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      When the pistol flashed down Regent’s Park’s green, David Fleming realized his life truly needed to change.

      He danced aside as the bullet whined past him, but his unsteady body took him down to the earth, coating his pristine black cashmere suit in mud and grass. David tasted dirt as gravel cut his cheek.

      “What the devil are you doing?” Pickering, his second, shouted down at him. “Get up, man. Return the shot.”

      David groaned as he rolled over, his finger well away from the trigger of his revolver. He felt little pain, because the whisky he’d drunk all night, neat, erased almost all sensation.

      “Anyone hit?” he slurred.

      Pickering glanced around at the small crowd of gentlemen gathered in the dawn light, his fair hair twitching in the breeze. “Don’t think so.”

      David tried to get his legs under him, couldn’t, and stuck up his arm to Pickering. “Help me.”

      It took Pickering a few moments to realize David was talking to him. Idiot. Finally Pickering hauled David to his feet. Their cronies, young and old, waited without much concern.

      “You forfeit,” said an older gentleman with side-whiskers, who should have known better than to be in Regent’s Park at the crack of dawn, encouraging duels. “Griffin wins.”

      David scrubbed at the mud on his silk waistcoat. “What the hell are we doing, gentlemen? A duel? In this day and age? You were expecting to watch us kill each other.”

      “An honorable way to settle differences,” the older gentleman said calmly.

      He was interrupted by a roar as David’s opponent, a hothead called Oliver Griffin, rushed at him.

      “Coward!” Griffin bellowed. “Cheat! Stand still and let me shoot you.”

      He waved his pistol in a shaky hand, which Pickering, in alarm, yanked from his grasp. Griffin swayed mightily, as drunk as the rest of them, but he managed to lock his hands around David’s neck.

      “Settle it like gentlemen, you said,” he seethed, his spittle showering David. “I’ll settle you—”

      Griffin held on like a leech. David scrabbled at Griffin’s impossibly tight grip then decided it was time to forget about being a gentleman.

      He brought up his fist in a perfect pugilist move to crack Griffin’s chin. If David jerked that chin to the side he could snap Griffin’s neck, but he had no intention of being hauled in for murder this morning. He pushed Griffin off balance then followed up with a smart punch to the man’s eye.

      Griffin howled. David slid from him and steadied himself on his feet, using Pickering’s shoulder for support.

      “It is done,” he proclaimed to Griffin in a voice men had learned to obey. “We met, you shot. Honor is satisfied. Rules of the game.”

      Griffin turned, his face bloody. “You have no honor, Fleming. I’ll kill you! How do I know my sons are even mine? Cuckoos in my nest …”

      David slid his handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the cuts on his cheek. Futile, because the handkerchief was just as grimy as his face.

      “I never touched your wife, Griff. She’s an honorable lady and loyal to you, Lord knows why. Be kind to her.”

      Griffin only snarled. He’d been so convinced that his wife was having an affaire de coeur with the notorious David Fleming that he hadn’t stopped to ascertain whether it was true. Griffin’s wife was the friend of the Duchess of Kilmorgan, and when the duchess had instructed David to look after Mrs. Griffin at a ball a week ago, David leapt to obey.

      If he flirted with the woman, he wasn’t to be blamed. She was lonely, unhappy, and married to the boorish Griffin. She’d enjoyed being the center of attention for a few hours, but neither of them had had any intention of taking it further.

      Griffin closed his mouth but a look of cunning came over his face. “I don’t believe you, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve had my revenge. Ask your darling countess where she’s been this past week.” Instead of leaving it cryptic, Griffin jabbed at his own chest. “With me. I’ve had her, Fleming. In every way possible.” He thrust out his pelvis and his friends laughed.

      “Poor woman,” David said feelingly. He carefully folded his muddy handkerchief and tucked it into his breast pocket. If Griffin wanted his vengeance using David’s current mistress, a countess from Bavaria, he was welcome to it. She was an amorous lady, not bothered by which bed she slept in of nights. “No wonder she’s been looking peaky. Do give her my best when you see her again.”

      Time to tip his hat and walk away. Except David couldn’t find his hat. Blast it all, he hated to lose it—it was a fine piece of headgear.

      He heard another bellow, and damned if Griffin wasn’t coming at him again.

      How the devil had he let himself be talked into this duel, of all things?

      He’d been drunk, that was how. Drunk, weary, and bored, and decided shooting at Griffin would be good fun. But now he was aching and wanted to go home.

      David sidestepped as Griffin lunged at him, got the man in a headlock and tidily flipped him onto his back. He’d learned that move from Hart Mackenzie—after Hart had done it to him.

