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            IN WHICH LYDIA’S DISCERNMENT MATTERS LESS THAN HER KEEN HEARING
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      At nearly midnight, Lord Ormerod’s ballroom was a mad crush of dancers whirling through the complex steps of a quadrille, pressed in on all sides by others who drank punch and conversed loudly so they might be heard over their neighbors. The beautiful room was hot as a summer day and smelled of perfume and warm bodies and sweat and candle wax that occasionally dripped from the three chandeliers whose brilliance added to the warmth of the room. Lydia could not imagine a more perfect night.

      Perfect, in fact, for espionage.

      She tilted her head back to regard the famous ceiling, painted to look like a blue sky dotted with clouds gave the illusion of a cool spring morning, far from London. Gilded moldings rimmed the blue expanse, reflecting the chandeliers’ light in tawny stripes. Lydia felt she was looking through a golden window at a sky that knew nothing of the rains and dreary chill of early March. Perhaps birds might soar into view, tracing patterns of white or gray across the blue.

      The foolish notion brought her to herself with a start. She hoped that had not been too extended a reverie. It would not do to appear eccentric in this gathering, not when her goal was to seem nothing more than an ordinary young lady.

      Neither of her companions commented on her distraction, though; their attention was fixed on a group of young men nearby. Lydia’s Extraordinary Discernment sensed the ladies’ emotions easily, their excitement at the possibility of being singled out by one of the men. She also perceived that the young men, for all they seemed indifferent, were keenly aware of the young ladies, their emotions just as excited and tinged with romantic anticipation.

      Miss Rogers clasped Lydia’s hand in hers. “I believe they are looking this way,” she whispered. “They are all so handsome, I declare I do not know which I prefer!”

      “Do not be foolish,” Lady Amelia whispered back. “They show no interest in us.” But she flicked a glance at the tallest of the men, Mr. Hopewell. Though he still appeared indifferent, he noticed the look, for Lydia sensed his interest sharpen.

      Not for the first time, she wished she had a Coercer’s talent to guide the emotions she Discerned. Surely it could not be evil to enhance someone’s already existing feelings? In Lydia’s experience, the men at these dances often failed to approach the ladies who were most interested in them, mostly out of uncertainty at their possible reception. As Lydia could also not inform the gentlemen which ladies’ hearts beat faster at their proximity, what she perceived frustrated her more often than not.

      “I believe you are mistaken,” she said. “He pretends to ignorance, but I have seen him watching you.” An idea occurred to her, and she put a hand on Lady Amelia’s wrist. “You should walk near him. Alone.”

      Lady Amelia gasped. “Alone?”

      “Of course! We three together are daunting, for how is he to single you out?” Lydia ignored the embarrassment rising in Lady Amelia. “Simply walk past him and stop a few feet away. I am certain he will ask you to dance.”

      Lady Amelia’s cheeks were pinker than the warmth of the ballroom could account for. “I cannot—”

      “No, it is the perfect solution!” Miss Rogers said. “In fact, I believe we should all separate.” She immediately put her suggestion into action, turning and walking toward the group of gentlemen. Lady Amelia squeaked and hurried after her, not too close. Lydia watched them go, basking in the sense of pleasure and nervousness that filled both her acquaintances.

      Mr. Hopewell watched Lady Amelia walk past, and a new emotion flowered within him, the pale green of attraction and mild desire. Moments after Lady Amelia came to a stop, he approached her. They were too far away for even Lydia’s keen hearing to make out their conversation, but as Lady Amelia’s desire matched Mr. Hopewell’s, hearing was unnecessary. Lydia smiled as Lady Amelia took his arm and walked with him to where couples were forming up for the next dance. There was nothing so satisfying in the world as the sensation of love beginning to flower.

      Swiftly, she walked away through the crush, buoyed up by her sense of the crowd’s enjoyment. She herself had no intention of dancing. She had never been fond of the activity. Now that she had control of her talent, she was aware of how many men felt nothing but lust when they contemplated dancing with her. The ones who felt cloyingly romantic were only slightly preferable.

      But that was not why she needed to remain free of a partner. She could not accomplish Mr. Rutledge’s task if she was occupied with a dance.

      Contemplating the responsibility he had handed her left her torn between excitement and fear: excitement that she had an important task to accomplish, fear that it was perhaps not so important as all that. She sometimes suspected Mr. Rutledge gave her tasks that did not truly require an Extraordinary Discerner, or worse, were insignificant in the grand scheme of the great spymaster’s plans. But she could not do less than her best and risk the possibility that they were vitally important. And it had only been two months since Mr. Rutledge had enlisted her as his agent; that was not enough time to make any kind of judgment.

      She was aware of her sister-in-law’s approach, her emotions always so strong and coherent in a way unique to her, well before Clemency took her arm and said, “This is a sad crush; you are not indisposed, I hope?”

      “No, it is exhilarating,” Lydia replied. It was true, she found the collective emotion of a hundred or more people as satisfying as floating in a sea, tugged at by currents but unmoved. “They almost all feel pleasure, even if it is tangled with other emotions, and those who do not are few.”

      Clemency walked on, drawing Lydia with her. “I cannot imagine anyone feeling anything but pleasure in this gathering. Perhaps discomfort at the heat and noise, I suppose.”

      “Not everyone enjoys such gatherings. There are some who are annoyed, and several who are indifferent, and one or two who sorrow.” Lydia had steered clear of the latter. She knew enough of her own sorrows to recognize that it was an emotion that did have the power to overcome her. “And there are others—but I should not be indelicate.”

      “I can guess,” Clemency said, amused. “The ones who are on the hunt for a husband or wife. They stand out?”

      Lydia nodded. “Their emotions are like knives, bright green and sharp.”

      “Your world must be so vivid, if you see color when you Discern emotions.” Clemency felt no criticism or mockery as she spoke, only the placid blue acceptance that Lydia perceived what she could not. It was one of the things Lydia loved most about her. She herself did not understand why emotions had color; she only knew that, for example, excitement was yellow and peace was blue and love was a deep emerald green. She did not question it; her instincts told her those colors meant sanity.

      “Well, I will not press you to tell me who those people are, however curious I am,” Clemency said with an arch smile. “I have not seen Sir Anthony.”

      “Nor have I.” It was the most either of them would say publicly in allusion to Lydia’s assignment. Clemency understood the need for secrecy as well as Lydia did.

      Mr. Rutledge’s Voice had assured her Sir Anthony Michelson would arrive early to Lord Ormerod’s ball and stay only briefly. She and Clemency had been among the first to arrive for that reason. Now Lydia wondered if Sir Anthony and Lady Michelson had chosen to remain home instead. She tried not to permit that possibility to dishearten her. Even if she could not complete her assignment, she was enjoying herself. And the Voice had always been right before, so she should not give up hope so easily.

      “You know his appearance, do you not?” Clemency scanned the room as if searching for Sir Anthony.

      “I do. The Voice showed me his face.”

      Clemency frowned. “I dislike you being in Spoken contact with a stranger. He might be anyone, Lydia, and suppose he uses his talent to impose on you?”

      Lydia shook her head. “Mr. Rutledge would not permit it. And the Voice only Speaks to me on matters of business. It is not as if we are carrying on a courtship.”

      In truth, she knew the identity of the Extraordinary Speaker Mr. Rutledge occasionally delivered his instructions through, though she had not let on to anyone, not even Mr. Rutledge, that she knew the secret. Keeping secrets delighted her. She loved ferreting out what others chose to conceal and loved even more never telling a soul what she had learned. Gossip was abhorrent to her; a beautiful secret deserved to be kept.

      So, she never revealed that not only was the apparently vacuous Lord Ravenscroft secretly an Extraordinary Speaker, he was also not the frivolous man about town he appeared to be. It made perfect sense to Lydia that someone as fond of intrigue as Alexander Rutledge would cultivate such a person as his secret Speaker advantage, especially since he also took advantage of the fact that very few people in London knew Lydia was an Extraordinary Discerner. Therefore, she went on referring to Lord Ravenscroft simply as Mr. Rutledge’s Voice, even in the privacy of her own head.

