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Product Description
In a growing panic, Ambrose ran pell-mell down the length of the observation deck. He practically dove down the steep stairs at the end. Pausing at the bottom only long enough to take one, much-needed breath, he then dashed down the hallway to his stateroom. Fumbling with the key in his haste, he finally managed to unlock and fling wide the door.   
The satchel lay open on the floor and there were his documents strewn about the stateroom. Someone, and Ambrose strongly suspected the midshipman, had rifled through the papers, perhaps taking pictures with one of those new-fangled, tiny cameras. They were another piece of otherworld knowledge.  
As he stared at the mess in dismay, Ambrose heard the distant cry of someone above, shouting, “Man overboard!”   
Crossing to the port window, he was just in time to see what looked like a large, billowing, white sheet descend out of sight, disappearing below his field of view. Ambrose had no illusions about what this meant. The culprit was absconding with photos of Her Majesty’s top-secret documents.  
And so starts Ambrose's adventure into the parallel universe of Victoriana, ally to his own world against the Great German Empire and "the Hun" who seek world dominance. But events don't seem to get better for Ambrose.   
After his documents are stolen while aboard the airship, he then meets the beautiful Lady Permellia, a government diplomat. As if a woman in government isn't strange enough for him, there follows a succession of stranger events. Their train to London is sabotaged. They are taken captive by a motor pirate. And through it all, Ambrose is at a loss as to what is really going on. But when he learns there are various factions, that the war his government is fighting is spreading up and down the world lines, Ambrose must make a series of difficult choices.   
And through it all, there is the enigmatic Lady Permellia and her strange sidekick, Bertie, a hulk of a man. Just who are they? What is their involvement in all this? And just which side are they really on?  
Ambrose must find answers to all these questions, for the sake of his own future, that of his world, and countless others. And then there is the slight problem of his falling in love with the Lady Permellia...  
Engine Of The Gods is a complete story, one set in the Crown And Empire Worlds War series. A fast-paced, adventure-filled tale, it is done in the true style of steampunk, with great care taken to make the background settings historically correct and lavish in detail. Even references to motor pirates have a basis in fact. Carefully woven, this tale is an exciting and fun story. 
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A Crown And Empire Worlds War Story

 




By Rob Shelsky

 


 



Part One—A Mission Goes Dreadfully Awry

 


 “We are approaching the Portal, Sir Ambrose. The captain wishes to know if you’d accept his invitation to join him on the bridge for the transition.”

 Sir Ambrose Allen Southgate looked up from the report he’d been attempting to read for the third time. He knew his inability to focus was due to anxiety about this being his first mission to another world line, but couldn’t help it. He just hadn’t been able to concentrate.

 Ambrose carefully removed his pince-nez reading spectacles and pocketed them in his plaid waistcoat. Now he could better see the young midshipman standing before him. Slim, wearing a crease-perfect, white uniform, the youth would make a great image for recruitment placards of Her Majesty’s Unified Flying Fleet. 


Almost too perfect, he thought. Although yet barely capable, it looked as if the boy was actively trying for a pair of muttonchops. Ah, youth, they’re always striving to be fashionable. Ambrose’s generation had insisted upon a small scar from a sword on a clean-shaven cheek. This had been a mark of manliness, theoretically added to their cachet of attractiveness to the opposite sex. 

 Nowadays, the style was to cover one’s entire face in as much hair as possible. If any youths still sported such swordfight scars, today’s belles jeunes femmes
would never see them under such a hirsute overlay.

 “Sir?” The midshipman regarded him with eyes narrowed in impatience, “The captain?”

 Ambrose sighed and then said, “Ah, yes, the captain. Very well, I’ll be there in just a few minutes. I have to go to my cabin first and lock these away.” With his right index finger, he tapped the papers lying in his lap.

 The crewman gave the documents a speculative glance, before saying, “Very good, but do hurry, sir. We make transition in—” he glanced at the clock on the far wall, a large, round timepiece, all gleaming oak and polished brass trim with a sparkling crystal front to it, “—in just over ten minutes.”

