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Sour notes chased Winston from the parlor. The butler closed the doors at his back to mute the laborious attempt to play piano, but it did little for its discordance. As Nicholas peeled from his cloak in the hall, he hurried to his post. “I beg your pardon, milord—milady felt a pick-me-up in order.”


“So I gather.” The cacophony highlighted the reason for his early return. Nicholas carried the petition for release from his hellish marriage inside his jacket, ready for delivery to his feckless wife. This afternoon was destined to be his final test of endurance. Determined to make a rational appearance, he straightened his tie and braved the doors.


Lily smirked when he headed for a scotch without falling victim to her practiced pose. “Well, don’t just stand there like a clod, darling.” She abandoned the piano with an exasperated sigh. “You didn’t ask if I wanted anything.”


Nicholas sidestepped when she pressed against him. “You’ve always managed to pour your own well enough.” As she blinked in puzzlement, he escaped and ducked to the mantel to watch her splash sherry into her glass.


“My, didn’t we come home in a fine mood,” she said. “What happened—did you finally get tired of staring at an empty bottle?”


“My mood’s never been better, thanks for the asking. If I seem a bit devilish, it’s because a little chat is overdue.”


Prancing to the couch with a coy smile, Lily patted the cushion beside her as she settled. “I must say, it’s about time! Why not hurry over and join me, darling? You wouldn’t want me to catch a chill waiting for you.”


A triumphant quaff of her drink left an errant bead of sherry oozing at the edge of a petulant lip. As she chased it with her predatory tongue, Nicholas looked away from the repugnant show and noticed the black opal necklace clasped at her throat. He had given it as a gift to her sister, who had pretended to be his wife in a dangerous masquerade. Alix had escaped, but Lily would reveal where her sister could be found, while learning the price of their escapade.


Nicholas nearly stumbled on the question of whether his wife had demanded the opal from Alix or if the ancient necklace had been relinquished easily. Turning his gaze to the friendly fire in the hearth, he sipped his drink to still his thoughts. “Hasn’t it been a remarkable summer?”


“If you say so, darling.”


“How long were you at Alix’s house, or did you invade some other home? I ask only to cover your expenses. And while we’re on the subject, I have a question about the mechanics of timing: Isn’t this a little early for your comeback— or did you lie when naming Phillip as the father of your child?”


Her face aflame, Lily swept to her feet. “I might have guessed Alix would tell you everything!”


“Come now, Lily—you can’t really think you’re the first to hide the identity of the father of your illegitimate offspring by involving someone else. A simple count-back on a calendar suggests you conceived around the time we were married. Now, let’s see—I was the fool with the ring, but we both know what happened that night when I was drunk enough to fall into your bed—so, who does that leave from last summer? Ah, yes—dare we forget about Johnny?”


It rang true even as Nicholas voiced the accusation. Despite his relief that his brother, Phillip, had not fathered her ill-begotten child, it was small consolation when it had robbed him of his best friend. “Does it ever weigh on your conscience, or do you just enjoy destroying people?”


Wringing her empty glass, Lily stormed the liquor cabinet. “You think you know so much—I lost the baby! And while I writhed in complete agony, I suppose my sister was a great comfort!”


“If that was part of your plan, I’m sorry to disillusion you.”


“Oho, what’s this? You weren’t up to the task in her bed, any more than in mine? You must be in the wrong kind of business, darling—you should become a priest.”


“While on the subject of bed, why not admit how you dragged poor Phillip into your mess to cover up your involvement with John Wesley? When did Johnny Boy turn on you, Lily—when you revealed you had no place in my bed, or later, when he sought to shore up his reputation by marrying Sarah?”


“So what, when my sister’s been pretending to be your wife! She was only supposed to make a few public appearances! I should have known better than to count on her when she’s mad north-by-northwest!” Her tinkling laugh pealed as she sank to the couch. “Oh, don’t worry, darling—even if Mother kept her locked in the cellar, she’s perfectly harmless; in fact, she barely functions without prodding! All she ever wanted to do was hide from those invisible bad men. And to think I wanted to play with her!”


As she wiggled her butt on the couch with a mocking snort, Nicholas rinsed the rancor from his mouth with scotch. “She spared you a great deal of public humiliation.”


“I did it as much for your benefit as for my own!” Lily crossed her knees and bounced a slippered foot in a show of annoyance. “Just imagine the fuss around town with the announcement of a child!”


“Don’t you mean the repudiation when it became clear I was the unwitting cuckold?”


“If you were a gentleman, what would it matter? After all, we’ve been married a year! It would’ve proven your virility!”


“It’s not my virility in question.”


“But you’ve never cared if I’ve needed you! If you wanted a nun for a wife, you picked the wrong girl! Why don’t you just go ahead and admit you tricked me into marriage?”


“Wasn’t it the other way around?”


Lily assumed an absurdly innocent pose. “I don’t know what you’re talking about! You’ve looked down your long nose at me ever since our wedding night, and I come home to find out you’ve been seen all over town with my sister and even taken her on holiday!”


“Let’s not forget that Alix was supposed to be you.” Her predictable feint to avoid responsibility frayed his fraught patience. Nicholas folded his arms as he propped a shoulder against the mantel. “I couldn’t let her wander the streets alone, so why not just skip ahead to the terms of your agreement. What did you promise her?”


“Oh, she had the better end of it, even with you here. Anything’s preferable to getting stuck on some horse farm out in the Country! Oh, what’s the matter, darling—she kissed but didn’t tell all? Don’t worry, it doesn’t take much for her to talk to the wall—just pretend you’re a priest, and she’ll think it’s a confessional.”


Her cruel reference to Alix’s artlessness glimmered with sudden insight. “You blackmailed her, didn’t you?” He spotted the truth in her surprise, but she dismissed the ugly implication with a wave of her glass.


