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      As he talked along, softly, pleasantly, glowingly, he seemed to drift away imperceptibly out of this world and time, and into some remote era and old forgotten country; and so he gradually wove such a spell about me that I seemed to move along the specters and shadows and dust and mold of a gray antiquity, holding speech with a relic of it!

      – A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Mark Twain

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day, July 3, 2025

      “But there were barely any Indian people in English history,” Heather laughs when I tell her my area of research, her whole body shaking and sending the layers of her dress bouncing with the movement. Great, even her Victorian-style costume is mocking me.

      I grit my teeth and clench my fists, the familiar frustration welling up at the woman in front of me. The woman with, against all odds, a PhD in history. From a well-known school, no less.

      I knew coming to the conference was going to be an exercise in frustration. I knew it, because it always is when I gather with other history professors. The constant dismissals, the light condescension, the outright confusion. But I wasn’t going to give up a chance for an all-expenses paid trip to England, where I could do more research in my concentration: Indians in England, specializing in the Victorian Period.

      And however exhausting it is, I do feel like I have a responsibility to talk on as many panels as they’ll let me on so some people have to hear the history. (It was one panel, which is one more than the last conference.)

      Plus, they planned this costume dinner and ball for the last night, and the opportunity to dress up like a Victorian in one of Queen Victoria’s actual houses (Osborne House on the Isle of Wight), was too good to pass up. The opportunity to see Victoria’s Durbar Room, a room designed by an Indian architect with Indian decorative motifs like scalloped arches and peacocks, and see her hallway of portraits of Indians from her time, was very compelling.

      Even with this company.

      Which is how I find myself in Victorian clothes outside the back of Osborne House, its formal gardens with statues surrounded by strict lines and curves of grass and plants behind me and the Italian Renaissance-style palazzo in front of me, its tall belvedere tower just in the edge of my view.

      I wish I was in the tower right now. Or anywhere that didn’t involve talking to Heather.

      “And they were all servants and sailors, if they even had jobs. They couldn’t be happy, wealthy, or influential. How much could there possibly be to research?” she continues before I have a chance to respond.

      Not that I know what I’m going to say. From past experience, any argument I use, no matter how backed by primary and secondary sources, won’t fit in with her perception of what history is. So she’ll ignore it. And I’ll get even more frustrated than I am now.

      Before I can make the decision, Heather makes it for me.

      “Oh, is that Professor Andrews? I’ll catch up with you later.” She leaves me without hearing any of my meticulously researched points on why she’s wrong.

      “Actually, turns out, ships need crews and sailing is one of the most dangerous professions with a lot of sailors dying on trade trips, so a large number of Indian lascars were employed for the return voyages then dumped in England with no way back so they had to find a way restart their lives there. And once Indians were traveling for trade, they started travelling for other reasons too. Not just sailors, but scholars, doctors, spouses of British citizens, aggrieved princes and domestic workers, among others. As the English moved on to straight-up colonizing, more and more Indians came to England. So. There were Indians of all socio-economic strata in England from 1600 CE on,” I say to the spot where Heather was. The empty spot.

      “Meera, there you are. Are you talking to yourself?” My friend and fellow historian Luis hands me a glass of wine that I accept with alacrity.

      “Just trying to educate Heather on some salient facts about Indians in England since the seventeenth century that she doesn’t want to hear.” She’s already across the room, talking to the professor she mentioned, conversation with me probably long forgotten. Not by me, but definitely by her.

      Luis nudges me with his shoulder. We’ve known each other for years, bonding over our slightly overlapping specialty areas: Brazil in the eighteenth to twentieth centuries for him, and Indians in England during the same period for me.

      Okay, so we have entirely different specialties, but we gravitated to each other because we were some of the few professors of color studying the history of people of color at the conferences we’ve been to.

      “The conference is almost over. You won’t see much of her after that,” Luis says.

      I take a sip of the drink; it’s much more comforting than Luis’s words. “No. But there will be so many more people like her wherever I go.”

      From L.A. to London and every other city, most people do not care about my area of study. It’s a conversation I’ve had to have a lot since I started college, with professional historians and amateurs alike. They’ve never heard of Maharajah Duleep Singh or the Munshi, which is fine; people can’t know everything. The problem is they have no interest in finding out, and even outright deny, that the routes of colonization were a two-way street.

      A two-way ocean.

      “I mean, there have been ships since the Phoenicians made them back in 1300 BCE. Humanity has been sailing long distances for quite some time now.”

      Luis holds his hands up. “I know.”

      “And since boats are going from England to India, the chances are very high that boats will also need to go back from India to England. You know, to transfer the spices, tea and racism back home.”

      “Yes, you’re preaching to the choir here.”

      I sigh. “I know.”

      It’s frustrating to be in the minority, pun very much intended, studying a topic no one has any interest in. I thought that by me studying and publishing on the subject, I would be able to make people outside of academia, if not care about it, at least acknowledge that people of color existed in the Regency, and all the periods that followed, and some that came before.

      “Do you want to come back in?” Luis points to the mansion with his cane, really getting into the costume part of this party.

      I fix my period-appropriate gloves and take a deep breath, restricted by the elaborate Victorian corset and gown I rented for the party. “I’m just going to walk in the gardens for a bit. I need a second before going back into that.”

      “Okay. I’ll save you a dance.”

