside of his breeches, and gave chase.

The door to the lodge slammed just as he reached it. Gareth pounded on it, knowing Arvel couldn’t hear the sound but could feel the vibrations.

He’d seen his pet before, leaning against the door or the wall, feeling with his hands and body the shaking of the timbers. Arvel had even put his head to the horse’s belly and laughed at the rumbling he felt there as the horse whinnied or nickered.

No, his pet’s life wasn’t completely without sound, and for that Gareth was happy. For Arvel, it took little to make him smile, but of late, since Peter’s leaving, his lover had found less and less to smile about.

And so had Gareth.

He wanted Peter back, safe and sound, where he belonged. At the silent lodge with him and Arvel.

Of course, he’d have to be stretched between teams of horses to let Peter know he’d been missed. Let Arvel spill his emotions about the place, but not him.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Peter supervised the last of the supplies loaded onto the wagon. He circled it, his finger running down the list, his hand touching the crate that held the six chickens and one rooster as if counting it off.

Caelin approached. “Peter, all this for two men?” He ran his hand over the stack of wood Marden’s carpenter had prepared as he tilted his head in question.

Peter didn’t speak, just looked up and shrugged. Caelin had the feeling Peter hadn’t told him all about the outpost. And if not, when did he plan on speaking of it?

Caelin walked around the wagon. Tomorrow morn they’d hitch the team of horses and leave for the lodge. He packed his meager belongings—some clothing, a pair of worn boots, and a few keepsakes from the boys—but it barely filled a small sack.

How could he be a proper soldier without any weapons? Or a uniform?

“Shall I ride in the wagon?” He canted his gaze toward Peter.

Peter looked up from his list. “Aye, since it’s just you and I, you’ll have to drive the wagon. Can you manage?”

Caelin nodded.

“Good. I’ll ride my horse.”

“What about the team and the wagon? Who will return them?” Caelin fingered the coarse canvas fabric of what appeared to be a tent.

“No one. They will stay at the lodge. One of the horses will be yours.”

“Really?” Caelin smiled. His own horse. He liked that very much. “Thank you, my lord.” Perhaps he could go to the stable and ask which of the animals had been chosen for the journey.

“Don’t thank me. They’re the duke’s horses.” Peter shrugged, then jerked his head toward the keep. “Time for evening meal.”

Caelin trailed after him. “Who is the other horse for?”

Peter cleared his throat. “It’s an extra.”

“Oh.” Caelin ran ahead of Peter and opened the door to the great hall, stepped aside, and let Peter enter in front of him.

They strode to the table, where Drake, Logan and the boys already sat, breaking their bread and pouring wine for the men and water for the children as they protested.

After being greeted, they sat across from each other, and Caelin kept his eyes to his charger and the food that filled it. Best not to let anyone know about his new relationship with Peter.

“So, Peter, have you found your man?” Logan asked.

Peter choked on his wine, then wiped his mouth. “Indeed. It’s as we discussed.” His gaze shifted to Caelin.

Caelin felt all eyes at the table fall on him. He squirmed in his seat and picked at his food with his blade. Had Peter and Logan spoken of him? Perhaps his joining the outpost hadn’t been Peter’s idea but Logan’s. Perhaps Peter didn’t really want him at all?

His heart ached and his appetite fled.

“Caelin, do you have something to say?” Logan’s tender voice coaxed him to speak. Could he back out now? How much of a fool and a coward would he appear to the duke and Drake? Drake cared little for him, but he’d thought Logan had some small affection for him and Caelin didn’t want to lose that.

Best to do it now, but the curious looks on the two lads’ faces worried him. What if they were very upset? What if they weren’t? He didn’t know which would be worse.

“Aye.” He cleared his throat. “Boys, I’ve decided to leave the keep. It seems my skills are needed at the new outpost. I’ll be reading and writing the messages between the outpost and here.”

The boys’ curious looks faded to frowns. Tomas’s bottom lip quivered, and Joss took a quick glance at him, then to Caelin.

“I think that’s wonderful! How exciting! A post at the far north.”

Tomas blinked, then grinned at him. “A soldier’s post?” Joss’s excitement spread to Tomas, surely the older boy’s plan, bless him.

If there was one thing each boy wanted to be, it was a soldier. He’d seen them play at it many times with their wooden swords and had watched as Drake worked with them.

“Aye.”

“But you’re a tutor, Caelin. What do you know about swords and fighting?” Tomas voiced his concern loudly, crossing his arms over his chest and demanding an answer.

Peter opened his mouth as if to speak, but Caelin held up his hand to stop him.

“I am the second son of a nobleman, Tomas. I’ve spent my youth in training, both to defend my family’s lands and those of my liege lord. I’ve also been instructed by my father’s steward to manage his properties, including writing letters and doing the accounting.”

“As I thought,” Logan said. “You’re a man of many valuable talents, Caelin. You’ll be a worthy addition to the outpost. We’ll miss you here at Marden, but I’m sure I’ll be able to find another tutor for the boys.”

And with his words, the duke ended any further discussion with the two young men of Marden. After their meal, the boys were sent to play by the hearth while the men finished conferring.

A surge of pride welled in Caelin. If only his father knew of this turn of events. For all Caelin knew, he thought his son dead, killed by the decree of Duke Marden. Perhaps, he’d never learn what fate had awaited his less-favored son, the son who’d shamed him. The son he’d taken his knife to and sliced lines across his face.