 “I’ll be there,” Ambrose promised him, even as he pushed the papers to one side and stood. He tugged on the bottom of his waistcoat to straighten it, as he added, “I wouldn’t want to miss my first time.”

 The midshipman nodded, turned on his heels, and departed the salon. This left Ambrose alone there. Relatively few passengers were on board the huge airship. These were restricted to diplomats of the Crown, or those worthies’ minions, none of whom seemed too inclined to use the salon. For this reason, Ambrose found the room to be a place of relative solitude. However, he still always had the steady thrum of the ship’s engines for company.

 Occasionally, someone would straggle in and attempt conversation. Ambrose rarely responded beyond the tenets of basic politeness. This meant they usually drifted quickly away again. Ambrose didn’t know why he behaved so, other than he just felt so exhausted with repeatedly having to deal with bureaucratic types. Even if he had to admit the label fit him just as well.

 Ambrose shrugged into his jacket. He couldn’t appear before the captain in a state of partial undress. Abruptly, this simple necessity made him suffer from an overpowering sense of ennui. This wasn’t just for his fellow diplomats, or the endless rigmarole of formality. He was exhausted with the whole war. 


Damned the Hun, he thought for about the millionth time, it seemed. He bent and gathered the documents lying on the red-leather settee. He stuffed these in their reinforced satchel, then closed, and locked it with the little brass key he always carried. 

 Later, having secured the case in the safe, he made his way along the narrow gangway to the metal stairs. These were closer to a ladder than an actual staircase. Their flimsy look instilled little confidence in Ambrose. Grimly hanging on to the pipe-thin railing, he heaved himself upward. He puffed with the effort. Although only in his late thirties and not of heavy build, the diplomat’s life had not kept him in the best of shape. He supposed this resulted from too many long days sitting in cushioned chairs, a plethora of extravagant evening meals, and an extensive history of cheroots accompanied by glasses of port. 


I must adjust my behaviour, he thought, as he climbed, or I shall be old before my time. 

 He reached the topmost level. He paused there at the observation deck to catch his breath and to look through the metal-framed windows. Outside, there was a peerless blue sky, bordering on purple at this altitude. White clouds blocked most of the view below. However, there were a few open patches where a rich green landscape of rolling hills peeped through. 

 Scotland on a relatively good day, Ambrose felt. There, off to the left and poking through the clouds, was the snow-capped mount of Ben Nevis, or Beinn Nibheis, as the intractable Scots pronounced it. A fellow diplomat had once told him that no sooner had one managed to wrap their tongue around the Gaelic tongue twister, then those contrary Scots would switch to calling it simply, “the Ben.” 


Some joke! We English will never understand such a dour people, Ambrose reflected, as he stared at the snowy peak, anymore than we will ever truly comprehend the Irish. At least, Americans were easy to understand. But then, they weren’t a particularly subtle people. 


They’ll make for good allies in the Worlds War, he thought, as he opened the hatch-like door on his left and entered onto the bridge proper.

 “Ah, Sir Ambrose, is it? Well met,” said Captain Barnabas Aquinas Benedict, as he turned to him. He flashed a wide display of nicotine-stained teeth. These made for a large, yellow gash in the rotund man’s florid and bearded face. “You’re in good time, sir, to see the transition from its best vantage point. Always a riveting good show.” Now the man seemed to puff up, causing the gleaming brass buttons on his white jacket to strain dangerously, threatening to burst free. 


He looks like somebody’s show pigeon, Ambrose idly thought. 

 He gave Captain Benedict his most charming (meaning most diplomatic) smile. Then, after politely clearing his throat, he said, “Yes, I wouldn’t dream of missing my first viewing. You’ve done this many times?”

 The captain nodded. “Indeed,” he said, “a veritable milk run, but one never gets quite used to it, you know, travelling between universes. It often makes me wonder why the Good Lord created so many.”

 Ambrose granted the captain another smile, a much smaller one this time, because he personally very much doubted the existence of any God. He always carefully kept his own counsel on this matter. In this age of the puritanical and prim Queen Victoria, such viewpoints were tantamount to treason. 

 Instead, he just said, “Indeed, one can’t help idly speculating.”

