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      London at night looked nothing like Sophia remembered. The recently installed gas lamps lining the street shed an unwavering glow over the pavement, gilding the doors of the tall, winter-bleak houses. The light looked warm, but was unable to blunt the chill of the frigid November night that seeped through her cloak and numbed her cheeks.

      Sophia nestled into the seat of Cecy’s chaise and clenched her hands in her lap, shivering inside her fur-lined cloak and wishing her gloves were made of kid and not thin red silk. Not for the first time that evening she thought about raising the hood of her cloak. But that would disorder her auburn locks, so painstakingly arranged by her maid, and she did not want to look mussed for her first public appearance after returning to London.

      She smoothed her gown over her knees; it was a modish emerald green that stood in vibrant contrast to the red gloves. She probably should have worn something that was not so eye-catching. Everyone would already be watching her tonight. That was something she was always certain of.

      The lamps lining the streets of London were not the only things that had changed in the more than four years of Sophia’s absence from the city. Despite the war, it seemed new construction, and the remodeling of old construction, was everywhere. New streets offered new routes to familiar old places; shops had vanished and were replaced by other shops. It was a testament to the irrepressible optimism of the English people.

      The only thing that had not changed was the smell. The winter weather did little to dispel the odor of animal waste in the streets and the more distant but equally pervasive scent of the Thames. Sophia knew she would become accustomed to the smell with time, but only six weeks after her return to this great city, her nose still involuntarily wrinkled whenever she stepped outside. She remembered the brisk, damp breezes coming off the Tagus River, the soft rains that fell at this time of year, and experienced the familiar mix of longing and fury that rose in her whenever she thought of Lisbon and what had happened there.

      “Whatever sour thoughts you are entertaining, I suggest you dismiss them soon,” Cecy teased. “You will hurt Countess Lieven’s feelings by implying you do not appreciate her generosity in providing you with a voucher.” She seemed not at all discommoded by the chill in the air.

      “It would be more accurate to say she pressed it upon me with great insistence,” Sophia said. “The Countess’s admiration of Extraordinaries is…rather overwhelming. I am grateful I was too young and insignificant to attract her attention when I was in London for my first season, because I would have found her terrifying. Besides, she may not even be at Almack’s tonight.”

      “It is the first ball of the Season, and you will be there,” Cecy said. “The Prince of Wales himself could not excite more—oh, my dear, I was thoughtless, wasn’t I?”

      Sophia realized she was clenching her fists more tightly together, and forced them to relax. “Hardly that,” she said, but she knew Cecy could hear how false her reassurance was.

      Her friend clasped her intertwined hands and squeezed lightly. “No one knows of the manner in which you left military service,” she said in a low voice, though Sophia was certain Peter the coachman could not hear them in any case. “They know only of your exemplary record, that it was you who helped foil the Caribbean pirates by deducing how that foul man Rhys Evans was tracking our Navy’s ships. Your reputation is secure. The War Office has seen to that.”

      “They also saw to my dismissal,” Sophia said bitterly. “They may seem to care for the interests of the Extraordinaries whose actions they direct, but I know now they only maintain the public appearance of my reputation because it reflects well on them. They betrayed me, Cecy, betrayed me to keep the good will of a liar and an embezzler. Am I to be grateful, that they did not spread the word that my Visions are false?”

      “Your Visions are not false!”

      “As far as the War Office is concerned, they are.”

      “But you need not care about them any longer. You are free from your obligations, free to start a new life, and I insist you do so. I cannot bear to see you suffering.”

      Sophia smiled. “I might say the same of you.”

      “I feel very well tonight,” Cecy said, pushing a lock of blond hair away from her thin face. “I have almost no pain, and I look forward to sitting and conversing with my friends while you dance the night away.”

      The smile fell away from Sophia’s face. “I am not convinced this is not a mistake,” she said. “It has been nearly three years since I danced with anyone.”

      “Did you and Richard not attend dances in Lisbon?”

      “Richard was too often gone on his—he called them ‘jaunts,’ those intelligence-gathering journeys of his. I disliked dancing without him. And then he was killed, and I lost interest entirely.” Her memories of her husband, dead these two and a half years, were distant and gave her only a little pain, unlike the far fresher stabs thoughts of her expulsion from the military gave her.

      “Well, it is not as if you have forgotten how to dance,” Cecy said in a mock-stern voice. “No one has introduced a new dance at Almack’s in forty years. I doubt such a thing will happen again in our lifetimes. So you will dance, and you will enjoy yourself, because your isolation is beginning to cause comment.”

      “I know. The Duchess of Lenshire wrote to me again today on that very topic.”

      “She wishes you to give her a Vision?”

      “In public, no less. I am invited to attend a dinner party at which I will be the entertainment. Not that even she would be so crass as to put it that way.”

      “I am afraid she sees you rather in the light of a performing bear.”

      “I know. I wish I did not have this talent.”

      “Sophy! Never say that! It is not true.”

      Sophia sighed. Her Extraordinary talent might be the proximate cause of her current anger and humiliation, but it gave her such joy she could not imagine giving it up. “I am in rather a mood tonight, aren’t I?”

      “Yes, you are. And if I can endure a little pain, you can endure a little social interaction. Even if the refreshments are bland and tepid.”

      The chaise was making the turn onto King Street, and in the distance Sophia could see the glow of their destination’s many windows. She sighed again, but with a smile. “I will endeavor to be cheerful, and to enjoy myself,” she said. “And perhaps no one will ask me to dance.”

      Cecy laughed. “You are an attractive, wealthy widow who is also a war hero and an Extraordinary. I probably should have found you a stick to beat the men away with.”

      The coachman assisted first Sophia, then Cecy out of the carriage; Sophia gave Cecy her arm and her friend leaned on her support only a little heavily. At least she was willing to accept Sophia’s support instead of insisting there was nothing wrong with her. Cecy disliked being a burden and often lied about the amount of pain she was in, so Sophia and Lewis, Cecy’s husband, had to watch her carefully for signs that her condition was beginning to trouble her. No doctor and no Extraordinary Shaper had been able to discover what it was that kept Cecy in near-constant pain, and Sophia had sought Dream after Dream with no more success. But tonight, at least, Cecy would be able to enjoy herself.