Caelin felt no shame now. For some reason he couldn’t understand, he’d been chosen, not just by Peter but by Logan, his duke, to serve at this station. Caelin sat a little taller in his chair as the men leaned forward to discuss the outpost.

“Peter, have you all the supplies you need?” Logan asked.

“Aye, and then some.” Peter nodded.

“And you’re off in the morn?” Drake cocked an eyebrow.

“I am. I mean, we are.” Peter’s gaze shot to Caelin. “Are you ready?”

“There wasn’t much to pack.” Caelin shrugged.

Logan grinned. “Nonsense. There are uniforms, your riding leathers, boots, arms, and cloaks enough to fill the trunks. What about those?”

Caelin sat back and stared at his folded hands on the table. “I have none of those things, Your Grace. I packed all I had, the little I’d kept from the abbey.”

“But as soon as you give me your oath, you’ll be a Marden armsman, and as such, Marden will provide your livery.” Logan winked at him.

Caelin glanced at Peter, then at Drake. Both men grinned at him.

“It’s true, my lord?” His head swam at the thought. He’d been grateful for not being killed, much less having a full livery.

Peter nodded. “All truth. Not to mention the wage you’ll earn.”

“Wage? Oh that will be fine!” Caelin clapped his hands together, then sobered. “I’m ready to take my oath, Your Grace.”

Logan pushed back his chair. “Drake, give me your sword.” He held out his hand. Drake stood, pulled his sword from his back scabbard, and handed it to Logan.

Peter stood, pulled Caelin to his feet and over to where the duke stood.

With Peter next to him, he faced Logan and Drake.

“Kneel, Caelin,” Peter whispered.

Caelin dropped to his knee, hands at his sides, and looked up. Above him, Logan raised the sword to point to the rafters of the hall.

“Caelin of Holdess, do you give me your oath? Do you swear with your life to obey the Duke of Marden, and as such, any of his named representatives, for as long as you live?” Logan’s deep voice echoed through the hall, and everything fell silent, even the boys.

“I so swear.” Caelin’s once timid voice rang out in the great room.

Peter clapped him on the back and dragged him to his feet. Drake looked relieved and Logan grinned. The boys came running over to him to join in the celebration.

Logan picked up his wine goblet and raised it. “To your health, Caelin, and to your safety in your new duty.”

The others, even the boys, raised theirs and drank to the toast.

Caelin glanced over at Peter, caught his eye, and gave him a tentative smile. He hoped this pleased Peter, and he prayed the look in Peter’s eyes meant he would see the man tonight, before they left on their journey. His mind overflowed with questions.

“Now, Peter. Take your new recruit to the barracks, the stable, and the armory, and get him outfitted. Uniforms, clothing, weapons, and pick out his horse and tack,” Drake ordered.

“Aye, my lord.” Peter gave him a sharp salute, grabbed Caelin by the arm, and led him away.

Just before he stepped out of the door, Caelin looked back at the dining table. Logan leaned against it with Drake standing in front of him. There must have been something quite interesting on Drake’s vest, because Logan’s fingers played along the front of it.

Drake’s gaze never left Logan’s face.

“Oh!” Realization hit Caelin. He stumbled across the threshold and felt quite the fool for having not known sooner. Perhaps that explained why Logan had spared his life.

“Are you all right?” Peter asked as he caught Caelin on his way to the ground.

Caelin straightened and shook his head. Best not to let Peter in on his conclusions, in case Peter took offense or thought he meant to accuse.

“I’m fine. Let’s go pick out my horse first.”

Caelin’s heart hammered in his chest as they crossed the bailey toward the stables.

Peter’s laugh bounced off the stone walls.

How far he’d come, from a cleric’s life to certain death to a tutor and now a soldier. It amazed Caelin, and he swore to himself and to God he wouldn’t let any of the men who counted on him down.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Peter halted one of the stable lads. “I’m in need of two horses to pull the wagon for the outpost. Both must be steeds, not dray animals, for we’ll be riding them also.”

The young boy nodded, scrunched his face as he thought, then trotted down the wide aisle of the stables toward the rear. The building stretched deep into the keep, but most of the animals here belonged to others. “My master brought six animals for you to pick from, my lord.”

At the end, he took a lantern down from a peg and motioned for them. They followed him. He opened the gate, and they stepped out of the barn into a holding pen, his light illuminating the half-asleep animals that huddled against the railing.

“These are the ones. All well-trained to the wagon and as steeds for the soldiers.”

Peter looked them over with the gaze of a man who’d looked at horseflesh many times and could judge it well.

“What do you think? See any you fancy?”

Caelin walked deeper into the pen, bringing the boy and lantern with him. “What do you think, my lord? This one?” He pointed to a pleasant-looking mare with white socks.

“She’ll do.” Peter nodded.

“She’s a good horse, she is,” added the boy as he approached the animal, took her by the halter, and led her back to the gate. They went inside the barn, and he clipped a leather lead to her halter, then returned to them.

“What about that one, my lord?” The boy pointed to a large gelding, black with a long white blaze.

“He’ll do,” Peter declared.

Caelin’s eyes widened. He’d never had such a fine horse, not even at his father’s keep. There he’d ride whatever animal had been available, unlike his father and older brother, who had their own fine mounts.

“He will indeed. He’s far too fine an animal for the likes of me.” Caelin shook his head, but felt so happy he couldn’t keep the smile from his face.

“Have their tack loaded on the wagon, boy, and have them harnessed at first light.” With a wave of his hand, Peter turned and headed to the front of the barn, with Caelin on his heels.