“Not really. Years ago, that dotty old Sir Gordon gave up the grant to his farm as warranty he’d keep his mouth shut when he took Alix away to live in the Country. After all, Mother needed some sort of assurance they wouldn’t just dump her on the street—imagine the damage to our family, should anyone suspect a lunatic relation! Now that Mother’s gone to her grave, the farm has fallen to me. Oh, don’t frown so, darling—I didn’t do anything wrong! I was in a tight spot, no thanks to you.” She stared blankly at the packet when he pulled it from his jacket to drop in her lap. “What’s this?”


“It’s your copy of the divorce petition I filed this morning.”


Lily erupted to her feet. “Divorce! You wouldn’t dare! I’ll slander your name until no one with any decency will ever even look at you!”


“Extortion is against the law, so you might wish to refrain. I don’t know how you feel about spending the next twenty years in prison, but I wouldn’t rush into it hastily.” As she dashed the papers to the floor, he retrieved the opal necklace by snapping its chain. “Since this doesn’t belong to you, let’s not add thievery to your list of transgressions. There’s an end to everything, including my charity. You’ll have a week to move—I won’t tolerate repeat performances.”


As Nicholas turned for the door, she hurled her drink after him, screaming as the delicate flute smashed in a golden spray and ruined the wallpaper. “You’re delusional!”


“God knows I must’ve been something once, to have married you.” He headed upstairs to pack a quick valise.


“LASS!” ROBBIE HURRIED FROM the far end of the stable just as Alix landed in the saddle. As she had feared, her stalwart knight and faithful guardian appeared to foil her swift exit. She should have known better than to try to escape his quick eye, but the day grew short. “It’s nearly teatime! Where are you going with Mercury?”


“There’s time yet for a turn in the practice ring.”


Robbie clamped a square hand on the colt’s bridle, pulling off his cap in exasperation. “You can’t make up for months in a matter of days, lass. Someone’s going to get hurt.”


Mercury snorted, shifting uneasily and bashing her game knee against the wall. Robbie had never known of her injury from riding in the botched steeplechase at Oxley Commons, and Alix was not about to mention it now. “Don’t worry, Robbie—Mercury hasn’t been out today, and we’re only off for a few rounds.”


As he released the colt, his frosty displeasure softened. “Molly will worry if you’re late for tea. She’s already wondering why you haven’t sat down for a heart-to-heart since you’ve been home from London. You know how she feels about Lily—she won’t rest without knowing why you got mixed up in her mess.”


Unable to resolve her bewilderment about the summer, she found the idea of explaining it too overwhelming. Instead, Alix turned Mercury toward the breezeway. “It’s not worth the fuss,” she claimed over her shoulder. “Who can predict what Lily does? I’d better push off, if I’m to finish by tea.”


She was careful to aim for the practice ring clattering from the stable but soon changed course across the field. “All right, Mercury, me boy-o, why not give it a go while we’re here?” Bach’s Bourrée in E Minor played in her mind as the horse cantered across uneven turf and jumped a downed tree with a splintered root.


When she had last passed this way, wildflowers had brightened the shadowy glades. Now, damselflies darted between hovering gnats and mosquitoes swirled in the shade. Her old routine seemed off-kilter since she had been forced to live in London. Going for a ride as Lily meant sitting sidesaddle with demure companions worried overmuch about the shape of their bonnets. Alix would have shattered many a delicate sensibility if anyone had spotted her dressed as a stableman astride her unschooled horse plunging along a deer trail.


Mercury slid downslope into a watery ravine, and a sense of dislocation followed up the other side. Despite Robbie’s veritable caution, the summer with Nicholas Griffon had proven far more than an improvident disruption in her life. Embedded in Sterling Wood Stable and her horses, Alix found her passion for competition unchanged, but her chafing frustration while she had been stuck in London seemed to have raised an awful specter. Robbie had always urged her to forget the past and focus on the future, where each day shaped new chances and fresh choices. It had been easy to accept his counsel as an orphan without memory of anyone except her darling uncle, until Lily had materialized like a long-lost witch to resurrect old forgotten nightmares.


A dark line of duck dangled above the yellow smear of distant trees when they slowed near Neighbor MacGregor’s windmill. Mercury huffed as they reached the road, and Alix stood in the stirrups, rubbing his lathered neck. With luck, the colt would be ready to join Dark Star and secure Sterling Wood’s reputation next season. “Smashing run, lad!”


The apple tree lane to the stable transformed into a charge-way for barking dogs. “Quiet, you!” The ragtag bunch fell to order, forming a gay parade of swashbuckling tails to escort Mercury home. Alix laughed as the white-and-sable terrier bounded from their midst, scrambling to sit on the saddle in front of her. She flattened his fox ears gently. “Et tu, Snap? I should have guessed you’d learn to ride.”


SOME RECALL WAS TANGIBLE: the rain down his back and frustration with slippery reins. Not enough time could separate Quenton from the coachmen clogged in traffic on the rain-drenched mall. He was glad to be inside the cab as his driver managed to wheel past a cloud of umbrellas and turn at the abbey. Collecting his parcel from Limoges as the driver announced his destination, he had his hand on the door before the horse clattered to a stop.


Quenton landed on the curb and fixed the narrow brim of his hat against the slanted rain. Odd, how the street retained its familiarity, when so much else had changed. When he had been employed in the stable around back, the front walkway had been forbidden his use. Now he jogged up the steps to the house and rang the bell.


The sangfroid butler in the hall surprised him with a bow. “Good afternoon, sir. May I assist you?”


He knew he was unexpected, but not that he had changed beyond recognition. “Bonjour, mon ami! I’ve been forgotten so soon?”


With a laugh of dazed recognition, Percival Winston pulled him inside. “Quincy, by George! Where in the dickens have you been?”


Quenton had not been dry since the rain had blown his ship past Dover, but he had not taken time to change when checking into the club. After handing off his things to Percival’s son, he followed the butler to the parlor and settled beside the fire, grateful to be warm.


Percival beamed, chafing his hands with delight and sinking in the chair opposite. “I say, how are you, old chum? You look absolutely splendid! Now, tell me everything!”