      They passed through the famous doors of Almack’s to find that although it was yet early in the evening, the place was thronged with people, all of them dressed in their finest and talking loudly enough that the noise spilled through the doors and washed over Sophia like a murmuring tide, warm and buoyant.

      Sophia had never attended Almack’s before tonight and was struck by how brightly lit it was, with the chandeliers that hung low over the gathering shedding their brilliance over the dancers and shining off the many large mirrors lining the walls. The mirrors, reflecting their own images, made the room seem larger than it was, as if they were windows opening on other, similar rooms filled with the dancers’ doppelgangers who were enjoying themselves as much as their originals.

      She caught a glimpse of herself in one, tall and gawky, with skin darkened from four years of the Mediterranean sun, and turned away, feeling some amusement that she would likely be considered a great beauty thanks to her talent when all the evidence showed her to be…well, attractive was the best she could hope for. Richard had thought her beautiful, but love did seem to alter the perceptions in unusual ways.

      The room was surprisingly warm despite its size, with all those bodies in such close proximity, and it was comforting after the cold outside, though no doubt it would feel over warm soon enough. In the gallery, the musicians plowed through a reel with rather more energy than it probably required, and men and women filled the center of the room, passing and circling one another in time to the sprightly beat. The exertion of dancing would only make things hotter. She wished she had not forgotten her fan, though it was unlikely to do her much good, only moving the warm air from one place to another.

      The thought of dancing made little tendrils of dread creep across her chest, chilly in a way that did not counteract the heat of the room. She might not have forgotten how to dance, but she felt as if she had forgotten how to converse easily with strangers who had nothing more in common with her than a mutual interest in dancing.

      She pushed through the crowd, opening a path so Cecy would not have to endure the physical contact that so often caused her pain, ignoring the awed glances and whispered comments that spread through the crush as she passed. Her face might be as yet unknown, as she had rarely gone out in public since her return to London, but the red gloves, the outward sign of an Extraordinary Seer, were better than a calling card to advertise her identity.

      Why they must be red was a tradition with origins lost to history, but she had donned them every morning for the last twelve years, ever since her Extraordinary talent had manifested, to avoid touching anything that might trigger a Vision. Not every object had enough history weighing it down to bear anything worth Seeing, but those that did could overwhelm her with the shifting, overlapping images of past and present and future connected to the object and the person most closely associated with it. Sophia had considered, more than once, wearing gloves of a different color, but although such an action would give her blessed anonymity, she was always uncomfortable at the idea, as if she were denying this fundamental part of herself in trying to conceal it.

      She found them an unoccupied sofa and tried to appear serenely unconcerned at the discreet attention she was attracting. At least none of the guests here tonight would be so crass as to ask her for a Vision; more likely they would angle for an introduction that would allow them a few words with her that they could brag about later. Countess Lieven and her oppressive attention were nowhere in sight.

      A woman sitting on a sofa about a foot away from theirs caught sight of Sophia and nudged her companion, a well-dressed man in yellow waistcoat and dark knee breeches. He began to raise his quizzing glass to examine her, then put it swiftly away and turned his head in such a deliberate manner that Sophia knew he was still watching her. And so it begins.

      She straightened her gloves to conceal her discomfort at being stared at, even covertly. Most of her fellow Extraordinary Seers loved the attention they received, but Sophia had never quite been able to shed the feeling that the gloves made her an object, a living, breathing statue, instead of a person. It was a pity Lady Enderleigh, England’s only Extraordinary Scorcher, was somewhere in the Caribbean; her entrance was likely the only thing that could eclipse Sophia’s appearance at Almack’s tonight.

      “I do not see anyone I know,” Cecy murmured. “Perhaps you will not have to dance after all, if you cannot secure an introduction.”

      “I am certain someone will find an excuse to speak to us. Until then, we will sit here and amuse ourselves by inventing histories for those who pass before us,” Sophia said. “That young man speaking to the rather large woman, over there—does he not look like an insect? With that dull brown hair and his thin limbs?”

      Cecy covered her mouth to hide a giggle. “He does! And—oh, no, Sophy, only see to whom he is speaking! Is it too late for us to hide?”

      Sophia turned partly away. “Perhaps she does not see us. Quickly, turn your face.”

      “Mrs. Westlake!” A strident voice rose above the clamor of the crowd. “I’m surprised to see you here in London. And Mrs. Barham, good to see you out in public.”

      “Lady Daveril, what a pleasure,” Sophia said. Lady Daveril, dressed in old gold silk with topazes around her neck and in her hair, loomed over them like an elegantly gowned battleship. “You look well.”

      “Fresh air and frequent walks, that’s what keeps a body well. You should follow that regimen, Mrs. Barham,” Lady Daveril said. Cecy’s gaze dropped to her lap, and Sophia had to control the urge to rise and slap the tall, buxom woman across both her rosy cheeks. “But what brings you back to London so soon, Mrs. Westlake? I thought you had another eight months of service to go.”

      “How kind of you to take such an interest in me, Lady Daveril,” Sophia said. Would she be ejected from Almack’s if she took hold of the Countess’s elegantly coiffed hair and yanked it out by the roots? “But after the pirates’ decisive defeat, the War Office agreed I should be released early. As a reward, you see.” It was the story the War Office had concocted, and she had no choice but to repeat it as they directed and pray no one realized how many months had passed between that event and her leaving the service.

      “The more reward for us, that we enjoy your presence again,” Lady Daveril said. “Pity about your husband, but you’re well out of mourning and I imagine you’re eager to remarry.”

      “I have chosen not to marry again, Lady Daveril,” Sophia said. “I do not feel the lack of a husband.”