      I nod. “See you soon.”

      Luis walks back into the historic house, where a hundred of our peers are dressed up in costumes and a little buzzed as they enjoy the last night and get in their last-minute networking, while I try to remind myself that despite the downsides, this is an amazing opportunity.

      Since I’m usually reading, writing, teaching or working my way through the entirety of Netflix’s catalogue, it’s nice to get out of my routine. Or it would be, if I could focus on the historic building and all the research in England I don’t have access to in California, and ignore the Heathers of the world.

      I take one last look at the out-of-place Italian architecture that found its way to the rainy shores of an English island, and then turn away from it, starting my walk through the formal gardens. Maybe I’ll walk all the way to the beach—it’s only about half a mile away. Then I can look out over the same sea that Victoria looked at for inspiration on my next article.

      Maybe this article will be the one that makes people care about the history of Indians in England.

      I walk down the stairs leading to the lower terrace, wanting to see the putti who are riding sea-monsters lining the Andromeda fountain, and the woman at the center, forever waiting for Perseus to save her.

      On my way down the stairs, mind already on a potential next article, I trip on one of my many layers and fall. The world spins during my dizzying descent, the lights of the estate grounds blurring in my vision. My body makes painful contact with the hard stairs as I roll down them.

      This is all because I cared too much about making people acknowledge brown people in history. Now I’ll never get to write the article that would have made people see.

      On that depressing thought, the world goes dark.
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      As I slowly start coming back to consciousness, every body part fights with the others to see what’s in the most pain. Whatever wins, I’m the loser.

      I slowly sit up, glad to be able to do that at least. Even though everything is on fire down to my bones, nothing seems to have permanent damage.

      Everything is different now. The sounds of the party are louder, like the guests multiplied and everyone moved outside while I was knocked out. And the lights seem dimmer, with more flickering, like they added real candles to the mix.

      How long was I out? Did they set up for another party? Did no one look for me? I’m not even that far from the main house; that’s just sloppy event management.

      I try getting up completely with help from the stone banister, making it to my feet for an embarrassingly short three seconds before I sit back down on the stairs. This is as good a spot as any to check for injuries. It’s somehow darker than it was before I fell down, but maybe I knocked out some lights with my windmilling limbs.

      I run my hands over particularly sore areas but don’t see any blood on my fingers when I’m done. I’m sure I’m going to see bruises tomorrow and this hairstyle’s a lost cause, but at least I won’t have to pay the costume rental place to get blood out of silk.

      So I’ve got that going for me.

      “What are you doing out here?” an annoyed man asks in an Indian accent. A tall man in a white-and-gold turban, a red tunic, and loose pants under a long white jacket, all made of a shimmering, very touchable-looking silk, approaches me, the thunderous look on his face a stark contrast to his beautiful clothes. He looks familiar, a bit like Mohammed Abdul Karim, one of Queen Victoria’s attendants. But it’s the wrong century for that.

      “Excuse me?” How hard did I hit my head? No one was dressed like this when I left the party. And I think I would have noticed another brown person at the conference, especially one dressed in historic Indian clothes who looks like someone from history. But also, I need to know where he got his costume, because its quality is blowing mine out of the water. Even after whatever happened to all the light, I can’t stop staring at the way his clothes are reflecting what little light there still is.

      “You should be inside. And why aren’t you dressed in Indian clothes? You know how much Her Majesty likes it when we wear traditional garb.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask again, this time with a good deal more anger. “I’m not a circus bear. I can wear whatever I want at any given moment.” Also, the costume rental place I went to didn’t have any period Indian clothes. I checked.

      “This is Her Majesty’s birthday and she requested that all the Indians dress in Indian clothes. This is not a hard a request to follow. Especially after all she does for us.”

      “What is…Who do you think you are?” I sputter, now just as angry as the man was when he found me. “I’ve just fallen down your stairs; you’ll be lucky I don’t sue you for…unsafe stair conditions.”

      “Sue me?” The man puts his hand on his chest, taken aback. “It is an honor for you to even be invited here. But your fall explains your insolence.”

      I open and close my mouth a few times, so angry I can’t even form words anymore. But I can think them.

      “Come. I’ll present you to the Queen and we can all hope you don’t offend her.”

      That takes the wind out of my sails, to be replaced with confusion. “The Queen?” Did they appoint a queen in there while I was out here? Or hire an actress for us?

      Even though we are in England, I doubt it’s a real royal. They probably have more pressing things to do than show up at an academic conference hosted in the country.

      “Show some respect for your monarch.” A vein throbs in his forehead. This guy needs to relax, maybe do some meditation. Because being this high strung can’t be good for anyone. Even if he is only acting.

      “I paid good money for this conference.” I look around my person to find the badge, but I can’t see it. It must have fallen off in my tumble. I’m about to go into all the reasons I personally don’t have a monarch as an Indian-American woman, including an ancestry of one war and another ancestry of long-term resistance against the Empire, when the man cuts me off.

      “You are so strange. Be quiet when I present you to Her Majesty. Nod and bow and don’t look her in the eye. She wants to meet all of the Indian royals before the night is over.”

      Indian royals? What is happening? Did they add an event about the history of Indians in England? And not ask for my input as an expert in the field? The only expert in the field at this event.

      The uptight man piques my interest enough that I follow him without further complaints about his attitude. If he’s playing some sort of royal servant, he is very good at this acting business.