A quick glance back at the groom leading the black inside the barn, and Caelin couldn’t have been happier.

»»•««

Peter, carrying a bundle of Caelin’s new clothing, accompanied Caelin back to his room in hopes of being invited inside. His pet, also carrying his own load and wearing his new sword, had brushed against him several times as they climbed the stairs to the upper floor. And now, from the pointed glances Caelin cast his way, it seemed as if his pet had the same hopes also.

Caelin opened his door and stepped to the side as Peter entered. “Welcome, my lord.”

Peter strode over to the bed and dropped the clothes on it, then went to the chair by the hearth and sat, his gaze on his pet. What delights would Caelin grace him with?

Caelin shut the door, placed his bundle next to Peter’s, and then removed his belt and sword, hooking it over a peg on the wall. He spun around and faced Peter.

“What is going on, Peter?” Anger suffused his face, turning his eyes dark and his mouth into a hard, straight line.

Peter shifted and ran his hand over his thigh. “What mean you, pet?” Peter’s hopes of spending the better part of the night with Caelin evaporated like drops of water in a fire.

“Don’t ‘pet’ me, my lord.” Caelin advanced and stopped a few feet from Peter. This was a side of Caelin he’d never seen before, but then, he’d never riled the younger man, and he thought it looked well on him.

With a quick flick of his gaze down to his boots, then up to Caelin’s face, Peter shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

“All that equipment.” Caelin pointed in the direction of the bailey. “That can’t be for just you and me.”

Peter rubbed his jaw. The time had come to tell Caelin of the others.

“We won’t be the only ones there.”

Caelin’s eyes widened. “There are other men? Soldiers?”

“Two men, to be exact.”

“Two?” Caelin paced to the bed and halted with his back to Peter. “Then we won’t be alone. We won’t be able to indulge…” He let his words trail off.

“That is not entirely true.” Peter leaned forward, hands clasped between his legs. “At Marden Lodge, there is a caretaker, a young man the duke placed in that position years ago. His name is Arvel. He will continue on as caretaker.”

Caelin nodded.

“The outposts are tended by three men. I will be captain at the lodge.”

“And with me, that makes two. Who is the third, if not this caretaker?”

“Gareth.” Peter sighed. “His name is Gareth. He’s a former mercenary, and Logan has given me the power to take his oath to Marden when we arrive.”

Caelin’s mind seemed to work this over. Then he looked back at Peter. “This lodge, is it large? Where will we all sleep? I saw the framework and mattress for a bed in the back of the wagon.”

“There is only one large room.” Peter cleared his throat. “And only one bed.”

Caelin’s brows furrowed. “One bed? Then where did you sleep?”

Ah, here it was, the moment that would tell all. “We all shared the bed.” He looked hard into Caelin’s eyes, seeking some sign from him.

The younger man paused, mouth open as if to speak, then he closed it, walked to his bed, and sat. He licked his lips, then glanced up into Peter’s face. “Is that all you shared?”

Peter couldn’t tell if excitement or anger glittered in Caelin’s eyes, but at this point it didn’t matter. What was said was said.

“When I first arrived, Arvel was there alone. He offered himself to me, and I took him.”

Caelin’s fingers twisted in the quilts on the bed. “Do you love him?” he whispered. His temerity had returned, and Peter ached to have the new, confident Caelin back.

“No, pet. I don’t love him. But I do care for him deeply. He is a very special person, as you will soon learn.”

Caelin nodded.

Peter continued his story. “Shortly, Gareth returned to the lodge, and I discovered that he and Arvel were lovers also.” He waited to see Caelin’s reaction.

“Did he find out about you and Arvel? Did you fight over him?” Caelin sat up, biting his bottom lip in worry.

“He did find out. And he accepted it.” There, he’d laid it out for Caelin to see.

His pet’s eyes widened. “So you and Arvel continued as lovers? And Gareth and Arvel?” He stood and went to Peter. “Peter, did you and Gareth share Arvel? Together? At the same time?”

Peter pushed out of his chair. Caelin seemed to quiver as tiny tremors shook his hands. His breathing deepened and his lips parted. Even his cheeks flushed. If Peter didn’t know better, he’d have sworn Caelin had become aroused by this news.

“We did.”

Caelin put his hands on Peter’s chest and leaned forward. “And did you and Gareth?” His eyebrow cocked upward.

“Aye.” Peter exhaled. “We have all been lovers, the three of us, together and separately.”

Caelin swayed, and Peter caught him by the arms. “Does that shock you, pet?” Peter pulled Caelin to him and whispered into his hair. “Or does that excite you?”

Caelin wrapped his arms around Peter’s neck and he pressed himself into Peter’s body. A hard, thick rod pushed against Peter’s hip gave him the answer.

“And, my pet, will you share yourself with us?”

Caelin moaned. “Aye, if it is your wish for me to do so.”

“I could command you, pet, but I don’t want you to do anything against your will.”

“I have to confess something.” Caelin pulled away and leaned back to look into Peter’s face.

“Confess what?”

“The real reason the abbot put me out of the order.”

“I assumed you’d been involved with one of the clerics.”

“It wasn’t one. There were two men. Both wanted me. I wanted both of them. They demanded I choose between them, and I refused.” Caelin’s eyes gleamed.

“Oh.” Peter smiled and ran his hand over the scarred cheek of his lover. “Does that mean you are amiable to our situation?”

“I think you will find me more than amiable.” Caelin rose up on his toes to kiss Peter, just brushing his lips in a light tease.

