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				CHAPTER ONE

				When a long-lost relative bequeathed us a fortune, I found myself locked in an epic battle with the most fearsome adversaries any woman can face.

				Her sisters.

				“It’s not as if I’m going to buy breast implants with my share of the money,” my sister Libby said over brunch at a sun-splashed table at the Rusty Sabre in early November. “I’m blessed in that department already, of course. But I need investment capital, Nora. I have a plan.”

				Our great-aunt Madeleine Blackbird had died at the age of seventy-five or eighty-two, depending upon whose story you believed, and not at her Bucks County mansion in the mahogany cannonball bed Ben Franklin had given to the family for reasons best swept under the rug of history. No, she died during an Indonesian volcanic eruption that blew her luxury tepee off the side of a mountain—according to the obituary page of the Philadelphia Intelligencer.

				Libby said, “And I promise I won’t run off to some exotic island with a cabana boy. Although nobody would blame me if I did. My children are driving me bonkers, and the best cure for motherly frustration is an exciting new relationship, right?”

				My biggest fear for my sister Libby was that she was going to end up featured as the lead character in a tabloid sex scandal. I was pretty sure it was an item on her bucket list.

				My sister Emma had been the lead character in a scandal, but the NFL hushed it up to save one of their players from looking very silly. Nowadays, though, she was looking less like a sex bomb than usual. She sat across from me at the table in grubby riding breeches, muddy boots and a large sweatshirt that strained over her pregnant belly, not caring if the other, more civilized restaurant patrons cast disapproving glances at her disheveled appearance. Her short auburn hair stuck out at all angles, as if she’d just rolled out of bed.

				Deadpan, Emma said, “You’d probably kill a cabana boy, Lib.”

				“Well, yes, endurance is key.” Libby had taken her compact out of her handbag and was checking her plump décolletage in the mirror. She wore a low-cut red paisley frock that gave her the look of a Playmate on her way to a royal wedding. “I need somebody strong, but sensitive, too. I have very complex needs. All my followers say so.”

				The sisterly bond may be the most trying one that a woman can have with another human being. There’s love, of course—the kind that ties you together for eternity and certainly while washing mountains of dishes after Christmas dinner. But if there’s a sister alive who has never suppressed the urge to bash a sibling over the head with a Barbie doll or the Rusty Sabre’s fresh fruit plate—well, she’s not related to me.

				Emma looked up from her ricotta-stuffed French toast with sliced peaches and whipped cream. “Your followers? What, are you running a cult now?”

				“My followers on PitterPat, that new social media thingie.” Libby put her compact away and dug into the clutter of her enormous handbag to come up with her new cell phone. “My followers are all wonderfully supportive now, in my time of need.”

				I refolded the obituary page and put the newspaper on the tablecloth. “Your time of need?”

				“Yes, of course. I’m devastated about Aunt Madeleine. She was an inspiration in my formative years.”

				“Only because she had a lot of affairs,” Emma said. “Remember that Norwegian man who always had candy in his pockets?”

				“Lemon drops, covered with lint,” I recalled.

				“Yeah, him. Gave me the creeps.”

				“He was Russian, not Norwegian,” Libby said. “But he knew wonderful nuances of Scandinavian massage. Always rub in the direction of the heart. Did you know that? Preferably after a hot sauna. It’s wonderfully sensual.” When we stared at her, she blinked at us. “What? I was mature for my age! Aunt Madeleine’s lovers always intrigued me. Which is why I’m devastated now. I identified with her.”

				“If anyone should be devastated by Aunt Madeleine’s demise, it’s Nora,” said Emma.

				“Me? I barely knew Aunt Madeleine,” I said. The last thing I wanted that morning was to be dragged into another disjointed argument with my sisters. Those always ended with somebody getting offended and me getting stuck with the check.

				“But Aunt Madeleine loved you.”

				“She had a funny way of showing it. Despite her Madcap Maddy reputation, she scared the bejesus out of me.” The frustrations of the morning boiled over, and I said, “Really, Em, if you’re going to eat like a lumberjack, the least you could do is share the coffee.”

				“Who lit your fuse this morning, Crankypants?”