      Griffin cursed and howled. Griffin’s friends, cretins, the lot of them, decided David was being unfair, and as one, they threw themselves at him. David went down in a scrum, blows landing on his face, back, arms, his ribs creaking as boots connected with his side.

      Above the shouting and swearing came the shrill, piercing whistles of Peelers with arrests on their minds.

      The men jerked upright and then dispersed, bolting into the mists. Even Pickering and the older gentleman deserted David, leaving him to the mad rush of dark-suited, helmeted men who pounded toward him.

      A muscular arm hauled David to his feet. “You’re under arrest, sir,” the bobby told him cheerfully. “Causing a disturbance and discharging a firearm.”

      “If you’ll note, constable, my firearm wasn’t discharged,” David began, but the words slurred into nothing as the constable closed a metal cuff around his wrist.
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      As jails went, it was not too bad, David decided. The lockup on Marylebone Road consisted of one small room where the arrests of the night waited for the magistrate’s decisions in the morning. David had commandeered a place by the wall, bribing the inhabitants to not steal every piece of clothing on his body by parting with all the coins in his purse. His watch would be next. A man with only one eye kept that eye on it.

      The place stank and was filthy, the bodies of sleeping men heaped on the floor. Vermin scratched in dark corners. But at least there was a window, high above, that let them know the sun had fully risen.

      Any request that word be taken to David’s solicitor, his valet, his very good friend the Duke of Kilmorgan—or even a random person in the street—had been ignored. The constables who’d dragged him from the park had pushed David in with the other arrests of the night and left him. Now here he lay.

      Did the bottom of the slope feel like this?

      David’s head pounded, his throat was on fire, and his stomach roiled. All he wanted was more whisky to soothe the pain. That and a soft bed, a beautiful woman, and perhaps a cigar.

      No, the thought of smoke brought on more nausea. He’d leave the cigar until he felt better.

      The door creaked. “Mr. Fleming!” The turnkey bellowed the name without interest.

      David climbed painfully to his feet. “Here I am, my good fellow. Have you brought my breakfast?”

      A few of the inmates guffawed. “Aye, fetch me a mess of bangers and a bucket of coffee,” one croaked.

      The turnkey ignored them, his balefulness all for David. “Come on, you.”

      A bit early to see the magistrate, David mused, though perhaps the man wanted to make a start on his cases for the day. Thieves of apples, handkerchiefs, and children’s clothes; ladies selling favors; and David.

      He followed the turnkey through a dank passage to a larger room that was empty but for a table and chair. A burly constable joined them and pushed David into the seat.

      “Thank you, sir,” David said to the turnkey. “Kind of you to show me to my parlor.”

      “Shut it,” the constable said as the turnkey growled and left them. “When the Super comes, you be respectful.”

      “Superintendent, is he?” David said. “My, I am moving in high circles now.”

      The constable hit him. A blow across the mouth, not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to make David’s head rock back. “I said, shut it.”

      David heaved an aggrieved sigh. He held up his hands as the constable bunched his fist again, and made the motion of turning a key over his lips.

      The door opened once more to admit a tall man. David’s first instinct was to rise, because the gentleman who entered was one of distinction, but the constable’s warning glare kept him to his seat.

      Hazel eyes in a hard face met David’s, hair that was just touched with red glinted in the bad light. He had the height, the build, and the manner of Hart Mackenzie, the Duke of Kilmorgan, but he wasn’t Hart. It was his half-brother, Detective Superintendent Lloyd Fellows.

      David relaxed in relief until he saw the frost in Fellows’s gaze.

      “Oh, come now,” David said, giving him his most charming smile. “You don’t truly believe I was trying to shoot a man in Regent’s Park, no matter how much he goaded me. If you examine my pistol, you’ll find it fully loaded and un-fired.”

      Fellows’s face remained granite hard. “Griffin has brought charges of assault and attempted murder on you, and his earl uncle is calling for your blood.”

      “For pity’s sake.” David pointed to the bruises on his face. He was plastered with mud, still a bit drunk, and spattered with dried blood. “Does this look like I assaulted myself? A solicitor would be a fine thing, Detective Super.”

      “I have recommended that the magistrate let you return home until this is sorted. He does not like the idea, but he bows to the might of the Duke of Kilmorgan.”

      David heaved a sigh of gratitude. God himself would bow to the might of Hart Mackenzie.

      He rose. “Good old Hart. Thank you, Fellows.”

      “Sit down.” Fellows pointed at the hard chair. David obediently sat, wincing from his bruises.