Peter jerked him hard against his chest. “Caelin, you imp. You delightful, delicious, devilish imp. I’ll wager those men didn’t know how good their situation was, did they?”

“Nay, they were fools.” Caelin laughed and pressed his mouth to Peter’s neck and licked him. Peter moaned, grabbed Caelin’s ass, and thrust against him.

“I am no such fool, pet. And neither is Gareth nor Arvel.”

Caelin gasped. “Peter?”

“Aye.” Peter nuzzled his throat.

“Will I still be your pet?” Peter looked down into Caelin’s worried eyes, and the urge to sweep him up in his arms, to cover his face in kisses, to make Caelin understand how much he wanted him, filled Peter until he almost burst.

He took Caelin’s head in his hands and rested his forehead against Caelin’s. “Oh aye. Just as Gareth is Arvel’s first and dearest love, you shall be mine. If that’s what you wish.”

Peter’s lover melted against him, pulling him down to the bed. He wrapped his arms around Peter’s back, his legs around Peter’s waist, and with a few quick thrusts encouraged Peter to take him.

“I wish. No matter with whom I share my body, you are my first and best love.”

Peter sighed as he looked down into Caelin’s eyes. “Caelin, my pet.”

He rolled over, bringing Caelin on top of him. Laughing, the younger man scrambled off, removed the clothing they’d placed there as fast as possible, then attacked Peter and stripped him bare. At last, Peter lay on the bed, naked, his manhood at full length, its thick head dripping, for Caelin’s pleasure.

Caelin undressed and climbed up to sit next to Peter. “So the new bed, is that for you and me?”

“Aye. We will not all four fit in one bed.” Peter laughed. “I think both Gareth and I would prefer to share our nights’ sleep with our own lovers.”

“Good.” Caelin nodded. “I will spend every night in your bed and wake each morn in your arms.”

“Except when either you or I are on patrol. Don’t forget we have an outpost to run. This will not be all pleasure and games, pet.”

“I understand. We must earn our wages.” He nodded. “But when we’re not on duty?” That devilish gleam sparkled in Caelin’s eyes, and Peter’s cock ached from it.

“Then what we do with each other and to each other is our own business.”

“Well, then, my lord, let us get down to business.” Caelin’s grin left Peter with no doubts as to what the younger man planned.

“I’m ready.” Peter took his cock in hand and gave it a stroke. “Are you?”

“More than ready.” Caelin took over the stroke, and Peter let go, watching as his pet pumped his hand up and down over Peter’s hard rod.

Caelin, on his knees, spread his legs wide. His heavy sac hung almost to the bed, and his cock stood up to his belly. With one hand he stroked Peter and with the other he reached down and fondled his stones, moaning as he did.

It excited Peter, and he could contain his desire no longer. “Turn around.”

Caelin let go of Peter’s hot flesh, spun on his knees, and bent over, displaying himself for his lover. He reached behind, took a cheek in each hand, and spread himself open for Peter’s gaze.

“Fuck, Caelin.” Peter groaned. His rod leaked like a sieve, so ready it was to sink home into a tight tunnel.

Peter rose to his knees, held his staff ready, and spit into his hand, smearing it over the fat head. Then he spit on Caelin’s hole and spread it around with his fingers. “At the lodge, Gareth keeps oil for this, pet.”

“Oil is best. Makes the entry easier and the fucking most satisfying.”

“Does this hurt? Like this?” Peter didn’t want to cause Caelin any harm.

“Nay. I’m used to it.” He shrugged. “Most men don’t care enough to ask, my lord.”

Peter cringed at the thought that his lover had been treated poorly by the men who’d taken him before. “I promise you neither I nor Gareth is such a selfish lover. We would want only your pleasure.” He ran his hand over Caelin’s back to soothe him.

“Well, if it’s pleasure you wish to give, then let your staff find its home in me.” Caelin pushed back, urging Peter to claim him.

Peter gave up all thoughts of more than being inside his lover and thrust in, pushing until he had seated himself deep inside Caelin’s tunnel.

God, it was hot and tight and slick. Peter marveled at how he craved this joining with another man. Had he had this urge all along? Had Drake’s harsh looks and muscled body awakened these thoughts, these desires?

If they had, then he’d found everything he’d dreamed of in Caelin. And in Gareth and Arvel, his lovers also.

How had he moved from a man with a wife, living a normal life as a soldier, to this? To having not just one man as a lover but contemplating having three male lovers?

He could call it many things. Depravity would be one, but to Peter that had never been what had taken him over. There had been only emotion, love, feeling connected to his lovers, from Logan and Drake to Arvel, Gareth, and now, sweetest of all, Caelin.

He closed his eyes and thrust, loving the way it felt to slide in and out of Caelin, how his lover’s sighs and purrs and moans made him even harder, how the air changed, became scented with their sweat and their drippings.

Peter’s stones gathered close, and his groin caught fire. Beneath him, Caelin’s harsh panting, the sweat on his tensed back, his muscled arms holding him up against the furor of Peter’s fucking, all drove Peter to the very edge of a chasm.

Caelin cried out, and his release rippled around Peter’s cock. “So sweet,” he whispered, and his own exploded from him, filling his lover to overflowing.

Caelin collapsed, and Peter fell to the side, pulling his shrinking member from its home with a sigh of regret.

“I can’t stay.” Peter ran his hand over Caelin’s shoulder, then kissed the smooth flesh.

“I know.” Caelin rolled over to face him.

