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CHAPTER 1



TROUBLE IN LONDON
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Alix knew she was in trouble. She dared another peek through the curtain, but the crowded street and towering buildings remained. Defeated, she stared into the shadowed corners of the carriage, searching for a key to the chaos surrounding her.


Her sister’s ermine muff rolled to the floor. Alix retrieved it, mourning the beautiful animal. She pushed it to the far corner of the red, diamond-tucked leather seat so she would not have to hold it. Did her dear sister Lily customarily forget things in the carriage? How could Alix guess, when she knew nothing about Lily? It was another hallmark of how this shocking scheme was doomed to fail, since it was impossible to impersonate someone completely unknown.


The continued clatter of carriage over cobblestone frayed her unsteady nerves. Though her uncle Quenton was driving, he showed no sign of stopping. Certainly he had recognized that it had been she getting in to take Lily’s place when they had left the farm. Even though they were twins, Quenton would have noticed the difference at once. No matter how much he needed his job as Lily’s driver, he was sufficiently immune to any threats to have contacted Alix first. He must have a counter plan in place if he brought Lily to the farm. Along the road to London, Alix had expected him to pull over and share it, but her heart sank when they turned onto smooth pavement. Another chance peek through the curtain made her cringe. Greensward and tall houses rolled past the coach, signaling arrival in Westminster.


If Quenton planned to shed a little light on his intentions, he was fast running short of time. Alix lost all hope of any last-minute chat when her uncle called to his horses.


“Look lively now, lads!” The carriage lurched in response and suddenly clattered to a halt at the curb.


Resolutely, she straightened her position, for there would be no last-minute reprieve. Alix smoothed her sister’s skirt and adjusted her sister’s bonnet strings, waiting for the door to open. As her uncle jumped down from the box, she drew a deep breath and assumed Lily’s vacant expression.


Quenton opened the door without regard for her. He did not know she had been riding inside Lily’s coach, dressed in Lily’s clothes, and knew nothing about Lily’s plan to exchange places. It was too late to tell him, because now the cost of his outrage at the detestable scheme would be his employment. Determinedly, Alix mustered the will to step down from the carriage.


NICHOLAS MEASURED SILENT PACES against the pendulum of the Bavarian floor clock. Only the snap of the fire, the pelting rain, and the redundant tick marked his trek down the length of the library. Upon reaching his desk, he turned to start his journey again.


“I beg your pardon, milord.”


It was the butler, Percival Winston. Nicholas avoided the man’s sympathetic gaze, but he hovered in the doorway, awaiting permission to enter. Finally discarding the need, the butler came in regardless. His presence made no difference to Nicholas, as long as his visit was brief.


“I thought you might like a lamp or two.”


“If you must,” Nicholas responded, unwilling to concede a reminder of the waning day.


“Thank you, milord; I’ll just be a minute.”


The strike of the tinderbox invaded his seclusion and sparked thought. The clock chimed, igniting the parody of his most recent afternoon. When he had rolled out of bed that morning, he had scarcely imagined this finish to his day. His schedule had started as routinely as usual, save he had been fortunate enough to have missed Lily going up to bed as he went down to breakfast. He made no pretense of avoiding his wife; he could scarcely stand the sight of her, let alone stomach the caliber of people she entertained.


Once Lily Radcliffe had set her sights on the Griffon fortune, there had been no chance for a reprieve from his reckless marriage. He loathed acknowledging he was a fool for the fortnight that had ended his delusion on their wedding night. Now, while Lily lived the high life as his entitled wife, Nicholas was left with the price of folly. It did not matter what she did, so long as she did it outside his knowledge. Until recently, she had seemed so clever, coming off scot-free from every escapade, that he had mistakenly come to rely on it. He should have anticipated the proverbial hens coming home to roost. Her error might have granted him a hearty laugh, except he was the unwitting cuckold.


Not that it mattered what others thought, beyond the mockery she made of his name. He had no desire to see the Griffon reputation sullied or to gain notoriety as a laughingstock. To date, the worst he had managed was his marriage to Lily Radcliffe. Little had he thought it would lead to scandal, but it had not taken her long; barely had the ring been on her finger when he had discovered his blunder. It had taken the better part of a year to emerge from a bout of self-loathing, and now this.


He would have been wiser petitioning for immediate annulment, but he was too busy drowning in one hell of a bender. To be precise, it was not a bender inasmuch as it was a drunken row night after bloody night in the saloons along the river. When he could not drink anymore and his legs gave out, some passerby would take sufficient pity to pour him into a bunk on one of his frigates lining the docks. If not, he would remain where he fell until morning patrol, when a bobby woke him sufficiently to stagger to a berth on his own.


It was a shameful pastime for a man of his position, but he would do anything to keep from returning home to the disgrace of his marriage. By the time he scraped himself together sufficiently to look in the mirror, his wife constructed a new pratfall.


“Would you care for a scotch, milord?” Winston suggested, smoothly pouring without regard for a reply. “In my opinion, a drink goes down nicely on a day like this.”


Nicholas did not like living with the intimation that he was fast becoming a wastrel. “Are you suggesting there’s a reason I should be drinking?”


“Not at all, milord.”


“In that case, I might like one.”


“Will you dine in tonight?”


“God, no.” He grimaced at the unwarranted suggestion and tasted his whiskey. “I’ll be at the club, as usual.”


“Very well, milord. May I be of further assistance?”


“No, man. Go along.”


“Thank you, milord.” Winston capped his performance with a bow and disappeared through the door.


Nicholas waited until the butler was gone to take a decent drink of scotch. Winston was right: It cut the bitterness of learning about the D’Arcys’ European tour, right after he had received the message that Lily had spent the night at their country estate.


It was the reason he had stormed home to meet her when she surfaced. If Lily’s cohort, Beth D’Arcy, was out of the country, then how in the devil could Lily have been visiting her? The short answer was the obvious lie, but it did not furnish anything about where she had actually been.


After watching her having a go with his brother, Phillip, all winter, he was sick to death of her flagrancy. He was not so much worried about her as he was concerned her rendezvous would become public fodder. He wished not to see her but to hear the lie straight from her lips. Then he would take his complaint to a judge and end the sham of their marriage in divorce, without exposing her disgraceful affair with his brother.


