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About the Book

Young widow Annabel Chalfont, Countess of Fellbridge, has two small sons to raise, a mountain of her late husband’s debts to pay off, and a secret: she’s a shadow-shaper, able to manipulate shadow as anyone else might clay. She and six other high-born ladies with equally extraordinary abilities defend England against supernatural crime—but the world knows them only as the Lady Patronesses of Almack’s, Regency London’s most exclusive social venue.

This volume contains the second three installments of The Ladies of Almack's series:

The Cursed Canvases: Who is magically vandalizing the pictures at the Royal Exhibition? When art becomes artillery, the Ladies take notice.

 

Turmoil on the Thames: When the King’s birthday celebration at Eton is crashed by uninvited guests who threaten to eat the students, it’s a good thing that the Ladies of Almack’s are at hand...

 

An Event at Epsom: A horse is a horse, of course—or is it? Annabel and the Ladies must attend the races at Epsom to investigate.


[image: ]



“I was sold as soon as I saw 'Lady Patronesses of Almack’s with magic.' Characters and situations--sheer delight!”

—Sherwood Smith
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For Scott

who kept asking for what happened next

 


Note to the Omnibus Editions

Dear readers,

 

Releasing the adventures of Annabel, Quin, and the Lady Patronesses of Almack’s one at a time each month, serial fashion, has been great fun for me. I hope it has been for you as well.

But I know that some readers prefer to read shorter works grouped together in one volume for convenience’s sake. For those readers, here you are: a second omnibus edition, containing parts four, five, and six of The Ladies of Almack’s series: The Cursed Canvases, Turmoil on the Thames, and An Event at Epsom.

While I’m here, I would like to take this opportunity to thank those who have helped bring the Ladies of Almack’s to light. First, my profound gratitude to editor Sherwood Smith and proofreader Tamara Kaupp for all your work and support. Thank you also to Kathy Servian of Servian Stock Images, who created the images of Regency ladies used in the covers: she not only photographed them, but designed and made their costumes as well (which is simply amazing.) And many thanks, as always, to author cooperative Book View Café for so much assistance in bringing the Ladies forth, in particular Jennifer Stevenson. Thank you!

 

Marissa 


The Cursed Canvases - Chapter One

Late May 1810
Somerset House, London

“That cow definitely resembles Lady Hebbly,” Annabel Fellbridge said, scribbling a note in the margin of her catalogue. “Don’t you think so?”

Her friend Eliza Denton, who’d come down from Hampstead to visit this year’s Annual Exhibition of the Royal Academy of Art, squinted judiciously at the largest cow in a canvas titled Lowther Castle, Westmoreland: Evening that hung in the Anteroom at Somerset House. “I don’t know. I’m not acquainted with the lady in question. Don’t you think that it might be the other way around, perhaps?”

Annabel looked quickly about them, but the display rooms at Somerset House were particularly sparsely attended this morning, thank goodness. It didn’t do to say something like that out loud about the wife of the head of the Royal Academy’s Hanging Committee, Sir Henry Hebbly, even if it happened to be true. “Hmm. Perhaps a trifle. Antonia Hebbly’s never been accused of being a beauty, but she’s the dearest, kindest person I know. She’s a friend of my mother’s.”

“What about the other cows?” Eliza pointed at a complacent-looking Belted Galloway. “That one looks very pleased with herself.”

“Yes, and it also looks like Lady Hebbly.” Annabel made another note. “This is bad. Very bad.”

“Did they look like that the last time you were here?”

“No. The last time the monkey in The Bath at the Harem was the one that looked like Lady Hebbly. And Sir Henry’s portrait of Lady Hebbly looked very much like a baby pig.”

“But baby pigs can be quite appealing.”

“Not this baby pig.”

When Sally had told the Lady Patronesses that rumors were beginning to fly around London that there was something very odd about some of the pictures at the Annual Exhibition, the reaction had mostly been amusement. But today, on her third visit, Annabel was no longer smiling. Something was very wrong here—and it was being done very deliberately.

Sally had requested they take turns visiting the Exhibition multiple times and take notes on any pictures that seemed strange in any way. On her first visit, Annabel had thought that several of the portraits on display had…the only way she could think to describe it was caricatured features. One of them, a portrait of an elderly, august bishop, had pointed ears peeking out from beneath his wig; the portrait of his equally dignified wife had faint but definite cat whiskers. On her second visit the very next day those portraits were as they should be, sans pointed ears and whiskers—but Lady Hebbly’s bore more than a passing resemblance to a not-very-appealing baby pig. Today, a few days later, it was Lowther Castle, Westmoreland: Evening in which all the cows somehow managed to possess uncannily human expressions.

Eliza leaned forward to examine the cows in the background more closely. “My word, they all resemble her!” She looked at Annabel, her eyes wide. “And you and your friends are investigating this, I presume?”