      “Nonsense,” the tall woman said. “It’s your duty to marry and produce talented children for England. And I intend to introduce as many eligible men as possible to you. Even someone as choosy as you can’t reject all of them.”

      Can I not? Sophia thought, but said only, “I am very obliged to you, Lady Daveril, but we both know the law⁠—”

      “Oh, never mind the law,” Lady Daveril said. “I’m talking about what’s right. Never fear, Mrs. Westlake, no one’s expecting you to marry where you don’t feel an attachment. I’ll speak with you later, shall I?” She sailed off into the crowd, unperturbed at forcing a few of the dancers at the bottom of the set to step out of her way.

      Sophia and Cecy looked at one another. “This was a terrible idea,” Sophia said.

      “I know Lady Daveril is unpleasant, but you will have to find partners somehow, and at least she will provide an introduction,” Cecy said.

      “How is it you maintain such unrelenting optimism in the face of abject horror?”

      “I will grant you horror, but it is hardly abject. Spine-chilling, perhaps.”

      Sophia laughed, and said, “I suppose I could always attempt to hide from her. But you are correct, and it would be ridiculous for me to come here and spend the entire evening not dancing.”

      “Mrs. Westlake!”

      Sophia, startled by this high-pitched exclamation uttered in loud tones from only a few feet away, stood and turned to see who had spoken. A short, plump young woman with pale blond ringlets in some disorder around her face was looking directly at her, her mouth and hazel eyes as round as her cheeks.

      “Mama, it’s Mrs. Westlake! Mrs. Westlake, how good to see you—but I can see you don’t remember me, I suppose it’s been years since—I am Richard’s cousin Daphne—oh, mama, Mrs. Westlake is family, don’t make that face at me.” The young woman approached Sophia despite the restraining hand an older woman with much neater blond hair placed on her shoulder. “Mrs. Westlake will want to speak to us.”

      “Daphne, contain yourself,” the older woman said. “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Westlake. I am afraid Daphne has been sadly indulged all her life. But it is true, poor Richard was my nephew. I hope you received our family’s condolences upon his death.”

      “Lady Claresby,” Sophia said, dredging the name up from memory, “of course I remember you. Your kind letter was such a comfort to me. And Lady Daphne—it is good to see you again.”

      “I know I’m much changed since you saw me last, but I didn’t realize you might not recognize—but then I was several inches shorter, I’ve grown much in the last four years—are you enjoying yourself? Because I have to say”—Lady Daphne’s voice dropped to a whisper barely audible above the noise of the crowd—“I feel as if I’m on display, don’t you? You know I’m an Extraordinary Bounder, yes? And I can tell everyone is looking at you as well—it’s so uncomfortable, and they all know I’m determined not to marry until—you must tell me what the service is like! I tried to make them admit me two years ago, when I was eighteen, but no one would listen, and now I will be eligible in May and I’m in ecstasies!”

      Sophia could not help smiling at the young woman’s exuberance. “I am certain you will have many adventures, if your assignments are anything like Richard’s were,” she said.

      Lady Daphne blushed. “I should not have reminded you of him, should I?” she said. “I beg your pardon. I forgot for a moment that Richard was a Bounder. I sometimes speak before I think—Mama is in complete despair over me⁠—”

      “Not complete despair,” Lady Claresby said, “since you are trying so hard to learn self-control.”

      “I am, truly I am,” Lady Daphne said. “I’m glad we met—may I call you Sophia? Or maybe you believe that’s impertinent, since we are only cousins by marriage—but that’s still family, don’t you agree?”

      “Richard always spoke so fondly of you that I feel he would have wanted us to be friends,” Sophia said. “I would love for you to call me Sophia.”

      “And you will call me Daphne, I dislike being Lady Daphne because everyone makes it sound as if I am ten years old,” Lady Daphne said. “I have so many questions—oh, but I’m not annoying you, am I? It’s not as if I’m bothering you for a prophecy, because my friend Viola is a Seer, not an Extraordinary Seer, but a Seer, and people are always asking her to Dream for them, and she hates it, and I imagine you probably feel the same way. And I know all these people are hovering around wondering how I dared to speak to you⁠—”

      “Daphne, please don’t trouble Mrs. Westlake,” Lady Claresby said.

      “But I’m not—oh, I am, aren’t I?”

      Daphne looked so downhearted that Sophia laughed again and clasped her hand.

      “You are not in the slightest,” she said, “but I believe Almack’s is not the place for such conversation. May I call on you both tomorrow?”

      “We would be delighted to welcome you,” Lady Claresby said with a smile.

      “Please do!” Daphne said, squeezing Sophia’s hand in return. “I promise to keep my excitement in check.”

      “I look forward to it,” Sophia said, and watched Lady Claresby and her irrepressible daughter move off into the crowd.

      She had forgotten Richard had family beyond his immediate one; his mother was the Marquess of Claresby’s sister, Lady Penelope St. Clair, and her marriage to the wealthy and highly-rated Mover Archibald Westlake had been the talk of London thirty years before. Probably the St. Clairs were not truly family, having been related by a marriage that had ended so tragically, but Richard’s parents lived in Bath, and Sophia’s family all lived in Derbyshire, and she found herself pleased at the thought of finding relations closer to her adopted home.

      She turned to resume her seat and discovered, to her amusement, that one of Cecy’s many friends from her Speaker reticulum had taken it, and the two women were deep in conversation about something Sophia had no knowledge of. Well, she did want Cecy to enjoy herself.

      She surveyed the room. From the way several men quickly averted their gaze, she knew they had been staring at her. How foolish, that they had to wait on an introduction to approach her, when it was clear they were interested in making her acquaintance. How terrible, that she had to rely on Lady Daveril to provide her with those introductions. Too late, she realized she might have asked Lady Claresby for assistance. Who knew what the Countess might come up with?

      “Mrs. Westlake!” The Countess’s booming voice cut across the noise, startling Sophia. It was as if her thoughts had summoned the woman. “There you are! I almost believe you have been hiding from me.”

