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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.

Annabel reluctantly goes to Brighton to investigate the suspicious behavior of her fellow Lady Patroness, Frances, and evade the advances of Lord Glenrick, now the Duke of Carrick. Once there, she finds herself even more reluctantly chaperoning a royal teenager through the high season in the most sophisticated town in England. But keeping a spoiled princess out of trouble is nothing compared to uncovering treason, as the Ladies will discover…
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For Scott

who keeps asking for what happens next


Chapter One

Belsever Magna, Somerset

August 1810

“But where are we going to find you black gloves to wear now?” Mama wailed. “You leave tomorrow!”

Annabel, her mother Lady Shellingham, and her maid Winters were gathered in Annabel’s old room (fortunately, not the one in the old nursery which somehow still smelled of the woolen stockings Annabel’s nurse used to dry by the fire.) Dresses, shawls, petticoats, and chemises billowed on every surface as Winters carefully wrapped everything in tissue paper and packed it in a trunk, for Annabel was indeed leaving on the morrow for Brighton, the seaside town the Prince of Wales had turned into the most fashionable resort in England, where the beau monde flocked after the London season waned.

If only she didn’t have to.

“My lady could, er, borrow a few pairs from her grandmother,” Winters suggested. “If we sneak into Lady Agnes’s room while she’s in the garden, she will never miss them.”

Annabel caught the humorous gleam in her eyes and winked at her behind her mother’s back. “That’s an excellent suggestion! What time is it? She usually goes outside after her nap.”

“Winters! You know she keeps a list of her gloves, stockings, and handkerchiefs and checks it weekly to make certain they’ve been put away in the correct order, and woe betide her dresser and the laundry maid if there’s one out of place. A missing one might involve capital punish—” She turned, caught a glimpse of Annabel’s grin, and sighed. “Oh, you two.”

Annabel patted her mother’s shoulder. “Mama, I don’t need to bring black gloves. I’m not in mourning.”

“But your host and hostess are. Why are they even going to Brighton if they’re in mourning? There’s probably a town statute against wearing mourning in public there. I wouldn’t put it past His Royal Highness.”

It had been several weeks since Sally Jersey had asked Annabel to accept an invitation to go to Brighton with her fellow Lady Patroness, Frances Dalrymple. Frances had behaved very strangely during their investigation into a blackmail attempt on the king’s youngest daughter, Princess Amelia—in fact, she had lied to include herself in the search for some highly personal letters in the blackmailer’s rooms and tried to take them herself. Only Mr. Almack’s fortuitous witnessing of her action had stopped her from getting away with it.

Annabel understood the necessity of finding out what Frances was doing and why. She understood why she was the logical choice to lead the investigation; Frances had been begging her to stay with her in Brighton for weeks. But understanding all of that couldn’t make her like the idea any better.

At first, she’d thought she wouldn’t have to go after all. The Monday morning after the conclusion of the Princess Amelia investigation she’d arrived in King Street for the usual Lady Patronesses’ meeting, nervously wondering how Frances would comport herself after being confronted in Windsor…only to find that Frances wasn’t there. A hastily scrawled note explained that she had received word the day before that her father, the Duke of Carrick, had unexpectedly died, and that she and her brother Lord Glenrick—now Duke—had left for Scotland.

Sally had been disappointed; regretful for their loss, of course, but regretting too that their stay in Brighton would undoubtedly be cancelled and Annabel’s chance lost. Annabel could not share that disappointment. Spending a fortnight or more in Brighton to spy on a friend she no longer trusted and a man whose advances repelled her was not her idea of a delightful seaside holiday.

But barely ten days after sending a condolence letter, Annabel received a letter in return from Frances.

My dearest Annabel,

Alec and I were so touched by your dear, kind letter—you don’t mind that I allowed him read it, do you? Of course, when he understood that it was from you, it was all I could do to keep him from snatching it from my hands and covering it with kisses!

Yes, it was a shock to lose poor Papa, even if it was not entirely unexpected; he had been ill for some time, as you know, and I suppose it might even be considered a happy release. My brother is doing all that is required, and doing it handsomely, though it does seem funny to hear him addressed as ‘Your Grace’ by everyone and not as Lord Glenrick. But do not fear; he is still the same darling Alec, even if he is now the ninth Duke of Carrick.