      “It’s a serious accusation, Fleming. One that could get you hanged, or at the very least, sent to Dartmoor. Doesn’t matter who your connections are—you’re not a peer, so you’ll be tried at the Old Bailey with everyone else.”

      “Griff has to prove it,” David said. “I do know that much about the laws of jolly England. Innocent until a jury says I’m guilty.” He spread his hands on the unclean table. “I did not discharge my pistol, I promise you. I ducked when Griffin discharged his at me. I don’t know why I bothered—he’s a rotten shot.”

      “I convinced the magistrate there was no immediate evidence to suggest you tried to kill Mr. Griffin. However, many witnessed the ensuing fight. You can bring counter charges against him, of course.”

      “Bugger that.” David once again surged to his feet. “If I’m not being charged, I believe I am free to leave.”

      Fellows gave him a nod, but a grim one. “Don’t flee to the Continent. I have a friend in the Sûreté, and he’d find you, but you’d rather he didn’t. I hear you have an estate in Hertfordshire. Perhaps lying low there for a time is a good idea.”

      David shuddered. His ancestral home—Moreland Park—held too many foul memories. “I will retreat to my London house, pour coffee down my throat, soak in a bath, and sleep for a week. With that satisfy the magistrate?”

      “I doubt it.” The dry tone in Fellows’s voice was something he shared with Hart—that edge that told its recipient he was a damned fool. “Before you withdraw from the world, the duchess requests that you call upon her.”

      David sank to the chair again, his strength gone. “She does, does she?”

      Fellows, David could spar with. Hart Mackenzie, he could face. Hart’s wife, Eleanor … that was another matter entirely.

      “Please tell her I am suddenly stricken with a dire disease and must quarantine myself in my house with a cask of whisky.”

      Fellows regarded him in some pity. “Tell her yourself.” He tapped the table once, turned, and walked out.

      “Heaven help me,” David muttered. It was some time before he made himself rise and follow the impatient constable out.
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      David kept a stash of Mackenzie malt in his carriage for emergencies. He imbibed a little now to clear his head as his coachman took him to Grosvenor Square.

      The Duke of Kilmorgan owned a tall house on one side of the square, which dominated all others around it. The house had been in the family since the late eighteenth century, when the Mackenzie family had begun to prosper once more. The Battle of Culloden, in which they’d fought on the side of the Jacobites, had nearly wiped them out. But the canny Mackenzies had managed to regain their title taken from them as traitors to the crown and recover their fortune. They’d bought the house that had been owned by the Marquess of Ellesmere, and swarmed in.

      David was distantly related to the family through his ancestor aunt who had married Angus Mackenzie, the son of the glorious Malcolm Mackenzie and his English wife, Mary.

      The distance was everything, David thought as he stared up at the house. Hart was a duke, and his brothers had courtesy titles, large houses, and plenty of money. David, the shirttail relative, was still in his evening dress from the night before, thoroughly coated with mud, and coming tamely to the house when sent for.

      Eleanor would be waiting in her parlor, rustling in some silken gown Hart would have bought her. Her red hair would glisten, and she’d have a secret smile on her face that betrayed she was a woman in love—with Hart, of course. There had never been anyone else for Eleanor.

      She’d gaze at David with her cornflower blue eyes and ask bluntly what sort of scrape he’d gotten himself into now.

      David wouldn’t mind, except that once upon a time, he’d been madly in love with the dratted woman. He’d asked her to marry him, and she’d turned him down with a speed that had made his head spin.

      He still cared for her, but the burning passion had subsided. Eleanor and Hart belonged together, and no one could tear them asunder. So be it.

      David took another gulp of whisky, which burned to his empty stomach.

      He held up the flask in salute. “Apologies, dear El, but you are the one thing I cannot face today.” He rapped his stick on the roof. “Hinch!”

      A tiny trap door opened, and the eye of his large coachman blinked at him. “Yes, guv?”

      “Change of plans. Take me …” Home? No. His valet, Fortescue, would fuss, and his housekeeper would try to bring him soup, like an invalid. Someone would send word to Hart, and Eleanor would corner him. Or his solicitor would pop by to discuss the grave charges, or Griffin would send his solicitors to threaten David.

      London wouldn’t do, and neither would Hertfordshire. Scotland? No, too many Mackenzies in Scotland.

      There was only one place in the world David could think to go, and he wasn’t certain of his welcome even there.

      “To Shropshire,” he finished.

      Hinch’s eye widened. “Guv? Ye want me to drive you all the way to Shropshire?”

      “Yes. If we make a start, we’ll arrive early tomorrow morning.”

      “But it’s me wife’s birthday.” The red-rimmed eye held pleading.