      “No, Lady Daveril,” Sophia said as the tall woman approached.

      “There is someone you should meet,” the Countess said. “Lord Endicott, do not be so shy. Mrs. Westlake, let me introduce Lord Endicott. Mrs. Westlake is newly returned from Portugal and is eager to make new friends.”

      Lord Endicott. The world tilted, and Sophia’s vision went grey at the edges. How is he here? Is there some other Lord Endicott?

      But no: there was the tall, well-Shaped form, the splendidly turned calves and broad shoulders, the golden hair and bright green eyes that Nature and not talent had gifted him with, since neither could be Shaped, the strong mouth that at the moment was smiling at her in what probably looked to everyone else like a friendly, even admiring, expression. She could not bring herself to smile back at him. His was the face of her nightmares.
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      “I did not know it was Mrs. Westlake to whom you wished to introduce me,” Lord Endicott said in that beautiful baritone that had always been able to captivate his listeners. “We were acquainted in Portugal. Mrs. Westlake, your servant.”

      “Lord Endicott,” Sophia said, hoping it came out sounding normal and not filled with the fury and humiliation raging through her. “I did not know you were in London.”

      “My business in Portugal is finished,” he said, “and London is where society is, this time of year. Do you not agree?”

      He looked so friendly, sounded so charming, and she had to stop her hands from closing into fists and smashing that beautiful face. “I suppose,” she said. Why could she not think of some way to cut him? To extricate herself from this conversation? But Cecy was preoccupied with her friend, and Daphne and Lady Claresby were gone, and Sophia had just enough self-control not to begin screaming accusations at Lord Endicott.

      Lady Daveril laughed, a sound as booming as her voice, and said, “Ask her to dance, Endicott, or I’ll have to do it for you, and you know I will.”

      “I would enjoy dancing with you, Mrs. Westlake,” Lord Endicott said, offering her his hand. Sophia felt numb. She could not. She absolutely could not spend one more moment in his presence. She should turn and walk away⁠—

      —and commit social suicide, declare herself haughty and stiff-necked, be even more the subject of gossip than she already was. She took his hand and bobbed a curtsey to him. “Thank you, my lord,” she said, and was proud that none of her turmoil showed in her voice.

      Their first dance was fast, with much hopping and weaving, certainly too exuberant for conversation, but after a minute of silence, Lord Endicott said, “I am glad to see you participating in society, Mrs. Westlake.”

      “And why should I not?” Sophia replied, trying for a light tone.

      Lord Endicott shrugged. “I was afraid you would allow what happened to make you bitter. You are far too young and lovely to let one mistake sour your life.”

      His face was so innocently friendly. Does he practice that look of concern in his mirror every morning? Or is he Shaping his face as he speaks? “Your concern is touching,” she said.

      “I see no reason why we should not be friends. I bear you no ill will.”

      “How generous of you.”

      “Then you are bitter, after all.”

      Sophia’s temper began to rise. Just two dances. Half an hour. “Again, I thank you for your concern, but I see no reason why we should be friends, simply because Lady Daveril has taken an interest in my social life.”

      Lord Endicott’s look of concern turned to one of injured sorrow so perfect it could not be real. How, how could he so readily put up such a false façade? “I have forgiven you for your mistake in accusing me of a terrible crime,” he said. “I believe you should be able to forgive yourself. I wish there were something I could do to aid you in that.”

      “Forgive my bluntness, Lord Endicott, but I have not asked for your help, nor do I believe I need it. I would prefer this conversation be at an end.”

      “I don’t believe I deserve that. I could have had you arrested, you know. The law is not gentle with Seers convicted of lying about their Dreams. I choose to believe you were mistaken rather than untruthful.”

      “So I am to show you gratitude, that you only had me humiliated and not imprisoned as well?”

      “The humiliation was all yours, Mrs. Westlake. There is no shame in a Seer being wrong about a Dream or a Vision. I understand they can be very difficult to interpret correctly. You were the one who chose to continue claiming not only that I was engaged in business like some common tradesman, but that I was an embezzler and a thief, when all the evidence said otherwise.”

      “Evidence you manufactured.”

      “And then made yourself appear unhinged by that accusation.” Lord Endicott continued to sound sorrowful, not angry, and it infuriated Sophia. Why was he playing this game with her? Was he not satisfied that her reputation within the government was shattered? “I truly do not wish to be your enemy, Mrs. Westlake, but if your pride⁠—”

      “Say nothing more,” Sophia said in a low, intense voice. Surely everyone dancing within ten feet of her could feel the anger radiating off her like heat off a summer pavement. “You were guilty. You and I both know it. You found a way to hide your guilt. We both know this as well. I lost my position thanks to you, and now the government considers me unreliable and irrational. There is nothing I can do to change their minds about me. All I can do is put it behind me—and resolve never to be in contact with you again. So do not, I pray you, continue this farce.”

      “Forgive me for upsetting you,” Lord Endicott said. “I meant only to extend an olive branch—but I see your hatred of me has disordered your good sense.” He smiled at her again, still perfectly sorrowful, but his eyes were alight with pleasure at her anger. If only she dared slap him across that beautiful face! Fury filled her, made it impossible for her to speak, and for that Sophia was grateful, because anything she said now would no doubt come out as a shriek.

      She moved through the figures of the dance automatically, without looking at her partner more than was necessary. He spoke to her once or twice more; she ignored him each time, and finally he fell silent. If she had any doubt about his character before, his deliberate torment of her confirmed that he was an amoral, soulless villain who, not being satisfied with defeating her, was compelled to torture her as well.

      This was how he’d accomplished it; this was how he had convinced everyone he was an innocent victim. He was handsome as only a Shaper could be, he spoke smoothly and with great feeling, he knew how to conceal his wrongdoing from everyone except her, and her knowledge of his crime was irrelevant. That he was also politically powerful only gave more weight to his words, at least as far as the War Office was concerned. Had she not known the truth, had she not been certain of his guilt, she might have thought him truly interested in making peace between them.