Annabel hesitated. She had not exactly told Eliza about Almack’s other role but had intimated that there were ladies who possessed certain powers on a par with hers and who kept an eye on matters that took an out-of-the-ordinary—or yes, supernatural turn.

“Yes,” she said. “We’ve divided up the days and assigned them so that one of us is here to take observations both morning and afternoon. We’ll meet shortly to compare and discuss what we’ve seen.”

“That ought to be an interesting exercise.” Eliza grimaced. “Might we sit down for a moment? Wearing new shoes today was not a good choice.”

“Of course. There are benches in the Great Room.” Sitting for a few minutes would allow her to catch up on her notes.

“How is he doing it?” As they moved toward the door, Eliza nodded towards a large canvas entitled Nausicaä and Her Handmaidens, in which the girls clustering around their princess somehow managed to look like a school of startled mackerel. “Is he sneaking in at night and—and—”

“And repainting all the pictures? I don’t think so.” Annabel checked her catalogue. Nausicaä had been painted by Sir Henry Hebbly. Hmm.

“Which is why you and your friends have found them of interest,” Eliza said. The word “magic” was left unsaid but hovered between them, nevertheless.

“Yes. Whether or not we’ll be able to find a pattern that tells us anything about the perpetrator—” Halfway through the door into the Great Room, she stopped speaking. There, standing before a picture not far from the benches that were their destination, stood her friend Lord Glenrick and another vaguely familiar-looking man, deep in conversation.

Lord Glenrick glanced up, and his serious expression melted into a broad smile. “My dear Lady Fellbridge! What an unexpected pleasure!” he said, coming to meet them.

Annabel held out her hand and smiled at him warmly. “Good morning, my lord. I beg your pardon if we’ve disturbed you—”

“Not in the least. Ross and I were merely chatting.”

Annabel looked at the other man, who had not joined them and did not appear to share Lord Glenrick’s pleasure at the interruption. It hadn’t appeared to be a “chat” to her…but it was also none of her affair. “And we were just enjoying the pictures. Eliza, may I present Lord Glenrick? Lord Glenrick, my friend Mrs. Denton.”

Lord Glenrick bowed and gave Eliza his usual charming smile. “Are you enjoying the Exhibition, madam?”

Eliza’s lips twitched, but she restrained herself. “It’s always an…er, enriching experience to have the chance to view so much art at once.”

“‘Enriching.’” He pulled a long face. “That’s an excellent way of putting it. I shall have to remember that.”

“Are you not an appreciator of art, sir?”

“I prefer literature or music to paint but will readily admit it’s a failing rather than a virtue. And besides, one must be able to say yes, one has been to the Exhibition, and wasn’t it a crashing bore…or a splendid show, depending on one’s audience.”

Annabel smiled. “My lord, you are a cynic!”

He returned her smile. “I prefer ‘an honest man,’ but will happily accept any name that falls from your lips.” He leaned closer. “I was going to call but will take this opportunity instead to invite you to drive with me to Hampton Court on Wednesday if you are not engaged. Do say yes. It is too long since I’ve had the opportunity to monopolize your attention.”

She laughed but was acutely aware of Eliza’s presence. “Thank you. I should enjoy that very much.”

“Splendid. Is eleven too early? No? Then I shall see you then. I perceive that my friend is eager to see the rest of the pictures, so I shall say au revoir, ladies.” He bowed and turned back to his companion, who indeed had begun to look impatient. Odd that Lord Glenrick hadn’t presented him or included him in the conversation, though she had finally remembered who he was when Lord Glenrick mentioned his nickname. Lord Rossing had been one of Freddy’s acquaintances whom she’d met once or twice—a typical taciturn northerner, as she recalled, mostly concerned with his horses and his immense pride in his descent. Not the man she would have expected to be viewing the annual Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, but one never knew.

The two men left the room, Lord Glenrick glancing over his shoulder to smile at her once more as they did. When they had gone, Eliza hobbled to the green baize-covered bench and sank onto it with a small groan. “Oh, that’s better. Annabel, isn’t that the man you told me about whom Geoffrey so dislikes? Who is he, again?”

Was that the faintest edge of rebuke in her question? Instead of sitting, Annabel went to examine a nearby painting. No distortions or changes from the last time she had viewed it. She wrote a small zero next to its name in her catalogue and examined its neighbors before answering. “Yes, it is—though I still don’t understand why Lord Quinceton dislikes him. He’s always perfectly charming. And he’s the Duke of Carrick’s heir and brother to one of my fellow Lady Patronesses.”

“You’re going to make me stand up and follow you around if I want to talk to you, aren’t you? And I thought you were kind.” Eliza sighed and made to stand up again.

Annabel relented and went to sit next to her. “I still have to finish looking,” she warned.

