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MATHIAS PULLS TRISTAN out into the woods, into the dark, laughing with eyes like onyx chips. “Come along. Come along. I have a surprise for you.” Which is an understatement because when they crest the next rise and the trees part around them, there’s a circle of candles and a hamper with a bottle of wine and grapes and other things Tristan can’t quite make out in the dimness. The Guardian Hill, transformed into a twinkling banquet.

“What’s all this for?” Tristan throws himself down on the grass and starts poking around in the basket before Mathias has even caught up with him. Mathias was always the slower of the two of them and he’s especially sluggish tonight, constantly hanging back as if something is on his mind. Tristan eyes him as he pops a grape into his mouth. “What is it we’re celebrating?” The grapes are tart and cold and he winces a little at the taste, so at odds with the warm summer night.

“You.” Mathias kneels next to him, reaching past to grab the bottle of wine. His eyes burn into Tristan’s as he leans closer. “We’re celebrating you.” Then after a beat, “And me as well. I’ve made a real breakthrough on my research.” 

He doesn’t say more and Tristan doesn’t ask, only congratulates him and leaves it at that. Mathias has always been secretive about his research at the university.

Instead of coming closer, Mathias sits back on his knees and uncorks the bottle, taking the first swallow for himself. His lips are wet as he holds the bottle out after.

Tristan shakes his head. The darkness hides his flush of pleasure. “You know I don’t care for it.” He takes another grape instead and then a sliver of the cheese Mathias offers, looking around. “But should we really be here? Not that it isn’t beautiful.” The moon is large in the sky, visible through the treetops, and the breeze is warm, wrapping around him like silk. It is beautiful—that isn’t a lie—but he’s heard the stories, the same as everyone else. The hill’s guardian is supposedly dormant but that doesn’t change the eerie quality of the place. Tristan has never spent this long on the hill in his whole life.

“What do you mean?”

“People talk,” Tristan says. He looks down. Mathias must know the stories too. Everyone knows the stories. And Tristan would rather concern himself with the sudden heat in Mathias’s gaze. Fucking has always been easier for them than talking. Or explaining. Or... pretty much easier than anything.

So when Mathias keeps staring, Tristan leans forward on his knees instead of finishing his explanation, bringing their lips together, tongue flicking out to taste the wine Mathias has been drinking. It’s bitter but not unpleasant this way. 

Mathias hums against his mouth. “Not yet,” he whispers.

“Why not?” It’s not like they haven’t done this before. Maybe not out in the open but he already knows the taste of every part of Mathias. His hand slides down Mathias’s chest, tugging at the shirt tucked into his trousers. “Don’t you want to?”

Mathias presses another kiss on him, tongue probing, hands closing around Tristan’s wrists as he pulls his touch away. “Oh, I do. But I thought we might do something a little different tonight.”

Tristan pulls back to eye him warily. “Really?” This is new coming from Mathias. All of this is unexpected coming from him.

Teeth nip at his ear before Mathias whispers into it. “Really.”

He reaches into the basket, beneath a cloth that Tristan hadn’t paid attention to before, and smiles as he pulls out something new. A coil of rope.

Tristan grins back.

Then Mathias is on him, hands tearing open Tristan’s shirt, mouth hot against his skin. “I like this surprise,” Tristan pants, pawing at his back as Mathias works on him. Teeth on nipples, free hand pressing down on his shoulder, frayed rope end dragging over skin until he shivers. 

“Oh, fuck me,” Tristan breathes, not so much a plea this time as a gasp of surprise at whatever demon has overtaken Mathias, because he likes it. If only it had come for him sooner. 

The night air is cold but Mathias’ mouth is hot and everywhere. His hands are rough in the perfect way. Demanding.

Tristan reaches up for a kiss and he’s pushed back down hard. He laughs.

“Be quiet or someone might hear,” Mathias hisses at him, teeth scraping Tristan’s neck one more time before he pulls back.

“Out here?” He scoffs. Then his eyes catch on the rope still clutched in Mathias’s hand. Still unused. He wants it so badly. “I can be louder. If you ask nicely.”

Mathias casts him a warning look and presses him down when he tries to sit up. “Give me your hands.”

