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Prologue
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The Reign of Queen Victoria the Just,

London, Arkingvale,

Yule Solstice.

––––––––
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TO THE CREATURE THAT crept in through an open window, the room seemed massive in the darkness. In a hearth at one end, a fire had been banked so that it provided heat, but very little light.

At the other end, a six-armed candelabra had been lit, barely casting enough light to illuminate the people who stood in a circle in front of the fire, all looking down at an ornate rug with a snake biting its own tail on it.

The creature crept closer on silent feet, running across wall, floor and ceiling with alacrity. It brushed past a plant, and the rustle made the figure closest to the fire look up from the floor. “Who’s there?”

The creature remained silent and reached the very top of a huge bookcase, where it sat on the shelf and looked down as its skin solidified into stone. Only the brightness of its eyes gave away the creature's status, and from its vantage point, it could see and hear everything.

When no one answered, the figure who had spoken returned to its contemplation of the rug. A clock chimed at the other end of the room, and the people in the circle recited:

“Sed nemo nos speramus.

Historia nostra res gerendi ostendisset.

Futura nostra ad figurant.”

The figure who had spoken when the creature entered raised its head. “Let all know. If it is spoken outside these walls, the speaker will be erased from history. Bring not disrepute upon the League of Time Correction, or this consequence shall be immediately and irrevocably carried out.” The hood covering the figure’s head had a wide red edge, contrasting sharply with the grey material of the rest of the robe in the low light.

“Sic Fiat.” The rest of the group murmured.

“I bring order to this meeting of the League within the boundaries of Arking Vale. If there are issues you wish to discuss, then please leave them to the end of the meeting.” Red Hood said.

“Ut tibi placet.” The group replied.

“I call upon the Alter Imperator to re-examine our reason for meeting.” Red Hood turned toward the hooded figure four people away from it with the blue-edged hood.” As Red Hood turned, the light caught on its face, highlighting the full lips that curved in a malicious smile.

Blue Hood inclined its head. “I bow to the will of our Imperator.”

Red Hood waved one gloved hand in a circular movement. “Begin as you will.”

Blue Hood turned in a semi-circle, obviously looking at each member of it in turn. “When the queen was born, she was the oldest of a set of triplets and the only female. By all accounts, she was a sickly baby and not expected to last her first year of life. In accordance with the law...”

One of the others in the circle twitched, the flare of light from the white edging on its hood catching Red Hood’s attention. “Is there a problem?”

The white hood bowed low. “We all know the history of our kingdom, Lord Imperator.”

“But do you know how it pertains unto the League and its aims?” the Alter Imperator asked, irritation colouring the figure’s tone.

The white hood looked toward its fellows, but none of them spoke. “I spoke in haste, my Lord. Please carry on.”

The Alter Imperator cleared its throat and continued, “... the eldest born male was to inherit the crown after his father’s death. However, when the royal triplets were merely two, the older prince was carried off by a measles outbreak that only lightly touched the other two. This was not considered a problem, for there was the younger prince as well as his sister.”

The blue hood coughed, and a servant that the creature hadn’t noticed passed a glass goblet containing a clear blue liquid to the Alter Imperator. The figure drained the goblet quickly and handed it back.

“When the prince and princess were four years old, the country rejoiced as the queen announced that she was with child once more. Sadly, that summer, the younger prince fell from his pony during a hunt and dashed his skull upon a rock. He died of his injuries in the queen’s lap, and despite the king and princess’s best efforts, the queen fell into a deep melancholy. The child she carried died when she took her life six months later.” Blue Hood coughed again. The servant passed the goblet to it, and this time it sipped before continuing. “The Princess inherited the throne from her father at the age of ten; the King lost to us by the hand of a foreign agent seeking to destabilise the kingdom.” Blue Hood sipped from its goblet.

“How did the League come to exist?” one of the white hoods asked.

Red Hood shook its head sharply. “Listen.”

“The League was formed recently, when certain lords of our kingdom realised that both the Older Prince’s and the younger prince’s deaths could have been prevented. These lords were unhappy with the princess as our queen, especially as she declared at the age of fifteen that she would not marry for political gain or to cede her responsibilities to a man.” Blue hood finished.

Red Hood looked at the white hoods who were shaking their heads. “Do you have a question?”

“How can we travel in time? Even with the latest scientific advances, time travel is closed to those who do not have the ability, and the Council of Historical Relevance commands the loyalty of those who do.” The first white hood replied.

“We have a plan to engage the services of one of the Time Travellers, or as the common folk call them, a T’tee. However, it is a long-range plan, and it may be several years before we can gain the services of a T’tee.” The red hood said.

The creature focused its eyes and ears on the red hood, hoping to accurately record its identity.

“There are certain bloodlines that we can access without the Council’s knowledge. Sadly, none of them has produced a viable T’tee in some years. However, a recent development in the form of a mysterious lady T’tee may yet bear fruit.” The red hood said.

The white hoods all nodded.

“That will be all for today. The senior members of the League have been summoned to London to discuss the rest of the plan. Remain alert to the summoning charm for the rest of your initiation.” Red Hood bowed to the circle, and the figures bowed in reply before filing out of the room, the wind of their passing disturbing the flames on the candelabra.

The creature found itself irritated that it would not hear more and settled down to wait.
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Personal Timeline of Prof. B. Crossworthy

The Tavern, The Hall of the Worlds

Late Evening,

––––––––
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BENJAMIN CROSSWORTHY sighed and scratched his head. The chessboard in front of him had the majority of the pieces on the board for both sides, with only the Black Knight menacing the White Bishop and the White King huddling between his bishop and a pawn.

“Checkmate in one, Benjamin, mon ami.” The elderly woman on the other side of the table said, sipping from a clear, crystalline goblet filled with deep red wine.

“Madame Gilleé, you have beaten me once more... how you do it, I do not know.” Benjamin laid the white king on its side, conceding the game.

“I have had much practise. Aderyn loves to play chess when he visits me... amongst other things.” Madame Gilleé pushed the high-backed chair away from the table. “I must make ready for your guest. Please forgive me.”

Benjamin stretched and looked around. “How do you know that he’s on his way?”

“Just a hunch.” The proprietress moved away, leaving the young man to put the pieces away in their carved wooden box. “Put that behind the bar, if you wouldn’t mind. You will soon be far too busy to play.”

Benjamin did as he was told, then put his jacket back on and straightened his tie and waistcoat.

Madame Gilleé bustled around the empty common room, directing her automatons in their tasks. The tavern was quiet at this time of night, with all the guests asleep, so the mechanical marvels were careful and quiet as they completed their orders.

