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        historical research for this one.
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      Twenty-First of January, the year of Her Royal Majesty, Queen Victoria

      

      
        
        Mr. Robert Greene,

        It is my pleasure to inform you that your request for an expedition to the Southern America Rainforest has been heard and granted. Your work has been brought to our attention, and we are excited to offer you full funding for this journey. The Queen herself has offered to take care of any and all accommodations for this intriguing venture.

        Arrangements will be made, and the High Council of Explorations and Sciences will be in contact to discuss terms and any final details. We request you record any and all findings, and that you take a crew of your choosing to cover each required field. Please submit a list of candidates by the end of the month, so we may contact and verify each one. We look forward to partnering with you and seeing the fire opal you speak of.

        Please note: To protect our interests, we request a representative of the High Council be on board your ship. Rest assured, he will not be a bother but will require any and all information pertinent to our investment.

        

      

      
        
        Best Regards,

        Lord Bernard Wellington lll

        High Counselor

        High Council of Explorations and Sciences

        Courtesy of Her Royal Majesty, Queen Victoria
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      “That’s it, little machine. There you are.”

      Vic stared at the tiny mechanical creature on the workbench in front of her, concentrating hard as she tinkered with the small gears. She had been working on the project for days, a distraction from her father’s anxiousness and her own excitement. Word still had not come of the news they have been waiting years to hear. Vic did not have the patience for such things.

      Her cat, Gear, lay on the workbench beside her, watching with fascination as the butterfly wings flapped with the movement of the cogs. The soft grind of his own gears, those that made up his hind quarters, filled the small workroom. Vic had found him as a kitten, brutally beaten by some miscreants who had run the moment she had stormed into the alley. Steam had risen behind her, lending to the demon image they no doubt pegged her with. It added to the terrifying sight she had surely made, a woman dressed in trousers and a tunic, a pair of spectacle goggles on her head, grease smeared across her face. The puffs of steam that regularly came from her leg certainly helped. Vic was an odd woman for her time, raised around machines and preferring them to the boring social nuances of other human beings. Gear had become her companion after she had nursed him back to health. His hind legs had been mangled beyond repair, so she had built him new ones. The fact that they both had prosthetic limbs drew them closer, similarities and all that.

      Gear purred when Vic reached over and scratched him under the chin, happy to steal some of her affection from the machine sitting under the magnifying glass. The newest tinker was a machine smaller than Vic had yet accomplished, a mechanical butterfly. As she wound the gears tight and leaned back, she held her breath expectantly. The tiny, stained glass wings began to flap, gently at first before speeding up as the apparatus began to run.

      “We did it, Gear!” Vic exclaimed, lifting her goggles onto her forehead.

      She pushed the magnifying glass out of the way and watched in excitement as the butterfly’s wings flapped faster before rising into the air, the wings mimicking those of the real insects. The wings had taken some ingenuity. At first, she tried a fine layer of silk but found they were too porous. Eventually, she had found her answer in a micro-thin layer of stained glass. The result was a dazzling display of multicolored beauty, closer to a butterfly than she could have ever hoped.

      Gear sat up and watched, enraptured with the moving parts. The butterfly took off into the air, and Vic clapped happily. The tiny machine fluttered around the room, sending glittering colors around the walls when they caught the light. It moved closer to Gear, clicking, teasing. Gear’s tail whipped from side to side as he glared at the offending thing, agitated instantly at its incessant fluttering. Before Vic had enough time to truly celebrate the tinkering feat she had pulled off, Gear reached out his paw and batted the machine from the air. It immediately stopped fluttering and fell straight to the floor with a tiny clank.

      “Oh no! Gear, what have you done?” Vic chided, squatting down and scooping up the butterfly. One wing tried to move again, but some of the pieces in the mechanisms were bent at wrong angles. She sighed, placing it back on the workbench. “Naughty Kitty.” Gear just meowed in pride before laying back down, keeping a close eye on the machine in case it took off again. “This is going to take ages to repair.”

      Vic was just beginning to straighten out one of the cogs, the smell of grease and lubricant strong in her nose, when the door to her workshop burst open, startling her and making her drop the tool she had been holding. Her father rushed into the shop, tension across his shoulders. At first, she thought he might be upset or angry with something she had done or forgotten to do, so she immediately attempted to smooth things over.

      “Father, I haven’t been in here that long, I swear.”

      He waved her words away, a bright smile crossing his face.

      “Both you and I know that you have been in this workshop since the moment you rose this morning, but that is not why I am here.”

      “It’s not?” Vic asked dubiously. Her father was constantly trying to convince her to mingle with other people. He thought it was good for her social skills, and though he was not adamant that she act like a lady, he wanted her to have every opportunity if she so chose. In reality, social events made her feel like a bumbling fool when the other ladies looked down their noses at her, commenting on the state of her hair or her lack of petticoat. Dresses were not a favorite of hers, and so each moment wearing one made her feel terribly uncomfortable. The men were worse, coming up and asking her to dance every five minutes. She wanted to have a conversation, not waltz and listen to the men drone on and on about their accomplishments or assets. She particularly did not like having her feet stepped on. A lot of men were terrible dancers. One day, Vic hoped she could tell a man about her accomplishments, and he would actually listen with interest. Alas, she seemed doomed to end up a spinster. She did not mind so much. She would always have her machines. But her father would think it his fault if she did not join society as their station dictated, being the child of Lady Jenica. He had felt guilty a lot since her mother died, as if he was failing to give her the opportunities their station afforded them.

      “No, my dear! I have received a letter!”

      “A letter from who?” she asked, her own excitement growing with the obvious emotion leaking from her father.