      The man takes me up the stairs, this time without incident, and through the garden. The light still looks different, and I make a mental note to get my vision checked out tomorrow. Can changing vision be a part of a concussion?

      I wish I had my phone on me to check right now, but I left it in my purse with my jacket in the coat room. I didn’t want to mess with the appearance of the Victorian clothes, and it’s not like I have pockets where I could bring a phone anyway. I’ll look it up at the end of the night.

      The man takes me through a crowd of people I don’t recognize. Whose costumes have gotten more realistic since I’ve been out of the room. The rooms, however, are just as obnoxiously decorated, bright gilt surrounding beautiful paintings and silk-upholstered furniture, showing off a lifestyle all paid for by colonialism.

      He leads me back to the Durbar Room, with its beautiful white wall carvings showing Indian decorative elements amid dark wood accents, until we stop at a group in front of the fireplace, a giant carved peacock above the mantel looking down at me.

      “Your Majesty, I found another of our Indian guests,” the man beside me says.

      A short woman turns, her black dress so wide around it keeps people at a distance. She stands out in the crowded room, the dress embellished with white lace as well as silver- and gold-threaded embroidery in floral and other decorative motifs. She’s an older white woman, with lace widow’s cap over her grey hair, a small crown resting on top of the lace. Although she has an air of command around her, there’s a slight droop in her shoulders and a paleness to her face.

      The man turns to me. “This is Her Majesty, Queen Victoria.”
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      “Victoria? Queen Victoria? They’ve got the queen here?” I smile and look around. This is taking fancy dress party to a new level. And congratulations to whoever did casting for this party, because this woman is the spitting image of the queen, and the man is the spitting image of Karim.

      “Respect. Your. Monarch,” the man says through gritted teeth, looking like he would throttle me a little if we weren’t in a crowded room.

      “The act is getting to be a bit much.” But he’s committed to his role, I guess.

      “Don’t speak to Her Royal Highness in that manner,” says another imperious man, this one white and much older than the first man who annoyed me.

      Three other men step forward, in sharp red jackets with gleaming medals over pressed black pants, and semi-ridiculous fuzzy, tall hats like they wear outside Buckingham palace. They’re all armed like we’re about to go to war. But war where they only use swords. They put their hands on those fake weapons and look at me with a frightening focus in their eyes. Actors a little too committed to their role. And those weapons look a little too real. This feels like an immersive dinner gone way too intense.

      I will be writing a review for this company when I get my phone back, taking off one star for a little too much realism.

      “Forsyth. Abdul.” Victoria gives the men who told me to behave a hard look. “She is our guest from India. We cannot expect her to understand royal protocol.” Then she faces me. “Come, walk with me.”

      Before I can accept the invitation (although that’s generous since it sounded more like a command than anything else), she starts walking around the large room we’re in. Whose furniture might be different, and in different places, than before my fall. Mainly, the table where we had dinner has been removed to make space for a dance floor.

      I rub my head, wondering if this is part of a concussion. Maybe I’m remembering the room wrong because of my fall.

      But being around this woman does seem like a better option than all the suffocating masculinity behind me. I hurry behind her since she’s already started the walk without me.

      “Which family are you with? Cooch Behar? Maratha? Baroda?” she asks.

      Wow. I haven’t heard those names come from someone else’s mouth in casual conversation before. Or even at a conference like this with historians of all different time periods together. They have really stepped it up this year.

      But only for the last event, apparently.

      “Yeah. I’m in the Cooch Behar family.” This roleplay aspect of the costume party is kind of fun.

      “I know the daughters, so you must be a niece. But didn’t the family leave early? Suniti Devi said something about wanting to get back to India to handle some issue with her women’s school.”

      “You know about Suniti Devi and her school? You do better research for your roles than the historians I interact with.”

      “Pardon me?” She looks confused now, and someone please give these people an acting award already. Their refusal to break character, even when maybe they should have to give me medical attention, should be studied by actors everywhere.

      “You’re all very committed to the job.”

      “Oh. I do think there is a little being lost in translation. And your strange accent. Why don’t you have a dance with the young Marquess of Basildon and he can tell you more about England? Leopold.” The actress grabs an attractive tanned man walking toward us.

      A really attractive man. Too attractive for me to not have noticed him at the convention before tonight’s party. There weren’t enough books around to distract me from noticing him. He must be an actor as well, then.

      His black hair is thick, falling haphazardly across his tanned forehead and around his ears, and then playing with the nape of his neck. Warm brown eyes twinkle at me charmingly as he takes my hand and raises it to his lips that are surrounded by a beard, not breaking eye contact with me, with an arm that fills out his fine black jacket with what looks like hard muscle. He stands again and smooths his hand down his pleated white shirt and dark waistcoat.

      And, for the sake of historical accuracy, it should be noted his clothes are impeccable reproductions, down to his white bowtie. Because as a historian, that should have been the first thing I noticed.

      It wasn’t, though.

      “Basildon, may I present… actually, I didn’t get your name.” The actress playing Victoria looks at me expectantly.

      “Meera. My name’s Meera Chopra.”

      “Of the Cooch Behar family. Must be one of the nieces. And this is Leopold Clifford-Alston, Marquess of Basildon, Baron Chelmsford. He’s half-Indian, so you have that in common.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you.” Great, his voice is just as suggestive of sex as his face and body. A body that’s currently bowing over my hand.

