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Chapter One
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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
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