“We can finish together as soon as my feet stop throbbing. He’s smitten, isn’t he?”

“Who?”

“I shall now exercise vast amounts of restraint and not hit you with my catalogue,” Eliza said in a long-suffering voice. “That man. Lord Glenrick. Smitten. With you.”

“Oh, no—I wouldn’t say that—” Goodness, was she blushing?

“I would. Are you smitten in return?”

Why was Eliza examining her so closely? “No, of course not! I—I’ve given up on men, I think.”

Eliza snorted. “At your age? Why should you? Hmm. Maybe that’s why Geoffrey can’t abide him.”

Annabel drew in her breath. “Eliza, that’s—that’s scarcely likely. Lord Quinceton doesn’t care what Lord Glenrick thinks of me.”

“You think so?” Eliza pursed her lips.

Annabel hesitated. Lord Quinceton had left London for a few days to confer with his bailiff at his estate in Gloucestershire after their adventure sorting out her cousin Hartley’s engagement to Miss Pouli. At first, she’d been relieved to know he was elsewhere; the memory of how she’d defended him in his very presence to her Cousin Medea still made her squirm.

But that relief had been short-lived, and to her dismay she’d actually found herself missing the wretched man. It was an unsettling realization; just weeks ago she’d told Emily she couldn’t abide the creature. But there was simply no reason to believe he cared about whether or not Lord Glenrick was smitten by her. The idea was quite nonsensical.

“I don’t see why he should,” she said firmly. “Why should it matter to him?”

Eliza opened her mouth to answer, but Annabel forestalled her by standing up. “Are your feet feeling better? If not, you can stay here while I look at the rest of the pictures.”

Eliza seemed to understand she didn’t want to pursue the conversation, bless her. She climbed to her feet with a small wince. “No, but they’ll hold me up a little longer. I should like to see if there are any more pictures of cows with whom you are acquainted.”
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On Monday, Annabel made a tidy copy of her observations of the Exhibition’s paintings to bring to the Lady Patronesses meeting. If the others had seen anything like she had, she was certain they would be undertaking a new investigation today.

She was right.

“It’s a disgrace!” Frances announced when Sally asked for their reports. She tapped her catalogue, heavily penciled with notes. “Poor Lady Hebbly! Did you all see?”

All heads around the table nodded. Some of them had seen the baby pig and others the monkey, depending on what day they had visited; others had caught both Lady Hebbly’s and Sir Henry’s likenesses cleverly concealed in a muck-pile in a canvas entitled A Rustic Farm, Derbyshire.

“That wasn’t the only one,” Emily said. “Did anyone catch her face on all of the cows in Lowther Castle, Westmoreland: Evening?”

Sally held up a hand to stem the flurry of affirmations. “I think that we can agree that there is indeed something going on here. The only question is, what?”

“And who,” Emily added.

“And why,” Georgiana said.

“It’s obvious that somebody bears a grudge against Lady Hebbly,” Maria said.

“Who could dislike Lady Hebbly?” Annabel asked. “I know her. I can’t imagine that she has an enemy in the world. And besides, it’s not just her. Someone clearly has a grudge against both the Hebblys. Every single canvas of his was defaced somehow.”

“What about the pictures of the Bishop of Bath and Wells and his wife? That wasn’t painted by Sir Henry,” Clementina put in.

“True. But pictures painted by others have also been altered—to include scurrilous images of him and Lady Hebbly. And Annabel is right: all of Sir Henry’s pictures have been damaged. Every single one.” Dorothea tapped the table to emphasize her words.

“Sir Henry is in charge of this year’s Hanging Committee for the Exhibition,” Georgiana said. “Might that have something to do with it?”

“Perhaps, but who knows? All we can say with certainty is that someone who is skilled in magic bears him a grudge,” Dorothea said. “But who? This—” She gestured at the notes in front of her. “It is the malice of a child. Giving animals the features of people—a silly schoolboy prank.”

“Rather a cruel schoolboy,” Maria commented.

“Children are often cruel.”

“Or it might be someone who has some magical ability but not enough to actually do anything harmful to the people they dislike,” Clementina suggested.

“Or they’re clever enough to realize that public humiliation can be the worst form of harm,” Emily added.

Sally rapped on the table. “We could speculate about this for the rest of the day. I would rather we spent our time deciding how to catch the culprit. Frances, I would like you to take this investigation if you’re willing. See if you can’t get a feel for the magic that’s being used or why. Who would be even better.”

Annabel waited. Frances’ talent was reading objects to discern who had made them or last handled them...which meant she would have to touch the paintings in order to get any impression from them. But one did not go about pawing the pictures at the Academy’s Summer Exhibition, which in turn meant that she’d need to be concealed while she did so—

“Annabel, I shall need your help,” Frances said, turning to her.

