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    It truly was one of the worst days imaginable for poor, young Mr Milton Huntington. The day had started rather badly and was rapidly degrading; however, the worst was unfortunately yet to come.


    Indeed, one would assume that leaving the Bradwardine’s magnificent estate with an accepted marriage proposal from their youngest daughter, who was both pretty and agreeable, would have made any noble gentleman the happiest man in the British Empire.


    Regrettably, I am sorry to say that this was not the case for poor Milton Huntington. In fact, the handsome young man was finally allowing himself to slowly break down and cry silently in the comforting solitude and privacy of the horse carriage after a wretched day, which had culminated when Miss Constance Bradwardine had, beaming with youthful happiness and excitement, agreed with a whole-hearted, “Yes! But of course!” to become his future wife.


    As expected, he had pretended to be as delighted as she was, and he hoped that if anyone had noticed his slightly stiff behaviour, they would assume that it was just a result of poor nerves after the ordeal of asking the stern and elderly Lord Bradwardine for the permission of his daughter’s hand. Milton was quite convinced that no one had managed to wry out the true cause and origin of his distress, which he desperately tried to hide.


    He knew perfectly well that he should consider himself a lucky man because he had no stringent obligation to marry. He did not have to end up with a dislikeable heiress because he needed money or land, like so many others. His family had enough of both, although he did wonder slightly about the family Bradwardine’s motives for the upcoming marriage. The Bradwardine family owned an impressive estate, but only owned a small piece of land, which had been considered unsuitable for mining.


    Nor was he forced to marry an old widow to gain a title or to improve the family’s connections either, although of course the Huntington’s connections would indeed benefit from being able to include the old and respectable Bradwardine family into their own.


    Of course, he had absolutely no illusions about marrying out of love. It was out of the question, really, and besides, it was an absurd and silly idea, fit for daydreams and unrealistic romantic novels only. Who on earth would be able to marry because of love in these days, in the middle of the 19th century, anyway? Well, perhaps the unsophisticated peasants could at least have that benefit to wed their beloved sweethearts; however, for the aristocracy and the upper class, it was never something to neither hope nor strive after. And it clearly was never going to happen to Milton anyway, that was for sure.


    So then, why had he bent down on one knee and proposed that morning in that case, one may ask.


    Well, Milton Huntington had, in a rational manner, mentally composed three very sensible and logical reasons behind his inevitable decision to ask Miss Constance Bradwardine to become engaged to him.


    First of all, he had decided to marry to keep everyone else from being so utterly disappointed in him. He knew he was something of a failure in the eyes of his family. He was supposed to be, not only a true Huntington, but the Huntingtons’ heir. A young man with vast potential and prospects. However, he found it hard to live up to everyone’s expectations. His father was never satisfied with his studies and constantly complained about his inability to focus on the economy regarding manufacturing and coal mines. He would often praise Milton’s brother instead, who was both clever and charismatic, and sometimes he would comment with a sigh that he wished that Milton had been born as intelligent as Walter. At least his mother could not be disappointed with him too, since she had died in childbirth when he was young, and his stepmother had always kept a certain distance from him. She doted on her own three daughters and seemed to think that Milton and his brother were her husband’s responsibility. Therefore, by marrying Miss Constance Bradwardine he was at least finally able to do something right for once.


    Second, by marrying, he would, at the same time, permanently end the faint rumours regarding Lord Huntington’s oldest son and his preferences. Being a disappointment was one thing, bringing shame and disgrace over his friends and family was quite another.


    But third, and most of all, he would marry to make everyone happy: his father, his stepmother, his entire family, the Bradwardines, even the nice young Miss Constance Bradwardine. Everyone was, in different ways and on different levels, so proud, so pleased, and so happy.


    Everyone except him, of course; however, that mattered very little in the end.


    Because the truth, the very simple and straightforward truth, which he so desperately tried to both hide and deny, was that Milton Huntington did not want to marry at all. And therefore, silent tears fell freely down his cheeks now when he was alone at last inside the elegant Brougham horse carriage, which was taking him home to Huntington Hall through the beautiful sunny countryside of the Midlands, while he rather unsuccessfully tried to convince himself that what he had done was for the best.


    It was the decent, the moral, and above all, it was the right thing to do. At two-and-twenty he would get married, and he would never look back. He knew he had his own selfish and very private reason for this wedding to take place, and he really would try to make his future wife as happy as possible. She seemed to be a sweet and delicate little being, so small and fragile, and he would do his best to become the devoted husband she deserved, and with time, he would forget his foolish dalliance and indecent yearnings of his youth. Or so he hoped.


    So then why, if he knew that he had made the right decision, why could he not stop himself from crying? It was quite pathetic, really! Milton thought miserably; however, the more he tried to stop the tears from coming, the more ragged did his sobbing become.


    But sometimes Fate can be more than a little whimsical and mischievously intervenes in our lives at the most unlikely times imaginable.


    Because surely no one could have foreseen the turn of events, when suddenly the carriage came to a halt unexpectedly. Milton only had time to hastily wipe away his tears with an embroidered handkerchief and start to wonder why the driver, old Mr Baker, had stopped when he heard the dreaded words which every nobleman and reasonable rich merchant in Derbyshire seemed to fear these days:


    “Stand and deliver, if you choose to live!”


     


    *


     


    Oh, hell and damnation! Milton thought. I really do not need this right now!


    He took a couple of deep breaths to steady himself before he pushed down the brass handle and opened the dark lacquered carriage door.


    “It will be all right, Mr Baker,” he told his driver, who was nervously eyeing the five masked horsemen, who were positioned around the carriage. Apparently, the highwaymen had slyly ambushed them from behind a copse of trees, which surrounded both sides of the road. “We have nothing to fear, I am sure.”


    “Hand over your money and valuables and no one will get hurt,” one of the villains said in a somewhat hoarse voice. The man, who must be the leader of the gang, or so Milton assumed, spoke with a broad and uncultivated accent, which Milton almost could not understand. He was riding a black-and-white mottled farm horse and was pointing a flintlock handgun with a rounded handle towards old Mr Baker who had raised his arms above his head and was starting to tremble slightly.


    It made Milton uncommonly upset. He never got angry with anyone, but Mr Baker was a fine driver and was always good with the horses. There was absolutely no reason to frighten the old man!


    “Here, you filthy thief. Take your money, then, and let us pass!” Milton demanded and threw his kid-skin wallet casually on the dusty road.


    The leader seemed to pause for a moment before he smoothly jumped down from the saddle. He was aiming the flintlock gun directly at Milton now, and his other hand rested on the hilt of a rapier. He took a couple of steps slowly forward, watching Milton carefully.


    The highwayman was tall, much taller than Milton was, and was probably more muscular as well, but it was hard to tell, because he was wearing a large, tatty greatcoat. It looked awfully hot to wear during a summer day. To cover his face the highwayman was wearing an out-of-fashion tricorn hat in black leather and a worn red scarf pulled up over his nose, which left only the villain’s eyes visible.


    The highwayman had the most unusual eyes, Milton noticed as the man came closer. Milton’s own eyes were some kind of dull grey and as colourless like his ash blond hair; however, the other man had deep green eyes with a scatter of golden brown speckles, and they were framed with thick black eyelashes, hiding under dark eyebrows.


    Milton shook his head at his wandering thoughts. Who cared about the colour of the thief’s eyes? He should pay more attention to the flintlock gun instead if he had any ounce of common sense left, Milton reminded himself. The scoundrel could have had yellow eyes for all that he cared. All he wanted was to be on his way home, a few guineas poorer perhaps, but it mattered little.


    “Do you have any other valuables in your possession?” the highwayman asked in his hoarse voice with that awful peasantry accent, which Milton was rapidly learning to dislike with all his heart.