				If I had a fatal flaw, it was probably that I was too polite—too unwilling to rock the lifeboat of social harmony even as the waves of disaster crashed over my head. I longed to push Emma’s face down into her peaches. But I refrained.

				“She’s missing That Man of Hers,” Libby guessed. “Not to mention Lexie Paine. Have you heard from dear Lexie, Nora? Has she settled into the pokey, now that she’s been sentenced?” Abruptly, Libby jumped, and she dropped her cell phone. “Ow! Emma, stop kicking!”

				Emma gave her a meaningful stare. “We’re not going to talk about Nora’s situation, remember? We’re just going to be supportive this morning.”

				I’d spent the past week embroiled in the hearing of my dearest friend. Lexie Paine had pleaded guilty to a horribly publicized charge of voluntary manslaughter. Despite a parade of character witnesses—including me—the judge had sentenced Lexie to four years in prison for pushing a man out a window. If he hadn’t been threatening someone at the time, she’d have been accused of first-degree murder, so there was something to be thankful for. I was still reeling for her. And for our lost friendship. She might never forgive me for the role I played in her loss of freedom.

				I looked down at the ring on my left hand. The diamond my sisters called the Rock of Gibraltar reminded me that although I was also physically separated from Michael at the moment, at least I knew he still loved me. And he wasn’t going to spend the next several years in prison, as Lexie was. His sentence was considerably shorter.

				Libby glared back at Emma. “I wasn’t going to bring up anything upsetting. And you’re not helping the least bit. We could die of starvation while you stuff yourself. Why aren’t you as big as a house? I used to swell up like a hippo as soon as I conceived. Aren’t you seven months along now?”

				“Seven or eight, depending on which doctor I see at the clinic.” Emma splashed coffee into my cup. “I don’t get it, either. I eat like a horse, but never seem to gain any weight—except for Zygote here.” She patted her distended belly, which stretched her faded sweatshirt to its limit.

				I tried to suppress the twinge of jealousy that sprouted in the back of my mind at the mere mention of Emma’s impending arrival. For ages, I’d been hoping for a family of my own. It was hard enough that Libby already had five children—despite their homicidal tendencies, they were a lovable lot—but Emma’s accidental pregnancy made me feel even more like a failure in the motherhood department. Two miscarriages had shaken my firm belief that I’d soon have a brood of my own. 

				But I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind to fester with all the other unpleasantness of late. There was no sense in wallowing in the swamp of my own maternal shortcomings.

				Libby said to Emma, “At least now you’d be able to afford to keep that child in potato chips, if you decide to keep it. Don’t you think it’s terribly exciting we’re the ones to inherit Quintain? I’ve hardly been able to sleep since we heard the news!”

				Our great-aunt Madeleine Blackbird had been a great beauty who—like most of the Blackbird women—was widowed more than once. She had been luckier than most of us and inherited two fortunes along the way. Her great wealth enabled her to indulge in her pleasures and travel to exotic locales. Madcap Maddy sent lavish gifts and brought home colorful friends from St. Petersburg and various cities that had all but disappeared behind the Iron Curtain. She even rode camels along the dunes of the Sahara before finding her bliss on a faraway mountain. But after word came around the globe that an Indonesian mountain blew its top and took our aunt with it, we were even more stunned when her lawyers announced she had bequeathed her Pennsylvania estate... to us.

				Specifically, her will read, “To Eleanor Blackbird and her sisters.”

				Nothing could have astonished us more.

				Mind you, we were no strangers to luxury, my sisters and me. The Blackbird family had come to Philadelphia with William Penn and substantial wealth in their travel trunks. Once in the new world, our ancestors parlayed their small fortune into a large one with smart investments in railroads and safety pins. My sisters and I had grown up going to boarding schools and spending our holidays in places such as Paris and Bermuda. Along the way, I learned many gracious skills, including a ladylike calligraphy and the art of arranging a seating chart for a successful dinner party. After a spectacular family downfall, though, those skills enabled me to function in no other paying job but the one I had luckily landed—that of a newspaper society columnist. Libby had been a painter before she started marrying. Emma spent her youth riding horses—the kind that leaped Olympic-sized hurdles and flew first class to international competitions—and she continued to work in horsey circles as an adult. But I attended parties.