Divorce was ugly and would cast aspersion on his reputation, but with unassailable proof and without involving Phillip, it would not be as painful as it could be otherwise. Someday his worthless brother might even thank him, but for now, Phillip would learn of the dissolution in a letter. By the time Phillip’s ship returned from Calcutta, the public disgrace would be forgotten. Nicholas would prefer for his brother’s indiscretion never to emerge in court; the disgrace of marital incest would be sufficient to oust his seat in Parliament. To save the tattered remnants of a once-reputable name, they might need to sell their London properties and move Lion Shipping Company up the coast to continue the family business in relative obscurity.


Lily. She could not be content with the ruin of one Griffon male; she had to have both. Nicholas’s gaffe in marrying her jeopardized both brothers’ reputations. She was worse than a siren, simply devouring any man foolish enough to look at her. How many others had she enticed to their downfall? There was no need to count any of them, when by marrying her he was the king of them all.


Now it would end. He was finished living in a self-destructive prison. He might be guilty of falling for her angelic image of soft blue eyes and lustrous hair. Her sweet facade hid one of hell’s most heartless demons, and he had paid full price for his blunder. Tonight, he would watch her squirm; tomorrow, he would enlist a petition for absolution.


He sipped his scotch, reveling in the anticipation of victory, while a carriage clamored to a stop on the street below. He did not need to part the curtains to recognize his black landau pulled to the curb. Nicholas turned to the liquor cabinet to refresh his drink. His wife was home, and now the final act could begin.


LORD NICHOLAS GRIFFON did not rise when she entered. Alix knew he was waiting for his wife, when his sharp gaze pinned her with a challenge to falter as momentum brought her through the door.


“Milady is home, milord,” the butler announced. With a solemn bow, he turned to her next. “Might I be of further service, milady?”


While she struggled to summon her poorly practiced approximation of her sister’s voice, Nicholas dismissed him curtly. “That will be all, Winston.”


“Yes, milord.”


At least the butler was well trained. Did he sound pleased to be released? Alix could not blame him. She pasted on a Lily smile and, tugging on the tips of Lily’s white gloves, carried her performance to the fire. The library hearth was polished black granite veined with white. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have remarked on its beauty, but now her back prickled while the earl’s gaze burned through her.


“Lily, where have you been?”


Lily’s husband asked the question quietly, but dread pooled in her stomach. Why had she not suspected her sister of deceit when Lily had described her husband? Dear Lily had maintained him to be as foolish as any coxcomb, a complete wastrel, and both as distant and as conceited as a fop.


The man sitting at his desk did not appear to be any of those things, but she dared to sweep him with the mocking gaze dear Lily prescribed for challenging situations. What she glimpsed chased her eyes away, because he deliberately planted his hands on his desktop and pushed to his feet.


Nicholas Griffon was taller than she expected when he moved from his chair. The square of his shoulders and imperious lift of his chin made for an imposing figure. Bright coals flickered in the darkness of eyes burning beneath the formidable frown of intelligent-looking brows. Dark hair framed his angular face with unruly curls, despite the ribbon holding it, and his chin bore witness to neglect of a razor.


It might have been a trick of uneven light, but his tan moleskin breeches evidenced the same weather staining as his black riding boots. His unbuttoned forest-green coat and burgundy brocade waistcoat were a rich, pleasing combination but wrinkled from wear. His starched collar was open, leaving a well-matched ascot trailing ribbons down his shirt. He was far from any popinjay she had ever seen, and leonine smoothness as he moved around the desk lent him a dangerous impression.


Her heart quivered, but she willed her fright into submission by studying the deceptive flames of the fire. “Don’t tell me you didn’t get my message about being round to D’Arcy’s,” she managed in Lily’s snide snicker.


“If you insist.”


Loud silence followed his determination, filled by the clock’s ponderous metronome. Scrambling to rally a defense against this inexplicable change of character from the man her dear sister Lily had claimed she would meet, Alix found she was woefully short. Lily had offered no advice for direct confrontation; she had maintained she acted without constraint and that a simple claim about spending the night with a friend would suffice as explanation.


“It’s a lie, isn’t it?” It was not an accusation, and the gentleness of his tone belied his conviction. It fanned her spark of fear into a flame of desperation, for her unintentional crime was indefensible.


“This is unlike you,” she replied cautiously, although she realized she had not a clue as to whether it was like him or not, since dear Lily was clearly unreliable. Was he gentleman or beast? How could she possibly guess? She knew nothing about the man towering over her. Even her uncle had never mentioned anything about him, beyond that this man was his employer.


“Did you think no one would learn about the D’Arcys’ European tour?”


Mayhap if Alix had had time to recover her wits from the stunning revelation of Lily’s having set her up as a ninny for the fall, her sister’s winsome bonnet strings might not have encircled her throat when his heavy hand fell on her shoulder. He may have intended only to stop her instantaneous flight, but instead of a run for freedom, the ribbons created an instantaneous chokehold.


His curt exasperation terrified her. “What the devil are you doing?” he snapped, interfering with her desperate fight with the strangling ribbons tangling on his sleeve.


“I’m not who you think,” she tried to claim, but lack of air throttled her assertion. “Please, release me.” She gagged on the stinging gash of unyielding ribbon.


“Hold still,” he demanded in disgust, grappling with ribbons while she twisted frantically. “You’re going to bleeding well garrote yourself!”


“Stop pulling,” she begged, staving off his hold as darkness began to crowd her vision with a weird delusion she had died this way before.


“Damn it, stop this!”


“I can’t breathe!” She collapsed helplessly at his feet.


“Bloody hell, you’re killing yourself! By God, Lily, if this is a joke …”


Lily. The name meant nothing to her. Darkness rushed to her release.


A WATERY WORM slipping tenderly across her temple woke her. Muttering mingled with a noisy trickle, and a sponge mopping her forehead dripped afresh. Thought followed sensation with suspicion she had fallen, haplessly thrown from an unruly horse. Opening her eyes brought odd distortion instead of clarity, and a frightening woman peered into her face.


“Glory!” The word gagged her. She struggled to rise, pushing the unwanted sponge away.


“Fie, what is the meaning of this? Have a care, you ungrateful child!”


Alix tore at the dreadful tangle of strings wrapping her throat, yanking the absurd bonnet askew until it smothered her face.


“Do you mind? That bonnet is new!”


“Not any longer,” she wheezed, tearing the hateful thing off to fling it away.


“That’ll cost you! You’d do well to remember your place!”


She struggled to sit up while the maid scrambled after the bonnet. A painful attempt to swallow tore her throat as she looked around, feeling caught in a nightmare. “Where am I?”


“In London—where do you think?” the maid retorted tartly, with a flatly disapproving look, preening the unlucky goldfinch on Lily’s bonnet. “These,” she added, sweeping it in a grand gesture at the sitting room, “are Lady Griffon’s chambers.”