No sooner had Benjamin put the chess set away behind the bar than the door opened, and a small purple dragon shot through, executed a perfect loop-de-loop, and landed with an oof of expelled breath on the table Benjamin had cleared.

A small cloud of green smoke floated toward the ceiling, having been set free from the dragon’s throat by his landing.

“Thirrin!” Madame Gilleé called out as she re-entered the common room from the kitchen. “You know how I feel about acrobatics in the Tavern.”

The little dragon managed to look shamefaced. “I couldn’t help it. I love flying in here.” His voice sounded inside both humans’ minds and carried a hint of mischief as Madame Gilleé came over to greet him.

“You could at least try to remember the rules, Thirrin,” Benjamin said, extending one hand out to stroke the tiny reptile. “After all, Madame Gilleé is possibly the only human who knows exactly how you like your steak and tea.”

An automaton entered bearing a tray. “Seared Steak, a bowl of Earl Grey with lemon, and a portion of Llanirstyri Strawberries and whipped cream for Master Thirrin.” It buzzed, its voice reminiscent of a giant bee, an impression aided by the black-and-yellow striped uniform it wore.

“I’d prefer you to call me Teacup the way she does.” The dragon reared back onto his hind legs, making room for the tray on the table top. The automaton placed it in front of him.

“Now, now, mon ami.” Madame Gilleé stroked Thirrin’s wing ridge soothingly, and he purred, sending more puffs of green smoke into the air. “You know I always call my guests by their full names. My automatons merely do as they are programmed.”

Thirrin shrugged his wings into a more settled position. “Now, can you tell me why I’ve been summoned? I appreciate the food here, but the journey from the other side of Dracisealm to the Hall Door is particularly rough flying in the winter.”

Benjamin nodded and sat back down. “May I have some tea also, Madame Gilleé. This is going to be thirsty work.”

“Of course, Benjamin.” Madame Gilleé walked over to the bar, where she tapped out the request on the console there.

Thirrin ate the steak in three or four neat bites, blood dripping down his jaw. “One of the beauties of mind-to-mind conversation; no need to clear your mouth to talk.” He looked at Benjamin. “What is going on?”

“The League of Time Correction have actually managed to get a Time Traveller on their side,” Benjamin said. “I don’t need to tell you how much danger that puts the Arkingvale corridor in.”

“So, you want me to retrieve her?” Thirrin’s sigh splattered mashed strawberry across the table. “Why?”

“Manners, Thirrin.” Madame Gilleé said as she returned to the table with another automaton. “Just because you can speak with your mind, does not absolve you of being mindful of your tablemates.”

The automaton poured the tea for Benjamin and Madame Gilleé before retreating to the bar.

“It may change the history of Arkingvale Nexus, but all it will do is create Arkingvale Q. I saw the door forming the last time I checked down there,” Thirrin said. 

“I think we have a bigger problem than just Arkingvale.” Benjamin sipped his tea, grimaced and put a spoonful of sugar into it. 

Madame Gilleé rolled her eyes as he stirred it. “The balance in Arkingvale Nexus is very delicate.” She said. “Like all of the Nexus worlds, it is metaphorically close to Earth Nexus, but in Arkingvale’s case, the difference was an incredibly small change. You’ve not been a Hall Walker for long enough to feel the danger, Thirrin.”

“If the League succeed in their aim, they will disrupt the difference between Earth Nexus and Arkingvale...” Benjamin said, trailing away as Thirrin left off eating and sat up.

“...and set off a chain reaction that will make all the worlds become one. So, you need to take her back to Arkingvale to stop them.” He sounded dubious. “I’ll go find her, but I can’t guarantee that she’ll come back with me.” After slurping up the last of the tea, Thirrin burped, producing a chain of smoke-filled bubbles.

“Just do your best, Thirrin.” Madame Gilleé said, gesturing for an automaton to retrieve the empty tray. “Bring her here at the very least, ma petite.”

“Yes, just get her here, and I’ll talk to her.” Benjamin echoed, flinching as one of the bubbles popped over his head, and he was showered with lemon-scented tea

***
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THIRRIN’S PERSONAL Timeline 

The Hall of The Worlds

Late Evening

The Hall of Worlds stretched out forever in front of him, archways leading off of it at measured intervals, with the occasional solid door secured with a silvery lock.

Why did she have to go so far down the Hall? I know she was upset, but how far do you have to run to escape your memories? Thirrin landed for a moment on the cool grey paving, stretching out his wings and tail until he could hear the individual joints crackling.

Around his neck, a golden chain bearing a matching watch, swung against the sea green scales of his chest. He leaned back on his haunches so he could use a forepaw to catch the watch and turn it so he could see its face.

Three sets of different coloured hands ticked round the dial, the quiet noise reassuring in the chill silence of the Hall.

Red for my personal timeline, Blue for her timeline and Silver for the Tavern. He let loose a waft of green smoke as he sighed. I wish I didn’t have to do this; it isn’t fair.

Looking down the Hall again, Thirrin calculated how many entrances he had left to pass before he reached the one she had settled in. Another hour’s flight. Then I have to find her, and then I have to bring her out to the Tavern.

With a thrust of his strong hindquarters, he lifted himself into the air high enough to get a decent down sweep with his wings and flew forward for twenty or so minutes, when something occurred to him. Hang on, what if there isn’t a door to the Tavern near her sanctuary world?

He turned his head to the nearest “wall” space between entrances and sniffed. Not here. We’d fall forever if we went through there. He paced forward for a while, his tail dragging on the stone and making a slithery, rasping noise. Was that... he sniffed the wall space again. No. But I’m close to one. I can smell steak searing over charcoal; how does Madame Gilleé know when I’m around? His mouth watered.

His head slid through, and he saw a glimpse of a wide cavern, large comfortable rock beds and a large roaring fire. Yup, that’s the Tavern. He pulled his head back out before anyone saw him and looked around. She should be just down here, if I remember correctly.
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Chapter Two
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Reign of Queen Alexandrina, Empress of Europa

Stemsin, Kaoterker

Mid-Winter 1820,

––––––––
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ELIZABETH RITTERSON looked up from the innards of the watch she was working on, selected and used a miniature screwdriver to fasten the inner casing, then wiped her hands with a soft, clean cloth and smiled up at the customer in front of her. “All done. It should keep perfect time now, Lord Peter.”

The elderly gentleman beamed. “Excellent news.”

She picked up the watch, closed the case tightly and wound the mechanism carefully. Turning it over to look at the face, she gave the glass cover a quick polish with a small blue cloth and handed it back to him.

