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      ‘Miss Temminnick. Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott. With me, please, ladies.’ Sophronia glanced up from her household sums. She was glad of the distraction. She was convinced she was miscalculating the purchase of the three most deadly flower arrangements. Does one need four fully grown foxgloves for decorating a dinner table for six guests? Or is it six foxgloves to kill four fully grown guests?


      Unfortunately, what Sophronia saw when she looked up did not fill her with confidence. Lady Linette stood at the front of the class wearing an austere expression that clashed with her copious yellow curls and a bonnet covered with drooping silk lilacs. She was wearing a good deal of face paint and a purple and jade tartan dress of immense proportions. It was neither her expression nor her location at the front of the class that made Sophronia nervous. It was the fact that she was present in this class, for this was Sister Mathilde Herschel-Teape’s lesson on domestic accounting. Sophronia and her age group were to go to Lady Linette after tea, for drawing-room music and subversive petits fours.


      ‘This decade, Miss Temminnick!’


      Dimity was already standing next to Lady Linette. Sophronia’s friend gestured her forward with a hand hidden to one side of her skirt. Ordinarily, it was Dimity daydreaming and Sophronia having to chivy her along.


      Sophronia leapt to her feet. ‘Apologies, Lady Linette. I was so very absorbed. Foxglove quantities can be most illuminating.’


      ‘Very good, Miss Temminnick. An excuse couched in terms of academic interest. Nevertheless, we must be away.’


      For most of Sophronia’s six-month sojourn at Mademoiselle Geraldine’s Finishing Academy for Young Ladies of Quality, lessons had never been interrupted. Not even when flywaymen attacked. Young ladies of quality stayed in class in times of strife. Certainly no pupil had been removed from one teacher’s purview by another teacher. That was quite rude!


      Then over the last month, starting with the dratted Monique, every one of Sophronia’s fellows had systematically been taken away by Lady Linette in just such a manner. They returned traumatised and silent. All Sophronia’s skills, many of them learned at Mademoiselle Geraldine’s, had been put to working this out. To no avail. Even her particular friends, Sidheag and Agatha, wouldn’t explain what had happened when Lady Linette absconded with them.


      Sister Mattie was unperturbed by the interruption, sitting placidly in her mock-religious attire behind a wide desk surrounded by potted plants and bottles of deadly poison (or tea concentrate, one never knew which). Sister Mattie was a bit of a mystery; her preference for a simulated nun’s habit – wide-skirted and to the current fashion, with a wimple partly configured like a bonnet – remained unexplained. The girls saw her as a nice sort of mystery and one of the more benign teachers, so they mostly respected her eccentric choice of dress.


      Sophronia’s fellow pupils were looking on with wide eyes. Sidheag and Agatha tensed sympathetically. Monique and Preshea sat with arms crossed and ill-contained delight on their faces.


      Sophronia wended her way through the plush chairs and roll-top writing desks to the front, where she curtsied before Lady Linette. It was a perfectly executed curtsy, not too deep, with a slight tilt to her head but not enough to seem obsequious.


      Sister Mattie said kindly, ‘I shouldn’t worry, Miss Temminnick. I’m certain you’ll do very well.’


      ‘Follow me, please, ladies,’ snapped Lady Linette.


      ‘Good luck!’ Agatha said quietly. Agatha rarely spoke, so it had to be something serious.


      Sophronia sidled up next to Dimity. The hallway was hardly big enough to accommodate two ladies in full day gowns side by side. Their multiple skirts smushed together. Neither minded the wrinkles as they linked arms for comfort. Mademoiselle Geraldine’s Finishing Academy was housed in a massive airship that looked like three dirigibles crammed together. Its corridors twisted and turned in a noodle-like manner. Sometimes the passageways led up stairs or out on to balconies. Most of the time, they simply got darker, lit by gas lamps that looked like upside-down parasols. Whatever attire the corridors had been designed to accommodate, proper lady’s dress was not one of them.


      Lady Linette led them towards the upper squeak decks. These open-air decks sat under the massive balloons that kept the academy afloat and adrift over Dartmoor. It was an odd place to be headed at this time of day. Dimity’s hand on Sophronia’s arm tightened.


      The two girls swung to flatten themselves against the wall, like a hinged gate, so a maid mechanical could roll past. Its face was a mosaic of gears instead of the metal masks worn by most menials. It had a white pinafore over its conical body and gave the impression of busy superciliousness.


      If the pupils had been alone, the maid would have whistled the alarm upon encountering them, but Dimity and Sophronia were in the company of Lady Linette. All the models, from buttlinger to footmech to clangermaid, had protocols that instructed them to ignore pupils in the company of teachers. Most of the hallways were laid down with a single track upon which the school’s many servants trundled, performing the myriad of menial tasks needed to keep a ladies’ seminary running smoothly. Sophronia had once seen a footmech model carrying a whole stack of doilies, some of them quite deadly, from Sister Mattie to Professor Lefoux. In her parents’ country estate, such an important task would never have been entrusted to a mechanical, but here steam-powered staff far outnumbered human.


      Sophronia had thought, after six months, that she had most of the school mapped. But as they walked from the midship pupil section, which housed classrooms and sleeping quarters, to the rear recreation area, they entered a place she’d never seen before. While the massive dining hall and exercise facilities above the warehouse and propeller engine areas were familiar to her, Sophronia and Dimity were being taken farther up.