“Lily.” She choked on the hated name. It was not a dream that memory returned to her, but the deplorable act of the outrageous scheme that ensnared her.


“Yes, nothing but the finest for milady,” the maid sniffed. “She promised someone suitable would return in her place. My guess is that it’s supposed to be you.”


“Milady.” The entitlement curdled on her tongue. What kind of lady contrived hateful intrigue? Where was the decency of thrilling in manipulation, or the victory in deceit? The shock of being involved in such an egregious deception set her reeling. “Have you any brandy?” Her pitiful entreaty came painfully, as a croak.


“Brandy.” The maid met her request with a distasteful sneer. “Milady drinks nothing but sherry.”


“If it was sherry I wanted, I would have requested it,” Alix coughed, rubbing her bruised neck and disliking the tart maid at once. She added it to her displeasure at Lily’s tasteless furnishings. She rose from the white damask couch, displacing a crimson pillow. It plopped onto a Venetian red carpet; the shades were garish together. Alix’s love for color cringed and cried for justice from the mismatched hues. She turned from the horror of the room to find the maid gaping at her, and her patience with Lily’s charade reached its end. “Why are you standing there?”


“You look just like her.”


It would be her misfortune to have an identical twin like Lily. The fortunate event was that they had not been raised together. Save Lily’s exploitation of their differences, Alix heretofore had managed to eke a life for herself. It may not have always been fortuitous, but, mercifully, she had forgotten most of it. What was important was here and now, and Alix did not like the way it looked.


If the past was history and one managed the present, the future might still take care of itself, but not with Lily flying widdershins over it like the proverbial fairy-tale witch. Perhaps she was more of the wicked stepsister; Alix would have to think on it later, because the maid mercifully appeared with the entire brandy decanter.


“Here, be careful,” the maid complained when Alix grabbed the glass.


“Thank you,” she managed to rasp after the liquid’s welcome burn soothed the torture from her throat.


“Go easy,” the maid counseled with flat disapproval. “Percival Winston keeps track of his liquor cabinet.”


“Why? Do you have trouble with thieves?” Alix asked prosaically, snatching the bottle by its neck to take it to the fire. She drank down another glass and managed to land safely in a chair, when the pedestal heel broke on Lily’s shoe.


“You’re a souse!”


“Not yet, but give me a few more minutes in this place, and I will be.”


“Aye, and I knew it; who else would take on this lark?”


“Lark?” Alix’s laughter issued as a cackle. She would have to be careful, lest Lily’s spell transform her permanently into her sister’s evil part. “You must be Jenny.”


“And who else would I be?”


Alix shrugged with indifference and poured another drink. The brandy splashed carelessly, but at least the alcohol was quick to work. With luck, she might still make it home and be in the barn on time for morning feeding.


“Hand that over before you drink yourself sick.”


She evaded the maid’s grab by springing adroitly and dancing away, kicking off the cumbersome burden of dear Lily’s ridiculous shoes.


Darkness waited at the window. Swirling mist haloed the streetlamp in gold on the curb. Across the street, a brougham hitched to a handsome four-in-hand of white horses waited by the sidewalk. The door of the house opened, spilling light on a couple sheltered by enormous umbrellas toted by accommodating servants. A footman hopped from his perch to open the carriage door, while the driver waited bareheaded in the rain.


“You’re already drunk,” the maid accused.


“Do you blame me?” Alix returned with numb lips and a thick tongue. Would that she were free of this obligation and could join the pair leaving as the coach rolled away from the curb.


A fleeting memory of her mission returned. There was a plethora of hiding places in the knickknacks and whatnots on the shelves. With a wink from one of the Fates’ wily sisters, she could find what she needed within the hour, but then the deceptive room shifted, tilting her into a nearby lamp.


“Fie, I knew it! You’re going to set the place afire!”


Maid Jenny did a fine job of catching the wobbling lamp. Considering her nimble retrieval of Lily’s bonnet earlier, Alix deduced the maid had grown up with boys. In Alix’s case, it was her uncle Quenton, but she could not reveal such to good Jenny.


She sat on the couch a little more heavily than she intended and spilled fresh brandy into her glass.


“Fie, you’re not getting sick, are you?”


“Not yet.”


“Good—give me this before you do,” Jenny insisted, pulling the decanter from her unwilling grasp. “Let’s go to bed while you can still walk.”


“I don’t have time to go to bed; I won’t be here very long.”


“Now you’re rambling. Up you go,” she grunted, doing her best to heft Alix from the couch.


“Thank you for your assistance.” Alix regarded the uncertain approach of the bedchamber door warily. “I don’t suppose you know where Lily keeps everything, do you?”


The maid hesitated when a distant door closed, and then pulled her on with a look of warning. “Of course I know where you keep your things, milady.”


Alix grabbed the door frame to stop their progress. “I told you, I’ll be here only a few minutes.”


“Before going to bed … yes, I remember.”


“No, I’ve got to find something.”


The maid tugged relentlessly. “It’ll be there in the morning.”


“No, you don’t understand …”


“Pishposh. There’s time enough for everything … now come on,” Jenny grunted, pulling her loose.


Unbalanced, Alix stumbled and careened to the strategically placed bed. She groaned upon landing, thankful it saved her from the floor.


“Come on, climb up. I’ve done this plenty of times. Will you just lie here quietly while I find a nightdress?”


“I’m not making any promises.”


“Fie, now I’m a nursemaid for a tippler,” the maid muttered in retreat.





CHAPTER 2



HORSE SALE AT OXLEY COMMONS
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Midnight Star snorted and picked up his pace to outstrip the stride of the hired horse beside him. Nicholas tightened the reins reflexively, as John Wesley resorted to his riding crop to keep the rented horse abreast.


“It would be simpler to say yes,” he complained.


Nicholas laughed. “For you, perhaps … but take my word for it, because my horse isn’t for sale.”


“Blast it—leave it to you to come away with such an engaging animal.”


“I wish I could take credit, but I’d never have found him without my stable master’s acquaintance with Sterling.”


“All you have to do is name your price.”


Nicholas shook his head. “Midnight Star is worth his weight in gold; your bank account wouldn’t cover it.”


“Then I hope Sterling Wood Stable has another like him on the lists today. Fair warning that he’s mine if it does.”


“Quincy Hill was noncommittal about today’s sale, but Midnight Star’s a fine example of what the stable is producing. I’m just fortunate he’s a close associate of Alex Sterling’s.”