She nodded. It looked like she’d be getting quite an immersion in art this season. “Of course, Frances. We can go this afternoon if you like.”
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Annabel felt more than a little guilty for sneaking into the Exhibition without paying the entrance fee. But it would be much easier to wrap herself and Frances in shadow before entering it rather than after. She promised herself to send a shilling anonymously through the post that afternoon and guided Frances toward the quiet darkness behind the staircase leading up to the Great Room. Taking her arm, she drew as heavy a shadow as she dared around them; today was bright and sunny, and too thick a shadow would be conspicuous.

“Keep close,” she murmured. “It’s much easier for me to do this if we are touching.”

Frances nodded solemnly. “I understand,” she whispered. They made their way cautiously up the stairs. Annabel scarcely dared to breathe as they ascended; keeping out of others’ way on stairs was much more difficult to do than it was in a room, since there was little space to dodge a chance contact. But they made it safely up and into the Anteroom. It was more crowded than it had been on Saturday, so she concentrated on steering them away from viewers and left it to Frances to survey the pictures.

“There. I can reach that one easily,” Frances said, tugging on her arm. Annabel looked up: Titania, Puck, and etc. showed the well-known figures from Shakespeare…except that Nick Bottom bore not only an ass’s head, but a strong resemblance to Sir Henry Hebbly.

They shuffled closer to the painting, waiting for a pair of quizzing-glass-wielding elderly ladies to complete their examination of its brushstrokes before coming right up to it. Frances drew off her gloves and reached up to touch it, then hesitated. “I don’t know if I can do it. My old governess would be horrified if she saw me touching a painting!”

“I know. Remember, it’s for a good cause,” Annabel whispered back. “But we must hasten, before someone else decides they need to look at it as closely as those ladies did.”

“Yes, of course.” Frances drew a deep breath and gently placed her fingertips on the canvas. “Oh, yes,” she breathed. “Magic has definitely been used here. It’s…angry. Someone is out for revenge.”

Annabel scribbled that on the notepaper she’d brought. “Revenge. That makes sense. Any indication of what it’s revenge for?”

Frances touched another section of canvas, a distant look on her face. “Not really. It’s not clear…I get the feeling whoever did this has done so because they can’t think of what else to do. There’s a—a powerlessness about it, a sort of desperation. It’s…I’m not certain, but I think it’s a woman doing the magic.”

Hmm. That made sense too. If a woman bore a grudge against Sir Henry, she couldn’t precisely challenge him to a duel. “Anything else?”

Frances shook her head. “We ought to look at another one.”

They made their way to Lowther Castle, Westmoreland: Evening, which still bore its Lady Hebbly-resembling cows. Frances didn’t sense anything new there, except for one detail: the anger wasn’t directed at Lady Hebbly herself. That made Annabel feel both better and worse; it had been difficult to imagine anyone being angry with Lady Hebbly, but it seemed dreadfully unfair that she should be so treated because someone had a quarrel with her husband.

They moved into the Great Room, avoiding the strolling pairs and groups; fortunately, most of them seemed more intent on each other than on the pictures around them. That was scarcely surprising; the Exhibition had always been as much about meeting and greeting, seeing and being seen, as it was about viewing modern art. Again, she felt heartened—perhaps no one was noticing how Lady Hebbly was being caricatured because they were too wrapped up in each other.

On the less heartening side, several new pictures had been tampered with. In the Portrait of Sir Ronald Timsbury, painted in the sitter’s library, it could just be seen that the titles on the spines of the books in the shelves behind Sir Ronald all read, “Henry Hebbly is an ass” in tiny gold and black letters.

“Well, that’s reasonably unequivocal,” Annabel said, making a note.

“What do you think we should do?” Frances looked up at Sir Ronald, her forehead wrinkled.

“As much as I hate to say it, I think we need to set up a watch. It’s the only way I can think that we’ll catch anyone in the act.” Annabel tried not to think about the fact that she would be spending the next several days here, trying to keep her friends concealed in shadows as they looked for the culprit. “Do you think he—or she, I suppose—has to touch the pictures to change them? If she can do it without actually being present, there’s no way we’ll ever catch her—”

“Oh!” Frances gasped.

“Hmm?” Annabel glanced up from her notebook just in time to see Frances push through the shroud of shadow concealing them. “Frances, stop!” she hissed…but it was too late. She was hurrying across the Great Room, darting through the startled groups of people around them. Following her erratic trajectory, Annabel saw why: Frances’ brother, Lord Glenrick, was there…along with, much to her surprise, the Marquis of Quinceton.

They were standing before a painting, and Lord Glenrick was speaking almost in the other man’s ear, holding his arm. She could not see Lord Quinceton’s face, but something about the set of his back and shoulders all but shouted his desire to be anywhere but there.