      She endured the rest of their dances, and his escort back to where Cecy sat, alone now, with a stoic demeanor. Lord Endicott bowed, then walked away without a word. Cecy watched him go, imperfectly concealing her horror. “Sophia, do not tell me you accepted his invitation to dance!” she said in a low voice.

      “Lady Daveril was standing right there. I had no choice. Oh, Cecy, may we not leave?” Sophia was furious that her enemy might drive her away so readily, but she was so overwhelmed she could not bear another moment in this hot, overcrowded, noisy room that was too bright and filled with too many awful people.

      “Of course, dearest. Let me arrange for my carriage to be brought around.”

      Cecy stood and walked away, and Sophia sat and waited, feeling too exhausted to move. The stares continued, but no one else stopped to speak to her; no one asked her to dance. She felt as isolated as if Lord Endicott truly had spread the word of her “mistake” and his own status as wronged innocent.

      But there was nothing she could do, except avoid him. He could still choose to reveal all—she had never understood why he had chosen not to do so, since there was no pressure the War Office could bring to bear that would have any influence on him, and she could admit to herself that she was grateful not to have to suffer through public humiliation and ostracism. But she would sooner die than admit that to him.

      Their ride home was silent; Sophia’s inner turmoil kept her too preoccupied to speak, and she suspected Cecy’s pain had increased. They parted company in the hall outside their bedrooms, and Sophia undressed as quickly as her lady’s maid could help her, then climbed into bed and pulled the blankets around her ears. Her time in beautiful, temperate Lisbon had made her sensitive to cold winters, and now she shivered as her body too-slowly adjusted to the sheets imperfectly heated by the warming pan.

      Is this what I am destined for? Tormented by Lord Endicott, unable to defend myself, knowing myself to be right when all the world believes me wrong? She rolled over to lie on her stomach and burrowed her head beneath her pillow. Sometimes I even doubt myself. I have a perfect accuracy rating; was I simply too proud to accept that the great Sophia Westlake could be wrong?

      She reviewed, as she did every night, the Dream that had revealed Lord Endicott’s crime. Dwelling on it was pointless, but she could not stop herself, and every time, every recalled detail confirmed the truth of what she had seen. He knew I had found him out, somehow, and concealed his crime. Was it coincidence, that that clerk died before his testimony would have proven me right? He is a thief and a liar and I should be content with knowing I was right. But it was not enough.

      She fell into Dream as a diver drops into a deep pool, blue waters parting to let her body slip between them. In all directions, above and below and to the sides, stood the doors of Dream, insubstantial and cold, though the last was her imagination, as in Dream she could not feel any such thing. Some stood ajar, inviting her; others were fast closed and would need an effort to pass through. Sophia wandered among them, having no particular intent in Dreaming tonight.

      As she approached each door, it grew opaque, and on its surface shifting figures danced, hinting at what knowledge might lie beyond. Had she meditated on a subject before sleeping, she would have found doors specific to the information she sought; as it was, her Dreams simply grew from things she knew or had experienced recently. Until six weeks ago, all her Dreams had been focused on the Peninsula. Now they were random glimpses into lives she barely remembered encountering.

      She passed a door whose images were little better than masses of inchoate color, then went back a few steps to look at it again. A face formed from the colors, faded, came into focus again. Sophia’s Dream-self gasped, and the Dream shook briefly as her living body reacted. She calmed herself, afraid of waking; no Dream could be returned to once a Seer woke. The face re-emerged. Lord Endicott.

      Of course, it was logical she might Dream of him, even obvious, given the emotional effect he’d had on her. She put her hand palm-first on the door, and it dissolved as if absorbed by her skin. As it disappeared, she was drawn forward until the Dream surrounded her, as if she stood inside the room that was the locus for the Dream image.

      The room itself was nebulous; it could have been the grand entry at Carlton House or a shack near the banks of the Thames. It contained waist-high wooden crates, none of them labeled even when she imposed her will on the Dream to bring that part of it into focus.

      For an ordinary Seer, part of interpreting Dreams was learning to identify meaningful images by how they appeared in relation to the rest of the Dream. Some Dreams were colorless except for certain parts that were bright red or pale yellow, while other Dreams persisted in staying out of focus but for one important object. Sophia, an Extraordinary, was capable of manipulating the stuff of Dreams to extract their meaning more directly.

      The room held nothing more than the crates. Sophia stepped back and pictured one of the lids flying off. It did so, vanishing as it went, which told Sophia its contents and not the crate itself were the core meaning of the Dream. She looked into the crate and saw silver. Loose coin filled the crate, an impossibility because no one but a Mover could lift a crate thus filled. Her perspective shifted, and the silver turned into rifle balls, then back again.

      Confusion dragged her out of sleep. She already knew that Lord Endicott, concealing his involvement with a company producing war materiel, had embezzled from the government, billed for twice as much as he delivered, then blackmailed the clerk to alter the records. Why would she see this again? She sat in her bed in the darkness and rested her chin on her bent knees. She had no interest in Seeing anything to do with that vicious liar, so why did her Seer’s brain drag up his image?

      Of course. Though the War Office had not believed her accusation of Lord Endicott, they knew of the embezzlement and were investigating the crime. Lord Endicott would have been forced to abandon that plan; no wonder he said his business in Portugal was finished, because he could not afford to be identified as the perpetrator. But he was an amoral villain, and it was impossible that this was his only criminal enterprise. She had exposed him once, or tried to, and there was no reason she should not do so again. She would prove him a liar and a criminal, and she would have her revenge.

      She lay down on her back, her left hand flat over her navel and her right over her heart, just below her left breast, preparatory to meditation. It was unlikely she would learn anything tonight; she would need to do more reading to give her mind images on which to base her Dreams. But she would succeed. She had never failed before, and it was impossible she should do so now.
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      “There are more than a dozen London newspapers, dearest; must you subscribe to all of them?” Cecy said. She picked up The Times and riffled its pages. “Not that I object to your exercising your talent, but this seems rather excessive. I mean, you have both the Morning Chronicle and the Morning Post.”