 “Just so,” agreed the captain. “But look you ahead, sir,” he said, changing the subject. “You see how the helmsman positions us head-on for entry into the lens of the Engine?” He gestured toward the young uniformed officer standing just a few feet in front of him, busy grappling with the massive ship’s wheel, spinning the wooden thing sharply to the right. 

 Even as he did this, Ambrose felt the great airship shift, lurch a little beneath him. Ben Nevis, which had been visible off to the right through the wide window at the front of the bridge, now drifted toward the centre of their field of view. Atop the highest point of the peak, still looking small at this distance, was a tower with a large metal loop at the top. The centre of the loop was open, but held a shimmer, as of hot air on a sultry summer’s day, although it was still early spring. 


Why, it looks like nothing so much as a magnifying glass balancing on the very tip of its handle. Ambrose squinted to make it out better, even as the airship lumbered toward it. The mighty engines of the upper propellers maintained a steady, low sound, as if oblivious to any demand upon them, unresponsive to any mere mortal’s desire for more speed.

 “We’re moving faster than you may think,” the captain said, as if reading Ambrose’s thoughts. “In just minutes we’ll pass through the lens.”

 “Do you feel anything?” 


 The captain shook his head. “Nothing much really, however, there is quite the visual display. It’s a short-lived effect, though.


 “Amazing,” Ambrose said, meaning it, “An astounding piece of machinery.”


 “Aye, so it is. We can thank our good sister world, Victoriana, for supplying us with such an incredible thing, if not yet the secret of how to build it. But think of all we’ve learned. Even the process to refine aluminium for these dirigibles, along with the method of how to use helium instead of hydrogen came from them.”

 “Noble allies, indeed,” Ambrose agreed. Of course, even those nearby universes weren’t the original source of most of the knowledge his people had acquired. Ambrose knew this. Much of it came from other parallel worlds adjacent to theirs, who in turn had learned such secrets from various worlds neighbouring them. The path to the original source of such information might almost be infinitely distant, terribly removed from his universe by a succession of countless portal connections.


I wonder if there is even an original human source for this knowledge, he mused. It would make for an interesting paradox if there were not. Perhaps the gods themselves, if such there were, had let slip the information on how to construct gateways? Was there a Prometheus for portals, Ambrose wondered, a rogue god of the gates?

 “I don’t know where we would be without the Engine,” the captain said. 


I do, was
Ambrose’s rather cynical thought, even as he absently nodded his agreement. We wouldn’t be at war now, one spanning universe after universe. However, he didn’t dare voice this aloud either. To do so was disloyal.

 Still, he had his private feelings. Without the benighted portals, there could be no grand alliance of like-minded sister worlds where other versions of the Good Queen Victoria reigned and in some cases, even purportedly still ruled. There would be no need to fight an equally powerful alliance of such Germanys, all with their versions of a Bismarck or a Kaiser in charge.

 No one was sure who had started the conflict. Somewhere, far down the line of parallel universes, it had begun as just a local confrontation, confined to just one version of Earth. The Great War, they called it there, in a universe years ahead of his own timeline, being in the early Twentieth Century already, while his still languished in the latter half of the 1800s. 

 Then they had somehow discovered the use of the Engines. Tragically, instead of just one side finding the secret, both had somehow managed the momentous feat. Like a wildfire, the war had then spread. The conflict had become an ever-expanding wave front of hostilities, an interdimensional tsunami of death and destruction, rolling down the infinite line of parallel universes. 

 And now his tottered on the brink, committed, but not actually enjoined in the massive battle, being still a supplier of materiel rather than of men…so far. Ambrose knew this less-involved state of affairs was doomed. He carried the very treaty that would make this so.

 “We’re about to enter.” The captain’s voice intruded on his reflections.


 “Eh?” 


 “Ahead, Sir Ambrose. We’re almost upon the Great Lens.”


 “Sorry, I must have been wool gathering. All this makes one think.”


 “That it does, sir. I always find myself wondering, “what hath God wrought?’”


 Ambrose glanced over at Captain Benedict. He stood, as if at parade rest, hands clasped behind his back. He stared straight ahead at the approaching lens, giving Ambrose the opportunity to study him unnoticed. 