    “No,” Milton replied stiffly after a short pause and raised his chin high. “As a matter of fact, I do not.”


    Later on, he was never really sure why he had lied, and perhaps the whole accident which followed could have been avoided if he had not. That we will never know.


    What we do know, however, was that the tall highwayman immediately saw straight through his lie.


    “Really?” he said in mock disbelief. “Take off your fancy jacket, then. I can always sell that, I suppose… Or perhaps I will wear it myself?”


    The other highwaymen around them laughed crudely at the villain’s comment, and Milton felt his cheeks grow scarlet.


    “No!” Milton refused, and silently he wondered over his uncharacteristic manner. Had he gone insane? He had never said ‘no’ or refused to obey anyone ever before in his entire life. And he had no idea why he did it now.


    “Do it!” the highwayman said flatly, and the ominous sound when he pulled back the hammer on the flintlock gun seemed to echo in calm summer day. Everything suddenly went quiet, and everyone seemed to hold their breath.


    “Why?” Milton demanded to know. “Are you going to force me otherwise?”


    He felt slightly light-headed by acting this bold. Was this what it felt like to be possessed? Milton wondered. Really, what was he playing at? He was going to get himself killed if he continued with this! He could hear Mr Baker groan at his reply, and he did not need to glance at his driver to know that the old man was shaking his head at him.


    “Perhaps.”The tall man spoke in a low and husky voice and stepped closer. In one fluid motion, he had drawn his rapier, and he advanced while holding both the flintlock gun and the rapier in front of him. The sharp steel blade gleamed in the sunlight. The highwayman said slowly in a dangerous tone, “Just do as I say, and I will not hurt you.”


    Milton stifled an urge to bare his teeth. He locked eyes with the other man and looked deep into those strangely green and brown eyes, and the world seemed to slow down and exclude everyone and everything around them.


    Milton blinked several times and tried to regain his senses. Who was this man, and what was happening to him? He did not understand why the highwayman seemed to have such a strange effect on him. He decided to try to act sensibly and slowly started to take off his coat. It was one of his best frock jackets, of course, nothing else would have been appropriate on the important day when he was proposing. His valet had been fussing about it endlessly, and after much dithering, he had finally chosen a cream-coloured double-buttoned frock jacket in rich velvet with an elegant Ascot silk cravat for Milton to wear. It was a pity that the frock jacket would end up in the coarse hands of a simple thief.


    But as soon as Milton had removed his frock jacket, he realized his mistake because from his tailored tan-coloured waistcoat hung an unmistakable golden chain, which was attached to his pocket watch.


    The highwayman saw it too, of course.


    “Well, well, well… And what have we here?” the villain asked and chuckled softly.


    It was the mocking which did it. With a harsh motion, which lacerated his palm, Milton pulled hard at the chain to the pocket watch. The chain snapped, and he carelessly threw the engraved pocket watch to the dusty ground next to his wallet. He had liked that watch; it had been a gift from his grandfather when he turned thirteen years old.


    “Take it, then, you bloody scoundrel,” he spat.


    Something around those green and brown-speckled eyes hardened; however, Milton refused to back down. He would not be intimidated by this lowly countryside crook!


    “Just do what they ask, young sir,” Mr Baker tried to whispered to his master, who clearly had lost his mind.


    “Yes,” one of the other men said, who had overheard the driver, “just do what they ask, young sir, and everything will be fine.” The men laughed roughly.


    “Take off the waistcoat, too,” the highwayman said, gesturing towards him with the flintlock gun.


    Milton gave him such an icy glare that the summer temperature should have dropped several degrees, but obeyed him with stiff and angry motions.


    “Happy?” he asked sarcastically and let the waistcoat join the frock jacket in a heap by his feet.


    “Not quite. Take off your pretty shirt as well. I think I will keep it. It does look very nice,” the highwayman said, to the vast amusement of his vulgar companions.


    Milton hesitated. Getting robbed was one thing, humiliated another.


    “You are an idiot,” he informed the other man between clenched jaws as he untied the silk cravat. “Do you even know who I am? Do you have any idea? I am Milton Huntington. My father is the Duke of Huntington, and my uncle is the local magistrate in the parish! This will get you all hanged!”


    There was a short pause of silence before one of the men said in disbelief, “You? You are the son of Duke of Huntington? The richest manufacturer and coal miner in Derbyshire?”


    Mr Baker groaned again, and Milton silently cursed himself as he tore off the shirt in a jerky motion, paying no attention to removing the expensive cufflinks that held the sleeves together. He hoped they would rip off and disappear among the stones and pebbles on the road.


    “Yes. I am,” he admitted and regained some of his composure. Milton calmly straightened his back and lifted his head high, completely refusing to acknowledge the fact that he was indecently bare-chested. He held out the elegant shirt in front of him. “Here, thief. If you want it, at least come and get it!”


    Milton stared at the highwayman in disgust, challenging him. He could see the villain pause, perhaps sensing the trap, but moving forward nonetheless. And then, when he finally was within reach, Milton suddenly flew recklessly at the man, giving free rein to his undammed anger.


    A shot rang out, but harmlessly so; however, the unexpected loud sound frightened the horses, and one of them reared in panic. And even though Milton was both shorter and much leaner than the other man, he still managed to hit him with a well-earned blow across his chin and tackle him to the ground. In fact, Milton was almost starting to enjoy the pure madness and turmoil when he suddenly realized that something had gone horribly wrong on the way. He hesitated for a short second, still straddling the other man, with his fist in the air ready to punch him again.


    The highwayman noticed what was wrong first and swore.


    “That was very, very stupidly done,” the villain said in his hoarse voice, which was tight with anger.


    Milton was almost ready to agree with him as he looked down on his bare chest and saw the hilt of the rapier sticking out from his left side, just by the ribs. Blood was already flowing freely from the wound. His valet would have a fit when he saw what Milton had managed to do to the carefully selected and brushed grey breeches, Milton noted absentmindedly as the fabric started to soak up the blood. Strangely there was no pain, even though the there was quite a lot of blood.


    Was that not odd, that it did not hurt? Milton thought and felt almost giddy. All the anger had left him. Surely a wound like that should have hurt quite a bit, yes?


    “It is rather cold today, is it not?” Milton whispered softly to the highwayman for no reason at all.


    Reality seemed to waver a couple of times before it winked out. This truly must be the worst day ever, Milton thought before the dark veil of unconsciousness crept up around the edges of his world and oblivion wrapped itself around him, and he resolutely collapsed into the arms of the cursing highwayman.


     


    *


     


    Gradually Milton emerged to consciousness again and opened his eyes slowly. He had been dreaming, or at least he thought so. He remembered short sequences of fragmented memories: strong arms around him, holding him tightly on horseback. Someone carrying him with ease, calling at him to stay awake when he was so tired, so exhausted. And then later, a husky voice who gently told him that “This is going to hurt.”


    Then it had felt like someone had tried to tear away a large piece of flesh from his ribcage, and there had indeed been pain just like the husky voice had warned him. Lots and lots of pain. Until reality went away again.


    But now, he was lying flat on his back in an unfamiliar cool room, which smelled faintly of winter apples. The room had absolutely nothing in common with his usual room at Huntington Hall. The ceiling was wrong to start with. Instead of seeing the normal view of the intricate pattern of the carved rosewood ceiling in his bedchamber, Milton stared up at an unfamiliar, slightly arched stone ceiling. Small pieces of green moss grew in the crevices between the uneven grey stones. He noticed further that his luxury four-poster bed and goose-feather mattress had been exchanged for some sort of pallet made of a lumpy straw mattress and a thick, blue, woollen blanket, which smelled strongly of horses.


    Where on earth was he, and how had he ended up here? He had no recollection of what had happened or how he had gotten there.


