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        GOVERNMENT ROCKED BY FINANCE SCANDAL

        WHERE DID THE MONEY GO?

        PUBLIC CALLS FOR RESIGNATION

        

        BY ELIZABETH SMITH

      

      There has still been no public comment from His Grace the Royal Governor about reports that the New York colony’s treasury has been emptied. The approved newspapers have yet to mention the scandal, but sources inside the administration say the governor and his cronies are frantically trying to raise funds to restore the treasury before Crown auditors can arrive to review the accounts.

      What has been announced is a possible tax hike. Are colonists now required to pay for their government’s poor management, with no say on who makes up that government and not even a vote for the parliamentary representatives who choose the government? Calls for the resignation of government officials involved with this affair have come from all levels of society. The Lord Mayor of New York City has called for an investigation. Several nobles who wish to remain anonymous say they believe a break with Britain is in order.
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        SECRET POLITICAL PRISONER ESCAPES TRANSPORT TO ENGLAND

        

        BY LIBERTY JONES

      

      A high-ranking political prisoner held without charges or trial disappeared recently from the holding cells of the West Battery Fort, on the eve of transport to England.

      The titled nobleman was arrested on suspicion of treason, but he was never brought before a judge. His family’s solicitor was not allowed to see him or speak with any official about his case. Sources say the prisoner was to be sent to England in order to keep his case out of the public eye to avoid scandal being attached to his prominent family.

      Military officials are baffled as to how the prisoner managed to escape. Guards found his locked cell empty. No unusual activity was noted at the fort.

      If the government is persecuting titled magisters, is a crackdown on other rebel groups imminent? Some members of the magister class see this arrest as evidence that no one is safe. Rebel magisters have begun talks with other rebel groups, including the Rebel Mechanics.

      Rebel groups claim no knowledge of the whereabouts of the missing political prisoner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          In Which My Every Move Is Observed

        

      

    

    
      I was completely surrounded by the enemy. At least, that was how I felt. It was an odd feeling to have at a ball, but all the other guests were high-ranking magisters, members of the magical ruling class. I was there as a chaperone, so I was more or less invisible, but I couldn’t help but wonder what these people would think—or do—if they knew what I really was.

      For one thing, I was a magical half-breed, a person whose very existence was illegal. For another, I was affiliated with the Rebel Mechanics, as well as a rebel group among the magisters. I wrote for the unauthorized radical newspaper under a pseudonym. I was a spy who used my position in a magister home to gather intelligence on the government that I passed to the rebels. I’d helped a prisoner accused of treason escape, which meant I would be considered a traitor, as well.

      And yet, all these people walked right past me, barely acknowledging my existence, entirely unaware that I was working to bring down their society. I hid my smile behind my fan.

      My charge, Lady Flora Lyndon, returned to her seat and gave a not very encouraging smile to her dance partner, who was clever enough to read the signs and leave her be rather than pushing his case. “How much longer do you think we must stay, Miss Newton?” she asked me. “These men are all so very shallow.”

      A few weeks ago, I’d never have believed that Flora would become my only ally in a situation like this, but she’d taken on the rebel cause with great enthusiasm, and I was beginning to believe that it wasn’t merely because she’d met a rebel she found appealing. Now, it was all I could do to stop her from wearing a Rebel Mechanics insignia and shouting revolutionary slogans at society functions.

      “Perhaps two more dances would give you an excuse to plead exhaustion,” I said. “We really must keep up appearances.” That wasn’t merely about social status now. Across the room were the two men I’d come to think of as Inspector Stout and Inspector Tall, who’d been watching us ever since Lord Henry Lyndon, my erstwhile employer and Flora’s uncle, had disappeared. I saw them outside the house, lurking on a street corner. One of them followed whenever I went out with the children. Now they were at the ball, dressed in military uniforms. There was a third man I thought of as Inspector Nondescript because he did a much better job of blending in. I imagined he was watching the house, ready to catch Henry sneaking home.

      Flora paled ever so slightly. I’d managed to keep the younger children from noticing the followers, but Flora was well aware of them. “Of course.” She turned a dazzling smile on the next man who passed, and soon she was sweeping around the ballroom in his arms. In order to allay suspicion, we made every effort to behave like carefree girls, which meant that we’d attended far too many balls, luncheons, and tea parties for my taste lately. Even Flora, who usually enjoyed socializing, was wearing out.