 He had detected a hidden contemplative depth to the officer he hadn’t realized was there. The man’s almost caricature-like looks and stereotypical behaviour had disguised the fact he might also be a reasoning human being. Ambrose must be slipping, he felt, to have missed this. He must guard against such assumptions in the future. Superficial misjudgements held potential for disaster.

 “Samuel F.B. Morse,” he said.

 “Eh?” The captain turned to him. “What’s that, Sir Ambrose?”

 “Your quotation, ‘What hath God wrought.’ Morse said it back in 1848. It was sent as his first coded message via telegraph wire from Baltimore to Washington.”

 “Indeed, sir, he may have, but I was quoting the bible.”

 “Ah…yes.” Ambrose felt soundly put in his place. “Of course,” he added, if feebly.

 “Here we go,” Captain Benedict said, as the nose of their enormous airship entered the space defined by the circular frame of the giant lens.

 “Oh, my Lord!” Ambrose exclaimed. The instant they started to enter the portal, an eerie, metallic-like mist filled the lens. And appearing in this vapour were all manner of colours, even colours Ambrose suspected did not, could not, exist normally. This phenomenon made him wonder if he was actually seeing these, or just experiencing them inside his head.

 “Quite the sight, isn’t it?” Captain Benedict said with evident satisfaction.

 “Incredible,” agreed Ambrose. As their ship continued its entry, the mist surrounded the confines of the bridge, seemed to muffle the sound of their engines, as if wrapping them in dense cotton wool. Lights of all sorts of marvellous hues—reds, blues, greens, purples, yellows—flashed and sparked about them in the silvery fog. There was the faintest smell of acrid ozone.


It’s rather like looking out a window with heavy rainwater coursing down the glass, Ambrose mused.

 Then they were through. The curtain of mist parted to reveal blue sky. The normal noise of the engines returned in full force. 

 “Welcome to the universe of Victoriana, Sir Ambrose,” Captain Benedict said. 

 “It looks exactly the same.”

 “Oh, it is in most ways, even down to parallel versions of each of us, for the most part, although some people might never have been born, or have already died. But so similar is this world, the average person wouldn’t discern any differences.”

 “And yet, they are much more knowledgeable in the building of great engines and such arts.”

 “Indeed, but then that’s only because a portal appeared to them sooner than it did to us. They’ve had more time to absorb such wonders, to construct such things. I have it on good authority, for instance, they’ve begun spanning the Firth of Forth with a grand bridge.”

 “Not such a wonder,” disagreed Ambrose. “We also have such plans for the railway.”

 “Oh, they’ve already done that,” the Captain repl.ied, airily, as if dismissing such a trifling idea. “Necessary for their war effort, you know. They’re now in the process of building a suspension bridge made of steel.”

 “Steel? For carts and ponies?”

 “You misunderstand me, sir. It is for motorcars they build it. The use of such contraptions is more common here than in our world. Horseless carriages, if not exactly de rigueur yet, are becoming so very quickly.”

 Ambrose was silent a long moment, considering all this—to be building such bridges, and of steel? Unthinkable! The 1800’s had seen many changes in his universe, as the Industrial Revolution had taken a firm grip on England. But the rate of change going on here must be almost inconceivable by comparison. How could a society absorb such without crumbling under the sheer weight of it?

 “We’ll head for the tower docking facility,” the captain said, interrupting his thoughts again. “From there, we’ve made arrangement for a special diplomatic train to take you all to their London.”

 Ambrose absently nodded his thanks, although he already knew this, had been briefed back at the Foreign Office about the itinerary. 

 “I look forward to seeing the city.”

 “It is much the same as ours, or so I am told, only with more horseless carriages and railways added to the mixture. The working poor and the filthy industrial areas are said to be even more extensive.”

 “I guess poverty is truly a universal phenomenon.” It was a sombre pun. “I must make ready to leave. I thank you for the invitation, Captain. It was a marvellous sight.”

 “Eh?” Now Captain Benedict frowned, beetling eyebrows descending in a v-shape. “Invitation, you say, sir? What invitation?”

 Now Ambrose frowned in return, before saying, “Why, yes, a midshipman, I think he was, told me you’d invited me to view the transition.”

