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"Damn you, Alexandra Turlington. Why did you have to grow up to be so beautiful?" Damien covered her mouth with his and kissed her, tasting her as he'd been dying to do since the first day he'd arrived at Willowmede.
He didn't know whether he hated or loved her. The thought made him try to push her away, but Alex clasped her arms around his neck and pulled him back.
He stared at her a moment, then, laughing harshly, he kissed her forehead, her eyes, her nose. He felt her come up on tiptoe; she clung to him, pressing her lips to his. A bolt of white heat coursed through his body. God, she was sweet! So responsive. So delicious. He gathered her closer, kissed her deeply and lost himself to all rational thought.
Alex was unprepared for Damien's sensual onslaught. The dim recollection of that first kiss they shared so long ago paled in comparison to reality. Her stomach fluttered and an expectant pressure built in her chest. Desire raged in her veins, strengthened by Damien's hard body pressed against her.
She knew she was playing with fire, yet she couldn't help herself. The unleashed passion in Damien's powerful frame and the sexual hunger gleaming in his golden eyes tantalized her body to respond. Alex wanted more--she had waited so long.
****
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Dedication
To my sister, Linda.
Thanks for encouraging me to think outside the box.
This one's for you.
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Chapter One
London--1811
"My game, I believe," announced Damien Avenall, Fifth Viscount Rochdale. He methodically gathered the vouchers before him, glancing indifferently at his latest victim.
The young Earl of Chadburn sat stunned, his head down, fingers clutching his black hair. He had just lost a fortune. Pale and trembling, he faced the viscount. "You have my IOUs, Demon. I'll need a couple of days to consult my bankers."
Damien nodded and rose from the table. "Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I believe I shall call it an evening."
The men around him protested loudly.
"It's only two of the clock. Still quite early. You must allow Chadburn a chance to recoup his losses," complained the fat dandy seated on the opposite side of the gaming table.
Demon Avenall smiled his satanic smile. He allowed his gaze to flicker contemptuously over the earl. "I think not. Unless there is something else Chadburn should care to wager?" The taunting question hung in the air.
The earl shook his head slowly. "You've won it all, Demon."
"Then I bid you gentlemen goodnight." Without a backward glance, he left the exclusive gaming hell, heading west on Pall Mall.
Early morning mist hung heavy over the dark cobbled streets as Damien made his way toward his town house in Cavendish Square. The walkways were deserted. He crossed Piccadilly and turned on Bond Street. A large man in a dirty frieze coat emerged from the shadows, like a ghost rising out of the fog.
"Easy now, guv'nor," the ruffian growled. "Don't want no one to get hurt. Just empty yer pockets, if you please." He wielded a knife in one beefy fist, extending the other to collect the spoils.
"But it doesn't please me at all," Damien replied. It had been a long night and he was ready for bed. He was in no mood for this. Lifting his ebony cane, he deftly twisted the knob. A short-sword at the end of the stick glittered dangerously in the lamplight.
"Oh ho!" the thief said, a nasty glimmer in his rheumy eye. "If it's a fight yer want, it's a fight yer'll get." He charged forward, knife held high, a growl low in his throat.
Damien stood his ground and waited for the assault. He lunged at the thief racing toward him, stabbing flesh with the deadly blade. Blood spewed everywhere, and the thief dropped to the pavement in a crumpled heap, his knife clattering on the cobblestones.
Damien bent to wipe his bloody weapon on the dead man's coat, then retracted the sleek blade into the cane. After straightening his cravat, he continued on his way home.
When he turned off Oxford and into Cavendish Square, he paused in mid-stride. A mud-splattered traveling coach with four steaming horses stood before his town house.
"What the devil?" he muttered and quickened his step. As he neared the coach, he recognized his friend, the Right Honorable Mr. Garrett Fleming. He was busy issuing instructions to three footmen who were carefully removing an unconscious man from the carriage.
Spying the viscount coming toward him, Garrett rushed to greet him. "B'gad, I'm happy you're home, Demon! Quinters didn't know where you were or when you'd return. We've just this instant arrived from Dover." He shook Damien's hand and they hurried back to the carriage. "I brought old Rob home from Spain as fast as I could. Lost an arm, been in hospital, you know. And if that ain't enough, now the poor fellow's gone off in a dead faint. Can't say that I blame him. Devilish trip. Exhausted, poor chap."
Stopping near the carriage, Damien stared at the pale face of Captain Lord Robert Turlington, the only man besides Garr Fleming whom he truly counted his friend. They had all attended Eton together, then Cambridge. Damien clenched his jaw when he saw the bandaged stump where Rob's arm should have been.
"What happened?" Damien asked. "I've had no letter, no message. Nothing."
"There wasn't time," Garrett said. "Let's get Rob into bed, then I'll explain everything."
Above them, the butler held open the massive doors as the footmen carried the wounded man into the town house. A servant dressed in funereal black followed them, carrying a valise in one hand, a pillow in another. Robert's valet, no doubt. "I've taken the liberty of preparing the green bedchamber, my lord," the butler informed Damien with a bow.
"Excellent. Send someone to fetch the doctor at once," Damien said. "And Quinters, send a groom with a carriage to the corner of Piccadilly and Bond. I believe there may be a corpse lying about. Send Webb. Have him deliver the body to the magistrate with my compliments." Damien started up the main staircase after the footmen, with Garrett close on his heels.
"What bloody corpse?" his friend demanded in outrage. "You've killed someone again, haven't you? Can't leave bodies on street corners, you know. Bad ton, old man, bad ton."
"My dear Garrett, when have I ever been considered good ton?" Damien said over his shoulder.
"You were born good ton," Garrett said, after mulling over Damien's remark. "Your father was a viscount. Rich as a nabob. You went to the best schools. I'm good ton. Rob's good ton. Why ain't you good ton, Demon?"
The viscount grinned. "I don't care to be good ton. It would bore me exceedingly, I assure you."
"But what about the corpse?"
"Forget the corpse," Damien said as they reached the bedchamber. "I did society a favor by disposing of the wretch. Enough. Now, tell me about Robert."
The footmen laid the unconscious Lord Turlington on the bed, and the valet began to settle his lordship comfortably in the large four-poster.
"Poor old Rob," Garrett said, sighing mournfully.
"When did it happen? Where? How?" Damien stared at his friend lying helpless on the bed, so still and pale.
"It was the Battle of Barrosa, the fifth of March," replied Garrett. "The French took hold of Barrosa ridge; Graham was determined to win it back. Rob was delivering orders when he fell." Garrett shook his head, as if trying to dispel the thoughts. "I didn't know he was missing until hours after the battle. I found him beneath his horse. Arm was crushed. Doctors tried to save it, but no use. Rob's taking the loss hard. Can't blame him, really. Would myself, if it were me."
The valet removed his master's boots, his attention focused on the task. Robert remained unconscious all the while. Obviously, his strength had been tested to the limits by the ordeal of losing his arm and the trip from Dover.
"Your colonel let you bring him home?" Damien asked.
Garrett nodded. "I've been granted emergency leave. M'father's in a bad way, so I had to come home. I offered to escort Rob to Willowmede. He didn't want to go, wanted to come here instead. Had to see Demon, he said."
Standing at the foot of the bed, Garrett looked at his friend. "I thought everything was fine, but the crossing to Dover was rough. Rob suffered from mal de mer. We stayed two days in Dover. He wasn't getting better, so brought him on to London. Moon was full. Decided to travel all night."
"Must've been a hell of a trip," Damien said.
"Devilish, like I said. But that's not all." Garrett fumbled in his pockets until he found his snuff box. He flipped open the lid and took a delicate pinch. "Rob's worried about his fiancée. Says he won't go through with the wedding, not being whole and all. Worried about his sister, too. He thought you might help." He eyed Damien expectantly.
"I'll help any way I can. You know that. Although, I don't know what I can do." Damien drew in a long breath. Robert and Garrett had always depended on him in moments of crisis. Well, he certainly didn't plan to let them down now. What had the dons dubbed them at Cambridge? The Unholy Trinity. Idiotic to think of that now. They'd been inseparable in their youth.
A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts.
"If I may, my lord," said the valet, moving toward the door.
The doctor entered the bedchamber. "Good evening. I understand I have a patient to tend to?" He handed his hat and cane to the valet and made his way to the bed.
"Do you think he'll be all right?" Damien asked, noting the frown on the doctor's face.
"I'll be able to tell you his exact condition after I've examined him, my lord."
Damien nodded. "Fair enough. Come along, Garr."
Once downstairs, Damien escorted his friend to his study. "I could use a brandy. How about you?"
"A brandy would be most welcome." Garrett yawned and headed for one of the winged-back chairs near the fireplace.
Damien handed Garrett a glass, then sat across from him. They both gazed at the flames in the grate and sipped their drinks.
Life was always throwing surprises. Some bad, some good. Hell, he knew that better than anyone. But to lose an arm in the prime of life . . .
"Damn it, I told Robert not to join up," Damien said, raking his fingers through his dark brown hair. "There was no reason for him to go fight. He laughed in my face, and now look what's happened."
"Rob thought it his duty to fight the French," Garrett said, then paused as if a thought struck him. "Never begged me not to join. . . did you, Demon?"
Damien shrugged impatiently. "Your situation is entirely different. You're a younger son. It was either the military or the Church for you."
"Right, then. Never could stomach being a vicar. Really no choice in the matter." Garrett studied the amber liquid in his glass, swirling it around. "What do you think about Rob wanting to cry off from his engagement? Not the thing, you know."
"He'll be well out of it, is what I think." Damien tossed back his brandy and set the glass down on a side table with a thunk. "I saw Robert's fiancée last month at Sally Jersey's ball. The lovely Lady Felicia Marlow," he spat in contempt. "Lady Felicia had conveniently forgotten she was engaged to be married. She danced three times with Bosworth and flirted with Hargrove. She's a heartless bitch."
Garrett shook his head. "Poor old Rob."
There was a short rap on the door. The butler showed the doctor into the study and Damien offered him a drink.
"What's the prognosis, Dr. Montague?" he asked.
The physician carefully considered his brandy, sniffing its rich bouquet, obviously savoring the first swallow.
"The prognosis, doctor?" repeated Damien.
"Oh, he'll do, he'll do," said the physician. "He's weak though. Careful nursing is required. I'll send Mrs. Giles over in the morning. She's an excellent nurse and will know exactly what to do."
"I prefer you send over a male attendant," Damien said, taking the doctor's empty glass.
Dr. Montague stared at him in amazement. "I beg your pardon, my lord?"
Garrett kindly explained. "Demon don't allow women in his house. Can't abide 'em. Says there's only two reasons to have women around. To warm his bed and give birth to his heirs, after he marries, of course. Ain't a female servant in all of Demon's households."
"I see," Dr. Montague said. "In that case, I'll send my assistant--he's a good man, very efficient. In the meantime, Lord Turlington needs someone nearby at all times. He must be given these powders at seven."
Handing the medicine to Damien, the doctor closed his black leather bag, then carefully polished his wire-rimmed spectacles. "I advise you to keep a careful watch on the baron, my lord. Sometimes severe melancholy and depression sets in, especially after an amputation." Replacing the spectacles on the bridge of his large nose, he gazed at Damien from beneath bushy brows. "To put it bluntly, his lordship may try to do himself an injury or worse. I'll return this afternoon at three, to check on the patient."
Opening the door for the physician, Damien nodded in understanding. He watched as the doctor bowed himself out.
"Good God, Demon! You don't think Rob will try to kill himself, do you?" Garrett exclaimed, aghast at the possibility.
"I won't let him," Damien replied. "As soon as the doctor says he can travel, I'll escort him to Willowmede and stay until I'm satisfied with his recovery. I have no engagements in town to speak of, except an invitation to dine with my Great-aunt Vallonia next week. I'll make my excuses to her, then be free to escort Rob home."
"Knew we could count on you," Garrett said, yawning wide and stretching.
Damien nodded. "Quinters has prepared a chamber for you. You're welcome to stay as long as you like. And Garrett, I'm sorry about your father."
Garr smiled sleepily at his friend. "Thanks, Demon. Probably just a wild-goose chase. M'father always gets in a bad way when he wants to see his sons. But never can tell. Old fellow is getting on in years. I'll snatch a few hours sleep, then be on my way."
****
Fifteen minutes later, Damien stood by Robert's bedside. After dismissing the exhausted valet, he shrugged out of his jacket and loosened his cravat. Pulling up a chair so he could be near, he saw Rob was awake.
"Demon," Robert said softly, relief evident in his hushed voice. He smiled bleakly, then turned his head to the wall. "You can see I've lost my arm."
Damien gripped his friend's good shoulder. "I know, Rob. I'm sorry."
Robert heaved a ragged sigh. With lips set tightly together, he looked again at the viscount. "I need a favor."
"Anything. Just name it," Damien said.
"I want you to break the news to Alexandra. I don't know how she'll take this," he said tiredly.
"I'm certain your sister will be thankful you're alive," Damien assured him.
Robert smiled grimly. "Thankful I'm alive when I wish to God I were dead." Closing his eyes, he soon fell asleep.
After adjusting the coverlet over Robert, Damien snuffed the candle and went to the adjoining dressing room. He stretched out on the cot. He would administer the fever powders himself and watch over his friend until the attendant arrived.
As he lay there, he stared at the ceiling and allowed his thoughts free rein. It had been many years since he'd visited Willowmede. In the past, Rob had often invited him to his country estate to recuperate from his wild jaunts in town. Situated just outside of Bath, overlooking the Valley of the Avon, Willowmede was the perfect place for rest and relaxation.
But Damien had not accepted one of Rob's invitations for a long time. He had good reason. Closing his eyes, he thought of the one woman he wanted but could never have. The one woman who did not want him. Alexandra Turlington. Robert's lovely sister.
Damien smiled bitterly. He had lost count of the number of women he'd wooed, bedded, and promptly forgotten. None of them could fill the burning need he felt for Alexandra.
He had known Alex since she was in leading strings. She had been a charming and engaging child. Damien had become closely acquainted with her when she started assisting her father in his observatory. Lord James Turlington had been an avid astronomer. He introduced Damien to the wonders of the night sky, and the two men had spent countless hours at the telescope.
When Alexandra showed an interest in her father's work, Lord Turlington had been thrilled. Whenever Damien visited Willowmede, the three of them worked side by side until the wee hours of the night.
Damien and Alexandra had been on the friendliest of terms, and he loved her like a little sister. He was eight years her senior, after all. Knowing Alex held him in considerable affection had given Damien a sense of security in his wild, unstable life. He could be away from Willowmede for months at a time, yet whenever he returned, it wasn't long before he and Alexandra fell back into their easy camaraderie.
But something had changed on his last visit. Something dreadful. He'd been away for over a year. When he finally came back to Willowmede, Alexandra was a child no longer. She was out of school, and at seventeen, she had become a beautiful, desirable woman.
Everything about her contributed to her loveliness. Her wavy chestnut hair, usually gathered with a ribbon to hang long down her back, was pinned up, with a few errant curls framing her oval face. Smooth, tawny skin invited a man's touch. The high cheekbones and straight little nose emphasized Alexandra's beauty. Eyes the color of glittering emeralds held a promise of passion, as did her slender supple body.
On the narrow cot in Cavendish Square, Damien rolled to his side, trying to ignore the latent desire flowing through his veins as he thought of Alexandra.
Yes, something had changed on that visit. Desire, a feeling he'd never associated with Alexandra, held him rigid when he first saw her again. And when she hesitated before approaching him instead of flinging her arms around his neck as was her habit, Damien silently cursed the conventions, knowing nothing would ever be the same between them again.
Why had she grown up to be so damned beautiful?
For reasons beyond his comprehension, some devil had prompted him to pursue her. He'd taken great pains to go gently with her as he began his subtle wooing. He told himself it was amusing when Alexandra rebuffed his practiced charms. Someone must have warned her about his reputation.
Damien soon found there was nothing amusing about the overpowering sensations he experienced each time he was near Alexandra on that fateful visit. He hated what he was feeling for the young woman. He was beginning to almost hate her for growing up.
Gone was the happy friendship they'd shared for so many years. Gone was the special place Alexandra held in his heart. He could never be friends with such a beautiful woman.
The night he'd kissed Robert's sister, the moon had been bright over Willowmede, the black sky clear, the stars bright. Perfect conditions for observing the heavens.
It had been late when he made his way to the observatory which held Lord Turlington's large telescope. Everyone else had gone to bed. He was slightly foxed, and he stumbled on the stairs, spilling some of his drink. Cursing his clumsiness, he opened the door and paused on the threshold when he heard a surprised intake of breath.
Alexandra looked up from the cluttered workbench near the telescope where she stood making notes in a journal. The flickering lamplight cast a warm glow around her. Damien searched the dark corners of the room. Alexandra was alone.
She froze as he advanced toward her, wariness creeping into her beautiful green eyes. Even in his befuddled state, he sensed her withdrawal as he set his glass on the workbench.
"Please, go on with your work, Alexandra. Or perhaps I should say--Miss Turlington?" He couldn't keep the bitter sarcasm from his voice as he nodded toward the books and papers. "Don't let me disturb you, my dear."
"I think I should leave," she said, her voice low and uncertain. She took a step backward.
"Nonsense," he said. "Perhaps I can be of assistance. Just like old times." He smiled as he stepped around the table, close enough to smell her enticing clean scent of soap and lavender. "Which portion of the sky are you checking tonight, Miss Turlington?"
She flinched at the formality and quickly turned to adjust the position of the telescope. Why did he persist in taunting her? Why couldn't he leave her alone?
"The northern quadrant," she said, struggling with the stubborn mechanism. It sometimes stuck at the most inopportune times. "Papa believes there's a planet somewhere between Mars and Jupiter, as do most of the members of the Astronomers Association. I'm helping Papa in his search by making a sweep of the night skies."
"Allow me," offered Damien. He stepped to the telescope and stood directly behind her. Chestnut hair gleamed in the moonlight, her head inches from his chin. Leaning forward, he reached over her shoulder to position the telescope and felt her stiffen.
He pointed the metal cylinder toward the northern skies. When his arm brushed against her, Damien discovered she was trembling. His own hands were none too steady. He had become dangerously aware of Alexandra as a woman over the last fortnight. He should have left Willowmede days ago, but she drew him like a magnet. He'd put off leaving day after day.
"I believe we have it positioned correctly now," Damien whispered in her ear.
She turned her head toward his. "Thank you."
Staring at her mouth, Damien stood spellbound. He bent his head and softly brushed her lips with his own. Her mouth was warm and velvety. Ignoring her widened eyes, he gathered her in his arms and kissed her thoroughly, as he had been longing to do for days.
Damien lost himself in the embrace, drowning in her loveliness. His fingers twined themselves in Alexandra's magnificent hair, as he sought to bring her closer. He felt an unholy joy when she responded to him, her unpracticed kisses sweet in his mouth. Strange emotions engulfed him. He never wanted to let her go.
Deepening the embrace, he gently caressed one soft breast. Immediately, Alexandra began to struggle free. Too fast, Damien thought. He'd gone too fast. He released her, stone-cold sober now. The look on her face would be etched in his memory forever. She stood before him, her long hair tumbling about her shoulders, and her emerald eyes blazing with anger, fear and hurt. She was panting heavily.