      “Excuse me, Miss Newton, is it?” I glanced up to see a young man looming over me. He actually knew very well who I was, as he was one of Lord Henry’s close friends, Geoffrey, Viscount Hayes. “I don’t suppose I could get you to plead my case with Lady Flora.”

      I had to struggle to keep a straight face because Geoffrey was extremely unlikely to be interested in Flora. “I’m not sure how much good it would do you, as she seldom listens to me,” I replied.

      “Even so, you have more of an opportunity to talk to her than I do.” He took Flora’s vacated seat next to me and leaned over to whisper, “Have you heard anything?”

      “Nothing,” I replied. “But we’re being watched, so I’ve made no effort to get word.”

      “Ah, I’m afraid I’ve been doing the same. I must admit to being somewhat worried.”

      “We surely would have heard if anything had gone amiss.”

      “I hope you’re right. We’re still meeting, but we’re being very cautious who we let into our circle. We can’t risk another betrayal.” He stood and bowed slightly. “I appreciate your assistance, Miss Newton.” 

      “Here’s Lady Flora now, if you’d care to dance with her,” I said, unable to resist the temptation. Flora batted her eyelashes at him and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor. He looked like a man being forced to bite into lemons. I couldn’t help but grin. This was the most enjoyment I’d had since I’d said farewell to Henry.

      I turned to notice another man standing next to me, Philip Spencer, who was also a part of Henry’s circle. “You really must dance with me, Miss Newton,” he said with a gallant bow. “I don’t consider it a successful ball unless I’ve danced with every eligible young lady present.”

      “I’m hardly considered eligible,” I demurred.

      “Well, you’re young and pretty, so you must dance with me.”

      I suspected that what he really wanted was to talk to me, so I reluctantly acquiesced and took his hand. Just as I thought, as soon as we were dancing, he whispered into my ear, “So, Verity, have you heard anything from our friend?”

      “Nothing at all,” I murmured. “Which is probably good news.”

      “Do you think it’ll be safe to meet up with your other friends anytime soon? I’m feeling awfully cut off, and we need to get things moving. It’s getting interesting in our world.”

      “It is?”

      “Oh, yes, by golly. That news about the missing colonial funds really shook things up. There have been calls for the governor to resign. My father said that it even came up on the floor of the Assembly, and what’s really surprising was that my dear father didn’t seem to think it was a bad idea. You may have noticed that flock of swine flying over the city.”

      I wasn’t sure whether the governor resigning would be such a good thing for our cause. As it was, he was the grandfather of the children I taught and chaperoned, which gave me access to his inner circle. I’d gained much valuable intelligence from my position. We wanted to topple the government, not merely get new leadership. I said as much to Philip. “What we want is a governor we elect to rule our own nation. It doesn’t help if we merely get a new one appointed by the Crown.”

      “Baby steps, Verity. Get them opposed to this governor, and they get used to the idea of opposing the government. We’ll get there someday.”

      The orchestra ended the song, and we had to stop talking. He escorted me back to my seat, where Flora had already retreated after dancing with Geoffrey. “Now may we go?” she asked.

      “I believe we have—” A fanfare cut me off. Everyone in the room stood and faced the entrance.

      “Oh, bother. That’s Grandfather arriving, isn’t it?” Flora said. “Now we can’t leave. It would look rude, and I’ll have to greet him.”

      Looking rude didn’t appear to be a concern for everyone. The applause at the governor’s entrance was weaker than I’d ever heard, and as soon as he’d acknowledged it and taken his seat, the crowd on the dance floor thinned dramatically. A good third of the guests departed, none of them paying their respects to the governor before they took their leave. I barely caught myself before I asked Flora who they were, and then I remembered that while she was aware I had rebel connections, she didn’t know the full extent of my involvement. All I could hope was that Philip and Geoffrey made note of those who might be potential sympathizers. 

