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Bath, England 

Christmastide, 1815

Theodore Hedgeford, once-captain of His Majesty’s cavalry, sank into the murky blue-green waters of the bathing pool with a wince of pain followed by a long sigh. As always, the heat of the thermal spring stung the barely healed new skin along his back and nether regions before settling in to do its part in soothing away the tension left by his limp.

The poolroom was blissfully empty, courtesy of the early hour and special arrangements allowing him the privacy of solo bathing. Theo preferred to bathe nude, disliking the clammy feel of his long shirt clinging to his skin in the hot water. Furthermore, he had no wish to become a spectacle for the shocked gossip of other bathers. The head physician of the Mineral Water Hospital had been most accommodating, no doubt wishing to spare other bathers distress engendered by Theo’s fierce scars.

Though he would rather have eschewed the chair that had conveyed him hither, Theo also had no wish to meet anyone he knew while treading a tortuous, limping path to the baths, huddled against the damp chill pervasive throughout Bath in December. It had been bad enough having his personal orderly decamp after one look at the extent of his master’s wounds without having random strangers gawking and cringing as he labored over icy streets.

Joseph’s lack of loyalty had cut deep, as had the ugly name he’d spat out as he stormed from the tent, leaving Theo bedridden and with no care other than that of the nurses and medical orderlies. It had been only by the grace of God and the skill of the military surgeons that Theo had survived the fevers and crippling injuries. At least he still had both his legs and all—well, most—of his manhood, unlike others who’d suffered from the cannons and canister-shot.

Caliban, Joseph had called him. Caliban, after Shakespeare’s poor, benighted half-human devil from The Tempest. A nickname given him by those who had once envied him, and flung at him by a man Theo had trusted implicitly. Though his closest companions had done all they could to shield him from rumors, Theo had heard them. So, apparently, had Joseph, who had returned Theo’s devotion with such an ugly parting gift.

Gifted by the grace of God with a handsome, almost beautiful face, and a powerful physique, Theo had never found himself without willing companionship, whether that companionship was a trifling acquaintance, a good friendship, or a lover. Theo had never valued such good fortune. Not until it had vanished beyond recall. Now his honorably won injuries had cost him almost everything. Only a handful of his friends had remained true. Everyone else had abandoned him almost as fast as Joseph had.

Now, bereft of both lover and orderly, Theo faced unexpected privations beyond the strain of recovery and newfound physical limitations. Having no orderly or valet meant a resounding lack of assistance with bathing and dressing. Not to mention shaving and other intimate necessities.

Theo had been half tempted to remain unshaven this morning. His struggle had yielded an embarrassing number of plasters and the barest approximation of a clean shave, but it would have to serve. At the very least, it was better than allowing his beard to grow. He’d tried that once already, with disastrous results. Whiskers simply refused to grow through the raw seams scarring his face.

Knotted muscles began to unknit in the warmth of the mineral-rich water. The steam mingling with the cooler air of the bathing room left his vision muddled, but he could feel the moist heat easing the painful stretching of the scars across his face and throat. He sank a little deeper into the water, closing his eyes and focusing on relaxing every inch of his body and trying to think of nothing.

Despite his best efforts, memory intruded, including the reason he was in Bath in the first place. Taking the waters had been only a secondary goal, regardless of what he had told the surgeons and his family.

Damn that Will Haverly for abandoning his best friend once they had arrived in Bath. Being left to his own devices did little to ease Theo’s discomfiture of being gawked at wherever he went. Granted, such a separation allowed Haverly to mend fences with his betrothed. It was just like the man to say something crass at precisely the wrong moment. Even so, to leave one’s wounded wartime comrade to fend for himself in the crowded social menace of Bath whilst waltzing about with one’s lady fair went beyond the pale.

A sardonic thought answered Theo’s bit of melancholy. Perhaps he should immure himself in the darkness of his home like the villainous Count Wolfenbach and demand that Haverly attend him in the gloom. Theo grimaced in an evil humor, wincing as the scar nearest the left corner of his mouth pulled in painful protest. Well, he certainly had the appearance of a villain these days.

“That thought is unworthy of you, Hedgeford,” Theo murmured to the empty room. “You’re not some squeamish miss or damnable fop to be cut up over a few honorably won scars.”