      “The High Council of Sciences and Exploration!”

      Vic jumped from her seat,

      “Well? What does it say?” She held her breath.

      Her father stood there for a moment, letting the anticipation grow before he finally spoke.

      “We have been fully funded!”

      “No!” Vic laughed. “You are jesting.”

      “I swear it! Read for yourself.” Her father passed the letter into her hands, and she scanned the document.

      “That is the Queen’s seal,” she whispered.

      “That it is.”

      “What does this all mean then? You are leaving?”

      Vic was sad she would not get to see her father, but this had been his dream since she could remember. He had been fighting his entire life to get funding for an expedition to the Amazon rainforests where there were legends of a temple, the Temple of the Rising Sun. Those legends spoke of a great fire opal protected inside, potent enough to act as a power source capable of fueling dozens of cities at once. This was her father’s moment, his dream come true. She would not hold him back.

      “This means we are both leaving.”

      “Have you gone mad?” Vic asked, staring at him in confusion. “Would I not be in the way?”

      “On the contrary, I have been tasked with picking the crew for the journey. I am in need of a Master Tinker, if you are interested.”

      “If I am interested?” Vic wrinkled her brow. “Of course, I am interested! When do we leave? What do I need? How long is the trip?”

      “Patience, my dear. All in due time. For now, let us celebrate!” Vic could not stop the excitement that coursed through her body. She jumped up and down as her father offered his elbow. Her leg hissed and clinked at the pressure, the shocks absorbing the impact. She scratched Gear under his chin one more time, dropped some food in his half empty bowl, and looped her arm through her father’s.

      “Let us make haste,” her father told her. “I have a lot of work to do.”
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      The next few weeks went by in a flurry of activity. Vic worked with her father to arrange for the letters to go out, requesting the service of certain renowned tradesmen. Vic was amazed that letters went to the Americas and, one in particular, to Germany. She had heard great things about Bram Schmitt, the up and coming German inventor. Letters had already begun to arrive with answers, and she was pleased when he was among those who had accepted.

      Vic had her own preparations to make for the expedition. Three years ago, at sixteen, she’d garnered the attention of a local Master Tinker. He’d taken her under his wing, and at first, it had been something she was proud of. Until she began to work with him, that is. Master Frederick was a drunk, and a sordid one at that. He could be found most days passed out in his shop, a bottle of whiskey tucked under his arm with his snoring rattling the window panes.

      An opportunity that started off as an honor turned into Vic running the entire machine shop. Master Frederick’s patrons came because they knew she could fix their machines. She did her job, and she did it well. While Master Frederick had never taught her the things she had expected, she had learned so much more. Running a tinker’s shop was the greatest experience, even if it took her a while before she was running it well. It helped that the Tinker Shop was a short ten-minute walk from her home.

      Vic opened the door to Fred’s Tinkering and immediately wrinkled her nose. The smell of whiskey and stale musk were heavy on the air. The scent of urine also permeated the shop, a rather terrible habit of the Master Tinker. She had heard he had once been the greatest Tinker London had ever seen. She was not quite sure where that man went, but the lump of flesh currently dry heaving over a bucket certainly was not him.

      “Master Frederick,” Vic spoke. “Are you well?”

      “You’re late,” he groaned, waving his hand at the work table against the wall. There were various machines piled up: a typewriter, a steam-powered horn, and some other machine she had not seen before.

      “That is what I am here to discuss with you,” Vic started, keeping far away from Master Frederick as he heaved again. She had been the target of his vomit one too many times. She had no desire to repeat the event.

      “Just get to work, girl. The patrons do not pay you to talk.”

      Vic frowned down at him, her anger getting the better of her. No, the patrons did not pay her to talk. In fact, they did not pay her at all. Master Frederick paid her a measly salary when he felt like it, and only if he did not piss it away on whiskey and the brothel. She straightened her spine and lifted her chin.

      “No.”

      Master Frederick stopped heaving long enough to look at Vic. His cheeks were ruddy, and sweat was coating his skin and soaking into his clothing. His hair hung in strings across his forehead, dirty and unkempt. She was not sure when the last time he had bathed himself was, but the smell told her it had been far too long.

      “What do you mean ‘no’?” he growled. “I don’t pay you to stand around and look pathetic.”

      “I am afraid I have to take my leave from my position, Master Frederick. My father’s expedition had been funded, and I have been signed on as the Master Tinker.” Vic shifted in annoyance, her leg giving off a small puff of steam at the movement. His eyes fell to the leg with a sneer.

      “You’re a cripple and a woman. What in the devil would make them think you would make a good Tinker?”

      Vic raised her chin impossibly high. Master Frederick was often rude when he had been drinking, and it seemed this time was no different. It was a wonder he was ever sober enough to sign her on as his apprentice. The old fool would have gone under long before if he had not done her that service.

      “I believe I have proved my worth during my time here, Master Frederick. I am taking the opportunity presented to me. I thought it prudent to inform you I would no longer be coming into the shop to do your work.”

      “Your job won’t be waiting when you come back,” he sneered before heaving into the bucket again. Once he caught his breath, he talked into the bucket, his voice a muffled echo. “I can find any other incompetent fool to take your place.”

      Vic nodded her head.

      “It is a shame you feel that way, Master Frederick. I will take my leave now.” She turned towards the door, but her eyes fell on the steam-powered horn. “The bell is cracked,” she pointed out, a courtesy. The crack was miniscule, hardly apparent in the right light. With his eyes seeing double, it was doubtful he would find it. If it went unfixed, the horn would have a fuzzy sound when played.