				Good thing we’d found our respective callings, because our parents were known for throwing lavish galas with orchestras and cases of expensive champagne they couldn’t pay for. Our mother loved jewelry and was famous for impulsively taking off her necklaces and clasping them around the throats of surprised friends—long before she’d paid the credit card bill from the jeweler. Our father adored luxury cars, but tended to borrow them from friends and then promptly drive them into ditches. Their share of the family money therefore evaporated in no time, but Mama and Daddy continued to live the high life on “loans” from unsuspecting acquaintances who might as well have thrown their money into the ocean.

				Eventually, though, our partying parents were forced to pack up their evening clothes and run off with our trust funds. Now they happily spun around the dance floors of South American resorts.

				My sisters and I had said reluctant good-byes to our comfortable years in the rarefied social world where we grew up. We’d all married, lost husbands and survived. These days, we struggled a bit to stay ahead of foreclosure, but we were afloat. I actually enjoyed working for the newspaper, which paid me a salary just big enough to keep the wolves from my door.

				These days, I didn’t mind the change in our circumstances. Not too much, anyway.

				But inheriting Quintain might change everything again.

				There were complications, though.

				Emma speared a peach with her fork. “I’m just glad I can stop looking for a nice stable to deliver in. I was banking on three kings coming to my rescue. Anybody know what frankincense is? Would a pawnshop accept it for cash?”

				Libby came out from under the table, where she’d found her cell phone. “This windfall comes at a perfect time!” she cried as she dropped the phone into her handbag again. “It’s karma. And my latest brainstorm is going to put me in clover. I just need the seed money to plant the garden.”

				“Are you planning to spread the manure yourself?” I asked. “Or will you hire a handsome gardener to do your dirty work?”

				“Yeah,” said Emma. “You’ve kept us in suspense long enough. What exactly is your new scheme? You’re not getting back into the sex toy business, are you, Libby?”

				“Alas, no. As diverting as it was, that venture turned out to be nothing more than a Ponzi scheme. Don’t you hate it when women prey on one another instead of being supportive? Now that the police have given back all my samples, I’m left with a garage full of boxes of sensual products that I can’t even give away to my more adventurous friends. There’s quite an odd smell coming from some of them—the expiration dates on lotions are coming due, I suppose. No, I’ve decided to devote myself to nurturing my son’s gifts. He’s going to make enough money to support me in high style.”

				I smiled. “Really? What’s Rawlins up to?” Libby’s eldest child was one of my favorite people in the world. Now that he’d given up most of the jewelry he wore in his face and discovered that not every adult was his enemy, he was very good company. “Has he decided which colleges to apply to?”

				“It’s not Rawlins who’s going to make me rich. It’s Maximus!”

				After a puzzled silence, Emma said, “Max is one year old. What kind of gifts does he have already?”

				Libby’s eyes took on the mad gleam of misguided motherly verve. “Do you know how much money Tiger Woods made at the height of his career? And those sisters who play tennis in the skimpy outfits? They’re gazillionaires! All because their parents started them young. So I’m doing the same for Maximus. He’s going to be a football kicker! The kind who plays for only five minutes and makes tens of millions a year. I’ve been taking him to Mommy and Me gymnastics, and it turns out he’s already an athletic superstar! The instructor says I should get him into professional training immediately. Do you know how much money a kicker gets if his team wins the Super Bowl?”

				“Wait,” I said. “Is Max walking yet?”

				“That doesn’t matter. It’s the early steps of his development that are most crucially important.”

				“Let me get this straight.” Emma pointed her fork at Libby. “You’re going to exploit your baby son in the hope of cashing in on a Super Bowl decades away?”

				“It’s not exploitation if I’m making his dreams come true.”

				“He’s old enough to dream?”

				“He’s old enough to train at the gym,” Libby shot back. “And what little boy doesn’t want to be a professional athlete? You should have seen him on the balance ball yesterday! He has extraordinary physical coordination. The trainer says if he trained five days a week, he could be kicking a football through goalposts before he’s two.”