      ‘I didn’t know there were rooms above the dining hall,’ said Sophronia to Lady Linette.


      Lady Linette was not going to give in to Sophronia’s hunt for information. She ignored the comment and quickened her pace.


      Sophronia and Dimity bounced in order to keep up – they had not yet had lessons on rapid walking in full skirts, though both of them were admirable gliders at a more leisurely pace.


      This section of the ship smelled of old candle wax, chalk powder and pickled onions. The mechanical track was not oiled properly and there was dust in the corner grippers. The walls were hung with paintings of disapproving elderly females and framed feats of crochet.


      Finally, Lady Linette stopped in front of a door. The sign read: ASSESSMENT CHAMBER ONE: ENTER AT RISK. It reminded Sophronia a little of the record room. She didn’t say anything about that, though. The record room infiltrators of several months ago had never been caught. Sophronia wanted to keep it that way.


      Underneath the sign someone had scrawled in white paint: NO MUFFINS FOR YOU! Underneath that, it said: NO GALOSHES, NEITHER, in what Sophronia knew was not proper grammar.


      ‘Miss Temminnick.’ Lady Linette gestured. ‘If you would?’


      Sophronia stepped into the room alone. Lady Linette closed the door behind her.


      Sophronia’s attention was entirely taken by the huge mechanical thingamabob in front of her. It looked very like the difference engine she had seen last summer when her family visited the Crystal Palace. This one, however, was not being used for sums. It was rigged and draped with objects – fabric hung at the back, paintings dangled, and a few pots and pans drooped uncertainly to one side.


      Sophronia frowned. Didn’t Vieve once describe something like this to me? What did she call it? Oh, yes, an oddgob machine.


      Next to the oddgob, positioned to operate a crank, was a mechanical designed to accompany the apparatus.


      Sophronia faced both, hands crossed lightly at her waist, a position that Lady Linette encouraged her girls to assume whenever at a loss for action. ‘The crossed hands denote modesty and religious devotion. The placement draws attention to the narrowness of one’s waist. Bow your head slightly and you can still observe through the lashes, which is becoming. This exposes the back of the neck, an indication of vulnerability.’ Sophronia’s shoulders tended to hunch, a habit Mademoiselle Geraldine was trying desperately to break.


      ‘We can’t have you tensing up like an orang-utan!’ she chided.


      ‘Do orang-utans tense?’ Dimity had whispered. Dimity, of course, crossed her hands divinely.


      Sophronia worked to relax her shoulders.


      Neither the machine nor the mechanical seemed to care, for nothing happened even when her posture was perfect.


      Sophronia said, ‘Good afternoon. I believe you are waiting for me?’


      With a puff of steam, the mechanical whirred to life. ‘Six-month. Review. Debut upmark,’ it said, clicking as a metal tape fed through its voice box.


      Not knowing what else to do, Sophronia said, ‘Yes?’


      ‘Begin,’ ordered the mechanical, and with that, it reached out one claw-like appendage and began to crank the oddgob.


      An oil painting flipped over from the top of the engine and dropped down, dangling from conveyer chains. It depicted a girl in a blue dinner dress, decades out of style, that embarrassing nightgown look. The subject was pretty, with cornflowers in her hair, enjoying an evening gathering.


      The mechanical continued cranking, and the painting was jerked away. A hatch opened, and a full tea service on a silver tray rolled forth.


      ‘Serve,’ ordered the mechanical.


      Sophronia stepped forward, feeling silly. The service was for four. The tea in the pot was cold. She hesitated. Ordinarily, she would have dumped the contents into the receptacle and sent it back with sharp words to the cook. Do I act as I would in real life? Or am I to pretend to serve the tea regardless?


      The mechanical was still whirring, indicating that she had only a set amount of time to decide.


      Sophronia served. She did as etiquette demanded, pouring her own cup first and then the others. With no one to ask if they wanted sugar or if they would prefer lemon, she only checked to ascertain both were provided. The sugar pot was half full. There were four slices of dry lemon. Like the tea, they had been sitting for some time. She opened the top of the pot and checked the leaf. Top quality. As was the tea set – Wedgwood blue, or a very good imitation. She sniffed the pot, the milk and the cups. They all smelled as they should, although one of the cups might have boasted a slight lavender odour. There was a plate of three petits fours dusted with sugar. Sophronia poked each gently on the side with a glove-covered fingertip. She was unsurprised to find that one of them was fake, no doubt from Mademoiselle Geraldine’s personal collection. The headmistress had a mad passion for fake pastries. The other two appeared to be real. They both smelled of bitter almond. Sophronia raised up her Depraved Lens of Crispy Magnification, a present on her fifteenth birthday from Dimity’s brother, Pillover. It was essentially a high-powered monocle on a stick, but useful enough to keep at all times hanging from a chatelaine at her waist. The sugar on the top of one of the cakes looked odd.


      The tray was whisked away.


      Next, a string of dangling hair ribbons paraded before her, pinned like wet hose tights to a stretch of twine. Sophronia’s dress today was a pale yellow and blue ruffled monstrosity her mother insisted would do, even though it had been worn three seasons already, by three older sisters. Sophronia’s absence from the Temminnick household was combined with an absence from Temminnick expenses. She hadn’t had a new gown in ages. One of the ribbons was cream and blue in a similar shade to her outfit, so Sophronia unclipped it. Because her hair was covered – as it should be – by a respectable bonnet, she tied the ribbon around her neck in the complex knot of a Bunson’s boy. Bunson and Lacroix’s Boys’ Polytechnic was an evil genius training academy, sort of a sibling school to Mademoiselle Geraldine’s. If one thought of those siblings as hostile and estranged.


