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Betty exhaled in relief as she closed the door to her condo apartment behind her. Greater London was so quiet, compared to the busy city center! She was happy to live outside of the hustle and bustle, though.

She put her purchases, wrapped in old newspapers, on the stool in the entrance, leaning on the wall to take off her boots instead of sitting on her precious parcel. She hung up her coat and left her purse on the stool, taking the purchase to her office.

The small apartment had five rooms, all opening off the entrance hall. Her office was the first door to the right, then, going counter-clockwise, the living-cum-dining room, her bedroom across from the front door, the bathroom and the small kitchen.

She laid the wrapped items on her desk, next to her laptop. She looked forward to taking a closer look at her latest treasure, but first she had to make lunch. Finger-combing her long brown hair back in place after the windy weather outside, she crossed the hall to the kitchen.

A morning well spent. As Betty Love she wrote historical romances (mostly Regency and Victorian), and liked to research and find forgotten books about the time periods that interested her the most.

After exploring everything she could at the British Library, which had kick-started her writing career fifteen years earlier, she'd been delighted to find the Magic Bookshop that stocked even rarer books than she had found previously.

Hidden in an alley of the city center, away from the touristy places, it had so many wondrous old books, she wondered how it had escaped her attention so far. The shopkeeper, an old man who doubled up as a book-binder and who had restored many of the books he sold, refused to use plastic bags, and had wrapped the purchases in old newspapers.

She opened the pantry still thinking about her trip to town and the marvels she hoped to discover in the two books she had just bought. She was a little stuck with her latest romance, and she hoped to find more inspiration in the books.

Despite being prolific and moderately successful – meaning she had been able to quit her day job at the bank and was living off her royalties thanks to the indie publishing revolution – she still lived in a small rented condo apartment on the first floor of a building, at walking distance from an Overground station. The train took her to Charing Cross in twenty minutes, where she could either get on the Tube to the British Library or wander through the alleys of the center, looking for little forgotten shops selling used books.

She put a can of ravioli in the microwave and went to the bathroom, then ate at the kitchen counter, still thinking about the old books she had barely perused in the shop. She messaged her best friend about the purchases, telling her she would be very busy this afternoon.

Julie teased her as usual.

You love books more than you love people!

Betty smiled and shook her head, putting down the phone.

Julie was right. Betty wrote about love and romance, and she was still single in her fifties! She was in love with her male characters and couldn't find the real life equivalent – or maybe she was in love with her idea of love, which wasn't something she could find in the real world.

Writing romance had kept her sane in the soul-crushing banking system, and when she found the courage to spend some money on book covers, and learned to format and upload to retailers, her life changed for the better.

Hitting that "publish" button and resigning when the trickle of royalties became a steady income had been the best decision of her life. Now she considered herself married to Mr. Writing, and she kept writing clean or steamy romances with beautiful young women falling in love with gorgeous young men even if she was no longer that young or beautiful.

Writing about twenty- or thirty-somethings seemed to be keeping her young, though. She kept coloring her hair chestnut brown, like in her youth, to hide the damn white hairs that kept multiplying on her head. And she still liked to write about Prince Charming and knights in shining armor sweeping her heroines off their feet.

She prepared a cup of tea and went back to her office, where she kept a couch that could be opened into a bed for whenever she had guests, as well as her desk and a bookshelf filled with research books. The closed lower part of the shelves allowed her to hide the printed manuscripts and files as well as keep the older books protected from dust.

Her own books, the paperback versions, were displayed on the living room bookshelves, where she also had a round table for when she invited her friends to dinner, a couch and an armchair, from which she watched TV, the flat screen hung on the wall across from it like a framed painting.

The pale London winter sun was reaching a corner of her desk through the window when she put down the mug of tea to unwrap her items, a hardbound book with half leather binding on the spine and corners, and marbled boards – a biography of Sir Walter Scott and a study of his works.

His knowledge of history and literary facility equipped him to establish the historical novel genre as an exemplar of European Romanticism. Since Betty wrote historical novels, albeit in the romance subgenre, she was curious to read more about the first person who had done so, especially from an almost-contemporary point of view.

The shopkeeper had insisted on giving her another book, one she hadn't been charged for. She put down the Sir Walter Scott book to check out the gift and scoffed at the pompous title: A True History Of Great Women Who Are No Longer With Us by Georgiana Adelaide Wynn.

It was a beautiful book, though. She caressed the blue and gold floral cover whose decoration included raised patterns and colored tooled designs. The cover was made of cardboard covered with blue cloth, decorated with blue leather raised patterns, and the golden design around the golden title and author name.

Betty flipped through it and saw the right-side page usually had an illustration of a woman in pure 19th-century style. Skipping the wordy introduction for the moment, Betty opened the book at the first biography. The left-side page was titled "Fanny Parkes" and the right-side showed a stern Victorian lady.

She knew something about Fanny Parkes because she had read Begums, Thugs and White Mughals: The Journals of Fanny Parkes, the 2002 historical travel book based on the journals of Fanny Parkes edited by William Dalrymple.

She hadn't read the original two-volume memoir Wanderings of a Pilgrim in Search of the Picturesque yet, and she hadn't found a picture of Fanny Parkes anywhere, but there she was, probably taken from a daguerreotype, staring back at her from the page of the book.

A strange book, with thick, parchment-like pages. It looked expensive in the making, the shopkeeper had been very generous to give it to her for free.

Betty inhaled the smell of old paper and closed her eyes, caressing the margins on the left-side page counter-clockwise, feeling the rough texture of the paper.

A book written by a woman about women... what treasures could she find in here to enrich her writing?

She yelped when her chair seemed to vanish under her and she plopped, seated, to the floor. She looked around, wide-eyed, as strange smells hit her nostrils. She was no longer in her apartment.