				“Who is this trainer?” I asked, suspicions aroused.

				“His name is Randolph.” Libby could not hold back her dimples. “And he’s a total hottie.”

				“Ah,” I said.

				Emma nodded. “Now we understand.”

				“He’s far too young for me. But he’s wonderful with children.” Libby used her coffee spoon to snitch a smidgen of whipped cream from Emma’s plate. “You won’t believe how expensive private coaches are, though. Sessions with Randolph can be upwards of a hundred dollars a pop. That’s why I need our inheritance money, Nora. Maximus should get started on his path to stardom right away.”

				“There’s no way we can get Aunt Madeleine’s money yet,” I said. “It’ll take months before the estate is settled. Maybe years.”

				“No, no, I’ve figured a way around all that.” Libby dropped her spoon to fish her cell phone out again. Her thumbs madly typed a message on the phone’s tiny keypad. “You know those places where you can cash your paycheck even before you have it in your hand?”

				“You mean a loan shark?” Emma asked around another gargantuan mouthful of breakfast.

				“Moneylending has been a misunderstood endeavor since biblical days,” Libby retorted. “Anyway, there are companies that will give you an advance on your inheritance, too! See? Here’s one.” She passed her cell phone to me and pointed at the screen. “We could get half of our money right away. No waiting!”

				I couldn’t make sense of all the words blinking on the phone. To me, the screen looked like a miniature Vegas slot machine in the throes of a neon jackpot.

				In an effort to be the voice of reason, I said as kindly as I could manage, “Just this once, Libby, could we try not to get carried away?”

				“Oh, don’t be a party pooper!” She snatched her phone back. “Soon you’ll be able to put in gold-plated faucets at Blackbird Farm. Emma will have her baby with a real doctor, in a hospital. And Maximus will become famous and rich enough to support us all. We just have to sell Madeleine’s little house and enjoy the proceeds. Simple!”

				Simple? Hardly. And Quintain could never be described as “little.” Not unless you were accustomed to living in Blenheim Palace.

				But the possibility that we might finally regain our financial footing did seem tantalizingly close—even to me.

				A tall shadow appeared over our table just then, and we gaped up at a broad-shouldered young police officer who pressed his hat one-handed to an impressively broad chest. He had a crew cut that looked as if it was buzzed every morning before reveille, and he filled out his khaki uniform to seam-straining perfection that turned heads throughout the restaurant. In fact, at table level, his trousers displayed what I can only delicately describe as the suggestion of a dauntingly prodigious manhood.

				His voice was a deep baritone that surely rang the chimes of most women to their reverberating core. “Ladies? Are you the Blackbird sisters?”

				Libby’s eyes instantly bulged wide, and she touched her fingertips to her own throat as if to contain a cry of awe. At the astonishing specimen standing before her, however, she could only emit a startled squeak.

				I saw Emma’s mouth twist into a smirk, and I knew she was working on a blunt wisecrack of a greeting, so I said swiftly, “Yes, we are. And you must be Deputy Sheriff Foley.”

				I leaped to my feet and stuck my hand out to shake his. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you very much for escorting us to Quintain this morning. I gather you’re doing a special favor for us.”

				“For Mr. Groatley,” he corrected politely, sketching a vaguely military bow. “Are you ready to go?”

				Libby shot up from the table as if electrocuted. She grabbed her handbag, smiled brilliantly and said on a husky breath, “Lead the way, Sheriff Foley.”

				“I’m not finished!” Emma protested, her fork still poised over her breakfast.

				“You can eat anytime,” Libby snapped, seizing Emma by the arm. “Get your butt out of that chair and into the car this minute!”

				“I gotta pee first,” Emma grumbled, dropping her fork and heading for the loo.

				Which gave Libby complete freedom to deploy all her feminine wiles. She sent a sideways, lip-quivering smile up at Foley and came close to spraining a hip socket as she sashayed out to the cruiser and claimed the front seat.

				Twenty minutes later we were driven through Quintain’s massive iron gates—as ordered by the court and the lawyers who represented Aunt Madeleine’s estate—in the deputy’s car.