      This time, the Voice had given her a clear Spoken image of Sir Anthony that now resided in her memory as if she had seen the baronet face to face. She also remembered clearly the instructions that had come three days ago with the invitation to this ball: Sir Anthony is in collusion with someone over fraudulent notes of hand. Identify his partner in crime. No signature, and no more detail than that.

      “Very well, I realize you know your own business,” Clemency said. She patted Lydia’s arm and released her. “Come to me when you have accomplished your task, and do not pretend to less fatigue than you feel. There is no shame in acknowledging when one has worked oneself to weariness.”

      “I understand,” Lydia said, casting her eyes down so demurely Clemency laughed.

      “And now I am behaving like a mama whose daughter is barely out,” she said. “I hope you will dance at least once!”

      Lydia smiled, but said nothing. She had never told Clemency why she did not like to dance. Before her three years in the Magdalen Asylum, her untamed Extraordinary Discerner’s talent had meant she was incapable of distinguishing between her own emotions and those of everyone surrounding her, throwing her into confusion and eventually overwhelming her into madness. Physical contact had worsened the effect, even the brief contact of hands clasping hands in the course of a dance. She could not even imagine waltzing with someone.

      It occurred to her that she now defined almost everything in her life by its relation to her stay in that asylum. Before Magdalen. After Magdalen. During Magdalen—but she shied away from those memories. Sanity had been hard won, but she did not for one moment believe living surrounded by those whose emotions were fragmented or overpowering was the only way she might have achieved it.

      She made herself focus on her memory of Mr. Rutledge’s note. The first time Lydia had received one of these terse communications, she had been so nervous she had nearly failed to discover the information Mr. Rutledge desired. Now, she was accustomed to his preference for brevity and conciseness, though anxiety still reared its head whenever she saw his handwriting on a note addressed to her. He believed her competent enough not to need extensive direction, and his respect for her compelled her to prove him right.

      The yellow sea sang within her, tinged here and there with blues and pinks and awash with the green of passion—and then, a note of drab brown, a sensation completely out of place. Lydia floated toward it, not paying much attention to her surroundings. Guilt or remorse were muddy brown, a swirl of complex emotions that were for Lydia the easiest to distinguish from her own. Not like the red of anger or the grey-black of pure despair, which could sweep her away entirely.

      “Miss Wescott?”

      Lydia, startled, let out a gasp and blinked. Her surroundings came into focus. She had nearly achieved the ballroom door, there were few people nearby, and someone had just addressed her. “I beg your pardon,” she said automatically.

      “I seem to have startled you,” the man said. “May I ask the pleasure of the next two dances?”

      Lydia examined the man. She did not recall him being introduced to her, but his innocent pleasure and faint green admiration did not bear the tinge of guilt at breaking social mores, so it was her own recollection that was faulty. Inwardly, she said words she had learned from her fellow Magdalen inmates that her brother Colin would be appalled by. She could not refuse without drawing attention to herself, and being noticed might lead to being revealed as an Extraordinary Discerner.

      “Of course,” she said with a smile. “How kind of you to ask.”

      “The pleasure is mine, I assure you,” the man said. He was neither too old nor too young, not too handsome or too ugly, and had she not wished to be elsewhere, Lydia might have genuinely enjoyed dancing with him. It was so rare to encounter a man whose emotions did not bear some palpable attraction to her. She knew it was unkind of her to resent men for finding her attractive, and she did her best not to hold her knowledge of their emotions against them, but truly, there was no romance in knowing to the exact degree a man’s feelings for her.

      Swiftly, Lydia looked past him in the direction of the sensation of guilt. And there he was, Sir Anthony Michelson, his thin but florid face and narrow nose exactly matching her induced memory. Brown mist engulfed him, but she would have known he felt guilty over something anyway, so pronounced was his stoop and the flickering gaze that never lingered on anything for more than two seconds.

      His wife, Lady Michelson, had a pleasant smile and felt only a placid blue calm. That might become a problem, if Lady Michelson saw the event as nothing more exciting than a social obligation; her lack of enthusiasm might take both her and her husband away before Lydia identified his co-conspirator. But that was, unfortunately, a problem for later.

      She accepted the man’s arm and permitted him to lead her to where the couples were forming up for the next dance. Fortunately, it was a country dance, and she and her partner would go down the line so often she need not converse much. The dance would give her the opportunity to pay attention to that spot of guilt that now moved around the ballroom in the direction of the card-rooms.

      The gentleman spoke rarely, which satisfied Lydia as she was preoccupied with the pull of Sir Anthony’s presence. More concerning was that the tenor of his comments indicated that he expected her to remember their introduction. Lydia told herself it did not matter. This young man was no one of consequence, and if he discovered Lydia had forgotten him, he would be disheartened, but his emotions were unimportant compared to her assignment.

      She smiled at her partner, but did not speak, every time they came together at the head of the line. Sir Anthony did not move. Lady Michelson drifted through the ballroom, her calm blue presence as easily distinguishable as her husband’s guilt. When the dance came to an end, Lydia curtsied and was about to walk away when her partner said, “It is nearly midnight; will you accompany me in to supper?”

      The obscenity nearly escaped her lips that time. Lydia opened her mouth to reject the man. Then she stopped, arrested by her sense of his pleasure in her company. For the first time in years, remorse filled her, not someone else’s but her own natural emotion. “I would enjoy that very much,” she said.

      The man’s smile widened. “It is my pleasure, I assure you, Miss Wescott. I had begun to imagine you had forgotten my name.”

      At that moment, Lydia Discerned Sir Anthony’s approach. “I,” she began, and Sir Anthony swept past them both, jostling her partner in his haste. And a second guilty emotion blossomed not ten feet away. Lydia peered through the crowd to identify the man—but no, it was a woman, one who watched Sir Anthony in a tangle of guilt and desire.

      “Excuse me, I was distracted,” Lydia said. She accepted the gentleman’s arm. “That man was in a terrible hurry, was he not?”

      “I have never known Sir Anthony when he was not in a terrible hurry,” her partner replied. “Shall we go in?”

      Sir Anthony had passed the guilty woman without more than a brush of the shoulder, and the woman did not look after him, but her guilt and desire redoubled. Lydia’s suspicions that in this instance Mr. Rutledge was wrong about his target grew. “I am unfamiliar with that lady,” she said, nodding in the woman’s direction. “The one with the lovely coiffure. Do you know her?”

      Embarrassment tinged her partner’s emotions. “She is Mrs. Dexter,” he said.

      “She seemed to know Sir Anthony well,” Lydia said, though Sir Anthony’s interaction with Mrs. Dexter had not been an intimate one.

      The embarrassment spiked yellow and green twined together. “I do not know of their connection,” the gentleman said. The discordant knot of his lie was so palpable in his emotions Lydia might have giggled if she were not so despondent. Sir Anthony’s guilt was not over a conspiracy; it was nothing but an illicit love affair. If he was guilty of fraud, he did not intend to meet his partner here.

      “Well, it is of no matter,” she said. “Pray, let us go in.”

      She listened with half her concentration to her dining partner, barely registering that his conversation was droll and entertaining. Her enjoyment of the evening could not prevent her experiencing despondency at having failed—though it was the failure of Mr. Rutledge’s intelligence and not her own abilities, so she should not feel so. It still seemed like a waste of her talent.

      Her distraction did not prevent her responding to her partner’s remarks, nor from idly assessing the men and women surrounding her. Her Extraordinary Discerner’s talent operated at a distance of some fifty feet in every direction from herself and saw no obstacle in walls or ceilings. Everyone had come in for supper, their emotions damped to a mild pleasure at the excellence of Lord Ormerod’s table. Lady Michelson herself remained the one cool blue spot in the entire room. She would not be so placid if she knew her husband’s emotions—or perhaps she knew and did not care.

      Lydia became aware that the ladies were rising from the table, following Lady Ormerod’s lead, just as her partner said, “It has been a pleasure, Miss Wescott. I hope our time together has not been displeasing to you.”

      She suddenly and miraculously recalled his name. “Not at all, Mr. Bannister.” Lydia impulsively offered him her hand. “I am glad to have met you.”