 The captain looked mystified, as he said, “But I assure you, I issued no such invitation. Not that I mind your presence,” he added hastily, apparently fearing Ambrose might take offence, “but it just didn’t occur to me to do so.”

 “Well, that’s odd…” Then it hit Ambrose. “A ruse!” he exclaimed. “It was to get me out of the way.” He spun on his heels and headed for the door. “My papers!”




Part Two—Secret Documents A Secret No More

 


 In a growing panic, Ambrose ran pell-mell down the length of the observation deck. He practically dived down the steep stairs at the end. Pausing at the bottom only long enough to take one, much-needed breath, he then dashed down the hallway to his stateroom. Fumbling with the key in his haste, he finally managed to unlock and fling wide the door. 

 The satchel lay open on the floor and there were his documents strewn about the stateroom. Someone, and Ambrose strongly suspected the midshipman, had rifled through the papers, perhaps taking pictures with one of those new-fangled, tiny cameras. They were another piece of otherworld knowledge. 

 As he stared at the mess in dismay, Ambrose heard the distant cry of someone above, shouting, “Man overboard.” 

 Crossing to the port window, he was just in time to see what looked like a large, billowing, white sheet descend out of sight, disappearing below his field of view. Ambrose had no illusions about what this meant. The culprit was absconding with photos of Her Majesty’s top-secret documents.

 And it was all Ambrose’s fault. How could he have been so stupid? Again, he’d gone by outward appearances only, focused on the superficial rather than the substance. He’d thought the midshipman had looked a little too perfect. That alone should have tipped him off. As Ambrose continued staring vacantly out the window, he considered his next move. He knew one thing; certainly, his career was now in the greatest jeopardy. Even though he had gone by the book, secrets had been stolen, and Victoria’s government always liked to place the blame somewhere convenient in such cases. Ambrose knew he would seem very convenient. 

 “It’s a pity about your documents,” the captain said, later. “We vet our enlistees very carefully, but if he were someone’s doppelganger from a parallel world, it’s a very hard thing to discover. Even using the very latest in detection, such as fingerprinting, you can’t tell.”

 Ambrose merely nodded, too despondent to want to listen to the officer’s excuses.


 “He stole and used one of those new parachutes we have. They’re only supposed to be used in emergencies.”


 “It’s nobody’s fault, Captain Benedict. We all did as we were supposed to do. It just wasn’t enough. The enemy was too clever.”


 “Then let us hope such doesn’t happen too often, or our war effort could be severely hampered.” 


 “Indeed, sir, let us pray for that much, at least. Anyway, I must go and report this affair to my superiors.”


 “Well, goodbye, Sir Ambrose.” As the captain shook hands with him, he added, “I imagine you don’t look forward to your trip to London now.”

 Ambrose rolled his eyes. “Under the present circumstances, Captain, that’s a gross understatement.” With a desultory departing wave, Ambrose left him and then the airship. He walked through the flimsy-looking, passenger umbilical to the tower docking station. Upon arriving there, he found himself in a small chamber, with an elevator on the opposite side. 


Down I go, he thought, as he crossed over to the lift. He stepped into it and closed the gate. And perhaps in more ways than one.

 The descent took a while, so high was the tower. At the bottom, a pretty woman met him as he exited. She wore a wide-brimmed, white hat, one replete with large white feathers. She also wore a becoming, long-sleeved, and high-collared dress that had a wasp-like waist to it. The dress was a matching white to the hat, as was the parasol she carried. The look was very different from the voluminous hoop skirts of his England. Her apparel showed her figure to remarkable advantage. 

 “You are Sir Ambrose Southgate?” she asked, and then gave him a warm smile, which made her look even prettier. Her dark eyes flashed with apparent good humour.

 He returned the smile, dipped his head in a brief bow, and said, “Yes. And you are?”

 “Lady Permellia Bantering, at your service. Our War Office assigned me to conduct you and your papers safely to London.” She gave a brief nod, indicating the satchel whose handle he clutched in his right hand. 

 “A lady escort?” 

 “Manpower shortage—the war, you know,” she explained. “They assign us these duties to free up men for the frontlines.”

