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        Lady Victoria Greene,

      

      

      
        
        You are cordially invited to the Royal Masquerade hosted by Her Royal Majesty, Queen Victoria, at Birmingham Palace on the fifth of April. Please accept this high honor and appear promptly for a night of good fun and loose inhibitions. You are encouraged to bring your escorts. Her Royal Majesty looks forward to meeting you. Please send reply with your confirmation.

      

      

      
        
        Signed,

        Ichabod Fleming

        C/O Her Majesty, Queen Victoria
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      Victoria Greene stared at the letter in her hands for what felt like hours, reading the five sentences over and over again until her vision grew blurry and she could no longer focus on them. She just could not quite believe what the invitation was stating. She never imagined she would be invited to Birmingham Palace, and by the Queen no less. She had never met the monarch, but her father had always spoken highly of her. Vic had no doubt the invitation was sincere and legitimate. But the invitations for balls and parties had stopped months ago. Being one of the few survivors of an airship crash in a foreign country afforded her with some fame, but it soon died when the rumors began to fly about the four men who seemed to escort her wherever she went. London loved tales of intrigue and danger, but they did not like mentions of a woman who paraded herself like a harlot, their words not hers.

      “Why would the Queen invite us to her Royal Masquerade? We are not dignitaries and I have heard this is an exclusive event. Lady James down the street bemoaned she had never procured an invitation, no matter who she has attempted to seduce.”

      “First, Lady James is horrid,” Bram answered, looking up from the metal pieces in front of him. “It is no wonder she has never been invited. Second, the letter is addressed to you, not us. She wants you there.”

      Vic shook her head and held up the letter. The shiny wax seal glittered in the light, the royal crest stamped in permanently. “No. It says escorts. Plural. She means all of us.” She paused. “The Queen invited us even knowing the rumors.”

      “Perhaps the Queen doesn’t care for rumors spoken from loose lips and jealous ladies.”

      Vic smiled at Bram, her eyes crinkling. She had not been the only one to deal with the British elite upon their return. Bram Schmitt was a renowned inventor. Lords and Ladies flocked to him upon their return, asking for the newest invention, treating him as a bachelor. In fact, that was how the rumors of Vic began. She was always by his side in his workshop, a workshop which was set up in her own home. She had made sure the details of their relationship were held close, but it was difficult to discredit the appearances and the beady, nosy eyes of the women who fluttered by. Bram rebuffed each one, using the excuse of being married to his machines, and at some point, they started blaming Vic for the sentence. The invitations stopped shortly after.

      Vic only encouraged them to remain silent for their benefit rather than her own. She had been happy to see the constant letters and invitations stop, but she did not care to harm their reputations. Still, it had only been a handful of months since their return from Brazil. The society could not seem to get enough about the young tinker and her suitors who survived a tragedy. The rumors of what happened aboard Victoria’s Jewel flew, and they had not had time to dissipate, much to Vic’s chagrin. The worst rumors were that her father had something to do with it. Others claimed she did. None of them were very pleasant.

      The only member of their crew they expected to see no change in was Emory, who was supposedly a permanent member of the London elite but as it turned out, not even he was immune. His invitations stopped after hers, but Vic knew it had nothing to do with her and everything to do with his father.

      “Should we accept?” Vic asked, staring at the thick, elegant paper in front of her. She had never seen such luxurious letters, not even from the society, though she supposed if someone was going to have such a thing, it would be the Queen of England.

      Bram raised his brow, dropping his tools and turning fully to her. “Would you decline the Queen of England?”

      “For you, Emory, Jules, and Jed? Yes, I would.”

      Bram smiled and stood from his stool, moving across the shop to take Vic’s hands in his, the letter crumbling between their grease-stained fingers. The action caused Vic’s heart to melt just a little more for the handsome inventor, as if she was not already wholly in love with him.

      “A masquerade?” he asked.

      “A masquerade.” She bit her lip. “I have never been to one, unfortunately.”

      “Neither have I. The nuns were not exactly excited about a bunch of children wearing masks as you can imagine.”

      Vic snorted. “One day, I would like you to take me to meet them.”

      “One day, I hope to,” he reassured her. “But my country is on the verge of war. Soon, there will not be a chance to return.”

      Vic looked at him with sad eyes. It hurt her heart to see him ache for his country but there was nothing she could do for him in that aspect. The best she could do was to hug him close and make sure he knew how much he meant to her.

      “We should tell the others,” she murmured, pulling him close. Behind him, Gear meowed from her workbench, his leg in the air as he cleaned around his prosthetic. “No, Gear. Unfortunately, you were the only one not invited.” He meowed again as if in complaint and she smiled.

      “I cannot wait to see Jed’s face when we tell him he has to wear the finest clothing and a mask, and that he will not be able to wear his hat,” Bram said, holding Vic just a little too tight, but she did not complain. After all, they both held each other together at times.

      “He will be excited.” Vic pulled back and met Bram’s eyes before they both burst out laughing.

      The cowboy would not be excited in the slightest.
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      Jedidiah Copper stood out in the streets of London as surely as a three-legged dog would, or at least, that was how he described it. Vic thought it was an apt description because no matter where she walked with Jed, the eyes around them always found his cowboy hat, long duster, and the vibrant green gaze. Jed did not have eyes for any of them; he practically ignored everyone besides Vic, but that did not mean he did not still attract attention. He was simply far too striking to ignore.

      Vic and Jed walked closely side by side, not as intimately as they would have liked, but close enough to get a few side eyes from the passing society members. It was not proper for an unmarried and unescorted lady to be traveling with a rapscallion like Jedediah Copper.

      “That woman is giving you some serious eyes,” Vic murmured, her lips curling up in jest.

      “The one with the flamingo in her hair, or the one with the peacock fan?” Jed threw back. He had made it clear he thought some of the elaborate fashions of London were ridiculous. Vic planned to show up with a large bird in her hair at some point in the future, simply to see his face.

      “Definitely the flamingo. Oh, wait, now the other is fluttering her fan at you and making doe eyes. She must really like you.”

      Jed grinned down at me. “Well, of course, she does.”

      Vic snorted and shook her head, but her smile did not disappear. “Preposterous cowboy.”

      “Beautiful cyborg,” he threw back without so much as a hesitation, brushing his fingers against hers quickly but otherwise keeping his distance. She knew, if not for the strict judgement of the London society, he would have kissed her right there. Instead, they would have to table it for later.

      “Why are we going to the British Museum again?” Jed asked, tipping his hat up as we neared the large white building.