And that brings me to the important part of this letter: His Grace wishes me to inform you that the honor—and pleasure!—of your company will still be required in Brighton a few weeks hence. We don’t intend to give up our holiday, though it will of necessity be a quiet one. Poor Papa’s funeral is tomorrow, and Alec expects he will have taken care of enough of the boring but necessary consultations with lawyers and bankers and stewards to permit us to go there and enjoy ourselves as planned. Not that I will feel up to indulging in the usual social whirl of the town; I will be content to have you and Alec, and dearest Quin will be there too, though of course not in our house! Will you mind a quiet stay with us?

Yes, she would mind—but she would go, because it was her duty as a Lady Patroness. But she’d not thought about Quin being there, which was foolish of her; Frances would obviously demand that he come to Brighton as well.

Which meant that she would have to find a way to keep from glowing with the knowledge that he still loved her, a way to keep from looking at him with that love reflected in her eyes. He had asked her to forget him that night in Chesterfield Street while he battled some nameless enemy, but she would not, could not. How could she, when that enemy had been responsible for Freddy’s death? She owed it to Freddy’s sons to find his murderer—and find out why.

Truly, going to Brighton would be anything but a delightful seaside holiday, but go she would. However, there was still a matter literally at hand…

“Mama, I don’t care if Frances will be wearing mourning,” she said firmly. “I’m not related to her, so it would not be appropriate for me to wear black gloves.” She hesitated, then added, “The last thing I want to do is give anyone the idea that I am connected to their family…or that I want to be, for that matter.”

“Ah.” Mama sighed. “The gossips will have it that you’re dangling after a duke, won’t they? I’m afraid the color of your gloves won’t matter there, my dear—the mere fact that you’re staying with the Dalrymples is enough. A pity that someone whom I thought took a particular interest in you hasn’t yet done something to halt that rumor in its tracks.” She looked at Annabel sideways.

Annabel was aware that Winters had moved closer to her, standing almost protectively by her. After the Fourth of June, Mama knew that Quin “took a particular interest” in her; Winters knew that something devastating had occurred to disrupt it. “Er—” she began…and had never been so relieved by an unexpected knock on her door. “Winters, would you?”

“Yes, my lady.” Winters went to open it, but the identity—or identities—of the knocker was revealed before she had even reached the door by the syncopated chime of stifled giggles. “May I help you, gentlemen?” she asked, after opening the door with a flourish which set two of the trio waiting in the doorway into fresh giggles.

The third member, however, was not giggling. He stared wide-eyed up at Winters, his round face pale.

“Go on, Gus!” Martin Chalfont urged him. “Don’t be such a great pudding!”

“Yes, do,” Will, the small Earl of Fellbridge, added kindly. “It’s terribly rude not to enter a lady’s chamber if you’re invited. I heard Papa say so, once.”

Mama made a peculiar snorting sound. Will looked up at her in concern. “Are you well, Grandmama?”

She whisked a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her nose. “Just a sneeze, dearest. To what do we owe the pleasure of this call?”

Will came in, drawing Gus Blackburn with him while Martin followed closely behind, possibly to keep him from attempting to flee. They’d met at Eton and become fast friends, and Annabel had grown very fond of little Gus, whose small, round frame (though not so small as it once had been—the boy was growing) seemed barely large enough to contain his ardent soul.

“Gus has a favor to ask of Mama,” Will explained. “He’s been afraid to ask her, but I told him he’d better because she’s leaving and won’t be back till it’s almost time for us to go up to school. Go on,” he added in an undertone to his friend. Martin helpfully shoved him forward.

Gus’s soft brown eyes never left Annabel’s face. “L-lady Fellbridge, do you think you could help me?”

“I expect that I can,” she said at once. Winters hurried over to remove a pile of dresses from the settee at the foot of her bed, and Annabel led Gus to sit next to her on it. “What do you need?”

“It’s this.” He held up a small, paper-wrapped parcel that he’d evidently been holding behind his back.

“Yes?”

“I need to—it’s for—for Lord Quinceton. I need to get it to him, but I don’t know how. He never told me. And I don’t know how to post it, even if I had his direction.” His eyes filled with tears. “It’s monstrous important. I—I owe it to him. But you know him—he was there with you at the Fourth of June. Can—can you tell me what to do?”

Annabel had barely in time kept herself from stiffening at the mention of Quin’s name. “For Lord Quinceton?”

“What is it, dear?” Mama swept forward and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

He smiled up at her gratefully; since arriving at Belsever Magna with the boys, he’d come to regard her with almost the same degree of worship as Annabel. “It’s a—” He glanced sideways at Annabel then said in a whisper, “He asked me to paint it. It’s because he’s paying my school fees. I wanted to repay him in some fashion, and he said this would do excellently.” He unwrapped the paper and held something out to her.