      The ribbons were taken away, and the oddgob machine presented Sophronia with a new selection: a letter opener, a pair of ornate lady’s sewing scissors, a large fan, a crumpet, two handkerchiefs and some white kid gloves. Sophronia felt she was on firmer ground at last. These were tools of great and fateful weight when applied properly. She chose the scissors and one of the handkerchiefs. The other options were removed.


      Next came a slate upon which had been written the phrase SEND HELP IMMEDIATELY. In front of it, on a wooden board, lay a piece of parchment with ink and quill, an embroidery hoop with needle and thread, and a bag of raspberry fizzy sweets. Sophronia chose the sweets, cracked one open with the aid of her scissors, and dumped out the fizz. She used the needle from the embroidery to prick her finger, smeared the blood on the inside of the broken sweet, and popped it back inside the little sack. Then she cut off a bit of the ribbon tied around her neck and used that to secure the bag.


      The remaining items disappeared into the oddgob, and the mechanical stopped cranking.


      Sophronia stepped back and let out a sigh.


      Her stomach rumbled, informing her that a good deal of time had passed. She had been given longer to contemplate each test than she realised. A bang sounded at the door. When she opened it, a maid mechanical sat there, bearing a tray of food. Sophronia took it gratefully, and the maid trundled off without ceremony. Sophronia closed the door with her foot and, in the absence of chairs, balanced the tray precariously on one section of the oddgob.


      She assessed the food. Nothing smelled of almonds. Nevertheless, she avoided the leg of mutton in glistening currant jelly sauce and the Bakewell pudding and ate only the plain boiled potatoes and broccoli. Better to assume everything was still a test until Lady Linette returned to tell her otherwise. Sad, because she loved Bakewell. When nothing else happened, Sophronia put the tray down and examined the oddgob while it was not waggling things autocratically in front of her.


      It was a fascinating apparatus. She wondered if Vieve knew of its existence at the school. Genevieve Lefoux was a dear friend, a mercurial ten year old with a propensity for dressing like a boy and a habit of inventing gadgetry. If Vieve didn’t know of the oddgob, she would want to, and she was certain to ask all sorts of questions. Sophronia took mental notes in anticipation of conversations to come. When tired of that, she used the scissors to extract a small part from the machine. It was a crystalline valve, faceted, and awfully familiar in shape and style. It looked like a smaller version of the prototype Monique had tried to steal last year. This valve appeared to have been only propped in, so Sophronia was certain that removing it would make no difference to the function of the oddgob. When they’d first discovered the prototype valve last year, Vieve had prattled on about point-to-point transmissions. A revelatory breakthrough indeed, since the telegraph machine had recently proved a dismal failure. If this was a new version of that same prototype, Vieve would want to see it.


      The door behind Sophronia creaked open, and she hastily stashed the mini-prototype up her sleeve, where the pagoda style allowed for secret pockets.


      ‘Miss Temminnick, have you finished?’ Lady Linette asked.


      ‘Isn’t everyone finished at the same time? The oddgob cycle seems to be prescribed,’ replied Sophronia.


      ‘Now, now, manners.’


      Sophronia curtsied apologetically, although she did feel as if she had been abandoned for longer than necessary.


      ‘I had to assess Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott first. Technically, she was admitted ahead of you. If you’ll recall, you went for tea with Mademoiselle Geraldine before you were formally allowed into the school.’


      Sophronia recalled it quite vividly, as a matter of fact. All those fake cakes.


      ‘Now for your report.’ Lady Linette removed something round and mechanical from her reticule and shook it violently. Was she mad?


      Nothing happened.


      ‘They said it was working. Oh, bother.’ Frustrated, Lady Linette marched over to the oddgob and jerked a few cranks and switches on the underside of the mechanical’s carapace. In response, the mechanical turned a smaller, hidden crank at the back, well out of human reach. On the far end of the oddgob, a massive roller ratcheted down, dipped into a pan of ink, and rolled across a series of letters. These then beat down in a sequential blur on to a taut piece of parchment. A large pink blotter rocked back and forth across the finished text.


      Sophronia was impressed. She hadn’t noticed that the oddgob contained a printing press.


      Something rattled in the machine and then whined.


      ‘Stop that,’ said Lady Linette to the oddgob, shaking the mysterious object in her hand at it again.


      Oh, dear, perhaps the mini-prototype was vital, thought Sophronia.


      The oddgob whined louder and began to shake.


      ‘Stop cranking,’ Lady Linette instructed the mechanical, shaking the object harder. ‘Miss Temminnick, I think we had better make haste.’ The teacher gestured for Sophronia to precede her from the room.


      Too late, however, for the oddgob exploded with a terrific bang. Hair ribbons fluttered up into the air, the tea service shattered, the fake tea cake bounced like a rubber ball, and ink squirted out from the printing press.


      Sophronia and Lady Linette flattened themselves on the floor, heedless of crushed dresses and flipped petticoats.


      ‘My goodness,’ said Lady Linette into the resulting silence. ‘What did you do?’ She stood and walked to the oddgob, now tilted to one side as if it had a limp.