      “Mr. Vanderbilt has a task for us.”

      When they had first arrived back in London, Mr. Vanderbilt, the curator, had approached her and outlined his plans for a large exhibit to showcase the many accomplishments of her father, ‘The Adventures of Captain Robert Greene’ he called it. Vic had loved the idea when he brought it up, but it had physically pained her to hand over the cartograph and her father’s journal and maps to be displayed in the museum. It would all be protected, and would all be returned to her upon the exhibit’s completion, but she still worried she would lose a part of her father.

      Mr. Vanderbilt had not stopped with the exhibit, however. Shortly as they finished work on the exhibit and prepared everything for opening, the curator had approached Vic with another offer.

      “Should I find any other artifacts in need of saving,” he said, eying her and the guys, “would you five be willing to extricate them?”

      Vic had agreed for two reasons. One, she could not say no to the overly enthusiastic but yet somehow suspicious curator. She suspected he would have attempted the rescue himself in their stead. Second, she did not think he would approach them any time soon. She had been wrong. Now, a mere three months after their return, Vanderbilt had sent them an inquiry and Vic had given her word.

      Vic tucked her coat around her shoulders tighter, attempting to fight the lazy wind that always seemed to find its way inside. She never understood how Jed could keep his hat on his head in such wind, until he explained living in the mountains had made sure he never lost his hat.

      They walked up the large steps to the British Museum, searching for the side entrance Vanderbilt had instructed them to take. The museum was currently closed to visitors, but they were not there to see the art. The side door popped open before they could reach it and the friendly face of the curator met theirs. His handlebar mustache always made Vic chuckle, the accessory far too large for his youthful face, but it only added to his character.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Vanderbilt,” Vic said when they reached the door and he ushered them inside.

      “Come, come, you must get out of this dreaded cold. I swear, one day, I hope we actually have a summer to speak of.”

      He led them inside the storage rooms of the museum, past crates of ancient pots and mummies, past paintings worth thousands laid out on tables as if the preservers were paused in their tasks. Mr. Vanderbilt’s office was deeper inside, away from the artifacts for the most part, and it was blessedly warm when they walked inside. The curator closed the door securely behind them and turned.

      “This room is secure against would-be eavesdroppers and spies,” he said by way of true greeting. “You may speak freely.”

      “Pardon me for asking,” Jed said, taking a seat after Vic did and leaning forward, “but what exactly are we here for that we need to be wary of spies?”

      “Always down to business, Jedidiah Copper. I can respect that. Yes, I have asked you here for a simple task. I am sure you have heard of the Black Market?”

      Vic wrinkled her brow. “The actual Black Market? The illegal one?”

      “The very one.”

      “I always assumed it was a little market with black tents and when you walked up and said a secret password, they’d pull out the big guns,” Jed said, leaning back and getting comfortable. “Is that how it is? Would be mighty hard to hide.”

      Vanderbilt watched him amused. Vic imagined Jed was as much a curiosity as the artifacts sitting in crates out in the room.

      “Unfortunately, it is nothing quite so exciting. The Black Market is attended by the most elite of the city, the ones with the deepest pockets, and it is an auction. They bring up an item and the blood-thirsty society fights each other like rabid dogs without ever having to draw blood. It is an atrocious practice, but it is one you will have to partake in to complete the task I have for you.”

      “You are sending us to the Black Market?” Vic asked, watching him closely.

      “You are a Lady by birth, Vic. Though you may not claim it, you have every right to be there. Your other escort, Lord Wellington III, will also be allowed inside.” His eyes flicked to Jed. “Unfortunately, you will not be let into the chambers as you are. You’ll have to attend as an escort for Vic.” He wrinkled his brow. “Your inventor could be allowed inside, though, I doubt it, and the scholar will also not be accepted.”

      Vic nodded her head, knowing how society events worked. If this one was illegal and highly secret, they would be even more strict than usual. “And what are we going there to retrieve?”

      “Many decades ago, a large studded collar necklace was discovered in Egypt. It is said to have belonged to Cleopatra herself, and there is even a painting showing her wearing it that was commissioned in Greece. We have the painting here, and the Queen has given me permission to do what needs done to commandeer the necklace. It has been lost for these decades, passed from silent hand to silent hand, but I have trusted intel that Cleopatra’s Collar will be at the auctions. I want you to go to the market, bid, and win.”

      “If the market is for the elite, there will be plenty willing to pay large sums of cash to own such a relic,” Vic pointed out. “You might not want to spend such amounts.”

      “You are correct. We have a certain amount I have been approved to pay.” He paused, tapping his fingers on the desk in front of him. “But we do have a plan. If Cleopatra’s Collar is lost in the auction, the amount of money too high for us to go, we have other ways of commandeering a priceless artifact I won’t mention. It is not necessary yet, but if it is, I will take care of it. I would go to the auction myself, but unfortunately, I have been banned from such events.”

      Vic perked up. “Banned? For what reason?”

      Vanderbilt looked away and that was all it took for Vic to know. It was something just as illegal.

      “Let us just say I took an item I did not pay for.” He glanced at the door. “You will be able to see the item as you leave. It is on display in the main staircase.”

      Jed snorted. “I like you, Vanderbilt. You’re always surprising me.”

      The curator beamed under the compliment. “It is always a pleasure, Jedidiah.” He picked up a slip of paper and passed it across to Vic. “This is the address. The auction is tonight. You’ll be required to dress the part unfortunately, Victoria. No trousers for you.”

      Vic sighed heavily but nodded her head. She knew what was expected of a Lady, even if she did not agree with any of it. She stood and Jed followed suit, moving the chairs so it was easier for her to maneuver with her metal leg. She tended to catch it on items that stuck out too far. Even after all the years of wearing a prosthetic leg, she had never mastered chair legs since she couldn’t feel for them. Jed had caught her many times in her home until he had rearranged the house accordingly. It had been a welcome sight to come inside and realize there was a clear and easy path between the furniture.

      “Do not forget to look at the piece I got banned for. I promise, it is worth it.”

      They nodded their heads to the curious curator and left his office, moving through the doors that would take them into the staircase rather than going immediately out of the museum. Jed’s eyes widened at the piece sitting in the stairwell.

      “That man took an entire statue from the Black Market,” he said, whistling. The sound echoed in the empty building and Vic took a step closer to read the inscription.

      “Discobolus,” she murmured. “How on earth did he get that out of the market without being seen?”

