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              INCOGNITO IN CHARACTER
            

          

        

      

      ‘A ball, at last!’ Dimity Plumleigh-Teignmott sank back into her chair in delight.

      At the head table, Mademoiselle Geraldine finished her announcement with a similar collapse, stays heaving with repressed excitement. She would not be attending said ball, as she never left school grounds, but she appreciated that her young ladies of quali-tay were about to engage in a social event of great import. Lady Linette put a gentling hand to the headmistress’s arm, wary of a full infection of flutterings.

      It was too late. The school erupted into chatter.

      ‘It’s only Bunson’s,’ Preshea Buss said to Dimity. ‘We know all the boys there, and most of the best prospects have gone on to university.’

      ‘Oh, buck up, Preshea, do. That means fresh meat. You should be thrilled, since you prefer your young men innocent and ripe for the plucking,’ shot back Sophronia.

      Preshea couldn’t refute that – in a way, it was quite the compliment. So she turned her back on Sophronia and her friends.

      Sophronia sipped her tea, feeling victorious, green eyes assessing the reactions of those around her. Dimity’s delight was to be expected. Agatha Woosmoss, their other close friend, was notably reticent when confronted with large gatherings involving the opposite sex. She had very flushed cheeks that suggested interest – or possibly paralytic fear. The debuts were in a tight huddle over the Scones of Iniquity and the Jam of Trepidation. Professor Braithwope was bouncing in his chair like a delighted baby, although he would not be attending. Professor Lefoux’s lip was curled in disgust as she stood to make the supervisory rounds.

      ‘What to wear?’ murmured Dimity, rolling a Chelsea bun between thumb and forefinger.

      Professor Lefoux pounced. ‘Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott, what are you doing to that bun? Your fingers are completely sticky. Only look at the crumbs. And you’ve misplaced currants. You should know better.’

      Dimity dropped the bun.

      Sophronia jumped in. ‘We are working on a language for crumb and currant communication.’

      Professor Lefoux was not fooled. ‘Indeed? Pray continue.’

      ‘The number and location of the crumbs indicates intent.’

      ‘And the currants?’

      ‘Instructions, of course.’

      ‘And how do you propose to control quantity when utilising less adhesive bread items?’

      ‘That requires further study.’ Sophronia was brazen to the end.

      Professor Lefoux sniffed. ‘Perhaps you should stick to less messy forms of communication. But your inventiveness has merit.’

      It was, of course, impossible to tell whether this compliment was directed at the idea of a crumb communication system or whether Professor Lefoux was complimenting Sophronia on coming up with an excuse for Dimity’s mishandling of buns. Whatever the case, Professor Lefoux caught sight of one of the debuts actually tossing her bun at another girl and dashed away without further comment.

      Dimity ate her sticky treat before it could result in more unwanted attention. She shoved her empty crumb-covered plate in front of Sophronia. ‘Go on, then, read them.’

      Agatha giggled. ‘Like Madame Spetuna.’

      ‘What do the crumbs say of my future?’ Dimity’s round face was eager.

      Sophronia bent over the carnage and muttered, ‘You shall marry well and live a long and happy life. So long as you avoid all contact with…’ She drew out the suspense.

      Dimity hung on her words. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Sturgeon.’

      ‘What, the fish?’

      ‘Sturgeon bodes you ill will. Beware, or all will be lost.’

      Dimity grinned. ‘Oh goodness me, how ominous. And how damp.’

      Agatha shoved her crumby plate across the table. ‘Do mine?’

      Sophronia assumed a sepulchral tone. ‘You will cause a stir in high society with your wit and charm.’ Agatha blushed. ‘So long as you allow yourself to speak on occasion. Beware…’

      ‘Beware what?’

      ‘Philosophy!’

      ‘Oh, good, I’m already quite wary. Do your own fortune?’

      ‘Everyone knows a girl can’t predict her own future.’ Out of the corner of her eye, Sophronia watched Professor Lefoux return to her seat. Lady Linette stood and began to move from one tea table to the next. She was making an announcement, gesticulating at each pupil in turn, and moving on, leaving behind a much quieter and more thoughtful gaggle.

      Dimity took Sophronia’s plate. The Chelsea bun atop it was untouched.

      Agatha looked bright-eyed and inquisitive. ‘What does it say about our Sophronia, Dimity?’

      ‘That she has terrible taste, and should know when to stop telling fibs and simply eat her bun.’

      Agatha and Sophronia were both startled into a laugh.

      Dimity ate Sophronia’s bun, since it was clear her friend wasn’t going to accord it gastronomic respect. Then she turned the conversation on to her favourite topic, attire. ‘So, what will you wear to the ball, Agatha?’

      The redhead looked doubtful. She had recently exchanged much of her tubbiness around the middle for endowments further up. Mademoiselle Geraldine was most impressed by what she referred to as Miss Woosmoss’s increased assets and aesthetic abilities. Agatha was mortified. Fortunately, or unfortunately from Agatha’s perspective, she had a father who took a keen interest in the latest fashions – more for what it said about his means than for what it might do for his daughter’s standing. As a result, Agatha had many gowns to choose from.

      No one asked Sophronia what she would wear. Her own figure was decent enough and had not shifted substantially during her time at Mademoiselle Geraldine’s Finishing Academy for Young Ladies of Quality. Fortunate indeed, as she subsisted mainly on her sisters’ cast-offs. Those sisters having married away, cast-offs were increasingly rare. Sophronia had only one ball gown, and it was a transformation dress that served double duty as her best visiting dress.

      Despite her many options, Agatha was a problem. ‘I’d like to wear the mustard.’

      Sophronia suppressed a choke.

      Dimity was gentle with their friend. ‘Oh, but the pale lemon is much more stylish.’

      Not to mention more becoming to her complexion, thought Sophronia.

      ‘But the lemon is so very fluffy.’ Agatha did not understand that this was a good thing.