Peter stroked his knuckles down the three scars. “If I ever meet your father, I’m going to pay him back for what he did to you.”

Caelin placed his hand over Peter’s and pressed it to his face. “Forget him. It’s done and over. Besides, as a soldier, I think it makes me look dangerous.” He winked.

“I think it makes you look…well, I get hard each time I gaze on them.”

His lover laughed. “You do? How odd.”

“Not really. Don’t you find that great scar on Drake’s face arousing?”

Caelin smiled. “I didn’t know you noticed Lord Drake. Logan is by far the more handsome of the two.”

“Indeed he is, but for me, it’s Drake’s looks. His scar, his body.” Peter shrugged. “Who can explain what draws one man to another? Or how one heart yearns for another?”

“Does your heart yearn for me?” Caelin gave him a shy smile.

“Oh Caelin. My heart has yearned for you for so long.” He rubbed his forehead against his lover’s. “And now it’s at peace.”

“Was it not at peace at the lodge?”

Peter sighed. “Not completely. There I began to heal from my loss, but here, now with you, I feel whole again. Complete.”

“I never thought I’d find a man who’d give me what I needed. Strength, control, and freedom.”

Peter sat up, kissed his lover’s upturned lips, and dressed. “I’ll be at your door at first light. Be packed and ready. We leave then.”

Caelin lay back and wrapped his body in the quilt. Peter took one last gaze at him, hair rumpled, lips red and kiss swollen, and thought he’d never seen anything or anyone more beautiful.

“In the morn.” Peter slipped out the door and closed it behind him.


Chapter Thirty

Peter rode ahead of the wagon as they passed through the little village near the lodge. Caelin sat on the bench, holding the reins of the team, taking in everything around him. Not too small, the village teemed with life, people coming and going in and out of shops, buying and selling, just living their lives.

They had both dressed that morning in their Marden liveries. Caelin thought Peter looked quite dashing in his blue tabard, sword at his side, and shining black leather boots. He glanced down to his own new boots. They were a little large for his feet, but he’d worn a second pair of woolen socks and made do. And the deep blue, the duke of Marden’s color, looked well on him.

The pennant that flew from the pole rising above the wagon told everyone they belonged to the duke, and as such, they were treated with respect. The duke was well-loved in his lands, and Caelin felt proud to serve such a great duke. And a handsome one as well.

The duke had certainly turned Caelin’s head when he’d first been dragged to the castle by his father. Once he’d met Peter, all his affections had been lost to the man who rode alongside the wagon.

“Is it much farther?” Caelin asked, not for the first or third or even fifth time. He couldn’t help it if he was anxious to arrive at the lodge and meet the other men.

“Very soon now.”

“That’s what you said an hour ago.” Caelin’s ass hurt as he’d bounced along the road. They’d spent almost two days getting there due to the wagon’s slower pace. This morning, Caelin had padded the seat with a quilt, but now, late in the afternoon, the thick pad had worn down to no more than a thin defense against the wooden seat.

“You’re worse than the boys,” Peter grumbled but shot him an affectionate smile.

Caelin’s heart warmed, and he grinned at the truth. His lover knew just how to charm him into silence.

They rode on, leaving the village behind them, and came to a fork in the road. Peter pointed to the left, and Caelin reined the team to take that road as it wrapped around the woods.

Peter halted, and Caelin pulled on the reins to stop the wagon. He looked around, but woods surrounded them. “Where’s the lodge?”

“Down that path.” Peter swung down from his horse and went to a small break in the underbrush.

“That’s a path? The wagon will never fit.” Caelin shook his head.

Peter tied off his mare to the wagon and then dug around in the back. He pulled out a small saw blade and a scythe. “Here. Climb down. We have some work to do before we can reach the lodge.”

Caelin hopped down, and Peter gave him the scythe. “I’ll cut the branches and you mow the undergrowth, and we’ll clear the path in no time.”

“No time, eh? Why is it I think it might take longer than that?” Caelin looked toward the setting sun. “If we don’t hurry we’ll be cutting in the dark.”

“Then let’s get to it.” Peter raised the saw and attacked the first of the branches. Once he’d gone into the woods about the length of a man and the width of the wagon, Caelin followed, swinging the scythe from side to side, cutting down the tall grasses, weeds, and young saplings. As they moved forward, Caelin would halt and retrieve the horses and wagon and lead them deeper toward the lodge.

They worked hard, cutting and hacking away the woods until they were both drenched in sweat, covered in leaves and grass, and their muscles ached. But at last, Peter broke through and stepped into a glade.

“Marden Lodge.” Peter stepped aside so Caelin could see.

Caelin finished the last few feet, then lowered his scythe and stared at the little lodge.

“It’s small.”

“Aye, that it is.” Peter nodded, then returned his saw blade to the wagon and stowed it there.

“But large enough for four, I think.”

“It will be close quarters, but I’m positive we can make it work.” Peter grinned at him and slapped him on the shoulder.

“Is that a garden?” Caelin’s eyes lit up.

“Well, the beginnings of one. I’ve brought the seeds and plants to get a good start on it.”

Caelin thought it the finest lodge he’d ever seen, not that he’d seen that many, but this one looked well-tended.

Just as he opened his mouth to ask yet another question, the door to the lodge opened, and one of the largest men he’d ever seen stepped out, sword raised.

“Peter, is that you?” the man bellowed.

“Gareth!” Peter shouted and ran toward him.

The man swung his sword into his back scabbard and trotted out to meet Peter. They met halfway across the glen and embraced, clapping backs and laughing.