Mama took the small, flattish silver object from him—a box, perhaps? She fumbled with it, found a tiny clasp on one side—and gasped as the top of the box flew up. “My dear boy—it’s exquisite!”

His smile widened to a grin. “Do you think so? Is it—is it like?”

“Judge for yourself.” She moved around to stand by Annabel and held up the box.

Annabel turned to see it—and gasped too. The dainty silver box, decorated with a chaste Greek key pattern, held a miniature—of her, from shoulders up, in a bronze- colored dress, her head bare. After a moment’s regard she realized it was very like the dress she’d worn on the Fourth of June. Whether it was truly like her she couldn’t say—but the assured brushstrokes and use of color were indeed exquisite.

“He sent me the box and asked if I could make a picture of Lady Fellbridge to fit it, and if I could remember what she wore that day at Eton,” Gus explained. “He wanted that ’specially. I—I think I remembered it correctly, ma’am—did I?”

“You did it perfectly,” Mama said, when it became clear that Annabel was incapable of speech for the moment. “I am certain that Lord Quinceton will be delighted with it.”

Gus hunched his shoulders and gazed down at his feet for a moment, overcome. Then he looked up. “But how do I get it to him?”

Annabel cleared her throat. “I’ll see that he gets it, Gus. He will be in Brighton too—I am certain,” she added hastily at her mother’s slight movement.

“Oh, thank you, ma’am.” He received the miniature back from Mama and rewrapped it tenderly in its paper. “Lord Quinceton had that case specially made, he said, at Rundell and Bridge. He said a beautiful jewel should always be properly set.”

“Hmm,” Mama said.

“Well, that’s taken care of,” Martin said. “Come on, Gus. I want to go down to the river. It’s too hot here.”

But Gus had to take a proper farewell of them, so it was a moment before the boys clattered out of the room—long enough for Annabel to regain her composure once more. She looked up to find Mama gazing at her meditatively. “Yes?” she asked, a little defensively.

But Mama only said, “Hmm” once more, then turned to Winters. “You’re absolutely correct. I don’t think she’ll be needing black gloves. Now, have you packed her dressing gown?”
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Two days later, Annabel, Winters, and her Mama-approved trunks were only an hour or two from their destination—not, as Annabel had intended, via the stage from London, but in Papa’s own traveling carriage driven by his second coachman, with a groom and an outrider to accompany them. He had nearly exploded when she stated her original travel plans. “A lady of your position—my daughter—taking the stage to Brighton as if she were a—a common butcher’s wife? I’ve never heard anything so outlandish in my life!”

“Very true, my dear,” Mama said, carefully not looking at Annabel. “I doubt many butchers’ wives go to Brighton.”

“Tut!” Papa said crossly. “That is, I suppose they don’t, but if they did, I would think they’d take the stage—”

“Not a butcher’s cart? Surely that would be the likelier conveyance—”

“You can’t drive a butcher’s cart to Brighton!”

“Why not? I expect all the nearby butchers do.”

“That’s not—”

But Papa’s reply was never completed, for Grandmama Shellingham looked up from her needlework—she had come up from the dower house to dine—and said calmly, “Annabel will take your traveling carriage, George.”

He exhaled loudly in exasperation. “That’s what I was trying to say!”

“Mind you, I’m not best pleased she’s going.” She adjusted her gauze fichu—just as Queen Charlotte did, she still clung to the fashions of her youth. “It’s not how we did things when I was young. Heedless gals haring off to stay in the houses of unmarried gentlemen—”

Annabel laughed. “Grandmama, I’m scarcely a heedless young girl! And I’m going as the guest of Lady Frances, not of Lord Glenr—of the duke.” She would have to remember to address him correctly by his new title, even if he did continue to beg her to call him by his given name.

“I doubt he’ll remain unmarried long,” Papa said meditatively. “A duke’s a duke, even if he’s only a Scottish one. If your interest lies there, daughter, I’d not permit the grass to grow under my slippers.”

“If her interest lies there, I’m the queen of Spain,” Mama muttered.

“I do hope dear Annabel is not interested in becoming Duchess of Carrick. The Dalrymples are a bad lot.” Grandmama adjusted her gold spectacles and peered critically at her work—one of the remaining fifteen dining chair seats, Annabel guessed—then up at her granddaughter.

“I haven’t the least wish to do so,” Annabel replied firmly.

“But do tell,” Mama put in, bless her. “What is so bad about the Dalrymples?”

“You know that I do not care for gossip, Sarah.”