      Sophronia and Dimity exchanged a look.

      ‘It has a much nicer cut,’ Dimity pressed.

      ‘It’s too low!’ Agatha fluttered her hands about her chest.

      Dimity was wistful. ‘Exactly! What I wouldn’t give to…’ Dimity had tried every remedy for bust improvement that Mademoiselle Geraldine suggested, from massage with a tincture of myrrh, pimpernel, elderflower and rectified spirits, to preparations of nux vomica mixed with Madeira, to a diet composed mainly of comforting, breast-pampering foodstuffs. Dimity did not find the diet challenging, as it emphasised pastry, milk, potatoes, and similarly farinaceous foods. However, she was also avoiding tea and refraining from indulging in anger, grief, worry and jealousy. Emotions, everyone knew, affected the size and quality of one’s endowments. But despite her efforts, nothing had, so far, improved.

      ‘I should give you my share if I could.’ Agatha was nothing if not generous.

      Dimity was exactly as perceptive as people never gave her credit for. So she stopped pressuring Agatha and said to Sophronia, ‘You’re very subdued this evening. Are you nervous?’

      ‘About a ball?’ Sophronia was mock offended.

      ‘About Felix being at the ball.’

      Images flashed through Sophronia’s mind. Felix’s beautiful pale eyes lined in kohl. His dark hair. His leg bleeding. His warning her, too late. And that fateful shot, and Soap falling. It was all so complicated – and to think he was originally nothing more than a means for practising flirtation. ‘I can handle our dear Lord Mersey.’

      Dimity was unconvinced. ‘Oh, yes? Then explain the melancholy.’

      ‘Perhaps I’m bored.’

      ‘With what?’ asked Agatha.

      ‘Oh, you know. Flirting, pretty dress, espionage… death.’

      Dimity huffed. ‘La you! I seem to remember someone enjoying Professor Braithwope’s lesson on resourceful reticules this afternoon. Even if he is completely dotty.’

      ‘True. Perhaps I’m restless.’

      ‘School not exciting enough after stealing trains?’ Agatha sounded sympathetic.

      Dimity cocked her head. ‘Hogwash. Mention of the ball brought this on. If it’s not Felix, then —’ She paused. ‘Oh. You miss Mr Soap. It’s not like he could have actually escorted you, Sophronia.’

      ‘I know.’ Of its own accord, Sophronia’s hand delved into a secret pocket where Soap’s latest missive, months old, rested crumpled and well read. That she heard from him at all was a joy, but that someone else was teaching him to read and write was bittersweet. ‘He seems very far away.’

      ‘Poor little bean.’ Dimity was a good enough friend to sympathise with Sophronia’s heartache, even though she felt that the object of that affection was inappropriate.

      Sophronia appreciated this. And part of her sorrow was that, in the end, she agreed with Dimity. Soap was inappropriate. What future did they have outside of social ostracism? He was, in the eyes of society, the wrong class, the wrong skin colour, and now, the wrong species. ‘Ugh, this is getting maudlin. There is nothing any of us can do about it.’

      Sophronia groped desperately for the one topic that would guarantee her best friend’s distraction. ‘So, Dimity, what will you wear to the ball?’

      Dimity charged forth to conquer the conversation, taking no prisoners. ‘I was thinking about the pink, but it is a few seasons old and I have worn it before. What do you think? It projects a certain happy innocence that might be exactly the thing when surrounded by evil geniuses. Then again, there’s the jewellery to consider. I’d have to wear my pearls, and pearls may be too drab for a winter ball. But they are really the only thing that works with the pink. So then I thought perhaps the orange. It is such a bold statement. The level of maturity and consideration required to wear orange at my age might make the young men take me seriously. But do I want to be taken seriously? And then I thought the peach, but it never really recovered from the whole kidnapping and werewolf transport operation. So then I thought —’

      Sophronia and Agatha were content to let her ramble. There was something comforting about the force of intellect Dimity brought to bear on her apparel. Manipulation through proper dress was by far her best subject. She could prattle on happily about exactly the amount of disregard engendered by eight ruffles, as opposed to six, and why one might, or might not, want to add a sash into the equation.

      Then Lady Linette arrived at their table. ‘Your attention, please. Miss Buss, you as well. Now, I appreciate you are all excited about the winter ball, but we teachers are adding our own special twist to the occasion.’

      No one at the table was surprised. They were old hats at this kind of thing. Perhaps not old hats, but instead, they were last season’s gloves, soiled but still suited to any occasion, including inclement weather and dead body disposal.

      ‘You are all to attend. Yes, even you, Miss Woosmoss. But you are not attending as yourselves. Instead, in consideration of our recent school-wide focus on identity shift, you are to attend this ball as each other, within your year group. As you four are established pupils, better acquainted with one another than the younger girls, I expect you to execute perfectly and set a good example. You will, of course, be evaluated on your performances. Miss Temminnick’ – she pointed to Sophronia – ‘you are to go as Miss Woosmoss. Miss Woosmoss as Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott. Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott as Miss Buss. And Miss Buss as Miss Temminnick.’

      Preshea gave Sophronia a horrified look.

      Sophronia was thoughtful. There were dangerous avenues of mockery inherent in this assignment. They would all have to be careful not to insult the person they emulated, while doing a good enough job to convince the teachers. That was probably part of the test. No doubt they would each be asked how well they thought the other person enacted them.

      Agatha looked terrified and Dimity nonplussed.

      Preshea wanted the important particulars. ‘Do we have to borrow each other’s clothing? Sophronia only has one ball gown. Could I use something of mine and make it look as old-fashioned and boring as her dress?’ Preshea always spoke in a clipped tone. Sophronia thought she would have to work on her diction if she wanted to sound like Sophronia.