The early ferry and dreary channel crossing had left him little desire for idle chatter, but Quenton deemed it unavoidable when Percival did not send immediate announcement of his arrival. He tugged off his wet gloves amid bubbling questions, and chose to answer carefully. “My plans are uncertain, you understand. I don’t expect to be in town long—I came seeking word of my niece.”


“There’s much to tell . . . but first, why not a spot of tea to warm your bones? Mary’s just made a fresh batch of orange loaf.” Percival bounded to his feet as young Percy rattled through the door with a teacart holding a welcome stack of sandwiches, reminding Quenton that his morning coffee and doughnut in Calais were very far away.


Percival acted as host, pouring while waiting for his son to go, and settled back, careful to lower his voice. “As you must’ve guessed, your niece is gone—milady has returned, but who knows for how long? This place is in an uproar that’s not bound to die anytime soon. Milord was home earlier, and Lady Lily’s gone out for the evening now, too.” He wagged his head, digging for his handkerchief to mop his brow. “Thank God—I’ve never seen anything like it.” Percival cast a meaningful glance at the stain spreading on the wallpaper by the door. “To my understanding, milady threw a glass of sherry at Lord Nicholas—he has nerves of steel, just like his father.”


“She must not have appreciated what he had to say.”


“It’s my belief milord confronted her. The last we saw of your niece, she was simply resplendent on milord’s arm, going out for the masquerade. You know the one—out at St. Albans. Of course, no one saw the exact exchange, but sometime during the evening, your niece disappeared and her sister—ahem, Lady Lily—squeezed into her costume.”


With Lily back to claim her title as Lady Griffon, Quenton’s quick round trip to London to bring Alix home had abruptly lengthened into a journey north. Instead of boarding a ship in London Harbor in the morning, he would need a fast horse for the road to Gordon’s farm near the King’s Forest. He swigged his tea, ready to be on his way.


“Lord Nicholas could not help but realize the difference, and hurried home in case she returned for her things. Exactly how she vanished is all quite a mystery, but the plot unraveled when milord discovered you’d forgotten your family bible. Don’t worry—the secret of Quincy Hill is secure. No one knows the truth, save for milord, Albert Frisk, and me.”


Quenton was not of a mind to reveal the differences in his life since his pardon from the king. His employment as Quincy Hill the coachman was over, and the butler was no longer his superior, but he had not abandoned his old vestry bible simply to placate Nicholas Griffon’s curiosity. Had the British fool cared to look for answers earlier, the connection between his wife and her twin sister would have protected Alix from impropriety.


Perhaps belated realization of their changed circumstances drove his old supervisor to his feet. “It’s all the hum that milady was left a laughingstock by milord’s quick departure, and she couldn’t even go out the next day, because nothing in her wardrobe fit her. When she blamed the maid and boxed her ears, milord gave poor Jenny two weeks’ holiday for her trouble.”


Quenton would not be surprised if Alix sabotaged Lily as retribution for the idiotic involvement in her reckless affairs. He rose, plucking a card from his inner lapel. “For Lord Griffon, if you don’t mind.” Anxious to leave, he added the box containing his gift from Limoges. “This is for you and Mrs. Winston—a token for your kindness while Alix was here.”


Color stained Percival’s cheekbones as he protested, accepting the package with ginger astonishment. “I say, is this from Fontenot Porcelain?”


“It’s just a little something—not much, really.”


“Even though it was our pleasure . . . Mary does love a good gift! Have you a minute so I might ring for her?”


Quenton turned his backside to the fire to warm up, before necessity forced him into the chilling day. “As you wish.”


Percival pounced on his wife as she appeared in the doorway. “Mary, come in and meet an old family acquaintance, just over from France!” When Quenton clicked his heels to bow over her work-roughened hand, she flushed three shades of red. As she teetered on the edge of collapse, young Percy rushed to fan her with a tea towel while Percival guided her to a chair. “His Lordship’s only stopped by for a moment, Mary—but look, he’s brought us something from Limoges.”


Ogling the Fontenot box as she patted her hair into place, the cook peeled off the lid while Percival dug into the cotton swaddling. “By George, what a capital surprise! Look, Mary! ’Tis a lovely set of salt and peppers—thank you, but this is too much!” He exchanged a cautious look with his wife as she gingerly collected them from his hands. “But they’re exceedingly fine—shouldn’t they be for milord?”


Quenton laughed, retrieving his coat from young Percy. “I doubt Nicholas Griffon has much interest in salt and peppers . . . and now I must say adieu. Madame, it’s been a pleasure.” He bowed to the cook a final time and left young Percy to fan his mother with the towel. Pausing at the door to fix his hat, he offered his hand in parting. “Once again, merci.”


“Please give our regards to your niece when you see her! It’s been a rare pleasure, Quincy—I beg your pardon, milord. I hope you’ll stop in before you leave.”


As the door opened, the blustery chill billowed through Quenton’s cloak. “I can’t say . . . but au revoir.” Percival waved from the steps while his cab pulled from the curb, and Quenton tipped his hat in return.





CHAPTER TWO
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“The Marquis?” The clerk hooked his thumb at the stairs. “On the strip with Master Pembroke—I heard the odds are even, milord.”


Concealing his surprise, Nicholas headed for the fencing hall. At a match with swords, the club master was second only to the captain of the guard as the local favorite. Why anyone would bet on the skill of an unknown Frenchman was as much a mystery as everything else about Quenton Saint-Descoteaux.


The clash of steel rose beyond the men packed shoulder to shoulder inside the doors. Drawn by undeniable interest, Nicholas eased around the shifting crowd to find Pembroke had been forced to a knee as he parried a series of slick combinations. A collective exclamation rose as a delicate feint and blistering thrust tallied the final point. “Touché!”


The victorious Frenchman pulled the master to his feet, their exchange lost in the rise of accolades, until Pembroke lifted his mask. “Good show, Marquis—what do you say to Cabbie’s later on?”


“Très bien. I look forward to it.” Quenton turned to his servant, exchanging his blade for a towel to mop his face. Uncertain how to approach, Nicholas lagged with his followers until his oddly metamorphic gaze plucked him from the crowd. “Griffon.”