      David heaved a sigh. “You’re right, Hinchie. I’m being selfish. Take me to a station and get me on a train heading west. Then do as you please.”

      “Thank ye, guv.” Hinch vanished. The carriage jerked forward, nearly dislodging David from the seat, and made at a swift pace for Euston Station.
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      David had little recollection of the journey. He swayed in the first class carriage alone, finishing off his flask before a waiter helpfully brought him champagne. He had little to eat, as he doubted his ability to keep anything down.

      The Shropshire hamlet he aimed for lay well south of Shrewsbury. David had to change trains several times, assisted onto the last, small chugging train by a stationmaster who more or less hoisted him aboard and dropped him into a seat.

      By the time they reached the village three miles from David’s destination, he was well inebriated and mostly asleep. He vaguely remembered being escorted from the train and pushed onto a dogcart as he mumbled the direction.

      The jolting, sickening cart finally halted then listed as the driver climbed down. “You’re here, guv.”

      Here was very, very dark, and utterly cold. David had no recollection of what he was doing or where he’d been trying to reach.

      Light shone in his face, and David cringed. The driver and another man who’d joined them hauled David out of the cart and to his feet, but David promptly collapsed as soon as they let him go.

      He fell on wet paving stones with grass between them. The boots in front of him drew back, and a face bent toward him. The head was shaggy and a white noose encircled its neck. David flung up his hands, crying out.

      “Good heavens,” a rumbling voice said, and the face resolved into one of comforting familiarity. The white noose, David realized, was the collar of a country vicar.

      “Sanctuary,” David whispered.

      The vicar stared at David for a time before he let out a sigh. “Help me get him inside,” he said to the driver.

      The next memory David had after that was light.

      Far too much light, pounding through his eyelids and searing at his temples. He groaned.

      The sound was loud, and David cut it off. He lay for a long time in dire misery before he realized he was in a bed piled high with quilts, a rather comfortable one at that.

      The bedroom was tiny, with whitewashed walls, the ceiling sloping abruptly down to the eaves. David discovered this fact when he sat up and banged his head on a roof beam. A window about four feet square let in the dazzling sunlight.

      His coat and waistcoat had been removed, but not his trousers. He tried very hard to remember where he was and why he’d come here, but at the moment, all was a blur.

      When he at last dragged himself from the bed, David couldn’t find his coat, but a dressing gown had been draped over a chair. Ah, well, the inhabitants of this house would have to take David as he came.

      David struggled with the dressing gown, only managing to get one arm inside before he found the door to the bedroom and opened it. This led onto a landing, no other doors around it. If he hadn’t hesitated on the threshold, he’d have plunged straight down the stairs.

      Recollection about where he was grew as he went down the staircase, its wood dark with time. At the bottom lay a whitewashed passage that ran the length of the cottage. If David remembered aright, this door led to a dining room. He didn’t particularly want food, but Dr. Pierson would have thick, strong coffee, and at the moment, it was all David craved.

      He chose the correct door, stumbled into the room, and collapsed onto a chair on one side of the table, eyes closing. He slumped forward, forehead resting on the polished table, and let out another groan.

      A hot beverage slid toward him. David could tell by the scent that curled into his nose that it was tea.

      “Coffee,” he mumbled. “For the love of God.”

      “Tea might be a wee bit better in your condition,” a light voice said. “I’ve read books on the matter.”

      The speaker was not Dr. Pierson, David’s longtime friend and sometime mentor, a burly man with a beard and a rumbling voice. This voice held a clarity that slid through David’s stupor and touched something deep inside him.

      He raised his head—carefully.

      And beheld the most beautiful woman in the world. She sat across the table from him, surrounded by a halo of light, and gazed at him with unblinking green eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Is he quite all right?” Sophie asked her uncle.

      Lucas Pierson, the vicar of this parish, shook his head and raised a cup of tea to his bearded lips. “Not really.”

      Sophie studied the lump of humanity who’d landed at Uncle Lucas’s breakfast table. He’d managed to get one arm into Uncle’s best dressing gown but no more. The other arm lay on the table in a soiled shirt sleeve, the cuff open to reveal a sinewy hand and part of a well-muscled forearm.

      A tangled mess of dark brown hair covered the head partly raised, as did dirt and bits of grass. His face was brushed with a shadow that said he’d missed a shave for two or three days. The rest of the face was interesting—square shape, nose not too long but not small, skin rather pale, the lightness of the far north, Scotland perhaps.

      His eyes, though. Sophie’s teacup hesitated on the way to her lips. She was not certain of the color just now—blue, she thought, or gray, or some shade in between. A lake on a cloudy day.