      “Good riddance.” He dropped the bucket and slouched down on the floor. He pulled the bottle of whiskey towards him and took a long swig. Vic sighed. Some things never changed. It was likely he would not remember the conversation tomorrow. She grabbed a paper and pen from the workbench and scratched out a note for when he was sober again. She included the fix of the horn. Then she pushed through the door and breathed in air that was blessedly free from the smell of human disappointment.

      London was not the cleanest city, the smell of horse droppings and steam coating your tongue long before you ever got a breath of clean air, but it was home. And Vic would be leaving it for the better part of eight months. She was excited for the adventure, and at the same time, she would miss the Queen’s land dearly.

      Since Vic would be leaving the city for so long, she thought it necessary to stock up on essentials she would need for the journey, including ordering a shipment of her favorite gear oil from the local shipyard. There were many vendors that sold the oil, but there was a rash of them adding water to the oil in an attempt to add to their coin. It never worked. Water and oil did not mix, and if one looked into the barrel, they would know instantly. Unfortunately, a lot of Tinkers did not think to look until the shipment arrived at their doorstep, and they found themselves in the possession of oil they could not use. Vic had stayed clear of anyone that was rumored to sell the tainted oil and instead went to the only man she trusted.

      “Paolo,” she exclaimed, walking into the shop close to the shipyard. Airships came and went around her, the hums of their propellers and boilers not quite masked in the small shop. Paolo had come to London, as a child, from Italy. His father was an abusive drunkard that his mother risked running from. She had left everything she had known to give her son a better life, and it had worked. His mother lived with him, a wife, and three children, and Paolo was one of the most successful vendors in London.

      Paolo looked up from where he was marking in his log books—a task Vic had no urge to ever take on—and grinned at her.

      “Victoria,” he exclaimed, opening his arms. She immediately stepped into his embrace, accepting the warm hugs he was famous for. He smelled like oil and the metallic sting of metal, the best combination.

      “You know I prefer Vic,” she admonished, pulling from his embrace.

      “I know. I just like to tease, is all. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I have a rather large order for you, I am afraid.”

      “That Master Frederick working you to the bone again?”

      Vic grinned.

      “Actually, this order is for me.” She pulled a bag of coin from her belt. “I am the Master Tinker for my father’s expedition.”

      Paolo clapped his hands.

      “It is about time, no? Congratulations, Vic! You deserve it every bit.” He looked down at the pile of coins, and his eyes bugged. “How much are you purchasing?”

      “Eight months’ worth of gear oil.”

      Tears sprang to his eyes, and he pulled her back into his arms.

      “That is enough to pay the rent twelve times over. You have taken care of my family by bringing this order to me.”

      “I would never trust anyone else, Paolo. You are the best at what you do.”

      She meant it. Paolo mixed the oil himself, making sure the balance was always right for proper lubrication. There was no one else who did what he did.

      Paolo kissed her cheeks, excitement in his eyes, before grabbing his notebook and writing down her order. After he took the details of the delivery address and date, he grinned at her.

      “Stay there. I have something for you,” he said, but before he could make his way to the back, the bell above the door chimed.

      A man walked in, not many years her senior, dressed in a grey double-breasted sack suit. Vic immediately noted him as higher class than the men she usually dealt with. He did not once look her way as he pulled his gloves from his hands and walked up to the counter.

      “Are you Paolo Ricci?” he asked, his voice rich and cultured. He was most definitely high class. Vic unconsciously smoothed down her trousers, noting the small smudges of grease on her sleeves she never seemed to be without.

      “Yes, sir. What can I help you with?”

      “I am in a need of an order of box gears, and see that it is delivered by tomorrow.”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, sir. It will take me at least a week to procure your order.”

      “Are you the best-known vendor, Paolo, or not?”

      “Yes, sir, but–”

      “Then I expect the order on my doorstep by tomorrow evening. See that it is done, or I will make sure everyone knows you are nothing but a fraud.”

      Paolo’s face went white.

      “Excuse me?” Vic interrupted, furious at the man’s treatment of her friend. Class did not give a man permission to act a fool. “That is no way to speak to him.”

      The man turned towards her voice. His amber-colored eyes took her in, from the boots on her feet, to the trousers, the corset, and the goggles strapped in her hair. His expression immediately changed, his whole demeanor evolving into a smooth, dignified viper.

      “What is a beauty like you doing in a dingy shop such as this?” he asked, his voice a purr.

      “Paolo is the best vendor in the city. No one else could get you gears that fast, and that is exactly why you came to him. Perhaps you could use a little more class when addressing him rather than act like a boar,” Vic said, holding her head high.

      The man waved away her words and stalked towards her, stopping when they were merely inches apart. It was completely inappropriate for a man to be so close to a woman other than his wife, but Vic did not have delicate sensibilities. She was as stubborn as they came, and she refused to back down from this man, no matter his status.

      “What does it matter how I choose to talk to my inferiors, Little Tinker?” His voice was soft and seductive.

      “The true merit of man is not measured by his class.” Vic met the eyes of Paolo who was watching carefully, waiting to see if she needed any help. “It is measured by how he treats his inferiors.” She flicked her eyes back towards the well-dressed man in front of her. “Paolo will get your shipment as fast as possible, like he always does, and you will respect him.”

      “And if I do not?” he asked, tilting his head to the side. His eyes dropped to her lips and she fought against the sudden skip in her heartbeat. She was not attracted to this fool. She refused to be.

      “Then I will make sure there is not a crate of box gears in this entire city.”

      The man’s lips curled the smallest amount, and he inclined his head.