      As Flora and I made our way across the room to the governor so she could greet her grandfather, I couldn’t help but overhear snatches of conversation along the way: “Do you think he’s responsible?” “He knows exactly where that money went.” “You have to wonder what else is going on that we don’t know about.” “That’s what happens when your officials are accountable to no one.” I barely stopped myself from turning around to see who’d made that last statement. It sounded like someone who might harbor revolutionary ideas.

      The crowd of well-wishers and sycophants around the governor was smaller than normal. I almost felt sorry for the man. My guilt was somewhat exacerbated by the fact that the intercepted letter that had revealed the whole scandal was currently tucked away in a secret compartment in my desk, and I was the one who had revealed its contents to the world. He’d never been anything but kind to me, and sometimes I had trouble reconciling my beliefs about his position with my feelings for the man.

      He looked genuinely glad to see us when we approached, which made me feel even guiltier. “Flora, Miss Newton,” he said, rising and moving to greet us. He kissed Flora on both cheeks and nodded to me. “Are you enjoying the ball?”

      Flora gave a languid sigh. “I suppose so, though it’s not the most stimulating entertainment. We were just about to leave.”

      “You’re starting to sound like your aunt,” he said with a hearty laugh. Lady Elinor, the younger sister of the children’s late mother, was an invalid who seldom left her bed. Since she’d stepped in as guardian to the children in Henry’s absence, I’d learned that she was in perfectly good health, aside from getting a headache at the thought of dealing with society. She played the invalid to avoid having to take on the role of her widowed father’s official hostess.

      “My aunt can be very wise,” Flora said.

      “I hope you aren’t planning to leave now that I’ve arrived,” the governor said, taking Flora’s arm and escorting her to the chair next to his. A footman moved to unobtrusively situate a chair behind hers for me. It seemed that we were trapped for the time being.

      Flora being seated next to the governor brought renewed attention from the male guests, and soon she was being escorted to the dance floor, with a plaintive look at me. I wondered how long I needed to wait before I could claim a headache that would make Flora insist she needed to get me home. The governor went to dance with the hostess and some of the higher-ranking ladies, leaving me alone.

      Although most of the people who remained at the ball were apparently supporters, not all of them held the governor in good opinion, and they didn’t seem to notice me when they talked about him in his absence. I forced myself not to react in any way that might remind them that I could hear what they said as I eavesdropped on the conversations around me.

      “I can’t believe he’s showing his face in public, under the circumstances,” one lady said.

      “What would you have him do?” a man asked.

      “After what happened in the Assembly this week, I must say that I’m shocked, as well,” another man said.

      “What happened?” the lady asked.

      “There was a motion made to call for his resignation.”

      “And the vote was in favor,” a third man said. “It’s nonbinding, of course, but it does put the government in an interesting position.”

      Yet another man said, so softly I had to strain to hear, “It won’t matter, as he’s going to disband the Assembly.”

      “He can’t!” the woman said.

      “The Crown can,” the man said. He was behind me, but I imagined him shrugging. “And they wonder why there’s talk of revolution. The Assembly is the only voice we have in our governance. Without that, it all comes from the Crown.”

      “And Parliament,” one of the other men said.

      “For which we have no vote.”

      I fanned myself furiously, hoping my face hadn’t grown as red as it felt. Disbanding the Assembly? That was huge news, and the best thing was, it would be perfectly safe for me to be the reporter to break it, as it would be the last thing a governess should be expected to learn. I usually had to be careful with what I reported, lest anyone be able to plot my whereabouts against the intelligence reported by my alter ego. The problem would be finding a way to get the news to any of my rebel contacts while I was being closely watched by the authorities.

      I scanned the crowd for those I knew to be among the rebel magisters. They might be able to relay word to some of the other rebels. But, alas, I’d already danced with Philip, so he was unlikely to approach me again, and Geoffrey had stayed just long enough after the governor’s arrival to avoid the appearance of rudeness. 

      When Flora returned from the dance floor, she regarded me, then gasped. “Why, Miss Newton, you look quite pale. Are you feeling ill?” Her wink wasn’t at all subtle, but no one around seemed to notice.

      “It’s only a little headache, but I’ll be fine. There’s no need for you to interrupt your evening on my behalf,” I said, allowing myself to sound weary.