John eyed his horse covetously. “My life would be easier if you’d agree to sell him.”


Nicholas laughed. “I’m not interested.” Nor would he ever be. Midnight Star was not merely a horse; he had a sentience above that of other animals. The idea of the stallion having an elevated awareness might mark Nicholas as an eccentric, but it did not stop his conviction. His initial admiration of the previous summer had deepened to such fondness over the winter that he would never part with the horse, even to his best friend.


It did not matter if he and John Wesley had a history dating to school at Eton or if they sailed on the same ship in the King’s Navy; whenever they were back-to-back, fighting pirates, Nicholas was fortunate for John’s presence, and as their lives had settled afterward, he had never hesitated to share anything. It ended with this horse, and his friend did not quite know what to feel about his change in fortune. Nicholas understood, but their bond recently had suffered a few bumps, including the giant hurdle of his wife. If Nicholas could rise above their brief affair, his friend could get over his desire for the stallion.


John laughed, shaking his head. “It’s not fair you get all the looks and the horse, too.”


Nicholas was accustomed to John’s good-natured bedeviling, but his friend was the one with women chasing after him. Before marriage, Nicholas had been content to linger in John’s excess. When John had insisted Nicholas take the lead with Lily Radcliffe, it had prompted the worst mistake of his life. Although it had not stopped John from having an affair with her soon after, it had been too late to keep Nicholas from ruining his life by marrying her.


That was old news from the previous summer, though. Over the winter, Lily had moved on from his best friend to Phillip, and now Nicholas smelled fresh blood. He did not know why he should dwell on it, especially since John was newly married to Sarah Newton. The day was fine and held too much promise to revisit old offenses. Besides, with luck, the next time Lily tried to kill herself, Nicholas would have witnesses sufficient to vouch for him at the inquest.


“Only you could be so damned fortunate; I suppose the stars are making up for their shameful performance with Lily. Did you see her this morning?”


“No, thank God.” The admission soured his mood, but Midnight Star struck up a parade-ground prance to cheer him. Nicolas checked his horse, shifting his weight comfortably in the saddle. “I presume she’s alive, because no one’s informed me of her death.”


John threw back his head to laugh. “That’s quite an admission for the detectives!”


“I’d nothing to do with it. Don’t bleeding ask me how those damned ribbons tangled on my sleeve. I carried her upstairs; I don’t know what more could’ve been done under the circumstances. She may’ve throttled herself silly, but the maid’s my witness she was breathing when I left.”


“I’ve never heard a more bizarre story, old chum; you’d better keep it to yourself in the future.”


A distant cry of “Hi there” interrupted their ride. “Ho, Little John! Wait!”


“Sam,” John noted needlessly of his new brother-in-law, looking around to see who hailed them. A black cabriolet rattled around the corner with Samuel Newton, the Fourth Earl of Stragglethorpe, waving his top hat from its window, revealing his carrot-red hair.


John shook his head regretfully. “Whatever you do, don’t tell him Sterling Wood will be at the sale today.”


“Lists will be posted everywhere …”


“Just keep him busy,” John suggested quietly. “Sam!” he called back as the taxi neared. “I didn’t know you were joining us!”


“You never asked, but Sarah said I’d catch you on the road! How can I resist a sale at Oxley Commons when I hear Sir Gordon from Sterling Wood is going to be there? Good morning, Griffon, old boy … I don’t suppose we’ll find your stallion on any of those lists.”


“Not a chance, Sam,” Nicholas replied, shaking hands through the open window. “In case you haven’t heard, Midnight Star isn’t owned by Sterling Wood any longer.”


“His horse isn’t for sale, but if he was, I’d have first chance to buy him.”


Sam was quick to rise to John’s challenge. “I’m afraid you’d have to fight me for him, chap.”


“Just because I married your sister doesn’t mean I have to hand over all my rights, blast you.”


“Give it up, lads,” Nicholas interceded cheerfully. “Midnight Star will never be for sale.”


“That’s not fair, when Quincy Hill works for you; he’s thick with Alex Sterling and has his choice of horses.”


“Except when he’s racing for the Royal Stud on Sundays,” Sam corrected. “Then it’s a jolly ‘tallyho’ and every man for himself.”


“He’d ride in races for Sterling if the man paid him enough. Frankly, I’m surprised he hasn’t quit you, Nicholas. He makes good money as a jockey.”


“He likes working for me,” Nicholas assumed. He had never considered the possibility of Quincy Hill’s quitting. The man managed every aspect of Nicholas’s stable and was beginning to make his country estate notable for fine hunters.


“I’ll pay you a hundred quid more than Little John’s best offer if you change your mind.”


“You might be my brother-in-law, but keep out of my business.”


The watchman waved them through the gates with the river of others winding through the maze of fields. Their banter carried them past the hotel, with its single coach waiting by the doors.


“You can drop me anywhere on the Commons, Cabbie,” Sam directed his driver. “I say, isn’t that Sir Robert Gordon?”


John stood in his stirrups. “Where?”


“Don’t you see that swashbuckling chap by the causeway? He wasn’t just granted his golden spurs; he earned them the hard way at Waterloo.”


“Let’s hurry; we might be able to catch up with him,” John proposed, directing his horse toward the assortment of stablemen loitering near the entrance.


“Hey-ho, milord,” one of the residents called to Nicholas in a lilting Irish brogue. “Sterling Wood is down in Barn Two. You’ve just missed Sir Gordon, don’t you know?”


“Did we, now?” John mimicked him easily, handing off the reins of his hired horse without a second look. “Gads, Nicholas, your horse is famous. Barn Two, did you say?”


“Aye, milord,” he answered, busily looking over Midnight Star. “Isn’t this fellow entered in Sunday’s steeplechase?”


Nicholas jumped to the ground lightly. “No, I’m afraid you have the wrong horse.”


“Then this big lad is a dead ringer for Dark Star. He won the three-mile at Somerset, don’t you know.”


“My horse is from Sterling Wood originally.”


“Begorra, milord, you’ve the luck of the saints.”


“Let’s hurry, or we’re going to miss Gordon.”


Nicholas trailed along, eager only for a distraction. Barn Two was not hard to find, and neither was Sir Robert Gordon; his commanding voice carried across the gathered crowd. He was tall enough to be imposing, and broad of chest, with gray sprinkling his hair. His august beard left only a square chin exposed. He cut a fine figure standing next to a first-rate chestnut Thoroughbred he passed off to a waiting groom. Parting the crowd, Gordon came forward congenially. “Gentlemen,” he smiled, offering his hand to each of them, with a grip suggesting he crushed rocks as a hobby. When his ice-blue eyes settled on Nicholas, they turned pensive with his inspection. “Midnight holding up well for you, is he?”