 “Ah, well…” he started, but then couldn’t think of how to finish the sentence. So he just said, “I’m afraid you’ve arrived a bit late for the safe conduct part of your mission, as far as the documents are concerned. Someone rifled them while I was still aboard the airship, just before my arrival here. I fear the guilty party may have taken photographs of them, since he didn’t bother to steal the actual papers. Evidently, he then made good his escape by absconding with something called a parachute.”

 Lady Permellia’s brown eyes widened at his words. “How is this possible?” she asked. “Were they not properly secured? The documents, I mean?”

 “Of course, they were, madam. I know my duty. I had them locked in my stateroom safe, as well as having them also secured in this valise. The villain must not only have had the combination to the safe, but a copy of my key, as well, since neither was forced. But this would seem impossible, since I never let the key from my person. There’s only the one.”

 “A mystery, then,” she said, and her pretty face contorted into a frown of concentration. “And it would seem with some major implications for both our War Offices.”

 “And the Foreign Offices, as well,” Ambrose added, glumly. He was definitely not looking forward to meeting with his superiors.

 “In any case, we’d better hurry,” she said, her eyes now reflecting a sudden concern. “Our train leaves shortly. The luggage is loaded, as are all the other passengers. They are rather impatient to depart, or so a rather irate station manager has confided to me.”

 Ambrose sighed, before saying, “I was unavoidably detained. The captain wanted a thorough report.”

 “I’m sure the captain would be anxious for his superiors to have a full understanding of the situation.”


Translation, thought Ambrose, he’s covering his own prodigious bottom and to hell with mine. 


 “Shall we?” she asked. She turned and preceded him toward a waiting horseless carriage, a bright red one parked on the gravelled road just yards from where they stood. Ambrose watched her go for a moment, noticing the curve of her hips, the confidant sway to them. Then he hurried to follow her.

 





Part Three—A Case Of Most Dastardly Sabotage

 


 The ride to the station was short. The driver, a taciturn Scot with a deep scowl, never spoke, but rather grunted his replies. They alighted from the flashy motorcar and entered the small, but ornate building. Raised eyebrows from the uniformed stationmaster standing by the doorway, plus a pointed glance at the pocket watch he held, made them increase their pace. 

 Even as they boarded the train, the gleaming black locomotive chuffed great gouts of white steam, belched dark grey smoke, and with a low rumble began to move slowly out of the station. The two made their way to an unoccupied compartment, one with a “Reserved” sign hanging from the door. 

 “This is ours,” Lady Permellia explained, as she entered the cubicle. 

 Ambrose glanced at the richly panelled and plush red-velvet interior. “It’s better than one has a right to expect under the circumstances,” he said, “what with the war and all.”

 “You are a guest here, one who carries an important treaty. You deserve the best.”


 “You know about it, then?” 


 “Of course. A treaty of such moment is a precious thing.”


 Ambrose felt bewildered. “I don’t understand. Why was I forced to go to such lengths of secrecy if everyone knows about it already?”

 Lady Permellia removed her large hat and carefully placed it on a shelf above her seat. Ambrose noted she had a luxuriant growth of raven tresses, all neatly piled high atop her head.

 “Hardly everyone knows about it,” she corrected, as she turned to face him. “I do, but then, I’m not everyone. I hold a respectable position in government.”

 “Of course,” he hastened to say as she sat down. He followed her lead and sat, as well. “That only stands to reason.”

 “Does it, indeed?” she asked, a shade tartly. Then more gently, she explained, “Your world is technically at war, Sir Ambrose, but I don’t think your people comprehend the full implications of such a thing, the full measure of what a world war constitutes. You supply us with machinery and agricultural products to support our efforts against the Central Powers. This aids your economy, but your people are not yet actually fighting, whereas, we lose thousands of men on a weekly and sometimes even daily basis. There’s a terrible shortage of manpower on the home front. Women, if we are to be patriotic, must try to fill that gap, since we’re told, we’re unfit for actual battle.”

 “The war goes so badly?” Ambrose had heard it had been a relative stalemate for some time, but hadn’t realized how many men were actually dying.