Despite the truth of his self-admonition, however, his heart cringed away from the man he’d become. He’d repeated that same litany to himself for the past two months. He’d said it both aloud and silently, ever since the day he had spied his seamed and twisted features in a pier glass and seen what was left of his leg and groin once the heavy bandages were gone.

Theo leaned his head back, resting it against the lip of the bathing pool’s marble edging, trying to drive that memory from his mind. Though he had never considered himself a vain man, he had wept bitterly into his pillow at night for days. Unmanly tears that would have shamed him had anyone but Will Haverly seen. Haverly had understood. Understood, and not judged Theo for his weakness, as he had not judged Theo for his other, far more heinous secret.

A secret Theo had meant to take with him to his grave. Any man but the truehearted and honest Will Haverly would have called for the nearest Sergeant-at-Arms and an immediate court martial. After all, sodomites were not permitted to serve in His Majesty’s regiments.

A shudder ran through Theo at the recollection of Haverly’s saddened expression. Will’s expression, filled with shame and compassion. Shame for his friend’s fault—and compassion born from the very friendship that had exposed it.

“I am truly sorry, Theo. You must know my heart was given to Aria ages ago.”

Nothing more—no questions, no criticisms, no disgust. Only sadness. Sadness, and the faintest hint of distance, or so it felt.

A snort of grim appreciation escaped Theo at the memory of Haverly’s soft apology and refusal of the words Theo had apparently spoken under the influence of a fevered delirium. It had appalled him to see the stricken look on Haverly’s face when he’d opened his eyes from that nightmare-racked sleep. What exactly had he said? To this day, he had no clear idea.

In the months since that devastating moment, Haverly had refused to say anything, choosing to pretend the words had never passed Theo’s lips. Theo had given up asking when it became clear the whole situation distressed Haverly. Yielding to the need to salvage his friendship, Theo had ceased asking for an exact rendition of his own words. Maybe one day he would recall more than just Haverly’s horrified grief.

Theo clenched his fists on his knees, stirring the water with his agitation and obscuring the hazed image of his injured left leg and its lurid, ropy scars. According to Haverly, the surgeons had almost despaired of saving it. They had nearly amputated the entire limb, fear of gangrene being their chief concern. Apparently Theo had begged them to save his leg, though he had no memory of doing so.

Lifting his leg out of the water as far as his damaged hip could manage, he stared at the twisted remnant of his left limb with fascinated repugnance. Well, he couldn’t fault the surgeons—they had certainly done their very best with the mess left by French cannons and shot. They had used admirable skill in salvaging what they had, though his crushed left testicle had been a lost cause from the moment they’d brought him in from the battlefield.

He let the leg drop back into the water, watching the vigorous ripples spread across the pool. In truth, even had he lost his leg, he could have borne the indignity, the constant pain, even the cruel nickname, if only he hadn’t made that one dreadful slip.

Haverly’s honor would not allow him to relinquish their friendship, but that did not mean he wished to remain close. In spite of all Haverly’s protestations, Theo didn’t believe him. Couldn’t believe him. Just remaining friends could put Haverly’s own reputation at risk, right along with his courtship of his beloved Aria.

“Shut it,” Theo muttered to the murky water. “Stop being so missish, you damned fool.”

“I hope you are not referring to me.”

Theo nearly squawked in surprise, choking off his astonished cry before it left his throat.

He could have sworn he’d been alone when he entered the bathing pool. True, the clouds of steam might have hidden someone in the far corner, but he didn’t think he would have missed the man on his painful journey around the room to his own corner, which happened to be the darkest and least welcoming of the entire pool’s length.

Finding his voice at last, Theo looked up at the man who had interrupted his precious time alone. “Please ignore that remark. I was speaking to myself. I had no idea anyone else was present.”

Even as he spoke, he shifted away from the man, who settled beside him on the stone bench ringing the pool. Theo had no wish to be this close to anyone, let alone a handsome stranger.

And handsome the man was. Theo couldn’t tell the man’s age, but his broad shoulders bulged with powerful muscles, and no lines of age creased the classic features. Brilliant hazel eyes smiled at Theo beneath elegant brows the same tawny color as the shoulder-length curls hanging damply about the man’s face.