    Milton tried to hunt his memories into making sense, and with a mild wave of sick recognition, he remembered the terrible marriage proposal to Miss Constance Bradwardine and her happy agreement to it. He also remembered crying wretchedly later in the horse carriage, wishing deeply that things could be different and that he could be like everyone else.


    …And then there had been an ambush of highwaymen? An attack of some kind? An accident?


    The memory was still patchy and refused to make sense completely. Ignoring a short stab of pain, he propped himself up on one elbow to get a better look at his surroundings.


    It must be some sort of cellar or a storage room, he thought because the small stone room lacked any kind of windows. Only a little sunlight was able to steal through the broad cracks around the closed wooden door at the opposite end of the room, casting most of the room in a faint dimness. But Milton’s attention was caught by the sight of a man, who was standing with his back towards Milton, leaning casually against the stone wall, apparently looking out through the small space between the wooden door and the stone ceiling. As if he had felt Milton’s eyes upon him, the other man turned around and looked directly at him.


    “So,” he said slowly, in a slightly husky voice. “You are awake, then, at last?”


    Milton’s heart seemed to skip several beats, and he had to swallow hard because–and may God have mercy on his soul!–the man at the other end of the small room was, without any doubt, one of the most attractive men he had ever seen. It made Milton intensely aware that he was undressed down to the waist, and he instinctively pulled up the horse-smelling blanket to cover himself.


    The man in front of him was both tall and muscular, and he seemed, for some reason, vaguely familiar. He was wearing the most mundane clothes: a carelessly laced linen shirt, which failed to hide his collarbones and a layer of dark, curly chest hair, Milton could not help but notice. He also wore a green waistcoat, a pair of brown moleskin trousers together with a pair of rather worn out knee-high leather boots. But there was something about the frayed red scarf around his neck which tickled Milton’s mind, although he had no idea why.


    He really should not be considered good-looking, Milton thought rationally. In fact, he should not even be considered to be handsome, not with that rough dark stubble and the unevenly cut brown hair, which fell from one side and reached just above his strong jawline. The man was even missing one of his teeth, the one next to his front teeth, which made him look mischievous and slightly wicked when he smiled, as he looked down on Milton.


    But still, the man was, for lack of better words to describe him, dangerously beautiful, in a natural and rough way. In fact, he was more than that; the other man practically radiated with raw and untamed masculinity, and it took Milton all his willpower and decency not to start speculating about what he may look like under all those shabby clothes.


    And suddenly, it made Milton deeply irritated and ill-tempered because he finally realized who the man in front of him was.


    It was the husky voice together with the faded purple bruise on the man’s chin, and lastly, it was his unusual eyes that betrayed him: this was the highwayman who had tried to rob him. Who had stabbed him. And who now, apparently, had kidnapped him!


    “Who, in the Devil’s name, are you?” Milton demanded to know.


    “Ah, so you remember me now, then?” the other man answered him calmly, his smile deepening somewhat, which made him look annoyingly charming. “You can call me ‘Badger’, that is what everyone around here calls me. And I am the one who saved your life.”


    Milton scoffed and ignored the stab of pain it brought him from his side. “You mean to say that you are the one who ran me through with a rapier!”


    “That was an accident!” Badger said, and his hoarse voice grew a little bit tight around the edges.


    “Preposterous!” Milton snorted. The other man was insufferable, he thought.


    “It was your own fault, you know that.”


    “Oh, really? I do not recall holding a rapier and somehow managing to stumble on a rock and fall on top of it,” Milton said. “No. I do not recall that at all!”


    To his satisfaction, he noticed the other man’s vexing smile was gone, and instead, his lips were compressed to a thin line.


    “Why can you not just say ‘thank you’?” Badger asked.


    “For what? Robbing me? Kidnapping me? Trying to kill me?”


    “For saving your life!” Badger growled. “Besides, I did not mean to kidnap you, but I could not leave you to bleed to death on a dusty country road. Perhaps I should have!”


    He stepped closer, and Milton felt his mouth go dry; however, the other man only sat down next to Milton on a three-legged stool and picked up a wooden mortar and a small sheaf of different kinds of herbs from the floor. The mortar was old; the wood had almost turned black with usage. Badger started to pinch off leaves from the herbs and added them into the mortar. His movements were careful and controlled; however, Milton thought with satisfaction that he looked rather irritated.


    They were quiet for a while before Badger spoke again.


    “Your wound is healing well, I would say. You were very lucky, by the way. The blade was thin, and it must have gone straight through without damaging any vital parts.” He paused and added slowly, in what Milton thought sounded like a rather uncharacteristically concerned voice, “You have lost quite a lot of blood, though.”


    “I need to be taken to a doctor or to a proper hospital, you do realize that?” Milton said. His sudden angry outburst had left him feeling weak.


    “To a doctor? Oh, I think not. If you die at the hospital, they will blame it on me and my friends, and we will be hunted down for murder. It is better for both you and me if I treat you myself. Trust me.”


    “But you are no doctor or even a qualified nurse!” Milton protested.


    “No, that I am not,” Badger agreed. “However, my mother was a wise woman, and since she never had any daughters, she passed her knowledge on to me instead.”


    “A wise woman?” Milton said with a mirthless laugh. “Surely you are joking? You are going to be the death of me! It is only down to pure dumb luck if the wound has not festered yet. Please, you must let me go back! Perhaps no one has even noticed that I have been gone…”


    Badger frowned at his comment. “Oh, I think they have,” he said. “You, my little ‘Sleeping Beauty’, have been unconscious for three full days now.”


    “Three days? Really?” Milton gasped in disbelief, ignoring the other man’s attempt to taunt him. Sleeping beauty, indeed! The man was both intolerable and vulgar!


    “Yes,” Badger said with a small crooked smile, before he grew serious again. “Consider yourself lucky to be alive at all.”


    Milton pondered this for a moment. He did not feel especially lucky or favoured. Indeed, perhaps it would even have been better if he had ended his days at the blade of a rapier in the hands of a highwayman?


    “Oh, do not worry. I think you are out of the woods now, so to say,” Badger said, who had misinterpreted his expression. “In fact, if you sleep and rest properly, I am sure you will be up and about in a couple of days.”


    “Yes, perhaps,” Milton said, and after watching the other man putting more and more suspicious ingredients into the wooden mortar, he could not help asking, “What are you doing, by the way?”


    Random herbs seemed fairly reasonable, but soot and salt? What next? Milton wondered. Would he add a piece of iron or lemon to the unholy mixture?


    “It is a potion for you to drink,” Badger answered calmly. “This is figwort and sage leaves. It will stop the wound from festering and make it heal more rapidly.”


    “I am not drinking that! Do you call that scientific medicine? What is it, some kind of witch brewing?”


    “No, of course not,” Badger said. “This is not witch magic.”


    “Well, thank Heavens for that!”


    “This is druid magic.”


    Milton laughed. He could not help it, even if it hurt the wound at his side. The man was, quite clearly, completely deranged. And just to leave out any doubt, Badger produced a belt knife, and with a quick motion and a small grunt, he sliced his finger and carefully let three drops of blood fall into the wooden mortar before he started to mash the ingredients together.


    “You cannot be serious!” Milton exclaimed in pure astonishment.


    “Of course I am. Does it look like I am joking? Now stop fretting, and be silent,” Badger said and rolled up his sleeves. And to Milton’s amazement, the man had blue markings along his muscular forearms. Azure blue tattoos snaked up along his arms and in under his linen shirt in a complicated, thick pattern. Milton almost reached out to touch them before he stopped himself. Badger added a couple of final leaves to the potion before he closed his eyes and started to mumble something in a strange language, which Milton did not recognize.


    There is absolutely no doubt about it. I am at the mercy of a madman, Milton concluded as he watched the other man chanting. A remarkably handsome and annoyingly beautiful madman, but a madman nonetheless.