      “Mr. Paolo, as soon as possible would be splendid.” He dropped a large bag of coin on the counter, much more than his order cost. “I will await the delivery anxiously.”

      He turned back towards Vic and smiled.

      “Good evening, Madam Tinker,” he said, bowing and tipping his bowler.

      Vic raised her eyebrows at the man.

      “Good evening, Sir Boar.”

      The man laughed and headed for the door, pulling on his gloves. At the last moment, he turned back and touched his cheek.

      “You have a bit of a smudge just there.”

      Vic wiped her hand across her cheek. Indeed, her hand held the telltale streak of grease, and she sighed. The man shot her one last appreciative glance before stepping out into the cacophony of airships and steam-autos, disappearing quickly in the crowd.
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      The rest of the preparations were a whirlwind of excitement. It took four months to complete the preparations, the harsh British winter turning into the manageable spring before tipping into the pleasant summer.  Her father spent numerous nights sitting beneath his oil lamp, charting the path they were to take. His specialty was cartography, and there were many maps widely used bearing his name. Even the Queen had employed her father at one point to map London. Robert Greene was well known throughout the city.

      For years, her father had studied the legends surrounding the Temple of the Rising Sun, vowing that he would one day uncover the lost structure. That dream came within grasp when he had acquired a worn journal from an airship jockey. The jockey had recently arrived from Brazil, his birthplace. Like all young men, he craved adventure and signed onto the first crew he could. He had brought the journal with him, a gift from his mother to remind him of who he was. He did not put much merit in the handwritten legends and myths, but they were exactly what Vic’s father needed. A handful of coins exchanged later, and her father found what he was looking for. The Temple of the Rising Sun was located in Brazil, deep within the dangerous Amazon rainforest.

      It was not just the temple her father searched for. There was a legend of a fire opal, larger than any recorded, that was said to hold enough energy inside to power entire cities. It would be an unprecedented discovery, a way to keep people warm in the blistering cold of a British winter. Her father longed to find it. When that letter had arrived announcing full funding for the trip, all those dreams had turned into reality. And here they were.

      Three days before the expedition was arranged to begin, they were informed that their airship had docked and was ready for her father’s inspection. The docks were located close to the River Thames, away from the shipping port. Where the shipping port was spread out into the water, the airship port was built upwards, reaching for the sky. A series of stairs and ladders made it easier to reach the large vessels, the steel strong enough to keep the beasts tethered. Platforms upon platforms were spread wide, pulley systems rigged for loading supplies and heavy equipment. Smaller airships docked at the bottom of the port, their size making it easier to maneuver so low to the ground. Larger airships docked at the top, those beautiful creatures creating a beautiful sight from below. Vic had heard the Queen’s port was one of the grandest in the world, the most innovative technology used for better efficiency. She looked forward to seeing that for herself.

      Naturally, Vic was fuming with unrestrained excitement to see the giant machine they were scheduled to set out on. She had seen plenty of airships, had even ridden on one once, but she had never seen one suitable for living.

      And that is how she found herself, standing on the highest platform in the port, looking up at the largest airship she had ever seen. It was monstrous in its construction, taking up space normally meant for at least five of its smaller brethren. Jockeys and porters rushed to and fro, checking the hundreds of ropes and chains that kept the beast tethered to the dock. Vendors hurried on and off the ship upon the ramp that was propped up against it, offloading orders and supplies as fast as they could.

      “Why is it so huge?” Vic asked her father, who stood beside her, looking up at the airship with a mixture of both awe and hesitation.

      “It is meant to be lived on, like a small floating London,” he replied. “We will be aboard her for at least eight months as you would do well to remember.”

      “What is her name?” Vic asked. Powerful machines were always feminine. Men liked to pretend that women had no power, but even their subconscious knew they would be nothing without a woman.

      “Victoria’s Jewel,” her father spoke reverently. “This will be her maiden voyage.” It was easy to see why. This airship was indeed the crown jewel of Queen Victoria’s fleet.

      “God save the Queen,” Vic murmured. She had been named after the monarch, a strong name her father told her. Her mother had picked it out because Vic was meant for greatness. Vic wished she could have been here for this. She would have been the first one to drop everything and climb aboard that ship. The heart of a dreamer married the spirit of an adventurer; they were the perfect match. They were meant for each other, but the universe had other plans. Vic’s mother was taken too soon by a sickness that had swept London when Vic was barely eight years old.

      Her father raised a bottle of rum and toasted the airship before taking a swig.

      “God save the Queen,” he repeated as he passed the bottle to Vic. She took her own drink before corking the bottle again. “Shall we go aboard?” her father asked, excitement coating his voice. Vic smiled and steeled herself for walking upon the monstrous machine. It was beautiful, but even the most beautiful machines could maim, as she well knew. It was a beautiful machine, after all, that had taken her leg as a child.

      Her father offered her his elbow and they made their way towards the bustling dock, smoothly avoiding the crew and vendors rushing to complete their jobs. They made their way up the ramp, causing it to sway back and forth with the tethers. Vic stumbled for a moment before she got her balance corrected. Her father did not seem to have any such trouble. And then they were on a deck of the most breathtaking airship Vic had ever seen.

      “Hell’s bells,” she whispered, looking up, and up, and up. Above the ship itself, rose the giant balloon that allowed the creation to fly, the chains and ropes creaking as the massive balloon held itself aloft. There were stacks connected to the blimp, no doubt providing the steam that maintained the height. It seemed that there were already crew members down in the boilers, shoveling in coal. She would be sure to introduce herself before they departed for the evening.

      The deck of the ship was expansive and would be an amazing place to stand once the machine was up in the clouds, sailing to her destination.