"It was only a kiss," Damien said carelessly. Retrieving his brandy glass, he deliberately took a sip. His hand shook slightly and his heart pounded in his chest.
"Only a kiss!" she repeated, furiously wiping her mouth. "I knew I should have left the observatory as soon as you came in! I thought I was safe because you're a guest in this house. I thought you were my friend. I was obviously wrong." She lifted her chin and looked at him with cold disdain. "You're a wicked man, Damien Avenall! Immoral and sinful, just as they said. And I was fool enough not to believe them. How could you make improper advances toward your best friend's sister? Toward me?"
Choking back a sob, she pushed her hair back, away from her face. Tears glistened on the tips of her long lashes. She took a deep breath. "No wonder they call you 'Demon!' Satan would be more apt. No decent woman could ever want you!" She swept past without looking at him, leaving Damien alone with his brandy.
****
In his London town house, Damien rose from the cot. How many times had he remembered and savored that kiss? So long ago, yet he could still taste Alexandra's lips as if it were yesterday.
The clock in the hall struck six, and the servants were beginning to stir. He checked on Rob and found him still asleep.
Damien stood by the bed and stared down at his injured friend. Robert needed him at Willowmede. Alexandra would be there. She believed he had betrayed their friendship. In a way, he had. But he felt betrayed also.
He had always mistrusted females. Especially beautiful ones. His father had suffered at the hands of his beautiful heartless wife. Damien had vowed no woman would ever hold that kind of power over him.
He laughed silently. He was fooling himself and knew it. For ten years, one woman had dominated his body, mind and soul: The beautiful Alexandra.
He knew she despised him and his way of life. He despised himself for the way he felt about her. He wanted her. God knew he wanted her. But he would change for no woman. Not even Alexandra.
Chapter Two
On Thursday evening, Alexandra sat with her friend, Jenny Sedgewicke, on one of the sofas lining the walls of the New Assembly Rooms in Bath. She vigorously applied her fan as she surveyed the crowd. Bath patrons and visitors flocked to the weekly assemblies Mr. King provided for their entertainment--the Dress Balls on Mondays, Fancy Balls on Thursdays.
Resting after taking part in a lively country dance, she and Jenny were waiting for their partners to return with the lemonade they'd gone to procure. The room was stifling from the heat of so many coifed and perfumed bodies.
"I'm glad you invited me to Willowmede, Alex," Jenny said, fanning herself energetically. "I enjoy going to Town for the Season, but I much prefer the quieter country life."
"So why, after only a fortnight at Willowmede, did we decide to remove to Bath?" Alexandra teased, a mischievous smile playing about her mouth.
"We needed to replenish our supply of books for one thing," Jenny replied pragmatically. "I also wanted to match the thread I'm using for my embroidery and you needed new gloves."
Alex smiled. "New gloves, indeed. We both know the real reason we left is because we're worried to death about Robert, and everything at Willowmede reminds us of him."
Jenny laid her small hand over Alexandra's. "Surely, you'll receive news soon. They would have notified you if something was seriously wrong."
"I know," Alex said. "Except I can't help worrying, and don't tell me you think I'm being foolish."
"I think nothing of the sort. You have every right to feel worried," Jenny said in her deep, quiet voice. "But what will you do when Robert does come home? Will you stay at Willowmede after he weds Lady Felicia?"
Alexandra adjusted the folds of her topaz-colored skirts. "No, I plan to live here in Bath. I'm used to being my own mistress, and I don't wish to hang on Robert's sleeve. Besides, Willowmede is only an hour's drive from here. I'll be close enough to continue my work in the observatory."
Jenny folded her fan closed. "You know, I didn't realize how serious an astronomer you'd actually become. In your letters, you always mention your studies, but somehow I thought it merely an amusement."
"I'm afraid it's become an obsession with me," Alex confessed. "Papa's dying wish was for me to continue his search for the cause of the seventh planet's irregular orbit. At first it was an onerous task, but now I'm convinced Papa was correct in his assumptions. Something is indeed causing the Georgium Sidus--as Mr. Herschel named the planet--to orbit erratically." A frown gathered on Alexandra's brow, as it always did when she pondered this mystery. She glanced at her friend and smiled. "For heaven's sake, don't get me started or I'll prose on and on and you'll be bored to tears."
Miss Sedgewicke shook her head. "As if I could ever be bored in your company, my dear."
"Well, of course you could, you goose! Especially if I start in on my favorite topic."
"That's nonsense, and you know it," Jenny said. "Do you think Robert will allow you to set up household alone in Bath?"
"Good God, Jenny!" Alex exclaimed. "I'm twenty-six years old and well able to set up and maintain an establishment of my own. As for being alone, Aunt Haygood will naturally continue to live with me."
"And what about Sir Howard Carlisle?" Jenny asked. "He seems to be pursuing you in great earnest. He followed you to London this Season. If I remember correctly, Sir Howard rarely goes to Town."
"Yes, he prefers the country, as do I." Alexandra fiddled with the strings of her reticule sitting in her lap. "I am considering his offer, Jenny. I've been weighing the advantages and disadvantages. I'm not getting any younger, and I want to have children someday. I like Carlisle well enough, and Bramble Court is only five miles from Willowmede. I could still continue my work at the observatory, even though Carlisle thinks it's all foolishness. His young son, Jonathan, is a dear. Yet somehow I find I can't appreciate Carlisle as I should."
Jenny opened her fan again. "Most marriages start with respect and liking for one another. Love often comes later. Don't let something that happened long ago ruin your life forever, Alex. Sir Howard is worth ten Rochdales. It was only a kiss, after all."
Alex gave Jenny's hand a grateful squeeze. "That is exactly what Rochdale said. Only a kiss. But why have other men's kisses been so lacking?"
"Why, Alex! How many kisses have you received?" Jenny asked in mock horror.
"I'll never tell," Alexandra replied demurely, her eyes dancing.
Jenny spoke seriously. "I think you should give Sir Howard a chance. He's worth his weight in gold, you know." Looking around, she searched the throng. "I thought he would be here tonight. Ah, yes--I knew I could not have been mistaken! Here comes your persistent suitor now."
Alexandra looked across the crowded Assembly Rooms to see her latest admirer making his way towards them. Sir Howard Carlisle was a good-looking man. His guinea gold hair was swept back from his broad forehead, his cheeks were rosy, and his eyes a clear blue. He was of medium height and stockily built. Sir Howard always dressed neat as a pin--a typical country squire. Alex wondered why she couldn't admire him more.
Carlisle came up to them just as Mr. Nettleton and Mr. Bryant-Smythe arrived with the lemonade. Alexandra made the introductions. Another dance was starting.
Sir Howard bowed low over her hand. "If you check your card, Miss Turlington, I believe you will find that this is my dance."
"I believe you're right, Carlisle." Catching Jenny's eye, Alex tried not to smile. She was swept off onto the dance floor, leaving behind an amused Miss Sedgewicke.
"You look ravishing as always, my dear," Sir Howard declared, casting a proprietary glance over her.
"Thank you," replied Alex.
He executed the steps of the dance with deliberate precision. "How long do you plan to continue in Bath?"
"Only until the end of the week," she said. "The George is reaching its perihelion, and I must chart its course. I really should not have come to Bath at all, except we were feeling rather moped at home."
"Yes, I should think you were," he said. "I must tell you that in my opinion, there are more important matters to concern your pretty head with than a silly star."
Alex raised her chin slightly. "The George is not a star, Carlisle. It is a planet. The Georgian Planet. Papa called it the George for short, and so do I. But that's neither here nor there. Of course, there are more important matters that concern me. You know there are."
The movements of the dance separated them, and when again they came together, Carlisle gently pressed her hand. "Still no word from your brother?"
"No. It's been almost four months since his last letter. If I don't hear anything by next week, I'm going back to London to make more inquiries."
"My dear Miss Turlington, I wish you would grant me the privilege of sharing this burden; indeed, I would like to share all of your burdens, as you well know," Sir Howard said, pressing his suit further along.
"You're very kind, but I need more time to consider. I know you must think me a widgeon," Alex murmured.
"Never that, my dear. I understand your indecision. Marriage is an important commitment and should not be rushed into. You must excuse me for seeming impatient. A man in love sometimes becomes overly eager."
The blatant declaration made Alexandra feel squeamish and uncomfortable. "You've been wonderfully patient with me, Carlisle. I'll try to give you my answer before we leave Bath."
When the dance ended, Sir Howard led her back to Jenny. Alex saw that Aunt Haygood had seated herself on the sofa next to her friend.
Miss Rachel Haygood, a fifty-year-old spinster, lived with Alexandra at Willowmede. She was overly plump, honest to a fault, transparent in her emotions, and dressed in outrageously bright-colored clothes. Alex often wished her aunt had a more subdued taste in apparel. Tonight, she wore a purple satin gown with large pink ribbons. A monstrous turban of yellow silk perched precariously on top of her titian-colored hair.
"I'm ready to go home, niece," Miss Haygood announced pugnaciously.
Alexandra dared not meet Jenny's glance; they both knew Aunt Haygood considered Sir Howard a threat to her comfortable way of life. Alex was aware her aunt fondly believed they were both confirmed spinsters who would live contentedly together for the rest of their days.
She sat beside her aunt. "But it's early yet, dear heart. I thought you were having a comfortable coze with your cronies. Is something wrong?"
"My lumbago is acting up again," she complained loudly, eyeing Sir Howard with ill-concealed hostility. "I must get home and brew some chamomile tea."
Alexandra bit her lip to keep from smiling. Aunt Haygood was not overly fond of men, and whenever any of her niece's suitors came around, her lumbago always flared up.
"I'll send for the carriage immediately," Alex told her. "Jenny and I shall wait until the ball is over. It's almost eleven, so we won't be far behind. I'm sure Carlisle won't mind escorting us to Laura Place."
"It would be an honor to perform such a pleasant service," Sir Howard replied promptly.
"I'll stay," Miss Haygood said in martyred tones. "Never let it be said Rachel Haygood shirked her duty towards her family. Even if I am in considerable pain, I will not desert my post!"
Alexandra smiled indulgently as her aunt continued.
"You know I would never leave you alone, unchaperoned, in the midst of all these men!"
The music started again. Sir Howard cleared his throat, glancing uneasily at Miss Haygood. "I believe this is our dance, Miss Turlington. Shall we?"
"How many times do you plan to stand up with my niece tonight, sirrah?" demanded Miss Haygood.
"You know I would never claim more than two dances with any lady of my acquaintance," Carlisle said, on the defensive.
"I know nothing of the kind," she declared, fixing him with a haughty glare. Her turban swayed alarmingly as she shook her head at him.
Carlisle bowed stiffly. "Shall we dance, Miss Turlington?"
"I'd be delighted." Alex grabbed his arm and hurriedly led him away from her aunt, toward the set that was forming on the dance floor.
****
The next morning, Alex rose early. She had promised herself to do the accounts and take inventory of the sheets and linen. She was serious when she'd told Jenny she planned to remove to Bath when Robert married Lady Felicia.
Alex drank a cup of chocolate, then went to the bookroom. Seated at her desk, she pored over the entries in the account ledger. The columns and numbers refused to balance. She jumped up and paced around the room. She was in no mood to do accounts. Her mind kept wandering.
Why hadn't she heard from Robert? The last letter she had received was dated early March. It was now the middle of July. She knew he was always in the thick of the battles, and there had been several engagements this past spring. Alex felt something terrible must be wrong.
Sitting once more at her desk, she opened the ledger. After she balanced her books, Alex resolved to write Lord Brumley at the Foreign Office. She had met his lordship at her Aunt Penwaithe's house several times during the Season. Surely, he would be able to obtain news of Robert.
She trimmed her pen, then started on the accounts again. A loud rapping on the front door caused her to make a smudge in one of her columns. Alex heard Bentley answer the urgent summons. A deep male voice spoke earnestly to her butler in the hall.
She glanced at the mantel clock. It was only seven-thirty. Who could be calling at such an hour?
Bentley came to the door. "Viscount Rochdale, Miss," he intoned.
Alexandra stood quickly and gripped the edge of the writing table. She stared unseeingly at the butler. Rochdale? What in the world? Her shoulders tightened as she felt a sudden apprehension. Rochdale could only be here for one reason. Dear God! He must have news of Robert.
"Show him in," she said, bracing herself for the worst.
When Rochdale strode into the bookroom, he looked windblown, as if he'd ridden hard. His eyes swept her from head to foot with an appraising glance. She met his look squarely.
"It's Robert, isn't it?" Alexandra asked, her voice trembling slightly. "He's not . . ." She couldn't finish the dreadful question, but swayed, feeling as if she might swoon.
Rochdale was before her in an instant, supporting her shoulders. "No!" he answered roughly. He let her go and stepped back. "He's alive. Garr Fleming brought him to me in London. Robert's been wounded."
"Alive. Thank God," Alexandra breathed in relief.
"There's more," Damien warned.
Alexandra sank down on the sofa. She looked anxiously at Rochdale, who held himself in a rigid stance. He was still so formal, so withdrawn. "More?" she asked blankly.
"Robert was wounded at Barrosa Ridge," he said. "His horse fell on him and crushed his right arm. The surgeons couldn't save it."
"No. Oh, no," she whispered. She wouldn't cry. She must be brave for Robert's sake.
Rochdale walked to the window and looked out. "Rob wanted me to break the news to you." He turned to face her. "Your brother is in an extremely vulnerable state. He has always been strong and active; he's having a difficult time with his loss."
Alexandra squeezed her hands tightly together, looking at him. She couldn't think clearly. She was immensely relieved Robert was alive. But to lose an arm! A heaviness weighed upon her heart and stomach. She forced herself to listen to Rochdale.
"The physician in London told me to watch Rob closely. He said he is suffering from depression and might try to do himself an injury. He might even contemplate suicide."
Alexandra rose swiftly to her feet. "I must go to him immediately!"
"Yes," he agreed, "that's why I've come. Robert needs careful nursing. He's extremely weak--from loss of blood and the long journey home. I have a carriage waiting to convey you to Willowmede."
"Pish!" Alexandra swept back a loose curl from her forehead. "I'll ride. Give me a few minutes to change into my habit and make the necessary arrangements with the servants. Aunt Haygood can follow as soon as possible."
"The carriage would be more comfortable, Miss Turlington," Rochdale said.
"It will be faster on horseback. I've been sick with worry for months. I want to see Robert as soon as possible." She hated how he continued to call her Miss Turlington, when once they'd been so close.
"As you wish," Rochdale said with a slight nod of his head.
Alexandra pulled the bell. The butler was on the alert and came instantly. "Bentley, Robert has been wounded. I must go to Willowmede at once. Have a groom fetch Cosmos from the stables. And tell Mrs. Crawford to serve Rochdale some coffee." She smiled gratefully at the viscount as Bentley went away to do her bidding. "I'll be ready in fifteen minutes." She was gone on the words.
****
When Alex entered her bedchamber, her maid was waiting. Maggie, learning the master of Willowmede was wounded, quickly helped her mistress into her black riding habit, then secured a smart black hat on Alexandra's head.
"Is my aunt awake yet?" she asked the maid, adjusting the hat more comfortably.
"Yes, Miss. She's having her tea in bed. It's lemon verbena this morning."
"I wonder what she's trying to cure today," murmured Alexandra. Aunt Haygood believed all things could be cured with the right mixture of herbs. If only that were true.
Alex grabbed her riding crop and gloves. Striding down the hall, she knocked and entered her aunt's bedchamber. Aunt Haygood, wrapped in a green silken robe adorned with giant cabbage roses, sat in bed sipping her tea.
She smiled on her niece. "Come in, my dear, come in. Where are you off to so early?"
"Rochdale has brought Robert home, Aunt. He's very ill. We haven't heard from him in so long because he was wounded in battle," Alex explained as she drew on her calf-skin gloves. "I'm leaving immediately with Rochdale. Jenny can help see to the packing, then you can follow in the carriage."
Aunt Haygood sat straight up in bed. "Oh, dear! Is Robert going to be all right? How bad is he?"
Upon receiving assurances that he was not at death's door, she eyed her niece with misgiving. "Alexandra Turlington! Do not tell me you are going to ride alone with Lord Rochdale! It would be highly improper! Why he's the biggest libertine in England!" She straightened her cap and leaned back against the plump pillows. "Robert is in safe hands at Willowmede. It would be much better to wait for Jenny and me. It won't take us long to get ready, then we can all go comfortably in the carriage."
Alex kissed her aunt's cheek. "I have no time to wait for the packing and the dawdling pace of the carriage. Robert needs me now, Aunt."
"Promise me, you'll ride side-saddle," implored Miss Haygood. "You know how I disapprove of your unmaidenly desire to ride astride. It's bad enough when you ride like a hoyden at Willowmede, but you must practice decorum in public or you shall ruin your reputation."
"I'll do the proper until we are out of Bath," Alex promised.
"And you will take a groom, won't you, dearest?" pleaded her aunt.
"Don't get into one of your pothers," Alex said, deftly avoiding the issue. "I'll be fine. I expect to see you and Jenny at Willowmede by dinner time." Alexandra kissed her aunt goodbye and left the room.
Down the hall, she tapped on the door of Jenny's bedchamber with her riding crop and peeked into the room. Jenny sat at the dressing table, waiting patiently for her maid to finish winding her long silky braids around the crown of her head.
Alex walked in and gave her a quick hug. "I've come to tell you I'm off to Willowmede. Rochdale has brought Robert home. He's been wounded and needs nursing."
Jenny's gray eyes dilated and her face paled alarmingly. Alex knew her friend loved Robert like a brother. When she and Jenny were in school, they had spent many vacations together at Willowmede. Grabbing the vinaigrette, Alex waved it under Jenny's nose.
"Thank you, dearest," Jenny whispered. "That is quite enough. How bad is he hurt?"
"He's lost an arm," Alex explained gently.
Jenny took the vinaigrette from her and sniffed it again. "Lost an arm, you say?"
"Yes, and he's extremely weak and needs me. Rochdale is waiting below. We're leaving at once. You and Aunt Haygood can start out this afternoon."
"Of course," Jenny said, her color slowly returning. "I'm sorry, Alex. I don't know what came over me. It must have been the shock--to suddenly receive tidings about Robert, after not hearing anything for months." She summoned up a smile. "Now, don't worry about things here. I'll help your aunt with everything."
Turning back toward her dressing table, she caught Alexandra's eyes in the mirror. "Will you be all right with Rochdale?"
Alex gripped her riding crop tightly in her hands. "Yes, he's been kindness itself. He's taken care of Robert, accompanied him to Willowmede all the way from London, and rode here with the news."
Jenny dismissed her maid and rose from her dressing table. "Well, I'm glad to see there's some good in the man they call Demon. Will you really be all right riding alone with him, dearest?"
Alexandra shrugged a shoulder. "I'll be fine. I've refined too much on that incident in the observatory--it was so long ago. And it was only a kiss. He probably doesn't even remember. I've made up my mind to accept Carlisle's proposal and get on with my life. But first, I must see to Robert."