      “You…” I clear my throat. “You as well.”

      Silence fills the space between us. I look around but can’t see any of the academics I’ve attended panels with during the past week. Or any of the presenters. Or any of the organizers. And all of the lights in here have dimmed and turned into candles too. And again, an entire table seems to have been moved while I was outside.

      What is going on?

      “May I have this dance?” Leopold asks.

      “Sure.” The angry men the actress playing Victoria saved me from earlier are looking my way, still glowering. I’ll say yes to anything that takes me away from them.

      I take the gloved hand in front of me, shivering in relief that I’m not getting direct skin contact. It’s been a year since my last relationship and I’m usually surrounded by much older, married colleagues, so even the slight physical contact with someone potentially eligible might have made me combust with all the lust.

      Only one problem, though. “I don’t really know how to dance. Well, not these dances. I can sway to a beat, but this looks more complicated than my repertoire.”

      “Ah. Not a problem. It is a waltz and I have been forced to learn the steps under penalty of no pudding. And nothing can stop me in the pursuit of pudding. I shall take care of you.” He winks at me, apparently reading my mind about the glove barrier and determined to make me combust despite it, a challenge I didn’t even know I was throwing out there.

      I clear my throat. “I appreciate that.”

      We’re silent the first few minutes of the dance. I’m concentrating on not stepping on his feet or bumping into anyone else and enjoying the wall of muscle under my hand. Which makes concentrating on the first two tasks more difficult. I have no idea why he’s so quiet. Probably mad to have an amateur foisted on him. He does keep looking around, probably scouting for the next woman to dance with. One who knows her way around a waltz.

      “I hear India is lovely this time of year,” Leopold, Marquess of Posh-Sounding-Place, says. In a pretty posh accent, actually. It’s all too fancy. I’m going to start thinking of him as Leo.

      “It’s monsooning right now,” I say before remembering it was just polite small talk.

      “Right. I’ve never actually been or that’s probably something I would know. You have a curious accent, though. Doesn’t sound like anyone else in the Indian delegations that come here.”

      “Because I’m from America.”

      “The former colonies? How did you end up there?” He’s focused on me now, no longer looking for greener pastures.

      “The former colonies? That’s cute.” Did these actors have to prove they had at least a master’s degree in the history of the Victorian era before they could be here? Are they just that committed to a one-night gig? If I ever need period actors, I’m calling the conference organizer to see who they are.

      “It wasn’t cute when we were fighting and dying in the mud over there.”

      “You were fighting there?” I look him over, from his shiny black shoes to his impeccably tied ascot necktie. Also, it was well before his time, if the actors are pretending to be in the Victorian era. Late Victorian era by the looks of the costumes I’m seeing.

      “No. I want to say someone in the family did fight over there. A great-great-uncle who was a second son and drew the genetic short straw, so he ended up with an Army commission and got shot in some field in Massachusetts. Don’t worry; he survived.” He tilts his head with an easy grace. “Why are you there?”

      “I was born there.”

      “How was a member of the Cooch Behar family born in America?”

      I look around yet again. This is really weird. “Are there multiple events here tonight? To be honest, I might be in the wrong place. I hit my head earlier, and everything is…off.” As nice as this conference is, they didn’t even spring for coffee. I can’t see them spending this much for actors to entertain us on the last night.

      “This is one of Queen Victoria’s homes. The only events here are the ones she hosts. Like this ball at the end of her birthday celebrations,” Leo says carefully, like he’s confronting a wild animal with a hungry look in their eyes and he’s the only meat within a mile radius.

      And while he is an appealing piece of meat, I may have bigger problems on my hands.

      “No.” I stop dancing. “This doesn’t make any sense.” I break of out of his arms. “If you’ll excuse me, I…I think I need to leave.” Or at least find my phone and call Luis. Because panic is starting to set in at how confused I am.

      I turn abruptly and walk out of the ballroom. Relying on my very probably concussed brain, I go down hallways and look through doors, trying to find the coat check.

      “Where are you going?” Leo asks me from behind. Following me. Why is he following me? Can’t he take a hint?

      “I’m trying to leave.” But I don’t know my way around. This is a giant house with more rooms than I have books, and the party was only in a few of them. I can’t even take the time to appreciate the historic furniture, because nothing is right, damn it!

      “Right. And I do support you in your endeavors. It is only that the front door is in the opposite direction,” Lord So-Helpful says. “Here, if you give me your arm, I can lead us out of this labyrinth.”

      That sounds better than me being forever lost in a house museum, a warning for docents to give visitors in the future. Although as places to be trapped in goes, a palace isn’t that bad. Still, the whole situation is less than ideal, and the way he’s treating me, like I’m a small child who’s lost in a mall on a back-to-school shopping trip, is grating. “Sure. Let’s do that.”

      Much more efficiently than I was doing it, Leo leads me to the front door. I’m about to thank him so he knows I’m fine and he can leave me alone, but I get distracted when I realize there’s no coat room.

      “Where’s our coats? My purse?” I look around the giant foyer, my stomach dropping when I don’t see it.