      “The air will be too thin,” her father said, his eyes crinkling. “I already know what you are thinking. But I have thought ahead and made sure masks will be available for those crew members who wish to have their head in the clouds.”

      Vic laughed and shook her head.

      “You know me too well.”

      Her father smiled gently.

      “Your mother would have been right there beside you. She never did get her head out of the clouds.”

      Vic pulled her father into a hug, taking in the scent of charcoal and parchment. It was one of her favorite smells.

      “What better place to be then, if she is in the clouds. It means she will be with us on our journey.”

      Her father nodded his head before moving again. Vic didn’t miss the moisture he hastily wiped away from his eyes, but she did not comment on it. It took her father a long time to be able to function again. Her mother was the love of his life. It had not been fair that she was taken so soon, but life rarely ever was. Vic mourned her passing with a vengeance, but she stayed strong for her father. Together, they made it through.

      The airship was unlike anything Vic had ever seen before. The deck was wide, but that didn’t even touch the surface of everything that was below. Her father showed her the bridge, a massive room filled with machines and instruments. Its walls were entirely made of sloped glass, giving Vic the perfect view of the bustling port. A massive table was set in the center of the room. Her father stroked his hands lovingly against the polished wood and smiled.

      “This is where my maps will sit, where I will chart every new discovery. There is supposed to be a matching one in our quarters,” he said.

      Vic smiled at the joy on her father’s face as he said that.

      “Is that where I will be staying as well?”

      “Of course, my girl. I would never put you below deck.”

      They continued the exploration, her father showing her the quarters–they were very luxurious–and the mess hall, where all meals would be served. There was a library, living quarters for the crew, supply rooms, kitchens, laundry rooms, and even a gymnasium where crew members could go to maintain their physique. But as amazing as all that was, Vic was not truly excited until her father led her lower into the airship, until he stopped them at a metal door. Vic bounced on her feet, her metal leg clanking with the movements. Her father turned the wheel and pushed the door open, not even a creak sounding as it swung wide.

      “And this is your workshop,” her father said, but there was no need. Vic was already stumbling into the room.

      She stood in the center of the chamber and spun in circles, in awe with everything her eyes landed on. The walls were lined with work-shelves–plenty for her to work on multiple projects at once. There was also a large table in the center where instruments came down from the ceiling for the more intricate work. Everything was bright and shiny, new, and begging her to touch it. Portholes let in natural light although electric light bulbs provided the majority of the light with the dreary London weather. Vic suspected once they left London behind, that would no longer be a problem. Like the bridge, the wood was all polished and untouched, something she would have to remedy soon. A good Tinker never neglected a nice workspace.

      There was a large area off to the side of the workshop where all manner of gears and gaskets were stored. Everything she could possibly need was in this room. She took in everything with her mouth hanging half open. It was decidedly unladylike, but her father never once admonished her. She was in Heaven.

      “You will share this room with the German inventor, as he will need workspace, as well, but it is to your liking, I hope?” Her father watched her with a twinkle in his eyes as he spoke, his mustache raising with his smile.

      Vic spun around quickly, her balance going off-kilter for a moment before she righted herself.

      “I will be sharing this room with Bram Schmitt?”

      Her father nodded, a smile on his face. He knew exactly what she was feeling. He had listened to her rave about Bram Schmitt’s newest inventions long before she knew he would be aboard this vessel.

      Vic gasped and looked around again. She had dreamed that she would get to collaborate on a project with the renowned inventor, but she had not realized they would be working so closely together. This was going to be the expedition she remembered for all her days.

      “When will he be arriving?” Vic asked excitedly, already imagining where her things would be placed in the room. She would claim the left side no doubt. Mr. Schmitt could have the right.

      “Tomorrow.” Her father offered his elbow again. “All crew going on the expedition are set to arrive tomorrow. Now, join your father for a spot of tea before you disappear on me. After all, I need to discuss details with my Master Tinker.”

      Vic grinned and threaded her arm through her father’s, standing on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. She never knew how exciting it would be to hear those words. Now, she thought, now, she was ready. It was time to go on an adventure.
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      Vic and her father were awake bright and early the next morning, rising with the sun as they prepared their bags for the stagecoach waiting outside. Her father avoided the steam-autos with a vengeance, claiming he did not like the perpetual cloud that hung around them or the smell of coal that never left your clothing. Vic was always intrigued by the machines and would have wished to ride on one to the port, but her father had taken the opportunity to hire the stagecoach instead.

      The coach man loaded their luggage onboard before climbing to his seat and grabbing the reins. The horses stomped at the ground, their breaths coming out in small clouds with the early morning chill.

      “One last thing,” Vic spoke as her father offered his hand. She ran inside her shop, a tiny door on the side of their home. Her father sighed when she reappeared with Gear in her arms.

      “You could not leave him with someone while we are away?”

      “Bite your tongue, Father. He is a part of the family. I cannot leave him behind.”

      Her father shook his head before offering his hand again and helping Vic board the coach. She took it gratefully—her leg always causing trouble with such menial tasks—and climbed inside. She set Gear on the seat beside her and rubbed his ears. He sprawled out on the seat and meowed up at her in contentment, his purrs rumbling in his chest.

      “That cat will cause trouble, mark my words,” her father warned as he climbed inside. “He has already swatted your butterfly.”

      “He is a cat, father. It is his job to paw at different things. Besides, he will be fantastic at keeping the mice at bay.”

      “I suppose you are right.”

      “Of course, I am.” Vic smiled down at Gear. “We are going on an adventure, Sir Gear.”

      Her father scoffed.

