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Berenice Bobs Her Bustle

Steampunk Adventure

By Charlotte Henley Babb

Engineering student Berenice discovers that
her mentor and financial support have been arrested for treason,
meaning her education is over. But she has a strange message
inviting her to ball. Will she get a new mentor?
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Episode 1: The Note

When Bernice
Beetlestone got back to her dormitory at the Lovelace Academy of
Engineering, she nearly dropped the device she had worked on
surreptitiously for a month. A note was pinned on the bodice of her
ball gown, which someone spread across the bed.

"Bring the device to the baron's ball
tonight. Put it in the library. Be discreet."

She read the note again, and then burned it
in the coal grate. The note was not in her mentor's handwriting.
Someone had been in her room, going through her things. A hundred
young women resided at the Academy, all of them with access, as
well as the servants and the matrons. Who knew her secret?

She'd been right to find out-of-the-way
hiding places for her extracurricular projects. Now she had to hide
the device until she could deliver it to her mentor, Jerad
Stubbings. He had never sent her to a social event for a delivery.
She heard footsteps in the hall. She stuffed the box in her closet
under her bustle with its layers of ruffles.

Rolande Moxham, her roommate glided in, the
perfect lady at all times. She peered at the ball gown laid out on
Bernice’s bed. "I do hope you are not going to wear that old thing
again—it's been seen two for years now. That old bustle won't do
either." She opened the parcel that she carried, a new, wired
bustle with no covering petticoat.

It was elegant in design, almost
architectural, especially compared to Bernice's bulky wires, tapes,
and ruffles. "This is the latest from Paris."

Stubbings had supplied everything for her
education but nothing for her social standing. Everyone at the
Lovelace Academy knew she was poor, and while they were too polite
to comment to her face, she'd overheard more than one snide remark
about her lack of social standing, despite or because of her
mechanical skills. She had no prospects for marriage anyway, so a
career was her best choice to support herself and her mother.

"Perhaps I can do a quick alteration,"
Berenice said, mentally calculating the curve of the wires and
figuring how to compensate for the different structure.

"You can never get that done in time, and
your old dress won't work with it. Maybe you should stay here." Her
tone suggested that she preferred not to be seen together in
society. "Maybe I could find you one of my old gowns—at least it
would not be recognized on you." Rolande sailed out, leaving her
alone.

What was Rolande thinking?

Bernice realized that the device would not
fit under the new bustle style, as it was so near to a natural
form. As she worked on its tapes and wires, she conjured up a B
plan, then a C plan, and on through the alphabet, each idea more
ridiculous than the last. Finally around X, she thought of a
possibility.

The device was much too large for a reticule,
too bulky to strap to a leg, and there was no other contraption she
could imagine to carry a mahogany box the size of a loaf of bread
in or under a ball gown without damaging the dress or the device,
having it discovered, or bruising herself. She considered
dissembling it, but the gearbox was too bulky to hide anywhere on
her person, and it would be time consuming to reconstruct it once
she arrived at the ball. She would not have that kind of private
time.

The old-fashioned bustle would have to do.
She was hardly a fashion plate, and she could leave as soon she
delivered the package, thereby escaping the cutting stares of the
girls and the studied avoidance of the boys. Keeping her mentor
happy was important. She had no social life anyway.


Episode 2: The News

Berenice rigged
a sling for the box and tied the bustle over it. She had to loosen
the tapes a bit to accommodate the box. She ripped off the ruffles,
but the drapery of the petticoat was acceptable. It would work, at
least long enough to get into the ballroom, and then into the
library, to leave it for her mentor to find.

The arrangement of the skirt was a different
matter. Designed to be carried across her bum, it would have to
drape long and low with the new style. She added some of the new
safety pins to her dress, as she might need them later, once she
could remove the device. Not perfect solution, but workable.

She opened the button placket that held the
over skirt to the bodice, making it long enough to pass the box
through quickly and then to button it again. She slipped into the
garment, thankful that while she had no servant to help, she also
had no one to bribe to silence.

She hid the buttons under little ribbon bows,
also probably outré, but a quick disguise. She also tacked a silk
scarf around the top of the dress, covering the old decorations
with a different color and draped the ends across her bosom, to
make it appear a bit fuller. She’d never been well-proportioned in
that department, not that anyone ever looked.

As soon as the other girls departed, she
slipped on her dress and arranged her hair as well as could be
expected. No one offered to help her, but it was no matter. She was
used to dressing herself and doing her hair in a simple style. Not
being bait for a marriage had its advantages. Now to make her way
to transport and deliver the device in place.