“Of course not,” Mama agreed, and waited.

Grandmama would never do anything so inelegant as shrug, but her shoulders might have lifted the tiniest bit. “They are…unreliable.”

“So was Annabel’s first husband.”

“Yes, he was. You did not see me leaping with joy at her betrothal, as I recall.”

That was true—she had not expressed any particular delight in the announcement, but then she never expressed any particular delight in anything. “In what way are they unreliable, Grandmama?”

“Just that—they cannot be relied upon. ‘Faithless’ would do, too. Not to be trusted.”

“My goodness,” Mama said encouragingly.

“Indeed,” Grandmama said, and folded her lips into a thin line. They all—even Papa—watched her hopefully, but her complete attention seemed to be on the trajectory of her needle.

Faithless. Now, in Papa’s carriage soon to arrive at Brighton, the word rang like a knell in her thoughts. She was there because the Lady Patronesses feared that Frances was faithless. Whether her brother was as well—and what form his faithlessness might take, she didn’t know. And—her fingers tightened around her reticule in her lap—there was Quin between them, anything but faithless. While her first responsibility was to the Lady Patronesses, her resolve to help him was as strong, no matter what it took. But he wasn’t the only one for whom she was responsible.

“Er, Winters?” she began. “There’s something you should know.”

Winters, bless her, didn’t blink. “Yes, my lady?”

“I expect you’ve guessed that this trip is not how I would have chosen to spend the next few weeks.”

“That thought had occurred to me,” she agreed cautiously.

“I am in fact engaged in an investigation—you understand what that is—of a highly delicate nature and will more than likely require your assistance. But I didn’t want to assume that you’d be willing to help without asking first.”

“Of course I am!” She paused. “Is it permitted to ask what it is you are investigating?”

“Our host and hostess.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh! I—oh, dear.”

Annabel grimaced. “‘Oh dear’ indeed. It’s monstrously awkward, as you might guess. My—our—first concern is with Lady Frances, but Lord Gle—I mean, His Grace the duke—must also be watched. And…ah, I have no reason to think he has changed in his feelings toward me. Nor have mine toward him, so I would deeply appreciate your making as great a nuisance of yourself as possible if you perceive it is needed.”

“I think I can manage that.”

“Thank you. And if you’re willing to keep your ears open for anything extraordinary that might be said below stairs, that could be helpful too—as you see fit,” she added quickly. It was not in the best of taste to ask her maid to repeat servants’ hall gossip, but if some clue about Frances’s behavior could be gleaned thereby… “But be careful. It seems that their staff are loyal old retainers from one family and might not take kindly to an outsider.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Thank you for that warning. I understand.”

Annabel hesitated, then said, “There’s one more thing—and this is very important.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“If…if anything should happen to me, get yourself away as quickly as possible.”

Winters gasped. “Oh, no!”

Perhaps she was being excessively fanciful, but the fact remained that over the few days of their investigation into the attempted blackmail of Princess Amelia, three people had met untimely—not to mention mysterious—ends…and all of them had in some fashion been associated with Frances Dalrymple. Sally had not thought her fanciful; she had expressed the same concern, which was why they had discussed the matter.

“Yes, please,” she said earnestly. “Ladies Jersey and Cowper and Countess Lieven will be in Brighton too. Go directly to one of them. They’ll know what to do and will take care of you—and will be the only ones who can help me. Not that I expect anything bad will happen,” she added as her maid’s expression grew more stricken. “I don’t. But if it should, you’ll know what to do.”

Poor Winters appeared to be on the verge of tears. “But—”

“I am counting on you.” Annabel reached over and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Please?”

She swallowed hard. “Madam—if I may ask—what of the Marquis of Quinceton? Surely he—that is, he would not allow any harm to come to you…”

It was inescapable; servants always knew almost as much about their employers’ business as they themselves did. “Perhaps not, if he is able—or on the spot. But we might as easily have to rescue him.”

Winters seemed diverted by the thought. “He won’t like it by half if we do.”

“Quite possibly not—which reminds me that I must ask for your help. It would not be…advisable for me to be seen giving Lord Quinceton the miniature Gus painted. Can you think of a way we can get it to him?”

“He’ll definitely be in Brighton, my lady?”

“I should think he will.” It was impossible to imagine that he wouldn’t—not if Frances had any say. Bother it, why could he not have given her at least a hint of how—and why—he was at Frances’s beck and call?

“I would think he’s taken lodgings somewhere in the town,” Winters said slowly. “All I have to do is find out where, and I can bring it there or leave it with his man.”