Theo swallowed, repressing a sudden surge of lust. Determined to remain a gentleman, despite his appearance, he clung to social niceties. “Captain Theodore Hedgeford. I apologize for startling you. As I said before, I thought I was alone here.” I paid good money to be alone too.

“Robin Thornfield,” the man answered, with a smile that must have melted every woman’s heart in the realm. “I was looking for a wounded cavalry officer.” A long, long glance up and down Theo’s body sent a prickly thrill down his spine, straight to his ball. “I seem to have found him.”

For a moment, Theo stared, dumbfounded, not quite understanding the situation. Then—“You were looking for me?” He didn’t know what to think. No one knew of his morning visits to the pool. No one, that is, except Will Haverly and, of course, the head physician.

So, this little happenstance wasn’t some pleasant bit of serendipity after all. The heat that had begun to course through him for the first time in months dissipated abruptly. If Haverly had sent him, then the man wasn’t looking for companionship. He was probably a paid nursemaid. Something Theo did not need.

Theo dropped all civility and gave Thornfield a curt reply. “Tell Haverly I thank him for his courtesy, but I have no need of a nursemaid.” He moved to stand, all possible chance of pleasure gone beyond recall. As he turned to the steps exiting the bath, however, his left leg gave way under him.
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The mineral waters closed abruptly over Theo’s head, and he flailed about, trying to get from his back to an upright position with his head above water where it belonged. Strong hands gripped him under the armpits and yanked him up above the water’s surface.

Spluttering and gasping for air, Theo was chagrined to find that he had made the mistake of relying on strength he no longer possessed. Now he was indebted to a stranger for his life.

“Thank you,” he croaked out between spasms of coughing. Thornfield’s strong arms held Theo steady, bearing his full weight without effort, seeming unconcerned that he held a naked man against his own skin.

The realization that this powerful stranger had stripped bare to enter the pool sent a flush of desire through Theo. He’d been held against too many male bodies not to realize this man was well formed everywhere, not just in his shoulders and face.

“Injured you may be, Captain, but at least one part of you is in prime condition.”

Theo went scarlet from his head to well beneath the water line. Embarrassingly, his erection did not diminish. The sound of Thornfield’s deep chuckle in his ear merely fanned Theo’s desire.

“Now then, Captain, if you are quite done with being offended at your friend’s interference, permit me to accompany you to somewhere more comfortable. I have a carriage waiting, so there is no need to call for a chair.”

After that ridiculous plunge beneath the water, Theo wasn’t certain he wanted to go anywhere at all with Thornfield. Even so, his body’s embarrassing reaction made Theo want to know the man more intimately. That calm, unruffled reaction to Theo’s arousal had awakened his curiosity.

“Here we go.” Thornfield pulled Theo’s left arm around his neck, catching Theo’s right hip with his other hand.

Theo gasped a little at the pain in his left side and back, until the pressure of a strong hand on his hip eased the strain. Though not a short man himself, Theo realized Thornfield likely stood several inches taller than six feet, to judge by the upward angle of his arm as it rested across those broad shoulders. Unexpectedly, Theo’s pride rebelled, though he’d accepted such assistance from his fellow officers. “I can manage,” he panted, pushing away from his erstwhile savior. Though admitting it would be humiliating, just staying upright was proving to be harder than expected.

“If you don’t stop fussing like a baby, I will carry you like one,” Thornfield remarked mildly, keeping a firm grip on Theo’s waist. “Bear with the indignity and the pain, please. Better that than have you fall again and injure that leg beyond repair.”

Theo stopped struggling at once. The thought of enduring more surgical ministrations on his leg left him queasy, though other parts of him were responding despite his feelings of humiliation. That large, warm hand easily spanned Theo’s hip, making him wonder how it would feel to have his cock wrapped in Thornfield’s strong fist.

Damn. That wayward thought brought his flagging erection to full mast again. With an effort, Theo redirected his mind toward the excruciating climb out of the baths. Despite the shallow steps placed for convenient entry and exit, his slip had wrenched his hip badly, and his legs were shaking beneath him. If Thornfield hadn’t been present, he might have drowned, unable to bring his weakened muscles to lift him from the water.