“Alex! Quin! I didn’t know you’d be here today!” Frances said loudly. “Annabel and I were just—” She gulped, obviously remembering that no one was supposed to see them.

“Frances!” Lord Glenrick looked startled. “What are you doing here?”

“Fellbridge?” Lord Quinceton’s dark head jerked up.

Annabel sighed and waited for a moment when the doorway between this and the Anteroom was clear, then hurried over to it. Once there she took a cautious look around, then shed her shadow and made her way over to them, just as if entering from the other room. “We meet again, my lord. I do believe you are an art lover after all, despite your disavowals,” she said with a smile to Lord Glenrick.

“I am if it brings me into proximity with certain other art lovers of my acquaintance,” he promptly returned. “Frances did not say you two would be here today.”

“It was a—a last minute decision,” Frances said, shooting her a desperate look. “I happened to mention to Annabel I had not yet seen the Exhibition, and she insisted we come after our Almack’s meeting. Isn’t that so, Annabel?”

“Yes, indeed.” Annabel agreed quickly and hoped Lord Glenrick didn’t pay close enough attention to his sister’s comings and goings to know it was an outright lie; Frances of course had been here several times already, making observations for the Lady Patronesses.

Mercifully, though he raised his eyebrows, he did not say anything. But Lord Quinceton was regarding her with a faint frown between his brows. “Are you an art lover, Fellbridge?”

“Lord Quinceton.” She nodded in greeting. “I did not know you were back in town.”

“I returned yesterday. Answer my question, if you please.”

Why hadn’t she’d known he was back? She buried that plaintive thought beneath indignation at his highhandedness. And then Lord Glenrick answered for her.

“I believe I can say that Lady Fellbridge is an admirer of art. I had the pleasure of seeing her before this very picture just two days ago.” He smiled at her.

Had he? Annabel glanced up at the picture before them and saw with a small start just which one it was. The Mother’s Plight had stirred up no little controversy when it was chosen for the Exhibition; it showed a destitute woman wrapped in a ragged length of plaid, an emaciated child in her arms, begging by a Scottish roadside as a luxurious carriage passed her by, its obviously wealthy English passengers looking through her as if she weren’t there. Though the last uprising of supporters of the Stuart monarchy against the Hanoverians had been more than sixty-five years ago, feelings still ran high in some quarters over how the Scots had been treated by the English. She recalled suddenly that Frances and Lord Glenrick were Scottish…but since their family had retained its dukedom, they must have supported King George. They surely didn’t bear a grudge against the English, did they?

Then she saw that Lord Quinceton was regarding her with an even deeper frown. “Did you, indeed?” he said.

“Oh, yes,” Lord Glenrick smiled enigmatically, and Annabel had the feeling that quite another conversation was taking place underneath their words—one she was not privy to. She opened her mouth to speak, but he went on, “I am looking forward to our outing to Hampton Court on Wednesday,” he said to her, his expression warming.

“Are you going to Hampton Court, Alex? I haven’t been there in forever!” Frances’s eyes lit up.

“Then perhaps your brother could be convinced to alter his plans and bring along companions,” Lord Quinceton put in. To Annabel’s surprise, he was smiling at Frances.

She blushed a deep red. “Me? R-really?”

“Unless you’d rather not go, madam.”

“Oh!” Frances tapped his arm playfully. “Of course I want to! Alex, will you bring Quin and me as well?”

Lord Glenrick hesitated, and Annabel thought he was about to say no. Then he shrugged. “I should have no objection whatsoever. But I had planned on driving my curricle.”

“Then I shall drive mine as well. We’ll make a party of it,” Lord Quinceton said.

For just a moment, Annabel wanted to protest. The thought of Lord Quinceton accompanying her and Lord Glenrick on their drive was off-putting, somehow. Lord Quinceton would probably do his best to put her out of countenance whenever possible, just from a spirit of perversity…or else he’d do the same to poor Frances, which would be even worse. Why on earth had he asked to join them?

But when she met his eyes, expecting to see mischief or mockery in them, all she saw was a certain guardedness. “A party sounds delightful!” she said instead of protesting, and leaned toward Frances. “Well, shall we go see the rest of the pictures? Good afternoon, gentlemen.”

Lord Quinceton bowed without speaking. Lord Glenrick touched her arm. “I’ve taken the liberty of sending you a book I’ve very much enjoyed. I hope it will provide you a few hours of entertainment,” he murmured.

She smiled. “You are very kind. I shall look forward to receiving and reading it.”

He bowed. She took Frances’s arm and turned away.

“I beg your pardon!” Frances whispered when they were barely out of earshot. “I forgot!”

“Don’t worry. No harm done,” she said soothingly. “We were mostly done with our examination anyway.”

Frances sighed. “Annabel, you’re so kind. Shan’t we have a lovely time on Wednesday?”