Annabel remembered the keen-eyed, efficient manservant keeping watch outside Quin’s window at Epsom. “That will do very well. I should be able to find his direction”—though how to do so without raising Frances’s hackles might prove challenging—“and we’ll be done.”

“I wish we were done now,” she said vehemently, then subsided. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. But I don’t like any of this—most of all, the idea that you’re in any danger. What will your mother say to me if anything happens to you? The only thing for it is to ensure that I’m there with you at all times, so she’ll not have the opportunity.”

Annabel laughed. “If you’re there with me, Winters, then all will be well.”

In another hour or so, after passing the toll-gate at Preston, the road had noticeably begun to slope downhill from the rolling green downs (or “ups”, as she had once mischievously suggested to Maria that they be called), past fields of ripening corn. Annabel caught sight of a church set on a small eminence before the road swept to the left, and she was rewarded with a sudden view to the right of both a busy-looking town and the sparkling blue expanse beyond it.

“There you are,” she said to Winters. “Are you certain that you won’t go sea-bathing while you’re here? It’s reputed to be wondrously restorative, and the dippers at the bathing machines very skillful.”

Winters sniffed. “As I have nothing about me requiring restoration, I shall be giving them a miss. If you ask me, ma’am, the sea’s best left to the fishes.”

Annabel grinned. “What if King Neptune appeared and offered to take you back to his pearly palace under the waves and make you his queen?”

“I should tell him that while I am cognizant of the great honor shown me, I prefer my fish on my plate, not in my b—” She stopped abruptly, turning a fiery red.

“I’ll agree with that.” Annabel kept a mostly straight face. “If I see him while I bathe, I shall pass on the message.”

They continued past several busy, crowded blocks of businesses and houses before the carriage again turned right. Winters glanced from window to window, clearly looking for something but not seeing it. “The Prince of Wales can’t live in one of these,” she said, sounding disappointed.

“His house is in a different part of the town, I expect,” Annabel said, though she’d also been hoping to catch a glimpse of it. “Lady Frances wrote that they took a house at the edge of the town, away from the hustle and bustle as they’re not going out in society at present.”

At the end of that street the carriage again turned to the right, and now the sea was an immediate presence as the road ran along the low cliff fronting the beach. The houses facing it were at first closely spaced but quickly thinned, each set in broad gardens with open land behind rising up to the rolling hills. At last, the carriage drew to a halt before a large, comfortable-looking house with two small wings and bow windows facing the waves. With its honey-colored bricks, it reminded Annabel of a large, tawny cat basking in the hazy sunshine. A gleaming barouche was already parked in front, attended by a bored-looking coachman and groom playing dice on the box. Callers, perhaps?

“How handsome! What do you think?” she asked Winters while Papa’s coachman settled the horses. One of the grooms opened the door and folded down the step then helped them descend.

Winters didn’t reply until she stood on the pavement beside Annabel and had taken a good look around. “I hope it won’t storm while we’re here,” was all she would say.

“Annabel, dearest! You’ve arrived!”

Frances stood on the steps by the open front door, hands clasped on her chest. Her black dress was unexpectedly becoming, emphasizing the paleness of her complexion. She beamed at Annabel, then turned back to the door and called, “Alec, quickly! She’s here!”

Annabel took a deep breath—she felt as if she were an actress about to make her entrance upon the stage—and waved cheerily to her. “Yes, we’re here—and excessively happy for it. This is delightful! Such air—and such a view!”

Frances opened her mouth to reply but was suddenly thrust to the side as Lord Glenr—no, the new Duke of Carrick—pushed past her and skipped lightly down the steps and over the front path. “My darling,” he murmured, seizing her hands. “You must be exhausted. Do come in and rest—oh, you are a welcome sight for sore eyes!”

He leaned toward her—good heavens, was he about to try to kiss her? She forestalled it by withdrawing her hands and curtseying. “Your Grace,” she said. “Please accept my condolences.”

He sighed. “And now that’s out of the way—I admire the graceful correctness of your manners, my dear, but I am still the Alec who adores you, please.” He took her arm and tucked it in his.

By then a veritable horde of servants had emerged from somewhere and had already begun to unload the carriage. Annabel had the briefest moment to exchange a glance with Winters before she was borne away by a plump, white-capped housekeeper, and a groom had joined Papa’s coachman on the box. The Mellishes had evidently joined their master in Brighton.

“Will your groom direct them to a suitable inn? My father gave them leave to stay in town to rest a day or two before returning home,” she said to the duke.