      “Nonsense! If you remain much longer, your headache will only grow worse, and then you might not be able to carry out your duties tomorrow.” I thought that was a particularly clever touch on her part, as she wasn’t known for being overly fond of me. Her concern for me being able to do my job made the charade more believable. She whirled to face her grandfather, who’d just returned from his obligatory dances. “Grandfather, I’m afraid we must leave immediately. Miss Newton is developing a headache, and if she’s to be able to work tomorrow, she needs to get home and rest. I hate to abandon you like this.”

      “There’s no need to leave on my account,” I said weakly. 

      “I insist.”

      “I’m sorry to hear you’re unwell, Miss Newton. Flora is correct. You should go home and rest,” the governor said, and I was surprised by just how concerned he did look.

      Flora helped me to my feet and supported me toward the cloakroom, where we gathered our wraps. Our carriage waited for us in front of the mansion, and Flora assisted me down the steps. Once we were inside the magical horseless carriage and on our way home, Flora burst into a fit of giggles. “I can’t believe I kept a straight face through all that, and you played your role perfectly,” she said.

      “You’re becoming quite the clandestine operative,” I replied. “You were utterly convincing.”

      She settled back in her seat. “I believe I can get Grandfather to believe anything I tell him. He’s always favored me, though he doesn’t take me at all seriously. He never agreed with Henry’s insistence on my being educated. I just hope he doesn’t get any ideas about sending me to finishing school abroad now that Henry’s away. I could never abide that.” Her eyes narrowed and her voice hardened. “I’d run away first.”

      “I doubt it will come to that,” I said. If it did come to revolution, I thought she might be safer abroad, but I doubted she’d see it that way.

      “Did any of Henry’s friends have news of him?” she asked.

      “No. They asked me that same question.”

      She glared at me. “Do you know anything?”

      “You don’t think I’d have told you? No, we’re trying to avoid anything that might link us to his escape, and I’m trying to avoid doing anything that might look like a connection with anyone even suspected of rebel sympathies, so I’ve tried to stay out of it entirely. It’s for his protection.”

      She sighed in a way that almost sounded like a sob. “I just wish we knew something.”

      “They’d have found a way to let us know if anything had gone wrong, I’m sure. He’s probably safe and having the time of his life without having to worry about his position, for once.” I started to say that I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d gone back to banditry, but then I remembered that she didn’t know that her uncle had been the leader of the Masked Bandits, who robbed wealthy magisters and the government to help smaller businesses pay their taxes and to fund Rebel Mechanics inventions.

      But even as I’d told her why we could have no contact with the rebels for the time being, I suspected that my news was worthy of breaking the ban. It had been several weeks, and my cover for meeting with my various rebel contacts had always been friendships and daily errands. I had a network of shopgirls I could rely upon to pass messages to the rebels. I felt it was time to call upon that network again.

      The next morning, although it was quite cold, I bundled up Rollo and Olive, the two younger children, and we walked with Rollo to school rather than taking the carriage. Olive and I then took care of some errands on the way home, stopping in at shops along the way. Six-year-old Olive enjoyed shopping enough that she didn’t seem to notice anything unusual about our outing, and she also didn’t seem to have noticed Inspector Stout following us.

      “It will be Christmas soon, won’t it, Miss Newton?” she asked as she skipped along beside me. “How will we send Uncle his presents?”

      “We won’t be able to, since we don’t know where he is,” I said, perhaps more loudly than necessary, but I wanted to make sure Inspector Stout could hear.

      “Will he be able to send presents to us?” she asked, her lower lip beginning to tremble.

      “I doubt it. But I’m sure he’ll be thinking of you.”

      “It won’t be a happy Christmas without Uncle.”

      “Your aunt and your grandfather will do everything they can to make it happy, I’m certain.”

      “Might we get extra gifts to make up for it?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t speak for your family.”

      There were tears in her eyes, and I felt awful for her. It would be my first Christmas away from home, the first since the death of my mother, and I’d been trying not to think about that. It would have been different with Henry around. Without him, and with the cloud hanging over him, it was likely to be a bleak holiday, indeed.

      “Don’t cry, Olive,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Why don’t we stop and get some cake?”

      “May we? And we don’t have to bring any home to Flora?” She smiled through her tears.