      A white plaster cast Victoria and Albert sculpture, the figures dressed in medieval garb, looks down at me. Mocking me. Because I don’t remember that there this evening. In fact, it should be in the Victoria and Albert Museum, where I saw it two weeks ago when I was playing tourist in London. And there should be a small table and racks set up for coats in its place, which was there at the beginning of the party.

      I drop Leo’s arm and push through the massive front doors. Outside is no more helpful than the interior. Our shuttle is gone and replaced by some horses and carriages along the drive. Which is no longer a paved road. I can’t see any of the bright lights of the town that was just past the trees when I got to this party.

      The vague feeling of panic intensifies as the evidence mounts that something is very wrong.

      “None of this is right,” I whisper to myself, for the hundredth time tonight. “What’s the date today?” I ask desperately.

      Time travel isn’t real. But what other explanation is there for all the strange things happening here? It’s either time travel, a concussion, or a really elaborate Punk’d prank.

      And that show hasn’t been on the air since 2007.

      He looks at me like he’s worried about me, but answers, “It is May 25, 1895.”
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      No. This isn’t real. Time travel isn’t real. And if it was, it would involve complicated physics that I don’t even know well enough to casually throw out. Maybe something to do with quantum or quasars… something with a Q for sure. And elaborate machines that spin or whirl, with buttons that say Do Not Touch.

      I’m just a girl who’s clumsy enough to fall down some stairs. There were no machines! Quantum or otherwise.

      No. We still have the explanations of this being an elaborate coma-dream resulting from the fall and too many nights falling asleep while doing research on this very period of time, or it being a joke.

      If this is a dream, no one will admit to it or be aware of it, but as for the other… “Am I being pranked? You have to tell me if I ask; I’m pretty sure that’s the rules of pranks.” It would be the worst time for historians to develop a sense of humor, and a kind of cruel one that’s making me doubt my sanity, but it would be a relief right now to find out I wasn’t imagining the impossible.

      “No. Unfortunately, if you want this to be a prank.” Leo is looking at me like I’m a candidate for Bedlam.

      Shit. Bedlam. What society does for mental health isn’t great in the present, but it was even worse in the past. I should try not to get sent there, on the off chance that this isn’t a dream and I have somehow figured out time travel.

      I sit down at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the house and hold my head in my hands, which is pounding with confusion and frustration. And a lack of hydration.

      Tears I don’t need right now leak out of my eyes. Because I want my mom, and she’s at least an ocean and maybe a lot of years away.

      “What do you want to do now?” Leo kneels in front of me, using a voice so careful, calmer and softer than any he’s used so far tonight, that I know I must look on the brink of a panic attack right now.

      “I don’t know,” I say hopelessly, sniffing so I don’t outright bawl in front of him. Usually, most of my problems, questions, or general boredom can be solved in the pages of a book. But I don’t think there’s a manual for this. Nor do I know where the closest library is.

      So it’s a bad day on all fronts.

      “You don’t have to stay here with me. I’m sure you want to rejoin the party.” I know I want him to. Because I don’t need an audience to my misery.

      “I do like a good party.” Despite his words, Leo takes a seat on the stairs next to me.

      “Then why are you still here?” Really, bro. I can’t hold the flood of tears back much longer, so it’s going to be wet here in a second. Not in a happy, sexual way.

      “Ah. Well…” He pauses dramatically, piquing my interest. “You look very sad. And it doesn’t feel right to leave you here, alone. Whilst so sad. I have often found that happiness is the preferable state, so you should try that.”

      I laugh at him, a small one, but a sound that qualifies. Because who in the Pollyanna is this guy? “Excuse me? I don’t think I can will myself to be happy. Especially not right now. When I have no idea what’s happening to me and no idea what I need to do next.”

      I haven’t been this rudderless in my entire life. Or at least not since elementary school, when I vacillated between wanting to be a princess and professional reader when I grew up. Then I learned that those weren’t really feasible job opportunities, but I could spend my life studying about princesses (and everyone else living in the past) while reading books, and never looked back.

      Since then, I may not always be able to achieve my goals, but I know what I want them to be. And I always have a plan on how to achieve them; I’ve always known what my next steps needed to be.

      Now, I don’t even know where I’m going to sleep tonight. Oh, that thought has me burying my head deeper into my hands as I hunch over my knees, rocking back and forth a bit.

      Leo sighs beside me. I don’t know what his damage is. He wasn’t transported against his will to another time, so I have no idea why he’s so aggrieved. “Come back inside the ball? I will procure some weak Madeira for you and show you why having a good time is much better than…this.”

      “But I don’t know where I’m supposed to sleep tonight. Or how I’m supposed to get home,” I end on a wail. I’m aware that’ll raise more questions than it answers for him, but I need to vent to someone.

      He’s taken aback, probably wondering how I got into the ball in the first place. “Hmm. I do not know how to help with that. But if I leave you here, you are not likely to find somewhere to sleep either. Unless you bivouac in Her Majesty’s hallway. If you come inside and dance with me, you can be drunk and you still will not have somewhere to sleep, but you will be happier about it. You have nothing to lose.”

      I open my mouth and close it a few times. “You’ve lived a very different life than me.” Also a good piece of evidence for why France guillotined their nobles. How is this avoidance of responsibility or problems sustainable?

      “Probably. But we are both here now, Your Royal Highness Meera Chopra, of the American Cooch Behars.”

      “What the hell?” I throw my arms up. “I have no other plans. Might as well eat and get drunk.”