      ‘Me? Nothing at all!’ insisted Sophronia, sitting up.


      Lady Linette tutted as she brushed ink spatter off her well-powdered cheek with a handkerchief. ‘Where’s the new valve gone?’


      ‘What valve?’ Sophronia blinked wide, confused eyes at her.


      Lady Linette gave her a long look. ‘Probably rolled free during the explosion. I told Professor Lefoux it wasn’t tight enough in the cradle. And I said it wouldn’t work properly regardless.’ Sophronia didn’t say anything. ‘I wish we could have tested it on a less valuable machine. Never mind, we’ve got your results.’ Lady Linette waved the oddgob’s printed paper.


      Sophronia stood and innocently offered her teacher the additional handkerchief she’d acquired during the test. Lady Linette took it absently, then paused, pondering. She did not apply it to the remains of the ink on her face, instead handing it back with a little smile.


      ‘Oh, very good, Miss Temminnick. Very good indeed!’ She examined the printed sheet. Closely.


      ‘Let us begin your review. The painting, time period?’


      ‘Eighteen fourteen, by attire,’ said Sophronia. ‘Give or take a year. Evening party.’


      ‘Dress colour?’


      ‘Blue on the central subject, green and cream on those in the background.’


      ‘Bonnet style and decoration?’


      Trick question! ‘None of the ladies were wearing hats. The subject had cornflowers in her hair. As I said, it was an evening party.’


      Lady Linette arched an eyebrow over her spectacles. ‘And have you any additional thoughts?’


      Sophronia straightened. ‘A great many.’


      ‘About the painting, Miss Temminnick. Don’t be coy.’


      Sophronia forbore mentioning that Lady Linette had said only yesterday that there was always time for coyness in young ladies of quality. ‘The painting was well executed, but the artist was probably poor.’


      Lady Linette looked nonplussed. ‘Why do you say that?’


      ‘No expensive pigments, like red and gold, were used. Either that, or the painter feared toxicity. He did not sign it. There were approximately twelve people in the image.’ Sophronia paused delicately for effect. ‘And one cat. The wallpaper was striped, and the garden through the window had a Roman feel.’


      Lady Linette nodded, dislodging her spectacles. She reseated them on her nose with a sniff of annoyance. Lady Linette always dressed younger than she was. Spectacles, under such circumstances, might be considered a fate worse than knitwear.


      ‘Moving on to the tea service, Miss Temminnick. The tea was cold. Why did you still serve it?’


      Sophronia nibbled her lip. It was another habit her teachers were trying to eliminate. ‘If you must draw attention to the lips, a small lick is superior. It is too academic to nibble,’ was Lady Linette’s customary admonishment. ‘It’s all very well to be an intellectual, but one shouldn’t let others see. That’s embarrassing,’ was Mademoiselle Geraldine’s opinion.


      Sophronia stopped nibbling. ‘I did consider dumping it entirely, but I thought the oddgob indicated I was to be evaluated on the act of serving. Had there been other people present, I would have sent it back.’


      ‘Milk first, the lower-class way?’


      ‘But necessary if the cups were lined with an acid-based poison. The milk would curdle or discolour. Also, one of the cups smelled of lavender.’


      Lady Linette said, unguardedly, ‘It did?’


      ‘Yes. I don’t know of any poisons with that smell, but it might be used to cover over another scent or, of course, it might have been your cup, Lady Linette.’


      ‘My cup?’


      ‘You always smell of lavender.’


      ‘The tea cakes?’


      ‘One was fake. Of the other two, both smelled of bitter almond – one because it was an almond cake, I believe. The other was powdered in cyanide.’ Sophronia had been saddened by the cyanide lesson with Sister Mattie. For the rest of her life – unless she learned to bake – almond cake was right out. There was no sure-fire way to guarantee lack of cyanide in any almond-smelling confection.


      ‘Moving on to the ribbons.’


      Sophronia explained, ‘I selected the one that matched my outfit and tied it in a Bunson’s knot.’


      ‘There’s a piece missing.’


      Sophronia grinned. ‘I must beg your patience in that matter, my lady.’


      Her teacher was taken aback but continued. ‘Why the Bunson’s knot?’


      Sophronia parroted a recent article she’d translated from the Parisian fashion papers. Vieve, of all people, had given it to her. Vieve might dress like a newspaper boy, but she took an interest in current styles, particularly hats. This article had delighted the young girl. ‘It has a pleasing military feel. I read recently that the juxtaposition and power of masculine elements can inspire confidence in the wearer, and the accompanying aura of authority is never a bad thing,’ Sophronia paraphrased.


      Lady Linette looked impressed. This was not part of any lesson. ‘And do you feel more confident and authoritative, Miss Temminnick?’


      Sophronia touched the ribbon. ‘Actually, I do.’


      Lady Linette nodded. ‘It would be a good style for you to pursue. I suggest you encourage your mother to have at least one new dress made up with military detailing.’ She gave Sophronia a pitying look.


      Sophronia blushed. She and Dimity did their best to make over her dresses. But her older ones had such a narrow silhouette, and with skirts getting progressively wider, there wasn’t much they could do. It was impossible to add volume to a dress. And this was a finishing school – everyone noticed such things. Still, if Lady Linette thought more masculine fashions might suit her, perhaps gold tassels and epaulets were in order. Dimity would be over the moon.


      Lady Linette interrupted her reverie. ‘You chose the sewing scissors and one of the handkerchiefs from the next test. Why?’