      They both looked back towards the doorway in awe of the seemingly innocent man. He was far too cheerful to be seen as anything other than a curator, and yet he was also an art thief who collected the things for the British Museum rather than any monetary gain.

      “Let’s go, before I start finding out all the other things that man has probably stolen for the greater good,” Jed mumbled, a chuckle on his breath.

      They left the museum and returned to the blistering wind, and Vic cursed the weather all over again. It was supposed to be Spring, with nice warm weather and pleasant afternoons. Instead, it was windy, and the air felt like rain was following.

      As they maneuvered across the muddy street to reach the small steam-powered automobile waiting for them, a large airship passed overhead, casting a shadow across an already dreary day. Vic looked up, a sense of longing filling her chest, though she did not know if it was for adventure or her father.

      “How did I go from a Tinker making mechanical butterflies to a rare items collector?” Vic asked, watching until the airship disappeared in the direction of the port before glancing over at Jed.

      He winked, a crooked grin on his face. “Because you’re so good at it, ma’am,” he teased.

      “Do not call me ma’am, Mr. Copper,” she growled but she could not stop the twinkle in her eyes.

      “Yes, Master Tinker,” he purred. His fingers trailed improperly down her arm, far too forward for the streets of London, but she did not care. She was tired of the judgmental eyes of the society forcing her to hide, so she grinned, and laced her fingers with Jed’s.

      It was Jed who slid into the backseat of the automobile first, against all the etiquette she was taught, before he pulled her inside across his lap. The driver, Mr. Waits, did not blink an eye at the turn of events, and closed the door behind them, before climbing in the driver seat, and pulling away from the curb.

      The rebellion in Vic’s veins roared.
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      Vic tugged at the tight-fitting dress for what felt like the thousandth time. It was suffocating, but it was also the fashions required of a lady. There were too many rules for the high society, rules Vic did not agree with. Do not appear as anything less than proper. Do not laugh too loudly. Do not eat to enjoy your food. Do not appear too enamored with your escort. Do not allow an unmarried woman to be alone with a man. A woman cannot own property.

      Vic was certain the rules were only made to present women as objects rather than people, and she refused to be a doorstop or resigned to only birthing babies for the rest of her life. She had already broken most of those rules anyways. When she returned to London, it was to find the bank hungrily circling her father’s house, her house. In London, women were not supposed to own land, at least, not women who could not afford to. But upon her return, Vic had received the Master Tinker salary as well as the Captain’s salary. She had plenty of money to purchase the property from the bank without even harming her amount. She had also been offered the payment from the rest of the crew, a thought that made her stomach turn, but she had made sure it all went to the families of those who perished. Her first month back in London was spent going to each home of those who passed and handing them the money. For those she could not get to for being in a different country, they were taken care of by the Queen, and she was grateful.

      None of that meant she could get out of wearing the contraption cinched so tight she could hardly breath, though.

      “Stop pulling on it,” Emory laughed, threading his fingers through hers to stop her fidgeting.

      “Easy for you to say. You are wearing trousers. Try wearing a corset, petticoat, and twenty layers of fabric.”

      Emory tried his hardest to not to smile but Vic could see the smile curling his lips. “You are right. I shall endeavor to never assume I know what that is like.”

      Vic scowled at him, tugging her hand from his to pull on the neckline again. It all felt too hot, too tight, too foreign. She wore corsets often, preferred them even, but the rest made her feel like a stuffed pig. How appropriate that they would be attending a market.

      Emory was dressed in one of his suits, the hat perched on his head giving him a debonair look. Vic liked the way he dressed, but she much preferred his more casual look, when he lost the coat and rolled his shirt up to his elbows.

      Because of the high-profile requirements of the Black Market, Vic could not show up with too many escorts. It would draw too much attention. Instead, she would be accompanied by only Emory and Jed. Emory because he still held a title that allowed him inside, Jed because he refused to be left behind when they were doing something so illegal. But Jed would have to dress up. There was a dress code, and the cowboy’s leather duster and cowboy hat would not be allowed inside.

      “What is taking him so long?” Emory grumbled, looking towards the doorway. “He is taking longer than you.”

      Bram grinned from his place on the stairs. He was annoyed he could not go, but he understood. While he held his own clout as a renowned inventor, he did not have a true title, and as such, was considered less than elite. It did not make sense to Vic, because Bram had more money than many of the elite, but high society rarely made sense.

      “Probably because he does not know how to put most of the suit on,” Bram laughed, mussing up his hair when he ran a hand through it. “You should have helped him.”

      “I cannot help a grown man get dressed.” Emory’s face pinched up.

      “He was not taught the same as you,” Bram reminded him. “Neither was I. It would do you no harm to help him properly settle a cravat.”

      Emory sighed. “You are right, of course. Perhaps, I should go check on him?”

      “Let us give him a few more minutes,” Vic said, smiling. “He will call if he needs help.”

      Jules had been gone for the last month or so, long enough to travel back to New York and present his papers to the University. Vic was anxious to learn how it had gone, if they had approved his essays, and if he had received the distinction he deserved. He was expected back any day, and Vic could not wait to see him again. If he was there, however, he would have been stuck at the house with Bram. Being a scholar did not lend merit to the elite, though it should have.

      “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t wanna go,” Jed called from around the doorway.

      Vic bit her lip to keep from smiling. “It cannot be that bad, Jed. Come on out.”

      Jed stepped around the corner and Vic covered her mouth to smother the laughter that threatened to slip out. Jedediah Copper most certainly did not know how to tie a cravat. He also did not know how to buckle a cummerbund or anything else that went along with the attire.

      “I knew it,” Jed growled, narrowing his eyes. “I look ridiculous.”

      “Only because you have not done it properly, and you look uncomfortable,” Vic said, stepping forward in her maroon gown. Jed’s eyes traced down her form as she drew closer.

      “You don’t look so comfortable yourself, cyborg.”

      “That would be because I am not.” She smiled up at him before reaching forward and tugging his jacket open. “You are lucky I used to help my father with this very thing. He was not so good with suits either.” She pulled the cummerbund loose and set it on the table beside her before doing the same with the cravat. “Take off the coat.”

      “Well, if you undress me, we probably won’t ever make it to the Market,” he teased, but he shrugged out the coat like she asked before setting it on the back of the armchair.

      Vic’s eyes twinkled when she looked up at him, her fingers starting to readjust the shirt he had half-hazardly tucked into his trousers, the suspenders so loose, they did nothing more than hang there. “We have a job to do. We cannot be late,” she reminded him, but he only winked at her.