      “Her Majesty does a fantastic supper. And it will all work out, in the end.”

      “Great.” Because it always works out for rich people. But I am not in that club, so I don’t think it’ll apply to me.

      But since I don’t have any other plans, I might as well try to brazen it out.

      Leo extends his arm again and I take it, trying to do what he would do in this situation and push the worries to the back of my mind.

      Despite me telling Leo I can enjoy the party on my own, he stays close to me, pointing out which drinks and food I might like. If anyone gives me an assessing look, he charms them, telling them I’m from India, explaining my “curious accent” with my many travels. He makes me sound more like a woman of the world than a lost woman with no idea what’s going on, which I appreciate.

      I should probably be offended that he explains all my eccentricities as being because I’m a “simple girl” from India and can’t possibly understand the “complicated” Western world (*gag*) but it does keep me out of jail and Bedlam, so I guess I’ll have to grin and bear that condescension from the masses at this party.

      Leo also stays away from any topic that could possibly be stressful for me, like family, where I grew up, or anything about me, really. Instead, he walks around the ballroom with me, trying to distract me by telling the scandalous gossip about the people we pass.

      Well, it’s meant to be scandalous. But when you’re from the twenty-first century, some adultery and intrigue are not shocking, and even kind of expected, studying this crowd like I have. I know a few of the people in this room, and well…let’s just say I’ve read their love letters and seen the pornography they tried to hide.

      The Prince of Wales is at this party, and he’s had so many affairs, I could write a book about just that topic, if other authors hadn’t already beaten me to it. Two of his mistresses are actually here: Daisy Greville, the Countess of Warwick, and Alice Keppel (the great-grandmother of Camilla, who’s queen in my time). There are also other members of the Marlborough House set, the name for the Prince of Wales’s group of friends who got together to carouse and cheat, it seemed like.

      But I don’t tell Leo that. Instead, I pretend to be appropriately shocked that the “quality” would ever stoop to something as pedestrian as lust.

      Tonight is a new party experience for me. Usually at parties I stick close to the people I know and we stay in our bubble, and not knowing anyone at an event is my nightmare. Because then I’m either going to stand awkwardly alone in the corner or be forced to meet people. And both are unpleasant choices.

      But it’s different with Leo. He’s clearly well-liked in this crowd, and everyone has a smile and a kind word ready for him. Some even seek him out. Meanwhile, I get confused glances from everyone that we encounter. But he handles the more curious among them, saying that the Queen told him to take care of me for the night and he takes his responsibilities seriously.

      That always gets a laugh, so I guess Leo isn’t known for his responsibility. I guess he really does love fun. It’s hard for me to understand, because my joy has always been tied to my work. Which means it has also been tied to the frustration of not getting a grant, or not being chosen to be included in a journal. Some happiness, and some heartache, where the stakes are giving the ignored of the past their voice back. And when I fail, it’s not just me I’m disappointing, but them as well.

      But Leo’s frivolity is…well, helpful for me, in this moment. So I guess I can’t judge him too much for it, even if it is completely foreign to me.

      I don’t tell Leo that I’m a little starstruck by some of these names. Like the aforementioned countess, Daisy Greville, who became a socialist and advocated for policies that would address income inequality, including education and food insecurity for women and children. And had a bunch of affairs, wrote love letters, and then later blackmailed her former partners with them so she could continue to entertain herself lavishly and support her causes.

      So kind of a champagne socialist, if that exists. Either way, her autobiography is very entertaining.

      But I definitely don’t tell any of them about my excitement to meet them; their egos don’t need the boost. My history books are coming alive in a way that every historian wishes but I don’t think any have gotten up till now (not that I can be sure about it, since apparently time travel is a thing).

      I’m slowly getting used to the idea, and with the distraction the party provides, I’m less despondent than I was an hour ago.

      I ask a few too many probing questions to some of the highest aristocracy in this country, but Leo soothes any ruffled feathers with a reminder that I’m from India. How could I possibly understand the rules of polite society?

      The same polite society that is, in the time I’m in, stealing land and resources from India with reckless abandon, while looking down on the people they’re exploiting. But I choke that down, because this crowd does not want to hear that, and I don’t want to be sent to the Tower of London.

      Once Leo and I have made a lap around the dancefloor, we loiter by the French doors on one side of the ballroom, watching the crowd of couples in their intricate clothing, doing their complicated dances in front of us. I’m glad to be with a professional partier right now, because the ballroom is getting hot with all the people and the open flames, and the open doors are letting in a little bit of a breeze. Our tactical position also helps lessen the smell of the ballroom. As nice as these people look, and even though they have access to warm water for baths and perfumes, they don’t have access to the good chemical-filled deodorants, and it shows.

      I knew I would miss my phone if I ever went to the past; I didn’t realize how quickly I would miss modern deodorant.

      I almost forget I’m screwed when a presence creeps up next to me. Creeps so subtly that I first get goose bumps warning me something is near, and then jump a half of a foot in the air when I realize a person has materialized next to me.

      “Oh, hello.” I put my hand to my chest to keep my heart from beating out of my chest. Don’t need to draw any more attention to myself.

      It’s the man from earlier who demanded I respect Victoria, who I now believe is the actual Queen Victoria. A dream wouldn’t have lasted this long. Or been this detailed.