Truly happy to see each other, Caelin noted.

So, that was Gareth, the mercenary. A match to Peter in size and weight, and something told Caelin he’d be a man just as dominant as his Peter. A ripple of arousal coursed through his body at the realization that he’d soon be sharing himself with this man.

A movement at the door to the lodge broke Caelin’s gaze from the two men. A young man with the most beautiful long red hair hung in the doorway as if frightened. Then a huge smile of recognition burst on his pretty face, and he dashed toward Peter.

“Arvel!” Peter roared and flung open his arms. The man threw himself into Peter’s embrace.

“Hold, Arvel.” Gareth grabbed Arvel by the shoulder and pulled him back. “We are not alone.” His steely gaze fell on Caelin and fear shot through him.

Peter turned back toward Caelin. “Yes, I bring the third soldier to man the outpost. The duke has declared Marden Lodge as his outpost in the north, Gareth. The position we spoke of is yours if you’ll take it.”

Gareth bared his teeth and growled, pulling the younger man, Arvel, behind him as if to protect him. He drew his sword again, held it at the ready, and advanced. Caelin took a step back. His own sword lay on the bench of the wagon, and he was defenseless.

“Peter?” Caelin looked to his lover, his gaze dancing between both large men.

Peter jumped in front of Gareth and grabbed his wrist. “Hold. He is no enemy.”

“Have you lost your mind, Peter?” Gareth whispered. “You will have us all killed.”

“Nay, hold your temper and your sword. I know what I’m doing. Caelin is no danger to any of us.”

Peter turned back to Caelin. “Come here. There is no need to fear.”

Caelin nodded and came forward. “Hail, Gareth. I am Caelin Holdess. Peter has told me much of you.”

“Has he?” Gareth’s eyes narrowed, and his grip tightened on the sword.

Peter chuckled. “God, you’re such a bull of a man, Gareth. Take ease. Caelin is one of us.”

“What?” Gareth stared at Caelin.

Caelin exhaled, stepped toward Peter, and wrapped his arm around Peter’s waist, snugging him in closer. “What he means is I am his lover.” Caelin’s chin jutted up with the declaration, and Peter’s chest filled with pride at his boldness.

“Lover? Is this true, Peter? You never spoke of a lover.”

“It’s true. And Caelin and I met when I returned to Marden. The duke asked me to choose a man to be the third at the outpost, and I chose Caelin.” Peter hugged Caelin to him.

Arvel came around Gareth, frowning.

“Now, Arvel, will you give me that kiss?” Peter asked.

Arvel glanced at Caelin, his head tilted like a pretty little redbird.

Caelin laughed and pushed Peter toward him. “Go on, greet him.”

Arvel smiled and launched himself at Peter, who caught him and received a most lusty kiss. “I missed you, pet,” he said, once they’d broken their kiss.

“Here now. Arvel, this is Caelin.” Peter stepped back to let the two young men meet.

“Hail, Arvel. Peter has told me a little about you.” Caelin smiled and offered his hand.

∙•∙

Another man? Another Heart?

And one so very interesting. He’d never seen such scars on such a handsome face.

Arvel looked at his hand, then up into his face. He stepped close to Caelin and ran his hand over the scars on Caelin’s face as he frowned.

“My father gave them to me. To ensure no man would want me.”

That should have shocked Arvel, but he’d known of such hatred, such pain, far too many times to count. His heart opened to the young man nearly his own age.

And that Peter had brought him here? Could this be Peter’s Heart?

And Caelin thought himself undesirable? Arvel wouldn’t have any of that. He shook his head, leaned in, and placed a kiss on Caelin’s mouth. Caelin gasped, wrapped his arms around Arvel, and licked along the seam of Arvel’s lips. He opened for Caelin, and their tongues danced as the older men watched.

Caelin pleased Peter and that pleased Arvel. This turn of events was a fine thing.

The lodge had a new Heart, one that would add to their family.

Gareth leaned toward Peter. “I think he’ll do well here.”

Peter laughed. “I thought so also. But mind me, he’s my pet as Arvel is yours. He sleeps in my bed.”

Gareth laughed. “Of course. I wouldn’t separate you. But you’re assuming our pets don’t decide to share one bed and put us in the other.”

The two men still kissed, hands roaming and exploring.

∙•∙

Peter smacked Caelin on the ass. “Come, pet. We’ve work to do before the sun sets.”

Caelin gave him a glare, as did Arvel, but he nodded. “After we unload the wagon, can we construct the bed?” He rubbed his ass. “I’m in dire need of a soft mattress.”

Arvel motioned to Caelin his sign for hungry and waited.

“Oh, I thought you were too silent.” Caelin looked at Gareth, who had tensed. So protective a keeper, Arvel’s Gareth. “Aye, Peter and I are both hungry.” He returned the motion, bringing his fingers to his mouth and nodding, showing everyone he understood that Arvel was mute and deaf and that he thought no less of the young man.

Arvel smiled, spun around, and trotted across the glade to the lodge.

“The meal will be prepared by the time we’re done. Come on, men. Let’s get this wagon unpacked and see what Peter has brought us.” Gareth walked over to the team of horses, took their leads, and led them toward the stable.

“The black horse is mine,” Caelin piped up. “The other is an extra. And there’s a new bed, and wood for the chicken coop, and chickens, and a rooster. He’s fine and black with white spots.”

Gareth turned to Peter and raised his eyebrow at Caelin. “Does he always talk so much?”