His ardor waned at last, and he sat shaking on the edge of the bathing pool. Damn his body for betraying him and leaving him vulnerable. He’d managed on his own just fine this morning—oh, yes, just fine, except for nearly falling on the floor in his attempt to reach the chamber pot beneath the bed. Quite humiliating to realize his salvaged leg could not bend worth a damn to allow him to sit with ease.

A large length of heavy linen landed across Theo’s shoulders, interrupting his maudlin ruminations and trapping the heat of the mineral bath against his skin. He looked up to see Thornfield standing over him with a similar length wrapped and knotted about his waist. “Thank you,” Theo replied, striving for the civility appropriate to the situation.

Thornfield didn’t immediately respond. When he did, his words had nothing to do with courtesy. “You nearly died at Hougoumont, Captain. That was barely six months ago. You really shouldn’t be out and about without an orderly.”

Hurt roiled through Theo’s gut. By rights, it should have been Joseph standing there, or Will Haverly, not this strapping lout with bad manners. “I’m fine, blast your hide! I’m perfectly capable of managing on my own.”

Then the meaning of Thornfield’s words struck home. You nearly died at Hougoumont. He swallowed. That meant Thornfield had been at Waterloo, in that damnable mess of a cavalry charge. Or at the hospital. “Who are you, Robin Thornfield? Just what do you know about me?” His voice came out in a croak, but he didn’t care. Suspicions flooded his mind—suspicions of Haverly acting in some damn fool manner to replace Joseph and give Theo what Will himself couldn’t.

“Who am I?” Thornfield’s voice held amused chagrin and the faintest touch of sarcasm. “Nothing but a groom, Captain. A cavalryman assigned to care for the horses until they all died or until I did.” After a pause, he continued. “What do I know about you? More than you think, but not as much as I’d like.” He squatted beside Theo, giving him an eyeful of what the cloth covered.

It was a nice eyeful, Theo thought, wishing he still had the courage to reach out and touch what Thornfield seemed to be offering. Thoughts of Joseph’s back as he stormed out of the tent interfered.

Thornfield leaned close, whispering in Theo’s ear. “Your grey was too gentle to ride into battle. You should have chosen a better mount.”

It felt like an accusation. “He was prime blood!”

Thornfield smiled at Theo’s infuriated retort, kneeling to take the cloth from Theo’s nerveless fingers. He began drying Theo, starting with his shoulders, rubbing firmly enough to sop up wetness, but gently over the tender flesh of the scars. “True, Captain. Even so, your gallant Smoke had neither the stamina nor the temperament to withstand cannon fire without terror. Had he been steadier, you might have escaped with less injury. You might have been able to flee on horseback with Captain Haverly rather than simply becoming his shield.”

Theo shivered at the memory of his horse shying from the smell of blood and the sound of cannon thunder, throwing Theo to the ground and shattering Theo’s leg in stamping panic. A convulsive twitch shuddered through him at the memory of the pain.

When Haverly had come to his rescue, dismounting to haul him up, there had been only the shrill, warning scream of the shot whistling. Only scant seconds to protect the man Theo loved more than life from the devastating shot flying at them.

“I have known William Haverly since we were both in leading strings. I could do no less when he stopped for me.”

The rubdown paused for a moment. “Such friendships are rare. It is good that yours survived.” Thornfield’s low voice sent a shudder of sensuality through Theo, reaching clear down to his groin, where his cock began to stir beneath his resting hands. The gentle strokes continued down Theo’s sides and back in a sensitizing glide of soft linen over his damp skin.

He swallowed, wondering if Robin Thornfield had intended to provoke him in this manner. Theo desperately wanted to know that small, elusive bit of information. It had been far too long since he’d enjoyed the pleasure of a man’s company. In fact, for a while, the extent of his injuries had made him wonder if he would ever know such things again.

The cloth moved lower, as Thornfield stroked across Theo’s hips oh so tenderly, avoiding pressure on the injured left side. It was too late now to hide his reaction, and Theo knew he no longer had the physical strength to escape if this strong man settling behind him meant to do no more than rub him dry.

“As I said before, Captain, at least one part of you is healthy.” Thornfield shifted to sit behind Theo. The hard, silken length of an erect cock pressed against Theo’s buttocks, settling into the crease between each cheek and sending a thrill of longing straight through his own tumescent shaft.