      “It will be our little secret.” I bustled her into a small bakery, where she got to select tiny frosted cakes from a glass display case. Inspector Stout lurked outside, and I hoped he felt awkward watching a little girl cry.

      But he didn’t come inside the shop—much to my relief, for the girl working behind the counter was one of my contacts. I got Olive settled at one of the tables with her cakes and returned to the counter to select one for myself. The shopgirl leaned over, pointing out the merits of the various flavors. “That does sound good,” I said out loud, then whispered, “I need a meeting, as unobtrusive as possible, as I’m being watched. It’s critical.”

      “I’ll let them know,” she whispered in response.

      I selected a cake and paid for our purchase, feeling lighter with the success of my errand, though my pulse quickened at the thought of how risky my next move would be.

      I didn’t know how long it would take the message to be relayed. The Rebel Mechanics had technology that allowed messages to be sent as fast as light through a system of wires, so there was a chance that they would already have my news by the time I returned home. 

      Later that day, while the girls were occupied with music lessons, I set out for an afternoon stroll in Central Park, across the street from the Lyndon mansion. It was a habit for me, so I didn’t think my watcher would find anything amiss. Inspector Stout apparently had the afternoon shift in spite of working that morning. I passed him on my way into the park, and I thought I could sense him following me at a discreet distance.

      I frequently encountered my Mechanic friends in the park, so there was a good chance they might attempt to meet me there. I walked quickly to keep myself warm—and to make my watcher struggle to keep up. I couldn’t hold back a grin when a well-dressed woman wearing a fur-trimmed hat hailed me from a passing magical roadster. “Why, Miss Newton! Fancy meeting you here,” she said. “And out walking in this weather!” It was Lizzie Flynn, one of my closest friends in the rebel movement.

      “I imagine walking keeps me warmer than sitting in your contraption,” I replied.

      “It has a heater,” said the driver, whom I recognized beneath his respectable disguise as Lizzie’s brother, Colin. “Hop on board and join us for a spin.”

      Knowing how insanely jealous Flora would be, for she was desperately infatuated with Colin, I stepped up on the running board and squeezed into the space on the seat Lizzie made for me. It was a rather brilliant scheme, as Inspector Stout wouldn’t be able to keep up or eavesdrop on us, and the use of the magical roadster would surely keep anyone from suspecting my friends were Rebel Mechanics.

      I could only hope that the real owners didn’t report it stolen while we were using it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          In Which I Engage in Clandestine Correspondence

        

      

    

    
      “I notice you’re still being watched,” Colin said, glancing in the rear-facing mirror to see Inspector Stout.

      “Yes,” I said with a weary sigh. “I’d have hoped they’d have given up by now, but I’m afraid they believe watching us is their best chance of finding Henry.” I hesitated, hardly daring to ask, but I had to know. “How is he? Is he safe?” I said as softly as I could and still be sure Colin and Lizzie could hear me.

      “He’s safe,” Lizzie said, patting my hand. “And I’m sure he sends his regards.”

      I felt my cheeks grow warm. Considering the way he’d kissed me when he said farewell, I certainly hoped he had regards to send. I’d relived that moment countless times, and I’d finally convinced myself that there might have been earlier evidence I hadn’t noticed that he had some feeling for me. How many chances had I missed by not noticing? Not that it mattered much if I never saw him again, I thought bitterly.

      “I doubt you asked for a meeting just to learn about Henry,” Colin said, jolting me out of my momentary reverie. “Especially when it’s still risky for you to do anything out of the ordinary.”

      “I overheard something at a ball last night,” I said. “The governor is going to disband the Assembly. Apparently, some members called for him to resign, and rather than face a vote, he’s getting rid of the Assembly entirely. Mind you, I haven’t confirmed this, but it’s unlikely to be publicly reported when or if it does happen.” I slid a folded sheet of paper out of my glove and pressed it into Lizzie’s hand. “Here’s an article I wrote.”

      Lizzie hurried to tuck the article into her purse. “That was very dangerous, Verity,” she scolded. “Having that article on your person would have been incriminating if you’d been caught.”

      “They’re only following me. I don’t think they’d dare demand to search me.” I said it with a laugh, but inwardly, I knew Lizzie was right. I had taken a huge risk.