    Milton pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. This was a nightmare, or so he hoped, and he sincerely wanted to wake up. Preferably right now!


    But he did not. Instead, Badger carefully poured the potion into a small cup and held it towards him. Milton looked highly sceptically at the cup and its vile contents in front of him.


    “You cannot possibly expect me to drink that!”


    “You have to,” Badger explained calmly. “It will make you better, and it will help you to sleep.”


    “I will not!” Milton exclaimed.


    “Why are you so stubborn?”


    “Well, let us see, shall we? I do not like you at all. And I most certainly cannot see why I should cooperate with a man who kidnapped me in the first place!”


    “Fair enough,” Badger said with a low growl. “Now drink it before you force me to hold your nose and stuff it down your throat.”


    He placed one rough hand carefully behind Milton’s neck, and before Milton had time to protest, he held the cup resolutely to his lips.


    Milton gave the other man a frosty glare, but he was too weak and had no choice but to drink from the cup, unless he wanted to find out if the crude highwayman really would carry out his threat or not. Milton had an ill-boding feeling that he would.


    “I hate you,” Milton whispered, grimacing at the bitter taste from the potion, while Badger tenderly helped him lay down again.


    “Just relax now, and try to sleep. You need to rest,” Badger said calmly and ignored his comment. However, he did not leave Milton’s side until he was sure of that Milton was sleeping deeply.


     


    *


     


    The next time Milton woke up it was evening, judging from the faint light by the door. He slowly dragged himself up in a sitting position. The wound did not hurt as much as he had expected, and he did feel slightly better. Thank God, I am young and healthy enough to survive the highwayman’s imaginary witchcraft and evil potions, Milton thought sourly. Druid magic? Unlikely! It is only pure, dumb luck that the wound had not festered or that I did not die from the blood loss.


    “Stupid scoundrel and his silly superstition,” Milton muttered and tried to stand up, wrapping the blanket around his bare shoulders against the chilly air. He felt slightly weak and a little bit light-headed, but except for that, he was in surprisingly good shape he concluded as he stood up. It was high time to figure out how to get out of this cellar and leave this unpleasant place far behind.


    Supported by the stone walls, he walked over to the wooden door. The door was old but rustic and, unfortunately, rather sturdy. The lock was on the outside, impossible to reach from within. Just my luck, Milton thought with a grimace. Perhaps he could try to break it; however, that would surely make enough ruckus to alarm the villains.


    Was there no other way out? Milton looked around and found a small opening at the side of the door, approximately at knee height. He ignored a flicker of pain as he bent down to investigate it further. The opening was small and rectangular. It was probably some kind of air vent, or so Milton assumed. He probably would have been able to squeeze through it, if it had not been for the strong iron bars, which efficiently kept vermin out of the root cellar, but at the same time prevented Milton from escaping.


    Milton rose slowly.


    “Damnation!” he cried out and kicked the door hard. To his surprise, someone answered him on the other side of the door.


    “You take it easy in there, you ponce. I am only here to bring you your dinner, you hear me?” the man said in a deep voice, and there was a rattling sound of keys. It was not the familiar hoarse voice of Badger, Milton realized and resolutely repressed the unwanted feeling of disappointment. Who cared who brought him dinner? It was not like he missed his kidnapper!


    “Stay away from the door now,” the other man barked.


    Milton took a couple of steps back. There was no use trying to get back to the improvised bed and pretend to be weak and feeble, since the villain already had heard him kick the door.


    He heard the metal click from the lock, and the door opened.


    One of the largest men Milton had ever seen stepped inside. He seemed to fill up the door frame and had to bend his head a little so that he would not touch the stone ceiling. Barrel-chested and with enormous thick arms, he must have been a former blacksmith, Milton speculated. The man was unshaved and had bushy eyebrows and curly brown hair. He was dressed in the same kind of worn peasant clothes as Badger. Clearly, the profit from being a highwayman was vastly overestimated, or at least, they did not seem to spend their stolen money on proper clothes or invest in razorblades either, Milton thought with distaste.


    The large man placed an oak bowl with some kind of stew and a piece of hard bread on the three-legged stool, and without another word, he turned around to leave.


    “Wait!” Milton commanded. He had noticed that the door behind the villain was still unlocked and slightly ajar. If only he could…


    A reckless plan had started to form in Milton’s mind.


    The other man stopped. “What is it now?”


    Milton managed to walk forward slightly unsteadily, but without the support of the wall. He bent down and pretended to inspect the food.


    “Do you really expect me to eat that?” Milton asked with a disgusted tone, which he did not need to fake. The food really did look rather unappetizing. “What is it? Rat-stew?”


    “It is coney meat, you ungrateful bastard!”


    “That is not even suitable for pigs to eat!” Milton said and scoffed.


    “You should be thankful it is meat at all! Badger said that you needed it, but the rest of us are having turnip and potato stew!” the other man roared. “If it was up to me, I would never have you mollycoddled like that!”


    “Well, I am not eating it!”


    “That is not my problem,” the barrel-chested man muttered angrily and turned his back against him and headed for the door.


    This is my chance! Milton thought. Rapidly he placed the bowl on the floor without caring that some of the hot stew spilled over his hands. Milton picked up the wooden three-legged stool. It felt robust enough in his hands, and using all his strength, he hit it against the other man’s head with full force.


    The stool broke into two pieces, and the other man grunted.


    But instead of falling to the earthen floor like a tree in the forest so that Milton swiftly could leap over him and escape, the large man slowly turned around. His eyes were filled with rage, and involuntarily, Milton took a couple of steps backwards, dropping the remains of the three-legged stool from his hand. Milton desperately tried to figure out what to say when the other man easily lifted him up from the ground as if he was a small child.


    “You have to hit harder next time. Like this!” the other man said and promptly head-butted him, in a hard and highly efficiently manner.


    It felt like being kicked by a vicious horse with steel horseshoes.


    The world around him did not waver or flicker this time when Milton lost consciousness. It was more as if someone very resolutely decided to blow out a candle, and Milton passed out immediately, completely dead to the world.


     


    *


     


    “So, is it just me, or do you have some kind of death wish?”


    Badger’s husky voice greeted Milton when he slowly came back to reality. Despite a throbbing headache, Milton had to smile at the comment.


    “Not really. Or at least, not that I know about.”


    “Are you sure? Because only a suicidal man or someone who is a complete imbecile would ever even consider attacking a thug like Jake. Even I would not do it.”


    “Ah, well. It was perhaps slightly rash,” Milton agreed.


    “You think so, do you?” Badger muttered. “Honestly, what does it take to keep you away from trouble? You really are the most problematic kidnapping victim ever!”


    “Suit yourself,” Milton replied aloofly and opened one of his eyes, glancing at the other man, who sat down next to him.


    Badger continued to mutter angrily, but started to dab Milton’s forehead gently with a cold, wet cloth. It felt rather soothing and nice actually, Milton thought and tried to reach up to touch his forehead.


    “Wait… Have you tied my hands?” Milton asked in surprise and looked down. His wrists were indeed securely tied, with a knot that was impossible to reach in front of him, with a thin, but strong-looking hemp rope.


    “Yes, I have. I had to, since I do not want you to try to escape or kill yourself again,” Badger admitted and paused before he continued in a softer voice. “Sorry about that, by the way. If it is any consolation, you are not going to stay here for much longer. We are exchanging you for the ransom later today.”


    “I see,” Milton said blandly.


    “By noon, you should be able to return to your family. So you will soon be back to your large mansion and your servants again.”


    “I am looking forward to that,” Milton agreed automatically; however, it did feel like a noose was slowly tightening around his neck. Oh, yes, it would be wonderful to go back, Milton thought. Back to my little box where I belong. With his all-too-often disappointed father, his distant stepmother, his superior brother, and his awaiting fiancée.