      Those eyes were intense and, even though now bloodshot, held strength of will that kept Sophie from glancing away from him.

      “Does he speak at all?” Sophie asked.

      Uncle Lucas chuckled. “Sometimes far too much. My dear, this sorry specimen is my old friend, Mr. David Fleming. I look upon him as a reprobate son or younger brother, as my mood takes me.” He raised his voice and directed his next words to the motionless, staring form. “David, if you can understand me, this is my niece, Sophie … er, Tierney.”

      Sophie tried not to flinch at Uncle’s hesitation, and held her breath, waiting for Mr. Fleming’s reaction. Uncle Lucas hadn’t used Sophie’s married name, but as everything about her had been dragged through the newspapers sideways, Mr. Fleming must certainly have read her history.

      The gray-blue eyes blinked a few times, no recognition in them. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Tierney.” The deep voice grated somewhat, as though he’d not drunk water in a fortnight. “Forgive my present, deplorable state. I …” He slumped to the tabletop. “It is a long story.”

      Sophie let out her breath in relief. Mr. Fleming hadn’t heard of her, or at least did not remember in his wretched condition. Odd, but she’d be grateful for it. She’d sought sanctuary here, in Uncle Lucas’s out-of-the-way parish in a corner of Shropshire. Here she could be merely Dr. Pierson’s niece, not the notorious Lady Devonport, the Whore of Babylon.

      She studied the man across from her with more interest. Sophie had heard of her uncle’s friend, Mr. Fleming, but she’d never met him. He was a colleague of the Duke of Kilmorgan, a scandalous Scotsman who dressed in kilts and vowed to make Scotland an independent nation.

      Sophie’s husband, Laurie Whitfield, the Earl of Devonport, was in a decidedly anti-Scots faction, and she’d never been invited into the Duchess of Kilmorgan’s circle.

      Mr. Fleming had a breathtaking presence, even in this stage between inebriation and illness. His half-dressed state fascinated her—Sophie’s husband remained completely clothed at all times, except when he became babe-naked for his half hour attempt to beget an heir on her.

      Mr. Fleming would be a handsome gentleman if he cleaned up a bit, not that Sophie was interested in handsome gentlemen. They could stay far, far away, thank you very much.

      She lifted her teacup, managing to take a sip this time. “Did you have a wrestling match with a lawn?” she asked him.

      “Very amusing.” Mr. Fleming’s slurring voice was touched with Scots, but only a touch. “It was a close-run thing, but the lawn finally let me go.”

      Sophie chuckled. He was so self-deprecating that she couldn’t help it. She’d had her fill of arrogant men who could do no wrong.

      A fleeting smile touched his mouth, increasing his handsomeness. A dangerous man, Sophie concluded. No lady would be safe with him. She sipped tea and felt momentary envy for those ladies.

      “I had no idea you had company, Pierson.” Mr. Fleming attempted to lift his teacup, but his fingers shook so much, the tea slopped over. “I beg your pardon. I can take myself off.” He sucked tea from his fingertips, mouth puckering in inadvertent sensuality.

      “You’re in no condition to take yourself anywhere,” Uncle Lucas said sternly. “I imagine you were running from the law or an angry husband or furious MPs. Or all three. Stay until you’re in fighting form again. I imagine that’s why you sought me out.”

      Mr. Fleming winced at his blunt speech. “Delicate ears, Pierson.”

      “I keep no secrets from my niece. If I allow a man to stay under the same roof as she, she deserves to know the truth about him.”

      “I have no wish to cause a scandal.” Mr. Fleming sat up straight in an attempt to draw his dignity around him. A lock of hair fell over one eye. When he tried to brush it back, the loose sleeve of the dressing gown caught on his saucer and sent it to the floor with a crash. “Damnation.” He started to reach for the saucer, then grabbed his head and righted himself, falling back into the chair. “Bloody hell … Sorry, Miss Tierney. I am a lout this morning.”

      Sophie was laughing again. “Drink the tea, sir. All of it. It’s oolong. It will do you good.”

      “No wish to cause a scandal?” Uncle Lucas asked Mr. Fleming in surprise. Uncle took a hearty bite of his eggs and toast, which made Mr. Fleming go a bit green. “You mean one different from the others you’ve caused in your lifetime?”

      “Miss Tierney is unchaperoned.” Mr. Fleming’s admonition, like a maiden aunt’s, was so out of place that Sophie’s amusement grew.

      “I am her chaperone,” Uncle Lucas said emphatically. “Besides, she’s a married woman. Also seeking sanctuary.”

      “Why?” Mr. Fleming at last got the teacup to his mouth. He took a gulp of the contents and swallowed, the green tinge leaving his skin. “Is her husband a boor?”