      “Has he been knighted then?”

      Vic laughed.

      “Indeed. Which means he has his own ranking.”

      The stagecoach lurched into motion, the sound of the horses clopping on the stone penetrating their walls.

      “Are you nervous?” her father asked, watching as she continued to stroke Gear, her eyes focused out of the dingy window.

      “A little. And you?”

      “I am positively petrified. What is an old fool like me doing leading such an expedition as this? I must be mad.”

      Vic looked up at her father with furrowed brows.

      “There is no one better to lead this expedition, father. This is your dream, your ideas, your adventure. There is no need to be worried. You are going the be a great Captain.” Vic smiled. “Besides, I will be right there beside you the entire time.”

      Her father took a deep breath, his mustache rising when he curled his lips.

      “Of course.” His eyes took in her outfit again. “Although, I do wish you would have worn the dress I set out for you.”

      “I packed it for a later date,” Vic replied, cringing. “I would rather meet those I plan on working with in something I would wear normally. A Tinker does not wear dresses. And I absolutely dread petticoats. Those things are the devil’s work.”

      Her father laughed and inclined his head.

      “Fair enough. As I have never had to wear one, I will take your word for it.” He leaned forward a bit, as if to tell a secret to her. “Your mother was never one for petticoats either.”

      Vic chuckled and smoothed her hand down the corset around her waist. Her outfit closely resembled those of an airship jockey rather than the women who sat around and embroidered all day. Her tunic covered everything that was deemed too scandalous to show, even if she did not agree with her shoulders and bosom being covered. Why did women have these things if they were not allowed to show them? Bloody shame, if you asked her. A brown leather corset cinched in her waist, at least giving her the figure the society women preferred. Instead of a skirt, she wore striped breeches that ended where her knee-high boot began. Her goggles sat on her head–their usual spot. Her face was thankfully, free of grease and soot, something that was completely at odds with her normal appearance.

      “You look beautiful,” her father said at her self-conscious twiddling. “You always do, no matter what you wear. You could have been married off three times by now if you would have allowed it.”

      Vic wrinkled her nose up at him, scoffing.

      “Victor was a horrible gambler and a pig. He would have expected me to do nothing but bear him babies. I cannot believe you ever considered him.”

      “Well, had I known he would be such a knob-head, I would not have. I only knew of the gambling, and that can be fixed.”

      “And what about Edward? That man would not know the difference between a gear and a biscuit. Disgustingly daft, man.”

      Her father sighed.

      “So, I might have been picking the wrong men for you. Perhaps, you will meet a suitable beau on the expedition. There will be many that could meet your expectations onboard.”

      Vic narrowed her eyes on her father.

      “You did not invite certain men for that exact purpose, did you?”

      “No, of course not. Those I chose for the expedition are the best at what they do.” Vic relaxed. “That does not mean there are not suitable men that are the best at what they do.”

      Vic groaned, but she could not fault her father. She had done everything possible to avoid joining the society women and flutter about the men who wanted nothing but a woman to sew and play the pianoforte. At nineteen, she was practically a spinster, but that did not stop the men from calling. They thought her unusual dress and intelligence a mystery, or a challenge. Her father wanted to see her marry, but she had no desire to do such a thing. He would, however, see it as his personal failure should she never pledge herself to a man. She knew eventually she would get married, but that did not mean it had to be any time soon.

      “Bram Schmitt is one of the suitable men,” her father said, playing at nonchalance.

      “What?” Her voice croaked before going unusually high. Bram Schmitt was well-known. He had to be an old man.

      “He is the same age as you are. Well-known and well-off. And he is someone I know you personally would be very happy with.”

      Vic opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She felt her face go red as she met her father’s eyes.

      “Nothing to say now, I see.” He chuckled. “He is not the only man suitable, either. There are at least two others. But do not worry. I will not play matchmaker on such a long journey. I will let nature take its course. We will be in close quarters for the better part of eight months. Something is bound to happen, no?” He winked at her.

      Vic’s face flamed even more at her father’s words. He sounded completely unbothered about her possibly courting three men.

      “Adventure, my girl. This trip is about adventure.”

      She laughed nervously as the stagecoach rolled to a stop with a lurch. The coachman opened the door, and without waiting for them to depart, started offloading their luggage onto a waiting cart. It seemed everything they could possibly need had been provided. A young boy stood with the cart, waiting for it to be loaded before he would trolley it to the ship. Her father stepped out of the coach first before turning and helping Vic from inside. With Gear under her arm, she disembarked and stared up at the massive airship again. Each time she saw it, it took her breath away. There was no other creation like Victoria’s Jewel.

      They made their way up the platforms and to the waiting ship where there was much more bustling activity than prior days. Food was being carted up the ramp now, a staple they would have to replenish at each scheduled stop. Vic was excitedly looking forward to the many new flavors she would get to taste on the trip. She had heard Brazil’s cuisine would be the best she had ever had.

      Once aboard Victoria’s Jewel, Vic left her father discussing details with the Port Master. She made her way down to her workshop, grinning from ear to ear at the large work area upon seeing it again. She set Gear on the workbench lining the room and stroked his fur. His hind legs let out a small puff of steam as he sat, looking up at Vic, a small cat smile on his face. At least he was happy to be on the adventure.

      “This is going to be our new home for the next eight months, Gear. Make yourself at home.” She looked at the fancy instruments in the center of the room and pointed. “But do not touch those. I want to use them at least once before you break them.”

      He meowed, almost in agreement. Then she left him there to get used to the room before she made her way back to her father. He was waiting near the loading ramp, already talking to another man she recognized.