      Lady Linette had been expecting that question. ‘You may. It’s better if you can borrow, but I’m well aware not all of you have the means, or the ability, size-wise, to dress as one another. You are to obey the style, but not necessarily the stitching, of the assignment – as it were.’

      Sophronia was privately relieved. She’d hate to give her only ball gown to Preshea. The girl would spill cranberry cordial all over it out of pure spite.

      Lady Linette drifted off, having thrown a veritable stoat among the woodcocks.

      The heavy silence was broken by Preshea’s loud ‘Well, at least I didn’t get Agatha. Can you imagine? Me in olive drab.’ Her various cohorts at the next table tittered obligingly.

      Agatha, accustomed to such barbs, didn’t flinch. ‘I will have to wear so many sparkles.’

      ‘Can I dress you as me, Agatha?’ Dimity fairly vibrated. ‘Oh, you will look stunning!’

      Agatha was doubtful. ‘Will I fit your bodice?’

      Dimity’s smile was evil. ‘You’ll have to cinch very tight.’

      Agatha blanched and said hurriedly to Sophronia, ‘You can borrow anything you like of mine, of course. The lemon ruffles, even, although we’ll have to lengthen the skirt.’

      Sophronia thought yellow would make her look jaundiced. It suited Agatha well enough, but Sophronia had indifferent brown hair, skin prone to freckles, and the occasional spot. It would play hell with her complexion. ‘Perhaps the brown stripe?’ she asked hesitantly.

      Dimity was appalled. ‘Sophronia, you’ll look like a gangly sparrow! No offence, Agatha.’

      ‘None taken.’

      ‘Yes, but it’ll be easier to add a ruffle to the bottom.’

      Dimity had to agree with this assessment. She had it the easiest, for Preshea was always elegant. Well, perhaps that wasn’t easy for Dimity. She’d have to leave off her customary jewellery, and the personality switch was going to be rough. Dimity would have to be cruel and calculating.

      Sophronia realised Lady Linette had chosen specifically with such challenges in mind. Each of them had been assigned the girl most unlike her own personality. Although Sophronia bet Lady Linette was in for a surprise. She had a certain amount of Agatha in her. And she’d wager good money Dimity could be quite mean – she was plenty brutal to her brother given the slightest provocation. Sophronia also felt Agatha had untapped sparkling abilities. Even Preshea was more like Sophronia than she liked to admit. They certainly both had the same interest in calculated manipulation. It was only that Sophronia had a conscience and Preshea didn’t. She was grateful Preshea had been assigned to act like her instead of one of the others. Preshea’s goal would be to humiliate the object of her imitation, as well as obey the letter of the assignment. She would be good at both. Sophronia was able to withstand humiliation – her friends were not.

       

      Thus the young ladies, outfitted in each other’s finest – and each other’s personalities – descended upon Bunson and Lacroix’s Boys’ Polytechnic for a winter ball a few weeks later. There existed no little animosity between the two schools. They disagreed on the subjects of politics, supernatural acceptance, techniques of instruction, and teatime provisions. But they were linked by necessity. Bunson’s town, Swiffle-on-Exe, was the way station for Mademoiselle Geraldine’s. And really, what other partners could girls trained in espionage find at short notice, except boys trained as evil geniuses?

      The boys always expected something odd from Geraldine’s girls, but they seemed unclear about what exactly was occurring. Nevertheless, they soldiered manfully in, requesting dances from out-of-character young ladies. Bunson’s was not a particularly attractive school, but they’d done up the ballroom to an extreme. Evil genius-ness was like that – showy. There were automated lanterns high above filled with a yellow-coloured noxious gas, suspended on small rails from the ceiling. Four mechanicals had been reconfigured as a string quartet in one corner, where they played a rotating series of five, yes, five whole songs, over and over. Someone’s final project, Sophronia heard the whispers. So good he was recruited directly out of school as a Cultivator-class Pickleman. Other mechanicals circulated, carrying large brass trays loaded with nibbles and punch. Sophronia was suspicious of some of the nibbles (they could be explosive), so she stuck with recognisable foodstuffs. Someone managed to dump absinthe in the punch, and it took ten whole minutes for Professor Lefoux to discover it and order a new batch. Things were jolly indeed, for ten minutes.

      The boys had cleaned up as much as could be expected from those inclined towards evil. Civilities were observed to even Lady Linette’s standards. Carnets de bal were requested and filled in. Sophronia was proud of hers – it doubled as a garotte, among other things. She did not hold it up eagerly, as her compatriots did – that was not Agatha’s way. She skulked to the back of the room, finding refuge in a small crook-legged chair hidden behind a razor-edged metal fern.

      Sophronia watched interactions through its fanged fronds. There were a number of understandings between Geraldine’s girls and Bunson’s boys, despite a school policy that insisted these boys were for practice, not permanent liaison. There were certainly enough long-running courtships for the young men to know something was unusual. They approached customary objects of flirtation only to be confused when conversations deviated or did not occur at all. The face was the same, but the dress and interaction were at odds with all previous encounters.

      Preshea – as Sophronia – was flirting outrageously. Yet Lady Linette did not object. Am I that much of a flirt? Sophronia wondered. Preshea was eyeing Felix Mersey and edging towards him. Sophronia hid a sneer. Preshea would have done that no matter what. But it showed she was unaware of recent history. It was true Sophronia might have showed him favour, a year ago. Not any more. In this Preshea got her entirely wrong.

      Felix hadn’t seen Sophronia yet, and if she had her way, he never would. He looked older and tired. His hair was too long and his eyes slightly sunken, without their customary kohl liner. Had he been ill? Or was that guilt? He still looked better than any other man in the room, but her heart no longer fluttered at the sight. Instead she felt… what? A slight nausea at possible confrontation, mixed with minor disgust. Sophronia had cut off all correspondence with him last February. She’d returned his letters unopened.

      ‘Crikey, Sophronia, what’s the matter with your lot this evening?’ Of all people, Pillover had found her hiding spot.