“Of course,” she replied. Without turning, she knew that both men were watching them. This was the second time she’d seen the pair of them together tête-à-tête…and yet it was very clear, if one paid attention, that the pair of them were not friends. There was definitely something afoot here, and she intended to find out what it was.
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Frances came home with her, and they sent notes around to all the other Lady Patronesses informing them that a further watch on the Royal Academy Exhibition would have to be commenced at once. Frances stared dubiously at the list of hours that Annabel drew up. “But you can’t be there every single day,” she protested. “That’s not fair! And what about Wednesday? Why can’t some of us go to watch without being hidden?”

“Some of us can. But I expect that it will be easier to eavesdrop on potential culprits when hidden, don’t you think?”

“I suppose so. I feel dreadful, Annabel. I didn’t mean to do this to you when I asked for your help! Really I didn’t—”

“Pooh.” Annabel patted her hand. “I shall only be there part of each day. I promise I won’t permit it to take over my life.”

Frances dabbed at her eyes with a dainty lace handkerchief. “I’m glad to hear that.” She paused, then said, “It was very kind of Quin to ask me to drive with him to Hampton Court, wasn’t it?”

Kind was perhaps not the first word that came to mind. But she could not say that to Frances. “I am certain we’ll all have a lovely time,” she said instead.

“You don’t think he would have asked me if he didn’t…like me, do you?”

“Of course he likes you. You’ve been friends for years,” she said bracingly. “A man doesn’t invite a female to whom he’s not related to drive with him if he doesn’t like her very much—” She stopped, recalling that Lord Quinceton had taken her driving. Several times. But surely that was different…

“Just as Alex asked you.” Frances turned back to their list. “Thank you for drawing this up for me—I’m terrible at this sort of thing. I’ll make copies and send them around to everyone.”

Annabel saw her to the door, directing her coachman to drive Frances home. This had certainly been an interesting day, between the new investigation and now the inclusion of Frances in the planned outing to Hampton Court...not to mention Lord Quinceton. She thought of the odd note in his voice and manner toward her and wondered what they meant…and whether Wednesday would provide any answers, or just more questions.

 


Chapter Two

Annabel was at the Exhibition shortly after it opened the next morning. “I fear I shall soon grow heartily sick of looking at these pictures,” she murmured to Emily, who had agreed to help keep watch today despite the short notice. They’d taken up their station in the Anteroom for now, with the plan of moving back and forth between it and the Great Room if they spotted any visitors behaving suspiciously.

“I fear I’m heartily sick of them now,” Emily murmured back. “Except for the fish-girls. I’ve grown rather fond of them.” She nodded toward Nausicaä and Her Handmaidens. “Why do so many male artists love to paint naked, fearful females clutching shamefacedly at their own bosoms? No, don’t bother telling me. I already know the answer.”

Annabel smiled. If she had to spend long hours lurking in a shadow with anyone, it was Emily. The Exhibition Rooms were filling up fast that morning, so they could chat a little, so long as they kept their voices low, and their conversation would be absorbed in the general, louder hum. However, more people meant having to pay closer attention to keeping out of their way. This would undoubtedly be a long day.

“I wonder if we shall see Lord Glenrick here today?” she said idly.

“Why should we? Annabel, you sly puss—are you making assignations with him?” Emily sounded—it was difficult to see facial expressions under their cloak of shadow—vastly amused.

“No, you goose! It’s simply that I’ve seen him here twice in the last few days—once when I was here with Eliza Denton, and once with Frances. That time was awkward, as we were in shadow. Frances forgot, because she saw Lord Quinceton.”

“And leapt across the room to accost him, I assume.” Emily snorted. “Frances and her infatuation with him. When will she give him up as a lost cause?” Then she grinned. “Maybe she has. I stopped at Thomas’s on my way here to pick up some stockings and saw her buying black gloves and ribbons. She’s either going into mourning for her late, lamented love, or somebody died.”

“Really? That’s odd.” Frances hadn’t said anything about a death in her family, and no court mourning seemed imminent despite continuing rumors of the King’s ill health. “Perhaps Lord Quinceton isn’t so lost a cause, though. He asked her to join Glenrick and me on a drive to Hampton Court tomorrow.”

“He did? You must be joking!”

“Why? I admit that at first I thought it a trifle presumptuous to invite himself to go with us, but Frances was so delighted that I’m glad he did.”

“Hmmph.” Emily was silent for a moment. “I’ll wager Glenrick wasn’t so delighted. How is his courtship of you progressing?”

Usually, Annabel would have protested at such a question. But today she hesitated, buying herself time by surveying the viewers wandering past them. None seemed to be behaving in a suspicious fashion. “He sent me a book yesterday. A new poem by Mr. Scott,” she said at length.

“Oh, I’d heard about that. Was it any good?”

