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Chapter One

Miss Serena Davenport had almost given the Frenchman the slip, but not quite.

              She was traveling from London to Oxford posing as a lady of leisure. She tried to behave as one of her cousins might, as an empty-headed girl who never had a moment’s worry, and who never thought of anything beyond her next bonnet, or the next waltz. She tried very hard to compose her features into those bland, quiet lines. In spite of her dazzling red hair and well-endowed frame, she tried to comport herself like a lady.

She failed.

              The Unicorn was a quiet inn, in spite of being only a short distance from the Great North Road. It did a brisk but relaxing trade in pensive ales and calming beers. It was not a place for a tall red head, or for a wild Frenchman. If her adversary were to arrive, he would definitely be seen for what he was: a blight on the landscape, on the green haven that was England.

              Serena stepped into the quiet inn, and for once in her life, drew no notice. The men  inside were not lusting after a red-haired Valkyrie who, despite her quiet gray gown and black cape, looked like a French opera dancer. All minded their own business, save for a man seated in the corner, as far from the noisy doorway and the sunlit windows as he could get.

              Arthur, Baron Farleigh sat staring down into a small beer that he had yet to touch. Until he looked up from it, and met her eyes.

              Serena knew then that she would succeed. In that one moment, with Arthur looking hard at her face, clearly trying to remember where he had seen her before, Serena knew that she would win. She would get her father’s legacy safely to Magdalen College. Sir Chester Davenport would be remembered, not as a man who had little sense and less luck, but as a man of discovery.

              The Frenchman would fail.

              She heard a shout from the inn yard, and the frightened bleat of a sheep who had wandered off from the commons. She knew that the Frenchman often left shouting men and frightened farm animals in his wake. She had very little time to accomplish what she must now do.

              Unlike the sheep, she was no longer frightened. She tossed back the hood of her cloak and strode across the public room to the man seated in the corner.

              Arthur Farleigh did not look alarmed, as he no doubt should have, but puzzled, as if he still could not place her. She did not hesitate, but leaned down and kissed him.

              “Husband,” she said, loud enough for the entire inn to hear her. “I am so glad to be home.”

 

***                           

Arthur, Lord Farleigh, had been drowning his sorrows in a bit of beer. Though he had been deserted on the road to Gretna Green by his intended, he did not feel particularly sorrowful. Annoyed, perhaps, and more than a bit relieved. Of course, his problem still loomed before him, the very prickly notion of where he was going to find a wife.

              In that moment, a vision from his past stepped into the inn, crossed the room, and kissed him.

              “Serena?” he asked, dumbfounded.

              The woman he had not seen in over a decade sat down beside him as if she had done so every day of her life. She crowded close, not like a doxy meaning to display her wares, but as a wife might, reaching for the bit of bread that he had left untouched on the table beside him. The vision before him reached for the butter, too, and slathered it on. That was when he knew that he was right.

              “Serena Davenport, I thought you were in Italy.”

              She laughed, the same tinkling laughter he remembered from their childhood. He did not laugh with her for two very good reasons. First, nothing about her reappearance at his side was funny. And second, it was her false laugh, one which meant she was up to no good.

As usual.

This time, she had started by calling him by the false name of
husband
. Though he had ignored her reference, that one word heated his blood in a way that was quite disconcerting in regard to a lady.

              “You are such a card, Arthur. Why on God’s good green Earth would I be in Italy?”

              Arthur blinked at her, not sure how to answer this, when she reached across him to take a sip from his untouched pint. As she did, she whispered to him, “Follow my lead. I’ll explain later.”

              Arthur frowned, for her breast had pressed against his forearm, scattering his thoughts, wherever they may have been tending. Suddenly, he was a green boy of seventeen again, and she was the one woman he wanted in the world, the one woman he could not have.

              In the next moment, he was catapulted even farther back in time, to his childhood, where he had always followed Serena Davenport’s lead, whether into a river, over a fence, or up a tree. He supposed he had not changed nearly as much as he had hoped, for instead of questioning her, he simply buttered a second piece of bread for her, knowing that she would soon have devoured the first.

              “All right,” Arthur said.

              Serena pressed close to him again, ignoring the fresh slice he had prepared for her. She seemed to shrink a little on the bench beside him as her gaze turned toward the door, and the diminutive Frenchman standing inside it.

              Why she would be fleeing a Frenchman as short as Bonaparte himself, Arthur did not know. He did not take the time to question the fact, or to wonder at it. He simply acted, rising from his place beside her, so that he might put himself between her and the door.

              “Arthur, for the love of heaven, sit down.”

              Serena hissed at him, but for once in his life, he ignored her. He kept his eyes on the man who was even now trying to stare past him to the woman in his keeping.

              Arthur had been slightly annoyed when his carriage was stopped only an hour before on the North Road. He had been a little put out to find a hulking Scot grabbing him by the throat. Now, in the midst of one of his favorite inns in the world, he found himself moved by rage, simply because the woman he loved was threatened. The onslaught sudden rage after years in which he had felt nothing stronger than slight annoyance and the occasional warm fondness, reminded him that he still loved Serena Davenport, even now.

              The man in the door, two heads shorter than himself, crossed the room toward him. Or, more importantly, toward Serena who was cringing behind him.

              “Miss Davenport,” the Frenchman said, trying to ignore Arthur who was standing directly in his line of sight. “You have led me a merry chase.”