      “That gratifies me.” Mr. Bannister smiled. Too late, Lydia felt his pulse of emotion deepen into something beyond mere interest. Her heart sank. She discovered she liked Mr. Bannister, but it was nothing more than liking. She had no desire to encourage him to believe she returned his interest, and yet spurning him felt cruel.

      “Please excuse me, I see I am being summoned,” she said quickly, and retrieved her hand. She fled before Mr. Bannister could say anything else.

      Safely outside the dining room, she trailed along behind the other women, listening to the sound of the men rising from table as well. The general excitement that had muted to pleasure during the meal was growing again, but Lydia’s own emotions did not rise to meet it. She reminded herself that she was not here for pleasure and walked faster, hoping to politely avoid Mr. Bannister.

      She settled herself in one corner of the card room and contemplated the possibilities. She could learn no more from Sir Anthony, but she did not like to make Clemency leave early. She might join one of the card-tables, but her ability to sense the emotions of her opponents meant most card games were dull and far too easily won. Sitting in this quiet corner would be a pleasant respite.

      Then, somewhere in the distance, she Discerned the tingling flood of guilt tangled with excitement, the rush of someone doing or plotting something forbidden.

      It was not Sir Anthony, she knew immediately; Sir Anthony’s guilt outweighed his pleasure, and it was tinged with shame. Whoever this person was, his emotions verged on the brink of delight. Lydia followed his progress as he moved from the entrance hall through the ballroom—a very latecomer, and one who moved with purpose. As he moved, Lydia Discerned another whose emotions shifted from ordinary pleasure to the same forbidden, guilty feeling of the first. The two converged on each other, and Lydia rose from her seat and headed for the card-room door.

      Her own emotions once more warred within her. She had, in a sense, achieved her purpose, even though she had only discovered Mr. Rutledge’s intelligence was wrong; these men or women, whoever they were, were not her responsibility to investigate. But she did not experience the warm rush of success that would have contented her to let this mystery go. It would be but the work of a moment to see whether those guilty, elated emotions meant anything Mr. Rutledge would care about. And if they did not, well, she would simply add another secret to her hoard.

      She drifted past men and women who ignored her until she reached the ballroom. Lydia had realized years before that no one usually noticed her, slight and pale as she was, unless she deliberately drew attention to herself. Far from disheartening her, the fact gave her a warm contentment that at least in this, she had some control over her life.

      Presently, she caught sight of her new quarry, or rather both of them. One was dressed sprucely, almost too sprucely, in an elegant frock coat and shoes with very high heels, and his hair was as elaborately arranged as his neckcloth. The other gentleman was not nearly so well turned out. He was not slovenly, but his neckcloth gave only the barest nod to fashion, and his calves were not padded and likely should have been. Lydia took note of their appearances, in case she was required to describe the men later, but most of her attention was caught up in the men’s tangled emotions of guilt and elation.

      Both stood to one side, their heads together, conversing in voices too low for Lydia to make them out over the general clamor. She drifted nearer, pretending her attention was fixed on a cluster of women who were the men’s nearest neighbors. Neither man paid her any heed. Though both continued in heightened emotions, the unfashionable man with the scrawny legs was more agitated than his conversational partner, his gestures and intensity of speech revealing his state to anyone who chose to look. Lydia kept her attention on the women. She was almost near enough to overhear the men, or might have were the music and general clamor not great enough to prevent it.

      Then, with a final skirl, the musicians brought the dance to a close, and for a moment, the clamor ebbed. The two men had clearly not expected the quiet, and to Lydia’s ears came the faint but unmistakable words will kill the king.
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      Lydia did not flinch. She continued to walk, pretending to ignore the men. The well-dressed man gripped the other’s arm, tightly based on the fear and anger that shot through the unfashionable man. Out of the corner of her eye, she observed them, hoping they did not suspect her of being close enough to eavesdrop. But instead they had their attention fixed on a handful of men standing nearby, laughing and teasing one another. To Lydia, that group’s interest in the women in attendance was clear, and she could tell they had heard nothing, but the two conspirators walked wide of them as they moved off into the crowd.

      Lydia found a quiet corner and closed her eyes, willing her heart to slow. She followed the men’s progress through the ballroom, circling the dancers. She did not know what to do—no, what she was obligated to do. A scrap of overheard speech was not enough to justify making accusations in public. She might be mistaken, and those words meant something innocuous, some comment on a historical matter or a play in which a king was killed. They need not mean a plot.

      But the emotions she had Discerned were unmistakable.

      She reminded herself that whatever those two men intended, they could not carry out a threat against the king here and now. Even were she physically capable of apprehending them, there would be no point in doing so, not so long as their actual purpose remained unknown. Lydia was not large or strong, and she had no talent that would permit her to capture them. Clemency, an Extraordinary Mover of considerable skill, might be able to prevent them fleeing; were Colin here, he, a Bounder, might carry them away to Mr. Rutledge’s house or the Catterwell Prison. Lydia had only her own Discernment to rely on—but, she considered, it might be a more useful talent than either Moving or Bounding in these circumstances.

      Maintaining an awareness of her two quarries and their distinctive emotions, Lydia went in search of her sister-in-law. She found Clemency speaking with two women Lydia did not know, their emotions revealing that they were engaged in gossip.

      Clemency saw Lydia approaching and immediately left her friends to meet her. “Are you enjoying yourself?” she asked. This was an agreed-upon phrase that meant Have you accomplished your task?

      “I am, but I wish for some quiet,” Lydia said. This, too, was a phrase with meaning beyond the surface.

      Clemency’s eyebrows rose, and she said, “Let us find you a quiet place to sit, then, unless you have the head-ache and wish to leave?”

      “No, I simply need rest.” Lydia smiled at the other women, who were annoyed with her interruption but were too well-bred to show it. Another benefit to being small and thin and pale was that no one ever questioned her claims to illness or weariness. She was far stronger than she appeared, but playing on her fragile appearance was sometimes useful.

      She and Clemency returned to the card room, where Clemency made a show of finding Lydia a seat. “If you have achieved your goal, we need not remain,” she said under her breath.

      “I…am not certain,” Lydia said. She decided Clemency did not need to know what she had learned and what she now intended. Clemency rarely interfered in Lydia’s assignments, but Lydia was certain this situation was one Clemency would not approve of Lydia’s involvement in. “Do you know either of these men?” she added, describing the conspirators.

      “I do not recognize the first, but the second is Mr. Norris,” Clemency said. “His spindly legs are, perhaps unjustly, the subject of much mockery behind his back. I know him to be of no very great intellect, but harmless.”

      “Do you suppose you might introduce him to me?”

      Clemency’s pleasure dimmed to uncertainty. “I do not know. He and I are not close acquaintances, and he is not precisely the sort of man who should be introduced to young women.”

      Lydia tilted her head inquiringly. “You said he was harmless.”

      “In the sense of not having a vicious or violent temperament, yes. That does not make him an appropriate companion.”

      Lydia shrugged. “It is what I endure for the sake of my assignment, and it will not be so terrible.”

      Clemency bit her lip, and her uncertainty grew. “I feel this is a mistake.”

      “I am in no danger here in the middle of Lord Ormerod’s mansion.” Lydia hoped that was not a lie. “Please, Clemency. I am not fragile, you know.”

      Clemency sighed. “I know. Very well.”

      She drew Lydia’s hand through her arm and led her back to the ballroom, skirting the dancers and avoiding those who showed signs of wishing to engage the Countess of Ashford in conversation. Lydia saw Mr. Norris and his companion almost immediately. The two men were again deeply engaged in conversation, though the noise of the music and the dancing and the many other conversations made it impossible for Lydia to make out their words.

      Clemency drew near to the pair, who broke off their conversation in startled surprise that shot through them like orange spikes. The unknown man tried to walk away, but Mr. Norris put a restraining hand on his arm.

      “Lady Ashford,” he said, his polite smile concealing the agitation her approach had thrown him into. “What a pleasure.”

      “Mr. Norris, how are you this evening,” Clemency said with the brilliant smile that had confounded so many men. “And…I beg your pardon, we have not been introduced.”

      “Lord Deverell,” the other man said with a bow. “Your servant, my lady.”