In fact, she’d stayed up long past her usual hour for retiring reading The Lady of the Lake. It was very dramatic, with disguised kings and rival suitors, pagan seers and battling clan chieftains, though not anywhere as fevered as a Marjorie Banks Gilbert novel. The most striking part had been the poem’s settings: the highland forest, the remote island in Loch Katrine where James Douglas hid, the proud ramparts of Stirling Castle. It had made Scotland, which she’d never spared much thought for, sound mysterious and romantic.

“Yes, it was. I liked it very well,” she said.

“And its donor?”

Annabel was glad her countenance was muffled by shadow. “I…like him as well.”

“Ah. Then it was deucedly awkward of Quin to have invited himself to your jaunt with him. Why do you think he did?”

“I don’t know. Frances—”

“Oh, hang Frances!”

“Emily!”

Emily sighed. “Well, not truly, but you know what I mean. Annabel, are you being willfully blind, or have you honestly not noticed that Quin is just as interested in you as Glenrick is—perhaps more?”

Annabel shook her head, then remembered that Emily probably couldn’t see her. “I am persuaded you’re imagining that. I won’t deny that he—that he has some interest in me.” She recalled once again the odd way he’d looked at her yesterday. “But I cannot believe his interest can be regarded as tender. If anything, it’s a—a fellowship. Well, it makes sense,” she replied to Emily’s skeptical silence. “He once implied he regarded me as an honorary man. Why else would he call me ‘Fellbridge’ and engage to discuss with me our farms and crops?”

“Anyone who could regard a female with a figure like yours as an honorary man needs a pair of strong spectacles. Maybe he’s decided it’s the best way to get in under your guard? You’ve always been dreadfully prickly toward him.”

“I doubt my prickliness would serve to put off someone of his lordship’s mettle,” Annabel said. “And besides—”

Emily grabbed her arm. “Over there,” she whispered. “In front of Nausicaä.”

Annabel looked. A young couple—though on observing their identical dark, waving hair, deep blue eyes, and pointed chins, she guessed them to be siblings rather than lovers—stood before Nausicaä and Her Handmaidens, heads together as they conversed in low tones. They appeared to be much amused.

“They look familiar. I think I’ve seen them here before,” Emily muttered. “Last week, when I was here taking notes on pictures.”

“We must try to approach them,” Annabel said. If only Clementina were here with her exquisite senses! She would certainly have been able to hear what the two were whispering about. But she had been excused from watch duty and long hours on her feet on account of her delicate condition.

They shuffled carefully along the wall, but the groups of loitering, chatting people prevented them from getting much closer than they already were. “Do you think you can read them from here?” she asked Emily. Proximity was necessary for Emily’s mind-reading ability to accomplish much.

“I can try,” Emily said, and narrowed her eyes as she gazed at the couple.

The young woman stiffened and looked around the room as if she were a fox scenting hounds. She said something to the young man, and they moved quickly to the door.

“Come on!” Annabel said, giving Emily’s arm a tug. These two were too interesting to lose sight of. Anyone who could sense Emily’s gentle touch on her mind had to be someone worth investigating.

But evading the crowds in the room took too much time. By the time they reached the door and looked down the great staircase, the couple had vanished.

“Bother!” Emily muttered. “I almost had her.”

“Did you get anything?”

“Not really. We were too far away. It’s interesting that she felt me, though.”

“I know. I was thinking the same thing.” Annabel leaned against the wall and began to write in her notebook.

“What are you doing?”

“Writing a description of them for the others to look out for when I’m not here. That pair may not have anything to do with this, but we need to make certain of that.”

Emily nodded. “If they do have something to do with this, they’ll probably be back.”

“Precisely. And one of us will be watching for them if they do.”
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The following morning dawned bright and sunny and promised fair all day. Annabel carefully chose a hat with a generous brim to wear and carried a parasol with her for the trip to Hampton Court when Lord Glenrick came for her.

“You come prepared,” he commented as he handed her into his curricle, then swung up beside her, tossing a coin to the boy who held the horses’ heads.

Annabel settled her skirts and raised her parasol. “My mother always says that an ounce of prevention is worth a quart of sunburn lotion. I’m quite convinced she has the right of it.”

He laughed. “May I say that you are one of the cleverest women of my acquaintance?”

“Or the one least willing to spend good money on doubtful sunburn cures.”

“Ah, but frugality is a time-honored Scottish virtue. I am doubly charmed. Are we ready?” he called over her head.

She turned. Lord Quinceton’s curricle was behind them, with Frances happily ensconced in it. For a brief moment, Annabel felt unaccountably cross at the sight. Then she recalled herself—what foolishness! Why should she care who sat in Lord Quinceton’s curricle?—and smiled and waved. “Good morning, Frances!”

“Annabel!” Frances waved back. “Won’t this be diverting?”