Chapter Three
Damien waited outside with his horse until Alexandra emerged from the house. She had taken the news of her brother quite well. No tears or hysterics like most women would enact. She had swayed, and he'd thought she might faint. He remembered the exquisite feel of her delicate shoulders under his hands when he had caught her. The worry in her emerald eyes had almost been his undoing, and he had resolutely pushed her away. He had wanted to comfort her, yet could not. He'd foolishly given up that privilege long ago.
A Turlington groom led a sleek black stallion around from the mews. Damien noticed there was a regulation saddle instead of a lady's side-saddle on Alex's horse. He was about to ask the groom if he'd made a mistake, but forgot what he was going to say when the door opened and Alex skipped lightly down the steps.
She looked unbelievably beautiful in her severe black habit with a split skirt. A froth of white lace nestled at her throat, and a tiny hat sat jauntily on her head. When the groom helped Alexandra onto her horse, Damien quickly turned to adjust his girth. He sought to control the irrational urge to knock the servant down, simply for touching her. The feelings were idiotic; he was behaving like a mooncalf. He must repress such absurd emotions. She was only a woman, after all.
Mounting his horse, Damien looked toward Alex. She was seated sideways on the saddle. She waved the groom aside, leaving him behind as they headed north toward Willowmede. Shortly after passing the city gates, Alexandra came to an abrupt halt and dismounted before Rochdale knew what was happening.
"What the devil?" H pulled on the reins and turned his horse around.
"I won't be but a moment," Alex said. "I'll cover ground more quickly if I sit astride. Would you please help me remount and then we can be on our way?"
"My pleasure," he said, unable to hide an appreciative grin. She'd always been a headstrong little thing. He dismounted and stood looking down at her for a long moment, admiring the fine contours of her lovely face. The grin swiftly faded when his eyes fell to her lips. They were soft and red like rosebuds. He knew how she tasted. He wanted to taste her again.
Swallowing hard, Damien grasped her waist, tossed her up in the saddle and quickly relinquished his hold.
With cheeks flushed, Alexandra settled her divided skirt. "Thank you. May we now proceed?" Her breathless voice gave evidence to the fact she wasn't immune to his touch.
Damien held her gaze. She didn't look away, but instead lifted her chin. "I hope I haven't shocked you," she said, clasping the reins in a firm grip. "As you can see, I still prefer to ride astride. In town, I ride side-saddle, of course. I'm not completely lost to all convention."
She gave her horse the office to start and left Damien standing in the middle of the road, staring after her.
When he caught up, Alexandra stood in the stirrups and surveyed the landscape. "Let's cut across those fields. We'll make better time if we do."
"Lead on, Miss Turlington," he said. If she preferred to ignore what had just passed between them, that was fine by him. It was for the best, really.
They rode cross-country, jumping fences and stiles instead of keeping to the roads. Alexandra had always been an excellent horsewoman with good bottom and light hands. Damien thought she sat her horse better than most women; better, in fact, than many men of his acquaintance.
"Now, just over that rise and we'll be there," she said, pointing her riding crop toward the west. She urged her mount to a faster gait, and Damien gently spurred his own horse. It wasn't long before they rode up the gravel drive and stopped in front of the gabled Elizabethan manor house of Willowmede.
Damien helped Alexandra to dismount, unable to resist the opportunity to touch her again. His inability to keep his hands to himself didn't bode well for the visit. "Go on," he said gruffly. "Robert is eager to see you. I'll tend to the horses and then join you."
Alexandra threw him a strange glance and ran up the steps. What was she thinking? Why should he care? Damien shook his head. Why was he so drawn to this particular woman?
Leading the horses to the stables, he clenched his fists around the reins. He could still feel the warmth of her body through the thick layers of her riding habit. He could still smell her unique scent that had haunted him all these years.
Was he tempting fate by remaining at Willowmede? He was treading dangerous waters and knew it. For more reasons than he cared to acknowledge, Damien hoped Robert made a quick recovery.
****
Once she'd entered the house and climbed the stairs, Alexandra hesitated outside her brother's bedroom door. Would Robert be changed? How would he receive her? At her knock, the valet opened the door and allowed her to enter his master's chamber.
Looking toward the bed, she asked quietly, "Is he awake?"
"Yes, Miss. He's been asking for you this hour or more." Alexandra walked slowly to the bed, her eyes filling with tears as Robert turned his head and smiled tiredly at her. "Oh, Robbie!" she cried, throwing herself on her knees beside the bed. She laid her head on his broad chest. It broke her heart to see her big strong brother looking so pale and weak.
Robert stroked her hair. "Alex," he whispered. He hugged her to him with his good arm, as she started to cry.
After a few moments, Alexandra wiped her eyes. Groping in her pocket, she pulled out a delicate lawn handkerchief and blew her nose. "I've been so worried! Why didn't you write? Someone should have notified me. Oh God! I'm so glad you're home and safe."
"I'm sorry," he said, his voice soft and hushed. "The Foreign Office would have contacted you, but I told them not to. I intended to write to you myself, but I was so weak I couldn't write or even dictate a letter. And as time passed, I found I didn't want to."
Alex narrowed her eyes accusingly. "Robert Andrew Turlington! If you knew what agonies I've been through!" she scolded. "I don't know how I could survive if anything happened to you. I need you, Robert! With Mama and Papa gone, you are the dearest person left to me."
He turned his head away from her. "I've lost an arm. My right arm, Alex. I'm not a whole man anymore. How will I ride? How will I eat? I can't function with one arm."
Alexandra kissed his cheek. "What foolishness! Of course, you can function. You're forgetting Admiral Nelson. He did quite well with one arm." She sat on the edge of the bed. "I know it's a devastating loss, but thank God, you're alive! Thirty-five is much too young to cast aside your life. After you're strong again, you'll be glad you lost only an arm."
Robert stared at the ceiling. "How shall I be glad? I'm practically helpless. How can I ever marry? Lady Felicia will not want half a man," he said harshly.
Alexandra laid her hand upon his arm. "You are not half a man! If she truly loves you, she'll be thankful you're safe and well."
Robert looked at his sister. "I'm going to cry off from the engagement. I won't put Felicia to the blush. She's only nineteen; too young to be tied to a one-armed husband."
"Naturally, you may do as you wish," she replied. "I suggest we take this one step at a time." Alexandra adjusted the coverlet and plumped up the pillows. "First, let's get you well. Then we will worry about Lady Felicia."
Robert smiled crookedly at her. "You always were a bossy little thing." He closed his eyes and dozed.
****
After Damien saw the horses to the stable, he decided against joining the Turlingtons. He would only be in the way as brother and sister reunited. He walked across the lawns to the observatory situated at the back of the great manor house.
Entering by the side door, he climbed the steep stairs. He thought of Alexandra's determination to get to Robert as quickly as possible. She had been ready to leave in an instant. He'd enjoyed the cross-country ride. How many times in the past, had he and Alex ridden together, exploring the countryside?
At the top of the stairwell, he paused. It had been ten years since he had visited Willowmede and the Turlington Observatory. Damien opened the door. Nothing had changed. It was the same as he'd remembered.
Since the old baron had spent most of his days and nights studying the stars, the room had been furnished with a comfortable daybed near one of the windows. A Queen Anne side-table and overstuffed armchair sat nearby. In the center of the room stood a large telescope pointing toward the cleverly designed ceiling. The high dome could be opened and closed with a switch of a mechanism in the wall.
Damien walked over to a long workbench and looked at the neat pile of journals filled with data. Choosing one near the top, he scanned several pages. The entries were written in a delicate female script. Alexandra must be continuing her father's work. The thoroughness of the data fascinated him as he began studying the entries. He sat down and was soon absorbed in one of his favorite pastimes.
****
When she was sure Robert was resting comfortably, Alexandra went to her bedchamber to change out of her riding habit. She rang for someone to help her dress, since her own maid was still in Bath. The housekeeper sent up the new maid named Lucy.
Alex had hired Lucy when one of the chambermaids married and moved away. Lucy was a buxom brunette with a lively glint in her eye. Bobbing a curtsy, the maid quickly set to work dressing her mistress, chattering away as she buttoned the back of Alexandra's morning gown of yellow muslin.
After splashing cool water on her face and combing her hair, Alex felt refreshed. She hesitated, then went in search of Rochdale.
She looked in the library and then the picture gallery. At the foot of the stairs, she met the butler. "Sterling, do you know where Lord Rochdale is?"
"An undergroom saw his lordship heading in the direction of the observatory, Miss. Shall I send a footman to fetch him?"
"No, I'll go myself," she said. "Please tell Mrs. Tolles we'll have breakfast in half an hour."
"Certainly, Miss."
Alexandra walked slowly to the observatory. She wasn't sure she wanted to be alone with Rochdale, especially there. Lifting her chin slightly, she walked with more confident strides. This was nonsense. She would not let one kiss rule her entire life. Rochdale was a rakehell, he had proven that when he'd betrayed their special friendship. He was a gambler, a libertine, and a dangerous man to cross.
She had trusted Rochdale when she was a child, but he had turned on her and shown his true colors--she still didn't know the reason.
Just as she still didn't know the reason why she had responded to his embrace. Granted, it had been her first kiss. Yet she had never experienced that sensational molten pleasure since then. What would it feel like if Rochdale kissed her again? She quickly pushed the treacherous thought aside and proceeded on her way.
She'd decided she would marry Carlisle, hadn't she? He was faithful, good, and trustworthy. She would live a comfortable life and find happiness in her children and her work. Alexandra shrugged away any misgivings as she entered the observatory.
Rochdale sat at her workbench, engrossed in her journals. He stood up when she came in. "Was Robert glad to see you?" he asked.
For one splendid moment, Alex felt warmed by his intense golden-brown eyes; just as if the years had never passed, as if their friendship was still intact. He'd always been ruggedly good looking with hard chiseled features, the embodiment of every woman's dream.
At thirty-five years of age, Rochdale was in prime physical condition. He had the muscular build of a born athlete. His sandy-colored hair was swept into the Brutus style. His face was molded like a statue's with a straight patrician nose, a long jaw bone, a hint of a cleft in his strong chin and those sculpted lips that had claimed her own in this very room many years ago. Best not to think of that now.
"Alexandra?" Rochdale's deep voice broke her reverie.
She blinked and shook her head. "Yes, he was glad to see me and I was very glad to see him," she replied. "I haven't thanked you for all you've done for him."
"I did nothing he wouldn't have done in return," he said harshly. The warmth left his eyes and Alexandra wondered why.
"How is he doing this morning?" Rochdale said, after a short pause.
"Better than I expected." She forced herself to speak cheerfully, trying to ignore the awkwardness that lay between them. "Now that he's home, I hope he will get well quickly."
"I'm sure he will." He sat down again, seemingly dismissing Robert from his mind. "I've been reading your journals. You've got an extraordinary amount of data here. I didn't know you were so dedicated in continuing your father's work." He tapped the journal he was holding with one long finger. "So, you believe there is an eighth planet beyond the George. When did you discover George's erratic orbital pattern?"
Alexandra walked over to the table and sat down, forgetting to ask why he sounded hesitant about Robert's recovery. "You know Papa was always fascinated with the new planet. He never let us forget he was visiting Mr. Herschel when the great discovery was made."
She began to search systematically through the vast stack of records. In a few moments, she found what she was looking for. "This is when Papa first became aware something was pulling the George out of its regular elliptical orbit. And yes, he believed it was another planet." She handed the journal to Damien. He sat back as he examined the data.
Alexandra straightened the papers and covertly studied Rochdale's strong profile and tried not to sigh. She'd enjoyed working alongside her father and this man when she was a child. The three of them had spent many happy hours studying the heavens together. What had happened? Why had Rochdale withdrawn his friendship? Would she ever understand?
"Papa continued his observations, but fell ill shortly after his discovery," she said, pushing away the sad thoughts. "He made me promise on his deathbed to continue the search for the eighth planet."
Rockdale shot her one inscrutable glance before continuing his examination of her charts.
Standing up, Alex adjusted her skirts. "If you're truly interested, I'll be happy to tell you about it. I don't know about you, but I'm famished. I came to inform you breakfast is ready to be served."
As she led the way downstairs, she heard Rochdale mumble something under his breath. "I beg your pardon, my lord?" she asked, over her shoulder.
The viscount shook his head. "I was just thinking you are full of surprises, Miss Turlington." Alexandra could see the thought didn't please him at all.
****
The breakfast parlor was resplendent with sunshine as light streamed in through the mullioned windows. At the side-board, Alex and Damien helped themselves to a breakfast of eggs, kippers, beefsteak, fresh baked scones with marmalade, and hot coffee. Damien held a chair for Alexandra, then took his place opposite. Alex applied herself to her food.
As he spread butter on a hot scone, he asked, "Are you satisfied that Robert is on the mend?"
"Yes, though I'm vexed to death with him," she said. "I don't see why he couldn't have sent word to me. I've been sick with worry."
Damien shrugged his shoulders. "That was bad of him, but understandable."
"I don't understand."
"You wouldn't, of course," he murmured, biting into the scone.
"Excuse me, my lord?" She stared at him across the table. "Just why wouldn't I understand?"
"Because you're a woman," he remarked cryptically.
"I see," she said.
"Have you sent for the doctor yet?" Damien asked.
"As a matter of fact, I have. Robert's eyes are over-bright and I suspect he'll be in a high fever by this evening. I do understand some things, my lord." Alexandra stirred her coffee. "Dr. Heron will come as soon as he is able. He's taken care of Robert and me for years and will know what to do to make him more comfortable." Alex took a bite of kipper.
Damien waited for her to continue. He watched as she raised her eyes questioningly. "How do you think Robert is coping with his injury?" he asked suddenly.
Alexandra laid her fork beside her plate. "I'm not sure. He seems despondent, which is natural, of course. I'm afraid it's going to take time and patience before he heals emotionally," she said slowly. "Robert will have to learn to accept the loss of his arm. He'll need all of our support and help in order to feel competent again."
Damien nodded. "I agree with you. He's lost much of his self-confidence. It will take hard work and determination to set him right." He sipped his coffee, studying her over the cup rim. "He'll have to learn to ride all over again. For that matter, he must learn to do many things differently in order to compensate for the lack of his right arm."
Alexandra toyed with her napkin, folding it into pleats. "Yes," she said, obviously thinking the matter over. "And he'll need someone to help him, someone who won't show pity or feel sorry for him."
"If you don't mind, Miss Turlington, I should like to stay and help Robert."
Alexandra gaped at him as if he'd grown horns. Damien could understand her amazement. He had challenged her notions about him. He knew how much she despised his reputation.
After she recovered her composure, he saw a mixture of surprise and relief on her face. "Yes--of course," she replied. "Naturally, you'd be the very one. Robert's fortunate to have you for a friend."
Damien eyed her curiously. Was she glad or appalled that he was staying? Perhaps she felt a combination of both. Was there a hint of regret in her voice? Did she miss the loss of the easy camaraderie they once shared? "Tell me about your research," he said, abruptly changing the subject.
"Are you truly interested or merely being polite?" she asked.
"I'm never polite, my dear, or have you forgotten?" He grinned as her eyes widened. "Tell me about the George; I find I'm fascinated with the theory. Surprised, Miss Turlington?"
Alexandra lifted her chin, a dangerous glint in her eye. "Yes, I'm surprised. I didn't think you were such a serious astronomer."
"I'm a mere dabbler in the field. Your father taught me an appreciation of the stars, and I've never lost interest."
He stepped to the sideboard and helped himself to more beefsteak. "Believe it or not," he continued over his shoulder, "I built an observatory at Avenall Abbey. It's similar to your father's and the telescope lens was ground to his specifications."
Alexandra stared at him again. As he resumed his place, he smiled sardonically. "A man can enjoy a variety of interests, Miss Turlington. People may call me Demon, but I don't waste all my time in decadent amusements, I assure you."
Damien waited for her response. Would she recognize her own words? Words that had cut through his jaded heart, words he knew even then to be true?
Alexandra rose from the table, her cheeks flushed. "Years ago, I said some unkind things to you. I'm sorry, but you must admit the provocation was great."
Quickly, Damien pushed back his chair and leaned across the table. Placing a finger under her chin, he stared at her full, moist lips, then into her eyes. "I admit nothing, my dear. And I refuse to apologize for something which--if I remember correctly--I found extremely pleasurable."
Jerking her chin from his grasp, Alex stepped back. "You forget yourself, Rochdale. I'm no longer an impressionable schoolgirl. Try for once to act with gentlemanly decorum, especially if you intend to stay at Willowmede. Now, if you will excuse me, I shall go see about Robert."
"Certainly, Miss Turlington." He frowned as he watched her retreating form. Alexandra was correct in saying she was no longer a schoolgirl. She was a beautiful woman, and much too desirable for his peace of mind.
Chapter Four
After checking on Robert, Alexandra left him in the care of his devoted valet and spent an hour consulting the housekeeper and cook about what could be prepared to help tempt her brother's appetite. Mrs. Tolles and Mrs. Abernathy were happily discussing the benefits of chicken broth over barley soup when she retired to the library.
Alex sat curled in a window embrasure, a copy of Walter Scott's Marmion opened, but unread on her lap. The window seat was one of her favorite places at Willowmede. She gazed across the green lawns. The carefully tended gardens in the foreground merged with verdant pastures that spread out toward the Valley of the Avon. The serene landscape always made her feel a sense of peace and contentment.
Except peace and contentment seemed far away today. She was extremely worried about Robert. His fever was rising, and she was anxious for Dr. Heron's arrival. Once he gave his prognosis on Robert's condition, she would know better how to go on.
The shifts would have to be divided, of course. Alex was sure Jenny would insist on helping in the sickroom. Jenny had a soothing personality and would be good with the patient.
Closing her book, Alex laid it beside her and drew her legs toward her, leaning her chin on her knees. She stared unseeing out the window, her thoughts turning to Rochdale. She hadn't realized how much she'd missed the viscount.
She'd always liked Robert's friend and Rochdale had treated her with all the familiarity of an older brother. Alex had been vaguely aware of his horrible reputation with women, but it had nothing to do with her and she'd never thought much about it. She knew she had her own special niche in the viscount's life.
As she grew older, Rochdale teased and flirted with her, never overstepping the boundaries of what was proper. Her favorite times had been when he had worked in the observatory with her and Papa.
All of that changed on Rochdale's last visit to Willowmede ten years ago. Alex remembered how glad she'd been to see him when he'd arrived. But he hadn't seemed glad to see her. The golden eyes stared at her with anger and something else vaguely disturbing.
The visit was a disaster from the very beginning. The special friendship they'd shared had somehow disappeared. Rochdale was a cold, aloof stranger. He no longer called her by her first name. He was rigidly formal, almost mocking, when he addressed her as Miss Turlington. Alex constantly fought back hot tears whenever they conversed.
And worst of all, he seemed to want something more than friendship from her. All of the old rumors came back to haunt her: Rochdale, the dangerous rake. Demon Avenall, the hard drinking, heavy gambling libertine.
Her life changed forever the night Rochdale found her alone in the observatory.
At first, Rochdale was like his old self--kind, helpful, friendly. The hateful look was gone, replaced with a warmth that left her tingling inside. When he helped adjust the telescope, she could feel his strong body close behind her. Turning to whisper her thanks, Alex was caught in a tantalizing spell.