“It might have been my impertinent imagination, Captain, but earlier, I do believe you were hoping for something like this.” Thornfield’s hands moved away from Theo’s hips, stroking along both thighs and curving inward to caress the top of Theo’s twitching cock. “If you weren’t, I most certainly was.” With that, Thornfield gripped Theo’s erection in one hand, while the other slithered down to send a finger probing into his bum.

Theo gasped, caught unaware by the surge of pleasure from such a simple thing. He jerked backward against Thornfield’s strong chest and felt the hard, slick shaft of Thornfield’s own arousal against his rear. God, he wanted the thickness of a cock in him, not just a finger—no, two now, pressing slowly in and out again.

He became vaguely aware of the fact that those digits were slippery, sliding without a hint of the painful friction that should have come. Then the faint fragrance of sandalwood reached his nose, and he realized Thornfield had come prepared.

“I’m going to—” He broke off with a shudder as a third found its way into his straining rear. He wanted to move against those penetrating digits, but their position and his injured hip hampered any such efforts. His orgasm was cresting, reaching a fever pitch that demanded he push back in response to that thrusting.

Then Thornfield’s long fingers reached a spot Theo’s former lovers had rarely found. He couldn’t hold back a guttural moan as he spent himself abruptly on Thornfield’s hand, his hole clenching tightly. Another press against the spot and he jerked, his cock rising to attention almost as fast as it had collapsed when he came.

“God, what the hell are you doing to me?” His words came in gasps as he tried to control his voice, to keep his moans from echoing in the room.

The fingers slipped from him, leaving an ache so fierce, it was like his first time.

“Fucking you,” Thornfield whispered, his strong arms grabbing Theo by the waist and lifting him to his knees. Before Theo had the chance to settle, Thornfield leaned him forward with slow care until he lay facedown on the tiled floor of the bath. Not his favorite position, but he was in no mood to complain. Not when he could feel the long, hard length of Thornfield’s cock pressing into his sensitized rear with excruciating slowness. Not when his cock was trapped in Thornfield’s stroking fist, causing his testicle to tighten against the shaft in near-pain.

“Damn it, faster—fuck me faster, you sadistic bastard.” God, what was he saying? Except he wanted Thornfield to do exactly that. Wanted the man to plunge that cock of his as deep into his arse as Thornfield could go, plowing into that spot from earlier. He tried to encourage exactly that.

“Faster? Or deeper?”

Theo groaned. How in the bloody hell had the man guessed what it was he really wanted? “Deeper, damn you!” He shivered in anticipation of the rough pounding he wanted. A pounding that would bring him to his peak and beyond. He gritted his teeth against the ungodly desire flooding him.

Thornfield obliged, pounding into Theo with powerful strokes, stoking the flames of Theo’s pleasure to a peak Joseph had never managed. Each slam of Thornfield’s hips forced Theo’s cock to slip through that tight grip, pulling him closer and closer to the ecstasy he wanted.

Then Thornfield pulled out, spilling his seed across Theo’s buttocks, where it dripped agonizingly over his aching hole. Before he could protest, Thornfield thrust his fingers in again, three—or was it four?—at once, stretching him and filling him and pressing on that spot.

Theo shouted in ecstasy, feeling his release spilling into Thornfield’s hand with force. He shivered, collapsing onto the tiles, and hoping with his last bit of rationality that no one else was in the baths to witness.
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Theo sat stiffly in Thornfield’s carriage—or rather, in Haverly’s carriage—unable to relax in the presence of this man who had given him such exquisite pleasure, and whom he barely knew. The fact that the equipage in which they rode belonged to Will Haverly aggravated Theo, the more so since Thornfield had flatly ignored Theo’s demand for a chair to take him home.

By the time the carriage pulled up at the Paragon, Theo’s back and hip ached like the very devil from the upright posture he had forced upon himself. Thornfield sat across from Theo, a smug, content smile plastered across his face. That smile set Theo’s nerves on edge, and he clenched his jaw against the maddening urge to snap at every flash of the man’s teeth. Theo moved to descend, but before he could do so, Thornfield preceded him out the door and had the step set before the coachman could fetch it.