      “Little do you know, this was my plan all along. I wanted to get your hands on me, so I put everything on wrong.”

      Emory snorted. “I would not put it past you.”

      “Don’t be mad you didn’t think of it first,” Jed grinned.

      “Hush, you,” Vic chided, happy with the shirt before adjusting the suspenders. “Remember, tonight you are supposed to be under the radar among the Lords and Ladies of London. Make sure you do not offend someone and get us thrown out.”

      “Well, that’s gonna be mighty difficult,” Jed teased. “I open my mouth and they’ll know I’m an imposter.”

      “Which is why you are playing the silent bodyguard,” Emory said, dusting off his shoulder.

      Jed scowled, his brows wrinkling in annoyance. Vic reached up and drew his gaze back to hers, her fingers threading into his hair. He had left it in his normal style rather than brushing it back, but Vic did not mind. They would not stop him from going inside for that alone.

      “You are not being silenced, cowboy. I just need you to have a low profile.” She threw a scathing look towards Emory, who frowned.

      “My apologies. I did not mean how that sounded.”

      Jed rolled his shoulders and nodded. Over the months back in London, they had many clashes between them. Emory was still learning to think before he spoke, realizing many of the words he spit out were his father’s rather than his own. Still, every now and then, he slipped and insulted someone. Vic suspected Bram and Jed still had some reservations about Emory, but they never treated him as such. Vic was grateful for that. They were all learning how such a relationship could work between them.

      Once Vic was satisfied the suspenders were adjusted correctly, she grabbed the cummerbund and reached around Jed to hook it. Jed looked down at her, his eyes heated as she circled his waist and she grinned up at him. “Watch yourself, cowboy,” she teased.

      “Why would I do that when I can watch you instead?”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop the smile that pulled across her lips. The cravat proved more difficult when Jed complained it threatened to choke him.

      “How the hell do you wear these things all the time?” Jed asked Emory as he tugged the material. Vic slapped his hand away, so he didn’t mess up her handiwork before helping him into the coat.

      “I’ve worn them since I was a child. You get used to them after a while.” Emory flicked the brim of his hat. “Are we ready?”

      “Almost.” Vic grabbed the top hat sitting on the chair and Jed grimaced. “Oh, do not look like that. I like the top hats.” Gently, she set the hat on his head and stepped back, looking him up and down. Jedidiah Copper looked good in his leather, but he looked just as good in a suit. She grinned.

      “Well, if I get a look like that every time I put on this weird contraption, then maybe I won’t mind it so much,” Jed spoke, his eye crinkling.

      “You clean up nice, cowboy.”

      “We are going to be late. Mr. Waits is no doubt having a conniption because he is outside in the wind waiting for us.” Emory offered Vic his elbow and she took it, before doing the same to Jed.

      Bram unfolded from the stairs and came over suddenly. “Wait, I have something for you.”

      Emory groaned. “We will be barred from attendance if we do not leave now.”

      “It will not take but a minute.” Bram kneeled in front of Vic, before he started lifting her skirts.

      Jed’s brows rose at the sudden turn. “I don’t think that takes only a minute, Bram.”

      Bram laughed and shook his head before pulling something from his hip. He exposed Vic’s thigh, nodding for Jed to hold her skirt up. “You are walking into something illegal, and most likely dangerous. Criminals do not care if you are a lady. They will check Jed and Emory for weapons, though they won’t notice the dagger I sewed into their top hats, but they will suspect you are nothing more than a harmless woman, and so they will not check you for weapons.” He fastened three leather straps around her thigh tightly, making sure they did not slip before he holstered a small pistol in the holder attached to the straps.

      Vic perked up. “You made a holster I could wear with my dress.”

      Bram nodded his head. “If you get into a corner and have no choice, then I feel better knowing you have protection.”

      Jed clapped Bram on the shoulder when he stood. “That was a good plan. They won’t find my pistol either.”

      “You have your revolver?” Vic asked, wrinkling her brow. Jed’s revolver was large. It would be hard to hide it in his suit.

      “No. Just a small pistol. It’s on my waist, but if they pat me down, they’ll suspect it as nothing more than my body. It’s a thin gun.”

      There was a knock on the door then, the sound loud in the room.

      “That’s probably Mr. Waits,” Emory said, reaching for the handle. When he pulled open the door, their driver and friend stood there, a scowl on his face.

      “If you were gonna keep me waitin’ this long, you should have invited me in for tea.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Waits,” Vic said, bowing her head. “We had to make sure Jed was dressed properly.”

      “Well, come on then. We’ll be late if we don’t hurry.”

      “You know, one of these days, you are allowed to take a day off. I can drive the automobile.” Vic lifted her skirts to walk outside, making sure the dress did not get dirty before they arrived.

      “Where would the fun in that be?” the older man asked, grinning. “You lot keep me far too entertained to give up my job.”

      Vic rolled her eyes and climbed inside first, Jed and Emory following. When she had returned to London, the automobile was one of the first items she purchased, the beautiful machine built to be both for function and leisure. It was white, the golden swirling designs around the front and wheels making it feel far more luxurious than automobiles typically were. It ran on steam, but the boiler was positioned in the back, so the smoke did not get on them. Her father would have hated it, but her mother, she knew, would have gushed in excitement the way she did.

      Mr. Waits had been a friend of Vic’s father for years before the Brazil expedition. He was always kind, always humble, and though he was worth more than Vic was, you could not tell it by looking at him or listening to him speak. He refused to settle down and relax. Instead, he preferred to work odd jobs, until Vic had mentioned her automobile. He had announced right then and there that he would be her driver, but only because Vic’s life was far too interesting not to watch. It was safe to say he also read the weekly stories in the newspaper, eager to learn what happened next.

      Mr. Waits closed the door behind them before climbing into the driver seat, adjusting his hat before putting the car in gear and pulling away from the curb.

      Vic sighed, tilting her head back. Her skull felt heavy with the weight of her hair piled on top and the jewels the stylist had woven in, but she put up with it knowing she would be judged on her appearance, or misjudged as it were. They would expect her to be nothing more than an escort for Emory, rather than the other way around. They would stick their noses up when she asked for a bidding number rather than Emory or Jed.

      The Black Market was being held in the heart of the High Society, in a gentleman’s club which was allowing women in for the single event. The building was well lit, and for all appearances only looked as if there was to be a party. Vic watched out the window as the ladies stepped from their carriages and automobiles, dressed in their best gowns and dripping in jewels. She reached up and touched the modest opal necklace she wore, the one Bram had made her. She never took it off, the metal gears glinting as if they were meant to be jewelry. Would someone comment on her lack of diamonds?