For some reason, it had seemed the most natural thing in the world when Damien had kissed her. Gently at first, then deeply, passionately. He had kissed her like a thirsty man drinks--as if he couldn't get enough.
Reality hit when he deepened the caress. The intensity of his kiss and the feel of his hands on her breast had frightened her. He'd gone too fast; she wasn't ready for such unleashed passion.
Alex recalled flaying him with hateful words--trying to cover up her own confused feelings and her lustful response to him. She was angry at Rochdale, but more than that, she was angry at herself. Alex had thought she loved Rochdale as she loved Robert; she thought he'd felt the same.
How could he have betrayed their friendship? He was wicked to take advantage of her innocence. He'd been so cool when he'd stepped back and sipped his brandy. It was only a kiss, he'd said.
Alexandra jumped up from the window seat in the library and paced around the room. She had assumed Rochdale had forgotten about that kiss. Her cheeks grew warm as she recalled what had happened this morning in the breakfast parlor. She had been surprised with his offer to stay and help during Robert's convalescence. Rochdale had not been to Willowmede since that visit long ago.
Talking to him over breakfast, she thought maybe she had misjudged him. Perhaps they could be friends again. Yet the reference to that dreadful kiss and the cruel words she'd flung at his head was unmistakable. She'd tried to apologize when suddenly he was gazing intently into her eyes with a burning passion. The intimate touch of his fingers on her chin brought back the memory of his kiss. No, she had not misjudged him. He was not a gentleman.
Alexandra sighed. Rochdale wasn't the only guilty one. She still blushed when she remembered her response as he held her in his arms that night in the observatory and ravished her mouth. Alex couldn't deny the pleasure she'd felt in his embrace. She had wanted the kiss to last forever.
Straightening the ribbons on her dress, Alex lifted her chin. She would take one day at a time. Robert needed Rochdale's support and help in order to make a full recovery, and that was of the utmost importance right now.
She wouldn't think about how he'd thrown their friendship away--how he'd betrayed her trust in him. She decided to ignore the passion she'd seen blazing in his eyes this morning. Best to keep in mind how courteous and friendly he'd been in his dealings with her, especially when breaking the news about Robert and riding with her to Willowmede. Even if he was a libertine, the man was truly devoted to Robert.
Alex smiled when she remembered his enthusiasm over her journals in the observatory. Maybe they could work together again. Rochdale could be charming when he wished. It would be enjoyable to discuss her theories with a fellow star-gazer. She missed the lively discussions she used to have with her papa.
Hearing a commotion in the entry hall, Alexandra breathed a sigh of relief and hurried from the room. Thank goodness, Dr. Heron had finally arrived. As she descended the stairs, she saw a profusion of baggage and bandboxes piled in the hall before the massive front door. Not the doctor, obviously.
Aunt Haygood entered the house leaning heavily on the butler's arm. Jenny followed immediately behind, directing a footman to be careful with a large dressing case. When Miss Haygood spied her niece, she almost wept with relief. "Thank God you're safe, Alexandra! I haven't had a moment's peace since you left this morning in Lord Rochdale's company. I'm surprised you weren't ravished!"
She looked around to where Jenny was talking to the footman. "David, you may carry my case of teas to my chamber." Disengaging herself from the butler, she straightened her shoulders and adjusted her cap, looking ready to do battle. "I shall brew some yarrow tea immediately for poor, dear Robert. Goldenrod is also effective in reducing fevers. I wonder if I have any goldenrod or perhaps some feverfew?" She started up the stairs giving orders over her shoulder. "Sterling, please have some water put to boil. Tell Mrs. Tolles I'll be using the blue china tea service today. Robert has always been partial to blue."
Miss Haygood stopped halfway up the staircase and smiled down at her niece. "I'm so glad you were not ravished, dearest. I don't think I could have handled that on top of everything else. Too much to do, you know. I must devote myself to finding just the right tea to help poor Robert make a speedy recovery. I know my work is cut out for me, but I will not shirk my responsibilities." She kept up a lively monologue as she continued up the stairs.
Alex turned dancing eyes toward Jenny. "Poor Jenny! You must be exhausted if you've had to endure that all the way from Bath. Come to the Blue Saloon and I'll ring for tea." When Jenny chuckled, Alex smiled. "Yes, I know. Aunt Haygood is not the only one who relies on tea to cure all ills."
Jenny laughed as she sat on the sofa. "Your aunt is a dear soul. She was quite overcome thinking you might be compromised by Rochdale. She teetered between anxiety over your virtue and the delightful prospect of quacking Robert."
Carriage wheels sounded on the gravel drive outside, and Alexandra rushed to the window. "Oh, thank God. It's the doctor at last! I must take him to see Robert." She bent to give Jenny a quick hug. "Your chamber has been aired and is standing ready. Ring for tea and make yourself at home. But I have no need to tell you that, of course."
"Don't worry about me, dearest. Go tend to Robert. We can talk later." Jenny smiled tremulously up at her. "And Alex . . . I wish to help any way I can."
****
Damien sat at the workbench in the observatory and busily pored over Alexandra's journals. He read and re-read some of the entries and was amazed at the thoroughness of the research. Alexandra was a talented astronomer in her own right. Her dedication to her father's theory was incredible.
An unusual woman, he thought--unlike any he had ever known. He would have to tread carefully during his stay at Willowmede. He'd been caught off guard this morning. The feel of her skin as he held her chin, the rush of desire coursing through his body. Damn it! He refused to succumb to the hunger raging inside of him. He would suppress these foolish emotions and stay in control of the situation.
Yes, control was the key here. If he gave in to his base desires, he would be no better off than his father had been. Never would he be at the mercy of a beautiful woman.
Damien resumed his study of the planetary charts. A knock on the door made him look up expectantly. "Enter!" he said.
A young footman entered and cleared his throat. "Miss Turlington asks for the favor of your presence in the library, m'lord. The doctor has arrived and Miss needs to consult with you about Lord Turlington's condition."
Damien nodded. "Very well. Tell your mistress I'll be there shortly."
After the footman left, Damien placed the journal on top of a neat pile. He rose and quickly glanced around the room to make sure everything was in place. When Robert was better, he thought he might assist Alexandra in her studies. He intended to exorcise his physical yearnings for Robert's sister, and saw no reason why he couldn't help with her research. He had some interesting points to share with her in regards to the George.
As Damien entered the library, he found Alexandra seated on the sofa, listening intently to the physician. She looked up and smiled. Was that relief in her eyes?
"Rochdale!" she exclaimed. "This is Dr. Heron. He wants to ask you some questions. I told him Robert was at your town house for several days before you brought him home, and you had a London physician examine him. But I don't recall if you mentioned his name. Dr. Heron wants to know who examined him and what his prognosis was."
Damien shook hands with the doctor and took a seat near Alex. "I called Montague in," he said, stretching his long legs before him. When Dr. Heron nodded his approval, he continued, "Montague said Robert needed careful nursing and sent an attendant to monitor his progress. After a week, Rob was better and anxious to start home. With the doctor's permission, we set out for Willowmede. We traveled by easy stages, stopping frequently to rest and refresh ourselves."
Damien glanced at Alexandra, who was attending closely. He looked at the doctor again. "Montague warned me to keep a careful eye on Robert. He said something about depression and suicidal tendencies in amputees. I'm concerned about Rob. He sorely feels his loss and is worried about his fiancée," he finished tersely.
Dr. Heron cleared his throat and frowned. "From my examination of his lordship, I'd say he is suffering severe depression." When Alexandra gasped, he hurried on. "This is understandable in such a situation. Lord Turlington lost a substantial amount of blood and lay in an army hospital for months. He endured a rough crossing, from what I understand, and the journey to Willowmede took its toll. Now that he's settled, he should regain his customary good health. Once he recovers, he will be better able to accept his disability. I've known Lord Turlington from the cradle, and I have every confidence he can overcome this devastating handicap. Surrounded by those who love and support him, he's sure to make a complete recovery."
The doctor prepared to take his leave. "Our first priority is to get his lordship on his feet again. Unfortunately, I fear fever is setting in. He will need constant supervision day and night. I've left fever powders to be administered every four hours. I'm afraid he's likely to worsen before the fever finally breaks. I'll check on him tomorrow afternoon. I can send a nurse over if you like." He looked questioningly at Alexandra.
She shook her head. "Robert's been surrounded by strangers for too long. I think we can manage. How long do you think the fever will last?"
"I can't say exactly, but I'd estimate three days or so. It will get worse before it gets better. From the looks of him, I'd say tonight will tell the tale. Give him the cinchona bark to reduce the fever. Make him drink plenty of clear liquids and he'll do. Good luck, Miss Alex." He inclined his head toward Rochdale. "A pleasure, my lord. Now, don't bother to show me out," he said good naturedly, "I know my way."
Damien watched as Alexandra took a turn about the room. She went to the escritoire to get a pen and paper, then resumed her seat. He knew she was distressed about Robert. He wanted to help relieve her anxiety and ease her burden.
"I'll take the midnight watch," he said brusquely. "I never go to bed before dawn. I'll watch over Rob during the night."
Alexandra turned grateful eyes toward him. Damien remembered those green eyes smoldering with passion. He stood abruptly. "If you need me before then, I'll be in the observatory." He walked quickly to the door.
"What about dinner?" Alexandra called after him.
Damien stopped and looked back. "Don't stand on ceremony with me, Miss Turlington. While Robert's so ill, there's no need for formal meals. Send me up a couple of sandwiches and some ale. That will suffice." Resisting the impulse to stay, he made his way to the observatory thinking that Alex looked as if he were abandoning her. Squaring his shoulders, Damien decided he didn't care.
****
Alex sat in her brother's dimly lit room and anxiously watched as he tossed restlessly beneath the covers. The clock on the mantel showed a quarter to twelve. She knew Rochdale would come shortly to relieve her. He would help administer the next dose of medicine, then maybe she could go lie down awhile.
Robert's fever had grown steadily higher; the Peruvian bark the doctor prescribed had proven ineffective. Alex bathed her brother's forehead with a cloth soaked in lavender-water. She tried to coax him to sip some of the barley water Cook had sent up.
As the fever climbed, Robert became more agitated. He dozed fitfully, kicking the sheets away and mumbling deliriously. When he did awaken, he stared unseeingly at Alexandra. Time and again, she bathed his fevered cheeks and turned his pillows for him. He would rest quietly for a short while, only to start tossing and turning again.
When Rochdale knocked on the door at midnight, Alexandra felt she'd been in the sickroom for days. She gladly greeted the viscount as he came toward the bed.
Rochdale looked down at Robert, then at Alexandra. "You've had a rough time of it, I see," he said quietly.
"Yes, his fever is mounting." She replaced the cloth on Robert's forehead with a fresh one, glad to turn away. It would never do to let Rochdale know the relief she felt when he walked into the room. "I hope it breaks in a few hours. Perhaps I should stay," she said, shoving her hair off her forehead.
When he didn't answer, Alex looked up. Rochdale was watching her with brooding eyes. The candlelight mellowed his sharp features and she thought him extremely attractive. Against her will, she felt an overwhelming desire to feel his arms around her again in a strong embrace. She wanted to lean her head on his shoulder and share the burdens crushing down on her.
Alex turned to the nightstand and began preparing Robert's medicine. She must be extremely tired to be feeling such nonsensical things. Rochdale had no interest in her. He didn't even want to be friends. None of it mattered, any way. She was going to marry Carlisle, after all.
Rochdale walked over to where Alex was mixing the dose of medicine. Her hand trembled and she spilled some of the laudanum she was measuring. Why did he stand so close?
His hard body brushed against her as he reached for the draft causing her stomach to flutter and her breasts to ache. She glanced up into the golden-brown eyes, then quickly turned toward the bed before the treacherous sensations made her do something stupid like beg him to hold her, comfort her, kiss her.
Goodness. She was more tired than she realized.
"I'll lift Robert's head and you give him the laudanum," she said softly.
Rochdale nodded curtly. When the medicine was administered, she plumped the pillows and tucked the sheet under her brother's chin. "Maybe he'll be able to rest now," Alex said. Avoiding Rochdale's intensive gaze, she sat in the wing chair near the fireplace.
The viscount came toward her. She trembled, thinking he looked like a panther stalking its prey. The bedroom was dark; Robert was asleep; she was alone with Rochdale.
He grasped Alexandra's hands and pulled her to her feet. With his hand on the small of her back, he guided her toward the door. "You, my dear, are going straight to bed."
She tried to halt their progress, but the strong hand pushed her out into the hall. "I can't leave Robert while he's still so feverish," she protested.
"You can and you will," Rochdale said firmly. "We agreed to divide the watches, Miss Turlington. You won't be worth half a groat if you stay up all night." He looked down at her with a smile--half devilish, half tender. "Go to bed and don't worry about Robert. I promise to wake you if he worsens." He closed the door in her face and Alex made her way to her bedchamber. Would she ever understand Rochdale?
Chapter Five
It was midmorning by the time Damien crossed the black and white tiled foyer in the front hallway, making his way to the library. He had spent a long night, keeping watch over Robert. The fever finally broke around six and the patient was now sleeping soundly.
Damien had discarded his jacket and cravat during the night. His shirt was badly wrinkled and he was in need of a shave. He had just finished a substantial breakfast; now he would retire to bed. He wanted something to read to help lull him to sleep.
The knocker sounded on the front door. Damien looked around expecting to see the butler or a footman answer the summons. He reached the library door and the knocker sounded again. He paused, but no one came. Shrugging his shoulders, he decided to answer the door himself.
Sir Howard Carlisle stood on the threshold. He held a basket of lemons and oranges in one hand and a bouquet of pink roses in the other. The squire's mouth dropped when he saw who had answered the door. "Rochdale!" he ejaculated. "What are you doing here!" Carlisle's cheeks flushed in annoyance.
Damien smiled as he considered the basket and flowers. "I'm staying here, Carlisle," he said smoothly. "What are you doing here, old fellow?"
"I've come to see how Turlington goes on, of course," Sir Howard said. "Why are you answering the door, my lord? Where is Sterling?" He tried to look past the viscount.
Damien opened the door wider to admit the visitor. The squire stood in the hallway and stared at the viscount's shirt. Damien bowed. "You must excuse my state of undress, Carlisle. It's been a long night. I see you've brought some fruit for our invalid. Very thoughtful. Are the roses also for Robert?"
"No, no. The flowers are for Miss Turlington, my lord. You must know Miss Turlington and I . . ." Carlisle stopped, his eyes widening as he glanced toward the stairs.
Damien turned. Alexandra came down the staircase, looking delightfully sleep-flushed. She wore an emerald green dressing gown and her long chestnut hair tumbled around her shoulders. As if it were yesterday, he could still remember the feel of that glorious hair entwined in his fingers. He thought she had never appeared more desirable.
Alexandra stopped midway down the stairs when she saw Carlisle. Damien watched as she drew her wrapper close and pushed her hair back behind her shoulders.
"Carlisle!" she exclaimed. "You're up and about early, I see." She started down the stairs again. "Rochdale, Robert is awake and asking for you. I know you are about to retire, but would you please come with me and see what he wants? He won't tell me for some reason."
Damien met her at the bottom of the stairs, taking her hands in his. "Yes, of course, my love. But don't you think you should dress first?" He grinned as her eyes grew round.
Carlisle stepped forward hastily. "Unhand the lady, Rochdale. Miss Turlington is as good as betrothed to me. Unhand her I say, or name your seconds!"
"Certainly, Carlisle. I'd be happy to meet you anytime, any place you choose," Damien purred. He regarded his opponent with menacing eyes.
A shriek from the top of the stairs broke the terrible tableau. "Alexandra Turlington! Why are you standing there in dishabille in front of two men?" Aunt Haygood stared in horror at her niece. "I knew it! I knew you wouldn't be safe with him in the house," she moaned, clutching the tray she was carrying with such force the tea service rattled.
"Come upstairs immediately and clothe yourself properly!" Miss Haygood commanded. "As if I don't have enough to worry about with an invalid in the house. I made this Willow-bark tea especially for dear Robert. Has his fever broken? Oh, dear! Oh, dear! I feel my lumbago starting up again!"
Damien lifted Alexandra's hands to his lips, and placed a light kiss on each wrist. "Go get dressed," he said huskily, releasing her hands which were now bunched into fists. He smiled with wicked amusement and climbed the stairs two at a time. "Allow me to help you, Miss Haygood," he called.
"Rochdale!" Carlisle cried. "You haven't heard the last of this. I demand satisfaction!"
Damien took the tray from Miss Haygood and looked down at the irate squire. "I'd be delighted to give you your due, except I doubt Miss Turlington would wish blood shed on her account. After she is dressed, perhaps she will explain these extenuating circumstances to the best of her ability."
Alex turned to follow Rochdale. "Carlisle," she called over her shoulder, "make yourself at home in the Blue Saloon. I'll be down as soon as possible." She started up the stairs.
"Miss Turlington! Please!" Sir Howard exclaimed.
"I won't be long," Alex said, pausing a moment to flash a quick smile at her suitor.
She entered Robert's room without knocking. Rochdale was seated by her brother's bed talking quietly. Aunt Haygood had gone straight to her room.
Both men turned to look at her. Robert was the first to speak. "Alex, you really should get dressed. It isn't proper for you to be in your dressing gown in front of Demon. You know what he is," he reminded his sister. "Everyone does." He managed a weak grin.
Alexandra stood by the door, her eyes dangerously bright. "Yes, I do know what he is. Merely the most despicable man I've ever had the misfortune to encounter." She rounded on the viscount. "If I were a man, I'd call you out for the outrageous behavior you exhibited in the hall." Her voice was carefully controlled. "Carlisle is no match for you. He's good and kind and virtuous--"
"Carlisle!" Robert interrupted. "What's he doing here?"
Rochdale walked to the end of the bed. "I believe Carlisle is paying his addresses to your sister--if I haven't mistaken the matter?" His golden eyes flickered with amusement as he looked at Alexandra. "And if you were a man, my dear, we would not be having this foolish conversation." He turned to Robert. "You will be interested to know this is the second challenge I've received in the past half-hour. And I thought things would be devilishly slow here at Willowmede."
Robert tried to sit up. "Go to bed, Demon. You're starting to ramble. Now, what's all this about Carlisle?" he said, turning toward his sister. "That strutting peacock cannot be seriously courting you?"
"Carlisle is not a peacock," she said. "I shall marry the squire if I so choose! You have no say in the matter, whatsoever." Opening the door with a jerk, Alex looked back at both men. "I'm glad I was able to provide you two this much needed diversion, especially since we're so dull here at Willowmede." Turning on her heel, she swept out of the room.
She rang for her maid who helped her into a morning gown of pale peach muslin. Maggie gathered Alexandra's hair into a chignon, leaving wispy tendrils framing her face.
After she finished dressing, Alex sat and stared at her image in the mirror. She was so angry she could spit. Would she ever understand Rochdale? Did she really want to? When she had met him at the bottom of the stairs, passion surged between them as he took her hands in his large warm grasp. The wicked gleam in his eyes and the sardonic tone he used with Carlisle told her he was only amusing himself.