      “We’ve been running the occasional item under your byline, so it shouldn’t draw suspicion to you when this appears,” Lizzie said. “Would anyone expect you to have had this information?”

      “I overheard it when people were talking during a ball, and I don’t think they even noticed I was there. Anyone present in the Assembly would be more likely to have this information than I would. They’ll suspect one of the dissenters talked to the press.”

      Colin pounded his hand against the steering wheel. “If they disband the Assembly, we’ll have no choice but to act. That’s basically a declaration of war against the colonies, removing our last form of representation.”

      “Not that they ever represented us,” Lizzie muttered.

      “You’re supposed to be magisters out for a spin,” I reminded them. “You should probably refrain from revolutionary rhetoric.” I forced myself not to look over my shoulder for my follower.

      “Aside from being watched and having your employer absent, how are you doing, Verity?” Lizzie asked.

      “Well enough, I suppose. You’ve probably noticed that we’ve remained in the house rather than having to move into the governor’s mansion. The children’s Aunt Elinor came to live with us as guardian. She may not be quite as radical as Henry, but she’s hardly conventional. She doesn’t go out, and she doesn’t entertain. I’m not even sure she’d mind my activity, though I still have to be careful because of the servants.” Actually, I had a very strong suspicion that Elinor was at least as radical as I was, if not more so, since I believed her to be the mysterious woman in black who helped fund the Mechanics, but I hadn’t confirmed it, and I didn’t want to reveal her secret if they didn’t already know her identity.

      I glanced at Colin and grinned. “Really, I’m more concerned about tempering Flora’s newfound radicalism. She’s ready to burn down the Assembly Hall and drive the British soldiers into the ocean.”

      “Ah, a girl after my own heart,” Colin said with a grin.

      “Yes, well, at the moment I’m trying to avoid looking like that’s what we’re doing, since they still aren’t quite sure we weren’t responsible for spiriting Henry out of their custody in the middle of the night.” I couldn’t resist a slight smirk. “Of course, the fact that we were responsible makes that somewhat more challenging.”

      We’d made a loop of this portion of the park and passed my follower, who’d taken a seat on a bench near the path I’d have to take to return home. I was tempted to wave at him, but reminded myself that I was pretending not to notice him.

      Once we’d passed him, I turned to Lizzie. “I just wish there were a way I could safely keep in touch with all of you. Mail is too risky, as I’m sure it’s being read before we receive it. The seals always look like they’ve been tampered with. It’s difficult to just bump into the right people at the right time and in the right place, but arranging a meeting means that I might expose one of my contacts, and I never know if one of them is under suspicion. But I hate not knowing what’s happening, and I’m still getting valuable intelligence that I need to pass on.”

      “Our people are working on something that might be useful,” Lizzie said. “That’s all I can say now, but you’ll know when we have it working. Now, should we confound your follower by taking you home?”

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we drop you off right away,” Colin said. “We only have so long before the owner of this little beauty notices her missing.”

      [image: ]

      When I returned home, I found Flora sitting by a window in the family parlor, painting a watercolor of the park while Olive practiced the piano. I leaned over to inspect Flora’s work. “That’s very nice,” I said. “You’ve managed to capture the stark beauty of the bare trees, and it looks cold even without snow.”

      “When will it snow?” Olive asked from the piano.

      “Soon, I’m sure. I’m surprised it hasn’t already,” I replied. When Olive went back to playing, I leaned closer to Flora and whispered, “Henry is well and safe. That’s all I know. And Colin sends his regards.”

      Flora looked up abruptly from her work, her cheeks flushing, then she caught herself and returned her eyes to her easel, though her paintbrush trembled. “You’ve seen him?” she whispered.

      “Colin. Not Henry.”

      “I should hope not Henry. If he’s in the park, he’s even more mad than I thought. But you saw Colin?”

      “I had news I needed to share, and he and Lizzie met me under cover.”

      “I wish you’d brought me along.”

      “If I had, then we’d have had to bring Olive. And I won’t be having more meetings with them for the time being, unless events warrant.”

      I went back to being cut off from the outside world. We got the officially sanctioned newspapers, but one would never have the slightest inkling that anything was wrong from reading them. They’d never mentioned the scandal of the missing funds, and they certainly weren’t reporting any unrest within the Assembly. Rebel activity wasn’t even acknowledged. I didn’t dare purchase the unauthorized newspaper while I was being watched.