    How did it ever come to this? Milton made a small grimace and sighed. For some reason, the thought of going back to Huntington Hall felt more claustrophobic than being locked inside a root cellar with a criminal highwayman.


    Badger looked at him thoughtfully. “Of course you are looking forward to going home,” he said after a while, and something that Milton could not quite decipher passed over his face. “You will only need to stay a few more hours here, so please try not to do anything rash, all right?”


    “I cannot promise anything,” Milton said and was oddly pleased when he saw the corner of Badger’s lips turned into a crooked smile. “So, what will you do when you get the ransom? Do you plan to kidnap some other poor nobleman?”


    “No. It is too much of a hassle, I think,” Badger said with a laugh. “We will split the money and then probably lay low for a while. The entire forest is already crawling with patrols on your account. To be honest, I am thinking of retiring.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes. I am seven-and-twenty now, so I think it is time. After this, I will have enough money to go to Liverpool, and there I can get a boat ticket to America. And from there, we will see.”


    “America? The new world?” Milton asked, aghast. “Why on earth would you like to move to the colonies?”


    “Well… I need something new. A new start, I suppose.”


    “Why can you not just move to a small village instead, where no one knows you? Surely that must be better than leaving the country and spending all your money on a boat ticket?”


    “You think anyone would even talk to me if they knew who I was? Oh no. Once you have chosen this path, you stay on it,” Badger said with a trace of bitterness in his husky voice. “And even if you would like to change, you cannot. They will avoid you because you are a thief and an outcast. And even if I could disappear in a larger city, like Birmingham or Nottingham, I do not want to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, waiting to be recognized.”


    “But why did you become a thief, then?” Milton asked before he had time to stop himself.


    “I do not know. Perhaps my mother forgot and cut my nails before I turned one year old?”


    “Pardon?”


    “You have not heard that expression before? I suppose it is an old peasants’ proverb.”


    Badger was silent for a while before he continued. “My father died when I was eleven. We were farmers and rented land; however, after my father died, times were hard. We children had to stop attending the village school and work the fields instead. We tried our best, but we could not pay the landowner, and we had to move. My mother was not from Derbyshire, and we did not have any relatives that would take us in. My mother was… Well, different, I suppose. She made a lot of people uncomfortable. She was rather eccentric, and sometimes she would speak gibberish. She would mix up the past with the future and talk about things which still had not come to pass.”


    Milton was quiet; he did not dare interrupt.


    “So we moved into the forest. My mother, my three younger brothers, and I. We lived on berries and small game. It was a harsh life; however, the loss of my father had made my mother even more deranged. She started to see things. She would talk to people who were not there, and she would say strange things…” Badger said, his eyes staring beyond the stone wall of the root cellar, lost in the memory.


    “Then came the third winter. It was one of the worst winters for as long as anyone could remember. We ran out of food and did not have much dry firewood left. We tried to save it for as long as possible.


    “It did not work,” he said. He paused before he continued in an empty voice. “And then, one morning when I woke up, I… I was the only one left alive.


    “Barely half-alive, I left our scanty hut and tried to get down to the road. I would never have made it, but I was lucky, I suppose. I stumbled upon a gang of fugitives, highwaymen, just like I am now. They had food and fire, which was all I needed, so I stayed with them. I buried my family later in the spring.”


    Milton wanted to say something, but he could not figure out what. In the end, he awkwardly patted the other man’s arm and said softly, “I am sorry.”


    “Ah, well. It was a long time ago,” Badger tried to smile and shrugged. “Anyway. I brought you a toothbrush and a clean shirt. It is not the most elegant shirt in the world, I am afraid. And I thought that perhaps you would like to clean yourself up before you left. The others are collecting the ransom and should be back in a couple of hours, and then you are free to go.”


    Badger gestured to a wooden bucket filled with water on the floor and gave him the toothbrush and a sand-coloured coarse linen shirt.


    It was not really a toothbrush, like the one Milton was used to, which was made out of carved bone, and there was no tooth powder available either. It was only a peeled and slitted twig. Hesitantly Milton put it in his mouth and cleaned his teeth. At least it tasted fairly refreshing, he noted.


    He looked at Badger, trying to decide what to say so that the other man would leave so that he could wash in privacy.


    “I… I think I will have a proper bath later at home instead,” Milton said.


    “I have heard that all nobles were dirty. I mean, underneath all those fancy clothes, but I never believed it. Until now, that is,” Badger said teasingly and added, “At least I take a morning dip in the stream every day or wash off during the winter.”


    “I just prefer to have a proper bath in a copper bath tub, that is all,” Milton said dignifiedly. “But it matters not, I suppose.”


    Since he did not want to confess how uncomfortable he was with Badger seeing him almost half-naked, Milton had no alternative than to start washing himself with the cloth as casually as he could manage.


    “Are you going to take all day?” Badger asked. He was leaning against the wall and watching him with a peculiar look on his face.


    “I beg your pardon?” Milton said and tried to dry off the excess water with the damp cloth.


    “Well, I’d like to have a look at your wound one last time before you go.”


    Insight dawned upon Milton. “Oh,” he said, oblivious that water was dripping down his shoulders from his wet hair. “I see… Thank you, but that will not be necessary.”


    “Do not be childish.”


    “I am telling you, it is perfectly fine,” Milton said stiffly, trying to keep panic from entering his voice.


    “You really are being ridiculously silly! It is time to change the bandage anyway. Look, you have managed to get it completely soaked.”


    “I most certainly will not allow it!” Milton tried to protest and took a step backwards. His heartbeat increased rapidly as Badger came closer, and he felt his mouth go dry.


    “Lay down now so I can have a look at your wound, or I will force you to,” Badger said slowly, clearly starting to lose his temper.


    Milton glared at him maliciously and wished silently that his hands were untied so that he could strangle the obnoxious highwayman on the spot. The other man was hopeless. Completely and utterly hopeless, and he understood absolutely nothing!


    But with a small sigh, Milton gave up and lay down on the pallet.


    “Are you cold?” Badger asked in a slightly concerned tone when he noticed that Milton had pulled up the woollen blanket all the way to his cheek.


    “No, not really.”


    “Wait a minute… Are you being prudish?” Badger asked in mild amusement.


    “No! But I am appropriately modest, if you must know. Not everyone is as barbaric as your lot!” Milton exclaimed. “Some of us have standards!”


    “I have seen you without your shirt for several days now, you are aware of that?” Badger said and smiled a crooked smile.


    That really did not make things better, Milton thought and decided to refuse to answer his impolite question.


    The worst part was that the other man was right. But then Milton had been more or less unconscious. This time he was not, and it made a vast difference.


    At home, at Huntington Hall, he had a valet, Mr Bartlett, who helped him choose his clothes, dress, and shave. And even though his valet was a nice and rather fine-looking man, Milton had never been nervous around him the way he was at that moment when Badger kneeled in front of him and resolutely lifted the blanket.


    Badger started to carefully remove the bandage around his bare chest. The bandage was rather wet; however, it did look clean, especially in comparison to Milton’s dirty and bloodstained grey breeches.


    “Is that my shirt?” Milton said.


    “Well, it was. We did not have any dressings, so I had to make do,” Badger answered.


    “So at least you could not keep it,” Milton said and inhaled sharply as the other man’s hand gently touched his naked skin.


    “Does it hurt?” Badger asked, with a touch of concern in his husky voice.


    “Not really, no,” Milton said truthfully and looked away. The wound was not large, but it still looked rather unpleasant.


    “It is healing rather well, I would say,” Badger concluded. “The edges of the wound have knitted together, which is a good sign. I have made an ointment for you to apply twice a day.”


    Milton mumbled something non-committal and gritted his teeth as Badger lightly pressed his fingers around the wound and continued to examine his side. A shiver danced down Milton’s spine, and he felt goose bumps starting to form. His heart beat so fast he was worried that the highwayman might hear it.