Why did Stubbings want her at the ball? It
made no sense.

A knock sounded on the door. Matron Marchbank
sailed in. She was a large woman with a decidedly fashionable gown
on a decidedly unfashionable silhouette. Her usually kind face held
a frown.

"I have bad news, Miss Beetlestone.” She
paused, clasping her hands, as if holding on to her message. “Your
patron, Mr. Stubbings was arrested at the Baron's airship this
evening. He has paid your board and tuition through the end of this
semester, but as soon as finals are over next week, you must plan
to leave, unless you have another source of support."

“I understand, Matron.” Beatrice’s heart sank
heavier than the gearbox on her sacral joints. Was there any point
in going to the ball now?

"You might speak to the Baron, if you are
brave enough. He sometimes takes on a promising student." The
Matron considered the dress, shaking her head. "Your appearance may
compel his pity.” She sighed. “Our faculty transport has an extra
seat. Finish with your hair and meet us at station 6B at 7 o’clock.
You might as well enjoy the night. You’ve earned that at
least."

“Thank you, Matron.” She stood and nodded her
head.

As the matron glided out, Beatrice considered
her options. Maybe the Baron would allow her to continue her
studies if he saw some of her work, if she could get an audience
with him. On the other hand, other possible sponsors or employers
might be there. At the very least, she might eat a bite of cake and
excellent tea for a change. Getting in with the faculty would be a
good start, as no one would question her.

She put a few extra pins with fake pearls in
her hair. It would have to do. She put on her shawl and headed for
the platform.


Episode 3: The Arrival

The Matron's
faculty airship was a small affair which could only hold eight or
ten people. Tonight it was only Bernice, the Matron and two of the
Matron's friends. As the ship approached the Baron's luxurious
airship, a walkway extruded. Once the small airship docked, the
party marched up the ramp and through a specially lighted
portal.

"A new security feature, Madam," said the
operator. "It measures how much metal magnetism you have on your
person, keeping out anything that is dangerous."

Bernice felt the blood draining from her
already pale face. She had sewn many metal beads and other sparkly
decorations on her dress for the last ball, but then she remembered
the brass gearbox, so lovingly machined, polished, and lacquered
against oxidation. Brass was not magnetic, one of the
specifications of the assignment. She might pass unremarked.

She stayed in the rear of the line, conjuring
a plan, hoping that the Matrons would move along without her.

As each Matron passed through, the portal
glowed and emitted a buzz. The matron's plump friend wore a great
deal of golden jewelry, and it gave off a squawk. The operators
inspected the jewelry, from a polite distance of course, and then
let them pass.

When it was her turn, she said to the
operator, "I am not well. Is there a place I might rest for a
moment? Then may I speak to the Baron to express my gratitude for
inviting me?"

The operators shared a glance "What's your
name then?"

"Bernice Beetlestone."

The taller operator glanced at a paper on the
console. "Yes, Miss. The Baron said to bring you in right
away."

Fear raised the hair on the back of her neck.
How did the baron know she existed?

"Bring a chair for Miss Beetlestone," the
operator commanded through a communicator.

The shorter operator offered his arm.

Bernice put her hand on his arm. "I am
feeling somewhat better now in this brisk air. I think I can
walk."

They two men escorted her gently to a side
room, a small study with a library. She heard the lock click in the
door—for her security or theirs?

What would she do if he had her arrested as
well? Was she a traitor just because she worked for one?

She might have a minute or two to think of a
plan undisturbed. For now, she was here, and following her previous
instructions, quickly unbuttoned the side placket of her overskirt,
and removed the box. She untied it and placed it on a side table,
rearranging the objects already there to make it look as if it
belonged.

Reaching through the opening, she released
the tapes that held the arch of the bustle, allowing it to
collapse, which let the overskirt drape more languidly from her
back, as close as she could manage for the new style. She pinned
the folds of the skirt to make it drape more aesthetically. It was
the best she could do not to stand out in the crowd.

She sat in a chair across the room, relieved
of the extra weight. She'd set off no alarms. Did he know about
Stubbings and her projects? She might bargain with the Baron for
tuition in exchange for the information about what she had learned
in working for her mentor. What did he know of her, why would he
bring her here?

He clearly knew who she was. Could she trust
him? Or had she just sold her future to a traitor?

Should she try to escape? The baron’s
palatial airship sat above a rocky crag, so that without some kind
of climbing rig, airship passage, or wings, she could not
escape.

She did not have enough information for a
good plan.

Within a few minutes, the door was unlocked
and Rolande appeared. “Oh, you are here at last.”