      For the first time since I’d come to work for the Lyndons, I was functioning as exactly what I appeared to be: a governess and chaperone. I wasn’t even working on my magical training, since other magisters could sense magic in use nearby, and Henry had been the only person who knew my secret. I liked and trusted Elinor, but while I suspected she was a rebel, I didn’t know where she stood on people with mixed heritage.

      I noticed in the next few days that the watchers seemed even more diligent. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d evaded my watcher for the meeting with Colin and Lizzie or if something else had happened to make them concerned. I received a perfectly innocuous letter from Lizzie—well, innocuous to the person who’d obviously opened it. I knew that something odd must be happening, as the letter referred to my flirtation with Alec, one of the other rebels. He’d recruited me as a spy by pretending to woo me, something that was still a bit of a sore spot for me, a fact of which Lizzie was well aware. She must have been laying the groundwork for something by making it look as though I had an admirer. Someone would have had to know me very well to recognize that there was a message lying beneath the words of the letter.

      Certain that I was meant to play along, I wrote a response, mentioning my feelings for Alec and asking Lizzie for advice on getting his attention. I was tempted to write the way some of Flora’s friends talked about boys, but anyone who’d been watching me as closely as the authorities had would be suspicious if I suddenly began behaving that way. I tried to write a letter in keeping with a responsible governess who also happened to be a seventeen-year-old girl.

      Days went by without a reply. I distracted myself with my duties, which were more than enough to keep me busy. Olive was an eager and diligent student, but she was alternately excited about the upcoming Christmas holiday and mournful about not spending it with her beloved uncle. Rollo was even less enthusiastic about school than he usually was, and I had to stand over him to make sure he was doing his homework rather than drawing diagrams of machines. Flora had taken to reading history books and the few works by radical authors that were in the family library. Until recently, I would have been overjoyed that she was reading something other than the gossip pages of the newspaper and fashion plates, but now I worried that she’d be climbing out of her window on a rope made of bedsheets and running off to join the rebels. I didn’t disagree with the impulse, but our status was so very precarious at the moment.

      Finally, I received a parcel in the post. Either it had been badly wrapped or it had been opened. It turned out to be a vial of what appeared to be perfume, with an atomizer top that allowed it to spray as mist. I gave it a tentative spray once I was alone in my room and was rewarded with the scent of lavender. It was nice, but it didn’t seem like the sort of thing Lizzie was likely to send me. The package also contained an elegant pen and a little bottle of ink.

      Her letter said that she was certain that Alec would enjoy receiving letters from me, and to encourage me to write, she was sending me a special pen and ink for the correspondence. She suggested giving my notes a hint of scent that would remind him of me. I contemplated her letter and the bottle of scent, then on a whim I sprayed her letter.

      Words appeared on the page, around the letter itself. It read, “Isn’t this clever? If you write a letter with this ink, the writing will soon disappear, and only reappears when sprayed with the other formula. You can use this to send messages hidden within perfectly innocent correspondence.”

      I barely restrained the urge to laugh out loud in glee. Now I should feel less cut off from my compatriots, and all right under the noses of those who were watching me. To test it, I wrote a normal letter to Lizzie, thanking her for the gift and saying I would take her advice and write to Alec. Then, in the spaces between the lines, I used the special ink to add a note letting her know that I’d found her hidden message and understood the instructions. Almost as soon as I wrote the words, they disappeared. Even holding the page up to the light revealed no sign of the secret message.

      “You’re looking cheerful,” Flora noted at dinner that evening. 

      “I received a letter from a friend,” I said, unable to hide my smile.

      “Which friend is that?” Elinor teased. Although she’d remained in her room when she was at home, she’d taken to joining us for meals while at the Lyndon home. She’d sworn us to secrecy, for if her father knew she was capable of getting out of bed, it would ruin her ruse.

      “The friend I visit every so often,” I said.

      “Not a young man?”

      “No, though she is encouraging me to correspond with a young man I know.”

      “You should. A governess is allowed to have some fun.”