      “I realized you and I, Mr. Norris, have not spoken in weeks—oh, I beg your pardon.” Clemency gave an excellent impression of someone genuinely interested in both men. “Miss Wescott, these are Mr. Norris and Lord Deverell. Gentlemen, Lord Ashford’s sister, Miss Wescott.”

      Lydia curtseyed politely. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” she said, shyly casting down her eyes. Lord Deverell’s guilty elation dimmed with mild annoyance, but Mr. Norris’ emotions became green-tinged with desire. Lydia wished again that she had a Coercer’s talent to influence the emotions she Discerned. She could not guarantee that Mr. Norris’ slight interest in her would be enough to compel him to ask her to dance.

      “Miss Wescott is new to London, and I enjoy her companionship when I attend such events as this,” Clemency continued. “She is very fond of dancing.”

      “Indeed?” Mr. Norris said, his interest deepening, and Lydia blessed Clemency for her subtle suggestion. “Then perhaps I might solicit your hand for the next two dances, Miss Wescott?”

      Lord Deverell’s mouth opened, and Lydia, Discerning his growing annoyance at this interruption, said quickly, “Of course, Mr. Norris, I should like that very much.”

      They strolled in the direction of the dancers, and Lydia said, “I hope I did not interrupt any important conversation, sir. You and Lord Deverell seemed quite intent on your discourse.”

      The guilty elation surged again, this time with guilt predominant. “Oh, it was nothing,” Mr. Norris said. “Merely discussing an upcoming house party with friends.”

      To her surprise, it was not a lie. “How exciting,” she said as the music drew to a close and she and Mr. Norris took their places. “Though I imagine the weather is still too cold for many outdoor activities—or am I wrong, and it is not a house in the country?”

      “Lord Deverell’s house is in Surrey, yes,” Mr. Norris said. The music swelled, and then the figures of the dance swept them apart, making further questioning by Lydia impossible. She calmed her nerves and told herself there would yet be time for more subtle interrogation.

      When they once more joined hands, Mr. Norris said, “And your brother is the new Lord Ashford. I declare, that was a most peculiar business, was it not?”

      “Lady Ashford’s inheritance as an Extraordinary meant she elevated her husband to her rank,” Lydia said, annoyed at this irrelevancy. “Unusual, but not peculiar. I do not see why a lady who inherits in her own right might not grant her title to her husband.”

      “I beg your pardon if I gave insult,” Mr. Norris said, embarrassment spiking through him. “Of course I wish Lord Ashford the best.”

      “Certainly.” Lydia cast about for any subject that might redirect the conversation. “Lord Deverell must be quite well to do if he has property in the country. Do you visit him often?”

      Mr. Norris laughed, a somewhat nasal, braying sound. “Such questions! I ought to be quite downcast that you are more interested in my friend than in me.”

      Lydia blushed, and hoped he would interpret it as embarrassment rather than the irritation she actually felt. “I meant only that you seemed good friends, and I know so little of London society it is all very interesting to me.”

      “Very well, so long as I alone may hold your entire attention for the space of our dances.” Mr. Norris brayed his laugh again. “Lord Deverell is popular, and fond of hosting parties for our many friends. Even the Prince Regent has been known to attend.”

      Lydia made mental note of “our” and tilted her head in a way she knew made her look more innocent than usual. “The Prince Regent is quite busy, I hear, so that seems a remarkable coup for your friend. I am not much out in society, so I am certain the names of those who will attend mean nothing to me.”

      “Oh?” Once more, they separated, and Lydia inwardly cursed losing that line of interrogation. But when they joined one another again, Mr. Norris said, “I am certain these men are prominent enough even you have heard of them.” He reeled off a list of some ten or twelve names, only two of which Lydia knew. She gave Mr. Norris a wide-eyed, impressed gaze that gratified his pride and memorized the list.

      “Your friends are indeed important,” she said, sounding awed. “No wonder the Prince Regent finds their company congenial.” Of the Prince Regent, she knew only what gossip, rumor, and innuendo said, but she was certain his preferred lifestyle of indolence and gluttony had nothing in common with the men Mr. Norris called friends.

      “Will he attend this party, then?” she continued.

      “Oh, naturally, though his time is quite occupied,” Mr. Norris said with an airy casualness that covered a deep satisfaction at having such a connection to greatness. “He will grace us with his presence at least once.”

      Lydia nodded, and they separated again. She could think of nothing else to ask, nothing that would not seem strange coming from a wisp of a girl with no experience in society. She knew Lord Deverell and Mr. Norris were plotting something about the king; she knew their plotting was related to this house party; she knew the names of several who would be in attendance; and she knew Mr. Norris hoped for the Prince Regent to visit, though she guessed that hope might be a vain one. It was enough to hand over to Mr. Rutledge.

      She spent the rest of their dances wishing to be home already so she might send word to Mr. Rutledge. Mr. Norris’ conversation, when not directed by her, was dominated by his desire to impress her with his many social connections, most of which Lydia guessed were one-sided. She was certain Lord Ormerod, who was an intelligent and compassionate man deeply interested in art, did not count Mr. Norris among his closest friends as Mr. Norris claimed. Lydia pretended to wide-eyed awe and left Mr. Norris at the end of their dances with an innocent smile even he could not believe meant she was interested in him.

      Lydia immediately went in search of Clemency and, with a weak smile and a theatrical hand to her temple, ruthlessly extricated her from the conversation she was having with the still-placid Lady Michelson. Clemency asked no questions, merely took Lydia’s arm and guided her to where they could take their leave of their hosts.

      “Tell me truthfully,” Clemency said at the door. “Are you ill, or was that a ruse because you wish to return home?”

      Lydia opened her mouth to deny illness, and then realized her head did hurt and her bones ached with weariness. “I am fatigued, yes.”

      “Lydia, you should have spoken sooner,” Clemency said, concern flashing through her. “Mr. Rutledge cannot expect you to exhaust yourself in his employ.”

      “I am well enough, do not fear.” Lydia wrapped herself in her cloak and followed Clemency to the carriage. “I do give heed to my own condition, you know.”

      “I know, but—oh, it is unimportant.” Clemency accepted the footman’s hand, though as an Extraordinary Mover with the ability to Fly, she frequently assisted herself into the carriage. “You know how concerned Colin and I are for you, but we should not coddle you like an infant.”

      Lydia settled herself across from Clemency and folded her cloak more closely around her shoulders. “You would not appreciate such behavior yourself.”

      Clemency laughed. “No, I would not. Forgive my concern.”

      Lydia nodded, but said nothing. In her heart, the words spoken by Lord Deverell or Mr. Norris, words that might indicate a conspiracy against the king, echoed and struggled to be free. Clemency was a good confidante and was almost as careful of secrets as Lydia. But Lydia guessed this was not something Mr. Rutledge would wish her to share, not even with her family. Although Clemency knew something of Lydia’s role in Mr. Rutledge’s organization, she was not privy to the details of the information Lydia Discerned, and this was potentially explosive information.

      They rode in silence. Lydia’s weariness threatened to overcome her, and Clemency was preoccupied with thoughts of Colin—or, rather, tender emotions that would embarrass her if Lydia drew attention to them. Lydia felt nothing but joy when she Discerned them. Her brother had spent so many years working himself to the bone for her sake, he deserved every happiness.

      The jostling of the carriage kept Lydia from falling asleep, but her eyes frequently slid shut, and she felt the sort of dissociative numbness one experienced in the moments between sleeping and waking. When the carriage drew to a halt, she blinked herself awake and then realized Clemency was steadying her with her Moving. “I am well, and I am not asleep,” she said, “but I am not certain my body knows it.”

      Clemency chuckled. “I know you dislike being carried, so prove to me that you are alert.”

      Lydia surreptitiously stretched her limbs, then climbed down and walked steadily the few short steps to the door of Emeraude House. “You see?”

      “Very well.” Clemency paused on the front step, regarding Lydia closely. “Sleep well, and do not feel obligated to wake early.”

      “I never do,” Lydia said. It was true, she enjoyed a leisurely, late morning. But she had something to attend to before she slept.