“Nay, he’s just excited. Normally, he’s very quiet and shy.”

“That’s good. I like my silence. Grown used to it, I suppose.”

Peter nodded. “I also.” He led his horse alongside Gareth as Caelin trailed behind them.

“My lord Gareth, I spent nearly a year with the brothers in the abbey. Have no fear—if it’s silence you want, you’ll get it. But can I ask a question?”

“Aye.” Gareth waved his hand.

“Does the silence drown out the noise of the battlefield that still rings in your ears?”

Gareth and Peter stopped as Gareth swung around to stare at Caelin.

“Come here, pet,” he ordered. Caelin obeyed.

Gareth wrapped a large hand around Caelin’s neck and pulled him to his chest. With his thumb he tilted Caelin’s head back and took his mouth in a soft kiss, then released him.

He gave Peter a strange look, as if searching for understanding. For Peter, a small part of the puzzle that was Gareth unlocked with that one question.

“Will you keep my secret, Caelin?”

“Aye, my lord, until the day I die.”

Gareth pulled on the leads and started forward.

“You chose well, Peter.”

“We chose each other.” Peter smiled.


Chapter Thirty-One

“That’s the last of it,” Gareth announced as he fell into the chair by the hearth.

Arvel had prepared their meal as he, Caelin, and Peter unloaded the wagon. Across the room, Peter and Caelin had just finished assembling the bed and argued over how tight the strings should be. Peter wanted them tighter for a firmer bed, and Caelin wanted a soft bed.

“Your ass will mend in a day or two, but my back will be in pain for months.” Peter gave each of the knobs another twist, then stood. Frowning, Caelin moved the mattress filled with fleece into position, and tossed a few quilts over it.

“Fine.” He strode off to the table and touched Arvel on the shoulder. In a few quick hand motions, he asked if he could help. Arvel nodded and gave him the chargers to set the table.

Peter sat in the chair next Gareth and sighed. “At least they get along well.”

“It’s not as if they were two women.” Gareth shuddered. “We’d hear no end of complaint and whining if so.”

“In the morn, I’ll set the staff by the road and raise the duke’s pennant so everyone knows we are here.”

“Trust me, if you rode through the village with that great wagon, they know. I’ll vow it’s the topic at the inn tonight.”

“Good. The duke wants his people to know they are protected.”

“Protected? With two men?” Gareth’s eyebrow shot upward as he snorted.

“Three. Do not forget Caelin.” Peter pointed to his lover. “All the outposts have only three men. We’re not meant to be the ones who stop the army, only the ones who give cry. Halfway to Marden, I left fresh horses at one of the farms. If we need to raise the alarm, we ride, bent for hell, to the farm, switch mounts and arrive at Marden within a day.”

Gareth nodded. “It’s a well-thought-out plan. Is it working?”

“So far, it’s kept Weathers on his own lands this last year.”

“And what of the mission you spoke of into Weathers’ territory?” Gareth lowered his voice and leaned closer.

“The duke wishes it so. Tomorrow, you give your oath to me as the duke’s man, and as soon as we judge it right, you ride into enemy lands as a spy for Marden. Are you still willing?”

Gareth stared into the fire and weighed his decision. He was the only man for the job, the only one with experience enough and with the knowledge of where he must go, but should he be caught, the method of death would not be pleasant or without pain.

“I’m ready.” He looked deep into Peter’s eyes and nodded. The furrow of Peter’s brow let him know that Peter knew what the duke asked of him.

Peter reached out, placed his hand over Gareth’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “So be it, then.” They separated and sat back.

Gareth cleared his throat. “Now, just how much soldiering has your pet done? He looks a raw recruit to my old eyes.”

“He is. But he’s a second son and has been trained with sword and horse. And he can read and write and will handle all the correspondence for the outpost. With some more training and a little experience, he’d make a fine soldier.”

“Does he take orders well?” Gareth leaned closer and smiled.

“Indeed he does.” Peter smiled back and winked.

“And are you prepared to share him?” Gareth lowered his voice so the others couldn’t hear.

“I am. He holds my heart and I hold his.”

“Just as Arvel and myself. I am happy for you, Peter, to have found love.”

“Not as much as I. For a time, I thought it would never beat in my heart again.”

The two men looked at their lovers, who were sharing the work of the evening meal.

“Come, let’s eat. I hunger.” Gareth growled, slapped his thighs, and pushed from his seat.

“I also, however, I fear I may not last long this evening.”

Gareth slapped his friend on the back. “Have no fear. I can take over for you if needs be, sweetling.”

Peter laughed as he stood and followed. “After dinner, we must push the beds together.”

“Indeed we must.” Gareth winked at him.

»»•««

Only the sounds of spoon and knives scraping on the chargers, the men’s chewing of rabbit stew, and their swallowing of wine could be heard. When every morsel of food had been eaten and the chargers taken and cleaned, they took their leave of the table.

Peter and Gareth pushed the beds together, rearranged the quilts and pillows, and then Gareth and Arvel helped Caelin and Peter carry their trunks and place them against the wall.

“Now can we get in bed?” Caelin asked, arching his back like a cat.

Peter pulled him in close. “Aye, pet. Now we can get some sleep.” He massaged Caelin’s shoulders as the younger man writhed against him.

“Sleep?” Caelin frowned. “I said nothing of sleep. I said bed, my lord.” That wicked grin graced his face, and Peter laughed.

“You’ll be the death of me, Caelin.”