      “And you are unlikely to meet someone suitable for you while chaperoning me,” Flora said in the haughty tone she’d used to talk to me before we became partners in crime in working to free Henry.

      “You also got a present,” Olive said. “Was it for Christmas?”

      “I’m afraid not,” I said. “My friend merely sent me supplies to encourage my correspondence.”

      “I was thinking that for Christmas, we could go to the country estate,” Elinor said. “If there’s snow, we could have sleigh rides, and we could cut a Christmas tree. I think it would do us all some good to get away from the city.”

      That perked Olive up, but I wasn’t sure I liked the idea. Being away from the city meant being even farther away from the action. Then again, Henry was away from the city. Was that Elinor’s plan, to go somewhere Henry might be able to join us? I studied her face, but her expression revealed nothing. Elinor was good at keeping secrets, and I had a feeling we’d only just begun to discover how many secrets she was keeping.

      [image: ]

      The rebels didn’t waste any time using the new means of communication. In the next afternoon’s mail, I received a note from “Alec.” The seal was suspiciously loose, but if anyone had read it, they’d have seen nothing more than an invitation to join him for dinner that evening. He would call for me at seven. I suspected there was more to the message than that, but I had to wait until I’d collected Rollo from school and the children were quietly reading or working on homework before I could find out.

      The hidden note on the page was terse, saying merely, “If you can get out, we’ll take care of it. There’s a meeting and you need to be there.”

      I had to set the note down on my desk because my shaking hands were making it flutter. I couldn’t see how this would possibly work. I couldn’t attend a rebel meeting while I was being followed, and if I did anything that made it appear that I was trying to lose the follower, it would only make me look worse. Frankly, it might have been easier for me to sneak out, so I was never followed.

      But they knew the risk, which meant this meeting was very important, indeed. I went to Elinor’s room and found her lounging on a chaise with a book in one hand and a teacup in the other. She glanced up before I had the chance to subtly announce my presence. “Oh, hello, Verity. Did you need something?”

      Forcing myself not to clutch and wring my skirt like a nervous child, I said, “A friend has invited me to dinner tonight. Lord Henry didn’t usually mind if I went out in the evening, but I wanted to see if you minded.”

      “The children have had their lessons, and Rollo has been escorted to and from school. It seems to me that your work for the day is done. Go and have fun.” She grinned mischievously. “This isn’t your gentleman friend, is it?”

      “Actually, it is.”

      She pursed her lips in a way that would have appeared disapproving if her eyes hadn’t been so merry. “Hmm, an unattached young lady dining out with a young man? How scandalous! But you are fortunate to be of a class for which that isn’t entirely inappropriate, and you will be in public. I know some aren’t keen on the idea of ladies dining in restaurants, but it seems to me that it’s better than them being behind closed doors at home.”

      My face flamed at the thought of how much time I’d spent behind closed doors at home with Henry, even though nothing untoward had happened between us. Did she have any idea about us? She teased so much, I could never be certain.

      She set her teacup down and gestured for me to take a seat opposite her. “Why don’t we have a chat while you’re here? We haven’t really had the chance to do so since I arrived. We’ve been so busy with the children, and everything else. Tea?” She bent over the pot on the low table next to her.

      “Yes, please,” I said. She poured a cup and handed it to me with a couple of fingers of shortbread, then took some more for herself.

      “Now, you probably gathered this already, since I gave you no conflicting instructions, but I do want you to continue with the children as you did when Henry was here.”

      “I was aware that you two saw eye-to-eye about the children’s education,” I said.

      “I also want to assure you that I have no intention of giving anything but the most glowing reports about you to my father. You needn’t worry about pleasing me, so long as you continue the way you have been. I also hope that you and I may become better friends, now that we’re living under the same roof. That may be the best thing to come out of this difficult situation. You have no idea how I’ve longed for genial company.” 

      “I was under the impression that you had plenty of callers. You’re known for being more aware than almost anyone of what’s going on in the city.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “I’m not getting the same number of callers here as I once did—that may suggest that many of my friends were using me as an excuse to possibly gain an audience with my father—and I could do with a friend. A real friend. I enjoyed your visits before, and it seems a shame we haven’t taken advantage of the opportunity with me living in the same house.”

      “Well, we have
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