He reattached it to his waistcoat chain. “I honestly don’t understand how you do it, young lady. The mechanics of that watch are so tiny that I need a Magnifying Lens to see them clearly, but you appear to be able to manipulate them without so much as a pair of tweezers.”

Elizabeth tapped her nose. “It’s a trade secret, my Lord.”

“And another thing, the cogwheels aren’t made of metal, are they? I shone a bright light on them, and they glistened rather like glass.” Lord Peter seemed more amused than normal.

“I can assure you, Lord Peter, they are not made of glass.” Elizabeth stood up. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”

He patted himself down. “Yes, actually, now you come to mention it. Where is that... aha, here we go.” He fished a small envelope out of his pocket. “The wife told me that you are not to say no this time. She insists that you attend.”

Elizabeth opened it to find a gilded invitation to the Duke of Harringbourne’s annual Satyulemas Ball. “I would have been present last year, Lord Peter, but the Queen had a clockwork emergency, and it took longer than expected to repair.” She smiled at him. “I graciously accept the invitation. I haven’t been to such an occasion for... quite a long while.”

The Duke nodded and picked up his hat. “Delightful. I believe that the wife has also made sure that a large number of single young men are invited as well, so there is no need for you to find an escort.” He sighed theatrically, “I have far too many daughters of marriageable age.”

“Young women are such a worry.” Elizabeth stood and removed the leather apron that she customarily wore, coming around the workbench as she did so.

He bowed. “Thank you for your aid in this matter, m’dear.”

Elizabeth curtseyed and escorted him to the shop’s wide glass doors. “Thank you for your custom, my Lord. It is always a pleasure to serve such a loyal client.”

He put his hat on and left.

Elizabeth looked around. The room was filled with the soothing tick-tock of her wares, from the very largest of Grandfathers to the smallest, bejewelled ladies' pocket watch. I enjoy this life. It’s such a change from... she censored the thought and turned the key in the door, flipped the sign on the door to closed and walked back through the shop, the invitation held carefully so that the gilding didn’t rub off onto her hand.

The stairs to the apartment above the shop creaked a different note as she trod on each; the effect was not unlike a slow crescendo. An out-of-tune squeak about halfway up made Elizabeth pause, step back down two steps, and examine the board. The Pitching Widget is loose.

Sighing, she stepped back down two steps, kneeled on the step below the faulty one and lifted the board. Wrapped around the wooden support underneath was a tiny set of bellows connected to a brass mechanism. A copper trumpet made from a candlestick snuffer protruded from below it.

With a blink and a thought, she adjusted the faulty widget, put the board back down and mounted the stairs again. The step sounded perfect again, so she continued up to the landing and her front door.

There was a rustle behind the curtain on the landing window.

Elizabeth turned toward it. Something smells familiar... She sniffed the air, ...Yes, cooked meat and strawberries. She focused on the curtain and caught a glimpse of an orangey-yellow aura. Taking a deep breath, she said. “Get out here, Teacup.”

A small, purple, reptilian head on a long, slim neck slipped around one half of the curtain. One bright green eye winked as the creature opened its mouth and blew a ring of green smoke from its mouth.

“You do realise that I can tell when you’re around, don’t you?” Elizabeth asked. 

The Dragon emerged from the curtains. “I wanted to surprise you...”, He said, his voice slipping into the back of her mind. “Bugger.” 

His claws and wings kept getting caught in the fine blue cloth. Grumbling, he struggled to get free, green smoke puffing up with each noise and threatening to set the pelmet alight.

“Oh for... hang on.” Elizabeth sighed and, with two small steps, was next to the window. “Stay still, Teacup.” She patiently untangled the little creature, then picked it up and cuddled it.

Thirrin laid his head on her shoulder, flattening his wings out against her chest. “I missed you.”

“It’s good to see you too... but you shouldn’t be here. Dragons don’t exist in this world.” She scolded him.

“I was asked to come and get you,” Thirrin said. He crawled up her body carefully to perch on Elizabeth’s left shoulder. “Can we go inside? I’m rather cold.”

Automatically adjusting her posture to balance the dragon’s weight, she returned to the door, pulling up a bunch of keys from her chatelaine. With a quick sort through, she found the correct key and opened the door.

“Who asked you to come here? Was it Mr Crossworthy?” Elizabeth carried Thirrin through the short hallway and into the Parlour. A fire was laid neatly in the hearth, and with a thought, Elizabeth set it alight, a thin curl of flame appearing in the middle and spreading as the wood caught alight.

Thirrin jumped down from her shoulder, walked across to the hearth rug and sat down. “He is involved, yes.”

Elizabeth pressed her lips together. “Then I won’t have anything to do with it.”

The tiny purple and green dragon shook its wings and curled up on the rug. “You don’t have a choice. I don’t quite understand the whole of it, but the summary is this: if you don’t come back with me, the Hall of the Worlds will die.”

She shook her head. “No. Not after... how he treated me.”

“Illi...” Thirrin began, snaking his neck around so that he looked at her from over his shoulder.

“No. Do not call me that ever.” Elizabeth snapped, blinking away tears. “I told you that name in strictest confidence, and unless you can bring them back, Thirrin, you will never have permission to use it.”

She stormed out of the room, her footfalls booming as she crossed from carpet to wood.

Whoops... handled that one wrong. Thirrin shook himself. Better think up a different tack.

Elizabeth swept into her kitchen, where her maid, Lila, sat. “I’m giving you the evening off, Lila. I can look after myself tonight.”

The girl jumped to her feet, bobbing a curtsy. ”You sure, Miss? I thought I heard voices; d’you not have a guest?”

Elizabeth smiled. “I was talking to myself, Lila. The Duke of Harringbourne brought his watch to be adjusted today and left me an invitation to his annual ball. I was debating whether or not to attend.”

Lila giggled. “Is he still trying to match you up with that nephew of his?”

“He didn’t mention Nathanial, but he said not to bother with an escort, so I think it's likely.” Elizabeth checked the kettle on the stove for water, then lit the gas underneath it with a long match.

“I can make you your tea, Miss,” Lila said, rushing forward as Elizabeth began to prepare the teapot.

“No, you go on home. I know your Mum will appreciate you having a night off.” The young woman smiled.

Lila picked up her cape and gloves from the cubby by the back door. “Will she ever. My littlest sister is such a handful.”

Elizabeth watched Lila sweep her cape around her shoulders, pull her gloves on and raise the cape’s hood over her golden hair. “Give her my best.”

“I will, Miss.” Lila disappeared out the kitchen door, shutting it firmly behind her.