      “You look the part,” Emory murmured. “Do not worry so much, Vic. You are perfect the way you are.”

      “To you, yes. But these people,” she sighed. “There’s a reason I prefer not to attend such things.”

      Mr. Waits waited in the line until it was their turn. He jumped out of the automobile before moving around the front quickly to open their door. Normally, Vic tried to beat him to it, drawing a huff of annoyance from his lips, but she could not do that in front of the Elite. She had to play the part.

      Jed climbed out first, placing his top hat back on his head as he exited. Emory had taught him the basics of etiquette, and though Jed had scoffed at the rules, he seemed to know them well enough to step to the side and allow Emory to exit before he offered his hand to Vic. Carefully, she climbed free, making sure her dress did not get wet in the puddles left behind by the recent rain shower. She threaded her arm through Emory’s elbow while Jed took up a position behind them, his eyes flicking over the people meandering around outside. They had no desire to linger, however, so they walked up to the door.

      “Welcome,” a man standing at the entrance said. “Names, please.”

      “Lord Emory Wellington the Third, Lady Victoria Greene, and Sir Jedidiah Copper,” Emory answered, his chin tilted up like he used to. He was playing the part well, even if he had not been forced to in many months.

      The man wrote their names down. “That will be eighty pounds each to enter.”

      Jed tensed behind them, but Emory reached into his coat and pulled the money free. They had already known an amount would be asked. They just did not realize how much it would be.

      “Lovely. Enter through here. Continue into the back room. Stop at the desk to retrieve a number. The auction will begin presently.”

      “Eighty pounds each,” Jed whispered once they were passed and safely out of range of the doorman. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It is a way for them to make sure that only the richest can attend,” Emory replied. “I am afraid you will find the high society is just as vicious as wolves, just as savage as the beasts they claim the lower classes are.” Emory turned and met his eyes. “They just dress better.”

      They walked up to the desk, to a woman with a waist cinched so tiny, Vic wondered if she still had organs.

      “How many numbers?” she asked, her eyes flicking between them before settling on Jed. She perked up, her eyes twinkling. “Perhaps, you would like a different kind of number, darling?”

      Jed smiled politely. “No, thank you, ma’am. I’m spoken for.”

      The woman pouted out her lip. “Shame.” She glanced back at Emory but instead of asking him if he wanted a number, she settled on Vic. “One number?”

      Vic tilted her head. “How did you know?”

      The woman grinned. “I spend my time figuring out what men want, sweetheart. These two, well, now that I have looked, they want you. Which means you are the center of this little group, and you want the number for yourself.”

      Vic grinned. “My name is Vic.”

      “Most people call me Rose.” She winked.

      “I like you, Rose,” Vic said, smiling. Just then Vic noticed the small box of gears on the desk and she raised her brow. “Do you tinker?”

      “Not really,” Rose replied, pushing the box away. “Someone left these here from before.” She grabbed a number, twenty-three, and passed it across the desk. “You know how these things work?”

      “Yes. Much obliged, Rose. I hope we can meet again.” Vic bowed her head slightly before walking inside, Emory and Jed beside her as they took in the room.

      Vic had never been inside a gentlemen's club. Typically, women were not allowed in under any circumstances. Her father had once had a client who insisted on always meeting at a club, and he despised having to go. He said it would not have been so bad if it was anything other than a place for men to enact underhanded dealings and cheat on their wives, but he never set foot in one he did not have to. Vic could understand why. The room was decorated in red velvet and luxurious feels, and though there were some men who brought their own escorts and wives, the majority seemed to partake of the working girls walking throughout the room. All had some sort of liquor in their hands.

      “Have you ever been to a gentlemen's club, Emory?” Vic asked, keeping her eyes off a man who was asking the working girl for more than her company.

      “Yes.”

      She appreciated that he had not lied and knew he would have been forced to come as the only son of his father. Many business deals were made in such places, and Emory had been groomed to take over after his father. It only made sense. She did not ask any details however, knowing Emory would not feel comfortable giving them, and it was in the past.

      “We don’t have things like these in Montana,” Jed interjected. “Far too fancy. We have saloons.”

      “Are they essentially the same thing?”

      Jed shrugged his shoulders. “I’m willing to bet they’re pretty damn close.”

      “Come, we should take our seats,” Emory interrupted, pulling them towards a side of the room.

      The lights dimmed at his words, letting everyone know the auction was about to start. The murmuring died down as a man stepped out on the small stage at the front of the room, the curtains moving as he stepped passed them.

      “Welcome, Lords and Ladies,” his eyes crinkled. “And the rest of you miscreants.” No one seemed to be insulted by his words. “Welcome to the Black Market. Just in case there are some of you who have not joined us before, I will speak of the rules and then we will begin.” He popped off his top hat and hung it on a hook before tucking his hands into his pockets. A few of the Elite seemed to huff at the breach of etiquette, but no one spoke against it, which meant the man was important. Vic studied him closely, trying to determine his worth to the auctions, his part. “First rule: whatever happens in this room does not leave it. We monitor those who attend, which is why you gave your name. If you speak of the dealings, you will be banned. If you speak too loudly, harsher actions could be taken.”

      It was a stark reminder that what they were doing was not legal. Vic did not shift in her seat like she felt urged to do. She kept her gaze steady on the man, and when his eyes flicked across the room to her and held, she did not flinch. She was new to the market, understood they were still trying to figure her out, but she refused to back down.

      “Second rule: if there is something you would like to purchase, raise your number high. The auctioneer will determine who is winning, and keep track of the amount, of course. Rule number three: make sure you are prepared to part with large sums of money. All the items we reveal are of the highest quality, the most rarity you will ever find. They do not come cheap.” He bowed his head. “Let us begin.”

      They did not waste any more time talking. The crowd murmured as the man stepped from the stage and took a seat off to the side. The auctioneer was a large portly man, his face red, sweat already coating his brow as he made his way up. “We will begin with the crown jewels of Persia.”

      Vic’s eyes widened. Surely, something like that should not be in London.

      “Remember,” Emory whispered in her ear. “Most of the items have been stolen from their home. Some might not be, and might simply be sold here, but they were most certainly stolen at some point.”

      She nodded her understanding. “We are going to bid on something besides the collar to avoid suspicion as well.”