“Now we’re talking.” He holds them out, palms up, and Mathias kisses his cupped palms. The rope burns against Tristan’s skin as Mathias loops it over and over, knots pulling his wrists together in a firm grip. Tristan gives his hands an experimental tug. It feels... good. Welcoming. As good as the rough fingers still holding his arms. There may be bruises later. He likes that idea too.

Mathias yanks him up again, using his bound hands and the dangling rope like a leash, pulling him in for another rough kiss. “How is that?”

Tristan gives another tug, holding up his hands for inspection as he tries to twist free. Nothing happens except for the biting of rope into skin. “Good. Tight.”

“Good.” Mathias smiles, pausing at the sound of distant bells tolling the hour. “That’s good.” His hands run up Tristan’s arms to the shoulder and then one skims higher, circling his throat, warm and tight against the pulse there as he holds him in place. He leans in until they’re forehead to forehead. His breath brushes Tristan’s chin. “You look good in rope.”

Tristan beams at the words, dizzy and giddy. A shiver runs through him. Then cold metal meets his neck and he stills.

“Lie back, Tristan,” Mathias says in a quiet voice.

“I don’t... understand.” He inches backwards away from the knife as far as he can. There could have been a certain thrill to the gleam of silver in Mathias’s hand but the look on his face doesn’t match with it. His eyes are hard now.

“Lie back. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’d really feel better if you put down the knife first.”

Their eyes meet for a moment in which Tristan hardly dares to breathe.

The fight is over quickly. He’s barely on his knees before he’s slammed into the ground again by Mathias’s full weight and any cries he might think to make are smothered by a hand over his mouth. The end of the rope goes through a stake embedded deep in the ground. Tristan hadn’t noticed it before when it was hidden by the basket but now that’s scattered and the grapes are everywhere and he wants to cry but everything has happened so fast. Mathias yanks the rope tight, dragging Tristan’s hands out from under him so they’re stretched out over the ground.

Tristan didn’t think they were in love but he thought they were happy enough. Maybe this is a mistake. Maybe he’s misunderstood. He should scream but there’s a lump in his throat that he can’t do anything but gasp around. Even breathing hurts.

He forgets to struggle until Mathias’s hands are around his ankles, pulling again.

He kicks then, one booted heel connecting with Mathias’s jaw with a satisfying smack, but that’s all before the rope is around his ankles too, so tight his ankle bones grind against each other painfully. He’s rolled onto his back and his feet are lashed to another stake, leaving him as helpless as he’s ever been, able to do little else but look at the sky overhead. It’s a deep purple velvet tonight.

There are tears on his cheeks but they’re angry, not scared; he hasn’t had time to be really scared yet. The first flash of that doesn’t come until the knife is back in Mathias’s hand. Tristan makes a weak attempt to roll onto his side but Mathias pushes him flat and shakes his head.

“Why?” Tristan doesn’t really want an answer. It won’t matter. But he can’t snatch the question out of the air now that he’s said it. He’s shivering so hard that his wrists and ankles burn already.

“Haven’t you ever wanted to be part of something big? Bigger than yourself. Well I found it. You’re the last piece I needed. They demand a sacrifice and you’re my way in.” His voice is a fervent hiss.

Thankfully he doesn’t wait for a response. His hand clamps over Tristan’s mouth again, tipping his head up and away so he can’t see anything but the dark forest and a sad little slip of night sky. He’d thought the stars were beautiful when he set out earlier. Funny, that.

Then the knife bites into his flesh, over his heart, and his blood runs hot in the cooling night air. It’s the only thing he can feel as Mathias starts to chant, drawing another line after the first. A third. A fourth. Tristan wonders idly what mark it is he’s drawing. His legs try to kick but they go nowhere.

Both of them feel it when the air changes. It’s... warmer somehow. Closer. Like the overheated air of a shut up room.

Someone clears their throat.

Mathias stills, knife poised to make the next shallow cut. Tristan is slower to react. He can’t see much, caught in Mathias’s grip, which has grown lax but still tips his head back at a painful angle, but there’s movement at the edge of the clearing.

“You,” Mathias says in a wondering voice. He sets the knife aside and holds up his hands




























[image: ]












[image: ]











[image: ]






















[image: ]













[image: ]





































[image: ]























[image: ]





















[image: ]



































[image: ]











[image: ]







d2d_images/cover.jpg
j- emery





d2d_images/scene_break.png