Now she had to face Carlisle. What would she say to him? What could she say?
There was a light tap at her door. Jenny opened it halfway and peeked in. "Good, you're awake. Did you have a rough night with Robert? How is he? I thought I'd sit with him after I had a bite to eat." Her smile faded. "What's wrong, dearest? Surely Robert's not worse! Tell me he's not worse, Alex!"
"No, no. Robert's better. Much better. In fact, I left him enjoying a private joke with Rochdale," Alex reassured her friend.
"Then what is bothering you?" Jenny asked.
"Carlisle is below stairs in the Blue Saloon. He's waiting for an explanation. He wants to know why Rochdale is on such intimate terms with me and he will probably demand an answer to his marriage proposal."
Jenny laughed. "Rochdale and you? Where could Carlisle have gotten such an absurd notion?"
"It could have been when Rochdale called me 'his love' and kissed my wrists," Alex replied.
"Kissed your wrists?" Jenny sat on the bed. "Alex, you must tell me what has occurred this morning. Obviously, you've been downstairs already."
"Unfortunately, yes," she said. "I checked on Robert and he wanted to speak to Rochdale. I was still in my wrapper, so I went to the stairs and there was Carlisle with fruit and flowers. Rochdale called me his love and kissed my wrists, and Carlisle demanded satisfaction. Rochdale enjoyed it all immensely, I assure you." She lowered her eyes, arranging her combs and brushes on the tabletop. "How could he have changed so much, Jenny? Whenever he used to tease and flirt with me, it was always done in fun. Now, it seems he almost hates me."
"I don't think he hates you," Jenny said softly.
"Well, I thoroughly detest him! And I have a good mind to go downstairs and accept Carlisle's proposal."
Jenny watched her friend closely. "I thought you had already made up your mind to do just that. Didn't we agree Carlisle is worth ten Rochdales?"
Alexandra nodded as she rose from the dressing table. "Yes, we did. Rochdale can go hang! I will accept Carlisle." She gave Jenny a quick hug. "Now hurry and eat your breakfast. Robert is better, but he still needs someone to sit with him." She straightened her shoulders and went downstairs to confront her frustrated suitor.
****
When Alex entered the Blue Saloon, she found Carlisle pacing back and forth between the tall mullioned windows that overlooked the ornamental gardens.
Sir Howard stopped abruptly when he perceived his beloved at the door. "Miss Turlington!" he said in accents of extreme agitation. "I cannot abide the thought of my intended living under the same roof as that reprobate! That you should be subjected to such insolence is beyond anything. I shall not rest until Rochdale leaves. I will not know a moment's peace until you are safe from his evil influence!"
Alex felt her bristles rise and barely refrained from telling him to take a damper. "I am not your intended, Carlisle. Not yet. As for Rochdale, he was merely provoking you--deliberately, I might add." She sank into one of the satin-covered chairs near the windows. "Shall we discuss this more calmly?" She watched as Carlisle took a seat opposite. "You must know Rochdale has been everything that's kind in regards to my brother. He took Robert in when Garrett Fleming brought him to London. He conveyed him to Willowmede by easy stages, and he's been up all night nursing Robert through a high fever."
"Miss Turlington," Carlisle protested, "you cannot expect me to sit idly by and allow a man of Rochdale's reputation to play with your emotions, to influence you, to take advantage of your innocence? It's more than a man can bear!"
Carlisle's proclamations were almost more than she could bear. "You will have to trust I'm beyond the age to be influenced," Alex said, with what patience she could muster. "Believe me, I know what Rochdale is. I'm under no misconceptions about his reputation or his way of life. I despise the man wholeheartedly. But he is my brother's best friend. And while he is a guest in this house, I expect him to be treated with courtesy and respect."
Carlisle knelt beside her chair, taking her hands in his own. "Miss Turlington--Alexandra--when I saw Rochdale kiss your wrists, I was stricken with a blinding jealousy. If we were formally betrothed, even Rochdale would respect your new status. He wouldn't dare go beyond the line of proper behavior."
Alex laughed bitterly. "If Rochdale wanted me, a betrothal wouldn't stop him. This is all nonsense; Rochdale doesn't want me. He was merely trying to irritate you and he succeeded. Don't think anymore about it. I've put it out of my head, I promise you." She gently removed her hands from the squire's desperate grasp. She wondered why she couldn't feel the same thrilling sensations she felt when Rochdale held her hands. Carlisle was a much worthier man.
Not to be deterred, Sir Howard took hold of her hands again. "When we were in Bath, you promised to give me an answer to my proposal. I must know soon or go mad," he pleaded.
Something deep inside forbade Alex from committing herself as she had intended, yet she knew she must reply somehow. "I need more time before I can give you an answer," she said softly. "I have a lot on my mind just now. Robert was severely wounded. He's still feverish. He's lost an arm, Carlisle. Do you know what that means to a man like my brother? He's going to have to relearn many things he's always taken for granted." She gave his hands a quick squeeze, then withdrew her own. "If you truly feel for me as you say, please allow me more time. I assure you, Rochdale is no threat."
Sir Howard searched her face with worried eyes. "I'll take your word about Rochdale, my dear. Forgive me, I should not have pressed you for an answer today of all days. Tell me what I can do to help. Let me share some of your troubles, Miss Turlington."
"Thank you," she said. "I knew I could depend on your good sense. You've already relieved me of one problem, by bringing those lemons. The doctor said to give Robert plenty of clear liquids, and lemonade will be just the thing!"
Carlisle prepared to take his leave. "I'm happy to have been of service, my dear. If you need anything, please don't hesitate to send word to Bramble Court."
Chapter Six
Jenny Sedgewicke sat in Robert's room, busily plying her needle to her embroidery. This was the fourth afternoon she had watched over Alex's brother. He was much better. His fever was gone, though he still slept most of the time.
As Jenny glanced toward the bed, a tenderness flooded her heart so sweet she thought she might die from it. She had loved Robert Turlington from the first moment she had met him, many years ago. She had visited Alexandra's home often when she and Alex were in school together. She was three years younger than Alex, yet the age difference had never seemed to matter. At Miss Fairweather's Select Seminary in Bath, Alex had taken Jenny under her wing and they became fast friends.
Jenny had been invited to spend holidays at Willowmede on more than one occasion. Robert was charming and handsome and her heart was young and susceptible. Even though he treated her like a sister, she fell in love with her friend's older brother.
No one suspected her secret. No one knew the agonies she'd endured when Alex had no word from Robert all spring. No one was aware of the tears she'd shed when he became betrothed to the beautiful Lady Felicia Marlow.
Jenny laid her tambour frame aside and studied the man she loved. At thirty-five, he was more attractive than ever. Even lying in the bed, he was big and powerful looking. His hair was wavy and dark, almost black. She had long wanted to smooth back the errant curl that always fell across his forehead.
Robert had thick black lashes which most females would have given their souls to own; his eyes were the same emerald green as his sister's.
Suddenly, Jenny found herself staring into those eyes, now regarding her with interest. She felt herself blush. Robert must think her terribly bold to be gazing at him so intently.
"Jenny?" he said, his voice raspy with sleep.
"Yes, it's me," she replied. "I see you're feeling better this afternoon. Your eyes are clear and your color is back to normal."
Robert smiled weakly. "Still the practical Miss Sedgewicke, I see."
"Yes," she said. "Some of us need to be practical or nothing would get done in this world. Now, it's time for your medicine."
Robert grimaced. "I don't want more medicine, my dear. What I do want is some food--real food. Not the pap I've been served these past few days." He rubbed his chin with his good hand. "I think I could also do with a shave."
Jenny smiled. "Excellent. When a man wants a shave, that's a sure sign he's feeling more the thing." She jumped up and pulled the bell, then helped Robert to a sitting position.
He fell back against the pillows. "I'm weak as a kitten."
Jenny adjusted the coverlet. "That's to be expected. You probably haven't had a decent meal since you were wounded. As soon as you eat some of Mrs. Abernathy's good English fare, you'll be up and about."
Robert turned his head toward the wall. "How can you bear to look at me? Don't you find it repugnant to be around a one-armed man?"
Jenny stared at him in surprise. "I certainly do not. You're the same man I've always known. I hope we're still friends, even though you've been away so long."
Robert managed another smile. "We are friends, Jenny. I remember your visits to Willowmede. You and Alex used to tag along wherever I went. We've known one another a long time, haven't we?"
"Yes, we have," she said, her heart turning over in the afterglow of his smile. "As for your arm, please try not to fall into despondency because you've lost it. I know you find it difficult to accept the loss, but we are all extremely thankful you're still alive. Alex would be devastated without you. Remember, you are surrounded by people who love you and want to help you through this."
Robert's lips tightened into a hard line. "I'm not certain how one person will take all of this." He seemed to hesitate. "I'm referring to my fiancée, Lady Felicia Marlow. She's very young and doesn't deserve to go through life with half a man."
Jenny lowered her eyes and said softly, "If she truly loves you, it won't matter."
"Of course it matters," he said irritably. "She's beautiful and perfect in every way. She will certainly be repulsed by a man who isn't whole."
"Lady Hamilton wasn't repulsed," Jenny said.
Robert frowned. "I don't know any Lady Hamilton."
Gathering up her embroidery, she carefully explained. "Admiral Nelson's Lady Hamilton. She certainly wasn't repulsed by his disabilities. In fact, didn't she fall into a dead faint when they met in Naples, after he was wounded? I believe she was very happy when her beloved Admiral caught her and held her close."
Robert grinned. "You'll put me to the blush, if you continue in this vein. Gently bred young ladies should not be speaking of the likes of Emma Hamilton."
"I was trying to make a point," she said, defending her position.
"And the point being?" he asked.
Jenny lifted her chin. "The point is Lady Hamilton welcomed Nelson with all her heart despite his loss of an arm. Plus he was blind in one eye. Admiral Nelson did not let his injuries keep him down. He went on to do great things," she ended in triumph.
"I wasn't aware you were such an admirer of Nelson's," Robert said.
Jenny sighed. "You're still not getting the point. I'm trying to tell you that your loss of an arm shouldn't matter to Lady Felicia."
Robert looked at her with impatience. "Lady Felicia cannot be compared to Emma Hamilton. Felicia is young and extremely sensitive. I intend to call off the engagement."
"Does Lady Felicia know about your accident?" Jenny asked, tucking her needle and scissors into a silk holder.
"No. I couldn't bring myself to write to either her or Alex," he replied shortly.
"Then we must send her a note right away. She must be sick with worry!"
Alex arrived then, coming into the room and kissing Robert on the cheek. "Who must be sick with worry?" she asked, as she felt his forehead.
"Lady Felicia," he replied. "She doesn't know about my arm. Or lack of."
Alex sat on the bed. "Does she know you were wounded?"
Robert stared at the wall again. "No, I didn't write to anyone after the battle."
"Good gracious, Robert! We must let her know you're alive," Alex said. "I'll post a note immediately. Why don't we invite Felicia and her father to Willowmede? You're better now, and by the time they arrive, you'll be up and about."
Robert looked thoughtfully at his sister. "Yes, that might be best," he said slowly. "We won't tell them I've lost an arm, merely that I was wounded. When Felicia arrives, we can break it to her gently. I'll be able to see how she accepts the news. If she has any reservations, I'll release her from the engagement."
Alex hugged him. "You'll do what you think is best. Don't worry, Robert. I'm sure Lady Felicia loves you and will accept you as you are."
Robert smiled grimly. "I hope you're right."
"Of course, I'm right. But of first importance is to get you strong again. Are you hungry, love?"
"I'm starving, to tell the truth," he said.
"And he wants to be shaved!" Jenny said. "Isn't that wonderful? I believe he'll be right as rain before we know it."
Alex smiled. "I'll summon your valet and he can tend to you. Cook is waiting to prepare anything you like. Perhaps we can make up the sofa in the drawing room, and you can sit with us this evening. Staying in bed so long would make anyone suffer the doldrums."
"Maybe I will come downstairs for a while," Robert said. "Just make sure Aunt Haygood doesn't ply me with more tea. That yarrow she gave me this morning left much to be desired. Although, she did say it would help stimulate my appetite."
Alex's eyes twinkled. "I can't make any promises, brother dear, but I'll do my best."
****
Damien guided two footmen as they carefully helped their master to the drawing room. A bed had been made on the sofa, and the invalid was settled snugly. Damien watched Alexandra as she tenderly adjusted the pillows and coverlet around her brother.
He knew she was still angry; she had treated him coldly ever since the episode with Carlisle in the hall. She certainly wasn't treating Sir Howard Carlisle coldly. For the past several days, the man had been constantly underfoot, and Alexandra had welcomed his presence with every evidence of warmth and pleasure.
Standing near the windows, Damien followed her movements as she aimlessly wandered about the room, picking up knickknacks and setting them down again. Miss Sedgewicke settled herself near Robert and began reading aloud Southey's latest poem, The Curse of Kehama. Miss Haygood sat across from her nephew, sorting embroidery threads, and Alexandra finally seated herself at Robert's feet. Listening with half an ear, he wondered if Alex would go to the observatory tonight. Would she allow him to go with her?
The tea tray came in at ten and Aunt Haygood served. She handed the first cup to Robert. "Your favorite, my dear--good strong Hyson. I believe the tea I brewed for you this afternoon put the sparkle back in your eyes. There's nothing more refreshing than balm leaves blended with lavender flowers."
Robert accepted his cup with a tired smile. "It certainly was a distinctive blend, Aunt. One way or another, I'll soon be on my feet due to your bracing teas." He caught Jenny's eye, and Damien detected a look of understanding pass between them.
Alexandra stirred her tea, waiting for it to cool. "You'll be happy to know I sent that letter to Lord Thane this afternoon. It shouldn't take long to hear from him. Hopefully, he'll bring Felicia to Willowmede soon." She turned to include Rochdale in the conversation. "I wrote to the earl and his daughter inviting them for a visit, after Robert confessed he hadn't informed them of his injury. I described the excellent fishing the earl could enjoy here while his daughter renewed her acquaintance with you, Robert. I expect that will bring them posthaste, since the earl is an avid angler."
Aunt Haygood sipped her tea. "I should think Lady Felicia would arrive posthaste no matter what, once she heard our dear Robert was wounded and come home."
Alex nodded. "Of course. I only added the bit about the fishing to ensure their arrival in good time. You know what an indifferent traveler Lord Thane is."
Aunt Haygood sniffed as she set her cup down. "Indolent is a better word. Ever since his wife died, he's been positively lethargic. I'll brew him one of my special teas while he's here. Put some life into him."
Damien finished his tea and placed his cup on the table. "Thane's phlegmatic tendencies are well-known by the ton. I'm told the only thing that rouses him is if there's good fishing to be had."
Jenny took up the book again. "I'm sure the earl will bring his daughter as soon as they know Robert's home," she said quietly.
Alex gave her cup to Aunt Haygood and kissed her cheek. "If you will excuse me, I'm going to the observatory. I've neglected my work for over a sennight and really must get back to it."
Damien opened the door to allow her to pass. "I'd like to help, if you wouldn't mind the company, Miss Turlington." Would she refuse? He waited and watched as color rose to her cheeks.
"Certainly, Rochdale," she replied, then lowered her voice to a murmur. "As long as you behave yourself, I have no objections."
Damien bowed to her in mock salute as he closed the door on Aunt Haygood's admonishments about the proprieties, which quickly turned to complaints about her lumbago.
The observatory was dark as they entered. Alex lit the lamp. The solitary flame pushed the shadows away as it cast its meager light around the room. Damien went over to the telescope. Alex sat at the work table and took up her latest journal.
She glanced at Damien, who was adjusting the telescope. "It looks like you've been busy, Rochdale. These last entries are not by my hand."
He smiled and Alex noticed his teeth were white in his dark face. "I hope you don't mind. I took the liberty of helping with your research. You see, I've been fascinated by your hypothesis and couldn't wait to observe the George's orbit for myself." Rochdale's eyes flickered with amusement as he seated himself across from her. "Not many diversions to be had at Willowmede late at night, my dear."
Ignoring this sally, Alex bit her lip. "I was worried I'd missed something of importance. Which I see I did, if I'm interpreting this third entry correctly?"
Rochdale leaned over the table to explain, tracing the sketch with his finger. "By following this trajectory, you can see the George is again being dragged from its standard orbit. It's so gradual a shift it would be overlooked if you weren't searching for it intentionally." He sat back in the chair and studied her face. "Your hypothesis is extraordinary, my dear."
Alex shook her head. "My father's hypothesis, Rochdale. Never forget, it is my father's hypothesis."
"It may be your father's hypothesis," he replied, "but I believe you have enough evidence from five years of investigation to propose a theorem of your own. I think you should consider writing a thesis and presenting it to the Royal Society."
Alex stared at him in astonishment. "But I haven't proven anything. I haven't found out what is pulling the George out of its customary orbit. All I have is evidence showing the planet follows an erratic course."
Rochdale pointed to the stack of journals. "You know you have more than enough material for a thesis. Write a dissertation incorporating your research and observations. Then you can propose your father's hypothesis: There must be another planet or comet pulling the Georgium Sidus from its standard orbit."
Alex appreciated his enthusiasm, but protested. "Theses and dissertations are written by candidates up for academic degrees. The Royal Society won't accept such a serious hypothesis from a mere woman."
"You're forgetting Caroline Herschel," he reminded her. "Hasn't she made some important discoveries of her own? Outside her assistance to her famous brother, I mean? I thought Mr. Herschel said she had submitted several papers to the Royal Society."
"You've worked with Mr. Herschel?" Alex asked.
"No, I'm only an amateur astronomer--not like your father, or you for that matter. Mr. Herschel was kind enough to answer some of my questions by letter."
Alex straightened the stack of journals. "I seem to recall . . . yes, I remember now. Caroline Herschel has submitted several papers to the Royal Society. She presented a catalogue of five hundred and sixty-one stars that were accidentally omitted from the British Catalogue about fifteen years ago. Papa could talk of nothing else for weeks." She smiled at the memory of her father's elation when he'd heard the news. "But Rochdale, I could never presume to be in the same exalted company as Miss Herschel."
"Nonsense," he said. "Your father was a well-known astronomer. He was with Herschel when he discovered the George. You've been trained by the best and are extremely knowledgeable in the field. You must write a thesis, my dear."
"It's quite an undertaking. Do you truly think I have enough evidence?" she asked.
"Definitely. And I would be happy to assist you in anyway I can. You write the paper and I'll go over the work with you." Rochdale waited expectantly.
Alex looked at him, a sharp side glance. Would they be able to work together again after all that had passed between them? She had forgotten how this abominable man could match her enthusiasm about the stars. He was brilliant, of course. The viscount was a different person when he talked about astronomy. Different, and dangerously attractive.
He was looking at her with a strange tenderness. Alex felt the bond strengthening between them again. There was a treacherous warmth spreading inside her. Rochdale's concern and unstinting care of her brother had already breached her defenses.
And Rochdale understood all those lonely nights at the telescope, all the tedious calculations. He was confident she could write a thesis and had also offered to help. He was still waiting for her answer.
"Yes," she said. "I would like to work with you--the way we used to when Papa was alive." She took a deep breath. "I really wish you would quit calling me Miss Turlington. You used to call me by my first name."