      Leo is less shocked at the man’s sudden appearance, and jumps in to introduce us. “May I present Charles Forsyth, Lord Wellesley, and the Secretary of State for India. Lord Wellesley, this is Her Royal Highness Meera Chopra of the Cooch Behar family.”

      Ah. I know him. The man is awful as he uses his position to promote polices that will exploit and not develop India like cutting public programs such as irrigation projects and famine relief for a larger army presence, lives beyond his means, and cheats on his wife. And he’s rude.

      “I found it odd that one of the Cooch Behar contingent was still here, and a woman no less. One who acts like neither an Indian woman nor an Englishwoman. I would not be attending to my duties if I didn’t find out more about you.” What a fancy accent and innocuous words for such a threatening tone. And not even a “hello,” or “nice to meet you” before he dives right in to subtly accusing me of lying.

      Which I am. But still, he doesn’t know that. My heart rate roars back up, when I had just gotten it back under control after realizing when I was. It doesn’t help that Leo got distracted by someone saying hello to him and isn’t doing his usual smoothing over for me.

      “When you put it like that, I guess it does sound odd. But here I am. How would I have gotten here if I wasn’t part of the group?” Answering a question with a question is good evasion. One of the first thing they teach lawyers, in a class called “How to Be Annoying,” probably.

      “Then why are you still here? The Maharajah and his retinue left a few days ago. Why would they leave you behind? Unless you aren’t with them, and you are lying to all of us?” He arches an eyebrow, making him look like a villain. Probably the look he’s going for. I bet he practices the look in the mirror while being mean to puppies, the monster. “We do not need more of you people taking advantage.”

      I immediately grit my teeth and lock my muscles to hold my body back from flying at him like a wailing banshee at the “you people” remark. “Yes, they have left.” I don’t offer an excuse for why I’m still here. Not because I made a conscious decision to evade his questions, but because I have no idea what to say—no idea what will get me in the least amount of trouble while I’m still trying not to physically fight him.

      And the Madeira is not helping. I’ve had a lot of it tonight, and I’m not even normally that quick on my feet. I need time to process information and write out a well-reasoned response that I can edit before submitting. It’s why I’m a scholar and not a lawyer.

      Although being quicker on my feet would have helped scholar-me when my professor tore apart my thesis proposal during undergrad. He was the first in a long line of people who don’t think there’s any value to studying people of color in English history, or anyone other than the aristocrats, really. And the reason I didn’t bother trying to study it myself until grad school when another professor encouraged me to research whatever I wanted, as long as my papers cited legitimate sources and were well-analyzed.

      “Why are you still here?” Charles isn’t letting this go anytime soon.

      “I…am…” Going to take a damn improv class when I get back to the correct time period. “Here to study. England does have some of the best tutors.” There’s no way he’s going to argue with me on that fact; he seems the type to be very certain of England’s superiority. And I am studying these people, whether they know it or not.

      “Tutors can travel to India. Why would your family leave you here?” he asks, not as flattered as I thought he would be.

      “I…I…” Shit. This is it. I’m going to be caught and dealt with. Which now means hard labor, and that does not sound fun.

      If they don’t hang me outright for lying to the queen.

      Lucky for me, Leo rejoins the conversation. “Her Majesty said that she would take care of Her Royal Highness while she is here, as a ward. Did she not tell you that?”

      I don’t know if she actually made me her ward, but I’ll take the lifeline. And Victoria has acted as guardian to many colonial subjects who wound up in England, like Duleep Singh, Sarah Forbes Bonetta, Princess Gouramma, and Prince Alemayehu. Although they did not live with her directly, she became their godmother and directed their lives, whether they wanted her to or not.  She has a soft spot that maybe bordered on a little weird for them, along with a very strong maternal instinct, so it isn’t out of the realm of possibility that she would do it for me.

      Plus, this guy is a pompous prat, so I don’t see him wanting to admit the Queen kept him out of the loop on anything. Hopefully we can ride his arrogance right through the end of this party.

      I send him a placid, I’m-definitely-not-up-to-anything smile. I heard from a show about heists that confidence really sells an outrageous lie, so I try that on for size. And although I’m not a great actor, I’ve never been this motivated to sell a lie.

      Charles sputters. “Yes. Well. Of course I have the Queen’s ear on all important matters. She must not have thought enough of you to mention your stay.” Charles looks down his nose at me, wanting me to know we’re not even in the same stratosphere.

      If he meant to hurt my feelings, he doesn’t understand that keeping to myself is preferable, not only in daily life but in this precarious situation. If he wants to suggest he’s morally superior to me, he doesn’t know that I know he’s having an extramarital affair with his best friend’s wife, Lady Dumfries. No one will find out in his lifetime, but a historian finds the letters in about eighty years.

      The man is an ass in person, and even more awkward when it comes to seducing a woman in writing. I don’t even feel bad that I laughed at him in the future when I read them. In fact, when I get back, I might need to write a paper on the letters, just to publicize them some more. Maybe someone will make a movie about how bad he is at seduction, and how disloyal a friend he is.

      But even though I can’t tell him that or I’ll face very uncomfortable questions, it does calm down my panic slightly. No one here is perfect, and I know more about them than just about everyone else now or in the future.

      I can use this to keep me safe.

      Or get me burned at the stake. Sure, they’ve stopped doing that, but I don’t want to be the reason they start it up again.