“I wouldn’t trade him for another horse.”


“Frankly, Sir Gordon,” John said, taking advantage of the opening, “we hope to find something of the same quality for ourselves.”


Gordon laughed. “Well then, let’s have a look around. ”


Resigned to waiting, Nicholas propped himself against the nearest stall. A glance at his watch counseled another hour until lunch, but a roast beef sandwich with horseradish already sounded tempting. Apathetically, he noted where dust had smudged his sleeve. What next? he wondered wearily.


THE ANGELIC SINGING that awoke Alix did not ease the weary thumping in her head and ended abruptly when a vague realization prompted a frantic escape. “By Jove,” she wheezed, fighting unwieldy sheets. The velvet bed curtains gave way and fell atop her when she crashed to the floor amid the clanging of a bell.


Silence might have settled in the aftermath, if not for someone moaning. The calamity brought a pair of sensible black shoes to the carpet before her. “What is it that you’re doing?”


Alix rolled over to look at the maid. “I’m getting up.”


Jenny clasped her hands beneath her apron doubtfully. She might have been prettier if her auburn hair were not pinned severely under her cap. Alix was uncertain, since the maid’s lips were pressed into a thin and disapproving line, but she had round green eyes and honest brows that might be delightful if not flattened by a frown.


With a determined look at the mattress, Jenny reached for her. “Let’s get you back into bed,” she grunted. “I didn’t expect you awake so early.”


Alix fumbled for purchase against a slippery slope of pink satin, encumbered by a metal rubbish can stuck on one foot, until Jenny pried it off.


“Try to sleep. It’s too early to start your day.”


With dizzying sickness spinning her head, Alix dully accepted her advice. “Has anyone ever suggested you’re a joy?”


Jenny paused to consider her with cautious reservation. “Not before now.”


Later, when she opened her eyes again, Alix found her sickness abated. The room seemed to have righted itself, but her fearful nightmare remained. In it, Lily was a wicked queen who bade a kingdom to sleep while Alix filled the role of her reflection. Unlike in most fairy tales, she would not reap a rich award of treasure; her happily ever after would be to continue as before …


A horse! A horse! My kingdom for a horse! Shakespeare’s infamous line in Richard III pushed her from the bed. What she would not give for one of her horses to escape—but the kingdom of Sterling Wood Stable was what she had to save.


She toured her sister’s place with naked feet. The garish, mismatched colors were no better in the inoffensive daylight. Trying to define her strange situation, she forced her mind to think. Frustration nipped her; at home, the stable’s schedule packed her agenda. Besides managing the overall farm operation, Robbie was busy with horse sales. As the jockey, Ozzie had no time for anything but the horse-racing trials on the track, and Molly’s cousin from Galway, Finghin, had his hands full with schooling novices in the field. Who had time to pick up Alix’s share of the work? A dizzying fear of failure swam over her. She sank into the nearest chair and clutched her head dismally.


Her angst brought the maid’s return. “I was expecting you in the dressing room.”


“Coming,” Alix whispered hoarsely.


“I have your bath drawn,” Jenny continued, satisfied that Alix would follow. “Everything’s in order, including your cup of tea.”


Lily would drink tea, but Alix wished for coffee with a good shot of Irish cream, and a fast horse away from this place.


“While your hair dries, we’ll have plenty of time for a manicure …”


Jenny did not mention breakfast, although Alix suspected it was closer to lunchtime. At home, meals arrived punctually. Her stomach suddenly realized it was empty.


“And a pedicure.” Jenny lifted her eyebrows, staring meaningfully at Alix’s feet.


Alix peered down at her toes defensively. She had a crushed nail from a horse stepping on it, but she had planned to trim them on Sunday.


“Now,” Jenny directed, leading her to the tiled bathroom, where an overflowing tub swelled with bubbles. “Go ahead and get in. Just relax while I undo your hair.”


Obediently, Alix stepped out of her nightdress and into a bath of warm and heavenly lavender-scented shivers. At the farm, bathing was a necessity; the last wonderful bath she had had was … she could not remember. Still, once she found what she was here for, she would not hesitate to quit this mad game.


Only Lily would consider putting such a wild caprice in motion. Although her plan had been conceived in desperation, how many people would gamble on something so outrageous? “You don’t understand” and “It’s the only thing that will work,” had punctuated her sister’s bizarre proposal, which had changed into a treacherous ultimatum when Alix had refused to budge.


“I’m pregnant,” Lily had finally confessed. “My husband will know it can’t be his child; he detests me.”


Alix’s solution was simple by comparison. “Take a long holiday.”


The suggestion set her sister mewling pitiably. “The father is someone in his family,” she said, adding, “Nicholas caught us together.”


“You’ve been dallying with one of his relatives?” While Alix struggled with the revelation, Lily hurried to make it worse. “It’s a sticky complication with his brother. Don’t you see this is the only solution?”


“Lily, if your husband knows you’re involved with his brother, you’re better off confessing—”


“Alix, if you don’t help me in my darkest hour, I’ll have to disown you.”


“Disown away, dear Lily,” Alix challenged in brazen ignorance of her own susceptibility.


“Since you force me to it, either you assume my place or I’ll make use of the King’s grant for your guardian’s estate, given into Mother’s care before her death. Save me now, and you’ll secure his property. Turn me out, and I’ll be forced to sell it—you might imagine how I’ll need the money.”


“Lily, don’t be ridiculous.”


“Ridiculous is how you’ll feel when you see your family standing outside these gates.”


Nothing could compare to the helplessness Alix experienced by facing such dire consequences. Even with time to reflect on the road, she was mired in the unseemly idea of pitting their lives against each other in a wager. Should she fail, pleading for mercy from Lily’s husband would be useless; had she any doubts about his reaction, her bruised throat was a fine indication.


Her effort hinged on finding the land grant and escaping. While getting dressed, as the maid arranged her hair in Lily’s style, Alix pondered how to find it without anyone’s noticing her search.


“You must have said something. Lord Griffon has a fine reputation,” Jenny concluded, lifting a pearl necklace from the jewelry box. “This should cover the bruising. Take my advice and keep mum when you’re down at tea.”


Alix kept her eyes averted from the mirror, lest she see Lily’s reflection. “I thought tea would be brought up on a tray, as lunch was earlier.”