      “Uncle Geoff!” she exclaimed, rushing over and wrapping her arms around his neck. He chuckled and returned the embrace, adding an extra squeeze for good measure. “I did not know you would be joining us.”

      “I would not miss this for the world, my girl.” He chucked her on the chin as she stepped away. “Besides, when your father offered me the position of First Mate, how could I refuse?”

      “Well, you are exceptional at what you do,” her father replied, clapping him on the back. “We needed an archeologist on the expedition, and here you are.”

      Vic beamed up at him. Geoff was not her true uncle, not in the sense that he was related to either her mother or father. He was her father’s best friend, though, and had been in her life since she was born. He was as much an uncle as anything else. At one point, she had fancied herself an archeologist, the stories Geoff spun making her dream of temples and ancient curses. That was all before she built her first machine, and before she realized that the gears spoke more to her than old bones ever would.

      “I will go to the bridge and make sure everything is in order then,” Uncle Geoff boomed, winking at Vic once more before he wandered off.

      “Should we tell him he is headed for the mess hall?” Vic asked her father, mirth in her voice.

      “The old fool will figure it out.” Her father pulled her to his side. “Now look alive, my dear. The crew have started to arrive.”

      Vic stood tall next to her father as men began to come aboard the ship, each different from the other. Fewer women were in the mix, but there were a decent number, more than many expeditions would boast. That was definitely a sign of her father’s hand in picking the crew. He did not care for discrimination between the sexes. If someone was great at their trade, then they were great.

      The Head Chef was a snarky woman named Edith, who poked at Vic’s stomach and told her she needed to eat more. She promised to make food to fill her belly for dinner. Vic laughed and thanked her, joking with her father that at least she would be well-fed on this trip. Edith grinned and walked away, her head held high.

      A man strolled up the ramp behind her, and Vic eyed him. He was easy on the eyes, his hair swept to the side in a way that was not the fashion in London. His clothes were also of a different fashion, wearing only a vest and no coat. He was missing the typical hat that men in London wore. He carried a worn leather bag in his hand as he made his way towards them.

      “Captain,” the man spoke when he boarded the airship, and Vic sucked in a breath. He was from the Americas. That would explain the fashion.

      “Jules Sterling,” her father replied, shaking the man’s hand. “It is a pleasure to have you aboard. This is my daughter and Master Tinker, Victoria Greene.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Greene.”

      Vic really wanted him to say her full name. The way he talked did funny things to her, and she found herself hanging on his every word. She had met people from the Americas before, but something about Mr. Sterling spoke to her.

      “Mr. Sterling will be cataloging any interesting things we might encounter on our trip.”

      “Please, you can both call me Jules. And I will mainly be focusing on flora and wildlife. The New York institute wishes me to gather as much information as I can. I’m hoping to write a paper on it.”

      Ah, a scholar, Vic thought. Intelligence was a thing of beauty in a man. When she reached out her hand to shake his, he took it without hesitating, shaking it as an equal rather than kissing her knuckles, the way London men did. It was another point for him.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Jules,” she said. His eyes dropped for a moment, taking her in. It was quick, easy to have missed, but Vic noticed. When their eyes met again, there was an appreciation there. He blinked it away just as quickly before nodding at them and stepping towards the cabin boy who would be showing him to his quarters.

      “He is one of the men,” her father whispered in her ear. “In case you were curious.”

      Vic looked at her father and smiled.

      “Not bad,” she said. “I like him already. He seemed lovely.” More than lovely, Vic thought. The man was a shining star compared to the men she had been paired up with previously.

      “Good. Because another one is making his way up.”

      Vic looked down the ramp at an older gentleman, closer to her father’s age, and frowned. He was greying at his temples, a small belly poking above the large belt buckle at his waist. He was dressed in boots and pants, nothing like what she had seen before. He wore a different style hat than she was accustomed to, complete with a large brim and curved crown. There was decidedly a lot of leather on him.

      “Not him,” her father chuckled. “His son behind him.”

      Vic breathed a sigh of relief as the man stepped onto the deck and revealed the younger one behind. Vic raised her brows.

      “Mr. Copper.” Her father shook the older man’s hand. “I am so glad you could join us.”

      “I haven’t ever been to London before. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to see how you all live over here.”

      Her father laughed.

      “We live in constant drizzle and smog, I am afraid. Nothing like the open air of Montana.”

      “I like it. It’s a nice change for once.”

      The man’s son stood beside him, dressed in a similar fashion. He wore a leather vest and pants that went all the way to the floor where boots poked out. A different belt buckle was at his waist, not as large as his father’s but still larger than anything she had seen in London. He wore a suede jacket that brushed the back of his calves and material around his neck, a bandana. He also wore a similar hat to his father. His eyes were locked on Vic, and they had not moved since he had stepped onto the deck. He had beautiful vibrant green eyes, and Vic felt a blush slowly climb up her neck at his open perusal.

      “This is my daughter, Victoria Greene,” her father interrupted. “She is the Master Tinker aboard.”

      “Ahhh, an educated woman. We need more of those around here,” Mr. Copper said, smiling at her. “It’s nice to meet you, darlin’. This here is my son, Jedidiah. We’re the Head of the Security Detail.”

      Jedidiah tipped his hat at Vic and smiled, his green eyes flashing. “Ma’am.” His hair was longer than the fashion, dark and hanging around his ears. It was well-kept and highlighted his strong cheekbones. He had a bit of scruff, like he had not bothered to shave. She was surprised to realize it only endeared him to her more.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Copper,” Vic spoke, offering her hand again. It made complete sense to her when he shook her hand strongly.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he replied, looking her up and down. “And please, just call me Jed. A beautiful woman like you doesn’t need to be so formal.”

