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  I didn’t like the way the penguin looked at me. There seemed to be something unusual about its eyes. The strange yellow eyebrows I could cope with; its long black frock coat was something I could… try to ignore. But its eyes…




  A brass plaque to one side informed me it and its brethren were Rockhopper penguins. I had no knowledge to prove or disprove this information so assumed it was correct. A feeling of relief washed over me as it turned its gaze and rejoined it’s fellows in a strange hopping dance over the stone-coloured stage.




  “Just like real ones,” my companion, Sir Percival, said next to me, derailing my train of thought.




  “Really?” I queried, drily.




  “Certainly.”




  “They must have very good tailors to get the black jacket to fit.”




  Uncertainty tinged his voice.




  “Well… Perhaps certain liberties have been taken.”




  I reckoned the liberties he mentioned may have been taken and dumped in a river in an old sack.




  “Must be going, Miss Lovelady. No time to waste. Lots to see and do,” he added quickly, shooing me away from the collection of bespoke-tailored yellow-eyebrowed birds. They continued to dance around each other to their internal clockwork programming for the amusement of the exhibition attendees.




  Suddenly I had the strangest feeling I was being watched. Quickly I turned round. Was a penguin looking at me? Before I could be certain my line of sight was obscured by a large man in an ill-fitting suit and his female companion.




  At least Sir Percival was right about the last part – there certainly was an almost overwhelming number of things to see and an awful lot to do at Queen Victoria’s Annual Inventor’s Exhibition. He reminded me of a child unexpectedly locked in a toy store wondering what to play with first. We’d visited the penguins to begin with because I was curious and it would get the crowds of people between us and the ever-present Department liaison.




  On our meanderings we stopped and joined many others watching a demonstration of Mr Gatling’s new steam-powered firearm. The large, leather-suited elderly gentleman I took to be Mr Gatling was smiling and nodding to possibly imaginary acquaintances in the audience.




  “Ten shots per second!” Mr Gatling’s younger assistant loudly said in his white shirt and red braces.




  Our fellow watchers ‘oohed’ at that. I glanced up into Sir Percival’s face. He wasn’t overly excited. Past his large bushy white beard and moustache I saw his pale blue eyes glancing here, there, and everywhere, but certainly not at Mr Gatling’s gun. Even when the assistant picked it up and blasted several large holes in a man-shaped wooden target he nary raised a hairy eyebrow.




  The sound of gunfire was quickly crushed to nothing by the overwhelming crowd chatter, so that the only evidence a gun had been fired was the slowly rising steam and black smoke heading towards the gaslight chandeliers high above our heads.




  Something caught Sir Percival’s attention and he grabbed my elbow to better guide us through the throng. He seemed to be in a hurry so with my other hand I lifted up the skirt of my newly bought dark-blue bustled dress (which matched the frock-coat of my companion) so as not to tread on it and let him forge our path.




  A purple glow, that I had only recently become familiar with, appeared to be our destination and we soon found our way jammed by fellow attendees.




  “What do you make of it?” I asked.




  “Hopefully a new aetheric device.” His normally deep voice was hushed like he was in a place of worship. I suppose the annual inventor’s exhibition was his place of worship.




  Excitement burst in me like receiving an unexpected kiss. If an inventor was exhibiting a new aetheric device then it would most certainly be worth seeing.




  Being of smaller stature I began worming my way into any space I could find between the crowd members with the aim of getting as close as humanly possible to the demonstration. Sir Percival’s hand on my elbow was now serving to let him follow me instead of vice versa.




  One large fellow seemed to take offense at my actions but he caught sight of someone behind us and grudgingly moved away; the Department liaison could sometimes prove useful. The auburn-haired lady the fellow was with gave me a secretive, timid smile and my heart fluttered. She was gorgeous, slightly shorter than me, and wore a very expensive-looking dark red dress. There seemed to be another fellow keeping an eye on her and the man she was with. Was she someone important?




  Although Sapphic love (which in a strange way had brought me into Sir Percival’s employ) wasn’t outlawed under Queen Victoria it was always best to be circumspect. Therefore, making sure my actions were out of sight of her companions, I brushed my short dark blond hair away from my face and then gently caressed her hand with the fingers of my leather glove. ‘I know,’ I said with my eyes, wishing I could lose myself in her hazel ones. But I was only here at the express request of Sir Percival and so unable to make more of the matter, however much I most dearly wanted to. Dragging myself away I continued on towards our destination wondering who she was and hearing Sir Percival muttering apologies for my sharp elbows.




  We reached the brass chain and stanchioned edge of the slightly raised demonstration platform. Looking around I saw the wide eyes of our fellow audience lit by the coruscating purple light emanating from two large glass spheres atop fluted brass stands.




  I could see no obvious power supply for the sphere’s contents and stood on tip-toe to whisper into Sir Percival’s overly hairy ear, “What’s powering it?”




  “As yet I don’t know. Let us observe further,” he whispered back, handing me a pair of brass goggles. Safety first as he relentlessly advised me.




  I managed to put the goggles on over my short, dark blond hair without ruffling it too much – short hair was far safer in a laboratory and I still had thoughts of a certain hazel-eyed lady – and wondered why we were whispering as the almost mesmerised faces of the crowd let me think I could probably dance naked in front of them and they’d’ve been none the wiser. Even wearing the safety goggles I made sure not to look directly into the spheres for too long as I’d learnt it had a markedly deleterious effect upon mammalian eyesight.
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