“No, he will direct them to my stable, my darling goose. I won’t permit them to suffer at a strange inn after they brought me such a precious cargo.” Before she could dodge it, he dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Words cannot express how glad I am to have you here under my roof,” he added softly.

“Oh.” She pretended to look away in blushing confusion, but inside she seethed. Confound it, she and Winters would have to find some way to secure her chamber door at night!

Frances had now descended upon them and folded Annabel into an embrace. “Oh, Annabel, I am so glad you’re here! Everything’s been so dreadful—poor Papa! But now we can have a quiet few weeks together, and I know I’ll feel better directly now that you’re here. We do not go out much, of course—not that we’ve been here long! But directly tomorrow morning you must go to sign the master of ceremonies’ book—oh, what is the man’s name again?—at Donaldson’s Library—though from what I understand, he’s not as important as the last M. C. was. But just because we are quiet doesn’t mean you cannot go about in society here!—though perhaps not too often, lest people get the wrong idea. There are assemblies at the Castle and the Ship and the Black Porpoise, and card parties, and concerts—perhaps I might go to one or two of those with you. And of course there are the libraries—no one minds if I go to exchange books and see friends even if I am in mourning, which is terribly kind of them, don’t you think? Oh, and did you know Sally is here? I have her direction written down somewhere—I think she took a house on the Marine Parade near the baths…oh, and the bathing! No one even blinks at me going to bathe whenever I care to, for my nerves, you know. It’s prodigiously fine—the dippers are so kind and know exactly how to set you at your ease if you’re not used to the sea—”

A not-so-discreet cough from the vicinity of the front door put a period to her torrent of words. She turned and snapped, “Quinnie dear, didn’t I ask you to remain and entertain our guest for a moment while we welcomed Annabel?”

Annabel tried not to look—indeed, she tried—but it was impossible: her gaze flew to the front door, to the man who stood there. To Quin.

He had lost weight since she’d last seen him, weeks ago in Chesterfield Street; though his shoulders were still as broad, there were hollows in his cheeks that had not been there before and new lines between his eyes and on either side of his mouth. She wanted to run to him, to smooth the lines and fill the hollows with kisses. But even better, she reminded herself, would be to keep her silence and figure out how to extricate him from whatever predicament he was trapped in.

“Yes, my dear, you did,” he agreed affably. Annabel was impressed by how he kept his eyes fixed on Frances without once straying to her; he had bested her there. “But our guest had other notions, I fear—” He paused and turned his head as if someone behind him had spoken. Then he bowed slightly and stepped through the doorway onto the landing.

Almost on his heels, a tall, plumpish girl with curling, cropped flaxen hair flung herself past him and out the door to the steps, clomping down them as if in a temper. She paused and looked up at Quin accusingly. “There. I told you that you couldn’t stop me.”

“I didn’t try,” he said calmly.

A fashionably dressed, worried-looking older woman appeared in the doorway, wringing her hands. “Now, my dear child—I beg you—”

The girl finished descending the stairs and walked up to Annabel. “So you’re the one who’s coming to stay, then?” she said, looking her up and down.

“I beg your pardon?”

Lord Glen—the duke—stepped forward and took Annabel’s hand. “If I might…Your Royal Highness, may I present the Countess of Fellbridge?”

This chit? A royal highness? Instinct took over; Annabel curtsied deeply, then looked up at him questioningly.

He smiled. “And Annabel my dear, permit me to present Her Royal Highness, Princess Charlotte of Wales.”


Chapter Two

Princess Charlotte! Good heavens, what was the Prince of Wales’s daughter doing here? Annabel tried desperately to think of something to say, then remembered that it was a royal person’s prerogative—even one who was still half a year shy of her fifteenth birthday—to engage in conversation or not. So she waited, giving the girl an encouraging smile because royal or not, she was still a child.

Her Royal Highness stared at her a moment longer. Then she nodded decisively and announced, “You’re bang on, Carrick. She is the prettiest creature ever.”

“My dear princess.” The hand-wringing older woman came forward to stand by the girl. “What have I said about commenting on others’ appearance in their presence?”

“Oh, bosh, Cliffy. That’s only if they’re frightful antidotes. If they’re as pretty as she is, what’s the harm? I should always want to hear if someone thinks me pretty.” She turned to Annabel. “Oh, this is my governess, Lady de Clifford. I’ve got a sub-governess too but she’s not here, which is just as well as I detest her.”

Lady de Clifford sighed. “Princess—”

“Well, I do.” She studied Annabel once more. “Do you ride, Lady Fellbridge?”