Elizabeth waited until she heard the yard gate close with a bang, then moved across and locked the back door.

She slipped from the kitchen into the hall and, with a tug of the lever beside the solid oak door frame, water gurgled, and steam hissed as a complicated metal shuttering system dropped into place across the back door and the shop’s frontage.

Elizabeth dashed downstairs, checked all the shutters were in place before returning to the mansion flat, locking the front door behind her and heading back into the Parlour.

Thirrin looked up at her as she entered. “You’re still hiding your powers, then. You could have lit the stove and put the shutters down without touching them.”

“You were watching?” Elizabeth began setting the table in the bow window for tea. Outside, the sun made a final appearance through the clouds. Peach, amber, and red light made the room glow for a few moments before it dropped below the roofs.

“What is the point of being able to become invisible if you don’t use it?” The dragon sat up, stretching his wings. “How else do you think I got here without being seen?”

“Well, once you’ve had tea, you can use it to get yourself back to the Hall.” She pulled the curtains together sharply. “If someone sees you or finds out about how I do what I do, I’ll be burned at the stake as a witch.”

“How am I supposed to get out of the building without you opening the shutters?” He glanced up at the pelmet where it hid the transom windows. “Those are too small for me to fit through.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Very well, you can stay the night, but you leave Stemsin in the morning when I open up.”

Thirrin jumped into the air, pumped his wings and swooped across to land on the back of one of the chairs at the table. “Fair enough. What’s for tea?”

––––––––
[image: ]


ELIZABETH LAY IN HER bed, staring up at the ceiling. In the parlour, Thirrin had curled up on the couch, and Elizabeth could hear him snoring despite the thick blanket she’d laid over him.

Why would they send him to talk to me? If he’s spotted and captured, he’ll end up dead on some alchemist's table, being taken apart for ingredients. She shivered. Not for the first time, she wondered why she’d settled here in the first place. Stemsin is Zonlasin without the ethics or advanced technology.

The thought of the other Earth Analogues out in the Hall of Worlds made her heart flutter. No, she took a deep breath and quelled the sense of anticipation that had filled her the moment the Faerie Dragon had appeared. I gave all that up. I gave up being that person when the Council stopped me from saving them. One breath wasn’t enough to calm her, so she settled into the meditation pattern that she’d learned in Quargard, one deep breath held for ten seconds before letting it out slowly. Another followed that breath, and by the time she’d released the third, she’d dropped into sleep.
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Chapter Three
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Elizabeth’s Personal Timeline

Stemsin, Kaoterker

Mid-Winter 1820,

––––––––
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DREAMS CAME QUICKLY.

“Might I not ask you to reconsider? The boys are doing so well under your tutelage.” Her father said.

Miss Oglethorpe shook her head, her back ramrod straight and shoulders stiff enough that Elizabeth wondered if it might be possible to use them as bookshelves. “The boys will do well enough with anyone. They are of an amiable and absorbing nature. Your daughter, however, is of unladylike intelligence, and I refuse to spend any more time answering questions that she should have no interest in.”

Safe in her favourite hiding place between two of her father’s largest bookcases, Elizabeth snorted and muttered softly. “She couldn’t answer any of them anyway. Useless woman.”

“Cynthia, please reconsider. It was quite difficult to find you in the first place, and Elizabeth needs a firm female hand to guide her in her coming debut.” Her father pleaded.

Miss Oglethorpe seemed to stand even straighter. “I cannot, Lord Beadington. I am already engaged to tutor the Gravesham Children once I have left here.”

“That seems a little... quick, considering that you have only just this moment placed your resignation on my desk.” Her father fingered the letter in front of him. “I could refuse.”

“And I would be forced to walk out if you did so.” The governess said, folding her arms.

He sighed. “What am I to do then? She and the boys need an education, or they will never find their place in society.

“I would be surprised if you managed to find a husband for Elizabeth.” Miss Oglethorpe’s sternness appeared to soften in the face of his worry. “No one is going to want a wife who is smarter than they are. I would suggest that you ready her for the life of a Governess and engage an Academic Tutor for the three of them.”

Elizabeth bit her lip in an effort to stop herself from shouting out in anger. A governess? Become a dried-up old spinster who is only good for teaching irritating children like my brothers their letters and numbers? Never.

Lord Victor Beadington nodded. “That may curb her questioning mind for long enough that Lady Archington will be able to guide Elizabeth in her first season.”

The Governess’s hand flew to her mouth. “The Duchess of Arking Vale?”

Elizabeth’s father nodded again. “My sister married far above her place in society and has offered to sponsor Elizabeth in London when her cousin debuts.”

“Then Elizabeth has some small hope.” Miss Oglethorpe smiled.

It wasn’t an expression that Elizabeth had ever seen on the elderly governess’s face. I didn’t think she was capable of anything other than frowning.

“There are prospects for her, certainly,” Victor replied, absently looking at the picture of his wife on the mantel to his right. “Her mother left her a substantial sum, and with the amount I am capable of providing, a husband who can overlook... her curiosity... will eventually be found.” He studied the portrait, and Elizabeth wondered if he missed her mother. He looked back at the governess, who stood statue-like in front of his desk. “Are you sure that I cannot persuade you to stay?”

She shook her head. “I have... done all I can here.”

Elizabeth frowned. She was going to say something else, and she looked more uncomfortable than just giving her resignation should have done. Is there something else going on? The fern in front of her rustled as she shifted a little to ease the ache in her knees.

Her father sighed. “Very well. I will send your reference to Gravesham Manor.”

“Thank you. May I be excused, my Lord? I must pack and be away to Yeracha by midday.” The governess smiled as Lord Beadington waved assent to her request. She curtseyed. “Thank you for your hospitality, my Lord.”

* * *
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WITH A START, ELIZABETH awoke, tears in her eyes. Why would I dream about that? She sat up, poured herself a glass of water by the light of the moon peeping through her curtains and drank half of it, the action of swallowing easing the lump in her throat.

I haven’t dreamed of Papa since I left Arkingvale. Never mind about Miss Oglethorpe. I wonder how she taught the Gravesham’s their table manners? As I recall, they were always rather messy eaters.

She drained the water and turned the glass upside down on the doily so that it would dry. Then she lay back down, closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep again.

* * *
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THE DREAM RETURNED.

Elizabeth took her accustomed place at the breakfast table and stared down at her as-yet-empty plate, sighing. I suppose that I will have yet another entertaining day of looking after my brothers in the garden while Mr Vanson-Smythe spends the day snoozing in the hammock. I almost wish that Miss Oglethorpe had stayed.