      ‘We have not completed knife training with Captain Niall, so I wasn’t confident in the letter opener, but I know I can work scissors to my advantage, and it is always good to have an extra handkerchief.’


      ‘Why not the fan or the gloves?’


      ‘White kid is impractical for a lady of covert activities. We have not had any fan training yet.’


      ‘The crumpet?’


      ‘Oh, no, I’m not worthy.’


      ‘Lastly, we had you send a coded message. Give it to me.’


      Sophronia presented her with the bag of sweets tied with the bit of ribbon.


      Lady Linette nodded her approval. ‘Ribbon used to indicate character of the sender. Nice touch, Miss Temminnick. You made use of the scissors from the previous selection.’ She opened the bag and poured out the contents, including the one carefully broken sweet with the blood inside.


      Lady Linette sniffed it and examined the stain. ‘Show me your hand.’


      Sophronia removed one glove to display the finger she had pricked.


      ‘You would have had to set up the code ahead of time. Nevertheless, an innovative method of getting a message across, and virtually untraceable, particularly as your recipient can eat the sweet.’ Lady Linette looked down once more at the printed paper, then produced a stick of graphite and made some notes at the bottom.


      Sophronia could feel her shoulders tensing and fought to keep them down. Were my choices correct? Do they want the expected route, or is it better if I did something out of the ordinary? Will they send me down? Sophronia was in ever-greater fear that her sojourn at Mademoiselle Geraldine’s might come to a premature end. Only half a year ago she had resisted finishing school with every fibre of her being, until she realised Mademoiselle Geraldine’s offered no ordinary education. Now she dreaded the possibility of returning home to her former life.


      Lady Linette said, ‘Everyone’s results are given together. You will receive your final marks in front of your peers.’


      Sophronia’s heart sank. This explained the pale faces of the other girls – anticipated trauma. Agatha, in particular, hated public exposure.


      ‘However, my initial assessment is that your capacities are suited to our institution. You are overly independent. I suggest focused study in social congregation and deportment. Groups, Miss Temminnick, are your weakness. Generally speaking, most lone intelligencers are men, not women. We ladies must learn to manipulate society.’


      Sophronia could feel herself flushing. It was a fair assessment, but she did not like criticism. She knew she was good. Better than many of the other girls of her age group. True, Sidheag could beat her in physical combat, Dimity and Preshea were more ladylike, and Monique was better at social graces, but Sophronia was the best at espionage. Nevertheless, she held her tongue and stared at her hands, forcing herself not to clasp them tightly. Lady Linette had only said that most lone intelligencers were male. Perhaps once in a while there was room for a female.


      ‘Thank you, Miss Temminnick. You are dismissed.’


      Sophronia bobbed a curtsy. It was just shy of being too high and too brief and thus rude. But before Lady Linette could comment, Sophronia swept from the room in a manner so grand that no teacher at Mademoiselle Geraldine’s would critique the action.
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      Sophronia found Dimity waiting in the hallway. Her friend’s face was white and her lower lip trembled. ‘Oh, Sophronia,’ she cried. ‘Wasn’t that perfectly ghastly?’


      She’s getting more and more dramatic, thought Sophronia. Overexposure to Mademoiselle Geraldine. ‘It certainly was odd.’ Sophronia’s gift for understatement was almost as good as Dimity’s gift for overstatement.


      ‘I poured the cold tea,’ admitted Dimity. ‘Did you?’


      Sophronia nodded.


      ‘Oh, good, I thought you might. You’re usually right about these things.’


      ‘Not always.’


      Dimity was crestfallen. ‘Oh, dear. Your assessment wasn’t wholly positive?’


      ‘Not by half!’


      Dimity brightened. ‘Really? Neither was mine. That’s good, then. Perhaps I won’t fail.’


      ‘I thought you wanted to be sent down. I thought you wanted to be put into a real finishing school, to become an ordinary lady with a respectable parliamentary husband and no concerns beyond planning the next dinner party.’


      ‘I did. I mean, I do. But Mummy would be so very disappointed, and I would have to leave you. And Sidheag. And Bumbersnoot.’


      Sophronia could only agree with Dimity’s logic. ‘True.’


      ‘Speaking of which, I must talk with you about this letter I received.’ Dimity flashed a suspiciously embossed missive.


      Sophronia grabbed for it.


      Dimity was faster. ‘No, you can’t see it until we are with the others.’


      Sophronia stuck her tongue out but waited obligingly until after luncheon. Due to the presence of Monique and Preshea in the drawing room, Agatha and Sidheag joined Sophronia and Dimity in their private room for a gossip.


      Both embarrassed and excited, Dimity produced the letter. ‘It’s from Lord Dingleproops!’


      ‘Dimity,’ objected Agatha, ‘should you be getting private correspondences from an unattached gentleman friend?’


      ‘No, but this is the first. I didn’t write to him! And it can’t be that bad; our families are acquainted.’


      Agatha was properly concerned. ‘Has he permission to court you?’ Agatha Woosmoss was small, round and redheaded, with a freckled face that wore a perpetual expression of distressed confusion, not unlike that of a damp cat.


      Dimity flushed even redder. ‘No, but I’m certain he would.’


      Sidheag was reading the hastily scrawled note. ‘It’s worse than simply a letter. He wants to meet with you, in private and secretly!’