Rochdale seemed to hesitate as he went back to reposition the telescope. "Very well, but only if you do the same, Alexandra."
She nodded and bent her head to her work, trying to ignore the pleasure she felt when he called her by her familiar name once again.
Chapter Seven
A week later, Robert sat on the sofa in the back parlor and stared listlessly out the window at the morning sun. Aunt Haygood napped in a nearby chair, her tatting forgotten on her lap. Miss Sedgewicke read more of Southey's poem aloud, her voice low and melodious.
Robert swung his booted feet to the floor. For the past week, Jenny had coaxed him downstairs to the sofa every day. Mrs. Abernathy's good cooking had been tasty and filling, and he could feel his energy returning. He was becoming adept at eating with his left hand. But would he ever feel whole again?
Jenny closed the book and looked at him. "Would you like to start practicing writing today? I know you're feeling blue-devilled, but you must find the strength to go on. You cannot live out the rest of your days on the sofa."
He saw the clear gray eyes regarding him with mild reproof. Robert knew she was right. He needed to pull himself out of the quagmire of self-pity he was drowning in.
"Go get paper and pen, then. I'll give it a try." He was rewarded with a warm smile.
Jenny ran to the desk where the writing materials lay. "I don't mean to come the tyrant over you. It scares me to see you so melancholy. You've always been strong and vital--alive and vibrant." She caught his interested gaze and busied herself with positioning the paper and ink on the small table near the sofa.
He seized her hand, holding it tightly in his own. "You're not a tyrant," he said softly. "Never that. You're a ministering angel, helping me on the path to recovery." Robert was pleased to see her cheeks turn pink.
Gently retrieving her hand, Jenny continued, "Before you begin writing, remember how awkward you felt when you first started using your fork. Your left hand is unaccustomed to doing these tasks, and it will take practice in order to become proficient again."
"Yes, yes," he said impatiently. "Hand me the pen."
She gave it to him, then stepped back.
"What shall I write?" he asked, wishing she'd stayed close by.
"Start with your name. Your signature will be different now. You should strive to make it bold and distinctive." She watched anxiously as he put pen to paper.
The first attempt was unsuccessful. The nib cracked, and ink splattered across the page.
"Damn it!" Robert said. "And how am I supposed to repair the pen now? With one hand?" He glared at Jenny.
"I'll repair it for you," she said. Taking up the quill, she quickly sharpened the point and handed it back to him. Robert scratched his name on the vellum and laid the pen aside. "It's worse than a child's scribblings," he said with disgust.
"It's only your first attempt. Try again." Jenny held the pen toward him. Robert hesitated.
"Here," she said, placing the quill in his hand. "Let me guide you. Your left hand is unused to the motions." With gentle patience, Jenny gripped his large hand and helped spell out his name.
Robert felt the small warm hand guide him through the motions. A wave of desire washed over him. He watched Jenny as she bent over the page. She'd grown to be quite pretty, he thought. He found himself wanting to kiss the brown curls so near his mouth. Closing his eyes, he inhaled her unique fragrance and suddenly yearned to sweep Jenny into a passionate embrace.
Robert jerked open his eyes. The pen slid across the paper. What was he about, thinking of Jenny in that way?
"Is something wrong?" she asked him. "We were doing so well."
Glancing at the jagged letters of his name, he reached for the pen. "Let me try myself."
Carefully, Robert scrawled the letters. Just as he came to the end, the nib broke again. A large blotch of ink smeared the page.
"It's no use!" He threw the pen down. "I'm sorry, Jenny. Even rudimentary things are beyond me now."
"That's nonsense, and you know it." She placed her hand on his arm.
Robert shrugged it off. He didn't want her pity. He wanted to kiss her, which was nonsense. His sharp-edged hunger for Jenny made him stand abruptly. He turned away and clumsily swept everything onto the floor.
Catching the ink bottle before it fell, Jenny watched Robert stalk toward the door, suddenly afraid of the frightful light in his eyes.
Aunt Haygood awoke with a start. "What's the matter with you, dear boy?" she asked. "Shall I brew a restorative tea for you this afternoon?"
Robert turned a twisted face on his aunt. "I don't want any more of your goddamned teas!" His voice sounded constricted, a low savage growl.
Aunt Haygood's face crumpled, and she sobbed into her tatting. Jenny hurried to the old woman's side, patted her shoulder and handed her a handkerchief. Then she ran after Robert, passed him and stood in the doorway, barring the way.
"Wait!" Jenny cried. "Where are you going? What are you going to do?"
Robert stopped inches from her. "Please, allow me to pass," he said through gritted teeth.
"Promise me, you won't do something dreadful," she pleaded.
"I don't make promises, I can't keep." He pushed her aside and strode quickly toward the front door, which was opened wide.
Jenny quickly followed, terrified at the thought of Robert's desperate attitude, not knowing what to do or how to help. He'd seemed to be getting along so well. What in the world had happened?
"Robert! Please!"
Ignoring her anguished plea, Robert quickly walked out the door.
****
Standing at the top of the stairs, Damien watched as Robert made his escape. Never had he witnessed such a look of torment on his friend's face.
Miss Sedgewicke stopped at the bottom of the staircase and gripped the banister. "Stop him! Someone, please stop him!" she cried, a sob catching in her throat.
Damien quickly descended the stairs. "What happened?"
Alexandra rushed into the hall from the back of the house. "Good God, Jenny. What's wrong? What's the matter with Robert?"
"Someone must follow him. I fear he might . . . he shouldn't be alone." Jenny grabbed Rochdale's sleeve. "My lord, please go after him," she urged. "He's in a dangerous mood and I'm afraid of what he might do."
"What happened?" Damien asked again, holding Alex's gaze for one pregnant moment.
"There's no time . . . just go after him." Jenny pushed him toward the door. She turned frightened eyes on Alex.
Alexandra picked up her gloves from the hall table. "I'm going too!" she said, following Rochdale.
"You'll stay here, my girl," he ordered, his voice sharp. "I'll take care of this."
"He's my brother. I'll come if I want to. I was preparing to leave anyway, to visit a couple of sick tenants. We'll take the gig. Robert can't have gone far." She met his brooding eyes squarely, her chin raised slightly.
"As you wish." Damien turned on his heel and went outside.
A groom was bringing Alex's gig from the stables. Robert pushed the servant away, flung himself up on the seat, and whipped the reins across the mare's haunches. The gig lurched forward, then began picking up speed.
"Robert! Wait!" Damien called. "You're in no condition to drive!"
"Don't try to stop me, Demon! I know what I'm about."
"Damned fool!" Damien watched as the gig and Robert sped down the willow-lined lane, soon lost in a cloud of dust.
Alex clutched Damien's arm. He looked down into the wide green eyes and pressed her hand reassuringly.
"My God, he'll kill himself," she whispered. "Go after him, Damien. Hurry! Please, hurry!"
Damien ran to the stables. The head groom had a horse already saddled and handed the reins to the viscount.
"See to your mistress," Damien said. "She'll want to follow. Stall her for at least ten minutes, then escort her yourself." He vaulted onto the animal's sleek back and raced after the runaway gig.
****
Robert's arm ached as he held onto the reins in a death grip. When he'd jumped in the gig, all he'd wanted to do was escape the house and the torment he'd lived with for the last several months. Vague thoughts of ending it all swirled about his brain.
But with the reality of impending death looming over him as the gig sped out of control, life suddenly seemed sweet. He thought of Jenny, who'd been his lifeline since he'd come home. He remembered her gray eyes and low laughter. He thought about his response to her nearness. For the first time in months, he felt like a man again. Narrowing his eyes, he remembered he had a fiancée also.
Robert directed all of his energy toward keeping the horse and gig from overturning. If he could come out of this alive, he would thank God he was spared and get on with living. He'd have to find the patience to learn to do everything with one hand. With Jenny's support, Robert thought he could make it. If he came out of this alive . . .
The horse seemed impervious to Robert's signals, no matter how hard he pulled on the reins. He decided to give the mare her head and let her tire herself out. He concentrated on keeping the gig on the narrow road. Robert prayed he wouldn't meet anyone coming from the opposite direction.
He heard Damien calling his name, but dared not glance back. Thank God, Demon had followed him. He'd always been there for him. He was glad he was here now, because he was going to need his help.
Suddenly, a rabbit shot across the road. The horse swerved to miss it, grazing the wheels of the gig along the embankment. The old mare's ears flattened, then she reared up and bolted down the road with renewed energy. Robert felt the left wheel leave the ground as the gig rounded a bend.
He was determined to stop the carriage himself. Demon was too far behind to help. Robert looped the reins around his arm. Bracing his feet on the floor of the gig, he hauled with all his might. The taut reins wrenched his arm, almost pulling it from the socket. After an interminable amount of time, he felt the mare slow her pace; her ears resumed their normal position.
From the corner of his eye, Robert saw Demon grab the horse's bridle. In a few seconds, the gig stood safely by the side of the road.
"What the hell were you trying to do? Break your damned neck?" Damien shouted.
Robert hesitated as he stared at the infuriated face glaring at him. "The thought had crossed my mind."
"I never knew you were such a coward," Damien cut in bitingly. "Of all the selfish, inconsiderate starts."
Robert rubbed his throbbing shoulder with his chin. "I said it crossed my mind. All I really wanted to do was ride out my anger. The gig was there. I didn't think--I simply acted."
"Acted foolishly, you mean," Damien snapped. "You've always been cow handed, even before your accident, and you know it."
"All of us can't be members of the Four-In-Hand Club, sporting spotted neckerchiefs and driving coaches up Salt Hill," Robert said. "Besides, old Betsy was slowing down. Before you took hold of the bridle, I mean."
Dismounting, Damien tied his horse to the back of the gig and jumped in beside his friend. "You gave me one hell of a scare, Rob," he said. "Alexandra will be here shortly. We must concoct some sort of a story to tell her."
"Yes," he agreed. "Jenny will be worried, too. I'm afraid I've behaved like a cad. I even cursed poor Aunt Haygood."
"Don't castigate yourself. You've had a rough time of it," Damien said. "I know you've been suffering. Something was bound to happen. Just be glad it wasn't anything worse."
"I won't lie to you, Demon. I've thought of death--even prayed for it," Robert admitted. "Yet when the gig was out of control, I realized I didn't want to die."
"Welcome back, my friend. Now, here comes your sister. Think of a plausible tale while I turn this gig around. Unless you'd like to do the honors?"
Robert grinned and shook his head. "I've had enough driving for today, thank you.
Alexandra pulled up beside the gig, astride Cosmos, out of breath. Jem Thomson, the head groom, trailed behind.
"Thank God, you're safe," Alex said, her face deathly pale. "Are you all right, Robert?"
"I'm fine."
"What were you about?" she scolded. "To take off in such a fashion?"
Searching his sister's lovely face, he shrugged. "Let's just say I was trying my hand at the reins. Obviously, I'm not ready yet."
"I should think not," she said. "You've just risen from your sick bed. This is no time to test your skill with the ribbons."
Damien started the gig toward Willowmede. "I was telling Robert that I admire his spirit. But perhaps he should learn to do simpler tasks first before tackling the more difficult ones."
His eyes dropped to the well-turned ankle peeping from beneath Alexandra's hiked-up skirt. She caught his gaze and tried to adjust her position. This proved to be impossible--the skirt was not made for riding astride. She tried to stare him out of countenance. He merely lifted an eyebrow in return.
After watching this by-play, Robert smiled. "You have no one to blame but yourself, dear sister. If you refuse to ride side-saddle, you must pay the price." Before Alex could reply, he threw up his hand. "Let's go home. I must apologize to Jenny and Aunt Haygood for my monstrous behavior."
"Aunt Haygood?" she asked, puzzled.
"I'm afraid I told her I didn't want anymore of her teas," Robert admitted sheepishly. "And I didn't say it very nicely."
Alex gasped, then laughed. "You didn't! That's worse than taking off in the gig."
He nodded in agreement, sweeping his black hair back from his forehead with his good hand. "I know, Alex. I know."
****
Robert found Jenny in the Music Room, sitting at the piano. She played a sad, mournful tune. He leaned against the door frame and listened until she finished the piece.
Jenny turned when she heard his approach. He saw the worry and something else he couldn't name in her lovely gray eyes. Her hand went to her throat--she stood abruptly. "You're safe! Thank goodness, you're safe!"
Looking down at her, Robert felt an unaccountable longing to crush her to him. He must be going mad. He reminded himself he was engaged to be married. "I owe you an apology, my dear. I don't know what possessed me to act like an ogre to you, of all people. All I can say is--I'm sorry."
He idly picked out a tune on the ivory keys and grimaced when he struck a wrong chord. "I guess there will be many things I can never do again."
Jenny stared at him, biting her lip. A tear trickled down her cheek.
"Don't cry," he said softly. "I've decided you're right. I can't live the rest of my days on that damned sofa." He brushed the tear away. "If you can find it in your heart to forgive my boorish behavior, I'd like to continue my lesson in penmanship."
Half laughing, half sobbing, Jenny smiled up at him. "I'll get the pen and ink." She hesitated, a frown marred her smooth brow.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"I was thinking about Aunt Haygood," she said.
"I've already apologized to my aunt," he said. "I begged her forgiveness. Then I asked her to brew a cup of her special restorative tea for me. I also asked her to prepare something for these blisters." He showed her the two red welts which streaked across his palm where the reins had rubbed his hand raw. "Serves me right. I should have known better than to jump in that gig."
"Perhaps we should postpone the writing lesson," Jenny suggested.
Robert nodded. "Yes, that might be best. Would you play for me, Jenny? I haven't heard anyone play for ages. You used to play when you visited Willowmede. Quite prettily, in fact."
"I'm proficient, merely. I can't play nearly as well as you." Jenny cast an anguished look at him. "I'm sorry," she whispered.
"Don't be sorry, my dear. It's all right." Robert quickly turned away. He could no longer play, and Jenny had just refused to play for him. Was music lost to him forever?
Jenny hurriedly sat at the piano and rifled through the sheet music. "What would you like to hear?"
Easing his tall frame into a chair, Robert leaned his head against the cushioned back. She was going to play for him after all. With eyes half closed, he answered her. "Mozart, Jenny. Let it be Mozart."
Chapter Eight
Alex sat at her worktable in the observatory. It was long past midnight. She and Damien were going over two crucial paragraphs in her thesis. He searched the journals, trying to find the exact reference to the George's position when the planet reached its perihelion--the point of orbit nearest the sun.
Damien raked his fingers through his hair. "I know it's here, Alexandra. I remember reading it just the other day."
Alex put the paper away. "Let's give it up for tonight. It's two in the morning. I can't concentrate anymore." She stood and stretched her neck, trying to ease the stiffness.
"Ready for bed?" He walked around the workbench and stopped directly before her.
Alex trembled. Damien was looking at her with an intensity that took her breath away. The candle guttered in its socket, and dark shadows surrounded them in the flickering light. She kept her eyes on the floor.
When they worked side by side, Alex could almost forget Damien's past indiscretions. The old camaraderie was back in place; only now there was an underlying current between them. At times like this--when the work was done, the lights low, and she was lulled into a sense of security--Alex felt his magnetism. She was drawn to Damien, there was no question about it. Their minds were in accord, united toward a common goal. She trembled again, pushing away the thought of their bodies in like accord.
Alex blurted out what had been uppermost in her mind all day. "Do you think Robert was trying to kill himself when he took off in the gig this afternoon?"
The sleepy passion left Damien's eyes. He stepped closer. "I think . . . I know Robert has longed for death since he lost his arm."
Alexandra closed her eyes tightly, trying to suppress the grief which shook her. Damien stood dangerously near. How would it feel if he took her in his arms and held her? She could imagine his lips brushing her hair.
When she could command her voice, she opened her eyes and looked at him. "Must I live in constant dread then? That Robert will try to take his life?"
Damien shook his head. "I think it's safe to say Robert is past the worst of his depression now. Something snapped today when he jumped in the gig. He may have started out with desperate intentions, but I believe he realized he had much to live for when death was so near."
Alex straightened her skirts and stared into the golden eyes soberly regarding her. "Robert is very lucky to have you for a friend."
Damien took her hand and placed a kiss upon her wrist.
Alexandra's heart pounded in her throat. Her skin burned where his lips touched.
"Robert is lucky to have you for his sister," Damien replied huskily. His face was inches from hers. Alex thought he meant to kiss her. Abruptly, he let her hand fall. The warmth had left his eyes, replaced by a coldness that left Alex shivering inside.
Picking up the candle, Damien lighted the way down the darkened stairwell, leaving Alex to follow as best as she could.
****
The sun was bright and the breeze pleasant as Robert reclined on a chaise longue under the old willow tree in the East Garden. Jenny sat in a lawn chair beside him. She was embroidering an intricate pattern on the tambour frame in her lap. She stole a quick glance at him and Robert thought he detected stress in her beautiful gray eyes. He suddenly wanted to take a turn about the garden and cursed his clumsiness as he started to rise.
Jenny picked up her scissors and snipped her thread. "You must strive for patience," she said, her eyes never leaving her work. "It will take time to master rising from your chair with any semblance of grace. However, the more you do get up and about, the easier it will become."
Robert smiled at the brown head bent over the embroidery frame. "Always full of good sense, my dear," he said. "Please walk with me, Jenny." He offered his arm, and she stood and took hold of it.
As they strolled through the flower gardens, Jenny picked a bouquet of pink and yellow roses. "You're improving daily and losing some of the awkwardness you felt at first," she said. "Don't you think it's time you got on a horse--to see if you can ride again? Riding is different than driving, you know. Rochdale told me about a Captain Tucker who lost an arm in an accident several years ago. He still rides to hounds with Mr. Assheton-Smith and the Quorn every hunting season."
Robert's lips tightened. "Don't push me, Jenny. After trying my luck with the gig, I'm afraid I must shy away from horses altogether. I'm content with learning the simple things first--like eating and writing. It's damned frustrating when I can't cut my own meat at dinner, and I don't find it easy to write with my left hand, as you well know."
Jenny looked away and Robert knew he'd hurt her feelings. That was the last thing he wanted to do. Jenny had been his mainstay during this harrowing convalescence. Her acceptance of his disability, her patience when she guided his hand as he practiced writing, and her encouraging and practical advice had become dear to him.
How could he have come this far, if not for Jenny? A month ago, he hadn't wanted to live. Now he awoke each morning, ready to tackle the hurdles cast his way. But he needed sweet Jenny to help coax him along.
"I'm sorry, Jenny--" He stopped short when she raised tear-drenched eyes to his. He forced himself not to hug her close. "Don't cry, please. I didn't mean to be abrupt with you. You don't push me; far from it. I'm grateful for all of your patience and assistance. I owe you a debt of gratitude for helping me learn to be whole again."
Jenny broke away from him, her lips trembling. "I don't want your gratitude," she cried and fled toward the house.
Robert stared after her, wondering what he'd said to make her weep.
****
Alex received the morning post from Sterling and retired to the back parlor. Seated at her desk, she sorted through the mail, stifling a yawn. She and Damien had stayed up late again, working on her thesis. Every night for the past two weeks they had withdrawn to the observatory after tea. Every night, Aunt Haygood's lumbago grew worse.