The door to the orangery opened, and the twins all but bounced through the door, chortling. Their laughter was infectious, and it wasn’t long before Elizabeth was giggling as well. The two boys dashed over to her and wrapped their arms around her.

“Illi! We hope...” started Hamish.

“...that you slept well.” Finished William.

Elizabeth hugged them back. “I slept better once I had Sarah remake the bed. Apple pie bed indeed! I suppose I should be grateful it wasn’t anything more painful than that.”

“We would never...” William started.

“...hurt you, Illi.” Hamish finished.

Elizabeth sighed. “I know. I suppose you two want your birthday presents now.”

The boys cheered and ran in circles around the table until Elizabeth felt dizzy. The main door opened, and their father entered the room.

“Now, now, boys. Settle down to your repast, please.” He said, without a tinge of rancour as he walked past them to the head of the table, pausing beside Elizabeth to drop a gentle kiss onto her cheek. “Good morning, Elizabeth.”

“Good morning, Papa.”

“But Illi said that there were presents!” William shouted.

“You may have them after breakfast. After all, there is the matter of our birthday outing today.” Lord Beadington said as he sat down.

Elizabeth thought that he seemed sad. But then I suppose that the boy’s birthday would make him feel sad; after all, it is Mama’s Deathday as well. She suppressed the usual surge of tears at the thought of her mother and poured milk into her tea.

The maids served the boys their porridge and added sprinkles of candied peel on the top as a treat. Elizabeth had her usual toast and honey, delicately nibbling to avoid getting too sticky. 

“Where are we going, Papa?” Hamish asked as his brother slurped up a spoonful of porridge.

“Do you remember Sir James Starley, boys?” their father said.

The two of them shook their heads. Elizabeth looked up from her tea with interest. “The gentleman who was trying to turn Mr Stephenson’s invention into a road engine?”

“Trust you to remember it, Elizabeth.” Lord Beadington smiled. “You are correct, though. He has finally managed to get the Steam Powered Vehicular Conveyance working and is ready to take passengers on its maiden run.”

The twins’ eyes widened, and they cheered, William dropping his spoon to the floor in an excess of enthusiasm.

Elizabeth felt her chest tighten with excitement. Please say that I can go, Papa. I don’t want to stay here and fill in that abominable tapestry of Tudor History with Mr Vanson-Smythe droning on about the mistakes that Queen Mary made in her short reign. I want to be a part of history in the making!

“Are we...” Hamish said.

“...going to be on its very first ever run?” finished William, taking a replacement spoon from a maid.

“We are indeed. The SPVC was offloaded from the train last night, and I received the message this morning.” Lord Beadington picked up a slip of card from the small tray on his right and read out the details: “I and two others are invited to be three of the first ever passengers upon the SPVC. We shall journey from Sowthdon Town Square to Yeracha and back again in the first-ever, non-horse-powered carriage.”

The boys cheered

* * *
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THE DREAM DISSOLVED in a flood of tears as Elizabeth woke up again. I don’t want to remember that day. Why am I dreaming of such awful things? Surely it can’t be because Thirrin is here?

Pulling her hankie out from under her pillow, she tried to stem the flow, but it seemed insistent, so she gave herself over to them, gulping and gasping into her pillow so that she didn’t wake her guest up.

When the bout seemed to have run its course, Elizabeth drank another glass of water, turned her pillows over so that she had a cool, dry surface to lie on and attempted to return to sleep.

* * *
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THIS TIME THE DREAM was waiting for her...

A knock at the library door heralded the entry of Mr Booth. “The Chief Constable begs a moment of your time, Lady Beadington-Ritterson.” Uncharacteristically, he didn’t come all the way through the door, merely pushed his head and shoulders through the gap.

Elizabeth stared at him. The Chief Constable... Lady... for me to be called that... no, surely not... it has to be something else

Mrs Butcher stood up and moved behind her. Elizabeth could feel the warmth of the housekeeper’s body behind her, suddenly chilled flesh. She drew strength from Mrs Butcher’s presence and nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

The butler appeared to understand and turned away.

Elizabeth heard him murmur to someone outside, then, as he opened the door fully and ushered the Chief Constable through, she also heard the patter of running feet. Two directions? I can understand sending a maid to the kitchens to make refreshments, but where would the other one be going?

The figure of the Chief Constable, resplendent in his dark blue uniform, silver epaulettes and buttons gleaming, wiped the thought out of her head. He swept into the room, tall blue hat held in white-gloved hands, and strode towards her. Booth took the top hat as the chief constable came to a halt in front of her.

Out of habit, Elizabeth rose and greeted him, hand held out to shake his. He took it, sank to one knee in front of her and looked up into her eyes. “I have some terrible news, Lady Beadington-Ritterson. I would suggest that you sit down.”

She raised him to his feet, and as he stepped back, releasing her hand, she sank back into her seat as gracefully as she could manage with suddenly trembling knees. He swallowed.

“I have the unwanted and tragic duty to inform you that Lord Victor Beadington, William Beadington-Ritterson and Hamish Beadington-Ritterson perished in the village square of Yeracha an hour ago.”

Elizabeth’s tongue felt huge and numb as the fear that had been lodged at the back of her mind ever since the news of her tutor’s death made itself known. She worked her jaw for a moment, until her tongue felt normal again, swallowed and managed. “How?”

The Chief Constable looked behind him at a nearby chair. “Do you mind awfully if I sit down, my Lady? My limbs have no strength in them.”

She nodded. “Of course.”

He sat down with a sigh. “The vehicle they were travelling in had developed an engine fault, and the passengers were sitting inside, waiting for the engineer to finish his repairs. As he tinkered with the engine, there was a sudden swelling in the steam condenser, and the engine exploded. The only person to escape unscathed was Sir James Starley, and that was by mere chance that he happened to be talking to the local blacksmith in his forge at the time.”

“Then how many people perished in total, including...” Elizabeth’s voice faltered.

“Two-thirds of the village, My Lady. The village school had been let out early so that the children could see the conveyance, and many of those who work around the square were there as well. An estimated one hundred and twenty souls were sent on to the Goddess’s cauldron for rebirth.” He pulled out a spotless handkerchief and wiped his brow.

“I see. Were there no survivors at all?” she asked as there was a soft knock in the family pattern at the door. Mrs Butcher called out for the maid to enter.

Booth opened it and ushered a maid into the room, pushing a tea trolley. The maid left it beside the fireplace and left quickly. The butler then served tea to Elizabeth and her guest, who appeared to be relieved at the interruption.