      Dimity’s little brother had a longstanding relationship of such casualness with Sophronia as to make him treat the boundaries set by polite society with brotherly disregard. Sophronia had learned to accept this treatment, although she found it uncalled for; after all, she already had more than her fair share of brothers. Sophronia and Pillover were also, so far as Sophronia’s mother was concerned, engaged.

      ‘Here you are, lurking like some reluctant hedgehog. Most out of character. Why, for goodness’ sake?’ Pillover must be ruffled. Usually he never said more than one sentence in a row.

      Sophronia looked at her toes so as not to show interest in the dance. She dearly loved dancing, but Agatha hated it. Ordinarily she would have said, ‘Pillover, you’re positively loquacious. Are you running a fever?’ But Agatha wouldn’t, so Sophronia didn’t.

      He looked her over, head to toe. ‘And I can’t spot Bumbersnoot on you anywhere.’ He plopped down next to her without waiting for an invitation. He had shot up into gangliness over the course of their acquaintance, accidentally cultivating an air of dissolute idleness that most ladies found fascinating. They thought he had a broken heart in need of repairs. In actuality, he was conjugating Latin verse in his head. As there was nothing Pillover disliked more than being the object of feminine attention, he remained utterly unmoved by their interest. This, of course, only made him more desirable.

      ‘Sophronia?’ Pillover had left off calling her Miss Temminnick shortly after she forced him to dress in her petticoat in order to escape Bunson’s. Such intimacy demanded use of given names.

      ‘Good evening, Mr Plumleigh-Teignmott.’ Sophronia was gravely formal. Several of her teachers were wending through the crowd. The Bunson’s professors thought this was normal chaperoning, but the ladies knew better. Sophronia suspected Sister Mattie – or more properly Sister Mathilde – of being within eavesdropping distance at that very moment.

      ‘Sophronia, for goodness’ sake, snap out of it!’

      ‘I assure you, Mr Plumleigh-Teignmott, I am in perfect health.’

      ‘You are behaving like a wilted violet. No, strike that, a wilted olive tree.’ Even Pillover didn’t like Sophronia in Agatha’s dress. ‘My sister has nary a sparkle in sight. And Miss Woosmoss looks like a’ – words failed him – ‘chandelier in slippers!’ He seemed most offended by this last. Pillover had a soft spot for Agatha. He thought her restfully chatter-free – the most desirable quality in a girl. Sophronia suspected him of being distressed by the degree of attention Agatha – as Dimity – was garnering. The pink ball gown suited her very well. Her hair was a glossy pile of russet curls, dotted with silk flowers. Draped about her neck was a string of pearls – her own and likely real. Her round cheeks were rosy from the attention, the dancing, and the embarrassment of both. Quite apart from everything else, they had, indeed, had to cinch the girl in very tight to fit her into Dimity’s ball-gown. The resulting décolletage could be seen from the etherosphere.

      Agatha had lamented this. ‘I look in imminent danger of spilling!’

      ‘The gentlemen will be most intrigued,’ vowed Dimity. ‘And you can be certain if I had the assets I should do exactly that, so it isn’t at all out of character. Simply beyond my ability.’

      ‘Oh, dear,’ wailed Agatha, nevertheless submitting to pink ruffles. She needed a high mark in this assignment. Agatha was in ever-great need of a high mark. So she cinched and took the consequences. Much to Pillover’s disgust, his sister’s predictions were correct. The gentlemen did seem most intrigued.

      Dimity herself was milling around in a white dress with royal-blue trim. It was cut on elegant lines and not overly fluffy, making the most of her figure rather than trying to emphasise what she didn’t have. She had ribbon rosettes of blue and white in her honey-coloured hair, which was dressed fashionably but without fuss. She wore one expensive-looking diamond bangle and no other jewellery at all. The diamonds were fake, of course, but you’d never have known without close inspection.

      Preshea was wearing a lovely black gown with grey lace ruffles and wine trim. It was more modern and stylish than Sophronia could afford, but certainly to her taste. Preshea had fashioned a dog-shaped reticule, which she wore slung crosswise across her body. She was chatting companionably with one of the teachers. Am I really such a goody-goody, as well as a flirt? wondered Sophronia. Or is Preshea mocking me?

      Bumbersnoot, the real Bumbersnoot, was slouching about the cloakroom. Knowing her little dog mechanimal was a dead giveaway that she was not obeying the identity shift protocols, Sophronia had smuggled him in under Agatha’s fur cape. She certainly wasn’t going to loan him to Preshea, of all people!

      Agatha twirled past in the arms of some handsome young buck.

      Sophronia was pleased. ‘I think she’s doing very well.’

      Pillover subsided into glumness, slouching forward and putting his elbows on to his knees and his chin into his hands. It was a shockingly lower-class way to sit, as though he were in a public park, or worse, the House of Commons.

      ‘Go cut in,’ suggested Sophronia quietly. It was a non-Agatha suggestion, so she did her best to deliver it in an Agatha tone.

      Pillover didn’t move. ‘I never,’ he objected to the floor.

      ‘You must act as if Agatha is your sister, or you won’t get anywhere.’

      ‘That is a disgusting suggestion.’

      Sophronia sighed. ‘No, I mean, treat her as you would a young lady of your sister’s type.’

      ‘Dimity is a type? You mean, there may be others?’ Pillover was horrified out of his moroseness.

      ‘Do shove off, Pillover. How can I be a proper shrinking olive tree with you here? Shrinking olives are solitary creatures. Oh, and don’t forget,’ she hissed, ‘we have to throw each other over at some point. I can’t afford to stay indefinitely engaged to you.’

      Pillover looked a mite less glum at the prospect of a broken engagement. Accordingly, he stood and mooched away. He could be a bit of a wet blanket, but one had to admire a boy who followed instructions.