      “Yes. That must be it. I am supremely unimportant.” I smile at him like an amenable pod person, trying to look as harmless and unimportant as we just established I was. He’s taken aback by my easy agreement.

      Charles clears his throat. “Still, unimportant though you are⁠—”

      Great, I am definitely going to need to talk to a therapist after this. Not only because I thought I time travelled, but because my self-esteem is suffering here.

      “It is very unusual for the Queen to make arrangements without telling her staff. Perhaps we should call her over and verify some of the particulars of this…story.” He sniffs derisively after the word, leaving me no doubt as to what he thinks about me and my story, as he turns to call Victoria over.

      That would be bad. Why did Leo have to name-drop the Queen? Maybe he thought the audacity of the lie would carry me through, but it’s not working out that way.

      “How is Lady Dumfries these days?” I say in a panic, tossing out anything that will stop him from looking at me.

      What the hell? I’m not usually so reckless and mean, but it’s desperate times. And, Madiera. It might be watered down, but you can just drink more and then it’s like it was a normal strength. Which is what I did.

      The man turns an interesting shade of red. And puffs up like a balloon. It’s fascinating to watch. “Why would you ask me that? Go ask her husband if you want to know.”

      “My mistake. I thought you two were friendly.” I say the last word with as much lascivious implication as I can, like my life depends on how salacious I can make this word sound. And it might.

      And people say there’s no use for history. How do you like me now?

      “You are mistaken. And I’ll thank you to not mention our names together again. It could only hurt the good lady.” He rushes off without getting my promise that I won’t say anything else, and without asking me any more questions.

      Oh, could it hurt her? You’re so concerned with her? Or could it hurt your image as a family man when you try to run for Prime Minister in this morally conservative time?

      “What mischief was that about?” Leo asks, not understanding what happened in the last minute.

      “I thought I saw him talking to her earlier, that’s all. I don’t do mischief,” I say. Although if you’d asked me ten minutes ago, I would have said I don’t do blackmail either. Yet here we are. My morals the first thing to go in a desperate situation.

      “You just need more practice.”

      “That I do not need. What I need is a place to stay.” Charles did remind me that I have no idea what to do when this party ends. He’s also still glaring at me from across the room. But away from Victoria, so I don’t think he confronted her about my lie. Yet.

      The walls of this situation are slowly closing in on me, and the smart course of action would be to get out of the room.

      Leo sighs. “I thought we were going to ignore worries for the night?”

      “That might be easy for you to do, but my quickly upcoming future is about to punch me in the face if I don’t figure this out.”

      “Yes, I suppose my own worries are getting harder and harder to ignore as well.” He looks around like whatever caused that cryptic comment is going to jump out at him from behind some silk curtains and club him with responsibility. Then he snaps his eyes back to me. “But we shall fix this for you. If you refuse to have any more fun until your present problems are solved, we shall solve them. I have an idea.”

      “It’s not going to be that easy.”

      “Of course it is.” Leo takes my hand without any input from me and tugs me where he wants to go.

      Which appears to be right toward Victoria.
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      I try to put the brakes on, backpedaling so we don’t go toward the most powerful person in the room. The person I’ve already lied to and about tonight. And the person who can throw me in a dungeon. Because she has multiple dungeons.

      She wouldn’t do it herself obviously. She’s a pixie grandmother who is about four inches shorter than me, but she can order an entire armed guard to do it. A whole country, if it comes to it.

      “I don’t think we need to bother her,” I say.

      “It is fine. I’m named after her son; she is exceedingly fond of me.” Leo continues on his path past laughing aristocrats twirling in large gowns and tuxedo tails, and stoic servants standing by refreshment tables ready to make any request a reality for the guests of this party. He’s undeterred by my attempts to have us go in any other direction.

      From everything I’ve seen tonight, Leo has all the indicators of a real-life rake. It can’t be that hard to sway him from his path.

      “Don’t you want something to drink? We could get that instead. I promise I’ll have fun.”

      Nothing.

      “There’s a rousing game of something card-like in the drawing room. Don’t you want to play?” I ask.

      He doesn’t even slow.

      “There’s a very attractive woman over there in a low-cut frock. Don’t you want to see what’ll happen if you go over there?”

      That does cause him to finally stop. “Excuse me? Are you suggesting licentious contact?”

      Oh yeah, they cared about that sort of thing back then. Cared about women talking about it, that is, and not the premarital sex itself, which people have been having in all time periods since forever. But he doesn’t look one breath from a scandalized heart attack. More like he’s trying not to laugh at me in public.

      “I want to say no. Marriage. You should see if she wants to get married. Unless you already are married?” I know nothing about this man.

      Leo gives up trying to hold it in and laughs at me outright. “I am not married. And you are more forward than any woman I have ever met. More entertaining than any, too.”

      Oh boy, just you wait a hundred and fifty years. I am probably shyer than everyone I have ever known. An actual walking stereotype of the academic who would rather spend time with books than people.

      “I’m so glad you’re entertained. Why don’t we go over there”—I point in the opposite direction from the Queen—“and I can be even more forward, probably.”

      “But then you will still be worried about this lodging situation. Which will inhibit our fun. And I cannot have that.”

      He starts walking in that direction again and I get more physical with my deterrents, digging my heels in.

      “You’ll
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