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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.

 

The Lady Patronesses are trying to discover who is vandalizing the pictures at this year’s Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, in the process uncovering a personal vendetta dating back nearly twenty years. Meanwhile, Annabel gains a very eligible suitor in Lord Glenrick, brother of one of her fellow Lady Patronesses and son and heir of the Duke of Carrick—but she’s not quite sure he’s the suitor she’d prefer…
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“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


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 has 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 shook her head and 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 opportunity 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. It seemed 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 seemed to have occurred since 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 get 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 I’m 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’s company. 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 simply appalling!” 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 Sir Henry’s 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, don’t you think?” Maria commented.

“Children are often cruel.”

“Perhaps it is 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 linked arms and 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 a glove 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.
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