Nicholas broke free to shake hands, relieved his awkward concern proved needless. “That’s right. I missed most of your match, but congratulations.”


“Merci. It wasn’t anything, of course.” Quenton regarded him down the length of his nose. “Perhaps you’ll join me for a drink.”


“I’ll be in the bar.”


An instant celebrity by association, Nicholas split from the group to avoid humming inquiries. Dodging his way upstairs to the lounge, he signaled to the bartender and settled at his table in the corner to gather his thoughts.


Once confident of his world, Nicholas had missed when it slipped from his grasp. After the King’s Navy, he had returned from sea to marry and assume the yoke of duty, as had his father and grandfather before him. To his greatest misfortune, he had blundered into such a mockery of a marriage, one day he had found a stranger on his arm, instead of his wife. In a moment of madness, he had realized his fascination for her illusion. Her inevitable disappearance had left him a shell without direction. Now he felt caught at odds, his associates rife with disregard for empty lives and twisted fates.


Paradoxically, enter an autocratic uncle once employed as his master of stable. There was no question of his identity. The circlet of stars with a knight chess piece on his card, given to Winston, was identical to what had been found in the bible left behind, chronicling a distinguished ancestry. Nicholas would be a fool to discredit this meeting, for Quenton Saint-Descoteaux was about to demand a full accounting of his own botched role in Lily’s absurd affair.


No answers about the tumultuous summer came with the bottom of his glass. Nicholas had just reached for the bottle to pour another, when the Marquis strolled into the bar, fixing a nosegay to his lapel.


Despite his apparent distraction, Quenton made a beeline toward his table. It might have been a devilish design to throw him off, but it became obvious when he gathered a chair simultaneous to the addition of a second glass. Settling opposite, he lifted his drink. “À votre santé.”


“Cheers. If I recall, I owe the next round.” Determined not to be rattled, Nicholas deliberately referenced their last meeting, when Quincy Hill had quit his job as stablemaster.


Quenton’s habit of arching his brow remained unchanged. “Forget it. Considering your condition at the time, I’m surprised you remember.” His admission eased the immediate strain, but his inspection turned critical. “Alix is well?”


“The last I knew.”


“And Lily is home.”


Nicholas choked on Quenton’s directness. Had circumstances been different, the Marquis might have been an honored guest in his home, but, as it happened, it was damned hard to answer to a man who had once taken his orders. Clearing his throat, he purposely mirrored the Frenchman’s nonchalance. “Lily might be back, but the hours she remains so are limited by the stipulations of my petition for divorce.”


Quenton retrieved a Spanish peanut from the bowl centered on the table and peeled it deliberately. “I see. What about your seat in Parliament?”


“I find myself tainted either way, and it’s too late to pursue an annulment.”


His corresponding appraisal grew introspective. “I suppose I might’ve warned you—when I was a boy, I had the deep displeasure of living through the hell her mother created for my brother until he sent her back to England.”


“I wouldn’t have listened, even if I had known of your history at the time—Lily had me flat and on the cut from the very beginning.” He saluted with his drink. “Here’s to a tinker’s damn. The sooner it’s finished, the better.” He tossed back the remainder of his Mackinlay’s and opted for a change of subject. “Where’d Allie learn to ride?”


“I taught her before she walked.”


“I see.”


Quenton glowered over his glass, the concession an apparent sticking point. “You see? Who in blazes cares if you see anything? You were there when she raced Dark Star at Oxley—just because Allie’s a woman, you think she’d lack ability? Apparently, you’re just like any other British fool blinded by a false sense of propriety. She usually races only in training, but it’s not because she’s incapable, obviously.”


“Obviously.”


He shrugged. “If the commission hadn’t assumed her name was Alexander on the application for a racing license, our conversation might’ve varied slightly, but as the owner of Star’s brother, Midnight, you should know the quality of her work. Yet you still find her disregard for British sensibility shocking.” He shook his head, finishing his scotch. “You’re English, so it makes sense . . . but remember, she’s French.”


“I’m Welsh.”


“Of course—how careless of me.”


“There is a difference!”


Amused, Quenton offered a conciliatory bow as he rose. “I beg your pardon, but it’s nearly eight, and Pembroke should be at Cabbie’s by now. I’m heading over before I starve to death. At the risk of offending you further, I’d suggest you do the same.”


Hesitating, Nicholas climbed up to join him. “I suppose if that’s considered an invitation in France, how dare I refuse?”


“You’re not concerned about bumping into Lily?”


“At Cabbie’s? She thinks it’s a little lowbrow for her taste, but she’ll be somewhere. I’ve enlisted Poole to make sure she doesn’t disappear again.”


“A detective?”


“I have the burden of proof.”


“Why not just put her out at Mary-Margaret’s place in Broadstairs and spare the lengthy exposure of divorce?”


“The Thames ferry is too convenient.” Nicholas collected his Wellington and cloak from the hat check near the door. “I say, since we’re to meet Pembroke for dinner, you don’t mind if I ask about that combination used to beat him?”


Quenton grinned, setting his rakish Paris beau at an angle and twirling his cane on the way to the street. “It’s just a little something I brought back from Spain. If Allie upholds your propriety in my absence, I promise to demonstrate without killing you.”


THE SCHOONER SLID THROUGH the night on a ship lost in mist. Drago stood alone at the masthead, listening to broken pieces of song above the slap of sail. He had been on his way home when he landed in Marseille. Intent on a decent dinner, he had found a room for the night. In retrospect, his choice of port had been his first mistake. The second had been choosing to dine somewhere as notorious as the Argonaut. His third and most telling had been a failure to slip out the back door when Count Claude Rouget came through the front.


Drago should have known to start counting the proverbial signs of foul luck as soon as his ship from the Congo had passed Gibraltar. He might have been home by now, instead of skimming the sea off Biscay. The Count had not intended it as a gift when he directed Drago to London, but his mandate had sparked something he had lost so long ago, Drago had no name for it. If he did, it would have been Alix Saint-Descoteaux.