              “Monsieur,” Arthur said, grinding his teeth to tamp down on his temper. “I believe you have me at a disadvantage.”

              “Do I?” The Gallic man sniffed, his thin shoulders rising once beneath the wool of his dusty coat. “I have a matter to discuss with the lady. Once I have done so, and once she had returned the item she has stolen from me, I will be happy to leave you to your…” the Frenchman looked down at the table with disdain. “Small beer.”

              Serena sighed and made to stand, but Arthur gestured for her to stay behind him. For blessed once, she actually complied. Serena’s easy obedience made him narrow his gaze on the man before him. She was afraid of this man, when the Serena he had known was afraid of nothing. Arthur did not care who the man was, or what he wanted, but he would see the back of the Frenchman at once.

              Arthur did not take his eyes off the man in front of him. “I do not know who you are. I do not know where you came from. I have no idea why you are intent on harassing my companion. But know this. Your harassment ends now. Leave, and I will forget that your address was less than civil to a lady.”

              The Frenchman went from looking annoyed to mildly amused. “And why, if I may inquire, do you care what happens to the lady or her wares?”

              Arthur drew himself up to his full height, trying his level best to remember that he was a gentleman and not to pummel the smirk from the man’s sallow face. “I care, because she is my wife.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Serena had thought for one moment that she was dreaming when she saw her old friend Arthur sitting in the middle of the Unicorn, drinking a pint. Now that she heard him declare her to be his wife, she knew that, instead, she had lost the last of her wandering wits.

              She realized that she could not let this farce go any further. She had dragged Arthur deep enough into her troubles. Though his father and hers had been as close as brothers, she could not stand on an old family acquaintance and leave Arthur, a peer of the realm, telling lies for her sake.

              She ignored Arthur’s silent order, and stood at last.

              “Monsieur Galliard,” she said at last, hoping that diplomacy would fail where stealth and intrigue had not. “I am sure we can come to an accommodation.”

              She was even in that moment calculating how much of her inheritance she might sell off in order to bribe this man to leave her in peace, when Arthur Farleigh, her childhood friend, glared at her, sending an odd, illicit shiver down her spine. She had forgotten how clear the blue of his eyes were, and had also forgotten how they snapped like cerulean flame when he was angry.

              “There will be no accommodation,” Arthur said, turning back to the Frenchman, and to the matter at hand. “If you do not leave at once, I will consider that you wish to offer insult. In such a case, my second will call on you before the sun has set.”

              Galliard stood and stared at Arthur, clearly trying to decide if the man was in earnest, or simply bluffing. Had anyone else been defending her, Serena would have known that he was simply being gallant, and perhaps showing off. But it was not just any man who defended her. It was Arthur Farleigh. He meant what he said.

              Galliard was not a gentleman. He was not even an archeologist, as her father had been, as she still was. He was simply a middle man, intent on stealing her father’s findings in order to sell them to the highest bidder. Galliard cared nothing for art, and less for history. He cared only that he made a profit. This informed self-interest carried the day, as Serena knew it would.

              “Monsieur,” Galliard said with a slight bow from the neck. “I do apologize if I have given offense. Your
wife
…” The Frenchman caressed the word with contempt, as he knew very well that she was as unmarried as the day she was born. “Must accept my apology as well. I will leave you to your bread and…” More contempt was heaped on the table. “Small beer.”

              He tipped his hat to Serena, and she saw in the glint of his hazel eyes that he was mocking her. “Good day, Miss. Until we meet again.”

              “We will not meet again,” Arthur said, stepping forward so that Serena was effectively blocked from the other man’s sight. “Good day.”

              Serena felt as if her skin was flushed with heat from a close fire, as if lightning had struck too near, and she could smell the sulfur. She told herself not to be fanciful, and watched as Arthur Farleigh sat down beside her once more, as calm as a bishop, as if he ran off French n’er-do-wells every afternoon.

              Well, she had not seen him in over ten years. Perhaps he did.

              “I need your help, Arthur.”  In her time abroad, Serena had lost all ability to dissemble or to prattle on about the weather or the state of the roads. She felt even now the treasure her father had found burning a hole in the bag that she had set at her feet. She must get the art where it belonged, and soon. She had come too far now to fail.

She had spent the last ten years in Tuscany, digging with her father, searching for shards of the past. They had found a great deal, most of which had been taken up by Napoleon’s people, and shipped back to Paris. They had found a few pieces more after the war was over, but by then the Germans had come down for their share, and had shipped the remainder of the discoveries off to Munich and Berlin.

Serena had one artifact left from her father’s findings, one beautiful grave good that would make his reputation in scholarly circles, and would establish his legacy with his old college. She had promised him that she would get it there. She was very close, but thieving Frenchmen were small obstacles compared to the dons of Oxford, who guarded the gates to their halls as Cerberus guarded the gates of hell. She would get her father’s findings to Magdalen College before the sun set. But she would need help.

              It seemed help had arrived in the form of her old friend and tree climbing companion, Arthur Farleigh.

              Arthur did not seem to think her rude or too abrupt. He did not call her out for her strange propensity for referring to him as
husband
, nor did he seem to object to her odd mannish notions of simple address, lacking in all feminine guile. Arthur stared at her for a long moment, looking into her eyes as if he might read the thoughts behind them.
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