Episode 4: The Baron

Music flowed
along the hallway as Rolande brought her to the Baron's office. It
was much like the small study, only with ten times the number of
books, and a much more imposing walnut desk.

The Baron stood as they entered, a tall man,
stout with elegant clothing and sharp blue eyes. He nodded his head
and gestured for them to come.

"Father, this is my roommate," Rolande said,
with a short curtsy. "Miss Berenice Beetlestone, the one I told you
about."

The Baron came around the desk to shake her
hand. Bernice looked him in the eye and gave his hand a firm shake,
neglecting the curtsy. He inspected her with an appraising eye.

"I'm glad to make the acquaintance of a
sensible young woman," he glanced over at his daughter with a
practiced smile, "One who appears to know what she wants in her
life."

"The pleasure is mine," Berenice replied,
wondering what game they were playing.

"I'll dispense with the niceties here, about
the weather and such. I understand that your mentor, Mr. Stubbings,
was arrested for treason. Were you aware of his status?"

"I was told he was arrested." Berenice kept
her face calm and pleasant.

"Your Matron tells me that your educational
ties with the academy will be severed at the end of the
semester."

"You know a great deal more about me, milord,
than I about you."

The Baron smiled, his eyes crinkling with
amusement. "Come, Miss Beetlestone." He strode over to a cabinet
and opened the doors to display all her devices. "My daughter has
kept a close eye on you these last two years. She tells me you are
very talented, and if this is your work, I am inclined to agree.
Did you make these things?"

No point in lying about it now, as clearly,
Stubbings was the Baron's intermediary. "Yes, I did. The
arrangement for my scholarship was based on my building devices
based on my mentor's specifications."

"Did he send you blueprints and
schematics?"

"Yes, at first. More recently, he has sent
specifications for what the device is to do, and when he wanted it
delivered."

He gave her another sharp look. “You were
allowed to create your own designs?”

“Within limits, yes.” She betrayed no
emotion, only wondering if she too would be charged with treason.
Alternatively, would she would be coerced into working for a
traitor further up in rank?

Rolande turned her around so that her father
could look at Berenice’s dress.

"Father, note that her bustle fits this new
dress style exactly. She changed the design of her old bustle just
this afternoon to accommodate the new style with an old
dress!"

"Impressive." The old man gave her a sharp
stare. "Now what did you want to speak to me about?"

"I want to know if you are a traitor too,"
Berenice said, staring at him eye to eye, "or if you have always
been my actual sponsor."

"Miss Beetlestone, you are an intelligent
woman." He laid a hand on the door of the cabinet. "Stubbings was
working for me, but unfortunately, he had other employers as well.
The lack of delivery of some devices I assigned to him alerted me
to the problem."

"Are you planning to arrest me as well?"
Berenice thought it best to come to the point.

"I am not a traitor," the Baron said, with a
rueful smile. "Are you?"

"No sir, I only work for hire." Standing
still for the teasing and snubbing at school had trained her well
for this kind of scrutiny, betraying no emotion. "It is the only
way to pay for my education and the support of my mother."

The baron nodded. "Are you here to ask for my
sponsorship?"

"Yes, sir." Berenice maintained her straight
back and lifted chin, as direct as she was often accused of being.
"I wish to complete my studies, but if necessary, I can find work,
even if I have to cut my hair and dress as a boy. What else would
you require of me to build, in addition to the last device?"


Episode 5: The Bargain

The Baron looked
her over, and glanced over at his daughter. "You did not tell me
she had so much spunk."

Rolande gazed at her, open-mouthed. "I've
never seen this side of her, sir."

"All right, Miss Beetlestone," The Baron
said, "The other requirements I have of you are to take heed of my
daughter's tips to learn social graces, flirting, and whatever else
it is that young women need to get along in the world. And then to
continue your education in my employ."

"When would this training begin, Sir?"

"Over the holidays, I think." He rested his
chin against his hand. "You can accompany us here on the ship where
there will be plenty of work, but much socializing as well. Perhaps
you can teach this one a bit of engineering as well."

"And my mother, Sir?"

“She shall be taken care of." He smiled,
looking for all the world like a fond uncle, not a powerful man to
be placated. “Where is the device?"

She saw his gleam of avarice. "Do you know
what it does?"

“You tell me. You built it."

She assessed his look, but since it was her
only bargaining chip, she decided to lie, not letting him see all
she knew. “It is for communication," she explained. "Some
components are missing, however, and since I have not seen the
overall plan, I could not speculate how it is supposed to
work.”