      It was something they had agreed on before coming. In order to avoid the suspicion that they came here only for the collar, they had to bid and win something else. Vic had plans to try for something small, maybe a trinket, until they brought up a large revolver. Vic sat straighter in her seat, craning her neck to see the details. Her fingers dug into Jed’s leg.

      “Next, we have the Commander’s Revolver. This beauty was invented by Nikola Tesla and harnesses his famous technology to be able to fire even underwater. The weapon packs a powerful punch. Shall we start the bid at two hundred pounds?”

      Vic raised her number before she knew what she was doing, her eyes on the revolver.

      “Number twenty-three has two hundred. Do we have three hundred?”

      Someone on the other side of the room lifted their number and Vic turned to look. It was Emory who recognized him first.

      “It’s my father,” he mumbled, his spine locking straight. “Be prepared to fight.”

      “Three hundred to number twelve. Let’s go to four hundred. Ah yes, number twenty-three again. Five hundred?”

      Lord Wellington turned in his seat to look for his bidding partner, and when his eyes found Vic’s already staring at him, he scowled, before raising his number again.

      “Five hundred to twelve.” The auctioneer looked back at Vic. “Six hundred. Do we have six hundred?”

      Lord Wellington narrowed his eyes, but Vic did not shrink beneath the obvious hatred in his. “Eight hundred,” Vic said, raising her number.

      The Lord quirked his lips up, but he did not raise his number again, letting the revolver go to Vic rather than fight for it more.

      “Sold to number twenty-three. Moving on.”

      “He’s here for something else.” Jed watched carefully, keeping his posture straight even though Vic knew he was tempted to relax. “He wouldn’t have given in so easily if he wanted it.”

      “I agree.” Emory leaned over. “I am willing to bet it is the same reason we are here. My father has his own sources. There is not an event or rare item he does not know about.”

      It took another hour before the Collar was brought forward, and the crowd began to whisper among themselves when the glittering necklace was brought out and set beside the auctioneer.

      “This is the special treat we have been promising you,” the auctioneer began. “Cleopatra’s Collar. Thought to be lost for decades, we have managed to bring it to you this evening.”

      “More like steal it,” Jed mumbled.

      “This is a rare find, and one that will never come around again. This is no time to hold back. We will start the bid at one thousand pounds.”

      Emory’s father immediately raised his number and Vic sighed. They would be battling the Lord then, and they could very well lose. Vanderbilt had only been allowed to give them five thousand pounds. If the bids went above that, they would lose the Collar, and it would be up to the curator to procure it.

      “One thousand, five hundred,” someone else called, lifting their number.

      “Two thousand.”

      “Two and a quarter thousand!”

      Vic worried her lip. “Our bid will be beaten.”

      “We should still try,” Emory told her, but he sounded as if he felt the same. Five thousand was not going to be enough.

      “Three thousand,” she said, raising her number. One of the men who bid before turned around and scowled at her, his eyes narrowed.

      “Turn around,” Jed warned, his voice a growl. The snobbish man immediately turned forward again when he saw Jed’s gaze and Vic had to keep the snicker from slipping out.

      “Four thousand,” Lord Wellington said before turning to look at Vic, the challenge written across his face.

      “Five thousand,” Vic returned, and though it pained her to do it, she knew she would not be able to continue, though she would give anything to make that man’s ego fall.

      “Six thousand,” Lord Wellington returned, a smug smile on his face. The auctioneer looked at Vic again and she clenched her fingers in her skirt before shaking her head.

      “Six thousand. Do we have seven? Seven? No?” The auctioneer paused. “Sold, Cleopatra’s Collar for six thousand pounds to number twelve.”

      Vic sighed. Vanderbilt would be disappointed, but he had to have known there would be a strong chance of it happening. They would make sure he had a plan in place to retrieve the Collar from Emory’s father. After all, was it even stealing if the item had already been stolen from someone else?

      The auction ended shortly after that, the ushers coming around to collect the money from the winners of the auctions. Vic had watched priceless paintings fought over, knowing they would be hung in a room and forgotten rather than appreciated. The Elite were all about appearances rather than actual enjoyment. When the usher came up to her with the Commander’s Revolver, she still managed to grin, the heavy weapon sitting in her hand easily.

      “You won’t be able to holster that easily on your small frame,” Jed commented, studying the gun closely. It was a beautiful design. Rather than simply function, it had been built to be imposing, and elegant. The smooth pewter metal gave away to gold and copper designs, swirls that spoke of ethereal death.

      “It is not for me,” Vic replied, holding it up to the light. “I knew it was far too large for me to carry.” She turned to Jed. “I also know you love the revolver you have since your father gave it to you, but I am a firm believer a cowboy should have at least two, and at least one that can fire anywhere he needs it to.”

      Jed stepped backwards. “You just spent eight hundred pounds on that thing.” Surprise lit his eyes. “You can’t give that to me.”

      “Why can’t I?” She shrugged. “Besides, I expect you to teach me how to shoot it. It might be too large to strap to my thigh, but I want to feel what a Tesla weapon can do.”

      Emory smiled from behind her, watching the exchange in amusement. “Just take the gift, Jed. You know she will not back down.”

      “That is true,” Vic teased. “If you will not take it, then it will keep mysteriously showing up in your possessions.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been given a gift like this.” Jed carefully took the revolver and weighed it in his hands. “Are you sure?”

      “I have never been more sure of something in my life.”

      “If there weren’t so many eyes on us, I’d kiss you,” he growled.

      Touching a finger to his coat, she grinned. “Save it for later then.”

      “Am I interrupting?”

      All three of them turned towards the new voice, equal frowns on their faces. Lord Wellington was never a welcome surprise. More like an unwelcome pest.

      “Lord Wellington,” Vic said, turning and plastering a wide smile on her face, even if she wanted to stab the man rather than smile at him. “What a pleasant surprise.” Vic could not believe she used to call Emory by the title and knew it must have annoyed him. He was nothing like his father, no matter how much the older man tried to beat it into him.

      The Lord sniffed, his eyes tracing down her dress before meeting her eyes again. “Just because you dress a harlot up, does not mean she is any less a harlot.”

      Jed stiffened, but Vic’s hand on his elbow kept him from reacting in the way the Lord was attempting to cause.

      “I could say the same for snakes,” Vic replied, her eyes crinkling. “Just because you give it money, does not mean it is any less a slimy, repulsive reptile.”

      Lord Wellington narrowed his eyes, clearly offended, but he did not respond. Instead, he turned his gaze to his son, who stood tall beside Vic. His gaze was hard, and Vic would not have thought him bothered if she had not learned to search for his tells, such as the minute shaking his hand did behind his back. “Have you sated yourself yet, boy?”