    “Is it still feeling tender?” Badger said with a slight frown.


    “I am perfectly fine, thank you. There is no need for you to work your heathen magic on me,” Milton replied in a flat voice.


    “You should thank the ‘heathen magic’ that you are still alive at all,” Badger retorted absentmindedly as his fingertips stroked his skin lightly.


    It was most distracting, to say the least, Milton thought and tried to remain calm.


    “Well, are you finished soon? I’d like to put on that horrible peasant shirt so that I will be ready to leave,” Milton said. “I will look like a farmer, by the way. My family will probably not even recognize me any longer. Dirty breeches, peasant shirt, and a several-days-old beard. I am doomed.”


    Badger chuckled softly at his complaints. “Do not worry, they will recognize you as soon as you open your mouth and say something snobbish. Besides, the beard looks good on you. You should consider keeping it.”


    “Do you honestly think I would accept fashion advice from a highwayman?” Milton scoffed. “Highly unlikely!”


    Badger did not answer, but he smiled a crooked smile, which showed his missing tooth and made him look slightly wicked. As long as he had been cleaning the wound, the dull pain had kept Milton’s thoughts somewhat in check; however, as Badger slowly started to gently apply the ointment and massage it into the skin, other unwanted and unbidden thoughts entered Milton’s mind.


    There was something absolutely maddening about how close he was and the way he was kneeling in front of him. It reminded Milton of those stolen weeks in Venice, two years ago during his grand tour of Europe.


    For heaven’s sake, do not think about that! Milton silently screamed to himself. Those were the forbidden memories, locked away in the deepest chambers of his mind, never to be thought about again.


    Milton fought desperately to control his breathing and disobedient thoughts. But despite his firm mindset, he felt to his mortification that his private parts were slowly and irreversibly stirring as Badger’s hands continued to touch him. Milton wished fervently that those rough hands would travel all over his body, exploring him. Wanting him.


    There was no doubt that even though Badger was absolutely wrong in so many ways–He was a villain! A scoundrel! His kidnapper, for God’s sake!–but nevertheless, Milton yearned for him badly.


    It was ridiculous, of course, but still true. The fact was that Badger was annoyingly handsome in his own rather rough way, with his dark tangled hair, his stubble, and those unusual, beautiful eyes. And it most certainly did not help that he had a muscular body with strong arms with the peculiar blue tattoos, broad shoulders, and a sinfully pretty little bottom.


    Milton nearly bit off a curse. His wandering thoughts had not improved his mood; in fact, it had made it worse. And the sight of the other man kneeling in front of him, touching him, was spellbinding. Milton stifled the urge to spread his knees apart and silenced a small sigh. Just because he lusted after the other man like a senseless animal did not mean that it was mutual, he reminded himself. In fact, most likely it was not.


    Therefore, Milton quietly settled for the tantalizing experience of letting Badger continue to touch him while he examined him, and pretended that it did not affect him, one way or the other. It was a mild form of torture and highly exciting.


    “Sorry,” Badger mumbled when Milton had to lift his upper body from the pallet to let the bandage slip in underneath him. With surprisingly gentle hands, Badger wrapped a new clean bandage around Milton’s chest and waist.


    The other man’s presence and his closeness were intoxicating. Badger was so near him Milton could even smell him. He closed his eyes and inhaled Badger’s scent, a combination of the wild forest, horses, and slightly, but not in an unpleasant way, of masculine musky sweat.


    Milton knew perfectly well that it was time for him to break away. He should make up an excuse and hastily remove himself; however, he could not resist lingering in the precious moment for just a little bit longer.


    Then suddenly he realized that he had waited too long. Milton could almost sense the change in the air as the other man suddenly noticed the shameful tittle-tattle of the bulge under his dirty breeches.


    “Oh,” Badger said in surprise.


    “I-I-I… I can explain!” Milton said in pure desperation, while he hastily tried to cover himself with the horse-smelling blanket. He cursed himself silently for waiting too long, while his mind raced to come up with a possible explanation.


    “I do not think you need to explain anything,” Badger said calmly, but he did not move away from him.


    “I assure you, it is not what it looks like!”


    “You know…” Badger whispered and slowly leaned closer until his lips were just inches away from Milton’s. “I think it is exactly what it looks like…”


    The air around them suddenly seemed to be almost electrified, just like before a thunderstorm. It felt like the world quietly held its breath and that even the smallest movement would break the spell. Milton did not even dare to breathe and was starting to feel slightly lightheaded and dazed. Small details like the tiniest drop of sweat slowly making its way down Badger’s temple seemed to register in Milton’s mind, and he had no idea why.


    Afterwards, they could never agree about who had made that first, initial move. Perhaps it was because it all happened at the same time?


    Milton raised his tied hands and cupped the other man’s chin between his palms and roughly kissed him at the same time that Badger wrapped his strong arms around him and pulled him closer.


    Badger answered his kiss hungrily and rolled over on his back so that Milton was straddling him, while Milton continued to kiss him thoroughly, ignoring the harsh stubble that grazed his cheeks. He buried his fingers into Badger’s dark hair, kissing him deeper, exploring his tongue with his own. Badger’s hands travelled boldly from Milton’s bare shoulders, along his spine, and finally cradled his bottom, which made Milton utter a small muffled moan of expectation. Without being able to stop himself, Milton started eagerly moving his hips against him; however, the friction only made him more excited in a rather maddening way.


    He gasped with pleasure when one of Badger’s hands found its way to the front of his breeches and gently closed around his tight testicles, and then slowly the fingers followed the ridge along his throbbing length, while his other hand was rubbing his buttocks, pressing him closer.


    “I want you,” Badger mumbled between their kisses. “Please let me take you.”


    Milton moaned in reply as Badger started to pull down his breeches, and he shuddered with desire when Badger’s fingers touched his naked skin. Milton kissed him deeply and pushed his hips against him. The dual sensation of the other man’s fingers surrounding his naked hardness and at the same time teasingly exploring the sensitive area along the cleft of his bottom was rapidly driving Milton towards his release. In fact, he could already feel that the tip of his erection was getting slightly moist.


    Badger broke their kiss and started to pull off his high leather boots and hastily removed his waistcoat and shirt with a hurried motion. His strange azure blue tattoos continued along his forearms and climbed around his strong muscular arms like ivy all the way to his shoulders, Milton noticed.


    They kissed passionately again, trying to catch up with the lost seconds they wasted on removing their clothes. Badger’s hands abandoned him as he tried to untie the knot to the rope around Milton’s wrists. He swore in frustration as he struggled with it.


    “Ignore it! I do not care,” Milton whispered and moved his hips against him, moaning quietly when their naked erections rubbed against each other.


    In reply, Badger uttered a low growl, which sent a rush of shivers along Milton’s spine. Badger kissed him, deeply and intensely, while he pressed his strong body closer to Milton’s, his hands greedily grabbing him, pulling him nearer.


    “Please,” he said, his husky voice thick with raw lust. “I want you. I need you!”


    “You will need to prepare me first, in that case,” Milton whispered coyly in confirmation and was rewarded by another low growl. Milton did not mind being on the receiving end during sexual intercourse with other men, especially not when his bed companion so clearly craved him. In fact, he found it rather satisfying that he could make the other man do what he was told, enslaved by his own desire.


    “Come,” Milton suggested, and he rolled over so that he lay on his unwounded side, gesturing how he wanted Badger to position himself. “Like this.”


    Badger swiftly understood what he meant and was quick to obey and positioned himself happily in the right place so that he lay opposite Milton. His body shuddered slightly when Milton slowly took the tip of his erection between his lips, and at the same time, Badger let his fingers close around Milton’s warm and throbbing hardness, and he playfully let his tongue start to explore the sensitive area of the head, taking his time.