Once they both had a cup of tea in hand, Booth returned to his position beside the door.

Elizabeth repeated the question, and the Chief Constable sipped before answering.

“Several of the school children were far enough away only to receive minor injuries, but those inside the carriage, the engineer, the flag runner and all of those who had crowded close to the machine were killed instantly.”

She nodded and pushed her untasted cup away. “Thank you for coming to tell me. I appreciate that it isn’t the most pleasant duty in the world for a constable of any rank to have to do.”

He smiled, sadness etched on his heavy features. “It is one of those duties which have to be done, my Lady, and it is all the more upsetting when I have to come to such a prominent family with such bad tidings.”

She found her hands trembling and folded them into her lap to hide the movement. “I appreciate the personal attention.”

The smile gave way to a frown, and he looked at her. “Is there anything I can do for you, Lady Elizabeth? Do you have any other relatives to help you in this sad hour?”

She blinked and swayed in her chair for a moment before her back automatically stiffened. “Only my Aunt, the Duchess of Arking Vale, but I suspect that has already been set in motion.” She glanced toward where Booth stood beside the tea trolley. He inclined his head just enough to tell her that her hunch was correct.

“Then if you wish it, I shall leave a constable with you to fend off those who may try to disturb you unannounced.” He picked up his hat and stood, looking uncomfortable. “I need to return to Yeracha, so if you will forgive me...”

* * *
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THIS TIME WHEN SHE woke up, the sky outside was lightening, and Elizabeth didn’t want to go back to sleep. 
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Elizabeth’s Personal Timeline

Stemsin, Kaoterker

Mid-Winter, 1820,

––––––––
[image: ]


SHE WAS DRESSED AND sat at the kitchen table, sipping tea, when Thirrin padded in through the door.

“You’re up early.” His mind tone was faintly accusing.

“It’s my flat, I can get up when I like.” Elizabeth pulled over a clean cup and poured tea into it. “Sugar? It’s normal tea; I can’t get Earl Grey here.”

Thirrin shook his head. “No, thank you.”

She pushed the cup over to the other chair, and Thirrin lifted himself onto it, bracing his forepaws on the edge of the table so he could lap up the tea.

“Why did they send you?” she asked as he made short work of the liquid.

“I told you why last night.” Thirrin slurped up the dregs from his cup and chewed on a small lump of tea leaves for a long moment before he swallowed.

“You told me that the Hall would die if I didn’t come with you. I need more information than that.” Elizabeth poured out another round of tea.

Thirrin sighed. “I was asked to bring you to the Tavern, where Benjamin and Madame Gilleé would then explain exactly why they need you. I don’t know any more than that.”

Elizabeth stood up and moved over to the stove, carrying her cup. “Porridge or bacon?”

“Bacon, please.”

She lit the gas and focused on cooking breakfast. Thirrin drank his tea in silence. After half an hour, Elizabeth put a plate of bacon in front of him and refreshed the pot before sitting down to eat the porridge she’d made for herself. Thirrin buried his head in the pile of bacon, eating and letting out little puffs of green smoke.

The sun peeped in through the kitchen window, sending a golden glow across the whitewashed walls. As they finished eating, a bell rang in the kitchen.

“That’s Lila. I’m normally just about getting up by now.” Elizabeth said, standing up.

“I’d better hide then,” Thirrin replied, trying to scrape the bacon grease off his head with an equally greasy paw.

“Let me do that.” Elizabeth took a soft cloth, wet it at the sink and washed Thirrin’s head and paws. “You don’t have to hide. I’ll explain you as one of my clockwork toys. All you have to do is blink and let out smoke rings every minute or so.”

“I can do that.” The little dragon shook his wings into a comfortable position and took a deep breath.

“Just don’t fly or make a noise. I’ll carry you around on my shoulders.” Elizabeth grinned as he let out a smoke ring and blinked. “Perfect.”

She scooped him up and settled him on her shoulder, then walked through to the front door, pulled the lever and went back to the kitchen. As she walked in, there was a knock at the kitchen door, so she unlocked and opened it.

“Good Morning, Miss,” Lila said as the door opened.

Elizabeth stepped back to let her inside, and Thirrin let out a puff of smoke as he lost grip on her shoulder. She caught him and resettled him. “Whoops.”

“Oh my! Is that the new toy you’ve been working on?” Lila’s eyes widened.

“Yes, I finished him last night.” She smiled as Lila extended a shaking hand to touch Thirrin.

“He’s warm.” The maid caught her hand back abruptly.

Elizabeth shut the door behind her. “You’d be warm if you had a miniature steam boiler inside you.” She set Thirrin on the kitchen table, and after she’d stripped her gloves and cloak off, Lila came over for a closer look.

She stroked the little dragon’s back. “What sort of leather did you use for his skin? It's divinely soft, and the scales are so smooth and shiny, you’d think they were real.”

“She’s tickling. I don’t know how much longer I can stay still.” Thirrin told Elizabeth.

Elizabeth laughed. “The scales are real. It’s a new leather from the Far East. The Supplier said it was a type of Lizard called a Komodo Dragon, so you might say it’s actually Dragon skin.”

“He just looks so real.” Reluctantly, Lila moved away from Thirrin to the sink. “Have you already had breakfast?”

Elizabeth stretched and yawned, covering her mouth politely with one hand. “I woke up early, so I ate early.”

“Are you opening the shop today?” Lila began picking up the plates and bowls. “My, you were hungry, weren’t you?” She said as she collected Thirrin’s cup and plate, “Bacon, porridge and more than one cup of tea.”

Elizabeth picked Thirrin up, cradling him on her forearm and absently stroking his back with the other hand. “Creating is hungry work. I used one cup last night before bed and the other this morning. I have to go out today so the shop won’t be open, and I doubt I’ll be back for lunch.”

“Shall I dust the shop as well as up here then? I won’t touch the workshop; it’s too dirty in there.” Lila began heating water for the washing up.

Elizabeth walked across to the door. “Yes, please. If there are any messages or deliveries, just put them in the office.”

“Very well, Miss.” The maid looked at Thirrin again. “What’s his name?”

Elizabeth looked down. “I called him Teacup when I started his design. He was supposed to be small enough to sit inside one of those large tea cups that the Ile Café have. It’s as good a name as any.”

Lila grinned. “I’ll see you and Teacup later then.”

* * *
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ELIZABETH TUCKED THE tight breeches she wore beneath her lightweight skirt into her knee-length boots and strapped an elaborate tool belt around her waist.

“Where are we going that you feel the need to wear trousers?” Thirrin asked from his position on the window seat.