      “Sated myself?” Emory held his gaze, his shoulders tense.

      “With the harlot, of course. If you have finished gallivanting through London with her, it is time you come home. If you come back, your assets will be reinstated.” The Lord grinned, thinking he had Emory where he wanted him, but Vic had learned the son was his own person, and people frequently underestimated him. Sure, he had a tendency to speak before he thought, but he was also loyal and had an iron will, something his father knew nothing about. His father thought him nothing more than a carbon copy and had purposely tried to mold him that way. He did not realize Emory could not be molded, not anymore.

      “I am not sure what you mean, father. The only harlot I have seen is the one you slip out of your bedroom when your lovely wife is not looking.”

      Lord Wellington’s face bloomed red, his anger so thick Vic could imagine she saw it. He stepped forward, towards them, and this time, Jed stepped in front, the dagger that had been hidden in his hat suddenly flicking through his fingers.

      “I wouldn’t be doing that,” Jed warned, a small smile on his face. He enjoyed the sudden blanching of the Lord. The Elite were used to making threats, not receiving them. “My fingers just might slip.”

      Vic smiled wide, meeting the flustered Lord’s eyes. “I am afraid we must bid you ado, Lord Wellington. You see, we have things to do that do not involve playing with snakes.”

      “You would do well to watch your back,” he advised, his eyes narrowed. “You will not always be protected, and you would not want to worry about your cult following befalling some unfortunate fate, would we?”

      “You mean like arranging for an airship to explode over the Amazon?” Vic asked, and though the smile was still plastered on her face, her eyes were diamond hard. “You mean like murdering so many innocent people for your own monetary gain? Oh, we know the kind of man you are, Lord Wellington, and trust me when I say, being Emory’s father will offer you no protection from me should you come after me and mine.” She lifted the Commander’s Revolver, flicking the large hammer back. She knew it was empty of ammo, but it was the point she was making. “Next time you want to threaten me, make sure you are brave enough to do something about it, instead of passing it along to some poor unfortunate sap.”

      Lord Wellington eyed the revolver, his jaw clenched hard, and it was at that moment he realized there were people meandering around, trying their hardest not to appear like they were listening.

      “Your move, snake,” Jed said with a grin. “Go on and slither away.”

      The Lord turned away but not before meeting Emory’s eyes. “You will never be allowed to come back. I am disowning you on my wills, and if you show your face at the estate, I will have you shot.”

      Emory nodded his head. “I need nothing that you offer.”

      Lord Wellington scowled and turned away, leaving them alone, and the rest of the lords and ladies in the room moved away. After all, they would not want to actually look like they were eavesdropping.

      The moment his father was gone, Emory relaxed and hung his head.

      “Do not do that,” Vic chided him. “His actions are not your responsibility. Do not show weakness in front of these people.”

      “You are right,” he murmured, lifting his head, but Vic could see the ghosts in his eyes, the haunted look he sported any time his father came around and lately, even when he was not. She wanted to take it away, but it was impossible. It was something Emory would have to do on his own until he asked her for help.

      Vic worried Emory would regret what he just did, that his father disowning him would be a case of resentment later. He was not poor, not after the Queen’s payment, not that Vic knew of anyway, but he certainly would not have as much money at his fingertips like he had with his father’s estate.

      “Are you—” Vic said, and paused. When Emory looked at her with his blue gaze, she swallowed the sudden anxiety and nodded. “Will you not regret that? Being disowned because of me?”

      Emory shook his head, his brows furrowed. “I was not disowned because of you, Vic. I was disowned because my father is a judgmental arse.” He took her hand. “I would never regret getting to spend my time with you, or loving you,” he murmured.

      “He called us a cult,” Jed mumbled, a grin on his face. “Who would have thought I would come to London and join a cult?”

      Vic snorted and shook her head. “Let us leave this place. I need someone to loosen these laces so I can breathe again.”

      When they walked past the desk, Rose was fiddling with something under the wood and when Vic craned her eyes, she could make out the telltale sign of metal. She stopped Jed and Emory and walked up to the woman currently trying her best not to be seen tinkering.

      “Rose,” Vic spoke, and the woman jumped, thrusting the trinkets beneath the table to hide them.

      “Yes, Lady Vic.”

      “Please, just call me Vic. I have a proposition for you.”

      Her lashes fluttered closed and she sighed. “Of course. Depending on what you’re after, the price will be around twenty quid.”

      “What?” Vic asked before realizing. “Oh, no. My apologies. I do not ask you for that. What I offer instead is an escape from this place.”

      She perked up, her eyes meeting Vic’s. Vic was pleasantly surprised to see the vibrant lilac color in her depths when the light hit just right. “What sort of escape?”

      “I am a Master Tinker and I find I could use an apprentice at times. I know you said you do not tinker, but I suspect that was a lie to protect yourself. If you should wish to take me up on the offer, meet me at this address in a week’s time.” Vic slid across a card with her workshop’s address written upon it. “It is a paid position.”

      Rose’s eyes lit up as she took the card, reading the elegant script there. “But you don’t even know if I’m a decent tinker.”

      “You know what makes a good tinker, Rose?” Vic asked, leaning forward. “It is not your skill with a wrench, or the ability to build a machine. Those things can be taught. To be a tinker, you need two things: passion and opportunity.” She grinned and leaned back. “You already have the passion. Consider this the opportunity.”

      Rose stared with wide eyes at the woman in front of her, her fingers clenched hard around the small piece of parchment as if worried it would disappear. “Thank you,” she whispered, her hand trembling.

      “There is no need for thanks. I will see you next week.”

      Rose nodded enthusiastically and Vic turned away, taking the elbows of her escorts and allowing them to lead her out the door.

      “That was a mighty nice thing you did,” Jed told her as he helped her inside the waiting automobile. Mr. Waits looked over their forms as they came out, nodding to them and knowing he would not find out anything until later when they were not under so much scrutiny.

      “You will not be able to save every person,” Emory reminded me, “but I enjoy seeing you prove me wrong.”

      “If someone did not pull her from the ashes, she would never get the opportunity to fly. I was blessed with a father who nurtured my gift. Sometimes, all it takes is a single person to believe in you.”

      “That, I believe,” Jed murmured as the door closed behind them. He pulled Vic into his lap and held her close, kissing her gently on the face. “After all, everything about you makes me want to fly.”