“Never.” Caelin swooped in and took Peter’s mouth with a hard kiss, then broke away. “Never.” He placed his hand over Peter’s heart, mimicking Arvel’s sign for lover. Caelin held out one finger as he did, earning a smile and a quick kiss from Peter.

“Undress, then, and get in. I’m not sure how this is going to work, but I’m willing to give it a try,” Gareth announced.

The younger men quickly divested themselves of their clothes as Peter and Gareth sat on opposite sides of the bed and watched.

“Perhaps tonight we keep it simple?” Peter suggested. He’d not energy enough for more than one round of bed sport tonight.

“That sounds best, at least until you’ve recovered, old man.” Gareth winked at him, and Peter tossed his pillow at him, scoring a hit on Gareth’s head. The pillow flew back at Peter, who caught it before it struck.

Now they undressed as their younger lovers crawled into the beds and scooted into the center, leaving room for their mates. Once naked, the two slipped into the bed, and each pulled his lover to him.

Peter nuzzled Caelin’s face as he stroked his hand down that well-formed body and found the staff that waited, ready and proud, for his touch. Caelin gasped and arched into his hand, pushing his rod through the tight circle of Peter’s grip.

Soft, smooth skin over a hardness that made Peter’s mouth water for a taste. He pushed Caelin onto his back and lowered his head to take his lover’s rod in his mouth.

Just one or two quick licks and he opened to take in the fat head. He sucked it, drawing the clear fluid it leaked into his mouth. “Delicious,” he murmured.

Caelin reached up to him and wove his fingers into Peter’s hair, then pulled him forward into a kiss. “Fuck me,” he whispered, and Peter’s cock filled.

Peter got on his knees as Caelin spread his legs. “Where’s that oil?” he asked Gareth.

“Here, take it. I’m done with it. Tomorrow go to the village and buy your own.” He growled, tossed it to Peter, then as Peter watched, Gareth rubbed his cock with the oil, positioned his rod, and pushed into Arvel.

Peter’s sac grew heavy with seed as his need to empty grew. With haste, he oiled himself, painted Caelin’s entry with more oil, and plunged home.

Caelin cried out, clawing Peter’s shoulders and his legs wrapping around Peter’s waist as he took him inside.

God, Peter wanted to spill right now, but he held back.

∙•∙

Beside him, Gareth stroked in and out of Arvel, their hands locked together on the bed, his powerful thighs making his thrusts hard and deep.

Gareth glanced over at Peter. Tired, eh? He didn’t look exhausted, the way he rode his lover. It made him hard to watch Peter and Caelin. How sweet it would be to learn a new lover, what made him moan. And with Caelin, like Peter, Gareth would hear those sweet moans.

Arvel watched him and smiled. His pet knew of his desire for him and for the others, and he enjoyed it also.

Arvel pulled loose his hand and reached out to stroke Caelin’s shoulder. Caelin turned to him, smiled, and reached out also. They turned toward each other to embrace as Gareth and Peter watched.

The young men found each other, grew closer, their hands petting and traveling over their chests, arms, and bellies.

Arvel took Caelin’s cock in hand, and Caelin returned the favor.

Peter’s gaze locked onto his lover as Arvel pleasured him while Peter fucked him. Caelin, for his part, seemed even more excited to be touched by two men, and Arvel rode along with him in the pleasure, proof if it on his expressive face.

All four, caught in this blended act of love, moved as one. Four hearts, four deep gazes locked with their partners as their bodies joined, as their desire rose ever higher, until they lost themselves in a furor of hands and hips, of thrusts and strokes, in the age-old dance of lovers.

Caelin cried out, the first to spill, his cream shooting across his belly in a fine arc, as he gasped and writhed beneath Peter. His tunnel clenched around Peter’s cock, and before Peter could take a breath or think to stop it, he fell over the edge of the cliff, diving from such a great height he thought his heart would fail him.

He emptied into Caelin, pumping in great spasms of pleasure that left him exhausted and shaking.

Arvel arched his back, clawing at the quilts, gathering them up in his fists, as he gave up his release, painting his chest with ropes of white. Gareth paused long enough to run his finger through the still-warm cream, then bring it to his mouth for a taste.

God, he was so beautiful, and Peter wanted to taste him. He reached over, grabbed Gareth by the back of the neck, and pulled him into a hard kiss.

Gareth moaned, opened his mouth to Peter, and let him plunder with his tongue, tasting, searching, demanding. Gareth closed his eyes and, still locked in the kiss with Peter, delivered a few quick thrusts. Then he let go and spun away in the great unknown as he gave himself to Arvel once again.

Their harsh breathing echoed in the lodge. Peter pulled out of Caelin and fell to the side. Gareth did the same, flopping on his back behind Arvel, stroking his lover’s hip.

Arvel and Caelin rolled together and embraced. Arvel kissed Caelin’s scarred cheek, and Caelin kissed Arvel’s ears and lips, as tender as any lover could be.

“Come, my love, give us a kiss.” Gareth laughed and tugged at Arvel’s arm. Arvel grinned and turned to him, surging into the kiss. Gareth gathered him in his arms, and Arvel buried his head in his lover’s shoulder.

With that, Peter whispered, “Here, love,” and opened his arms to Caelin.

The younger man came to him and snuggled in close.

“I love you, Peter,” he whispered.

Peter blew a breath against Caelin’s hair as he rested his chin on his lover’s head. He pulled the quilt over him and Caelin and closed his eyes.

Next to them in bed, Gareth did the same.

The fire died as the evening lengthened, and the lodge fell silent.
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