      In her bedchamber, she changed into her nightdress with the help of her maid, Ellery, but did not climb into bed. Instead, she took a candle to her small writing desk and penned a note for William the footman to deliver to Mr. Rutledge in the morning. She handed it to Ellery. “Good night,” she said, “and I hope you dream of your young man.”

      Ellery blushed. “I never know what to say to you, miss,” she said. “You know how I feel before I do.”

      This was not true, but Lydia had gone through four maids before Ellery, from elegant Frenchwomen to girls barely qualified to tend her wardrobe, and all of them had left her service out of discomfort and fear at having their emotions laid bare. Lydia did not like to draw attention to her talent by correcting Ellery’s misapprehension. “There is nothing wrong with feeling an attachment,” she said. “And I am certain he feels the same about you.”

      Ellery blushed harder, bobbed a swift curtsey, and let herself out.

      Lydia climbed into bed and pulled the covers close to her chin. She wriggled her toes against the warming pan wrapped in flannel with deep satisfaction. In a month or so, the frigid chill of winter would lose its grip on the world, and the warming pan would be unnecessary. Lydia liked spring, the feeling of the world waking from sleep, but this sensation of being warm when the air beyond her bed was cold satisfied her as well.

      She once more contemplated what she had learned, but her weary mind failed to hold the knowledge in order, and after only a few moments, she drifted off to sleep.
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      Mr. Rutledge’s response to her note came at breakfast, delivered by the butler, Slater. The idle blue-gray hum that indicated this task was merely one of many for him that morning suffused his emotions. “Thank you, Slater,” Lydia said, smiling, and a quick pulse of satisfaction ran through him. Lydia already knew he felt a paternal affection for Clemency that extended to the members of her household, but it still satisfied her to feel it directed at herself.

      The note bore a single line in Mr. Rutledge’s familiar handwriting said I will send a carriage at noon. Only a few simple words, and yet they thrilled through her. Lydia reminded herself that she owed Mr. Rutledge no servility, but her desire to prove herself ran strong enough within her that it took an effort of will not to devour her meal in a rush.

      The carriage arrived one minute after noon by the clock in the entrance hall. Lydia had been ready for ten minutes before that. She told herself it was courteous to be prompt. Mr. Rutledge would not know if she had been eager, and could not Discern her emotions in any case. Her eagerness still embarrassed her somewhat.

      She sat in a corner of the carriage and closed her eyes. The rapid pace of the carriage meant the emotions of those they passed flowed over her with remarkable speed, dizzying her as if the carriage spun like a top instead. Many people, intent on their destinations or their conversations, felt nothing stronger than a bland beige hum, a combination of placidity and mild interest in whatever it was their attention currently focused on. Brighter colors, here and there, shot through the hum: delight, or anger, or sorrow.

      Lydia shied away from the last. Sorrow was almost the most intense of human emotions, cousin to despair and powerful enough to draw her in. Lydia had known enough sorrow in her life that others’ sorrow resonated within her and threatened to overwhelm her. She did her best to ignore the emotion, but she was not entirely comfortable until the sorrowing person, whoever it was, had passed beyond the range of her Discernment.

      Mr. Rutledge’s house was on a quiet street lined with other houses, all of them large and elegant. Lydia contemplated the portico, which was of a Grecian design, pillared and supporting a frieze of women dressed in Greek robes. Up and down the street, she Discerned men and women within the houses, going about their business. Two within the house across the street burned deep passionate green, which amused Lydia. Likely Colin would be shocked at her knowledge of human desire and how it was expressed, but she felt no shame at vicariously enjoying pleasure. Emotions were the most natural aspect of the human experience, and how foolish to label some of them as inappropriate or shameful.

      Mr. Rutledge’s butler, Darrow, opened the door for her and showed her inside. “If you will follow me, miss,” he said after accepting her cloak and bonnet and handing them off to a footman. “You are expected.”

      Darrow’s emotions, Lydia reflected, always hummed with annoyance at her visits, though he showed no outward sign of disquiet. She had Discerned his annoyance at other guests, and had deduced he disliked having his time wasted in greeting callers. Lydia had once considered sharing this information with Mr. Rutledge and had instantly been appalled at herself. She was not in the business of giving away others’ secrets, and Darrow’s behavior was always perfectly proper, so what did it matter how he truly felt?

      Darrow led Lydia to the room she privately called the Lair, though Mr. Rutledge called it his study, and bowed her inside. The Lair was larger than the Eastern drawing room, which was the other room she often met with Mr. Rutledge in, and furnished in heavy, dark woods, oak and mahogany and ebony. It had no windows, and two walls were entirely taken up by bookcases that reached the ceiling and required the use of a little footstool to reach their upper shelves. The bookcases were full of leatherbound books, not ones shiny with newness and disuse, but worn, with chipped gilded letters embossed on some of the spines. Lydia had never seen Mr. Rutledge read, but she had no doubt he knew the contents of every book in the Lair.

      Though the corner was taken up by Mr. Rutledge’s enormous claw-footed desk, there were no uncomfortable chairs facing it the way Lydia would have expected the spymaster to require, seats for underlings to occupy if given permission to sit while they reported. Instead, two very comfortable sofas upholstered in drab green and brown brocade faced one another across from the desk. A low table placed between them gleamed with furniture polish, the least intimidating object in the room.

      At the moment, the right-hand sofa was unoccupied, and only one person sat on the left-hand couch. Mrs. Rutledge, an attractive woman with ruddy hair and a fair complexion, smiled at Lydia. “Miss Wescott, good morning,” she said.

      Lydia’s attention immediately fixed on Mr. Rutledge, who stood near the bookcases with his gaze roving the shelves. His tall, imposing physique gave him the appearance of an elemental force of nature, though Lydia had never seen him behave with anything but perfect propriety. He had been speaking to the stranger standing next to him, whose head was tilted attentively toward Mr. Rutledge. Both men turned to face Lydia. She shut the door nearly in Darrow’s face, making his irritation spike into anger for the briefest moment, and curtseyed.

      Mr. Rutledge and the stranger felt an irritation similar to that of Darrow, though Lydia had Discerned it as she ascended the stairs and knew it was not directed at her. “Miss Wescott,” Mr. Rutledge said. “I appreciate your circumspection in not committing details of your discovery to paper, but you have wound my curiosity to the breaking point. So. You have learned something of grave urgency?”

      Lydia’s gaze flicked briefly to the stranger, who appeared to be in his mid-thirties, his brown hair curly, his nose aquiline. He looked short next to Mr. Rutledge, who was well over six feet tall and broad in the shoulders and chest, but he would still tower over her. Brown eyes regarded her intently, but unlike Mr. Rutledge, whose irritation was laced with an unexpected anger, curiosity threaded through the stranger’s emotions. Lydia could not tell whether he was curious about her, or about the news she brought.

      Her hesitation went on a moment too long. Mr. Rutledge gestured impatiently at the sofa. “Have a seat, Miss Wescott, and leave off silently criticizing me. Do you believe I would have you reveal sensitive information before someone not entitled to hear it?”

      Lydia blushed, first with embarrassment at his accurate assessment of her thoughts, then with a consciousness that her blush was quite vivid on her pale skin. The stranger smiled, a thin twist of the lips that matched his inner amusement at her distress—though it was not mockery, she Discerned, but bore traces of nostalgia, as if he were recalling times when he, too, had been caught out in such a way. Curious, Lydia took a seat opposite Mrs. Rutledge, facing the two men.

      “Miss Wescott, this is Lord Craythorne,” Mr. Rutledge said, taking pity on her. “Lord Craythorne is a member of the oversight committee to which I report. Lord Craythorne, Miss Lydia Wescott, Extraordinary Discerner.”

      “My lord,” Lydia said, inclining her head politely. “I apologize if I implied you were not trustworthy.”

      “It was a reasonable reaction,” Lord Craythorne said, “and one Rutledge ought to admire, suspicious as he is. But Rutledge is correct; he reports to me, and therefore anything you tell him will eventually reach my ears.” He turned away from Mr. Rutledge and paced around the end of Mrs. Rutledge’s sofa, but did not sit. “We both judged your information important enough that I should hear it directly.”