God, just like Joseph, first out to have everything ready. Always at hand to perform his duty as orderly—and lover.

The similarity ended there. Joseph had run out on him, abandoning his post, his military career, and Theo in one horrible moment eternally etched in Theo’s mind. He closed his eyes for a precious second, then opened them and looked at Thornfield, who stood waiting with his hand outstretched to assist. With an effort, Theo dislodged himself from his uncomfortable seat and took the proffered aid. In all honesty, he couldn’t have descended from the carriage without it.

Somehow, the easy, casual manner in which Thornfield accomplished such a simple task reassured Theo. He still wasn’t certain what, exactly, Thornfield wanted. One thing he did know—Thornfield came from Will Haverly, as evidenced by the carriage arms. Yet Thornfield had said nothing about Will, nothing about what either he or Will wanted. Nor did Theo have any idea how to start such a conversation. What did one say to a man who had just fucked you senseless on the tile floor of a public bath? Thank you for your splendid effort. My cock and remaining ball are very happy, thank you very much. Did my good friend William Haverly send you to me as a present, or as a curse?

Hardly.

“Captain?”

Theo twitched in surprise. Well, no time like the moment at hand to ask uncomfortable questions. “Did Haverly send you?” Blunt and to the point.

“Yes, and no, Captain.” Thornfield offered Theo the same assistance as in the bath, his large hand supporting Theo’s hip far more than the shoulder.

Even so, Theo could feel the strain. Far worse now, thanks to their acrobatics earlier. Not to mention his rear, which burned and ached from unaccustomed use after six long celibate months, despite the satiety left by the man’s damnable skill at buggery. His hole twitched at the recollection, and his depleted cock tried to rise again.

Stop being a randy boy. A good fuck was just what you needed. He suppressed a smile. Though Thornfield definitely knows how to use that cock. Another memory flashed, and he almost made half-mast. Not to mention how to use those long fingers of his. Theo ruthlessly quashed the thoughts and his body’s attempts at another go.

“Explain that bit of nonsense, damn you. Which is it? Yes or no?”

Despite Theo’s repetition of the question, Thornfield stayed quiet until he had safely deposited Theo on the dressing stool in his bedroom. He undressed Theo with professional detachment, removing boots, stockings, coat, and breeches, leaving Theo in his shirt and smallclothes. Then he unceremoniously hefted Theo in his arms like some damn woman or invalid, placing him gently in bed and propping him with pillows before drawing the covers up to Theo’s waist.

Damn, damn, damn. He wanted to protest this cosseting, but he hurt from shoulder to foot on his left side. Theo sighed and settled back, forgiving the familiarity, quite unable to expend any more energy on argument.

“Captain Haverly has employed me to be your orderly, or if you prefer, your valet, while he is here in Bath. When I mustered out, he found my lodgings and offered me a place as a groom for his stables, knowing I’d no positions in the offing for the moment.” Thornfield busied himself in the room, picking up the discarded clothing and hanging them up, setting the boots by the door of the connecting servant’s chamber. For polishing, Theo supposed. Joseph used to do the same when they weren’t staying in tents.

“If you’re to be a groom for his stables, then why did he send you to be my valet?” Theo had no wish to play at word games. He wanted an answer, and he wanted it now. “The two positions are hardly alike.”

“I acted as a batman for Major Hennessy before I was assigned to the cavalry unit.”

Theo stared at Thornfield, nonplussed for a moment. Batman to groom was a serious demotion. His curiosity got the better of him. “What on earth did you do?”

A grim smile creased Thornfield’s face. A rather nasty smile, actually. “I caught him red-handed in the act of forcible sodomy with one of the younger drummer boys.” A low chuckle escaped Thornfield, and Theo was glad that evil humor wasn’t directed at him. “The boy was sent home well-compensated, the pederast was cashiered with a rearranged face, and I became a groom in place of being hanged. All neat and tidy.”

Rather unfair too, Theo thought, though he said nothing. Thornfield certainly didn’t seem to regret the situation overmuch, and striking a superior officer was a hanging offense. Generally. Theo supposed the circumstances—and the victory—had encouraged Wellington’s leniency. “So you became a groom. Rather different trades.”

A sly, almost lascivious grin answered him. “Not too different. Dealing with mettlesome
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