      He truly hadn’t heard of her. Sophie sent her uncle a warning look before she rose from her chair. “If you’ll excuse me one moment, I’ll bring you something to soothe your ills, Mr. Fleming.”

      Mr. Fleming realized she was standing and hauled himself to his feet.

      He was tall. Very tall. Laurie stood shorter than Sophie by a good inch, which always made her feel awkward and others titter. She made certain never to wear high-heeled slippers near him. Mr. Fleming would not make his lady feel awkward, and she could wear as high a heel as she wished.

      At the moment, his height didn’t agree with him. Mr. Fleming swayed mightily, and Sophie skimmed from the room so the poor man could sit down again.

      She bustled to the kitchen and through it to the larder beyond. Mrs. Corcoran, the cook and housekeeper, gave Sophie a nod, asking if she could be of any help. The lady was used to Sophie running in and out to mix her herbal concoctions or ask for a recipe.

      Sophie’s happiest times in girlhood had been her visits to her uncle in Shropshire. Uncle Lucas, a lifelong bachelor, lived a simple life tending his parish, writing sermons, and researching Britain’s deep past.

      Sanctuary indeed. Here, the intervening years fell away—the giddiness of Sophie’s debutante days, the strange excitement of her grand wedding, the disillusionment that married life brought. Next had come the disappointment when she didn’t conceive, and finally anguish when Laurie decided to exchange her for a new wife.

      The divorce case had yet to commence—the solicitors were putting arguments together for the long and complicated process. Laurie had decided to blame everything on Sophie and drag her through the mud.

      Unable to take the betrayal in her own household, Sophie had fled to Uncle’s vicarage, to the one place she could find peace. Even visiting her parents brought no relief, as they were sorrowful and upset about the whole turn of events. Uncle, upon her unexpected arrival, had merely said, “Ah there you are, my dear. Have a look at this map—a survey from the seventeenth century. It plots the old Roman settlements excellently.”

      Mr. Fleming appeared as though he’d been dragged through the mud, quite literally. As Sophie mixed her potion, making certain to put in plenty of cayenne, she realized that for the first time in a long while, Mr. Fleming had made her interested in another person. She’d been so sunk in her own defeat that even conversing on the weather had been a chore, and she’d avoided her friends—the ones still speaking to her, that is.

      She shook the herbs, egg, and spices together, poured the concoction into a glass, and carried it out, thanking Mrs. Corcoran as she went.

      “There.” Sophie set the glass in front of Mr. Fleming as he struggled to rise upon her entrance. “No, please do not get up. I believe it would be quite dangerous for you.”

      Mr. Fleming sank from the half-standing position he’d managed and eyed the gray-green mixture in the glass with suspicion. “What the devil is that?”

      “A cure for your condition. Or at least a palliative. You’ll feel much better once it’s down.”

      Sophie resumed her seat and finished her last piece of toast—loaded with butter, the way she liked it.

      “I’d take her advice,” Uncle Lucas said. “Her little potions do amazing things for me when I take cold.”

      Mr. Fleming tapped the glass. “It looks like sick. Smells like it too.”

      “Perhaps Uncle should hold your nose while I pour it into your mouth,” Sophie said as she munched.

      Mr. Fleming glared at her. “Did you raise your niece to be so cheeky, Pierson? Or does it run in the family?”

      “Drink the potion,” Uncle Lucas ordered. “As you are staying in my house, I would like you to be less bearlike and more amenable to bathing.”

      Mr. Fleming looked hurt. “I told you I’d take myself off.”

      “And I know you have nowhere to go, else you’d have gone there instead. You only seek me when you’re at the end of your tether.” Uncle gave him a severe look. “Drink.”

      Mr. Fleming eyed Sophie again. She took a noisy sip of tea, meeting his gaze squarely.

      Mr. Fleming heaved a long sigh. He held his own nose and took a large swallow from the glass.

      He had to let go of both nose and glass to cough. He fumbled for a handkerchief and didn’t find one, so he coughed into the sleeve of Uncle’s dressing gown. But the potion stayed down.

      “What did you put into this?” he rasped at Sophie. “Oil of vitriol?”

      “Only things growing in Uncle’s garden. And from the market—wherever Mrs. Corcoran obtains her comestibles.”

      “Belladonna?” he snapped. “I imagine that grows in the garden.” Mr. Fleming drew another long breath and took a second swallow. “Oil of vitriol, I swear it.”

      “Nonsense. It’s a bit of pepper to warm your stomach.”

      “Warm it? Or set it on fire?” Mr. Fleming coughed again, but already he sounded stronger.