    The sensation was blinding, and the desire exploded in his mind as the full impact of pleasure hit Milton. He did not wait for Badger’s reaction as he hungrily started to alternate licking along the full erection and sucking on it, while he teasingly tickled the soft hair that hid his ballocks. In response, Badger groaned and wrapped one muscular arm around his slim waist, pressing him closer.


    The position gave Badger full access to all of Milton’s most sensitive and private parts, and Milton sighed with anticipation and delight when he first felt a gentle pressure against his secret passage. Curious fingers began to sinfully stroke him, touching and tempting him. Exploring him. His desire abruptly increased by several notches. Milton felt himself grow even harder, and with a small moan, he pressed himself more resolutely against the other man while he took as much as possible of the firm erection in front of him in his mouth, letting it slide between his wet lips and deeper down his throat.


    It had been so long since he had been with another man. Too long, Milton realized distantly, and he knew that he would never be able to hold back, but it mattered not. He heard Badger swear as he tried to move away from him while he sucked harder and more intensely, carried away by his own carnal yearning. All Milton could concentrate on was the feeling of Badger’s fingers, which firmly surrounded his slick hardness while he stroke his secret entrance, together with the almost overwhelming sensation of the other man’s tongue and wet mouth. Mindlessly Milton continued to push his hips against him rhythmically, fully aware that he was unable to withhold anymore. It felt almost excruciatingly good. Milton moaned when desire overtook him and tore him away, and he cried out when he felt the hot release leave him.


    He was dazed and felt rather stupefied, still dancing with the demons of desire, when he felt strong hands around his waist, easily turning him over on his stomach.


    “You have no idea how aroused that just made me,” Badger whispered hoarsely in his ear, leaning over him. He cupped Milton’s chin with both hands and turned his head so that he could kiss him, deeply and hungrily. Milton could taste his own seed on his tongue. Lazily he raised his hips until he felt the other man’s hard erection against his bottom.


    “I know,” Milton admitted sinfully. He heard Badger catch his breath when he slowly started to rub his bottom against his naked full length. “That was sort of the point.”


    “Please,” Badger whispered eagerly, with a touch of desperation in his voice as he pressed his hardness firmly against his secret opening.


    Milton knew he was fully relaxed and ready, his body felt warm and heavy. However, he could not resist teasing him a little bit by pausing for a while before he whispered, “You… can do whatever you want with me. I am all tied up, remember?”


    He invitingly arched his back.


    His comment had the most encouraging and wicked effect on the other man. Badger groaned loudly and rubbed his hardness more determinedly between the cleft of his bottom, and despite that Milton already had found his release, he still felt a small quickening of lust in response to his raw eagerness. Badger’s firm erection was wet and slick with a combination of Milton’s saliva and a small amount of release, and it glided easily between Milton’s buttocks. He licked his fingers, and Milton sighed with pleasure and willingly arched his back when he felt wet fingers teasing him, tempting him again. He knew he should not be able to get his erection back so soon, however, the anticipation and the thought that he was ready to accept another man deep inside of him was highly exciting.


    “Oh God, yes. Take me,” Milton moaned when first one and then two roguish fingers entered inside of him. Milton shamelessly rocked his hips against them to increase the sensation. Finally, he yielded and spread his legs wide apart while he pulled up his knees and tried to reach down with his tied hands to guide him inside. He desperately wanted to be taken, to be filled up completely, and he gasped with pleasure when he at long last felt Badger slowly, but steadily, making his way. Since they did not use any oil, the feeling of the hard erection, which was uncompromisingly pushed inside of him, was raw and intense; however, Milton was aroused enough for it to work. In fact, he was almost bordering on delirious with passion, and his body happily rejoiced over the physical intrusion.


    When he finally had buried himself all the way to the hilt, Badger started to move steadily in and out of him, pushing deep with every movement. Milton moaned quietly and met his pace, thrust by thrust. Badger leaned closer over him, his lips seeking his. His stubble grazed Milton’s cheeks, and he kissed him deeply and passionately as he increased his pace further.


    His stronger body pressed Milton down, but the friction against the woollen blanket was not enough to make him come. Still, the physical sensation of being so completely conquered by another man was more than arousing, and Milton felt his desire ignite, bringing back his erection with full force. All Milton could hear was his own moans, which mingled with Badger’s low groans of pleasure and the sound of their sweaty bodies meeting. He moaned again and changed the position, arching his back further and turning his body slightly to the side, which enabled Badger to penetrate even deeper inside of him.


    A low growl escaped from Badger’s lips in response, and his grip around Milton’s slim hips increased, his fingers digging into the flesh as he pushed harder against him. Then suddenly he lost all control and throwing carefulness to the wind, Badger suddenly started to thrust harder and as deep as possible inside of him at a reckless speed, which was impossible to maintain for long. Milton had never been ridden like that before, in such a rough and untamed way, and he gasped for breath, enjoying every mad moment of it.


    With something similar to a small roar, Badger pulled out, and despite Milton’s protests, he reached down and touched himself until he came with a harsh cry, his warm seed covering Milton’s hips and back. He more or less collapsed half on top of Milton, who, with a vexing hiss, tried to push him away.


    “No! No, you do not!” Milton protested, and with a surprising strength for someone who was so much smaller than the other man, he turned around and resolutely pushed him downwards in between his legs. Badger chuckled softly in a combination of disbelief and amusement when Milton rather desperately and without any carefulness tried to force him down to his waiting erection.


    “All right, all right,” Badger mumbled and bent down, letting his strong fingers close around his hardness, while he slowly started to suck on the tip of his erection, his tongue gently exploring the crown and the sensitive slit.


    However, Milton did not want it to be neither careful nor slow, he was already far beyond that. Pure desire had sunk its claws in him, and he fiercely buried his hands into Badger’s dark hair and roughly started to push against the other man’s mouth. Badger gasped in surprise, but was quick to adapt. Without any hesitation, Badger sinfully let two of his fingers slide inside where his erection just had been and was rewarded by a small cry from Milton, who ruthlessly thrust himself harder against him, using him fully for his own pleasure. Without even trying to withdraw, Milton moved his hips almost violently against his mouth, and he felt himself tightening around the digits inside of him before he came again, deep down the other man’s throat, with a small feral snarl.


    Badger held still for a short moment and only withdrew when he felt the other man relax and fall back. Milton lay gasping for air with wide unseeing eyes, staring blankly at the stone ceiling.


    “I… I am sorry about that,” Milton managed to say after a while in an unsteady voice. “If I… ah… was a little bit too rough, I mean.”


    “I do not mind,” Badger said and chuckled softly. “If fact, I kind of like it, to be honest. Besides, I think I am strong enough to take it, and I was not entirely gentle with you either.”


    “Yes, you are kind of a brute,” Milton agreed.


    “Me? You were the one who nearly tried to rape me and who completely ravished me!”


    “Mmm. Well, you deserved it,” Milton mumbled drowsily.


    “You are not falling asleep on me now, are you?”


    “Of course not. I would never do that,” Milton mumbled disapprovingly and snuggled closer.


    A few minutes later, he was fast asleep.


    Badger looked down on the naked man next to him and frowned. His captive victim was a complete mess with his tussled hair, his unshaved cheeks, and the general attributes of rough and sweaty lovemaking. He was even snoring a little, but he still managed somehow to look dignified and beautiful like an angel, Badger noticed. How was that even possible? Badger wondered and shook his head as he inspected the wound and gently untied the sleeping young man. He smiled a little, placing a muscular arm around him, and pulled the woollen blanket around them.


     


    *


     


    “Badger! Badger!” a man called from outside.


    There was a noise from a horse, which was getting closer, and the faint sound of barking dogs in the distance. Badger jumped to his feet, hastily donned his clothes, and dashed out from the root cellar, leaving a drowsy and undressed Milton behind.