				Even two decades of neglect couldn’t dispel the first impression of grandeur as the familiar turrets of the mansion rose over the early-morning mist. Quintain looked as if Hogwarts had been magically transported to bucolic Pennsylvania by an impulsive sorceress who waved a magic wand. The narrow lancet windows might have recently reflected cherubic magicians flying by on their broomsticks. The curving pond gave the impression of a moat, perfect for repelling marauding demons. The brick and stone walls looked as if they’d been overrun by enchanted ivy and rampant roses. Only ancient wizards in long, flowing robes would make the picture complete.

				But upon closer inspection, Quintain looked sadly faded these days. After twenty years of abandonment, more than a few stones appeared to have tumbled from the walls. And the western wing of the building was obscured by untrimmed yews and dozens of oak trees—some of them splintered and rotting on the ground. A riot of weeds threatened to overtake everything. What was now thick underbrush had once been a lawn that rolled gracefully down to the tilting green.

				“A what?” said the young deputy behind the wheel of the cruiser. His ears had been adorably pink ever since the moment Libby had remarked that she’d like to try painting their perfect shape and had asked whether Foley ever posed for artists.

				“A tilting green is for jousting,” Emma said. “For a while, our aunt was an Anglophile.”

				“Oh, is that the stone church down by the Burger King?”

				Libby laughed trillingly. “You’re such a wit, Sheriff Foley. I bet your wife is endlessly entertained.”

				“Oh, I’m not married,” he said. “And I’m only the sheriff’s deputy.”

				“Not married? Really?” Libby began to rearrange her hair. “How did a man as attractive as you avoid getting snatched up long ago?”

				Emma and I exchanged a glance. Libby could find an eligible bachelor in a Vatican election.

				“There’s the drawbridge.” Libby pointed out the window. “Doesn’t it look romantic? Remember the year Madcap Maddy hired the bagpipers to stand up on the archway and play for the Grand Parade? The horses went crazy at the noise.”

				The young deputy said, “I applied for the equestrian detail a few years ago.”

				“How fascinating,” Libby said. “I love horses, too.”

				Emma gave an equine snort.

				“The whole place is real pretty,” the deputy said.

				“Wait until you see what’s inside,” Libby promised. “Treasures that will take your breath away.”

				The deputy prudently chose to park his cruiser a safe distance from the crumbling facade of Quintain, and we got out into the morning sunshine.

				Libby clasped her hands in rapture. “Can’t you imagine Prince Charming walking out of those doors, Sheriff Foley? Why—you look rather charming yourself in this light. I love how the sun glints on your badge.”

				“Uh—”

				Before Foley could verbalize a suitable response, the black stretch limousine that had followed us onto the grounds came to a stop behind the deputy’s car. Doors opened, and the lawyers climbed out. The young ones all adjusted their cashmere coats against the morning chill and checked their cell phones for messages.

				Simon Groatley, though, emerged from the car and strode importantly across the cracked driveway toward us. He had been Aunt Madeleine’s retainer for as long as I could remember, and this morning he was in all his masterful glory.

				“Now then, ladies,” he said briskly, “let me say once again how grateful I am that you could make the trip so early this morning. It’s a busy day for all of us, so let’s get started. Deputy, we’ll have a quick look around, shall we? I want a cursory inspection by the family before we proceed to cataloging the most valuable items inside the house. You’re here to make sure nobody tucks any knickknacks in their pockets. Not that any of these charming ladies would do such a thing. But keep your eyes open.”

				Foley almost saluted. “Yes, sir.”

				Now in his late sixties, Simon Groatley still appeared to be as powerful as he had been back in the day when he helped my grandfather Blackbird command various family concerns. The two of them met weekly at Blackbird Farm, often clenching glasses of scotch in their fists as they discussed investment strategies, argued politics, and bemoaned current statesmanship. My grandfather had filled a war chest for Groatley’s first run for office, and as the lawyer rose to higher and higher political positions, my grandfather benefited in many ways. Then rumors surfaced of Groatley’s womanizing, and he lost an election to a younger man with a cleaner reputation. Now his name appeared on the bronze plate outside a prestigious firm that specialized in managing the estates of prominent Philadelphia families. From what I’d heard, Groatley continued to specialize in women, too.