      “My mother swears by it,” Sophie said. “Helped my grandfather no end.”

      “I can bear witness to that,” Uncle Lucas said.

      “He lived a long and happy life, your grandfather?” Mr. Fleming growled.

      “Indeed,” Sophie said. “Passed away at a ripe old age, falling off his horse.”

      Mr. Fleming sent her a dark look. “Very encouraging.” Sophie noticed that he finished the drink.

      Uncle Lucas leaned his elbows on the table. “Get some breakfast down you, Fleming, then clean yourself up. Now that you’re here, you can help work on my villa.”

      Mr. Fleming groaned. “You’re not still hunting for that, are you? I thought you’d given up years ago.”

      “Of course I haven’t given up,” Uncle said in a tone bordering on shock. “It’s there, mark my words.”

      Sophie sympathized with Mr. Fleming’s dismay. Uncle had been scrambling around the knobby hills beyond the vicarage for years, convinced a Roman villa lay buried beneath the thick grass and scrub. He’d once found the remains of an ancient brooch of forged gold, and he was convinced that a wealthy Roman, or at least a Romanized Briton, had built a vast country estate somewhere nearby.

      “A walk sounds lovely, Uncle.”

      Mr. Fleming only glowered, but reached for a piece of toast from the platter on the table, scattering crumbs as he ate.
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      “Only you would drag a man in my condition out into the freezing mist at the crack of dawn,” David grumbled as he trudged the familiar path past the village church and out into the fields.

      The sun was shining in spite of the earlier fog, and the day would be fine, if cold. David knew he should rejoice in the chance of fair weather, should skip and hop as though thrilled to be out of doors, and any moment sing along with the birdsong. He tramped forward, huddled in his coat, wondering why the be-damned birds had to sing so loudly.

      He had to admit, however, that birds twittering in the trees, tiny lambs like puffs of wool on the green, and the clearing blue sky to show the ruined abbey on a far hill was a damn sight better than smoky London with dullards trying to shoot him, then banging him up for assault.

      The company was much better too. Dr. Pierson was the sort of no-nonsense fellow David needed right now, and his niece …

      David realized Pierson had nattered on about his niece in the past, but he’d pictured a schoolgirl in braids and never thought a thing about her. David had even heard Pierson tell him she’d married, but again, he’d had the fleeting image of a simpering young bride and then forgot about her.

      He hadn’t been prepared for the black-haired beauty with green eyes and a straightforward stare who’d gazed at him fearlessly across the breakfast table. Still less prepared for her frank assessment of his half-inebriated, half-hungover state, which had obviously not impressed her.

      David was used to women fawning over him no matter how he appeared. He did not confuse this fawning with delight or love or a natural reaction to the glory that was David Fleming. The ladies usually wanted something from him—money, favors, escape from their narrow lives for a few hours.

      Sophie Tierney didn’t need anything from David. He was her uncle’s old friend, and that was all. She saw past his flummery and sardonic sneer to the very sad man behind it. And again, was not impressed.

      She’d dressed sensibly for the outing, he noted. Female fashion had discarded the massive bustle, replacing it with sleeves so ballooning that David expected the ladies to be lifted off the ground at the first puff of wind. Miss Tierney, however, had eschewed the new style, at least for this country tramp. Her blouse was plain over a narrow skirt, and she wore a long jacket against the cold, and stout boots. No billowing sleeves in sight. Her wide-brimmed hat was large enough to keep off the sun and any rain that might fall.

      David had left clothes at the vicarage over the years, which Mrs. Corcoran kept clean for him, so he had a suitable ensemble for slogging through muddy fields. It wasn’t often he had the chance to wear gaiters laced to his knees.

      Thus, three mad folk trudged forth to dig up the past. At least, one mad Englishman and two people who humored him.

      Unlike society ladies David did his best to avoid, Sophie didn’t fill in the space with inane chatter. No inquiries about his family, how his country estate fared, what he thought about gardening, or Gilbert and Sullivan. She was refreshingly quiet.

      Of course, this meant he learned nothing about her. Who was this husband she avoided, why had she decided to hide with Dr. Pierson, why hadn’t Pierson mentioned she was breathtakingly beautiful?

      He tried not to watch the way she walked, head up, back straight, her skirt swaying. She was a married woman, and not the sort of married woman with whom David had liaisons. That was to say—she was respectable.

      Pierson’s strides grew longer and more animated as they neared the mounds, he as eager as ever. What he claimed were Roman ruins were little more than lumps in the middle of a pasture. The squire who owned the field, one of Pierson’s parishioners, was a patient gentleman who let Pierson dig up his land as much as he pleased, as long as the sheep didn’t mind.