“Yes, Your Royal Highness.”

“Good. We shall go riding together. Cliffy here’s too old to want to get on a horse. Are you a game ’un? We can go up on the downs and—”

“—And as Lady Fellbridge has only this moment arrived and I imagine might wish to come inside and rest after her journey, perhaps Your Royal Highness’s expedition can be planned another day,” Carrick interrupted her smoothly.

Princess Charlotte grinned at him, unabashed. “Yes, I suppose so. You can come with us, if you’d care to.”

Lady de Clifford sent the duke a grateful look. “I am certain we shall see you soon—”

“Yes—tomorrow!” The irrepressible girl seized Annabel’s hand and gave it a hearty shake. “I’m so glad you’ve come! I think Brighton’s about to become much nicer.”

“So do I, princess.” Carrick slipped his arm through Annabel’s.

“Oh.” The princess gazed at them for a moment, her rather protuberant blue eyes soft. “That’s so romantic. Well then, till tomorrow. ’Bye, Lady Frances,” she called over her shoulder as she skipped down the stairs to the waiting carriage—which Annabel now noticed bore the Prince of Wales’s crest on its low door. “Come on, Cliffy!”

Lady de Clifford sighed and dropped a hurried curtsey. “Good day, Lady Frances—Lady Fellbridge—Your Grace—oh, and my Lord Quinceton. I fear Her Royal Highness is in one of her more fractious—”

“Cliffy!”

With another sigh, Lady de Clifford descended the stairs at a more dignified pace than had her charge. She had just climbed into the barouche when a horse came trotting smartly up from further down the road, away from Brighton. Annabel saw its rider’s eyebrows rise as he glanced at the carriage and its occupants; in the next instant, he had swept his hat off his dark, curling hair with a flourish and bowed to the ladies in the carriage. His teeth were very white in his tanned face as he smiled in particular at the princess, who glanced away abashed, then peeped up at him coquettishly through her eyelashes. Then the coachman set the horses in motion and the barouche pulled slowly into the road. Charlotte twisted around to kneel up in her seat and wave, though her attention seemed drawn equally to them and to the rider.

“Ah, there he is!” Carrick released Annabel’s arm. “Frances, do take Annabel inside and give her some tea before she collapses. I must speak to Henry for a few minutes.” He ran lightly down the stairs to the rider, who had dismounted.

“Oh, goodness, yes! Do come in, Annabel! I am certain you’re ready for some tea and a rest.” Frances took her arm and tugged it gently. “Quin, I think you should see if Alec needs your assistance.”

“Of course, Frances,” he agreed, bowing slightly and smiling at her as she passed him and entered the house.

Frances? For a moment Annabel’s throat tightened at the easy, even caressing way the name fell from his lips. She glanced involuntarily up into Quin’s face as she passed him in Frances’s wake—

—and at once she was back in Chesterfield Street on a dark night a few weeks ago, talking to a man who said he wasn’t Quin. His love—he truly cares for her, does he? she’d asked.

With all his heart, he’d replied.

Despite her reluctance to come to Brighton, she had looked forward to one aspect of it: seeing him here, even though she knew they would both be wearing disguises of a sort—she as Frances’s friend, and he as her…something. But why hadn’t she realized how painful it would be? Dear god, if only she could have one word from him, one touch…

Or one look. Their eyes met for the merest instant, but in that instant she knew that no matter how he had spoken, whispered, or otherwise uttered Frances’s name, it meant nothing—

—and then she had passed him and was under the Duke of Carrick’s roof. There was no turning back now.

“Welcome, Annabel!” Frances had turned to smile at her. “Tea? Or do you wish to go to your room directly?”

The door began to close behind her. Instinctively she half-turned to stop it, to keep from feeling trapped. But before its latch clicked into place it stopped, leaving a gap through which she could still see a narrow slice of sea and sky, and a weight seemed to lift from her shoulders. Quin, she thought. Oh, Quin.

They were in a handsome entrance hall, floored with black and white marble and adorned with plasterwork depicting stylized dolphins, shells, and tritons. Annabel took a breath and put on her disguise. “This is lovely! You must give me a tour—but please, tea first! I am positively parched!” She wasn’t, in truth, but giving Frances the chance to chatter over a tray of tea things would surely be informative. Besides, she was dying to know what Princess Charlotte had been doing here in particular and at Brighton in general. Wasn’t the chit usually sent to Worthing in the summer, when she wasn’t buried at gloomy old Warwick House in London or at Windsor with the queen?