      Under that intent gaze, Lydia’s uncertainty grew. “I hope that is true,” she said, “that is, I hope I am not mistaken. I never mean to waste anyone’s time.”

      “I was given to understand your Discernment is unusually accurate,” Lord Craythorne said, his irritation rising. “Most Discerners are erratic in their behavior and not always at home to reality.”

      It felt like a criticism, and before Lydia could remind herself that he was a peer of the realm and meant no such thing, she snapped, “You may dislike not being in control of a situation, my lord, but as you are no Discerner yourself, your fear of losing control should not permit you to disregard another’s talent.”

      Lord Craythorne’s eyes widened. Mrs. Rutledge covered her mouth to hide a smile. Mr. Rutledge grunted, and his satisfaction surged in a blue-green wave that rushed all through Lydia. “Are you satisfied, Craythorne? Take a seat, and let us hear what Miss Wescott has to say.”

      Another blush flooded Lydia’s cheeks, and she tried vainly to suppress it. She considered apologizing—and yet she had been honest, so why should she apologize for honesty? But Lord Craythorne was astonished rather than angry or insulted, and traces of chagrin ran through him, which told her an apology would be a mistake.

      He took a seat beside her, his attention fully on her, and to distract herself from her embarrassment, she turned her gaze to his hands, which were well-shaped and masculine, not quite slender and not quite sturdy. Light glinted off the signet ring of heavy gold he wore on the smallest finger of his right hand as he rested that hand on his knee.

      To her surprise, his astonishment at her words was fading, diminishing as if he had a Coercer’s control over them. Only two kinds of people were capable of such a thing: those with true self-mastery, and those whose pleasant demeanors concealed the kind of madness she had seen too often in Magdalen. Lydia told herself Lord Craythorne must be one of the former, for surely Mr. Rutledge would not give such respect to a madman.

      Mr. Rutledge sat beside his wife. “Tell me what you learned, if it is not the identity of Sir Anthony’s partner in forgery.”

      Lydia drew in a calming breath. Lord Craythorne’s attention on her, however muted his emotions, made her uncomfortable. “I discovered evidence—perhaps ‘evidence’ is too strong a word—at any rate, I believe two of Lord Ormerod’s guests are plotting the assassination of the king.”

      Sharp orange surprise spiked through all three of her listeners. Mr. Rutledge said, “Astonishing. How did you come across this evidence?”

      Lydia clasped her hands loosely in her lap. “It was by happenstance. Mr. Norris and Lord Deverell were guests of Lord Ormerod, but I believe they intended to meet there to have their discussion. But that is why I am uncertain. Why would two men plotting something so dangerous meet in a public gathering in someone else’s home rather than in a private setting?”

      Lord Craythorne shifted to face Lydia more directly. “Such meetings often occur when the two conspirators have no reason to meet intentionally, and can justify a supposedly accidental meeting in a gathering when both have been invited separately. But I believe Norris and Deverell are known to be friends, and therefore should not need such subterfuge.”

      “Let us first establish whether they said anything I should take notice of,” Mr. Rutledge said, “and worry about the peculiarities of their meeting later. Tell me their exact words, Miss Wescott?”

      “I heard only four words, ‘will kill the king,’ and I was not close enough to hear which of them spoke,” Lydia said. “But my interrogation of Mr. Norris revealed more.”

      “You interrogated Mr. Norris?” Lord Craythorne exclaimed.

      “Oh, it is a very subtle thing, and I assure you he did not know that is what it was,” Lydia said quickly.

      “I do not refer to the possibility of you alerting them,” Lord Craythorne said, “but to the fact that if you are correct, these men are quite dangerous, and Deverell, for one, has a vicious temper and would have no remorse about eliminating anyone who threatens him. You should not have taken that chance.”

      “I thank you for your concern,” Lydia said. She meant it, too; Lord Craythorne’s intensity of speech matched his emotions, though they were still muted, and the fact that he experienced such concern told her he was not, in fact, secretly mad. “I am always careful, I promise, and you need not worry for me. Though I have said this to Mr. Rutledge, and he never heeds that advice.” She was babbling, she knew, but Lord Craythorne’s emotional self-mastery unsettled her, as if her Discernment had failed her.

      “You have powerful protectors who would be quite angry were I to permit you to come to harm,” Mr. Rutledge said, with a concealed amusement that said he did not fear Clemency or Colin’s retribution. “Tell me of this interrogation. I presume Mr. Norris was left believing you were merely an innocent young woman, unacquainted with guile?”

      “You presume correctly, sir.” Lydia focused on the corner where the bookcases met so as to avoid Lord Craythorne’s gaze. “Mr. Norris is the weak link in their conspiracy, I believe, as he was quick to brag of his connections, and I observed him speaking too freely—at least, Lord Deverell’s irritation at him told me Mr. Norris was not as careful in public as he should have been. I suspect I would not have gained as much information from Lord Deverell.”

      Quickly, she summed up what Mr. Norris had revealed and the conclusions she had drawn. “I do not know if the Prince Regent’s attendance at Lord Deverell’s house party means anything important,” she concluded, “but it may not matter, as I daresay Mr. Norris’ hope is a vain one.”

      She risked a glance at Lord Craythorne and discovered he and Mr. Rutledge were regarding one another closely. Mr. Rutledge looked grim. Lord Craythorne’s expression was still neutral, though Lydia Discerned the tight hold he had on his frustration.

      “Do you have someone with access to that house party?” Lord Craythorne said.

      “Possibly,” Mr. Rutledge replied. “It is the involvement of the Prince Regent that worries me. An attempt on the king’s life might include one on the regency.” Mr. Rutledge turned his gaze on Lydia, startling her. “Your information is most useful. Do not take it as a criticism when I say it leaves me with a dozen possibilities to investigate.”

      “Oh, I am not offended, I quite see how what I learned is just the beginning,” Lydia said.

      “I may be able to narrow down those possibilities,” Mrs. Rutledge said. She rarely spoke when Lydia met with Mr. Rutledge, but the woman was a powerful Extraordinary Seer whose presence at these meetings was not just that of a duenna to protect Lydia’s reputation. “But it will take some days.” She rested a hand on her rounded belly. “I must be careful not to overexert.”

      “I should think so,” Mr. Rutledge said, pretending to scowl. Lydia was always embarrassed when she Discerned his feelings of tenderness toward his wife. Though she was not unfamiliar with love in all its many expressions, Mr. Rutledge’s stern and powerful demeanor seemed so at odds with such emotion Lydia felt like an eavesdropper, and not the interesting and exciting kind.

      “And what am I to do?” she asked, hoping to shift Mr. Rutledge’s emotions into something less intimate.

      “You have already accomplished quite enough,” Mr. Rutledge said. “None of those dozen possibilities I have to investigate are the sort an innocent young woman might reasonably be involved in.”

      “Oh,” Lydia said, disappointed. “But surely—”

      “No, Miss Wescott.” Mr. Rutledge’s sternness concealed genuine concern. “Your desire to help is laudable, but I cannot permit you to risk yourself. You are far too valuable as you are.”

      “I will see what I can learn from the Prince Regent,” Lord Craythorne said. “Though I doubt I am so circumspect as you, Miss Wescott.” He smiled, but his amusement was directed as much inward as it was toward Lydia.

      “You would not be so foolish as to approach the Prince Regent so directly,” Lydia said without considering her words. Then she stammered, “That is, I do not know what your connection is, and perhaps it is not foolishness—”

      “I take your meaning, Miss Wescott.” Lord Craythorne’s amusement deepened. “Never fear, our relationship is as amicable as the Prince Regent deems possible. It helps that he respects his fellow Scorchers and heeds their words with perhaps too much easiness.”

      “Then you are a Scorcher, my lord?” Lydia’s gaze swept swiftly over him again. She knew few Scorchers, but they were said to be as erratic in their speech and comportment as rumor said Extraordinary Discerners were. But Lord Craythorne showed nothing of such tendencies.

      “I am. It is not a talent I trade on, save for how it gains me the Prince Regent’s ear.” The amusement vanished as if it had never been. Before Lydia could stupidly comment on it, Lord Craythorne rose and said to Mr. Rutledge, “Report to me in three days’ time—or is that not enough, ma’am?” He directed his final words at Mrs. Rutledge.