Her aunt had nothing to worry about, thought Alex. Rochdale wasn't really interested in her. But he was interested in the hypothesis and the paper she was working on. His insights and different perspectives on her research were invaluable. He supported her meager efforts at writing and encouraged her when she lost confidence.
Alex loved the late nights in the observatory. She always felt happiest when she was up there. Now she had someone to share her fascination and enthusiasm--something she'd missed since her father died.
She dismissed the seeming intimacy that was growing between Damien and herself. She refused to acknowledge any feeling stronger than friendship. The warmth in his eyes and the caress she heard in his voice were merely his trademarks. She never allowed herself to forget Rochdale was an accomplished rake.
Alex opened a letter from the Earl of Thane. He and Felicia would be arriving day after tomorrow. Alex rushed to tell Robert the good news. She met Jenny coming in the French doors leading to the gardens. Jenny hurried past her, head down and a handkerchief held to her lips. Alex thought she was crying.
"Jenny, what on earth is the matter?" she called.
Jenny shook her head and retreated toward the stairs. Alex stared after her, then saw Robert coming up the path. She went to confront her brother.
"Robert Turlington! What have you done to make Jenny cry?" she demanded, blocking his way.
"Nothing, I swear it," he said. "I was just thanking her for all of the kindness and patience she's shown me the past few weeks. Before I had finished, she'd turned into a watering pot and stormed off."
Taking his arm, Alex clung to Robert as they meandered back down the path. "I guess I shall have to take your word for it. I'll speak with Jenny later." She waved the note she was holding in front of her brother's face. "The earl and Felicia will be arriving on Thursday. I know you'll be glad to see your fiancée."
Robert hesitated. "Yes, of course. Though I still worry about her reaction to my injury."
Alex gently squeezed his arm. "If she sincerely loves you, it won't matter. Besides, Jenny and I accept you as you are, and the loss of your arm is not your only flaw, my dear brother."
Robert grinned at the mischievous light in his sister's eyes. "You do know how to take a fellow down a peg, don't you? Jenny never treats me so shabbily. She tells me if I practice patience and perseverance, I shall come about."
Alex picked up her friend's forgotten embroidery frame from the lawn chair. "Jenny is full of pragmatic good sense, and she's as sweet as she is lovely. She would never treat you badly, because she's a guest in this house. I, on the other hand, can treat you any way I wish. A sister's privilege, you see."
"Saucy minx," Robert said with an indulgent laugh. "I pity the man who marries you, my dear. He'll always feel the lash of your pert tongue."
Alex saw a frown furrow his brow. "What is it, Robert? Are you in pain?"
Robert sank onto the chaise longue. "The only pain I feel is caused by the fast approach of your suitor. It pains me to see Carlisle underfoot every day. Surely, you're not seriously considering his offer. He doesn't know where to look when he's near me. You can't deny he's uncomfortable with the loss of my arm."
Alex forced a smile as Sir Howard came near. "It's difficult for some people to accept other's disabilities. He'll soon grow accustomed."
Carlisle bowed low over Alexandra's hand. "Lovely day to enjoy the great outdoors," he said, then nodded toward Robert. "Glad to see you up and about, Turlington. Can't stay in bed all your life. I must say I admire the way you've recovered from your terrible ordeal."
Alex glanced at her brother and saw his lips tighten. Robert was right. Carlisle was uncomfortable around him. The squire looked everywhere except at Robert, even when he was speaking directly to him. And for the first time, she noticed the condescending tone he used when addressing Robert, though he tried to cover his embarrassment in a loud, cheerful voice.
Robert slowly stood. Alex saw him striving to avoid any clumsiness. "If you will excuse me, I'll take that embroidery frame back to Miss Sedgewicke."
Carlisle grabbed the frame. "Don't bother, Turlington. We'll see that it is returned to Miss Sedgewicke. Surely a servant can carry it back to the house." He glanced around as if he could conjure an underling from the bushes and missed the murderous look in Robert's eyes.
"I'm perfectly capable of carrying it, Carlisle," Robert said, his teeth clenched as he extended his arm toward the tambour frame.
Sir Howard's face reddened. "Sorry, Turlington. I never meant to imply that you weren't."
Alex hastily intervened. "Of course, you didn't. You don't realize how improved Robert is." She handed the frame to her brother and saw Rochdale descending upon them. Carlisle stiffened, while Robert visibly relaxed as the viscount walked up the path.
Alex appreciated the way Rochdale never patronized her brother. When Robert was feeling sorry for himself, Damien told him to go take a damper. He didn't waste any pity on Robert, but tried to help him cope with his disability.
Damien leaned against the willow tree, folded his arms across his chest and lazily surveyed the group. Alex thought he looked like a pirate with his swarthy skin and muscular build. She caught a gleam of amusement in his eyes as he glanced her way.
Reaching into his pocket, he took out a lacy handkerchief. "You forgot this last night, my dear," he said, his voice low and seductive. "A most enjoyable and productive evening, wouldn't you agree? I'm pleased to see you looking quite refreshed this morning after being up so late."
Alex heard Carlisle's sharp intake of breath. She knew Rochdale was purposely taunting the squire. Gritting her teeth, she accepted her handkerchief with a smile. "So thoughtful of you, my lord. Your kindness overwhelms me. Carlisle, you must know Rochdale is helping me with my research in the observatory. You recall that I told you I'm writing a paper to submit to the Royal Society. Rochdale has agreed to lend his assistance."
Carlisle stood rigid, his lips set in an uncompromising line. "I'm delighted you've found someone to help with your little hobby, my dear. Shall we take a turn about the gardens?" He offered his arm to the reluctant Alex.
Damien grinned. Alex knew he was enjoying her discomfort. He turned his attention to Robert. "I came to see if you'd care to ride in the south pasture this afternoon, Rob. I have a few ideas on how you could mount and control the horse with one arm. I was telling Miss Sedgewicke last evening about Captain Tucker."
Carlisle shook his head. "Do you really think he's ready to ride? I should think after the gig ran away with him, he would realize . . ."
Damien stared at Sir Howard and tried not to laugh. This was better than he'd hoped for. He'd deliberately asked Robert to ride in front of Carlisle, counting on the squire to voice an objection that would force Robert to accept the challenge.
With green eyes blazing, Robert stepped forward. "Of course, I'll ride with you, Demon," he said. "Let me change into some riding togs and I'll meet you at the stables. Shall we say in fifteen minutes?"
Alex watched as her brother walked toward the house. There was a determination in his stride and he looked more like his old self. When she turned grateful eyes on Rochdale, she flinched inwardly. She'd thought to find a friendly mocking in his gaze. Instead, she encountered a hard, implacable look.
"Thank you," she whispered.
Rochdale's eyes snapped. "You have nothing to thank me for, my dear." He turned on his heel and marched off to the stables.
Alex allowed Carlisle to guide her along the stone walk in the gardens. She tried to ignore the hurt she felt at Damien's unexpected coldness. What was that all about?
Sir Howard cleared his throat. "Miss Turlington," he began. "I really cannot approve of the intimacy I find developing between you and that libertine. It is most improper to be on a first name basis, especially with one of his stamp. I, who have courted you for more than a year, am not even allowed that privilege. Most improper, my dear!"
"Yes, yes," she said impatiently. "I know it's a bit unusual, but since Rochdale and I are working closely together, and since he is my brother's good friend, we agreed to drop the formalities. I'm sorry you don't approve, but remember, you really have no authority over my actions yet."
Carlisle stopped and grasped both of her hands. "Pardon me for being stern with you, my dear. I am extremely uneasy with Rochdale running loose at Willowmede. He is a very dangerous man, Miss Turlington. You don't know the half of what he's done and I wouldn't sully your innocent ears with his dastardly deeds."
Alex withdrew her hands. "I cut my wisdoms long ago, Carlisle. I know what kind of man he is. Now, if you will excuse me, I find I have a headache."
Sir Howard was all concern. "You must lie down at once. I wish you would take better care of yourself. These late nights pursuing your hobby cannot be beneficial to your health. I won't stand for such nonsense after we're married."
"I think I will go lie down," Alex said. "Thank you for your visit. Lord Thane and Lady Felicia will be here on Thursday. Please come to dinner. I know you'll want to pay your respects to them."
Carlisle beamed at the invitation. "Until Thursday, then. Go rest, my dear." He bowed over her hand, giving it a slight squeeze.
Alex watched as he walked jauntily out of sight. She knew Carlisle was a good and honorable man. She couldn't help thinking he was extremely dull as well.
****
Jenny wiped her eyes and blew her nose after indulging in a bout of tears in the privacy of her bedchamber. She was being silly and she knew it. Robert was engaged to be married. His fiancée was due to arrive any day now.
She didn't know how she would manage to sit by and watch Robert and Lady Felicia together. She thought her heart would surely break, if it hadn't already. She was more in love with Robert than ever before.
These past few weeks--taking care of him, helping him to overcome some of the obstacles he faced, listening to his fears, and offering encouragement--had been the happiest in her whole life. Spending each day with the man she loved, even though he didn't return that love, had been heavenly.
Lately, she'd noticed Robert looking at her with tenderness in his eyes. Perhaps he was starting to feel more than friendship for her. Maybe he was beginning to love her just a little. That was nonsense, of course. He was in love with Lady Felicia.
Jenny stared at her reflection in the mirror over her dressing table and sighed. She could never compete with the beautiful Lady Felicia Marlow. She had seen Robert's fiancée in London many times this past Season. She was a blonde ethereal beauty, tall and wispy. Was it any wonder Robert had fallen in love with her?
Jenny would stay long enough to see if Robert truly loved Lady Felicia--and to make sure his love was returned. If Robert was happy, then she would leave Willowmede and go visit each of her brothers and their families. She would make her home with one of them and play the favorite maiden aunt.
Jenny straightened her shoulders and blew her nose again. There was one more thing she could do to help Robert with his convalescence. He said he was frustrated because he couldn't cut his meat. Cook had been preparing his portions in bite-sized pieces for him. That wouldn't do when he went out in company. Jenny had an idea.
She went down to the kitchens to consult Mrs. Abernathy and Mrs. Tolles. She found the women sitting at the big table drinking a cup of tea. Bread was rising near the hearth and Jenny smelled the comforting aroma of yeast. The kitchens were clean and scrubbed, neat and cozy.
The two women rose when they saw Jenny.
"Miss Sedgewicke!" exclaimed Mrs. Tolles, the small round housekeeper. "What can we do for you, Miss?"
Mrs. Abernathy fetched a cup from the cupboard. "How 'bout a spot o' tea, Miss?"
Jenny smiled her thanks. "That would be most welcome." She sat down and sipped her tea, considering her next move.
"I've come to ask for your help," she began, looking at each in turn. She saw a spark of interest in the women's eyes. "Your master is recovering nicely, but he's still very disheartened with his disability. He mentioned one thing in particular that's bothering him." She looked at Mrs. Abernathy. "I know Robert is grateful for all of your consideration in preparing foods he can easily handle. The stews and puddings have been wonderful. He manages well with the fork, but when it comes to cutting meat, he's experiencing great difficulty."
Jenny smiled at the cook. "Robert is lucky to have such caring people in his household. Sending in his meat already cut has been extremely thoughtful. But your master must learn to do things for himself. When he goes out in company, he must be able to fend for himself at the dinner table."
Mrs. Abernathy nodded. "Yes, Miss. Mrs. Tolles and I have been talking about it. But we can't think of a better way."
When both women looked at her expectantly, Jenny knew she had their allegiance. "I've come up with a plan," she said. "It's simple, really. He needs an extraordinarily sharp knife. Not just any knife. It must be special. Something he can carry with him to dinner parties and one he's comfortable using."
Mrs. Tolles jumped up. "I know the very thing. There's a small jeweled dagger in one of the cases in the armory. It's been in the family for years. It's beautiful, Miss, with a silver filigree holder."
Jenny clapped her hands. "Perfect! Sterling or one of the footmen can sharpen and hone it. It must be sharp enough to shave with. Could one of you practice to see how best it can be used efficiently with one hand? Then you can show Robert. I would rather he didn't know this was my idea."
"But, Miss . . ." protested the housekeeper.
"Please, Mrs. Tolles. I have my reasons," Jenny said quietly. "Have someone fetch that dagger. The sooner, the better."
****
Damien watched Robert as he practiced maneuvering his great black gelding around the field. It had taken considerable pressure to persuade Robert to mount again, but he knew Robert was finally past the dangerous depression which had threatened his life.
Slackening his reins, Damien allowed his horse to roam at will, grazing on the green summer grass of the fertile pasture. Grinning, he thought of the good use he had made of Sir Howard Carlisle. The squire had made an unforgivable gaffe when he insinuated Robert was unable to handle a horse.
Damien knew Robert could barely tolerate the man. Who could blame him? The way he lived in Alexandra's pocket was disgusting. But after Carlisle's blunder, Damien could have shaken his hand. Robert was ready to prove he was not a helpless invalid.
His grin faded when he thought of the gratitude reflected in Alexandra's eyes when she realized what he'd done. Damien didn't want her gratitude. He didn't know what he wanted from her. He knew he desired her in the physical sense, and the nights in the observatory were taking their toll. The more time he spent with Alexandra, the more attractive she became.
Her emerald eyes, her full lips, her low musical voice--the sensual combination tormented Damien until he thought he would burst from need. He decided he'd visit the village soon, find a buxom barmaid, and relieve the smoldering tension in his loins. All he needed was a woman--any woman would do.
Damn it! Why was he trying to deceive himself? Only Alexandra could douse the fires burning inside of him. Her alluring body wasn't the only thing he craved. He admired her quick wit, her intelligent observations, and her dedication to her father's theory. Her thesis would be outstanding and well received by the Royal Society.
Damien enjoyed working with her. Astronomy had always fascinated him, but there were few people in the ton who shared his interest. Long ago, Robert's father had taken him under his wing and had even given him a small brass telescope one Christmas. He'd carried it with him ever since; it was in his coat pocket even now.
Robert rode up beside him and Damien pulled on his horse's reins. His friend's face was ruddy from the exercise. He almost looked like his old self again. "You seem to be doing splendidly, Rob. Ready to take a fence or two?"
"Not yet," Robert said with a grin, patting Titus's sleek shining neck. "Although, I think I've accomplished quite a bit this morning. It isn't as difficult as I thought it would be. Who knows? I may try my hand with the gig again."
Damien rode beside Robert as they guided their mounts to the stables. "Perhaps. But before you try your skill with the ribbons, maybe you should master some simpler tasks. I know you've been working on writing with your left hand. Have you thought about shuffling cards and playing whist?"
"Yes, and I must learn to take snuff without spilling it all over my blasted shirt," he said.
Damien laughed. "If you visited Town more often, you would know the correct way to take snuff is with one hand. You would do well to emulate Brummel. He uses his left hand and does it with infinite grace."
Robert threw his reins to a waiting groom and dismounted. "I'm sure you can show me the precise way. I know how much you admire the Beau." He ducked as Rochdale tossed his riding crop at his head. He picked it up and handed it back to the viscount with a grin. "Aim's wide off the mark this morning, Demon. Never known you to miss a target before. I think I'll go to the kitchens to beg sustenance from Mrs. Abernathy. Care to join me?"
Damien declined the invitation, smiling to himself as Robert started for the house. He was glad to see his friend regaining some of his self-confidence. He was recovering rapidly, and soon Damien would be able to leave Willowmede.
It was time he left. More than time. He had to get away from Alexandra. It was becoming increasingly difficult to be near her and not touch her. Damien detested the feelings he experienced when Alex was near. He had sworn no woman would ever hold power over him and he meant to stand by his oath.
Chapter Nine
Robert entered the house by the back way, going through the servants' hall toward the kitchens. His stomach growled with hunger. The workout he'd put himself through with Titus had stirred his appetite.
He felt good that he was still able to ride. With some practice, he knew he would be competent again. Jenny was right. He would come about with patience and perseverance.
Walking into the kitchen, he discovered Mrs. Abernathy busily preparing a pheasant for the night's meal. He smiled. "Don't let me disturb you, Mrs. A. I thought I'd make a sandwich to tide me over until tea-time. Is there some cold meat and cheese in the pantry?"
Mrs. Abernathy wiped her large hands on her apron. "And what if there is? Ye won't be making yer own sandwich, m'lord. No, not while I have a breath left in me body. You sit right down and let me make you some fine sandwiches and pour you a tankard of ale. It won't be a minute before we have ye fixed up." She waddled off to the pantry to fetch the cold Yorkshire ham and some sharp cheddar cheese.
Robert grinned as he sat at the table near the hearth. Nothing pleased Mrs. Abernathy more than to be able to feed someone. All of his life, she had tried to fatten him up.
His thoughts were diverted when Sterling and a menial entered the room. They stopped short when they saw their master, and Robert noticed they looked strangely uneasy. Sterling was carrying a gold dagger of sorts. It looked vaguely familiar.
"My lord!" said the butler. He quickly handed the dagger to the footman and dismissed him. The young man hesitated, looked at the dagger, then glanced anxiously at his lord and master.
Something was up. Robert thought he'd never seen two more guilty looking people in all his life. He confronted his servants. "What have you got there, David? May I see it?" He held out his hand. David looked at Sterling. The butler nodded.
Robert examined the beautiful knife. He would know it anywhere. More like a short dirk than an actual dagger, the handle was turned in gold with a large ruby embedded in the end of the hilt. Carefully, and a bit awkwardly, he unsheathed the blade and admired its gleam in the sunlight pouring from the window. The sheath was worked in gold and silver filigree, set throughout with tiny rubies. It was a magnificent instrument.
Robert stared at Sterling. The butler heroically held his lord's penetrating gaze. "This has been up in the armory for years," he said quietly. "I often admired it as a child. Been in the family since before Cromwell, I believe. What are you doing with it, Sterling?"
The butler cleared his throat. "It was thought, my lord, meaning no disrespect, you understand . . . It came to someone's attention, that your lordship was having difficulty at the dinner table. Someone thought a very sharp knife, one sharp enough to shave, would be of benefit to you, my lord.
"Someone thought a special kind of knife, one which your lordship could carry with you, would help at the table. Especially when eating in company."
Robert regarded the dirk, then gazed at the butler thoughtfully. "This was Miss Sedgewicke's idea, wasn't it?"
Sterling stared at an invisible spot on the opposite wall. "I couldn't say, my lord. It was Mrs. Tolles who sent me for the dagger."
Robert smiled slowly. Ah, Jenny. What will you think of next? "And what is the plan, Sterling? Out with it! I might as well know what's in store for me."
The butler gazed at his master. A look of understanding passed between the two men. "Well, my lord," he said, clearing his throat again, "I'm to sharpen the blade until it shaves the hair off my arm. Then Mrs. Tolles and I are going to practice cutting meat with one hand to find the most proficient way to use the blade."
Robert nodded. "Go on."
"We were going to demonstrate to your lordship so you could practice and feel more adept when eating in company," Sterling said.
Robert handed the dagger to the butler. "I know this is Miss Sedgewicke's idea. I don't understand why she wants to keep it secret. It's of no matter. We're going to give her a little surprise. Sharpen that blade as soon as possible. Then bring it, along with some meat, up to my rooms. I'll practice today and tomorrow, and I'll use it at dinner Thursday night."