    “What is it, Jake? Why are you here? You are supposed to be down the road!”


    “It was a trap, Badger. A trap!” Jake said.


    It was the large, barrel-chested man, the same one whom Milton had assumed was a blacksmith.


    “A trap? What the hell happened?”


    “But I got the money, Badger. I tricked them back, you see,” Jake said, ignoring Badger’s questions. And then he unexpectedly slowly tilted forward and clumsily fell down from the horse.


    “You are wounded!” Badger exclaimed.


    “Worse than that, lad. And none of the others made it. I am the last one left,” Jake said in a faint voice, his face turning paler. “And they are after me… Take the money, Badger. You must take it and run!”


    He held up a brown cloth bag, and Badger took it in bewilderment, but he never had the time to reply. A little blood ran down from the large man’s mouth, his face grew still, and his head gently lolled to one side.


    “No!” Badger shouted and shook the other man’s heavy shoulders vigorously. “Damn you, Jake. Do not die!”


    Milton had managed to put on his clothes and had left the cellar. He arrived just in time to hear the last comment from the dying highwayman, but he was quicker to react than Badger was.


    The barking dogs seemed to be getting closer, and Milton thought he heard horses and men shouting to each other not far away.


    “You have to leave,” he concluded efficiently and rapidly collected the reins to Jake’s horse. “Get up on the horse and go! I will tell them you went another way.”


    Badger let go of his dead companion and stood up slowly. He scrambled up in the saddle, dazed.


    “Hurry, they are coming!” Milton said and forced the brown cloth bag into Badger’s hands.


    “Why are you helping me?” Badger asked suddenly and looked down to him from the horse.


    “Because I do not want to see you hang, you idiot! Now leave!” Milton screamed and looked out over the forest, franticly spying for riders.


    “Why?” Badger said in astonishment, his eyes narrowing. “Do you care for me?”


    “Yes!” Milton shouted in frustration. “Of course I do!”


    “Then come with me!” Badger said and held out a hand.


    Milton hesitated.


    Their gazes locked, and he searched the other man’s eyes for answers. Green eyes with golden speckles. So different and unique. He promised himself he would remember them for the rest of his life.


    Milton knew that he could not go with him, of course. The mere thought was both ridiculous and insane. It was pure madness! Milton thought rationally, but another voice in his mind whispered softly, or perhaps it was love?


    Abandoning all reason, he took the other man’s strong hand in his own. Badger swiftly pulled him up behind him on the horse, and soon they rode wildly through the forest, which Badger knew like the back of his hand, gradually leaving their pursuers and everything else far behind them.


     


    *


     


    Six months later, New York


     


    It was evening, and Milton was standing in front of the rounded attic window to their flat, with a tumbler of whiskey in his hand, looking out over the rooftops after a busy day at the solicitor firm where he worked.


    He never grew tired of the view. A few snowflakes were dancing in the air outside. New York seemed to expand a little bit more every day, its streets bustling with newly arrived Irish immigrants, who mingled with the old Dutch settlers and other people from all of the corners of the world.


    Their dog, Pip, an English Springer Spaniel mongrel, was dozing in front of the fireplace, but lifted his head when he heard a key in the door and went to the door to greet Badger enthusiastically, as if he had not seen him for weeks. Milton shook his head at the silly dog.


    “Missed me today?” Badger said and wrapped his strong arms around Milton from behind.


    “A little,” Milton confessed and smiled. “How was work?”


    “Not too bad,” Badger answered. He worked irregular hours as a journalist at one of the morning papers. “What were you thinking about when I came in? You looked a little bit odd, I think.”


    “Oh, nothing really. I was thinking of before… When we met.”


    “So, have you regretted your decision to elope together with a dangerous highwayman to the uncultivated colonies?” Badger asked.


    Milton raised an eyebrow. “You? Dangerous? You could not even hurt a fly.”


    “I ran you through with a rapier once, though,” the other man reminded him and distracted him by placing a soft kiss at the nape of his neck while stealing the glass of whiskey.


    “Oh, please,” Milton scoffed. “You said it yourself: it was an accident.”


    “Ah. Well, about that… But still, if you could, would you go back?” Badger said.


    “And suffer through another horrible boat journey? No, thank you!”


    “I always thought that you are kind of adorable, though, when you are pale and all helpless.”


    “You are a sick man!” Milton said sternly and retook his glass from the other man.


    “Admittedly,” Badger said with a soft chuckle. “No, but seriously, do you ever wish that you had chosen differently and stayed in England?”


    Milton pondered the question and sipped the last of the whiskey. There was an underlying sincerity in Badger’s voice, which was laced with a certain amount of hidden worry too, Milton realized. He could understand Badger’s concern, in a way, because he knew that he had sacrificed a lot to come with him.


    Absentmindedly Milton traced the blue tattoos along the other man’s forearms before he answered. Badger called then ‘woad patterns’ and said that they were of Celtic origin.


    Milton tilted his head back and inspected the handsome man embracing him. In a way, he looked incredibly different from the first time they had met. His dark hair was stylishly combed to one side, and he was neatly shaved with a pair of stylish short mutton chops. He had taken off his grey frock jacket and was wearing a white cotton shirt and a dark auburn brown waistcoat and matching trousers. But regardless what he looked like, he was still the same man Milton had fallen in love with.


    “No,” he said, after a while. “I do not wish to go back. I think I was rather depressed and deeply unhappy. My family probably miss me to some extent, and perhaps they sometimes wonder what really happened to me, but I think my brother is better suited to run the estate. And as for young Miss Bradwardine… She is young and pretty, and I read recently in the paper that she has been engaged to Lord Winchester, who most likely has a much better chance of making her happy than I had.”


    “I see,” Badger said, his strong arms embracing him a little bit tighter.


    Milton turned around, letting his lips brush the other man’s cheek.


    “Besides, I have everything I ever wanted and ever needed,” he said simply and kissed him. “I have you.”

     


    ***


     


    ~ THE END ~

  


  
     


    Did you enjoy this story and would like to read more?


    

    ~ Different Desire ~

    a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novelette Collection. Vol. I.

    

    ~ Complicated Affairs ~

    a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novella

     


    ~ Blackmail ~

    a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novella

     


    ~ Corsets and Cravings ~

    a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. II.


     


    ~ Lust and Lace ~

    a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. I.


     


    ~ Secrets and Seduction ~


    a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. III.


    (Coming soon!)
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    Lady T. L. Jennings writes all her stories by hand into classic journals. (The picture was taken in Bath, where Jane Austen lived between 1801-1806.)


     


    Lady T. L. Jennings is a shy writer who loves the Victorian era and afternoon tea. She lives on the outskirts of Oxford in England, and writes Victorian erotica and romance with a dash of gothic mystique in longhand with a fountain pen. She collects books, corsets, and lovers (all with varying levels of success).


    Visit her website: www.mysecretquill.com or follow her on Facebook or Twitter for the latest news regarding writing and free stories.


     


    Would you like to support the Author and her work?


    Please write a review on Amazon or Goodreads!

  


  
     


    ~ About this story ~

     


    The novelette “Captured by Him” was influenced by the general romantic concept of a noble-born person falling in love with a villain or a rogue. The theme is of course not that uncommon in the literature, but I wanted to write my own version, and before I knew it Milton and Badger turned up on my doorstep and demanded (very politely) that I wrote about them. I accepted, of course.


    I did some background research for this story, including the legend about Robin Hood and highwaymen and robbery during the 19th century in England. (I have taken the liberty to extend the period of highwaymen slightly, since apparently the last highwaymen in England operated around 1830.) I also would like to thank The Museum of the City of New York for the interesting film about the development of New York, including during the 19th century.


     


    I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I liked writing it!
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