      ‘Dimity!’ Sophronia said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


      Dimity was truculent. ‘Because I knew you’d be all Sophroniaish about it. That’s why. It’s not that bad, is it? He probably only wants to chat a bit about the weather or something.’


      Sidheag, still in possession of the shocking missive, said, ‘Since it says here that he intends to come to you on this airship, it can’t be that banal.’ Sidheag Maccon was an overly tall young woman, almost of an age with Sophronia. She had a long, proud face and a general attitude of indifference to both manners and dress that drove their teachers to distraction.


      Sophronia was having none of it. ‘Dimity, he’d have to steal an airdinghy and then try to find us. I’ve no idea where we are over Dartmoor, do you? I’m sure he doesn’t. Besides, I don’t think Bunson’s has airdinghies. The whole idea is foolhardy.’


      Dimity liked Lord Dingleproops rather more than she ought and was disposed to think well of him. ‘It must be important, then, mustn’t it? Perhaps it’s a declaration!’


      ‘Oh, Dimity, really!’ said Agatha.


      Sophronia added, ‘You’re only just fourteen, and he’s what, sixteen?’


      Dimity protested, ‘My birthday was weeks ago!’


      Sidheag, the blunt one, said, ‘He isn’t even holding yet. He can’t declare without his parents’ permission.’ Sidheag could be quite crass, the result of having been raised by men, or Scots, or soldiers, or werewolves, or all four. Since she was also Lady Kingair, her crassness would have been an accepted eccentricity – in a much older aristocrat. In a fourteen-year-old, such vulgarity was as odd and uncomfortable as last season’s hat.


      Sophronia took the missive out of Sidheag’s hand and examined it. It was under the Earl of Dingleproops’s heading, which gave it a certain weight. But she did wonder what the son was doing with his father’s stationery. Probably using it to write angry letters to poor tradesmen in his father’s name and torture decent young ladies like Dimity.


      ‘He wants to meet with you on the back squeak deck in a week and a half?’


      Dimity nodded. ‘Isn’t that romantic?’


      Agatha protested. ‘You’re not going?’


      ‘Of course I’m going! He will have come all this way.’


      ‘It’ll all end in tears,’ foretold Sidheag morosely.


      Sophronia said nothing further; Dimity could be awfully stubborn. Privately, Sophronia vowed to follow Dimity. Lord Dingleproops was up to something.


       


      They were made to wait until the end of the week for their test assessments. At long last, after supper, instead of the customary parlour games and card counting, their age group was separated from the others. Agatha looked like she might faint, or cry, or palpitate, or all three – which would be a real feat. Preshea – small, dark and unreasonably lovely – looked like she intended to kill someone. But then, Preshea always looked that way. Dimity’s round porcelain face was set. Monique, having been through this before, swept her skirts behind her with an air of determination. Sidheag loped along as though she hadn’t a care in the aether. Sidheag could be irritating like that.


      Sophronia wondered how she herself was showing tension. Not at all, to those who did not look at her shoulders. She would have been surprised by how impressed Lady Linette was with this accomplishment. Lady Linette had also been impressed when Sophronia ate only the vegetables from the meal provided after the exam. Sophronia was the only pupil to have considered that the test might include the meal. Even Monique, who should have known better, had eaten seven bites of her meat and all her pudding.


      Lady Linette led them to her own teaching quarters. These were decorated as if a boudoir had procreated with the set of She Stoops to Conquer. There were red curtains, a good deal of gold, and chaise longues instead of chairs. Several fluffy cats with funny scrunched-up faces and possessive attitudes to hassocks lounged about.


      Lady Linette left the six girls there.


      They sat in expectant silence. Agatha stared at her feet. Sidheag slouched. Both knew better but were regressing into bad habits out of anxiety.


      Professor Lefoux entered the room.


      An almost audible groan met the appearance of this, the harshest of their teachers.


      Professor Lefoux was not so much a battleaxe as a pair of pinking cutters – sharp, toothy and uneven in temper, but very useful. They hadn’t any lessons with her yet. Rumour had it she was deemed too fierce for the younger girls. Tall and bony, with a stiff face and hair scraped back into a bun, she looked mean. She also had a French accent, which hundreds of years of animosity had trained nice young Englishwomen to suspect as evil.


      Professor Lefoux did not bother to explain her presence. ‘Monique de Pelouse, your assessment is not really one of six months, as you have now been in attendance at this school for four years and eight months. Nevertheless, due to your attempted theft of the crystalline valve prototype last year and your regression in status as a result of that failure, you are undergoing public review along with the others of your rank.’


      Monique sat silent, her gaze straight forward, her attitude one of superiority rather than penance.


      ‘Your marks are as expected. You are a fair intelligencer but prone to lack of creativity, which could get you killed. You are ladylike but favour overt manipulation, which could get you ostracised. Given your age, it is the recommendation of the staff that you marry with no second attempt at finishing.’


      Monique looked, for the first time in Sophronia’s miserable association with the girl, as if she might genuinely cry. Sophronia had seen her fake-cry on several occasions, but never had an honest tear come from those pretty blue eyes. The blonde said, ‘How could you? Why, I ought to have my father refuse funding. I shall report you to my special friend for this.’


      Sophronia perked up. She knew Monique had an advocate on staff, but this was the first time the girl had admitted it publicly.