      “Both of which offer the same information from different viewpoints,” Sophia said, wielding her scissors to remove yet another clipping. “I need to know as much as possible if I am to accomplish my goal.”

      Cecy laid down The Times, sat down next to Sophia, and sighed. Sophia was certain the sigh had nothing to do with how she had spread her various newspapers over the end of the breakfast room table opposite to where she and Cecy and Lewis took their meal.

      Gauzy curtains diffused the light enough to keep it from glaring off the shining brown surface of the table—the part not obscured by newspaper, that is, which was not very much of it. The detritus of the morning meal still waited to be cleared away, and Sophia briefly wondered if she had actually eaten everything on her plate, or if her excitement to begin had distracted her from her stomach’s demands. No, she felt no pangs of hunger, just a rising need to absorb everything these papers had to offer about Lord Endicott and his activities, criminal or otherwise.

      “Sophy, are you certain this is a good idea?” Cecy said. “It is too late to convince the War Office that you were correct. Should you not leave it in the past?”

      “Lord Endicott had the clerk, Mr. Tate, killed to prevent his speaking out,” Sophia said, laying down her scissors. There was newsprint on her left index finger and thumb, which she rubbed at with her other hand. “He has shown himself without conscience and ready to commit any foul action to protect himself. I seem to be the only person who knows his true nature. How can I sit by and permit him to continue in his crimes? Especially if it might mean saving a life?”

      “That is an excellent justification,” Cecy said drily, “but I am certain you have other reasons for pursuing Lord Endicott.” A servant entered the room and, with a hesitant glance at them, began clearing dishes away. Cecy lowered her voice. “You and I both know you have a tendency to become obsessed when you are faced with a problem. Tell me, what was it that happened when we were at school and your pet bird went missing?”

      Sophia flushed. “That was different.”

      “You spent so much time in Dream that you collapsed and had to be sent home for a week of bed rest,” Cecy said. “When it was clear to everyone that the obnoxious creature had escaped to the forest to live a carefree existence where its shrill and horribly intermittent cries could not disturb innocent girls who only wanted to sleep during the dark hours as God intended.”

      “All right,” Sophia said, torn between irritation and amusement. “I will concede your point that I sometimes become…”

      “Obsessive.”

      “Overly focused on a problem,” Sophia said. “But it is that quality that has brought me my greatest successes, as I’m sure you’ll recall.”

      “I believe the Fleet of the Americas is grateful to your obsessiveness, with all those weeks of analyzing Visions that led you to understand the fundamentals of how they work,” Cecy said. “And then more weeks of training your fellow Extraordinaries to use the technique against the remaining pirates. But you came close to collapse again, and you cannot expect me to be happy about that, no matter how much success you had.”

      “Cecy, I swear to be careful. I cannot achieve Lord Endicott’s destruction if I collapse; you don’t believe I drive myself to the breaking point because I enjoy it?”

      “I believe you do not always know where the breaking point is.”

      “Then you will have to remind me,” Sophia said. She picked up her scissors and waved them in Cecy’s direction, snipping the air with a couple of metallic tearing sounds. “I will stop you overexerting yourself, and you will stop me forgetting to eat and bathe.”

      Cecy wrinkled her nose. “I daresay I have the less pleasant task.”

      “But you are the more recalcitrant of us. Will you see Dr. Garland today?”

      “Tomorrow,” Cecy said, “though I feel horribly guilty, dragging her here three times a week only to wait on me and repeat the same temporary treatment every time.”

      “You forget she sees your condition as a challenge. Do not deny her the pleasure of treating you like an experiment.”

      Cecy laughed. “How strange that the idea does not make me feel angry or dehumanized.” She pushed a few papers aside. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “You can examine the Morning Chronicle for references to Lord Endicott,” Sophia said, handing over that newspaper and a second pair of scissors. Having Cecy’s cooperation, even if it was not completely whole-hearted, lifted her spirits. She would not admit it to Cecy, but the piles of newspapers daunted her a little. So much to read, and she knew from experience that little of it would have bearing on the Dreams she sought—but she could not know which of them might contain what she was looking for, and she could not risk missing a key piece of information by ignoring one simply because it seemed an unlikely source.

      She had a moment’s irritation at Lord Endicott that had nothing to do with how he’d humiliated her or her current pursuit of his criminal activity. What she wanted to do, now that she was free of her government service, was pursue a greater understanding of the mechanism of Dream, as she had Vision. Aside from Bounding, Dream was the least understood of all the talents.

      Seers knew that immersing themselves in the facts surrounding a person or event led to more detailed and accurate Dreams, but not why this was so, and no one understood how knowing facts, which necessarily existed in the past, could produce knowledge of the future. Sophia was convinced there was an answer, but she had no time, thanks to Lord Endicott. Proving him guilty was crucial. Proving him guilty in a way that caused him maximum public humiliation…it was not necessary, but it would satisfy her in a way she felt vaguely guilty about.

      She snipped another story out of The Times. Lord Endicott was speaking to Parliament yet again in favor of the war. Possibly he was involved in some other crime connected with the military, if he were yet so passionate about Britain’s continuing support of the fight against Napoleon.

      Sophia, though she was in favor of her country defending itself against a merciless aggressor, nevertheless was uncertain about the morality of taking action against civilians who were in the thrall of an Extraordinary Coercer such as Napoleon. He had the gall to brag about his talent, as if it were not something foul that corrupted everything it touched; how could the ability to sway the emotions of multitudes, to make them believe they loved him, be anything but a curse?

      No Coercer, Extraordinary or otherwise, had emerged in England for more than one hundred years, but the unexpected manifestation of an Extraordinary Scorcher talent had made some question whether Coercers might not simply be concealing themselves. Two of Sophia’s newspapers had sections devoted to speculation as to which prominent member of Parliament might owe his power to a secret talent, though Sophia thought they were simply fond of looking for conspiracies where there were none to be found. She hoped. The idea of having her emotions manipulated frightened her.