“Pishposh, milady takes meals in her room only when she’s not presentable, and enjoys practicing her piano in the afternoons. Besides, the chambermaids are due any minute, so go on and play the piano.” Jenny hesitated when Alix blinked at her blankly. “You do play, don’t you?”


“Yes.” She battled her frustration futilely. Now that she finally had time to look for the deed, the maid was banishing her from the room. “How long will the maids need?”


“Until after tea. You do know how to play more than one song, I hope.”


“Usually.”


“Good, then away with you.”


“B-but …” Alix stammered as Jenny steered her to the hall. “I don’t know where I’m going.”


“All the way down, and the second door to your left.”


“Oh.” She was terrified to leave. “Where’s His Lordship?”


“Milord’s never home before six o’clock. He returns only to change clothes for the evening.”


“But yesterday—”


“Oh, fie, now here they are!” Jenny pushed Alix into the hall. “Don’t dillydally.”


“But—” The door closing in her face effectively silenced her protest.


The butler appeared, watching her with impassive reserve, as Alix reached the bottom of the stairs. It was too late to worry about her appearance as Lily. Unable to do anything else, Alix kept marching, wearing her sister’s petulant smirk, until he bowed hesitantly.


“Good afternoon, milady.”


His dry greeting did not evoke goodwill between them. “Good afternoon,” she managed, testing her voice beyond her whispered exchange with the maid. It quavered painfully, but she dared not evidence weakness as he led her to the parlor.


“May I bring anything before tea?”


“No, thank you,” she managed firmly, drifting to the black piano in the far corner. Piano was not her favorite instrument, but she did not mind playing. She used the excuse of folding the cover from the clavier to survey the room, but the butler had fled and closed the doors.


It was impossible to know if eyes were pressed to keyholes, examining her performance, yet she took heart if the butler did not immediately suspect her. Alix hesitated. Perhaps he had, and had hurried out to summon police, though the view through the windows did not evidence anyone running for the constable.


Determinedly, she smoothed Lily’s skirt and assumed the seat. The beautiful fishtail grand had its lid propped, exposing an ornate soundboard, but the music desk was empty. Alix froze with her fingers touching the keys, perplexed by a new dilemma. What did Lily play? Her sister had not mentioned music before shoving Alix into the carriage.


Now, while Robbie was at Oxley Commons, selling horses culled from the racers or trained as hunters, Lily was alone in his house on the farm. Robbie’s wife, Molly, was, mercifully, in Ireland, visiting family. There was the couple who took care of the place, but Mabel and Jerry were in no position to gainsay anyone. Alix had not thought what mischief Lily might create in her absence. She had been too stunned by her own unexpected predicament to ask Lily about her plans.


Alix could scarcely believe that when Robbie returned, he would accept the brief explanation Lily had insisted Alix write in a note, about the necessity of meeting a solicitor to settle their mother’s affairs. Lily had promised to handle the details, but Lily was supposedly on holiday until Alix’s return. In a fortnight, Alix was to post an additional letter describing an interminable delay, but as soon as Alix found the title Lily held over her, she would be quick to wave it under her sister’s nose.


Alix preferred not to consider why Lily had done what she had. She moved her mind beyond the frustrating spiral to her problem of the empty music desk. Alix could not recall a single piece from Lily’s lessons during their brief history in the same house. Seconds marched by while she waited for inspiration. Perhaps she could simply rise, as if suddenly remembering music was kept in the bench. The invisible eyes hidden behind keyholes weighed in with judgment. Once questions began, they would swell with gossip’s contagion. Lily’s husband would denounce her as a stranger, and the constable would lock her in prison.


Alix was not Lily, nor did she wish to be. She wished only to find the land grant and end this insanity. If she imitated Lily for a few hours, she might find the document to release her. Mozart always soothed her angst, so she began with his Minuet in G. The piano’s resonance proved its value beyond that of a lovely piece of furniture. Soon, the smile curling her lips was her own. Carefully rearranging her expression into Lily’s petulant pout of concentration, she switched to J. S. Bach and tinkered through the dignified baroque.


Percival Winston waited silently, hands clasped at his back, at the tea cart, complete with a decanter of sherry. “Would you care for me to pour, milady?” he asked when she faltered to an uncertain finish.


“No.” Her lips formed the word without a voice. Glumly, she swallowed her fear. “Thank you. You may go.”


Did he pause? Alix nearly sprang from the bench when he closed the door on his exit. She avoided sherry in most cases but now gulped it as water. It left her gasping as she sank to the couch and poured tea for a chaser. The blend was a surprising Darjeeling with orange and clove. Pleased, she added a dot of cream and settled back cautiously.


If Lily frequented this parlor, Alix gauged she exerted little influence over its aesthetics. Its airy feel was a charming difference from the gaudy apartment upstairs. Everywhere was color: greens mixed with gold, yellows with persimmon. It drew her into a tour along the graceful fireplace mantel. She was smiling again. A quick sip of tea hid her pleasure as the louvered cupboard beckoned. Instruments hung on the back panel, and drawers revealed a variety of equipment, including a silver flute.


Her half-realized recognition brought a pause when she found her fingers on the sound holes and her lips pursed over the embouchure. She did not know how to play flute, did she?


FRISK POSED WITH THE RAZOR under Nicholas’s nose. “I don’t know, milord, but Percival found it significant.” Skillfully, he returned to business with his straightedge.


“I’ve never heard so much poppycock.”


“I can’t substantiate his claim, but there’s common agreement belowstairs.”


“Winston is simply mistaken about Lily’s being alone.”


Albert rinsed the razor. “According to my understanding—”


“Everyone likes to talk,” Nicholas interrupted flatly. “The blasted lot have gone tone-deaf if they think her playing’s improved, but frankly, it doesn’t matter. What’s important is that Lily’s not strangling herself in some corner, because then I’d be obligated to respond to an inquiry about her death.”


“I’d say that’s a little harsh, yet I understand completely.”


“I’ve never experienced anything so absurd. Damn me, Frisk, I don’t know how her bonnet strings tangled on my cuff buttons. If she hadn’t fainted first, she might’ve managed to choke to death. It was almost as if she wished to send me to the gallows.”


“Perhaps she panicked, milord.”


“Kindly remember whose side you’re on, if you don’t mind, if called on to testify as a witness in my divorce. It’s as though something has driven her near the edge.”


“Yes, milord.”


The steaming towel Albert put on Nicholas’s face muffled his words. “Damn you for sounding so complacent.”


“I beg your pardon, milord.”


“At least tell me what you’re thinking.”