      Professor Lefoux interrupted any further tirade. ‘Silence, young lady. You are to remain a pupil here until your coming-out ball and will conduct yourself as such. You will do very well for yourself in society, but it is the formal assessment of this institution that even with retraining, you could not exceed your personality. You are not to be made an agent.’


      Am I seeing things, wondered Sophronia, or is that a smile on Professor Lefoux’s face?


      Monique rose as though she might storm from the room.


      ‘Sit down, Miss Pelouse!’ ordered Professor Lefoux. ‘You are required to witness all the assessments.’


      Monique resumed her seat, almost trembling.


      ‘Preshea Buss.’ Preshea’s dark eyes were wide, and her normally crafty face was carefully blank.


      ‘You are adept at social manipulation but too apt to trade on your looks for assistance. You underestimate intelligence, even your own. Improve your execution, or you will be good only for marriage without covert orders.’


      Preshea protested, ‘But I’ve been here less than a year!’ She spoke precisely and sharply, as though each word were being murdered by her mouth.


      ‘Which is why we tell you this now.’


      ‘What if I want to get married?’ grumbled Preshea under her breath to Agatha.


      ‘I thought that was one of the ways to finish,’ Sophronia whispered to Dimity.


      ‘It is, but to be dismissed into marriage without covert orders is dishonourable.’


      ‘Miss Temminnick, Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott, if you would like to include the rest of the class in your discussion?’ Professor Lefoux’s ire was turned abruptly on them.


      Dimity and Sophronia looked up. ‘Sorry, Professor,’ they sing-songed in tandem.


      Professor Lefoux glared but clearly wished to continue. ‘Agatha Woosmoss,’ she barked.


      Agatha’s bottom lip wobbled.


      ‘Very poor marks indeed. Have you been paying any attention at all in your lessons? You are hereby put on probationary status for six months. You must improve both covert and social aspects of training. Your father is a great patron of our institution, but we cannot play favourites with a weak component.’


      Agatha began to cry, fishing around for a handkerchief. As usual, she had misplaced hers. Sophronia passed her a spare, wincing in sympathy.


      Professor Lefoux continued. ‘Sidheag Maccon, Lady Kingair.’ Sidheag looked directly at the teacher, like a soldier facing execution. The girl’s unique yellow eyes were wary.


      ‘You chose all the weapons and showed excellent use of them, even the fan. However, your social skills are middling, and your dress and posture have entirely failed to improve. We understand your background is unusual and that your expectations are different from those of other pupils. We are sending you into Scottish society, but you will be presented at court eventually. A woman of your rank will need all skills, not only the ones you find interesting. You too are on probation, and your father has been informed of this.’


      Sidheag looked more worried than Sophronia had ever seen her. Her so-called father, Lord Maccon, was really her great-great-great-grandfather and Alpha werewolf of the Kingair Castle pack. Sidheag always spoke of him with a fond irreverence. Now Sophronia could tell from her friend’s expression that he could also be fierce.


      Professor Lefoux moved on to Dimity. ‘Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott.’


      Dimity’s face was ashen.


      ‘Your marks are fair, although not as we would have hoped given your lineage. Your reluctance to pursue subterfuge does you a disservice when it is rooted in laziness. Your good humour may work in your favour if you can harness it for information gathering and not simply gossip. Concentrate on combat and solo reconnaissance. You must build your character, Miss Plumleigh-Teignmott. Flibbertigibbets are only good if they have a solid foundation.’


      Dimity looked humbled but relieved. She clearly had thought she too would be placed on probation.


      Professor Lefoux turned to Sophronia.


      ‘Miss Temminnick, you are in receipt of the highest marks we have ever given in a six-month review. Your mind seems designed for espionage. Nevertheless, you veer away from perfect in matters of etiquette. Do not let these marks go to your head; there are many girls at this school who are better than you. Our biggest concern is what you get up to when we are not watching. Because, if nothing else, this test has told us you are probably spying on us, as well as everyone around you.’


      All the other girls in the room, even Dimity, turned to stare at Sophronia.


      In that moment, Sophronia knew they hated her. And because she was exactly as Professor Lefoux had said, one small part of her wondered if her assessment had been inflated for precisely that reason: to challenge her by pitting her against her fellow pupils.


      ‘Oh, Sophronia,’ hissed Dimity, ‘couldn’t you have faked it a little?’ Dimity hadn’t a vengeful bone in her body, but even she could be manipulated.


      Sophronia looked out from under her eyelashes at the others. Agatha was no longer holding back tears. Sidheag wore a small smile of discomfort. Preshea and Monique were openly hostile.


      ‘Good luck,’ said Professor Lefoux to them all, almost cheerfully, before walking swiftly from the room. Everyone began talking in hushed tones. Everyone, that is, except Sophronia. And no one talked to her, just about her.


      ‘Isn’t she Miss High and Snobby now?’ hissed Monique.


      ‘Bet she thinks the sun rises out of her tea in the morning,’ added Preshea in her sharp, clipped voice.


      ‘Highest marks ever. Isn’t that something? We witnessed history,’ said Sidheag, her yellow eyes cold.


      ‘I can’t believe I’m on probation. Papa will kill me,’ said Agatha, possibly not exaggerating. One never knew with parents who sent their daughters to Mademoiselle Geraldine’s.


      Sophronia tried out tactics in her head. Just now, she had nothing to say that wouldn’t sound falsely modest. Even if she told them her suspicion that she was being set up, she’d sound defensive. She would have to hope that Agatha and Sidheag would work it out on their own. She felt certain, however, that she could count on Dimity.