      “I shall know something by then,” Mrs. Rutledge said, again passing a hand over her belly.

      “What of Varley?” Mr. Rutledge said, rising to tower over Lord Craythorne.

      “What of him?” Lord Craythorne’s expression was once more neutral, but the mention of Varley, whoever he was, sent a red spike of annoyance through him, and his voice deepened, giving Lydia the impression of someone preparing to deliver a verbal thrashing.

      “He has once more made an effort to interfere with my organization. I have no need of the kind of thugs he employs, nor of their ham-fisted attempts to gain information.” Mr. Rutledge’s annoyance was even greater than Lord Craythorne’s.

      “I see.” Lord Craythorne shook his head slowly. “Leave him to me. And notify me if you experience any more interference. He does not have the authority to act unilaterally.”

      “Would that his lack of authority mattered,” Mr. Rutledge said sourly. “Thank you, your Grace.”

      “I should extend my thanks to you, instead.” Lord Craythorne turned to face Lydia and said, “I did not know what to expect from you, Miss Wescott. Rutledge’s reports could not convey the reality.”

      “Most people say that about me,” Lydia said, flustered at the directness of his gaze. “That I am not to be expected.”

      “And do you agree?”

      The question caught her off-guard. “I,” she began, blinked a few times to banish memories, and added, “I never know what to expect of myself, so perhaps that is an accurate assessment.”

      Lord Craythorne smiled. “I hope to meet you again,” he said, and let himself out.

      “Miss Wescott, are you well?” Mrs. Rutledge exclaimed.

      Lydia realized she had slumped into the corner of the sofa. She felt as if she had been released from a tremendous, invisible tension, and yet she had not been conscious of it until it was gone. “I am very well,” she said, straightening. “It is just that Lord Craythorne is overpowering.”

      Mr. Rutledge laughed. “I will not tell him you felt so,” he said. “He does not need any more compliments to feed his self-love.”

      “I did not mean it as a compliment,” Lydia replied automatically, then blushed when both Mr. and Mrs. Rutledge laughed heartily.

      “Well, that I might tell him,” Mr. Rutledge said. “No, do not look so, I would not be so ungracious,” he added as Lydia began to protest. “The Duke of Craythorne has enough sycophants trailing him it is a wonder he is not insufferable.”

      A duke. Lydia blushed to think how informally and incorrectly she had addressed him as “my lord.” To cover her embarrassment, she asked, “What does it mean that he is a member of your oversight committee? I believed you to report to the Prince Regent, or the House of Lords.”

      Mr. Rutledge resumed his seat beside his wife and took one of her hands in his massive one. “I have extensive experience in investigating threats to important or powerful entities,” he said. “The East India Company, and the Bank of England, to name two. The House of Lords enlisted me to develop an organization that would counter threats to the British government. Unfortunately for them, I am very good at what I do, and some members of Parliament became afraid I might use my organization to either control them or attempt to overthrow them.”

      “Ridiculous notions,” Mrs. Rutledge scoffed.

      “Not all that ridiculous, as I…but that is irrelevant.” Mr. Rutledge patted her hand absently. “The House of Lords decided I needed a keeper, and intended to put me under the charge of one of their own. When they could not decide on that one, their oversight turned into a committee of three. It has proved to be a mixed blessing as, on the one hand, I have a much clearer line of command, but on the other, I am at least nominally under the control of three men whose abilities and desires are somewhat erratic.”

      “But not Lord Craythorne,” Lydia said.

      “Not Lord Craythorne. He listens to what I have to say and provides a buffer between my organization and the other two committee members. Lord Varley, in particular, has a habit of attempting to take control of parts of my organization, or giving his own people the aegis of what I have built for his own purposes. And you, Miss Wescott, did not hear me say that.”

      Lydia nodded, suppressing a smile. “I am very good at keeping secrets,” she said, “particularly the ones I have not heard.”
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      The drawing room of Emeraude House, or rather, the primary drawing room, for there were three, was the most comfortable room Lydia had ever seen. In an objective sense, this should not be true, as knickknacks and small china figurines filled its shelves and tables to overflowing, and Lydia was not fond of such trifles. They reminded her of her mother, and that was not a memory she wished to dwell on ever. Colin’s house on Hanover Square, where they had lived before his marriage, had been cozier despite smelling of metal and machine oil due to Colin’s passion for mechanicals.

      But this drawing room, with its oversized hearth and many comfortable chairs and sofas and divans, never failed to make Lydia feel as if she were truly home. She loved the paintings on the walls, not portraits but landscapes of places she had never visited; it was as if she might step through their frames into distant reaches of England or France or farther afield in Europe. And, of course, there was the pianoforte and her own harp, poised ready for her to play whenever she chose. During the day, many windows brightened the room; by night, lamps and candles cast a warmer, golden glow over the furnishings. Lydia found herself in this room more often than not, day or night.

      This morning, the entire family was gathered: Colin and Clemency seated by the fire, talking quietly of romantic matters, as Lydia perceived from their heightened emotions; Clemency’s sister Prudence playing sonatas in the corner, oblivious to the world; Clemency’s young brother Gawain reading near the pianoforte; and the Dowager Countess, Emmeline, preening herself before a hand mirror.

      Emmeline’s general feelings of pleasure, for she was always lighthearted and given to amusements, were tempered by the slight pain she felt as she Shaped her face to more closely suit her current ideal of beauty. Lydia liked Emmeline despite the fact that she was rather shallow. She had a kind heart and never experienced any emotion more terrible than mild annoyance.

      Emmeline abruptly set her mirror aside and stood. “I regret I must leave you all, but I am engaged to pay calls with Lady Maria Swann,” she said. “It will be very dull, but I do not wish to hurt her feelings by telling her so.”

      “That is very kind of you,” Clemency said. “And have you plans for this evening?”

      The faintest pink tinged Emmeline’s cheeks. “The theatre, with Mr. Cameron.”

      Lydia Discerned Clemency’s hidden pleasure and amusement, but her sister-in-law said, “I hope you both enjoy yourselves, then.”

      Emmeline left the room, and Clemency exchanged glances with Colin. “Mr. Cameron again,” Colin said.

      “Yes, she seems quite partial to him,” Clemency replied. “I have not—”

      The door opened, and Slater entered with his silver salver. “I beg your pardon for the interruption,” he said, “but Miss Wescott has received a message.”

      Lydia rose to accept the envelope Slater offered her. Her heart beat faster for a moment. Another assignment, only two days after the last. But her name on the front of the small sealed envelope was in an unfamiliar hand, definitely not Mr. Rutledge’s confident script. Curious, she broke the seal and extracted the single folded sheet from within.

      The same fine handwriting covered the paper on one side, the lines clear and uncrossed. Miss Wescott, the letter began:

      I have been engaged in Dream these many months, and of late, all my Dreams have pointed to you—or, rather, to a young woman of your description. I have only just put your name to that description, and address you now on a matter of some delicacy.

      The purpose of my Dream was to procure relief for my grandfather, whose situation is known to all. Why the results should indicate I must bring you to meet him, I do not understand, but in my experience Dream does not fail. I hope it means that one such as yourself, untroubled by madness, may know of some treatment that will succeed where Extraordinary Shapers and doctors have failed.

      I do not know why you conceal your Extraordinary Discerner’s talent, but I assure you I respect your desire for secrecy, however motivated. I hope your need to remain anonymous in your talent will not prevent you joining me at Windsor Castle in three days’ time.

      I await your reply with much anticipation,

      HRH the Princess Charlotte, Seer

      “Lydia?” Colin said. “What is the matter? You appear close to fainting.” He hurried to stand close beside her, one large hand on her elbow.

      Lydia shook her head. “It is merely a surprise,” she said, and handed him Princess Charlotte’s letter.

      Colin’s grip on her elbow tightened as he read. “Astounding,” he said. “This is—Princess Charlotte asks Lydia to attend upon the king, in the hope that she might know some way of easing his madness.”

      Prudence gasped. “But that is impossible. Is it not? For if it was possible, they would have done such a thing before now.”