THE COLUMNS OF NUMBERS blurred in the wash of lamp. Rubbing her eyes as she reached for her stale cup, Alix paused with the gentle rap at the door. Snap dropped from the fireside chair to the carpet with a surprised bark. Molly never bothered about knocking on the door and Robbie called out, “Lass,” rapping on his way through. Molly’s younger cousin from Wexford was the only one who would wait for her to open it. Stifling a rise of impatience, Alix put down her pen and went to answer the door.


Dressed for dinner in his black Sunday suit, Finghin smiled as music from Molly’s piano downstairs charmed his Irish inflection. “Faith, you’re not thinking of working all evening again, are you, Alix?”


Piqued by his familiarity, Alix leaned on the door while Snap scampered past on his way to sample the appetizers Molly served with cocktails. “Sorry, I’ve quite a lot to do yet. . . . I’ll be down when I’m able. Goodbye.”


Finghin braced the door handily when she moved to close it. “Wait! You’re not thinking of shutting me out?”


The roses he had left for her desk the day before took on new meaning. “I’m sorry, but I’m a little busy, thank you.”


Rubbing his chin, he wedged in the door. “Ain’t that what you’ve said for the past two nights?”


“Perhaps—but it’s no reason for you to miss the evening.”


His smile faded as he pushed past in a bold move to her desk. “Perhaps? By all the saints, girl, who are you trying to fool: me or yourself?”


Annoyed, Alix followed to protect her ledger. “If you must know truthfully—when there’s work to do, it doesn’t matter.”


He perched on the edge of her desk, leaning uncomfortably close to peer at her figures. “If you can’t remember cold sandwiches instead of an honest meal, you’re only proving you’re overworking yourself.”


She snapped the book shut on her finger to conceal her page. “Thank you. I know you won’t mind telling everyone I’ll be down in a minute.”


“If I go back down there empty-handed, Molly’s sure to be coming up next.” Folding his arms across his chest, he scanned the room shamelessly. “This ain’t no life for a girl, when the moon’s getting weary. Hey, you’re not worried you can’t keep up with my old hurdy-gurdy on that pretty little fiddle of yours?”


With an astonished laugh, Alix answered, “You can’t be serious!”


Grinning impishly, Finghin caught up her hand and tugged her for the door. “Now, miss—you see what I’m saying! There’s too much life wanting for the living to lock yourself up with books!”


Her protest died when Molly’s piano suddenly seemed to sound lonely. Determined to make up for her lapse in the morning, Alix raced ahead, caught by his infectious laughter. The color was high on his cheeks as he swung her into the parlor. “Now, don’t say I didn’t give fair warning! After practicing all summer, I’ve been waiting for this chance. . . . Hey, Molly! Look who I found!”


“Oh, Allie!” Laughing with delight, Molly rushed to embrace her. “There’s sure to be a blessing in this old house tonight!”


Robbie grinned as he opened her violin case, armed with his whiskey glass and the rosin jar. “Lass, it’s high time we took this Irish buck down a peg or two.”


“I wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings, Robbie.”


Molly hurried for the door as Alix retrieved her violin. “I’m going to need my dancing shoes!”





CHAPTER THREE
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Nicholas Griffon was the last person Quenton expected in the breakfast hall so early. In the handful of hours since Cabbie’s Pub, the Brit had donned a fresh black suit to sit alone at a table, sipping tea with his morning newspaper. Pausing to pinch a rosebud for his lapel from a passing arrangement, Quenton dismissed the bleary surprise and moved on to the sideboard to load a plate.


Nicholas shook out his newspaper and looked meaningfully at the empty chair at his table. “I thought you were leaving this morning.”


An attendant hurried with the tea while Quenton settled. “Merci.” He knew better than to ask for the British equivalent of coffee. “If I seem to be running late, it’s thanks to you.” The surprising success of their spontaneous performance in the pub had come with too many encores. Their talent notwithstanding, it had lent the evening an unexpected camaraderie.


Griffon folded his paper and set it aside. “I never knew you played guitar.”


“Who would have guessed you can sing?”


“You weren’t bad.”


“I suffered through lessons.” His napkin spread, Quenton retrieved his fork. “What’re you doing here so early?”


“I spent the night upstairs. How’s breakfast?”


“I should make it to St. Albans—I’ll need a stop for change of horse anyway.” Quenton did not look forward to the long road, dependent on the questionable endurance of livery animals. “I don’t suppose you’ve reconsidered my request to borrow Midnight Star.”


“Not a chance, old man.”


“Allie wouldn’t mind seeing him again, you know; before you bought him, that colt tagged around after her like an overgrown puppy.”


“Sorry, chap. It’s not that I don’t trust you; I’m just uncertain of my plans.”


Given his late start, the Sterling Wood prodigy might have saved a wayside room for the night. After their pleasant reunion, the black horse would be a perfect foil to lure Alix away from the farm in order to return him. “Thinking of going home to Wales?”


Nicholas grimaced, giving Quenton a distracted glance as he rose to fix a plate. “Not anytime soon.” He returned with a stack of potato cakes and a few rashers for his mound of eggs. “I gave Lily a week to move out—the beds here might have a few lumps, but they’re preferable to her tantrums.”


Quenton dabbed butter on his toast. A winter of watching Lily play lovers’ games with his brother must have been hell if Nicholas was disinclined to go home to his ancestral estate of Hollyrune. In a moment of compassion, he realized Griffon lacked even the satisfaction of taking his brother out to shoot him.


“If you plan to change horses in St. Albans, you must intend to travel fast.”


Apparently, Alix had not shared the location of Gordon’s farm. His road was long in more ways than one if she balked at the idea of an appointment to meet with the king. Without the ploy of returning Midnight to Nicholas, coaxing her away from her stable could prove challenging. “I was once a chasseur à cheval, and it’s a long way to Salcey. I didn’t arrange for a lengthy absence—I thought Alix was still in London.”


“I hear there’s good hunting in the King’s Forest.”