      Sophronia cocked her head to one side to look at her best friend.


      Dimity looked away and said something sympathetic to Agatha.


      Sophronia bit her lip and stared at her hands. She had thought Dimity would stay loyal, just a little bit.


       


      The girls continued to ignore her all that day. It made for lonely classes and an uncomfortable evening meal. Sophronia tried not to let it affect her. They should recover from their resentment if she did nothing to aggravate them. But every time she performed a task well or answered a question correctly during lessons, she could feel the dislike. Several days saw no change to this pattern, and even Dimity still wasn’t talking to her, which was particularly awkward, as they shared a bedroom. Sophronia was both annoyed and hurt. She stopped having an appetite at dinner and started filching the occasional roll for later. She even contemplated not following Dimity when the girl crept out of quarters for her assignation with Lord Dingleproops. But since Sophronia thought that the letter was some kind of cruel joke and that the boy wouldn’t show up, she simply couldn’t let her friend walk into heartbreak alone. So when Dimity snuck out of quarters, having changed at bedtime into her best evening dress rather than a nightgown, Sophronia followed.


      Dimity used a series of evasion and climbing techniques to get around the ship. She held perfectly still and flattened herself against walls so mechanicals patrolling the hallways slid right by. It made getting around after hours very slow, and there was always a risk of discovery whenever a maid rolled into sight. Dimity was better at it than Sophronia had thought, which made her proud. After all, Sophronia had taught Dimity everything she knew on the subject.


      Sophronia stayed out of sight, tracking her friend effortlessly, knowing Dimity was headed to the back squeak deck. Sophronia had it easier. She used a small grappling rope knotted at stages for climbing, her own personal invention. It was undemanding to creep along the same level, but up and down could be a challenge on an airship hull. Sophronia had scavenged rope from the sooties and asked Vieve to build her a hook and the emission hurlie. The hurlie was a kind of turtle-shaped device that clipped to Sophronia’s wrist. Vieve was fond of things that clipped to wrists. Once Sophronia flipped the catch at the turtle’s tail, a spring-loaded release mechanism allowed her to fling the turtle’s shell, with the grapple underneath, and the rope followed behind. Best of all, Sophronia didn’t have to use the ladder from Lady Linette’s balcony every time she wanted to visit the sooties.


      Instead of climbing up on to the deck after Dimity, Sophronia continued edging around to the very back of the ship. She reeled in her grappling hook and hung off the side, looking into the skies, hunting for an airdinghy. Above her, the squeak deck was abandoned under its great balloon, except for Dimity. Dimity’s view was obstructed by the smokestacks, mast and propeller, but Sophronia could see around and between them. The school floated with the breeze, so the air felt still and windless.


      Hours seemed to pass, and Sophronia was convinced that the letter was a hoax. Then she saw it, coming up from below – an airdinghy. There was someone crewing it, but she could make out nothing from her vantage point but its sail and four balloons.


      Above, Dimity’s silhouette came to the rails and looked out, but she could not see what Sophronia saw.


      Sophronia wondered how Lord Dingleproops intended to board without setting off any of the school’s alarms. The back was the safest choice, since teachers and staff slept in the forward section and pupils in the middle, but there were mechanicals everywhere. Several had protocols that had them do nothing but look for shapes in the sky and set off alarms in teachers’ bedrooms when they saw something.


      Fearlessly, the airdinghy rose up until it was almost level with Sophronia. She heard Dimity give a glad little cry of welcome. When Sophronia could finally see into the gondola, there were two men, not the one boy Dimity expected. Sophronia had met Lord Dingleproops once at a party; he was a reedy, chinless, redheaded blighter, and while tall and strapping, he was not bulky. Both of these men were bulky. There was certainly something wrong.


      As the airdinghy rose higher, Sophronia squinted, trying to make out more of the figures in the dark. Then she realised what was off about them. No top hats. No gentleman would ever meet a lady without appropriate headgear, even if that meeting was a joke. Whoever these men were, they were not noblemen. Plus, Lord Dingleproops was a member of the Pistons, a social club. A Piston’s top hat was his marker, his sign of status; to travel without it was unthinkable.


      Sophronia was not prepared to mount a defence, but she didn’t want anything to happen to Dimity. She threw her bread roll from dinner at the men. It hit one in the head but didn’t appear to do any permanent damage, even though it was a very hard roll. The man swore and looked up at her.


      Sophronia cursed herself. All she had done was attract their attention, and one of them now pointed a pistol at her. Banking on the fact that he wouldn’t want to fire because of the noise, she wrapped one arm tightly around the railing that was her current anchor and pointed her hurlie at the airdinghy. She ejected the grapple towards one of the four balloons. The grapple sailed over, but on the pull back she felt the barb catch and tear through the fabric.


      The airdinghy lurched to one side.


      The man guiding the dinghy yelled. The other shot his pistol at Sophronia, who swung out and to one side, avoiding the bullet.


      Above them, Dimity said, ‘What’s going on? Lord Dingleproops, is that you? Was that gunfire? You’ll wake the teachers!’


      Sophronia shot her grapple again, catching another one of the balloons and gashing it open. Two ripped balloons was more than the airdinghy could manage, and it began to spin and sink, gaining speed as it went. The men inside were now more concerned with their own safety than with Sophronia or Dimity.
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