“Where is it? We have looked. It is not in
your room at the school, any of your lockers or the laboratory
workshops."

She must have moved it just in time. If they
kept her on, she would make sure that much of her work stayed
hidden or disguised.

“It is sitting in plain sight. You have
merely overlooked it.” She waited for him to show his impatience,
but he laughed.

"You are a cool-headed young woman, Miss
Beetlestone. Perhaps I should not have my daughter teach you other
skills. You might be dangerous."

"Perhaps, sir." Berenice smiled, with no
pretense of being coy. "You will do with me as you wish regardless.
If I can show my value, you may help me develop it." She clasped
her hands behind her back. "Send someone to the small study where I
was taken when I first came aboard. They will find a mahogany box
that appears to be a humidor on a side table."

The Baron pressed a switch on his desk. Two
men came in. "Bring me the device that is in the small sitting room
where you took Miss Beetlestone to rest."

The men brought it back in a few moments. The
Baron opened the box and moved the mechanism with his finger.

"Prepare quarters for Miss Beetlestone," he
told his men. "She will be joining our party."

When the men left, he turned to his daughter.
"Have Miss Beetlestone's things moved into her new quarters. She
will be living here with us until her education is complete."

"Thank you sir," Berenice said, and curtsied.
Now she might learn what else was going on, and how to play a
better game at a higher level.

"Now, let us go to the ballroom, and I will
introduce you to my friends," Rolande said. “But do first allow me
to fix your hair.”

Berenice submitted to Rolande’s
ministrations. “Why didn’t you tell me who you are?” she asked.
“How much did you know about what I was doing?”

“Not much,” Rolande said. “I was made your
roommate to keep an eye on you for Father and for Stubbings. But
you turned out to be much more than I expected.”

“As did you.” Berenice took her hand. “Are we
to be friends or or just teacher and pupil? I will never be of your
class.”

“Nor will I ever be of yours, Madame
Engineer.” Rolande grinned, most unladylike. “Let’s go into the
ball and try to break a few hearts.”


Episode 6: The Ball

Rolande led
Berenice to the ballroom that glittered with chandeliers and
sparkling people.

“I am not an accomplished dancer,” Berenice
said, “Please guide me to a wall where I may flower in peace.”

“Nonsense.” Rolande laughed. “I have arranged
some dancing partners for you who can steer you competently. You
must be seen for me to introduce you.” She picked up a dance card
and pencil, which she attached to Berenice’s arm. “Only the good
dancers will fill your card.”

“I do not have the skills of the ton,”
Berenice said, “I do not know how to behave in this company.”

Rolande smiled. “Smile a lot. Speak when
spoken to and be excessively polite. Remember I am the hostess.”
She took Berenice’s arm, smiling. “It is all right to be shy if you
smile."

The first introductions were easy. They
greeted the older ladies, who were polite, using their smiling
masks to disguise their disdain, or maybe pity, for someone with no
standing in society.

Berenice was used to that from her
schoolmates. She expressed her honor in the introduction and bowed,
which brought a modicum of approval from the old biddies.

The next introduction was to a tall young
gentleman, blond, green-eyed, well-formed, in exquisite clothing
with an apple-green embroidered waistcoat, Bruce Bardwhistle. He
bowed over her hand, kissing her gloved knuckles.

“My pleasure to meet you, Miss Beetlestone,”
he said. “Have you a waltz available on your dance card?” He
reached for her dance card and scribbled his name.

The music ended. The dancers had a moment to
place themselves on the floor or to retrieve refreshments.

“Shall we?” Bardwhistle asked, still holding
her hand.

Berenice glanced at Rolande, who nodded with
a smile. Bardwhistle led her to the floor, placed his palm on her
waist, and lifted her hand.

She remembered to put her other hand on his
shoulder.

He smiled at her. “Remember to step back with
your right foot, and I will guide you through the steps.”

“If you say so,” Berenice said. She had taken
dance lessons in school, barely passing the class with her
instructor’s feet bruised. “I told Rolande...”

“I know. She warned me ahead of time.” When
the music started again, he swept her around the circle, guiding
her as if she were a steam carriage.

She had not ever danced with someone who
could lead her, using one hand at her waist and holding her other
hand to turn her, back her up, and keep in the rhythm of the music
so effortlessly. She hadn’t realized dancing could be pleasant. She
forgot to count, forgot about her feet, and just looked at the
jade-green eyes of the man who held her so competently.

They did not speak but looked into each
other’s eyes as they whirled through the dance.

"Rolande lied to me. You are a fine
dancer."

Now she knew why other young women were so
excited to go to a ball.

The music
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