				With his Mount Rushmore brow, bulldog jaw, iron gray hair and barrel-chested frame, Simon Groatley looked better suited to declaiming from a bully pulpit than dallying with the fairer sex.

				He buttoned his coat against the autumn air and gazed up at the tall walls of Quintain. “By thunder, the old place was grand in its day, wasn’t it? Shame about the condition now.”

				“Why on earth has it been so neglected?” I asked. “Surely Aunt Madeleine made some provision for taking care of the house while she traveled?”

				“Her staff ran off shortly after her departure, and she was too rich to care what happened to the place.” Seeing my expression, Groatley turned defensive. “When I finally got wind of the situation, we hired a crew to board up the broken windows and fix the drains to keep them. But we couldn’t make substantial repairs without Madeleine’s direction. We held off the tax sale, you’ll be glad to know.”

				“Nobody paid the taxes for twenty years?” I couldn’t keep the disbelief from my voice.

				“She sent checks now and then—nothing regular. We could have taken care of that easily, with her permission. But she ignored my letters.”

				“That sounds like Aunt Madeleine,” Emma said. “Busy globe-trotting.”

				“She was larger than life,” Libby said with a rapturous sigh. “And so beautiful. Men simply fell at her feet. I’d give anything to know her secret.”

				Still frowning, I said, “I wish we’d had the slightest idea there was a problem. We assumed our cousin had the situation in hand and never dreamed things had gotten this bad.”

				“Ah—your cousin,” Groatley said. “Speak of the devil.”

				A silver Porsche spun through the gates and accelerated smoothly up the drive, dodging fallen tree limbs with the agility of an Indianapolis race car. With a jaunty toot of the horn, the car scattered the young lawyers like a flock of pigeons, then rocked to a halt in front of us. The driver’s door popped open, and Sutherland Blackbird leaped out of the car with the panache of a star from silent movies who was greeting adoring fans. He drew off his driving gloves and tossed them onto the seat, then removed his sunglasses and smiled handsomely for the crowd—almost as if he expected camera flashes to bounce off the blinding whiteness of his perfect teeth.

				“What a god-awful hour for doing business,” he declared in a booming baritone. “Groatley, I hold you completely responsible for rousting my dear cousins out of bed this early in the morning.”

				Under his breath, Groatley muttered, “Looks as if you didn’t skimp on your own beauty sleep, young man.”

				If Sutherland heard, he paid no attention. “Cuz!” he cried, launching himself toward me with enthusiastically outstretched arms. “How marvelous you look!”

				Sutherland Blackbird was my second cousin, or maybe third. We shared a great-great-grandfather. But he hailed from the branch of the family that my own grandfather would have happily sawed off the family tree. Sutherland’s ne’er-do-well father had made himself rich in an investment scheme that involved selling American surplus to Third World despots. After divorcing his wealthy but lackluster first wife, he married his glamorous cousin Madeleine, with whom he shared an affinity for travel. But she preferred chic European restaurants with sophisticated company, and he appreciated the heat of the tropics. Eventually, he met his end by drowning in a young lady’s hot tub in Hawaii—circumstances my grandfather hushed up, of course. Blackbirds did not consort in hot tubs.

				When his father died, Sutherland sailed into the yachting world, too. Now he was sun-kissed and broad-shouldered—more youthful than his early fifties ought to have allowed. His hair was a little thin on top, though, and maybe the crinkles around his eyes no longer looked as if they’d been created by laughter alone. He still had the suave smile I remembered from when he showed up at family gatherings with the most beautiful girl on his arm and the most glamorous car waiting at the curb. The girl always had the look of a satisfied customer, too.

				This morning, he wore a chestnut-colored leather jacket over a pink shirt, trendy jeans and tassel loafers, no socks. Very much exuding the manner of a yachtsman on dry land for as little time as he could manage.