“Not when Allie rides through.” Despite Griffon’s apparent detachment, his fleeting smile sparked a surprising idea. Quenton drained his tea and slipped out his watch, wondering how deep the man’s interest was. Alix would not need convincing to leave if Nicholas invited her to London, where ships to France prevailed in the harbor. Deciding it was worth the chance, he snapped the cover closed on his timepiece as he rose. “You know, it’s not too late to call for your horse.”


Nicholas paused with a forkful of egg. “Sorry, but as I’ve explained, my plans are indeterminate.”


“Tout à fait . . . which is the perfect reason to join me.” Ignoring Griffon’s startled reaction, Quenton headed for the stairs. Whether or not the man chose to come along, his lengthy ride remained.


Nicholas suddenly matched him stride for stride on the stairs. “You do realize I’ve not been invited up to Gordon’s?”


“Come now, my dear Lord Griffon—you do realize I’ve just invited you?”


“You? Look, old man, I don’t know about France, but showing up unexpectedly at someone’s house in England just isn’t done.”


“I think I’m still in the family. Don’t worry, mon ami—no one looks for me, either. Our arrival might be a surprise, but our welcome is guaranteed.”


Nicholas paused as he reached his door. “Perhaps in your regard—but Alix nearly rode over the top of me when she left.”


“Then you’ve already learned that when my niece is on a horse, it’s better to stay out of her way.”


ALIX STOPPED NORTHERN LIGHT in the empty stable yard and slipped from the saddle to lead the filly into the breezeway. Calling for Tim Riley had little effect when the stableman failed to appear. She tethered the young mare alongside the waiting Mercury, and eased the saddle girth.


Now that the dogs were down in the training field with the others, only a distant rooster responded to her calls for Tim. Alix pushed back her annoyance at the delay in her afternoon schedule and off-saddled the filly while the white colt dug his hoof at the floor. “Patience, lad—we’ll be off in a minute, as soon as Tim’s here.”


The saddle room was empty, the paddocks behind the stable quiet. Frustration flared into annoyance as she shouted into the yard again. “Tim!” Her calls only raised the interest of dozing horses. “Glory.” Alix grabbed a sheet to buckle on the waiting filly and moved to tighten the girth on the saddled Mercury. When she was moving to mount, the stableman caught her from behind. “Tim!” Twisting reflexively to free herself, she ended on the floor amid the horse’s dancing hooves.


Incredibly, the stableman was laughing as he came to help her to her feet. “Sorry, Alix—I didn’t mean to scare you.”


“What the devil’s come over you?” She scrambled up to catch the reins, and the surprised horse shied as she vaulted to the safety of the saddle. She caught a glimpse of Tim’s triumphant leer when he grabbed Mercury’s head.


“Don’t worry—I got him!”


“Back off!” The upset colt squealed, standing on his hind legs to pose in a terrifying balancing act at her unexpected weight in his saddle. Alix pressed him forward, clinging to his neck as Tim scrambled to contain the nearby Northern Light when she plunged away, protesting her tether in the commotion.


Red-faced, he collected the filly. “Sorry. I was only trying to help. Are you all right?”


“You were to be here when I returned!”


“I guess I’m a little late. I said I was sorry, Alix.”


She wheeled Mercury to confront him as their silent surroundings turned sinister. “You dare use my name?”


“Uh, I mean Miss Alix. Sorry.”


“What the dickens are you about, Tim? Is something different than yesterday or the day before? And remove your hat in my presence!”


He whipped the work cap from his head, gaping in confusion. “I-I said I’m sorry!”


“Your disrespect is unacceptable! You didn’t look sorry when you grabbed me! When you’re finished with the filly, collect your things and go.”


“Go?”


Shaken, she nearly missed his response. Easing her grip on Mercury’s reins before the horse revolted, Alix struggled to contain the emotional quaver in her voice. “I don’t want to see you again, Tim. . . . Finghin will bring your pay in the morning.”


His face paled, leaving pitiful spots of desperation on his cheeks to remind her of his wife and four sons. “Wait, Miss Alix! You don’t mean to sack me just for sneaking up on you! I wasn’t trying to do nothing. It was only a joke—I swear it!”


When his voice broke, Alix could bear no more. She urged the frantic colt from the stable with the images of Tim’s family before her. What would Betsy and the boys do with Tim unemployed? Mercury leaped forward as she released him with a miserable heart, and the silence of the earth swallowed her drumming thoughts.


ROBERT GAZED AT HIS evening fire, sensing a return of the trouble he had thought banished. Now it twisted into a tangle, threatening to weave an uncertain future. The surprise of Big Tim’s dismissal cautioned restraint, despite the man’s tenure or extra work until replaced.


He would be a fool to ignore the encounters of Big Tim Riley and Lily Griffon in the hayloft over the summer. He and Tim alone had been privy to the incident of the afternoon Robert had caught them together. Whether Alix had learned of the event and fired Tim as a result was the paramount concern, for Robert had failed to consider whether Lily might leave a tell-all journal designed to torment her sister.


Past experience with their mother, Mary-Margaret, offered little faith that Lily had not concocted something poisonous to plague Alix. It was not enough she had crashed through their lives for her own convenience. Such twisted malice might still have the power to transform into an errant string, unraveling lies better left untouched.


The evidence began to tell. Since her return from London, Alix seemed to gauge people differently. She had become reticent, even in Robert’s company. She worked too hard and kept her own counsel, even opting to be alone. In his experience, these were hallmarks of someone with something to hide. Now, she had fired Big Tim Riley. Robert had never been capable of divining the future, but long ago he had cast his lot with the vigilant. He disliked his lack of options. The most he dared was to wait.


NICHOLAS THOUGHT HE WAS familiar with rigorous travel, but he learned a new definition along the North Road with Quenton. The day lengthened with the highway, and as vanity about his ability as a rider fell flat, Midnight Star kept pace with every fresh animal Quenton chose. As if this new humility were incomplete, his knees buckled on dismount when they finally stopped for the night.