“That was the intention,” Lord Quinceton said. He barely nodded to Annabel, a short, cool greeting which she returned in both degree and temperature…and unusually, he barely met her eyes. Hmmph. Emily was imagining things if she truly thought he had any kind of interest in her.

Annabel was delighted to see on their arrival that the palace’s gardens were at their late spring peak. After they had settled the horses in the shade of a tree, she set out on Lord Glenrick’s arm to inspect the formal beds.

“There’s not enough color in London, outside of silk warehouses,” she said, eagerly drinking in the purples and golds of alliums and late tulips.

“Do you prefer the country to the city, then? A Lady Patroness of Almack’s, the very center of fashionable London?”

Annabel smiled. “I shan’t tell them if you won’t.”

“My lips are sealed, madam,” he said, all mock solemnity.

“Good; that means I can shamelessly indulge myself in gardens and flowers without fear. Isn’t there a bluebell wood in the Wilderness here?”

“I believe there is. Shall we find it?”

“Yes, please! The bluebells ought to still be in bloom. At least they would be at home.”

“Oh, the Wilderness!” Frances exclaimed. “Isn’t that where the maze is? We must see that!”

Annabel jumped. She hadn’t realized Frances and Lord Quinceton were so close behind as to be able to overhear their conversation.

“Then the Wilderness it is,” Lord Glenrick declared. He hailed a passing gardener to ask for directions, and they turned their steps in the direction the man indicated.

“Thank you,” Annabel spoke quietly. “If it’s shady enough there, I might even venture to lower my parasol and avoid the danger of putting out one of your eyes.”

“I thank you for that. Being a Cyclops is not on my list of life ambitions.” He made a wry face.

“No, I would imagine not. What is on your list, then?”

He hesitated, then returned her smile. “Oh, many things. You would be surprised at some of them, I think.”

Annabel wondered if his reticence was due to the audience of two not far behind them and tried to hurry their steps a little. “You must tell me some of them some day.”

“I intend to.” His voice was almost caressing. “Tell me, did you enjoy The Lady of the Lake? Or no—you cannot have had time to read it so soon.”

“Oh, but I have. I was going to thank you again for it. It kept me up far too late last night. In fact, I think I liked it even better than Marmion. The setting was almost a character unto itself. It’s made me quite eager to visit Scotland.”

He drew her arm a little closer. “I would count it an honor to show you my country someday. The King James in The Lady was one of my ancestors, you know. There’s more—quite a bit more—than a drop of royal Stuart blood in the Carrick line. It was only because my great-grandfather was such a—shall we say, convincing fellow—that my family held onto our lands and titles after the Forty-Five…but that’s a story for another day. Though sometimes, in idle moments, I can’t help wondering what might have been.” He sighed. “It is a fool’s game, thinking about might-have-beens. I hope it isn’t one you play very often, my dear.”

This was not the path she’d expected their conversation to take. Of course, she often thought about what might have been if the limb on that wretched tree Freddy had climbed had not broken: might she have had another child by now, as she’d longed to? And beyond that was the might-have-been she only rarely allowed herself to contemplate: what if someone other than Freddy had offered for her first—someone who had wanted her for more than her dowry and expected ability to produce an heir?

“I—I try not to, but it isn’t always easy, in my circumstances,” she said, hoping she’d achieved the unconcerned tone she’d tried for.

“Maybe there are might-soon-bes that you could think about instead. That is what I do when regrets over the might-have-beens raise their ugly heads.” His voice dropped. “I have an idea for a might-soon-be that I very much wish to discuss with you.”

Annabel met his eyes and a little thrill of uncertain pleasure fluttered through her at the warmth in his expression…and then she couldn’t help glancing self-consciously behind them. Frances was chatting happily away to Lord Quinceton…who was staring directly at her.

She looked away hastily. Had he been listening to their conversation? Could he even hear it, above Frances’s prattle? Then she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. What if he had? Lord Glenrick had said nothing he—or she—must blush for…or that was any of Lord Quinceton’s business. But nudging the conversation onto a slightly different tack might be more comfortable.

“I cannot help being intrigued by your might-have-beens,” she said. “Do you think the nation would have been better off with one of your relations on the throne?”

“Instead of His Royal Highness the Prince of Whales?” Lord Glenrick enunciated the ‘h’ with dry precision. “Or any of his estimable brothers?”

They came across a copse of bluebells then, and the conversation was subsumed in cries of admiration from Frances. Annabel admired them more quietly; there was nothing more serene and soothing than a bluebell wood, the hazy purple-blue veil that covered the sun-dappled greenery under the shade of the trees. Lord Glenrick seemed to have caught her mood; he too was silent as they wandered the mown path through the flowers. She could have lingered there for much longer, but Frances, despite her initial pleasure in the bluebells, soon grew
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