      Sophronia continued to sit, watching her classmates employ each other’s personalities as weapons against the young men around them. It was almost pretty.

      Dimity was twirled to a stop by a tall young man with unfortunate ears who looked most interested in further twirls. Dimity delivered what was clearly a barb about some other girl, and the young man laughed appreciatively. Dimity looked upset with herself, but soldiered gamely on into Preshea’s sour temper.

      The tall boy was not alone, for as soon as she sat, Dimity was surrounded by interested parties. Sophronia was willing to wager her friend’s dance card was full. Dimity sent various admirers off in pursuit of nibbles and punch, much as Preshea would have, leaving herself accompanied by only the two most persistent. Through the cleared masses, Sophronia caught her eye.

      Dimity gave the chin-tap fan signal of important information to impart.

      Sophronia flicked open her own fan. It was her filigree bladed one, safely capped for the evening with a leather guard, and delicate enough to pass for a normal fan.

      What? she fluttered at Dimity.

      Dimity flicked hers open and gave the swirl and dip for enemy among us. Then she tilted her head, as if flirting with a pale-haired boy to her left, but really pointing Sophronia’s attention to that side of the room.

      A woman had entered the ballroom. Her hair was dressed in the high curls of maturity that Geraldine’s girls were permitted to practise but not wear in public, so she was no pupil. She faced away from Sophronia, talking to Lady Linette. Even from the back, Sophronia’s training told her many things. The woman’s bearing marked her as an aristocrat, or at least trained to the correct posture to pass as one. Her hair was naturally blonde, and her dress was certainly Parisian – snow white with rose-pink ruffles, and silk roses sewn into the drapes of the overskirt and clustered at the puff of the daringly short sleeves. A coronet of roses, real, not silk, which meant hothouse, perched atop her hair, an amazing expense for a provincial school ball. Instead of a necklace, the stranger wore a lace ruff tied about her neck, likely to disguise the fact that she had vampire bite marks.

      Sophronia knew who it was before she turned.

      Monique de Pelouse.
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      Why? Sophronia fluttered the question at Dimity. What on earth was Monique doing out of London during the holiday season? It was true much of the town shut down, but the vampires took that as an excuse to throw lavish parties.

      Dimity couldn’t answer even if she knew, for Monique left Lady Linette to stand in front of her instead. As Monique was a former pupil, fan fluttering communication was useless against her. She had left Mademoiselle Geraldine’s to become a drone to Countess Nadasdy, vampire queen of the Westminster Hive, some years ago, but she would keep turning up, like grease at the top of the dishwater. At their last encounter, Sophronia had had the great pleasure of throwing her out of a train.

      Dimity and Monique appeared to be exchanging pleasantries, of all things. Then Monique moved on about the room.

      Sophronia sank into the shadows. She couldn’t afford a confrontation with her old nemesis, not if she wished to stay in character. Sophronia had to bite down her pert answers at the best of times, and Monique practically begged for them. Agatha was never pert and rarely had answers. Better to avoid all contact.

      So far as Sophronia knew, Monique’s main drone assignment was to keep an eye on the Picklemen. Their free enhancements to all mechanicals over the past six months must have driven her crazy. Despite vampire opposition, anyone who owned a mechanical was delighted to see it upgraded with a new crystalline valve frequensor, which reputedly fixed the spontaneous opera problem of last winter and improved performance.

      Sophronia, her friends, Monique, the vampires and a handful of others knew the real reason for the valves. The Picklemen wanted complete control over all the mechanicals in England. Yet since the upgrade, no attempt to seize that control had occurred. The vampires’ fuss over the enhancements had been dismissed as supernatural hysteria by the government and passed unnoticed by the popular press. Everyone who knew there would be a problem was forced into waiting for that problem to occur. And they had no idea what the Picklemen intended to do with their army of mechanical domestic servants. Last time all they’d done was have them sing ‘Rule, Britannia!’ What was next? A ruthless bout of ballet?

      Still, if Monique is supposed to be monitoring the situation, static as it may be, what is she doing here? 

      Someone sat down in the chair recently vacated by Pillover.

      ‘Ria, my dove, it has been too long.’

      Sophronia had actually relaxed her guard. Debut move! She marshalled her irritation into a defensive mask of Agatha-like nervousness. ‘Why, Lord Mersey, how do you do?’

      ‘Like that, are we?’

      ‘Pardon, sir?’

      Felix was no intelligencer. His training was in machinations and evil machinery. He cut directly to the point, with no attempt at subterfuge, ‘He’s my father, Ria. I had no choice.’

      There is always a choice, or at least evasive tactics, would have said Sophronia. ‘Why, my lord, I’m afraid I fail to follow your meaning,’ she said as Agatha.

      ‘Please don’t be like that. He is working to save the country. Save the Empire. His ends are noble.’

      How unexpectedly revealing. How much, Sophronia wondered, can Agatha get out of Felix where Sophronia failed? She had underestimated how much he wanted her good opinion. Not to mention how much frustration brought about confession.

      ‘My lord, please, that isn’t necessary.’

      ‘Ria! What else was I to do? Surely you would have done the same in my position.’

      White-hot anger almost threw Agatha out of Sophronia’s head. She might be a spy, and a relatively good one, but she was loyal to her friends. Felix had betrayed them all, not only Sophronia, when he revealed their disguises. And then…

      ‘Your father killed Soap,’ she hissed, breaking character.

      Felix was cheered by her return to form. ‘Ria, my dove, look on the bright side, at least he has stopped trying to kill you.’

      Only because I’ve been safely at school for three-quarters of a year. If there was anywhere the Picklemen couldn’t infiltrate, it was a mobile academy for female intelligencers.

      She reached once more for Agatha’s quiet spirit. ‘Oh, Lord Mersey, you are so droll. What makes you think I care two whits for your father’s murderous opinion?’ She tapped his arm with her fan in a self-conscious flirtation, as though she were awkwardly following instructions. On the pullback from the tap, she sent the wrist swirl signal with her closed fan, Damsel in need of rescue. She had no idea if Dimity would see, but she required an extraction.