***
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BETTY GAPED AT HER surroundings. She sat on the carpet-covered floor of a large, vaulted chamber with no beams supporting the ceiling in what looked to be the Indo-European-Nawabi architectural style.

Definitely a mix of Indian and British, both in the hall and the people in it, and she saw Fanny Parkes standing next to a couple of Europeans – she looked younger than the illustration in the book, but was clearly recognizable.

"What the hell...?" she said out loud, but nobody seemed to hear her.

She rose to her feet and approached the woman.

"Mrs Fanny Parkes?" she asked. The woman ignored her. "Excuse me!"

Betty raised her voice and patted the woman's shoulder only to yelp in pain. It was like touching a ghost, freezing and burning at the same time, a jolt of electricity up her arm that made her hand tingle for a moment.

She realized nobody reacted to her because she was somehow invisible. She tried again to touch the woman and again felt the jolt through her arm. A brushing touch from someone else startled her, but again the person didn't seem to realize she was there.

Taking deep breaths to calm herself, she decided to step back, observe and see what would happen. Whatever spell had sent her here wouldn't last forever. She thought she had glimpsed something about "three hours" while flipping through the book?

She had no watch because she usually checked the time either on her phone or on the computer, and saw no grandfather clock in the great hall, so she glanced outside the arched windows to check the position of the sun. Not that it would give her a clear indication of the passage of time, but still...

She yelped in pain as someone passed through her as if she were a ghost, the jolt much worse than a simple touch. So she was here, but not here. She could touch things like the decorated walls, but not pick anything up. She was a ghost in the past, in the presence of Fanny Parkes.

She brought her attention back to the room – clearly a throne room of some kind. The king was a thirty-something Indian man with a very thin mustache and short black hair, wearing silks and damasks and covered in jewels.

A European gentleman (probably the British Resident) took off the king's turban with all due form, then placed a crown upon his head, and he ascended the throne. It clearly was some kind of ceremony.

Making sure she wasn't touching anyone, Betty stood next to Fanny Parkes who leaned towards another Englishwoman to ask her how many more of these they would have to endure.

"My dear Fanny, you know these Nawabs are ceremonial kings, busy with pomp and show," the other woman answered with a shrug. "We shall celebrate the anniversary of his coronation any month and on any day, according to his Majesty's pleasure... while it suits us, of course."

All hailed Padshah-e-Awadh Shah-e-Zaman Nasir-ud-din Haidar Shahi, which didn't tell Betty much about where or when she had ended up. She remembered that Fanny Parkes had lived in India for a couple of decades or more in the early 1800s, but she wasn't sure which part of India they were in yet, or at which point in her journal.

The strange ceremony continued with a boy of about fourteen with long, straight, lank hair, coarse lips and bad teeth protruding forward. The ladies' whispered comments informed Betty that Khema-jah was an ill-looking wretch, and his manners and looks proclaimed his low caste.

Still, he was the first person presented to His Majesty, and received four or five dresses of honor, made of thick gold and silver, which were all put upon his person one over the other. A jewelled turban was put on his head, and a necklace of pearls and precious stones around his neck. Over all the dresses of honor were placed four or five pairs of Cashmere shawls.

He was given weapons – a sword, dagger and shield – and animals – an elephant, a horse and a palanquin. Having bowed deeply to the king and offered some gold coins, the boy retired. A younger boy, bold and independent, came forward and received the same gifts in the same style.

Then the Prime Minister stepped forward. Fanny Parkes whispered to the other lady that she had conversed with Nawab Hakim Mehndi at times and found him fascinating.

"He sat next to me during breakfast, and opposite the king, telling his beads the whole time, for good luck, perhaps! His rosary was composed of enormous pearls."

The other lady nodded gravely and Betty watched as the minister reached the king. The old man was a little shaky on his legs, and he prostrated himself before the king and took off his own turban. The king immediately placed a jeweled one on the uncovered head of the minister.

The old man was first given a too-small dress of honor, into which he could only put one arm, and then he was overwhelmed with more dresses of honor, shawls and gifts, like those given to the young princes.

He shook so much when all the honors were bestowed on him that the elephant goad fell from his hand and the gold coins he attempted to retain in his hands fell at the foot of the throne.

"Oh, this is really a bad omen." The lady shook her head. "A sign of his own fall! The people say there is a prophecy he will come to an untimely end next February!"

"A bad omen ought not to be mentioned," Fanny Parkes replied as the old man retired from the presence of the king, still shaky.

When the true heir approached, he was coldly received. He was a fine, handsome man, with a keen eye, and a very intelligent, good-natured countenance. Fanny Parkes commented that it was a painful sight to see him pay homage to one who had no right to the throne other than through the power of an unjust law.

Betty wasn't sure what she was talking about, she'd have to check Dalrymple's book or Google it if, no, when she went back.

The great hall smelled of rose water and sweat, and Betty carefully moved through the guests to get a glimpse of the outside through the multi-foil arches. Warm air hit her as she glimpsed a luxuriant garden outside the palace.

The doors were closed, so she doubted she could open them and go out – maybe when the ceremony was over? She decided to continue people-watching, wishing she had her phone and could take pictures of the European ladies and Indian dignitaries.

The Resident had joined the lady next to Fanny Parkes, who must be his wife, as had the Prime Minister, when a shower of precious stones was thrown over the guests. Betty watched as the Resident moved his arms to allow the valuables that had fallen upon him to drop to the ground.

Fanny Parkes imitated his example by moving her scarf, on which some were caught. They fell to the ground, and were scrambled for by the natives. The shower consisted of emeralds, rubies, pearls and so on, which made her comment in a low
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