      “You intend to call on Lady Claresby this morning, yes? Would you mind stopping in at Floris? They know which scent is mine, you need only ask after my name,” Cecy said.

      “I would enjoy running your errand, as the day seems so pleasant, though I am certain you simply want me away from my obsession for a few hours.”

      “You know me so well,” Cecy said with a wink.
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      It was, in fact, a beautiful day. The sky was clear, brightening the winter sun and warming the chill air so that Sophia asked Peter to lower the hood of the barouche. She even considered leaving her pelisse behind. But she settled for respectability, and relaxed into the leather seat that warmed with her body’s heat and that of the sun until it was perfectly comfortable.

      All of London appeared to be out today, enjoying the respite from the oppressive frozen fug that had gripped the city for the previous three days. The pedestrians Sophia passed seemed more animated than before, as if they too had been gripped with immobility by a winter that already seemed as if it might never end.

      She resolved to run Cecy’s errand first, so it would not weigh on her during her visit with Lady Claresby and Daphne. The route took them near King Street, which brought Almack’s to mind again, and Sophia found, to her surprise, that rather than being infuriated by the memory, she felt pleasure—pleasure at knowing she could bring Lord Endicott down if only she applied herself. She turned around in her seat after the carriage passed the turn that led to Almack’s, watching until it was hidden by the shops of Jermyn Street. Yes, she thought, I will have justice, and stifled the fleeting thought that perhaps justice would not be enough.

      She found that Floris, at least, was one of the shops that had not changed during her absence—that likely had remained the same for more than eighty years. She always enjoyed her visits there, with delicate scents in the air that were discreet and never overwhelming. She chose a comb for herself while waiting for Cecy’s purchase to be wrapped. The shop seemed designed to lure one into making a purchase, if only for the pleasure of holding one of the little boxes, beautiful in itself as well as for the jewel-like treasure it contained.

      Sophia held her parcel and went to the multi-paned window, nearly filling the front wall of the shop, to watch Jermyn Street’s constantly moving traffic. The edges of the glass where they met the leading were slightly curved and made the passing men and women flicker as they passed. Sophia amused herself by considering how they would look if the window had the power to magically transform them to match those brief flickers. Tall and skinny, like the pair of chattering women with arms linked who strode rapidly down Jermyn Street? Or spherical, like the large man who stood outside near the door as if waiting for someone? Why he would choose to wait in the cold instead of the comfortably warm shop was a mystery.

      She accepted her parcels with a smile and exited the shop only to nearly run into the spherical man, who still stood near the door. He was several years older than she, and not really spherical, of course, but well over six feet tall, and powerfully built. His dark eyes came to rest on her with such swiftness that Sophia was unsettled. “I beg your pardon, sir,” she said, taking a few steps away.

      “No, I should beg your pardon, Mrs. Westlake,” he said. His voice was deep and smooth, and in tone unnervingly like Lord Endicott’s, though in a much lower register. His well-bred accent was completely at odds with the pantaloons and undistinguished greatcoat he was wearing. “I was not paying attention to where I was standing.”

      “You know my name,” Sophia said, trying to conceal her irritation. Once again her red gloves left her open to impertinences. It was not uncommon for admirers, or supplicants, to follow her in the hope of convincing her to perform some service for them, regardless of propriety; had she been any ordinary gentlewoman, it would have been the height of bad manners for this man to accost her on the street. Many Seers enjoyed their notoriety, and most accepted commissions—at a hefty fee, of course—as a way of making a living. Sophia, having no need of money, found the whole thing annoying. “I do not accept commissions, sir.”

      “I’m not interested in a commission, not the way you mean it,” the man said. “My name is Rutledge, and you used to work for me.”

      “I beg your pardon again, sir,” Sophia said, “but I know the men and women of the War Office for whom I used to work, and you are not among them.”

      Mr. Rutledge took Sophia’s arm and drew her a few steps away from the shop door before releasing her. Sophia was too startled to resist. “My…employer…has no Extraordinary Seers—no Seers of any kind—of its own,” he said. “General Omberlis occasionally loaned me your services. You must remember that some of your Visions seemed unrelated to the war?”

      “I am not at liberty to discuss my military service,” Sophia said. His size, and the deepness of his voice, and the way he stood so near to her, were beginning to make her nervous. Granted, he was unlikely to assault an Extraordinary nearly on the doorstep of Carlton House, but if he did, the fact that he would face a long prison sentence would be no comfort. She began assessing the distance from where she stood to her waiting carriage. Why did the stupid driver not see her predicament?

      “Then I will tell you about it,” Mr. Rutledge said. “You entered the service in aught-nine, when you came of age, as is expected of an Extraordinary Seer. You had an exemplary record for over three years. Perfect accuracy. And then you had a Dream that was disproven and you refused to admit you were wrong. The War Office expelled you, though it concealed the details of that expulsion to protect you and it both. Am I correct?”

      “How do you know that?” Sophia said.

      “I told you. You used to work for me. And now I would like to employ you on a somewhat more regular basis. I have need of an Extraordinary Seer. I know and respect your abilities. And I believe I can offer you something beyond money.”

      “And what would that be?” Sophia said.

      “An opportunity to reclaim your reputation. To prove you are still as reliable as you ever were.”

      Sophia caught her breath. Vindication. Someone, finally, realized she had been telling the truth. “Then you are employed by the government,” she said. “Who is your employer?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t tell you that until you’ve agreed to work for me. I can assure you it would not be immoral or degrading work, but I am not at liberty to reveal my connection to it to anyone who is not similarly committed.”

      “I am not comfortable with that.”

      “Are you comfortable with how things stand now? With the War Office considering you unstable and irrational?”

      It was like a blow to the chest. “I say you are impertinent, sir,” Sophia said.

      “I apologize if my words were inappropriate, but I believe they are no less true for all that,” Mr. Rutledge said.