“Of course. I’ll have a fresh pot sent up and some more rout cakes too if you wish. Her Royal Highness ate every single one on the first plate.” She waved a hand as she approached the stairs to the first floor. “Over there’s the dining room—a bit small, but as we don’t plan to entertain much, it’s of no consequence—and a breakfast parlour behind it. On the other side is Alec’s library. There’s a lovely window seat in it, perfect for reading—I know Alec would love for you to use it!—and behind it is a little morning room for me, with a connecting door. Those other doors lead to the wings—there’s a salon-ish sort of music room in that one, and a billiard room in this one.”

At that moment the front door opened and the Dalrymples’ butler, Mellish, entered, followed by a pair of footmen carrying her and Winters’s baggage. Mellish bowed deeply to Annabel. “Your ladyship, it is a pleasure to see you again. If there is anything the staff and I can do to make your stay more enjoyable, I hope you will inform us at once.”

“Er, thank you, Mellish.” Even with a warm smile on his face, Mellish was still as alarming as he had been when she’d made his acquaintance in London; barely bottled energy seemed to thrum through his frame.

He turned to Frances. “My lady, I have directed that more refreshments be brought to the blue salon.”

“What would we do without you, Mellish?” Frances began to ascend the stairs. With a last swift glance behind her at the front door, Annabel followed.

Frances led her into a large, comfortably furnished room. “We like this salon better, though the other is handsome too. Alec’s room is off there, in the right-hand wing above his library—he likes having a view of the sea. We’ll have that tea, and then I’ll take you up to your room.”

Oh, thank goodness it was on a different floor from the duke’s! Annabel took the seat Frances indicated next to her on a sofa and accepted the cup of tea poured for her. As promised, a fresh plate of cakes was on the table. Frances offered them to her.

“Did the princess really eat all the others?” she asked, taking one.

“I think Alec and Quin each had one before she seated herself in front of them and devoured them. The de Clifford woman protested feebly once or twice, but the child ignored her. She’s completely ineffectual—I don’t know what Prinny was thinking when he asked her to be the princess’s governess.” Frances rolled her eyes. “And now we’re stuck with her.”

“Stuck with her?” Annabel set down her tea.

“Oh, yes. It’s all Alec’s fault. He’s the one who told Prinny that we would be glad to—oh, I suppose I should start from the beginning. Directly after we arrived Prinny invited Alec to call on him to offer his condolences—who knows when the king will be able to hold a levee again for presentations? While Alec was at the Marine Pavilion, the princess had managed to harness a heifer to a pony cart and was trotting up and down the lawn, pleased as anything with herself. Prinny was mortified—can you imagine a girl of her age doing such a thing?—and rang to find out where her governess was, only to be told that Lady de Clifford was lying down with a sick headache. Prinny was almost tearing his hair out and told Alec he hadn’t particularly wanted the child here, but what with everything else going on in the royal family, it had seemed prudent to keep her close. Only finding appropriate amusement for her was taxing his entire household.” She leaned forward. “I’ve heard he was afraid the Princess of Wales was going to ask the king to allow her to take Charlotte for a summer holiday and wanted to forestall her.”

“My goodness.” Annabel knew that Prinny and his wife, Caroline of Brunswick, loathed each other and tended to use their daughter as a weapon with which to cut or bludgeon each other, depending on the situation. Unluckily for Prinny, the king tended to take his daughter-in-law’s side in disagreements over the princess—not perhaps a wise position to take. “So how did that lead to her surfeiting on rout cakes in your house?”

Frances sighed. “Because Alec—I still do not understand what possessed him!—told Prinny that perhaps the princess needed to spend more time around gentlewomen of exemplary breeding somewhat younger than Lady de Clifford who might teach her by example how one should behave in society. Such as me.”

“Oh no!”

“Annabel, I could have murdered him! What do I know about keeping young girls amused? I’m not a mother—not that I don’t hope to be, one day.” She smiled down at her hands in her lap, a small, dreamy smile.

Annabel looked away in embarrassment. Did Quin know what hopes Frances was harboring? She would have to find some opportunity to talk to him about it. “What happened then?” she asked, to get past the moment. “I presume Prinny took his advice?”

Frances looked up, indignant once more. “Yes, he did! The very next day, she and Lady de Clifford called—oh, it was so awkward—and now they’re here practically every day. The dreadful thing is that I can tell Lady de Clifford resents having to come, but dares not say anything—but what if she encourages the princess to decide that she doesn’t like it, either?”
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