      Felix looked grim. ‘Back to that, are we? Very well, if you insist on playing games. Would you care to dance? You’d be afforded the opportunity to cut me in public by leaving me on the floor as per usual.’

      If Sophronia had any guilt over her shoddy behaviour in the past, his ungentlemanly mention of it certainly cured her. She’d had good reason for abandoning him on the dance floor, every time. It was poor manners for him to discuss her indiscretions.

      Then, of all people, Agatha came whirling up. Her partner, Lord Dingleproops, seemed taken with the pearl-drenched Agatha version of Dimity. Odd, as he had once rejected Dimity herself.

      ‘My lord, might we rest a moment?’ Agatha whipped out her fan, in evident need of cooling. You requested rescue? she signalled Sophronia.

      Sophronia blew out her cheeks in a sigh of both exasperation and relief.

      Agatha understood this silent commentary on social predicament. She turned her attention on to Felix. ‘Lord Mersey, how do you do this fine evening?’

      Felix looked confused. Prior to that, Agatha had barely strung three words together in his presence. ‘Miss, uh, Woosmoss, is it?’

      Agatha curtsied. ‘I understand from Lord Dingleproops that you are something of a whizz with waistcoats? He claims you have three apparatus, a monocle, and a pack of cards stashed at all times. Is this true?’

      Felix was no inferior gentlemen to resist a request from any lady when couched in such incontestable terms. He stood, bowing over Agatha’s proffered hand. ‘Dear lady, indeed it is.’

      Agatha tittered. ‘La, my lord, how droll of you. Can you show me any of them without, ah-hem, unbuttoning?’

      Sophronia was driven to gasp! To mention the act of undress, and to a young man of little acquaintance! That was flirting beyond even Dimity. Agatha was taking things too far.

      Sophronia used her fan to disguise shock.

      Felix and Lord Dingleproops found the mention of buttons enchanting.

      ‘Oh, la, I’m positively parched.’ Agatha grabbed Felix’s arm and sailed smoothly away, angling towards the punch.

      Felix could do naught but follow.

      It was, Sophronia had to admit, a perfect extraction. Agatha had hidden depths of shallowness. Or she was a better study than anyone thought, and merely needed a different personality to bring out her abilities. Or she had partaken too freely of the absinthe-spiked punch.

      Sophronia turned her attention back to the gathering. Monique was making her way around the room. Whatever she was looking for, she hadn’t found it. Sophronia harboured a brief, horrible thought that her old enemy was hunting for her. They were, after a fashion, allied against the Picklemen. Perhaps she had a message from the dewan, Sophronia’s soon-to-be patron.

      Then someone else invaded her corner. Clearly it was not so hidden as she’d hoped. This time, however, it was a welcome invasion.

      Genevieve Lefoux, once known as Vieve and currently known as Gaspar Lefoux, appeared at Sophronia’s elbow. Now twelve years old, Vieve had shot up and was almost as tall as Sophronia. She was looking likely to be as much a beanpole as her aunt. Since she intended a long career disguised as a man, Vieve was no doubt delighted to find the Lefoux genes running true to form, or more accurately, true to figure.

      At Bunson’s, Vieve purported to be Professor Lefoux’s nephew, who exhibited such extraordinary engineering talent it had forced Bunson’s to take on a French charity case. Although she had never officially been a finishing school pupil, preferring to spend her time in the boiler room, something had rubbed off. She had grasped enough espionage to be good at maintaining her ties to Mademoiselle Geraldine’s, without exposing her connection or her gender.

      Vieve bowed low over Sophronia’s gloved hand.

      Sophronia pretended nervousness at having been discovered by a stranger. ‘Oh. Um, how do you do, Mr.…?’ But her green eyes sparkled with delight. She could not deny a real affection for the funny creature, and had genuinely missed her company. Still, she did not break Agatha’s character, nor did she pretend they had met before. She was, after all, a Geraldine’s girl.

      Thus it was for Vieve to open the conversation. ‘Good evening, miss. Please excuse me for approaching you without introduction.’ Vieve was in full impeccable evening dress from head to toe. Her dark hair was cropped short. She did not sport the moustache she once coveted, nor had she faked a deeper voice – as yet she had no need. Even with dimples and a feminine cast to her cheekbones and nose, she had the manners and movements of a young man. It was impressive.

      ‘Mr Lefoux, at your service, Miss…?’

      ‘Temminnick,’ said Sophronia tremulously.

      ‘Indeed, yes. Although I did think, for a moment, from certain descriptions prior to this greeting, that you might be Miss Woosmoss. Quite apart from the hair colour, of course.’ In addition to a head for engineering, Vieve had an eye for fashion. Not to mention a familiarity with most of Sophronia’s age group.

      Sophronia allowed a hint of a smile. ‘I can see how you might make such an error.’

      Thus they understood one another. Vieve knew Sophronia was under an assignment to act like Agatha. Sophronia knew that Vieve had probably worked out who the others were as well.

      ‘Would you care to dance, Miss Temminnick?’ offered Vieve, gravely, as though to a wallflower cousin.

      Sophronia knew such a dance could only lend Vieve’s disguise credence. She also knew Agatha might dance with Professor Lefoux’s nephew if pressed. So she agreed.

      Vieve was an expert at the reel and a decent lead. She’d obviously been practising, or been made to learn. They danced the first pass through in awkward silence, as befitted Agatha.

      On the second, Vieve said, dimples flashing, ‘I understand we share an acquaintance?’ Her eyes shifted to Monique.

      Sophronia hesitated. She needed the information Vieve implied she had, but she also needed to stay in character. ‘Unusual, don’t you feel, for an ex-pupil to return to a dance such as this?’