“I have a contract to maintain the workings of the clock on Westminster Tower. There’s a lot of climbing involved.” Elizabeth slipped a leather waistcoat on and began adding more tools to the pockets. “You can stay here or come with me... but if you come with me, you’ll have to pretend to be a toy some more.”

“I can do that. I want to see how this world is different to Arkingvale.” Thirrin said, shaking his wings out.

Elizabeth finished her ensemble with a long leather coat and a top hat, a pair of goggles perched on the brim. “You’ll have to ride on my shoulder then.”

Thirrin hoisted himself into the air with a couple of wingbeats and then swooped over to her right shoulder, flipped his wings back into their folded position and wrapped his tail through the shoulder strap on her left arm and slipped one forearm through the right one, linking his claws together to look like they were attached. Finally, he rested his head on his forepaws.

“How’s that?” he asked.

Elizabeth looked in the mirror, “Perfect. Hold tight, try not to breathe or smoke too obviously and don’t make any noise.” She picked up her tool bag and left the flat through the kitchen door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five

[image: ]


Elizabeth’s Personal Timeline

Stemsin, Kaoterker

Mid-Winter, 1820,

––––––––
[image: ]


THE EARLY-MORNING SUN had risen high enough to make the streets steam, frost melting away as the air temperature rose with each passing moment. This mist caused multiple collisions as people began to emerge from their houses.

Elizabeth used her aura vision to help her navigate the swirling water vapour, each person showing up as a haze of colour. This meant that she wove through the thickening London crowds as gracefully as a seamstress’s needle through fine fabric.

At one crossing point near Westminster Bridge Station, a small group of badly dressed urchins mobbed her, all of them trying to get hold of Thirrin. In desperation, the little dragon raised his head and blew a thin stream of purple fire at the children, who scattered with delighted shrieks.

“I say, young lady, what on earth do you have on your shoulder? It looks like an animal of some sort.” An elderly gentleman took his spectacles off and polished them with a soft cloth before putting them back on and peering at Thirrin.

“I make watches and clockwork toys, Sir. This is one of my prototypes.” She replied.

“I’d go careful with it then; the Council for Correct & Proper Behaviour may feel it contravenes the Toy Animal Act if it can spit fire. They may even decide to classify it as a weapon, which, as a young lady, you should not be carrying.” He tipped his hat to her as the crossing guard stopped the flow of traffic. “Just a friendly piece of advice.” He strode away against the flow of pedestrians.

Elizabeth bobbed a small curtsey in return and crossed the road, ignoring the heaving mass of steam-powered carriages and Carts that sat on the other side of the Crossing Guard’s baton.

“Council for Correct & Proper Behaviour?” Thirrin sounded puzzled. “Who in their right mind would vote for something like that?”

Elizabeth smiled and replied with her mind. “You’re assuming that this version of England is a democracy, with elected Members of Parliament, the way it is in Arkingvale. But it isn’t. In this world, Charles the First won against Cromwell, and it’s the Queen who makes the laws; with her advisors, of course.”

Thirrin blinked and let out a tiny puff of smoke. “Sounds very... ordered.”

“It is. The Queen determined early in her reign that Society required the firm hand of a woman to prosper.” Elizabeth said, “She was proved right enough times that Parliament bowed to her will.”

“I see why you like it here,” Thirrin said. “In Arkingvale, the queen is little more than a pretty statue at State Functions; she doesn’t even sign laws anymore.”

Elizabeth hid her nod of agreement as a nod of greeting to a cabbie that she recognised. “Women are respected here. The Queen maintains Parliament as an advisory body, and there are more female members of Parliament than males.”

Thirrin lapsed into a thoughtful silence as they crossed another junction. The traffic here was lighter, with fewer steam-powered vehicles. Elegant carriages drawn by matched horses moved at a sedate pace, carrying brightly clad ladies and their escorts.

The air was cleaner, and the smell of flowers and growing things predominated, although Thirrin could still detect a whiff of Gas from the unlit lamps and a touch of sewage from the river. “I see that they still haven’t fixed the sewers.”

Crossing Bridge Street, they entered New Palace Yard, and Thirrin realised why Elizabeth had taken such trouble with her outfit. The pathways thronged with the well-dressed and wealthy. Glowing silks and detailed embroidery fought with lustrous velvet and snowy linen.

Elizabeth looked smartly drab in comparison, despite the ornate tooling on her leathers, the blinding whiteness of her blouse and the silver embroidery on her bronze skirt and jacket. She nodded greetings to those of her customers who deigned to notice her, doffed her top hat to various notables and wove her way carefully through the crowd to the cloister that ran alongside the clock tower and palace.

“Stay as quiet and still as possible when we go inside. I do not need any distractions while I climb to the Workings Chamber.” Elizabeth told him, rummaging through the keys on her chatelaine. She selected a small black iron key and opened a black-stained oak door in the base of the tower.

“Fair enough.” Thirrin hunched himself closer to her shoulder as she ducked through the little door.

Inside, a steep staircase led up through the ceiling. Elizabeth locked the door from the inside and pulled on two strings hidden in the decoration of her skirt’s waistband. The skirt was lifted at the hemline, exposing her boots. She pulled the cord until her skirt hung just above her knees in soft swags.

“I see why you wore trousers now. Wouldn’t it be easier to wear them without the skirt?” Thirrin murmured in her mind.

“Our society here isn’t as enlightened as Earth Nexus, Thirrin.” She tied the cords around her waist to hold the skirt in place; tightening the knot made the front hang a little higher than the back.

Thirrin sat up. “I need to stretch my wings. Am I likely to be seen in here?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “Only four people have the key. Myself, the Lady Chamberlain, The Speaker of the House and the Chief Groundsman. We’ll hear anyone coming long before they see you.”

“Or I could just go invisible.” He said, stretching out his wings and pushing himself off her shoulder strongly enough to make her stumble.

“True. Just don’t distract me.” She began to climb the stairs, using one hand to hold the rope strung on the wall as a bannister. Thirrin flew behind and just above her, purring with the joy of using his wings.

They paused on each landing, Elizabeth putting her bag down for a few moments to catch her breath before taking the next flight.

Three flights up, Thirrin landed on the tool bag and lifted it. “I’ll carry this for you. That way, you have both hands to climb.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Thank you. I forgot how helpful it can be to have a flying companion.”

“You shouldn’t have left me behind then.” Thirrin sounded self-satisfied.

“I didn’t have a choice.” She started climbing again. “Both the Council and the league only wanted me for my ability to have children. I wouldn’t have been able to live a normal life.”