Only his pride carried Nicholas up the stairs at the inn, and when the door closed, he fell on his bed. When he cracked an eye in rueful recognition of dawn, he held a vague notion of a late dinner. Abandoning a fumbled toilette after he nearly cut his throat with the razor, he struggled into his bedraggled riding gear to stagger in search of breakfast.


Nicholas had just gulped down a welcome first cup of steaming tea when Quenton strolled into the room, fixing a nosegay. “Bonjour.” Reaching for the teapot, he pulled up a chair. “Anything good on the menu?”


“This is as much as I’ve managed.”


Smiling as he appraised his condition, Quenton signaled the waiter. “Is brown trout on the menu this morning? Oui? Très bien. Make it two, with as many eggs as you can spare.”


While the man bowed away, Nicholas noted the heavy sky through the window. “We might see rain soon.”


“C’est parfait—we should reach Gordon’s before lunch.”


A rider appeared in the doorway. As his eyes probed the collection of tables, the innkeeper joined him. Nicholas climbed to his feet with grudging reluctance when their collective gaze settled on him, and headed his way.


The proprietor bowed. “Good morning, gentlemen. Please excuse our interruption, but Finghin here—er, Mr. Dunnigan—wishes a word with you.”


Quenton came around beside him. “Do you mind sharing what this is about?”


The wiry Irishman broke off his steely consideration with a glance at the innkeeper. “Don’t worry, Ed—I can handle this pair.”


Nicholas sought to defuse the tension. “See here, old man, what’s the problem?”


“You’re the ones with the problem.” Finghin Dunnigan pushed out a square, pugilistic chin. “Which one of you came riding in on that big black stallion tucked away in the corner of the stable?”


With a glance at Nicholas, Quenton caught up his napkin and retreated to his chair. “That would be you.”


The Irishman reconsidered Nicholas with a bold stare. “And I came down here minding my own business!”


Realizing the Irishman only suffered the same confusion he had encountered during the summer about Midnight Star’s resemblance to his twin brother, Dark Star, Nicholas returned to the table. “We’re all gentlemen here. Why not pull up a chair?”


“Why not just tell me how you got that horse?”


Quenton eyeballed the waiter while draining the teapot. “Apparently, you didn’t hear my friend. Either have the decency to quit making a scene, or be on your way. His horse has nothing to do with you.”


Finghin puffed out his chest. “As if I’d listen to the likes of you!”


Quenton was up and poised on the balls of his feet, ready for a go, when Nicholas crowded in to shake the Irishman’s hand. “Finghin Dunnigan, is it? Nicholas Griffon here, and Quenton Saint-Descoteaux behind me. Won’t you share a cup of tea, now that we’re friends?”


Quenton sank into his seat. “You’ve spent too much time in Parliament.”


Ignoring the barb, Nicholas gestured at an empty chair as he sat down. “We’re simply here for breakfast, Mr. Dunnigan. There’s no reason not to behave as gentlemen.”


Quenton gave way for the careening delivery of a fresh teapot. “Monsieur, you’re taxing our limited patience. Why are you here?”


“I ain’t asking again. Tell me how you got that horse!”


Convinced the mistake was due to the close proximity of Sterling Wood Stables, Nicholas poured their cups without pause. “I bought him, of course.”


Quenton appraised the Irishman narrowly. “The next question is, who are you to ask?”


“That’s none of your business!” He rounded on Nicholas. “So you bought him, eh? From who?”


“From whom?” Nicholas exchanged a commiserating look with Quenton. Although the Marquis had acted with due power as an agent for Sterling Wood, in all actuality the signature of Quincy Hill on the bill of sale for Midnight Star belonged to a man who did not exist. He indicated Quenton with his teacup. “From him.”


The incredulous Irishman turned. “Him, meaning you?”


“Oui.”


“By whose authority?”


Quenton cleared his place as their waiter reappeared, aiming for their table with their food. “By my own authority, monsieur. If you suspect a mystery, it’s because the transaction had nothing to do with you.”


“But that colt belongs to Sterling Wood Stable!”


Nicholas pushed aside his tea in favor of his plate. “He did, at one time. It’s quite all right, Mr. Dunnigan. You’re not the first to confuse him with others at the stable.”


He jumped to his feet. “Confused? I ain’t confused about Dark Star—”


“Thank you, Mr. Dunnigan.” Quenton cut him off, ready to end the discussion. “Lord Griffon’s horse is not Dark Star. The horse you saw in the stable is his brother, Midnight Star.”


Gaping, the Irishman groped for his chair. “Midnight Star! You mean Allie’s pet horse that was sold last year?”


“Quite.” Unapologetic for his appetite, Nicholas spooned mustard onto his potatoes. “Now that’s settled, you’ll pardon us while we eat.”


“You’re Lord Griffon!”


He had not anticipated that the Irish Dunnigan might know of him. Nicholas reached for the pepper, unable to do anything but concede. “Apparently.”


“The Lord Nicholas Griffon.” His incredulous chortle rang with overtones of Lily, but Nicholas preferred to eat his eggs. He fished for a bite as the upstart turned inevitably to Quenton. “If he’s Lord Griffon, then who are you?”


Quenton’s cool pause effectively killed Finghin’s mirth as he snipped the head from his fried trout in a definitive show. The Irish Dunnigan paled when Quenton stabbed a bite of fish and leveled him with an icy stare. “I am Alix’s uncle, and I’ll assume you’re related to Mistress Gordon.”


“Right—a cousin, most recently of Wexford, sir . . . at your service.”


“Did you lose your way home last night? What are you doing down here?”


“No, sir—I came down early, on account of Robbie’s business.”


“You missed the morning feeding?”


“Ozzie’s there.”


“Ozzie’s lives there, too. What business in Kingston?”


“I had a message for the hostler working livery. I spotted yon horse on my way out. I swear by all the saints, I thought Dark Star was stolen.”


“If you’re going home, we’re traveling the same road. Tell me about Alix. She is well?”


“Oh, aye, don’t you know, but Allie’s just grand.” Dunnigan’s glowing admiration while they worked through breakfast left Nicholas little hope there was no reason for his deepening distaste for the man.