      ‘Very,’ agreed Vieve. ‘And we have had other visitors, of late.’

      Here comes the important part. ‘Have you? How fascinating. Do tell?’

      ‘Very well-dressed visitors. Except, they strangely insisted on green bands about their hats.’

      Picklemen! Sophronia’s slight panic showed in a missed step. Fortunately, it lent credence to her Agatha. It was at about this point in any dance that Agatha became uncomfortable, stumbled, and found a way to end the prolonged contact with a member of the opposite sex.

      ‘How recently, if I may ask?’

      ‘Oh, you may.’ Vieve was gloriously mild in her delivery. ‘They could still be here, on school grounds.’

      Ah-ha! So Monique wasn’t here for the ball, she was tracking Picklemen. But what business would they have with Bunson’s? The crystalline valve was in their possession and under production. True, some of them had sons at the school. Where else would an evil secret society send its progeny? But to visit in person? Particularly as the boys were about to head home for the holidays.

      Does Monique know why they’re here? Or is she following them because she doesn’t? Sophronia found herself, much to her disgust, contemplating arranging a conversation with the dratted blonde.

      The reel was coming to an end. There was no way to stay Agatha and converse further with Vieve. Throwing caution briefly to the wind, but keeping her voice hesitant, Sophronia said, ‘Perhaps a consultation, later this evening, Mr Lefoux?’

      ‘I am at your disposal.’ Vieve guided her respectably off the floor.

      Where to meet? Sophronia didn’t know Bunson’s well enough to get around after hours. Vieve would have to break curfew and leave the grounds. ‘Behind the Nib and Crinkle? An hour before dawn?’

      Vieve gave her a grave look. Then a sharp nod.

      ‘Mr Lefoux, I shall have my Italian reticule with me.’

      Vieve was suddenly more interested. ‘Is it still stylish?’ Code for whether Bumbersnoot was in working order.

      ‘Indeed. But I should like you to perform some modifications, if possible.’

      ‘I shall bring my tools.’ With a perfunctory bow that suggested the dance had not been up to snuff, Vieve drifted off to approach one of the newly minted debuts for the next dance. A pretty little blonde with big violet eyes looked hugely flattered at the attention of such a handsome young man.

      Sophronia was about to skulk back to her corner when a voice behind her said, ‘That was an unexpectedly lively conversation, Miss Temminnick.’

      Sophronia turned to find Professor Lefoux looming.

      ‘Well’ – she injected a tremor of fear into her voice – ‘we know each other, from before, you understand.’

      Professor Lefoux frowned, unsure as to whether Sophronia was hinting that she knew that the professor’s niece was illegally pretending to be her nephew as a threat, or whether Sophronia was pretending to be Agatha to such an extent that she would blunder into mention of this delicate subject in public.

      Nevertheless, Professor Lefoux was intent on reprimand, and Sophronia couldn’t really fault her for it. ‘That dance, Miss Temminnick, was too much. I expected better from you. Are we understood?’

      Sophronia said, as Agatha, ‘Yes, Professor. I do apologise, I am afraid I forgot myself. I…’ She hesitated, wondering if she should risk telling Professor Lefoux about the Picklemen. The professor was drone to Professor Braithwope, and, as such, allied with the supernatural. By rights she should be against the Picklemen. Then again, becoming a drone to a rove vampire would be excellent cover. She had, after all, worked with Professor Shrimpdittle on the contraption that failed to protect her vampire when he was flown into the ether. She could be sabotaging her own master.

      Best not to tell. ‘Would you, by any chance, have a spare lace tuck?’ Sophronia asked, hunched and meek.

      Professor Lefoux, who favoured high-necked dresses, even for a ball, and thus never needed a tuck, gave her a dirty look. ‘Certainly not. Now, go rectify yours having slipped. The necessities room is that way.’

      Sophronia bobbed a perfectly executed slightly bad curtsy – which caused her teacher to snort and say something about this kind of assignment encouraging regressive behaviour – and went in the direction indicated.

      She spotted Dimity holding court near the punch bowl, surrounded by admiring young men. Dimity said something, no doubt cutting, and the boys around her laughed. They were mostly Pistons, a Bunson’s club known for churning out new Picklemen. At a school for evil geniuses, these were the most evil and the least genius. Pillover waltzed by and gave his sister a disgusted glare. The Pistons had made his first year at Bunson’s miserable. His attention returned to his partner. A lively Agatha looked up adoringly into his face. Pillover’s expression went soft – still glum and morose, but certainly soft.

      The dance ended and Sophronia sent a longing look at all the happy flirting, hoping Professor Lefoux saw. She paused to watch Pillover lead Agatha off the floor. He pressed a tiny parcel into her hands. Agatha coloured, looking as self-conscious as normal. Then she faked a laugh and tucked the gift down her cleavage in a flirt so blatant Pillover looked as if he might faint.

      Lady Linette caught the manoeuvre and moved purposefully in Agatha’s direction. Whether intent on praise or reprimand, it was difficult to predict. Sophronia, mindful that Professor Lefoux’s eyes were glaring, could not linger. She made her way out into the hallway.

       

      Felix did not try to speak to her again. Vieve contented herself torturing the debuts. Monique didn’t stay much longer, and Sophronia wasn’t blessed with the opportunity to engage her in conversation. Pillover danced with Agatha twice, much to Agatha’s pleasure. And possibly to Pillover’s as well. Hard to tell with Pillover – he had an almost spy-like ability to maintain a sulky expression.

      Such a public preference for Agatha, however, afforded Sophronia the ideal excuse to cry off her engagement with Pillover. Which she did, by letter to both him and her own mother, as soon as possible. The missive was prettily penned and very civil, stating only that she felt – given his two dances and provision of a bosom-worthy gift to another young lady – that they were no longer suited. He was young, she forgave him his transgressions, and hoped he would accord her the courtesy of never renewing his addresses. She could only suppose that Pillover’s delight upon reading her note would balance out her mother’s misery.