      Sophia considered briefly. “And how is my work for you to redeem my reputation? How does it involve Lord Endicott?”

      “It has nothing to do with Lord Endicott,” Mr. Rutledge said, frowning. “I thought you had put that behind you.”

      The ache in her chest tightened. “Then you believe my Dream was false,” she said.

      “I don’t believe you deserved to be expulsed simply for one incorrect Dream,” Mr. Rutledge said. “The War Office acted out of fear of what political pressure Lord Endicott might have brought to bear, and that was wrong.”

      Sophia focused on his face. He was surprisingly attractive for a faithless deceiver who was stupid enough to be taken in by Lord Endicott. How attractive would he be if she balled up her fist and struck him in the eye? “My Dream was not incorrect,” she said, winding her fist into the fabric of her gown so it would not attack him independent of her control. “Lord Endicott is an embezzler and he arranged the death of Clive Tate. And I refuse to work for someone who believes I am a liar.”

      “I do not believe you are a liar,” Mr. Rutledge said. His tone of voice, so patronizing, was that of someone soothing an injured animal. “You made a mistake⁠—”

      “The mistake was in speaking to you at all,” Sophia snapped. “Do not approach me again.”

      The pleasant expression fell away from the big man’s face. “I expended a great deal of political capital to get the—my employer to agree to my proposal at all,” he said. “Some of those in positions of power have learned of your expulsion and believe you to be a liability. I am the only one who still has faith in your abilities. You cannot be so foolish as to reject that.”

      “Perhaps you should have spoken to me before you wasted all of that effort,” Sophia said. “I am not so desperate that I will go crawling back to a government that thinks so poorly of me. I have no need of your offer, sir, and if repudiating what I know to be true is what it will take to reclaim my reputation, then I would rather the War Office continue to consider me unreliable.”

      “You are making a mistake.”

      “I believe, in your eyes, I am making another mistake. I wonder you can have any need of my services at all, if you believe me to be so entirely in the wrong.”

      “I—” Mr. Rutledge stopped. He appeared to be controlling his impulse to shout. “Mrs. Westlake,” he continued in a calmer voice, “I wish I could tell you the details of how you have assisted me in the past. I believe it would convince you of my sincerity in offering you this position. We need never speak of your service with the War Office again, if that would satisfy you. I know you. You have a passion for justice that I believe would be put to good use in working for my employer. Please reconsider.”

      Now it was Sophia who had to struggle to control her desire to shout at him. “Mr. Rutledge,” she said, after a moment’s tense silence, “you and I have never met before this day. You do not know me, and I am at a loss to understand why you believe you do. I will do you the courtesy of accepting that you mean me no insult in choosing to disbelieve my story. After all, everyone else feels the same; why should you be different? But this means that you can only think of me in one of two ways: either I am a liar, or I am deluded, and I cannot accept a close association with anyone who believes me to be one of those. So I must decline your offer and ask you not to approach me again, because my mind will not change however you renew your request.”

      Mr. Rutledge’s lips thinned as he pressed them hard together, probably trying to contain the words that wanted to escape his tongue. “As you wish. It seems the War Office was right. Forgive my importunacies.” He took a few steps away from Sophia and bowed, raising his hat to reveal dark hair swept back from his brow, then turned and walked away up Jermyn Street.

      Sophia watched him until he was a few yards away, then came to her senses and went to Cecy’s carriage. “Don’t leave yet,” she said to Peter, and kept her eyes on the tall retreating figure until he reached the end of the street and turned left out of her sight. “All right,” Sophia said. She scooted down in her seat in case they passed him, but the barouche turned right instead of left and Sophia could breathe more easily.

      The encounter had left her as angry as her dance with Lord Endicott had, though in a completely different way. How Mr. Rutledge could expect her to work for someone who believed her either a liar or unstable was a complete mystery. No, she had been inaccurate in making that claim; he simply believed her to be wrong, and she probably should not hate him for that, since it was true there was no shame in being mistaken. But she knew she was not wrong, knew it the way she knew what her Dreams meant, and that was what ate at her, because she could have endured making a genuine mistake.

      He thought I should be beholden to him, that I should be grateful for his intervention on my behalf, she thought, and that infuriated her all over again. She didn’t need the War Office’s approval or good will. She needed to see Lord Endicott brought low. She needed the world to see what evil hid behind that beautiful face. And she needed him to know she was the architect of his destruction.
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      Sophia emerged from Dream into her dark bedchamber and fumbled about for the lamp, momentarily disoriented at not being able to simply think the light into existence. Her groping fingers knocked the pencil lying on her bedside table to the floor just as they found the lamp’s round base. She should have left it burning no matter how long this Dream might take.

      Grumbling, she lit the lamp, then leaned out of her warm nest to reach, upside-down, for the pencil where it had rolled beneath her bed. Such a fuss over what was surely her most disappointing Dream to date, but she dutifully noted it down in the diary she kept by her bed:

      Everything shifts. People whose faces change—possibly members of E.’s organization, disposable? More money, all bills of low denomination, this time fading from bills to roast chicken of all things!

      She closed the book and set it down with more than necessary force, then turned off the light and lay back on her pillows. She would Dream no more tonight; three in a night was exceptional, even for her, and she could feel her mind clouding over with exhaustion. She was almost certain, after nearly a week of studying and meditating, that she was closing in on a detail, the detail, that would show her what crime Lord Endicott was engaged in now. And then—well, she had no plans for “then,” but there was no point in making plans until she knew what she faced.

      She had gone out in society almost every night since the disastrous evening at Almack’s—to  private parties, the theater, more dances—and had not seen Lord Endicott at all. The mysterious Mr. Rutledge had not made an appearance, either. She chose not to relax her guard, reasoning that preparedness was an excellent policy when unpleasant men were in the habit of appearing where they were least welcome. No, that was probably unfair to Mr. Rutledge, who had been very pleasant despite being impertinent and entirely wrong. Even so, she had no interest in seeing either of them again.
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