“Obviously, if she had succeeded in sending you to the gallows, she wouldn’t have been alive to enjoy it.”


“Very funny, Albert, but it is not you who is in this predicament.”


“I think you should know that what they’re saying might be true.”


“We’ve known one another our entire lives. Since when have I ever heeded household gossip?”


“You can’t deny the fling with Phillip spawned a great deal of speculation.”


“When isn’t gossip rife with conjecture?”


“A few months have elapsed since his ship sailed for Calcutta. While it’s not my business to elicit information, remember it was Martha who brought the incident with Phillip to the forefront, and you can’t deny she’s been a credible source. Now everyone’s talking about milady’s mysterious maladies. You know how that maid of hers, Jenny Smith, isn’t anyone’s favorite.”


“I was unaware that there were popularity contests for maids.”


“There doesn’t need to be a contest for that one,” Albert opined sourly, rattling the shave kit when putting it away. “She’s been acting oddly, even for her. The secrecy surrounding milady since Phillip’s departure made Martha curious, and she showed me a calendar she’s kept of certain dates. I must say it’s compelling, even if it’s hearsay.”


Nicholas pulled off his shaving towel and climbed out of his chair to his waiting scotch. “I don’t know if I like the direction this is heading, Frisk.”


Albert glanced at him cautiously. “She marked the days milady’s been ill.”


Nicholas stripped off his undershirt in exchange for another. “It’s no secret Lily enjoys her liquor. She’s only feeling the aftereffects.”


“She doesn’t touch her favorite foods and rings for something different, but then today she ate everything, including the crusts of her bread.”


“I couldn’t give a fig what Lily eats.”


“The bottle of brandy Percival found missing turned up empty in her room. On top of these odd events, there’s the occasional stir over unusual thefts from the meat locker.”


“What the devil does that have to do with anything?”


“I’m not certain if there’s a way to put this delicately, milord. At first Martha did not pay much attention, but Jenny Smith suddenly refused to allow anyone near the laundry on certain days. When it happened again the next month, Martha put everything down on her calendar. To be completely straightforward, the thefts concur with milady’s customary time of indisposition.”


“I knew I didn’t like where this was going. Now gossip is rampant that the meat was taken for its blood to soil the linens, and it all dates back to the affair with Phillip.”


“Aye, milord, and, unfortunately, it makes a sensational story.”


“Well, don’t stop now, man—go ahead and say it: Rumors are flying that Lily’s carrying Phillip’s child.”


Albert coughed into his handkerchief. “I beg your pardon, milord.”


“Blasted Phillip—I knew nothing good would come of this! Now the rotter is off scot-free to Calcutta, leaving me to clean up after him!” The unexpected development was shocking. Not only did it pose a giant hurdle to Nicholas’s intention to catch Lily in flagrante and give her plenty of reasons to wish herself dead, but it also put a new wrinkle in his plans for a divorce. He felt his chances shrinking immensely, for there was not a judge in the land who would allow for dissolution with a child involved.


QUENTON’S EYES SNAPPED OPEN. He had not meant to fall asleep. Recognition of the shadowed room spurred his languor from satin sheets. Pinching the sputtering candlewick as he moved from the bed, he felt in the dark for his cast-off clothes. After tucking in his unbuttoned shirt, he grabbed his coat. His tie still hung on the bedpost, and he was pushing his bare feet into shoes when Gwynne’s arm came around him.


“Marquis,” she purred sleepily.


Determinedly, he kissed her objection into silence, until her body rose with a throaty laugh. “The hour’s late.” How he would miss her wanton willingness. His cloak was where he had left it, by the balcony door, and he reached for his hat while he kissed her. “Bonsoir, ma chérie.”


“Don’t tease—you know I love to hear you speak French.”


“Au revoir,” he replied, as he opened the balcony door and stepped out into the swirling mist of night. His hastily donned cloak billowed when he hopped the iron railing and landed beneath her room for the final time. He fixed his tie and buttoned his shirt as he slipped between houses. Had Gwynne disclosed their affair to anyone but Lily Griffon, he might have disavowed his part entirely. He had not planned to bed her again; that had been mere surrender to temptation.


Quenton checked his watch in the light from the neighbor’s porch. The hour was late, and the long day weighed on him heavily. He hoped when Lily next called for the coach she would not have another twisted desire to see Alix. As he reached the sidewalk, his anger returned. Lily was relentless when given the opportunity. Had Gwynne not confessed when Lily had spotted him slipping away from her at Brighton Hall, he might have been anyone. Even though she had not realized him as her coachman dressed in a gentleman’s guise, he was in no position to survive a scandal or an ensuing investigation.


He stepped from the curb, relegating Gwynne’s perfumed memory to the past. He would be fortunate if nothing worse than taking Lily to visit Alix transpired in the aftermath of Gwynne’s betrayal. While Lily’s anomalous demand to meet with Alix might have been prompted by the untimely death of their mother, Mary-Margaret, it defied explanation. Lily had been raised an only child by her mother, who posed as a widow whose husband was lost at war. When Quenton had brought Alix to her door, the woman had promptly whisked his niece from sight, lest anyone question the fabrication. Quenton was in no position to judge the course of their mother’s lies, but by the time he had secured employment, Alix had already been living with the Gordons. He had not seen Lily until she had Nicholas Griffon on a string, and by then he had been glad she had never learned of his existence.


He had not planned to work for Nicholas Griffon forever, nor had he bargained to become Lily’s personal driver after the hasty marriage. If he won the Newmarket Hunt Cup in a fortnight, he would be in a position to work at Windsor exclusively for the Royal Stud. The unexpected stumbling block was his vow to care for Midnight Star. Now he wished he had never coerced Alix into selling the colt to Griffon last summer, but before Lily came along, Quenton’s intent had been to improve the bloodline of the Thoroughbreds on Griffon’s country estate.


What twisted deception had invaded their lives! When Quenton had brought Alix to England, he had not been able to guess whether anyone would try to follow from France. Intent on a complete break with the past, he had made up a new name. He had not considered it then, or he might have imagined something more original than the colorless name of Quincy Hill when applying for a job as a servant.


Pausing near a haloed streetlamp, he retrieved his half-smoked cigar from his lapel pocket. At one time, he would have cast away the butt for someone else’s enjoyment. Now he was in the ranks of the less fortunate and smoked them through until he needed a pin to hold the stub. He carried a pipe when wearing livery, but in honor of the man he used to be, tonight he lit a cigar.