      The gift he’d given Agatha turned out to be a Depraved Lens of Crispy Magnification. ‘Don’t you think it kind of Mr Pillover?’ Agatha was disposed to be chatty after her euphoric all-conquering ball. ‘Did you know he’s reached Nefarious Genius? He’s developed the technique of having most everything he makes explode upon contact. The Pistons have stopped bothering him. Lord Dingleproops nearly lost an eye to Pill’s exploding hair tonic applicator. Pillover is ever so proud.’

      ‘His hair did look nice,’ said Sophronia.

      The girls were preparing for bed. If preparing for bed could be characterised by lounging about in nightgowns, caps and robes, sipping tisanes and gossiping.

      Even Preshea had joined them, in a rare moment of camaraderie. ‘Sophronia, I must say, being you was unexpectedly fun, for someone who never says what she actually thinks.’

      ‘Difficult to hold back on the barbs, was it?’ asked Dimity, in an indisputably barb-like manner. Her Preshea characteristics seemed to be taking a while to wear off.

      Preshea noticed. ‘Clearly you enjoyed being me.’

      ‘Somewhat. It was frankly exhausting to insult everyone all the time. And hard never knowing one’s real friends.’

      ‘Now, Dimity, don’t be rude.’ Preshea’s smile was glassy with contempt. ‘Who needs real friends?’

      Sophronia was struck with a sudden pang. Was Preshea’s nastiness a front? They had never given her a chance, as she’d allied with Monique from the start. After Monique left, Preshea had organically assumed the position of cruellest pretty girl. But there was something wistful in her tone. Perhaps it was only a lingering bit of Sophronia. No one ever doubted that Sophronia valued her friends above all things.

      Lady Linette was prone to saying that if Sophronia had any major weakness, it was her unswerving loyalty. To which Sophronia always responded that she intended to prove that was a strength.

      Preshea couldn’t tolerate even a moment of sympathetic expressions. ‘Oh, stop it, all of you.’ She stood. ‘As if I should trade my status and standing for the likes of you.’

      Just like that, they were back on familiar ground.

      ‘I, for one, do not want to be scolded into bed by Professor Lefoux. Goodnight.’ With which Preshea left. As older pupils, they had been moved into more luxurious accommodations, and each had her own private room. Sometimes Sophronia missed sharing with Dimity. As she’d grown up sharing with sisters, this was her first foray into the unparalleled privilege of a solitary bedchamber. But she did have Bumbersnoot to warm her toes.

      The remaining three huddled in for whispered gossip, knowing Preshea was more likely to listen at her door than actually seek her bed.

      Sophronia told the other two about the Picklemen and that Monique was likely there in pursuit. ‘I’m only waiting until lights-out before I go back down. I’ve arranged to meet Vieve for a quick consult on Bumbersnoot. And I have a letter to post.’

      Dimity worried easily. ‘Is he ill?’

      Bumbersnoot was contentedly sitting in a corner of the parlour, nibbling a small bit of coal. Steam leaked out of his carapace slowly, in a sleepy manner.

      ‘No, but I have a theory about the crystalline valves that I want to discuss with Vieve. Also, it’s an opportunity to see if she has anything more on the Picklemen. I must say, Agatha, it is difficult being you. I mean, it’s easier to have clandestine meetings on the sidelines, but harder to exchange information during dances.’

      ‘Well,’ said Agatha, ‘I had a marvelous time being Dimity. Thank you.’ She turned bright eyes to the object of her impersonation.

      Dimity grinned. ‘It was a pleasure to watch you butterfly about. My brother seemed suitably intimidated.’

      Agatha blushed. ‘Oh, do you think?’

      ‘You like him, don’t you?’ teased Dimity.

      ‘Younger man, careful there.’ Sophronia teased as well.

      Agatha looked to Dimity, worried. ‘You don’t mind?’

      ‘Mind? ’Course I don’t mind. You’re a great deal better than those silly chits that keep hurling themselves at him. No offence meant, Sophronia.’

      Sophronia was quick to defend herself. ‘That was all Mumsy’s idea.’

      Dimity continued, ‘Frankly, I don’t understand it. It’s not like he has much consequence. And he is a human gumboil.’

      Sophronia nibbled her lip. ‘For once I think the ladies don’t notice his lack of consequence.’

      Agatha’s hands clasped together in a manoeuvre they had been taught by Lady Linette, but which Sophronia suspected in Agatha’s case was instinctual. ‘He’s very fine to look at.’

      Dimity put her hands to her ears. ‘Oh, dear me no, none of that. I couldn’t bear it, not after such a long evening.’

      Sophronia changed the subject. ‘And how did you find being Preshea for a night, Dim?’

      ‘Horribly easy. I simply said any nasty thing that came to mind, so long as it wasn’t indiscreet. Best if it cut some other girl down. I’m afraid I might have been very cruel about both of you.’

      Sophronia and Agatha shrugged. That was the assignment.

      ‘It was an interesting place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there,’ Dimity concluded. ‘Preshea’s personality is quite putrid. Poor thing.’

      Sophronia wondered if that was part of the logic behind the assignment, that by dancing in each other’s shoes, they might develop sympathy for their fellows, as well as further their subterfuge abilities.

      ‘Well, I enjoyed the opportunity to spend most of my evening observing.’ Sophronia rested her head on Agatha’s shoulder affectionately. ‘You were fun to be.’

      Agatha blushed in pleasure.

      Any further praise she might have meted out for Agatha’s self-worth was cut off prematurely as Professor Lefoux let herself into their parlour.

      ‘Bedtime, ladies. You know the regulations.’

      The girls stood and bobbed curtsies. ‘Yes, Professor,’ they chorused. Under her austere glare, they traipsed off to their respective beds.
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