      After a short ride back through the city, they arrived at Vic’s house, and they all climbed wearily from the automobile.

      “Mr. Waits, thank you,” Vic said, kissing him on the cheek. “Would you come back tomorrow morning to discuss what happened? I find I’m too tired after the ordeal.”

      “Of course, but I do not think you will be getting much sleep,” he said, grinning, before pointing towards the door.

      Vic turned, confused, until she found the man standing in the light of the doorway. She stumbled forward on a gasp, picking up her skirts and trying to rush to the door, but the blasted contraption kept her from sprinting. As if he knew the struggle she was having, Jules jumped from the stairs and closed the distance. He wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her, spinning her around in the air.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” Jules groaned. “These last two months have been torture.”

      “Torture is an apt description.” Vic pressed kisses to his face, her fingers clasped around his jaw. “So much has happened.”

      He set her back on her feet and narrowed his eyes. “How much trouble have you found?”

      She shrugged. “All of it, unfortunately. I hired an apprentice tonight. We lost an auction for Cleopatra’s Collar that we were retrieving for the British Museum, to Emory’s father no less. I did win an auction for a Tesla Revolver, however, which I gave to Jed. Lord Wellington has threatened us.”

      “Vic threatened him back,” Jed added.

      “I did. I threatened him back. Pretty sure the man hates me. He disowned Emory officially, as well. Also, all of the London Elite have mostly stopped inviting me to balls.”

      “Which she enjoys,” Emory interjected.

      “That is true. I prefer to not have to write twenty rejections a week.”

      “That’s all?” Jules asked, an amused smile on his face.

      “No. We’ve been invited to the Queen’s Royal Masquerade.” She grinned. “All of us. It was very clear.”

      Jules blinked. “We’ve been what?”
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      The afternoon of the Masquerade, Vic and her guys were all working on preparations. They had just returned from purchasing intricate masks to wear, the paper mâché creations so luxurious, it was easy to see why they cost a small fortune, but they could not show up to the Birmingham Palace in anything less than extravagant. They had all picked interesting masks, and Vic laughed every time she thought about it. Bram had chosen a ram, saying the design of the horns made him happy, and she understood why. They were decorated with metal wire and small metal gears. Jules chose a devil mask, and Vic had laughed when he put it on.

      “Such a devil you are,” she teased, and he winked at her.

      Jed had refused to choose a mask, so Vic had picked out black damask design for him, the design simple so it only covered around his eyes, but the color made the bright green of his irises stand out even more. Emory had chosen a peacock.

      “Why a peacock?” Vic had asked.

      “Why not a peacock?” He had pulled the mask on and waved his head, the feathers swaying, and Vic had burst into laughter.

      Vic had chosen a cat mask, the design made of metal rather than paper mâché. Tiny gears were incorporated into the design, making it look almost like jaguar spots, and Vic had smiled when she saw it.

      But Vic did not purchase a new dress. She assumed she could wear one of the ones she already had. That was put to rest, however, when there was a loud knock on the door.

      When she opened it, a foot soldier from the palace stood there with a large box balanced in his hands. “With regards from Her Majesty,” he said, bowing, before passing the box to Vic. She took it, and he disappeared in the drizzly weather.

      “Who was that?” Jules asked, coming around the corner.

      “A royal guard. He gave me this box and said it was from the Queen.”

      “Well, open it.” Bram took a seat on the stool closest. “I want to see what she sent you.”

      “Does the Queen just send people gifts?” Jed wrinkled his brow.

      Vic shook her head. “No, she does not. Not that I have heard.”

      Carefully, Vic pulled the ribbon on the box and unthreaded it, before lifting the lid. Inside, there was tissue paper and a note she lifted first to read. “Lady Victoria, I know you do not have the support to prepare for such a ball, and I will not have my court treat you any different. Inside, you will find a dress. One of my ladies-in-waiting will be at your door soon to do your powder and hair. I look forward to meeting you.”

      “Is it signed?” Emory leaned over.

      “It is just signed ‘V’.” Vic set the note to the side and peeled back the tissue paper, a gasp on her lips at the beautiful material revealed. “I cannot wear this.”

      “It would be an insult to not wear something she gifted you,” Emory pointed out.

      “Show us.” Jed took the box from her hands and set it on the table nearest to them.

      With gentle fingers, Vic lifted the vibrant green dress from the tissue, the tiny crystals sewn into it catching the light. It was the most extravagant dress she had ever seen, let alone ever worn. She could not imagine what it would look like on her.

      Jed whistled, staring at the dress. “That sure is something.”

      “There’s more in the box.” Jules pushed the tissue over and sighed. “She has sent us all outfits as well.”

      Emory’s eyes widened. “The Queen sent me a gift, too? My father would riot.”

      Jed narrowed his eyes on the tailcoat Jules lifted from the box. “More suits. Why can’t a cowboy just wear his leathers?”

      Vic stared at the dress in her hands, the material heavy, probably from one of the Queen’s dressmakers, and that frightened Vic even more. Such a dress was never meant to be in the hands of a tinker.

      “The Queen must really want you to attend,” Bram said, staring at the dress. “She has made it, so you have no excuses.”

      “Doesn’t that make you nervous?” Vic wrinkled her brow, the sudden thought that this could all be some elaborate plan to embarrass her. No, the Queen of England would do no such thing, Vic reminded herself. In all her years of rule, she had never appeared as anything other than regal and magnanimous. “This feels important, like something big is just around the corner.”

      “Well, best not to keep her waiting if she has gone through all this trouble.” Emory reached into the box and pulled out a tailcoat with his name, a brilliant smile on his face. “Besides, I doubt she would dress you in such extravagance if she meant you harm.”

      Jed sat down at the table and took out his revolver, beginning to clean the weapon as if they were not talking about attending a royal ball. “My understanding is if the Royals didn’t want you walking around breathing, some terrible event would befall you.” The room grew silent and Jed looked up to see the others staring at him. He wrinkled his brow. “It’s meant to be reassuring,” he pointed out. When still no one spoke, he said, “The fact you’re alive means you’re safe.”

      “Yes, that didn’t really help,” Jules replied, an amused smile on his face.

      Shrugging, Jed wiped gently at his revolver, the one his father had given him. The Commander’s Revolver still needed to be cleaned and tested. “I suppose I won’t be allowed to take my revolver around the Queen of England. I’m taking it anyways, because I never go anywhere without it. I can hide it beneath that horrible tailcoat. Everyone needs to be prepared
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-----------------------------------------------------------
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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