He blew a puff of smoke to watch it dissolve in the English mist, and sauntered on. If he were in Paris, the night sky would be filled with stars, but he was accustomed to English weather and had never cared for Paris anyway. Tomorrow he would dutifully shoulder the yoke of work, but tonight he clung to a rare moment of liberty.


“Good eve, milord; might you spare a light?” A strolling bobby hailed Quenton from the mist.


“Certainly, Officer.” He found it preferable to be congenial to the police, and assumed a British inflection.


“Bit wet tonight,” the stout fellow remarked, digging his pipe from his coat.


“When’s it not, this time of year?” Quenton replied, cupping his cigar for the bobby’s pipe.


“On your way home, milord?”


“Indeed, Officer,” he agreed, although he knew the man’s name was Mark. He was the regular neighborhood bobby working the nightshift and might have recognized Quenton in Quincy’s black uniform.


“Right-o. I beg your pardon, milord; it doesn’t hurt to ask.”


“Nay, your curiosity is reassuring, Constable.”


“Thank you, milord. Good night.”


“Cheerio.”


Quenton touched the brim of his topper as he continued across the street to the gloomy protection of the trees there. The Burton dog barked at his passing footsteps. When he reached the curb where he usually parked the coach, he stopped to enjoy a last puff on his cigar. Silence returned as the dog quieted, signaling that the constable had moved on. Knocking the ember from his smoke, Quenton pocketed the stub on his way to the carriage house where he lived on the second floor.


The pungency of new-mown hay and a hollow echo as he climbed the wooden steps welcomed him home. At the top, a square space sufficient for a table with two stout chairs, and an antechamber for his bed, comprised his quarters. After lighting his single tallow candle, he undressed to put his suit away in the cupboard hidden behind his narrow wardrobe.


He had drawn the cold water for his evening bath from the well earlier. His nightclothes were a thin nightshirt and the plaid flannel robe Alix had given him two birthdays ago. He poured his nightcap of single-malt scotch into a battered cup, snuffed the sputtering candle, and took his drink to bed. He sipped it sitting on the edge of the thin straw mattress, carefully devoid of thought.


“Santé,” he finally bade the night.


Quaffing the last of his scotch, he pitched the cup across the barren floor. Its clamor woke the horses and caused a few wary snorts, before silence returned. Quenton caught his piece of blanket as he folded himself onto the narrow space afforded for his rest, resigned to a darkness without dreams.





CHAPTER 3



FITTING IN



[image: Image]


“This’d be faster if you’d hold still,” Jenny complained around the pins pressed between her lips.


“It’d be faster if you knew what you were doing,” Alix corrected, half-turning to watch the maid in the dressing-room mirrors.


“Fie, I can’t take in this waistband with you twisted around.”


Alix bit back her exasperation. “You’ve got a pucker there,” she noted instead.


“Fie!”


At least the painful bruising on her throat had abated, although she still dared no more than a whisper, considering the maid’s constant admonition about eavesdroppers.


Jenny hesitated at a soft knock on the serving door. “Hush, who’s that?”


“Maybe it’s lunch.”


“Is food all you think about?” Jenny peered around the edge of the wardrobe. “It’s too early for the chambermaids.”


“Why don’t you answer it?”


Jenny pushed her pins into the pincushion as the caller rapped again. “Wait here.”


“Don’t worry.” Alix retreated to dressing couch. The mirror on the open wardrobe door reflected the mirror near the dressing screen. She retrieved her lukewarm tea to watch the combined reflections of the maid as Jenny smoothed her apron, adjusted her cap, and then opened the door. An impressive gentleman waited on the opposite side, with his hand poised to knock again. Either he was in a hurry or his insistence proved he was unaccustomed to waiting—an air that lent his rank importance. From his impeccable appearance, Alix guessed his position was significant indeed. Although he was strikingly well presented, Lily’s maid was unimpressed by his interruption.


He smiled belatedly. “Good morning.”


Alix immediately liked his smooth baritone voice, but Jenny’s brevity quickly established he was not a gentleman caller. “Yes?”


“I have a few errands to run down in Mayfair. I thought you might need to go that way as well.”


“No.”


Although Alix winced at her curtness, Jenny’s flat reply left the man unscathed. “More’s the pity,” he replied pleasantly. “Percival didn’t have the Tuesday shopping list from you, so I thought you might’ve planned to go out.”


“No, but thank you,” Jenny concluded, moving to close the door.


“I say,” he interjected smoothly.


Had he put his foot in the door? From what Alix could glean by the slice of reflection showing Jenny’s expression, she appeared perturbed.


“Yes?”


“Since I am going in that direction, I don’t suppose you have your shopping list ready.”


“No,” Jenny stated flatly, and pushed the door closed.


Alix lowered her eyes to her teacup and assumed an innocent tone. “It wasn’t lunch?”


Jenny frowned disparagingly at the door. “It was Albert Frisk.”


“Oh, I see.”


“No, you don’t see,” Jenny countered precipitously. “The man is a bounder. He must be growing tired of his little Martha if he’s decided to pick on me.”


“Albert Frisk has an eye for ladies?”


“That’s putting it lightly.” Jenny snatched the pincushion. “Up with you now; let’s finish this skirt.”


Alix obeyed meekly. “Who’s Martha?”


“Martha’s one of the upstairs maids.”


“Is Albert Frisk a chamberlain?”


“No, he is Lord Griffon’s man.”


“Oh.” Alix recalculated her assessment. If Lily’s husband employed a ladies’ man, what did that say for Nicholas? Lily maintained her husband was a preening peacock, but so far, Alix had a different impression.


“He’s as slippery as an eel. He probably wouldn’t even work here, except he was born to his position.”


“You’re creating another tuck there,” Alix noted gently.


“His parents were milord’s personal servants, God rest their souls. They say Albert Frisk grew to manhood with milord. He thinks he’s above the others, just because he’s been to school with His Lordship.”


“I see.”


“Of course, his father is retired on the family estate up north. I don’t know what milady told you,” Jenny sniffed, appraising Alix carefully. “The old lord died a short time after his wife was lost at sea.”


“How tragic.”


“Yes. Apparently the gaffer did not feel the same way about his wife, because after their drowning, he’s survived to a ripe age, hasn’t he?”


“You are speaking of Albert Frisk’s father?”


“Yes. They call him the old gaffer up north. He’s well respected, mind you, but that son flies high on his father’s coattails. Up all hours, gambling and chasing skirts—he’s taken full advantage of his position. Men all think alike, and don’t try to tell me otherwise. I have raised four brothers, haven’t I? I know how they sniff around, looking for a likely partner in crime.”
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