      “I agree,” Clemency said. “Lydia is not the only Extraordinary Discerner who has mastered her talent.”

      “But there are only a few of us in England who have,” Lydia said. “Mr. Rutledge says I am the most competent of all of those, and the least erratic and fragile in my person. Perhaps no one has approached one of us on the king’s behalf because they believe there is no point. And her Highness writes that it is Dream that drives her request—that must surely be unusual, as I doubt there are many Seers Dreaming of the king’s condition.”

      “You will help, surely,” Gawain said.

      He sounded so certain Lydia replied, “But there is nothing I can do. I cannot stop the king’s madness. I cannot give him the self-control I learned with such difficulty.”

      “But you have compassion, and you know it might have been you in his position,” Gawain persisted. “Everyone believes his Majesty’s madness is permanent, and I daresay no one is still looking for a cure except her Highness. Suppose you were to ease his suffering? It is worth seeing him, at least.”

      Lydia took the letter from Colin and read it again. “I believe Princess Charlotte is, not desperate, perhaps, but grasping at any possibility. And it is true, I feel such pity for anyone overwhelmed by Discernment. I believe I will accept her invitation.” The idea satisfied her. She recalled Mr. Rutledge telling her she could be of no use in his hunt for potential regicides; he had meant well, but the memory still stung. This was a kind of assistance he could not tell her to reject. And to be of help to the king himself…!

      Colin’s jaw was set tight. “And if his Majesty’s disordered senses overwhelm you?”

      “I do not believe that is likely.” It was the one thing Lydia was confident of, her ability to distinguish between herself and a single madman. “But if I am in danger, I will retreat and give my apologies. I am always careful, you know that, Colin.”

      “Forgive me wishing to protect you,” Colin said. “I remember too well how you looked when you left Magdalen. I swore you would never endure that again.”

      Lydia put her hand on his arm and smiled. “And you have kept that promise. Besides, it is not as if I am in danger of being confined in an asylum.”

      “No.” Colin sighed. “One might almost see this as a required service to your country.”

      “Let us not imagine that,” Clemency said with a shudder. “Rumors that Extraordinaries will be required to perform civil service in place of their War Office years, now that the war is over, have not been entirely countered. Imagine one’s life given over to using one’s talent solely at the direction of others.”

      “It will not happen,” Colin said. But his grip tightened on Lydia’s elbow again, as if he did not believe his own assertion.
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      Three days later, Lydia again sat in Emeraude House’s main drawing room, waiting. She had dressed carefully in her nicest day gown, not because she wished to impress anyone—she did not believe Princess Charlotte would see even her best finery as comparable to her own attire, and of course the king would not care if she came dressed in sackcloth—but because it suited her self-esteem. She might not be of high rank, but she was as deserving of respect as anyone. And, she privately told herself, it was a princess who was her supplicant, and that gave her consequence few aspired to.

      The door opened, and Colin entered. He, too, was dressed in his finest frock coat and wore knee breeches rather than pantaloons. “You look very fine,” he told her. “I, on the other hand, feel very foolish. I believe I was born to the wrong place in society, as I much prefer workman’s garb to this frippery.”

      “It is not frippery,” Clemency said, entering after him, “and you look very handsome. I hope none of Princess Charlotte’s ladies in waiting take a fancy to you. It would be so embarrassing if I were forced to fight one of them for your affections.”

      “Your attempt to put me at ease has succeeded, my dear.” Colin took his wife’s hand and pressed it to his lips. “Though I feel no trepidation at encountering those of noble birth. My concern is all for Lydia. I am by no means as sanguine about your meeting the king in his madness as you are.”

      “I promise there is no danger,” Lydia said. It was true, he did worry, as did Clemency, though to a lesser degree. She tried not to resent them for it. Their emotions rose from love for her, after all—and yet she disliked being treated like thin glass. “If I were surrounded by a hundred madmen, that might be hazardous, but you know that will not happen again.”

      Colin sighed. “Yes. I know.” He extended an arm to Lydia. “Let us go, then.”

      Lydia stepped close and arranged her arms around Colin’s neck. Colin clasped her about the waist, lifted her as easily as if she weighed nothing, and—

      light, drifting, falling through an airless space—

      they were in an enclosed space with a low ceiling and white-painted walls, no bigger than five feet on a side. White lamps with frosted glass glowed, illuminating the painting on one wall of a stylized lion fighting a unicorn. The tiny room was warmer than the drawing room and smelled strongly of wax and sweat, making Lydia’s nose wrinkle involuntarily.

      Colin released her and rapped on one of the walls, which proved instead to be a door with no handle, so cleverly set into the wall Lydia almost did not detect it. Immediately, a man’s voice came to them, muffled by the door. “Who goes there?”

      “I have the way of it, and none shall bar,” Colin replied.

      The door opened outward, and a man dressed in the livery of the Royal Guard beckoned to them to exit. Lydia emerged into a larger room into which the Bounding chamber they had just left had clearly been added as an afterthought. It looked like a giant crate fitted into one corner of the room, much less ornate than its surroundings. Lydia surveyed the extensive gilding of the walls and where the walls met the ceiling and imagined how much gold that would be if one peeled all of it off. A cupful? A bucket’s worth?

      “Who is meeting you, sir?” the guard said. He ignored Lydia entirely, focusing on Colin. Lydia wondered if he disregarded her because she was small, because she was young, or because she was female. His emotions showed the beige placidity of someone doing a boring, common task. In her opinion, he ought to be more suspicious. Being small, young, and female did not make one harmless. Suppose she were a Scorcher, or a Coercer?

      “Lady Harrisfurd,” Colin said. “We are to wait in the annex, according to my instructions.”

      The guard nodded once. He snapped his fingers without looking around. Lydia realized there were other guards present, their uniforms, like Colin’s interrogator’s, ornate enough that she had overlooked them in her examination of the equally ornate room. One of the guards stepped forward in response to his superior’s summons.

      “You will escort the gentleman and the lady to the annex,” the first guard said. “Remain with them until Lady Harrisfurd arrives.”

      The second guard gave a curt nod and marched away. Colin followed immediately, with Lydia a few steps behind. In that order, they looked like a truncated procession, she thought, or like a comet with a very short tail, as the guard was taller than Colin and Colin was taller than she. She continued to trail behind, wishing to give herself more time to observe the castle.

      She had grown up listening to Colin’s stories of knights and princesses and sieges of castles, and to her a castle was all old stone and drafty passages and narrow windows for shooting arrows through. Windsor Castle looked more like a mansion, though it would be the most elegant, ornate mansion ever conceived. The gilding in the guard post continued down the long hall and extended to the frames of the portraits hanging on the walls, staring down at Lydia. Her estimate of the quantity of gold leaf went from a bucket to a vat.

      She cast glances at the portraits, none of whose subjects she recognized. She knew little of painting, or of any kind of art besides music, and these did not impress her—dark, sour faces wearing clothing that must have cost a fortune. She wondered whether the people were still alive, and what they thought of their images preserved for posterity.

      Windows taller than Lydia set into the wall opposite the portraits revealed the pearly grey sky. Rain was coming, and Lydia was grateful that Bounding made it possible to traverse the twenty-plus miles from London to Windsor in the space of a breath. She did not love travel, and loved even less the notion of riding in a carriage all day with the rain beating down on the roof.

      When they reached the end of the long hall, the guard opened a door that looked tiny by comparison to the size of the hall and gestured to them to enter. The room beyond was as small as the door, though still much larger than the Bounding chamber, and was painted a deep red. Few furnishings adorned the room, though it was as gilded as everything else; there was nothing but four gilded chairs with red cushions, the door they had entered by, and a matching door opposite the first.

      Colin stopped a few feet inside and stood casually, looking as if castles and gilding were a part of his everyday experience. Lydia Discerned that his calmness was not pretended, and that most of his discomfort was a matter of anticipation. The guard was as blandly beige as his superior. The streaks of red that would mean an alertness to the possibility of violence did not pulse through him. Lydia had already evolved three ways she might use his indifference against him. She would never act on those notions, of course, but suppose she were a dangerous person? Really, these guards should be disciplined.
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