Mrs. Abernathy returned with a tray of sandwiches, almost dropping them when she saw Robert and the dagger. Robert smiled. "Mum's the word, Mrs. A." He bit into the sandwich's thick crust and chewed thoughtfully.
So, Jenny thought she was pulling a fast one on him, did she? He would show her he still had a few tricks up his sleeve, even if he had only the one.
****
The rattle of carriage wheels on the gravel drive heralded the arrival of Winston Marlow, Earl of Thane, and his daughter, Lady Felicia. Alexandra placed her copy of Bravo of Venice by Monk Lewis on the lacquered table beside her chair and crossed to the window to observe the arrivals.
The earl's traveling carriage was a sight to behold. It was glossy black trimmed in silver with brass mountings. Besides the coachman, there were three outriders, two footmen, and two postillions. All were dressed in the magnificent maroon livery of the Thanes. Another carriage followed with a mountain of baggage on top and Lord Thane's personal servants within.
It looked as if they meant to make a long stay. Alex fervently hoped not. The carriage stopped in front of the portico and the steps were let down. The earl emerged, followed closely by his beautiful daughter. She carried a small white pug in her arms.
Lady Felicia Marlow was a lovely creature. She had silver blonde hair which framed a perfectly oval face. Her skin was porcelain, her nose short and retrousse, her lips were like rosebuds, and her eyes cornflower blue.
Alex didn't know Felicia very well. When their paths had crossed in London, the girl always dutifully asked after Robert. Yet Alex sometimes wondered if the girl actually loved him. She had watched Felicia flirt heartlessly as she danced with all the Town bucks this past Season.
She tried to dismiss the notion that Felicia wasn't true to Robert. Alex had encouraged him about Felicia's reception of his terrible loss, yet she wasn't really certain how his fiancée would feel about it. Despite her rare beauty, Felicia was regarded by the ton as spoiled, arrogant and demanding. Alex had little hope those characteristics lent themselves to constancy, especially when one of the engaged parties had returned maimed from the war.
Sterling announced the guests and showed them into the Blue Saloon. Alexandra greeted them with a smile. "We've been eagerly awaiting your arrival, my lord. Won't you sit down? Would you care for some refreshment after your long journey? There's a nice burgundy laid by for you, Lord Thane. And we have ratafia or tea for you, my dear." She nodded to Sterling, then sat on the sofa beside Lady Felicia.
Alex saw at once the younger girl seemed nervous and withdrawn, even a bit uncomfortable. Perhaps Felicia was anxious about Robert. She turned her attention to the earl.
Winston Marlow, the seventh Earl of Thane, was a large round man with a jovial disposition. He tended toward corpulence like his friend, the Prince Regent. And like Prinny, Lord Thane refused to wear corsets. He was a member of the Carlton House set, indulged himself to excess, was phlegmatic and indolent, and never bestirred himself unnecessarily. He had one passion--fishing.
The earl settled his great bulk in the large leather chair by the fireplace. "Well, well. Sad business about your brother, m'dear. How bad was he wounded?" He took out an exquisite porcelain snuff box and proceeded to take a pinch, sneezing three times and spilling half his mixture onto his chartreuse waistcoat.
Alex hid her amazement at these extraordinary proceedings and answered calmly. "Robert is up and about now. He has regained his health remarkably well. He'll be happy to see both of you." She hesitated, not knowing how her audience would take the news. She took hold of Felicia's hand. "I'm afraid we were a little vague with the details concerning Robert's accident. You see, he was delivering orders in the heat of the battle. His horse was shot from under him and they both went down."
She paused. The girl was trembling. She was so beautiful and perfect looking. Alex was afraid her brother was going to experience another devastating loss. She suddenly wished for Rochdale's strong presence. Quickly, she banished that treacherous thought from her head.
"You see," Alexandra continued, "the horse fell on Robert and crushed his right arm. They tried to save it, but it was hopeless. Gangrene set in, and the arm had to be removed."
Felicia looked horrified, then sobbed and buried her face in her pug's fur. Alex placed her arm around the girl's shoulder and let her cry.
The earl shook his head. "A tragedy, to be sure," he said gruffly.
Alex nodded. "Yes, it is tragic. Yet it could have been so much worse. We're thankful he's alive and healthy. Rochdale brought him home and has been immensely helpful in Robert's recovery. He's helped my brother relearn many things using only the one arm. In fact, they are riding again at this very moment."
Lady Felicia looked up. Alex saw that even tears could not diminish the beauty of the girl's lovely face. If only her future sister-in-law's disposition equaled her looks, all would be well.
Felicia dabbed her eyes with her lace handkerchief. "When must . . . may I see Robert?" she asked with tremulous lips.
Alex hoped the slip didn't portend to trouble. "Robert should be back by the time you've changed out of your traveling dress and rested a short while. Let me show you to your chambers, where you can freshen up. I've had the Rose Bedroom prepared for you. I'm sure you'll find it to your liking."
The Earl of Thane heaved his massive body from his chair. "Well, it won't help matters if I miss out on any of my fishing. If you don't mind, Miss Turlington, I want to check on those trout. You did say they were rising, didn't you? I'll get my gear and a servant can show me to the stream." His eyes glowed at the prospect.
Alex smiled. "Don't you want to rest after your long trip? I'm sure the trout can wait, my lord."
Lord Thane patted his hostess's hand and shook his fat jowls. "Trout never wait, m'dear," he answered simply.
Alex rang the bell and directed a footman to accompany the earl. She then took Felicia up to her chamber. "Your maid has already unpacked and soon you will be rid of your traveling dirt."
Felicia set the little pug down on the thick Aubusson carpet and looked around the charmingly appointed room. Alexandra knew it would please even the most discerning tastes. A mahogany four-poster with a dark rose counterpane dominated the room. Two gilt chairs in the French style stood by the tall windows. The walls were hung in rose damask, the ceiling and plaster-work were painted a rich ivory.
"How lovely," exclaimed Lady Felicia. "Those chairs are simply divine and the bed hangings are magnificent!" She dashed to the window. "And such a marvelous view!" She stood gazing at the gardens.
Alex straightened a figurine on the bedside table. "I'll leave you now. If you need anything, just ring."
"Thank you, Miss Turlington," Felicia said, still gazing out the window.
"Please, call me Alexandra."
Felicia turned and smiled tightly. "Thank you, Alexandra."
Alex went downstairs to consult with Mrs. Abernathy about dinner. She wondered at Felicia's stiffness. Her gushing enthusiasm about the room seemed somewhat forced. Alex hoped the girl was merely nervous. She couldn't help but wonder what kind of wife Lady Felicia would make for her brother.
****
Robert sat at his dressing table as Ellis draped a neckcloth around his neck and began tying the fine linen. His loyal valet had been with him since before Cambridge. Robert had always dressed himself for the most part, but now he required more assistance. Ellis was quick, competent and matter of fact about everything.
Robert had been informed Lady Felicia was waiting for him in the Picture Gallery. It was a wonder he wasn't more anxious about this first meeting. Instead, he was curiously calm.
Sometime since his return to Willowmede, he discovered Felicia's reaction to his loss of arm didn't matter. In fact, Felicia herself didn't matter to him any longer.
He was suddenly impatient to get this meeting over with. He was looking forward to dinner tonight so he could surprise Jenny with his proficiency using the jeweled knife. He wanted to see her gray eyes gazing at him with the tenderness that had become so dear to him.
Robert stared blindly at his reflection in the beveled glass. My God! He was in love with Jenny Sedgewicke. No wonder he'd felt like crushing her to him whenever she was near. He'd thought his lustful feelings the result of being without a woman for so long. He'd been mistaken. It was Jenny. Kind and practical Jenny that he'd fallen in love with.
She wasn't beautiful in the classical sense, but she was lovely for all that. Small and shapely and shy, he thought with a smile. And he wanted to possess her, body and soul, forever and ever. He shouldn't be surprised.
Hadn't she given him gentle support and encouragement throughout his convalescence? He knew it was her idea for him to use the unique dagger. It was just one more example of her thoughtfulness and perhaps love, he hoped, that she felt for him. After all, Jenny was the reason he'd decided he wanted to live.
Robert was determined to break his engagement with Lady Felicia immediately, so he'd be free to tell Jenny just how much he loved her. She'd kept to her room since he made her cry in the garden two days ago. She couldn't stay there tonight, not when there were guests in the house.
Ellis stepped back and Robert creased the neckcloth into intricate folds by slowly bending his chin to his chest. The valet held his breath for this auspicious moment. After several creases, master and servant were satisfied with the results.
Robert smiled at his henchman. "Not bad, for a one armed man, eh, Ellis?"
"Your lordship is making excellent progress, if I may be so bold. And between us, m'lord, we'll always turn you out rigged to the nines." He held the coat of blue superfine for Robert to slip on. Ellis buttoned the jacket and tucked the empty sleeve into his master's waistband. He brushed invisible specks of dust from the shoulder pads and admired his handiwork.
When he was satisfied, he nodded and held the door open. "You're ready, m'lord."
"Wish me luck," Robert said. He squared his shoulders and proceeded to the gallery.
He found Lady Felicia gazing at the portraits of his numerous ancestors. He watched her for a moment before making his presence known. She wore a round dress of light green cambric, with a high waist and short capped sleeves.
Robert recalled when he'd first seen her. He was home on leave for his grandmother's funeral in Tunbridge Wells last December. He met Felicia at a cousin's home and it was love at first sight, or so it had seemed. He gave her a ring, but the engagement wasn't advertised because of his recent bereavement.
She was just as he remembered: blonde and delicate, perfect in every way. Only now, he realized she wasn't perfect for him. He wanted a small little lady with plain brown hair and large gray eyes.
Felicia turned when she heard his footsteps on the tiled floor. She gasped and held a handkerchief to trembling lips. Robert thought she might faint.
"It's not as bad as that, my dear. I'm still the same man I was before I lost my arm," he said, trying for a lightness he was far from feeling.
He smiled at the tall girl standing before him. She would certainly not be heartbroken when he cried off. Robert took her hand in his. He ignored the slight shiver he felt go through her slender body. He saw her looking at him with what could only be described as revulsion. It would be a relief for both of them when the engagement was ended. She was obviously uncomfortable and revolted by his disability.
Robert let go of her hand. "I've come to release you from our engagement. I won't hold you to it. You shall not have to go through life tied to a one-armed man."
Felicia glanced at him through long golden lashes. "Gentlemen do not cry off from engagements, my lord."
"These are unusual circumstances, are they not?"
"Yes, but you can't cry off," she said.
Robert stared at her. "Then you cry off, my dear. Say we find we aren't compatible."
She stepped back. It seemed she couldn't tolerate their close proximity. "I certainly can't cry off," she said. "What would people think? Everyone would say I'm heartless and have cast you off because of your disability." She looked everywhere but at him.
"You don't love me," he said. "It's not as if the engagement was puffed up in the papers. Only the family will know anything about it."
"No, I don't love you," she agreed. "I suppose I fell in love with your regimentals. But I can't cry off now. It's true our engagement wasn't formally announced, yet somehow everyone knows we're betrothed. If we call it off, it will cause a scandal and Father distinctly told me: No more scandals."
"Are you in the habit of causing scandals, my dear?" he asked, wanting to smile despite her refusal to call off their engagement. He couldn't believe she would continue to insist they marry.
Felicia's blue eyes blazed. "People are often unkind to me. They talked for weeks after the episode with the fortune hunter last year. I was never more taken in by anyone in my entire life. Papa tried to hush it all up. I don't know why everyone likes to gossip and spread rumors about me, and most of it is simply not true. I can't help it, if people are jealous because I'm rich and beautiful." She almost stamped her dainty foot in indignation. "But I can avoid this scandal. We shall have a modern marriage, my lord. I'll give you an heir, then we may go our separate ways."
"This is ridiculous," Robert said, his lips taut. "We don't love or want each other."
Lady Felicia shrugged and picked up her little pug standing at her feet. She hugged the dog tightly to her bosom as Robert eyed the small creature with disgust. She lifted her chin. "Well, I'm not going to cry off and in all honor, you can't cry off. So, we'll just have to make the best of things, now won't we?"
Chapter Ten
Later that afternoon, Alexandra walked through the homewoods toward the stream carrying a straw basket. She wanted to gather the last of the season's berries, so Cook could bake some of her special tarts for the guests. As she neared the stream, Alex saw Lord Thane knee-deep in the water, enthusiastically casting his fly-rod. She skirted around to avoid disturbing him and set off in the direction of the berry patch.
The sun was hot and beat down on Alex as she picked the fat, juicy berries. She was glad she had worn an old gown; the berries stained her skirts as well as her fingers. She wiped back the tendrils of hair falling over her eyes and thought of the cool stream. She decided to go to her favorite spot near the waterfall.
After picking enough berries, Alex straightened her chip-straw bonnet and toted her basket along. The falls were a mile downstream. When she arrived, she was hot and out of breath.
Setting the basket on the ground, she looked longingly at the water. The stream cascaded down a rocky precipice from twenty feet above. She felt the spray of water as it crashed to meet the rivulet below.
Alex stood on the bank. There was a spot behind the falls where she had played as a child; the perfect hide-away with a wall of rushing water on one side and a cool damp wall of rock on the other. Suddenly, she wanted to be in that special place, isolated from the world, away from the problems plaguing her.
Untying the ribbons from beneath her chin, Alex laid her bonnet next to the basket. She removed her sturdy half-boots and peeled off her stockings. This far downstream, she didn't worry about anyone seeing her. Hitching up her faded skirts, she stepped on the smooth, slippery rocks. Carefully, she picked her way to the ledge behind the falls. The water was cold running across her bare feet. She felt wonderfully alive and free, concealed in her secret refuge.
A large boulder provided a hard and somewhat damp seat. Alex leaned back, propping herself on her elbows and inhaled the fresh moist air. The mist washed the sweat from her face and neck. Her problems were drowned in the explosion of the surging water.
Alex knew she was hiding from her difficulties, but didn't care. She'd put on a brave front ever since Robert had come home. His injury saddened her--not only because he was maimed for life, but it seemed to be threatening his future happiness with Lady Felicia.
Her brother's disability had opened Alexandra's eyes, made her see people in a new light. Carlisle was uncomfortable in the extreme, whereas Rochdale proved to be a tower of strength. Rochdale was also one of her difficulties.
She closed her eyes, trying to push the image of the dangerous viscount from her mind, as she surrendered herself to the exhilaration and healing powers of the rushing waters. Perhaps she could gather strength by indulging in the simple pleasures of this childhood sanctuary before having to return home and face her troubles again.
****
On his way to join Lord Thane fishing, Damien spotted Alexandra heading downstream, carrying a basket. Her old gown revealed every curve of her lithesome body. On impulse, he decided to follow her.
Damien fought the anger roiling inside, twisting his gut into a tight knot. Ever since he'd gone to Bath to fetch Alex for Robert, the red hot fury had consumed him. When he'd grasped her by the waist to throw her onto her horse, he had wanted to hold Alex in his arms and kiss her. He wanted to do more than kiss her, damn her.
He had known from the beginning it would be difficult to be near her. He had foolishly thought he would be able to keep his attraction for her under control. He had believed he could exorcise the passion he felt for her. Many years had passed since their disastrous encounter in the observatory. Instead of the desire waning, it had only increased with each passing day.
And what excuse could he offer for his atrocious behavior from the moment he'd set foot in Willowmede again? His nickname stood him in good stead considering his foolhardy actions.
For reasons he didn't want to acknowledge, he had insinuated to Carlisle there was something going on between Alex and himself. When he'd kissed her wrists in order to infuriate the squire, the subtle scent of her perfume had instantly aroused him, making him so hard he ached with the yearning. The impulsive gesture had backfired and the anger inside grew stronger.
Damien thought he might be excused for his rash behavior that day in front of Carlisle; the provocation had been great. But why in the world had he kissed Alexandra's wrist yet again when they'd been alone in the observatory?
He should have known the observatory was dangerous ground. The long nights, the intimacy . . . Why had he offered to help with that damned thesis? Night after night he had trouble focusing on the work they were doing. All he could think about was holding Alex, kissing her, making love.
Instead of cooling his infatuation, the forced intimacy left him wanting her more. And here he was, like a fool, following her. Thank God, he still had enough sense to keep his distance. He didn't wish to reveal his presence just yet, if at all.
Alex stopped near the waterfall, and Damien stayed hidden behind a grove of chestnuts. He had often come to this place while visiting Willowmede. The powerful torrent of water plunging into the stream filled even his jaded senses with awe. The cave behind the falls was a wonder to behold.
He grinned as Alexandra removed her boots and stockings, and hitched up her skirts. It was warm and she was obviously going to cool off by wading in the stream. His grin disappeared when he realized her destination. He held his breath as she crossed the treacherous rocks. When she was safely across and out of sight, Damien finally relaxed. He remained behind the trees for a full five minutes.
Damn it! He knew what would happen if he followed her in there. He would gather Alexandra in his arms and kiss her until she begged for mercy. Would he be able to stop at one kiss? Yes, because one kiss was all he was going to allow himself. Kissing her would relieve the tension he'd felt for so long. Kissing her would answer the question that had been burning in his mind for years and years: Was that fateful kiss in the observatory as glorious as he remembered it to be?
The slippery rocks were dangerous as Damien crossed the stream. Quietly, he entered the dark cave behind the falls. Alex sat peacefully on a large rock, eyes closed, hair damp, her beautiful feet bare to his gaze. The sound of the water crashed in his ears. Would his mouth on hers end the suspense? Could he break the spell this beautiful woman had woven around him?
****
Alexandra's eyes flew open when she felt another presence in her sanctuary. Damien leaned against the rock wall, staring at her with such intensity she blushed.
"Invigorating, isn't it?" he said. His hard voice shattered her reverie.
Feeling defenseless without her shoes, Alex tucked her toes beneath her skirts. Her heart pounded in her throat. She'd been thinking of Damien, and now here he was in the flesh. The man who had taken hold of her thoughts and dreams stood before her. One look at his face, and she knew why he'd come.
Alex realized how isolated they were, how the wall of water cut them off from the rest of the world. Suddenly she was afraid--afraid of the dangerous intimacy of the situation--but more afraid of herself than of him. She wanted to feel his arms around her. She longed for his kiss.
Damien's spurs rang on the stone floor. With hard hands, he jerked her to her feet, holding her fully against his body. The smell of horses and leather filled Alexandra's senses. His topaz eyes devoured every inch of her.
He spoke through gritted teeth. "Damn you, Alexandra Turlington. Why did you have to grow up to be so beautiful?" He crushed her mouth with his, bruising her, punishing her.
Damien didn't know whether he hated or loved her. The thought made him try to push her away, but Alex clasped her arms around his neck and pulled him back.
He stared at her a moment, then, laughing harshly, he kissed her forehead, her eyes, her nose. He felt her come up on tiptoe; she clung to him, pressing her lips to his. A bolt of white heat coursed through his body. God, she was sweet! So responsive. So delicious. He gathered her closer, kissed her deeply and lost himself to all rational thought.
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