				Usually, men like Sutherland were drawn immediately to Emma, who radiated beauty and sexual availability. Or to Libby, who engaged men with the force of her personality and strategic deployment of her cleavage. But today Sutherland made a beeline for me and swept me into an exuberant hug.

				He kissed my cheek. “Dear Nora, how long has it been?”

				A little taken aback, I returned his hug and smiled. “Hello, Sutherland. Five years? Or six? I’m not sure.”

				“You look lovely. In fact, don’t we look good together? I’m sorry I couldn’t get back when your husband was killed. What a tragedy. But at the time I was literally caught in a typhoon off the coast of Hong Kong. Will you ever forgive me? My travels always seem to take me far afield when the family needs me most.”

				I could have pointed out that the extended family usually muddled through without him, but Libby closed in just then and distracted Sutherland with a voluptuous sort of snuggle that made him laugh. Emma shook his hand hard. Sutherland smiled with charm through all the pleasantries.

				Then he turned to the phalanx of lawyers. “Gentlemen! Welcome to Quintain. Groatley, you old rascal. Are you still smoking cigars in all the Blackbird back rooms?”

				“Not all,” Groatley said. “But a few.”

				They clasped hands like two bulls locking horns. Sutherland barked, “Good man. Shall we have a look around? I don’t like seeing my fair cousins standing out in the cold.”

				“We were just about to go inside,” the old lawyer said peevishly, “when you made your grand entrance.”

				“Let’s not delay another moment. Nora?”

				He took my hand and pulled me across Quintain’s drawbridge and under the grand archway. The rest of the group followed. Our footsteps were muffled by piles of leaves decomposing on the stones. Overhead, the blank windows of the abandoned mansion reflected nothing.

				The deputy had preceded us across the walkway and approached the imposing front entrance, fashioned, if I remembered correctly, out of a pair of wooden doors from a fourteenth-century Sussex abbey. He fumbled through a ring of keys and tried several before the lock gave a bang and the double doors swung wide with a creak of old wood and a screech of hinges that needed oil.

				Then he stood back and raised his voice. “Step carefully, everyone.”

				“It’s cold as a dungeon in here.” Libby hesitated in the gloomy doorway. “Are the lights burned out?”

				Beside me, Sutherland said, “The electricity’s probably turned off. Shall I have a look at the generator? It’s just behind this wall. The utilities were never terribly trustworthy. Let’s see...”

				Using a hidden spring, Sutherland opened a door in the paneling, and then he disappeared like a magician. We heard him thumping behind the wall as the musty smell of abandonment rose up around us.

				Libby wound her hand around the deputy’s arm and leaned in close. “Do you ever get nervous in old houses like this?”

				“It’s not the houses that make me nervous, ma’am.”

				A yank of a rip cord preceded the spluttering roar of a generator, and Sutherland gave a shout of victory. A moment later, he reappeared, rubbing his hands with triumph.

				“Let’s give the lights a try, shall we?”

				He hit a switch, and the chandelier overhead sprang to life, illuminating the cavernous entry hall with a golden light that flickered unsteadily through a thousand dusty prisms.

				“Wow.” The deputy gazed upward with awe. “This is like a real haunted mansion.”

				Twenty feet over our heads, tattered flags hung from the rafters—each bearing a family crest or ancient order of something bloodthirsty. A collection of battered medieval weaponry was displayed on the walls and a dreary oil painting of a glowering Blackbird relative in a ruffled lace collar gave the impression that the Inquisition might get under way soon. A sudden flutter of wings made us all duck instinctively.

				“A hard hat wouldn’t be a bad idea in here,” Emma said. “That ceiling could fall down any minute.”

				Despite the mess, I felt my heart lift with anticipation. Aladdin’s cave might have held treasures, but none so marvelous as the beautiful things I remembered gracing Aunt Madeleine’s salon.

				With barely suppressed excitement, we crunched our way across the parquet floor—it was scattered with a fine rubble of fallen plaster and other debris I didn’t want to think about—past a twin set of tarnished suits of armor that functioned as sentries. Beneath the carved oak staircase stood the elevator, doors closed.

				I put my hand on the massive double doors to the salon and took a deep breath, prepared to be dazzled.
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