CHAPTER FOUR
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Mercury kicked his heels going over the wall. Alix corrected his path away from Neighbor MacGregor’s sheep as the collie charged from the flock. When the colt broke stride with a wary snort, she encouraged him with a friendly pat. “Easy, now.” She balanced in the stirrups as he stumbled over the unfamiliar turf, circling to collect his stride before returning to their course. “That’s it, then. Steady as we go.”


Hold her steady as we go. The memory of Nicholas’s gentleness tugged at her heart. He had been wonderful at the helm, allowing her to guide his ship on the river. That magical evening had been so beguiling, there had been no need to surprise her with a necklace. Even though Lily had claimed the splendid piece, her sister could not take its memory.


Abruptly, Alix was left with nothing but her maladroit thought. Mercury shied at a burst of greyhen exploding from the gorse and bolted in terror as she tumbled to earth. “Glory, what a time to come up short. Where are you going, you blasted horse?” Alix climbed to her feet covered with mud. Whistling a sharp blast between her fingers, she realized too late the filth of her gloves. Spitting muck from her teeth, she heard Mercury’s distancing neigh as her only reply. “Well, this is jolly.” Screwing her muddy cap over bedraggled braids, Alix began her trek after the fleeing horse.


Jenny Smith and her luxurious baths in London had never seemed so far away as they did now, while Alix trudged across the broken field. Sporadic drops from the clouds increased until they were falling in earnest. As the sky lowered, the mischievous covey of greyhen scuttled for shelter in nearby rowan. Alix had only herself to blame for distracting thoughts about Nicholas. Had she paid attention, she might have expected a surprise in the underbrush. Now she was left to limp along with her injured pride and whistle for Mercury.


A squirrel chattered in distant bracken as the white colt appeared, trotting through the rain toward her. “By Jove, where’ve you been? I thought you’d left me to walk home.” Alix caught up his reins with relief, vaulting into the saddle to aim for the stable. “A jolly tally-ho to a bath, me boy-o!”


Alix soothed Mercury’s twisting ears with the singsong prose of Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors as he tiptoed through MacGregor’s uneven borderland. “He that commends me to mine own content commends me to the thing I cannot get. I to the world am a drop of . . . water?” Blinded by disbelief, she brought the colt to a bewildered halt and rubbed her eyes at an incredible sight. Had she landed on her head and stumbled into a dream?


Swiping the blur of rain from her eyes with a clammy glove, Alix blinked at the implausible image of Nicholas and Midnight Star traveling alongside a man too singular to be anyone else.


“Oncle!”


By the time Alix collected her wits, Mercury had already carried her far across the rough in eagerness to reach the other horses. If the colt had had an ability to sprout the magical, mythical winged boots of his namesake, closing the gap swiftly enough still would have been impossible. As Alix threw herself into Quenton’s astonished arms, his rental horse protested, spilling them in a tangle to the grassy roadway.


The wind sent Quenton’s hat rolling into a puddle. As rain plastered his hair, a most beauteous smile captured his face, swarthy from summer sun. When their elation caused them to collide, bringing them back to earth, Quenton stopped kissing her cheeks to pull her to her feet and embrace her properly. “Mon Dieu, Allie! Il suffit de regarder vous!”


“Mon chère!” Alix’s bubbling laughter faded upon the frightened realization that they spoke in French. Years had passed since they had changed their names and sought asylum in England, but, sensing her concern, he offered swift reassurance.


“Ne vous inquiétez pas, colombe.” Retrieving his hat, he gathered her close. “Don’t worry—I promise to explain everything. You won’t believe how much there is to tell you . . . but first, I brought a guest who needs no introduction.”


The ephemeral vision of his gold-flecked eyes reflecting the sky vanished in a heartbeat when he blinked. As her uncle guided her to the road, her mind seized and her breath escaped while Alix suspected if she looked anywhere as filthy as her horse, Nicholas Griffon was the last person on the earth she wanted to greet. Yet her uncle marched her, drenched by rain and plastered with mud, toward the man she had vowed to forget. While Nicholas busily inspected Mercury, Alix plodded forward in caked boots, praying no trace of mud remained in her teeth.


“We apologize for our lapse. It’s a little late for formal introductions, but I don’t know anyone besides me who’d recognize Alix at the moment.”


Nicholas’s cobalt eyes slid past her as he doffed his hat, bowing over her hand. “Hello. Charmed to see you again.”


Alix’s heart dropped into a pool of dread as her oozing fingertips ruined his finely crafted roe-skin gloves. “So nice of you to drop by.” Snatching her hand away with an awkward laugh, she wheeled to her darling uncle. “I hope you plan to stay for lunch.”


“Should I worry if you’d consider turning us out?”


Alix fended off Midnight’s abrupt attempt to steal her cap and moved around Mercury to accept his offer of a leg up to the saddle. “Who, me? Oh, no—at least, not yet.”


Quenton climbed behind her, much to the colt’s displeasure. “If you don’t mind . . . It seems I’ve lost my horse.” As Midnight turned readily to the stable, her uncle appropriated Mercury’s reins and urged the white colt after his old stablemate. “Did you have a little parting of ways with your horse, or am I mistaken?”


“Mercury has yet to lose his fear of greyhen.” Alix spared a sidelong glance at the man who was the subject of her errant distraction, but he was too absorbed by Neighbor MacGregor’s fields to heed to their conversation.


LUNCH WAS MOLLY’S SHEPHERD’S pie, but not before a change of clothes and a welcome draught of heated porter in the drawing room. Robert Gordon posed with his cup, standing beneath the imposing portrait of the stable champion, North Star. “Here’s to the health of our loved ones, honor  for those who keep it, and happiness at our hearths. Cheers!” The knight came up from his beer with foam on his mustache and his blue eyes on Quenton. “’Tis grand to have you here.”


“I apologize—there wasn’t time to write.” Quenton let urgency suffice as explanation for the vagaries of summer. If it had been a season of disparity, even Robert Gordon was not immune. He had shaved over the summer, but a ruddy beard seemed to have displaced his former gray.
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