      The sheep in question, a flock that looked remarkably the same to David year after year, nibbled grass some distance away. Only a few ever strayed to the long mounds, as lusher foliage lay elsewhere.

      “Furrows,” David said as Pierson squatted down to examine the long heap of dirt that hadn’t changed much since the last time David had been here. “Ancient ones perhaps, but hardly a villa.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” Pierson returned. “I found a stone here the other day.”

      “My, my.” David surveyed the vast green land, which smelled of sheep and mud, not the smoke and refuse of London. “A stone. In a pasture. How extraordinary. I ought to have placed a wager with my bookmaker.”

      “He has a point, Uncle,” Sophie broke in.

      David tried to hide his pleasure that Sophie agreed with him. “Ah, wisdom speaks.”

      Pierson creaked to his feet and surveyed them both with pity. “A stone with Latin writing on it.”

      “Oh.” Sophie sounded more interested. “What did it say?”

      Pierson spread his arms to make his grand pronouncement. “It said: Left. Bottom.”

      David raised his brows. “Hardly Cicero, my friend.”

      More pity from Pierson. “They are builders’ marks. The blocks were marked according to the plan so the builders would know which way the walls were put together. The inscription didn’t actually spell out the words left and bottom, but had letters indicating that.”

      Sounded slightly more promising, but it was David’s policy to tease Pierson whenever he could.

      “You know those could be stones from a pig’s bier or a sheep pen from medieval times. Disappointing to a classicist, I know, but possible.”

      “Have you ever paid any attention to my lectures?” Pierson asked. “A Roman stone and handwriting is vastly different from the medieval. In the middle ages, a builder was more likely illiterate. They still made marks, but often in pictures or simple symbols.”

      “I beg your pardon,” David said, giving him a bow. “I concede your expertise. You found a stone with Latin letters on it. Excellent.”

      “Quite excellent,” Sophie said. “Exciting, even. I am willing to believe in the villa, even if Mr. Fleming does not.”

      “Did I ever say I didn’t believe?” David said, widening his eyes. “I am merely skeptical. Pierson wants to find this villa so much he sees things others do not.”

      “It only means he is keenly observant,” Sophie said. “Where do you wish me to start, Uncle?”

      “In that corner, if you’d like.” Pierson pointed to earth that had already been raked back. “Don’t tire yourself unduly, my dear.”

      “Do not worry. I am quite robust.”

      Pierson had taken over a deserted small byre nearby where he stored tools so he would not have to lug them back and forth from the vicarage, and had set up trays for his finds and a table where he could examine them. He unlocked its door, and Sophie dove in, choosing a trowel from the shelves.

      Pierson retrieved two spades and held one out to David. “There you are. Have at it, my friend.”

      David stared at the shovel. “You expect me to dig? Are you mad?”

      Sophie was already on her knees, happily jabbing her trowel into the earth. “Perhaps he fears spoiling his work clothes. He seems to prefer to ruin his evening dress instead.”

      “Of course,” David said. “Silk and cashmere are far better for landing on the grass. Actually, when I sought refuge here, I envisioned spending my days in the cozy sitting room with a pipe. Perhaps a brandy at my elbow.”

      “That wouldn’t clear your head.” Pierson shoved the spade at him, and David closed reluctant fingers around the handle. “Good hard work is what you need. And if we find the villa, your name and Sophie’s will feature prominently in my monograph on the matter.”

      “Just the sort of literature my friends peruse,” David said, straight-faced. “I’ll be famous.”

      “I would be honored,” Sophie gestured with her trowel. “Can you turn over this bit for me, Mr. Fleming? Or would you rather pontificate on why you don’t wish to soil your working gloves?”

      David growled, then drove the spade into the area she indicated with more emphasis than necessary.

      Sophie had obviously decided David was a lily-handed dandy who couldn’t lift a finger to manual labor. Embarrassing and annoying. David had played rugby at school and still rode and boxed with the best of them. He admitted he affected the lazy persona in order to make people lower their guard with him—politics had turned him into a heinous creature. But there was more to David than met the eye. He was certain of this.

      “I begin to understand why your husband suggested you take a holiday from him,” he said as he rammed the spade into the soil. “You do have pointed ways of putting things.”

      Sophie jerked her head up. David regretted the words instantly, and even more when Sophie gave him a fleeting look of naked pain.

      Before he could utter an apology, she swiftly turned her attention to the earth and began digging hard, her silence deafening.

    




OEBPS/images/jenniferashley_aroguemeetsascandalaouslady_2500.jpg






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