“And here I thought that you ran away because you didn’t couldn’t bring your family back,” Thirrin remarked.

She glared at him. “I thought I told you, do not mention that.”

“You said not to call you Illi.” Thirrin flew past her head, the bottom of the tool bag brushing the top of her hat.

After climbing the stairs for half an hour, they emerged into a room filled with colour and light. Thirrin let out a squeak of surprise that ended in a small flame and puff of smoke.

“Welcome to the Clock Room.” Elizabeth 

Thirrin dropped the tool bag on the bare wooden floor and flew to the clock face, where a single pane of clear glass allowed him to look out over London’s bustling streets. “It’s amazing. And you have to come up here regularly?”

Elizabeth retrieved her tools. “Once a month. Yes, it’s wonderful. Can you see now why I don’t want to go back to Arkingvale?”

“You would lose so much freedom,” Thirrin said, settling on the ledge below the clear pane. “But if I understand what Benjamin and Madam Gilleé were talking about, the situation in Arkingvale threatens this world as well.”

She strode over to a large metal box. “Did you know that before I took over here, the clock lost more than three minutes a day because the clockwork wasn’t up to scratch?” Opening the box, Elizabeth attached a copper wire to a silvery peg protruding from a bank of what looked like wooden drawers. Then she plugged the other end of the wire into a small, flat, brass-bound wooden box that she took out of her bag and lifted the lid.

Thirrin turned to look at her, and his eyes narrowed. “You’ve been to Zonlasin. That’s a computer. I can smell the workings.”

Elizabeth shrugged and pointed up at the huge copper, brass and iron clockwork above them. “That deals with the daily work of marking the time and setting Big Ben ringing at the right moment. The Techs on Zonlasin B gave me a way of combining it with the efficiency of quartz and making sure it was on time.”

“That’s cheating. You created something that no one else in this world can fix.” He huffed a little flame in her direction.

“It means I can maintain my shop and lifestyle. And it gives me a permanent home.” She tapped out something, frowned and tapped something else. Then she smiled, closed the box and disconnected it from the peg.

“That’s against Hall Walker rules. Lord Arkingham...” Thirrin began.

“I don’t care what Aderyn Birdenth thinks. This is my life. Not his.” She snapped back as she put her equipment away. “He almost ruined his own granddaughter’s life to save Earth Nexus. I am not ruining mine in any way, shape or form.”

“What happens if you die? Then all those who are dependent on you will suffer.” The little dragon cocked his head to the left. “The city runs on this clock’s chimes; what about those clocks and watches you make? I heard the computers in them.”

“I’ll find someone to train to repair them when I feel I need to.” Elizabeth shrugged.

“If the League manage to do what Benjamin is suggesting, then you’ll never have the chance to,” Thirrin told her.

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, all right...
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Elizabeth’s Personal Timeline

The Tavern, The Hall of the Worlds

Lunchtime

“Lady Elizabeth, it is an honour that you grace my establishment.” Madame Gilleé curtseyed as Elizabeth threaded her way through the groups of tables toward her.

The Tavern of the Hall was quieter than Elizabeth remembered, with only a few groups of Hall Walkers gathered around the fires. The white walls were festooned with holly, ivy and generous swathes of red, white and gold ribbon; in the centre of the room, next to the bar, stood the biggest Satyulemas Tree she’d ever seen inside a building.

The twinkling gold sunburst that topped it brushed the dark blue ceiling, and a spiral of ribbons matching the wall decorations spilt down through the dark green branches past delicately coloured glass baubles, shining silver stars and sparkling white snowflakes.

“Thirrin told me that my presence was requested, Madame,” Elizabeth replied, offering her hand to the older woman. “And you don’t have to curtsey to me. I’m a Hall Walker now, remember?”

“No matter where each Hall Walker comes from, I always remember their home world status,” Madame Gilleé said. “You are a Countess of Arkingvale and thus four below royalty.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I left Arkingvale to forget about all of that.”

“You cannot evade your responsibility to your home and people, my Lady,” Benjamin said from a nearby table. He stood up and waved for her to join him. “Have a seat, and I’ll explain why.”

Elizabeth ignored the seat that he indicated and sat down as far from him as she could. Madame Gilleé clicked her fingers, and an automaton dressed in livery that matched the decorations appeared through a nearby door with a tray.

“As ordered, Madame.” The automaton buzzed, laying out glasses and a carafe of wine on the table between them before stepping back and freezing in position.

“Well?” Elizabeth folded her arms and leaned on the table, ignoring the wine.

“The League of Time Correction has gained the loyalty of a Time Traveller. This could potentially mean the end of the Hall.” Benjamin said.

“That’s what Thirrin said.” Elizabeth snorted. “Stop being vague, Mr Crossworthy and get to the point.”

Benjamin swept one hand through his dark brown hair and sighed. “The League has subverted your young cousin, Elspeth. She and the duchess fell out over the selection of suitors for her debut ball, and the league persuaded Elspeth that if she joined them, she could have any suitor she wished...”

“...or none at all; as long as you produce babies for them to bring up in the league’s education system.” Elizabeth ground her teeth. “That’s exactly what they offered me.”

“Well, unfortunately, where you ran from them, she joined up with them,” Benjamin said. “Their first act was to send her and an assassin back in time to remove good Queen Bess from her throne on the Arkingvale Nexus Timeline.”

Madam Gilleé gasped. “That was the time ripple we experienced last week? Mon Dieu, more than half a dozen worlds were changed from that one. Chirr, Rilx and Thirrin all reported to me that several corridors had extra doors and at least three corridors ceased to exist.”

“Thankfully, it didn’t affect the current historical world. Just made the Spanish Wars bloodier.” He replied. “Clearly, it wasn’t what they wanted because our contact has reported that Elspeth has jumped several times more.”

“With no result, it would seem.” Madam Gilleé said. “I wonder what they are up to?”

“No one knows. We still haven’t been able to find out.”

Elizabeth slapped one hand down on the table, making the wine shiver in the glasses and bringing their attention back to her. “So, what is King Arthur doing about this? He is in charge of continuity of the timelines.”

“He sent me to get you. The Council for Historical Relevance have tried several times to repair the damage, but they have no wizards as powerful as Elspeth, and you are the only sorcerer to be born in the last three hundred years of our world.” Benjamin said.

“How many jumps did she make with the Assassin?” Elizabeth asked, more interested in her cousin’s powers than the politics. “Do you know how badly the Time Sickness affected her?”

“We believe that she made five or six jumps. I wasn’t aware that she got Time Sickness.” Benjamin frowned. “Why is that important?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “It isn’t
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