      Vic felt heat rise to her cheeks at the compliment, her heart beating a little harder in her chest. She smiled.

      “Then, it is a pleasure to meet you, Jed. I look forward to working with you.”

      “I can’t agree more,” he replied, tipping his hat one more time before he and his father stepped away.

      “How did you feel about that one?” her father whispered, grinning.

      “Again, I cannot say I am not intrigued.” Vic grinned at her father. She would definitely consider Jedidiah worthy of courting. He was good-looking, polite, and he’d treated her as an equal so far. A man went a long way when he respected a woman.

      A few more crew members came aboard, and her father introduced them to her. There were so many, she soon lost track of the names. Her father greeted each one by title, seemingly unperturbed by so many. It was amazing to think of how much crew the expedition actually called for. Vic tried her hardest to keep up, but eventually, the names blurred, and she capitulated. She had eight months to learn them. When she looked down the ramp again, a man was walking up alone.

      The pair of goggles on his head caught her attention first. His hair was tousled and spiked, from where the goggles pushed against it. He had never tried to fix it. He wore a leather vest and a shirt, again out of fashion for London. He had some sort of contraption strapped on his left arm, gauges and small instruments lining it. His face was angular, his cheekbones striking. He was almost pretty. His eyes looked anywhere but at them as he made his way up the ramp. When he stepped onto the deck, he shuffled nervously.

      “Hello,” Vic waved, and his eyes jerked towards hers. She was startled to see his eyes were very dark, almost black and sparkling. And then he looked down, his face turning bright-red as he tried to avoid eye contact. When he looked down, his gaze landed right on her metal leg and held. She shifted uncomfortably. So far, no one had cared one way or the other that she had a metal leg, choosing to ignore it mostly. This man did none of that. He squatted down to get a better look. Vic glanced at her father. He was touchy about people commenting on the obvious injury, but he did not seem upset. If anything, he seemed incredibly excited.

      “Who made this machine?” the man asked in wonder, studying it from different angles. His voice was accented, definitely German if she compared it to those she had met before.

      “I did,” Vic replied.

      “You did?” He stood up suddenly and grasped her hand in his. “It is exquisite work. I am Bram.”

      Vic choked and nearly yanked her hand from his in shock.

      “This is Victoria, my daughter,” her father answered for her. “She is the Master Tinker. Vic, this is Bram Schmitt.”

      Vic tried to say something, but her mouth remained stubbornly silent. Hell’s bells, where were her words when she needed them?

      “It is an absolute pleasure to be able to work with you, Victoria,” Bram said, finally releasing her hand. When she still said nothing, Bram looked at her father in confusion.

      “She is an admirer of yours. It seems I always hear her talking of your work.”

      “Ah, then it will be my pleasure to work with you tenfold. I will see you in the workshop, Victoria.” Bram bowed slightly to her before stepping away.

      “Oh, no!” Vic whispered.

      “You played quite the fool when you found out his name.”

      “Hell’s bells, father. You could have warned me.”

      “Then where would the fun be?”

      Vic wiped at her face and smiled.

      “He is much nicer in person than I expected.”

      Her father winked at her.

      But then another man began making his way up the ramp and Vic stiffened.

      “Who is that?” she asked, her face set in a frown.

      “I am sure I do not know, my girl. I handpicked everyone, and I do not recognize this man.”

      Her father might not have recognized him, but Vic sure did. The man who had given Paolo a difficult time, had disrespected her friend, it was him.

      The man’s eyes snagged on Vic, and he grinned widely as he stepped aboard the airship. She stiffened.

      “Captain Greene,” the man said. “I am Lord Emory Wellington. I am here on behalf of the High Council.”

      “Oh, of course! Of course! No wonder I did not recognize you. Are you a part of the council as well?”

      “No sir. Councilman Wellington is my father. I am here on their behalf.”

      “Wonderful. Lord Wellington, this is my daughter and the Master Tinker, Victoria.”

      While Jules, Jed, and Bram had refrained from kissing her hand, Lord Wellington did no such thing. He took the hand she had not offered and pressed a kiss to the back of her knuckles. It did nothing but irk her. Or at least, that is what she told herself.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Victoria.”

      “I cannot say the same.” Her father raised his brows at her, but she ignored him. “Did you receive your box gears?”

      “I did, yes. Paolo was very helpful. I recommended him to all my colleagues.”

      “As you should. He is the best in the city.”

      “Indeed. And I am beyond happy that I get to see your beautiful face again.”

      Vic scoffed at him.

      “Be sure you do not treat anyone with the disrespect I know you capable of.”

      “I am only a passenger aboard this airship. I am not a Lord here. You can call me Emory.”

      “The cabin boy will show you to your quarters, Lord Boar.” Vic looked him dead in the eyes, standing strong. She would not bow down to a man who thought himself better.

      “Of course,” he said. He shook her father’s hand. “Captain. I believe I am being dismissed.”

      With that, he followed the cabin boy onto the ship.

      “What was all that?” her father asked.

      “We have met before. At Paolo’s He was being an absolute wanker.”

      “And I am sure you put him in his place even though he is a Lord.”

      “Being a Lord is no excuse for being a snob.”

      “Which of course, you informed him of.”

      “Of course.”

      “Well,” her father said, grinning. “It seems I was wrong.”

      “About what?”

      Vic looked down the ramp where more people were coming aboard.

      “There are not three possible men.” He laughed. “That man had eyes only for you. I would say he is already smitten. That makes four.”

      Vic groaned.

      “Absolutely not.”
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