 “It does not go at all, if you want my honest opinion of the matter,” she said, rather bluntly and dangerously, he felt, for she didn’t know him, or to whom he might repeat such a seditious-sounding statement.

 “My frankness surprises?”

 “It sounds a bit defeatist,” he admitted. 

 “Perhaps, but it’s still true, even so. We’re involved in what is known here as ‘trench warfare,’ something new and terribly fruitless by all accounts. No progress on either side seems possible. This is why we need the new treaty, one that commits your world to being full allies in the battle.”

 “And what of our own Germans and Austrians,” he couldn’t help asking. “Who then do we use to fight them?”

 She raised one eyebrow, before saying, “I’ve no doubt you will find similar solutions to ours.”


Another portal is her implication, thought Ambrose, morosely. Draw yet another unsuspecting Earth and its millions into the ever-spreading battle. Then how many more worlds after that? The conflagration grows. The contamination spreads.

 After this jarring conversation, Lady Permellia steered the discussion to less controversial ones, choosing to remark about such mundane things as comparing the weather of their two universes (seemingly the same), and asking about the fashions of women in his world.

 When he described them to her as best he could, she smiled. 

 “How very provincial,” she said, “Hoop skirts, no less. But then, we’re more exposed to the fashions of other worlds, so I believe we’ve managed to skip a stage in them somewhere along the way.”

 Sir Ambrose nodded politely. He was still brooding about the implications of what she’d said earlier, and wondering exactly who she was. Just what part does she truly play in all of this? He wondered. Where, exactly, do her sympathies really lie?

 It wasn’t long later, lulled by the rocking motion of the train and weariness from the difficult day, that he drifted off to sleep. Since the Lady Permellia had already closed her eyes some time before, Ambrose didn’t think she’d mind.


SKREEEEK! The ear-splitting sound and being jerked forward, awakened Ambrose. For an instant, he couldn’t remember where he was. Seeing Lady Permellia Bantering leaning forward to look out of the carriage’s window, everything came back to him in a rush.

 “What is it?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

 Her anxious anthracite eyes regarded him, as she said, “We’re stopping. Apparently, it’s an emergency.”

 “A collision?” Ambrose couldn’t hide the fear in his voice. In his world, train collisions were uncommon, but they did happen and were awful events, with the locomotive’s boiler often exploding and people being hideously burned and crushed.

 “More likely, something is on the tracks. This is Scotland, after all, and still rather a backward place. I wouldn’t worry. Although, the fact it happens now and to our particular train is—”

 “Worrisome?” he finished for her, even as the train jolted to a final stop. 

 She nodded, “Well, we may as well find out what the problem is.” She stood and reached for her hat, removed it from the shelf, and placed it on her head. “Care to join me?”

 He nodded. “I would.” 


 They exited the compartment and headed down the corridor. A scattering of other passengers, all men, was doing the same. 


 As they descended the steps, a conductor hurried toward their small group.


 Lady Permellia, of all of them, took the initiative. “What has happened, sir? Are we in danger?”


 “Danger, milady? No, none that I know of. But there is a tree, a big one, fallen across the track.”


 “Can it be easily moved?” asked one of the other diplomats, one Ambrose hadn’t met on the airship. 


 “Nay, sir. It’s very large.”


 “What caused it to fall?” Ambrose asked, curious. “Has there been a storm recently?”


 “Nay, sir,” the conductor said again, “None such ‘ereabouts for weeks. In any case, no storm was causin’ this, sir. It was sabotage. The tree’s been cut. So I advise you to all stay on the train as just a precaution. No tellin’ who may be out and about in these parts. We’ve already sent crew to arrange for other transportation. It so happens there’s a dealer of motorcars in the next town. We’re arranging to commandeer some.

 “My good man, is that really necessary?” asked one of the other diplomats in a pained voice. “Can’t we simply wait for help to come to remove the tree, and then continue on our journey?”

 “Not possible, sir. The tree will take work and considerable time, I expect. Have to ship a sizeable crew out to cut it up. Could be as much as another day. And I’m thinking you’re not wantin’ to wait that long to get to London.”

 “Certainly not,” snapped the same man.

 





Part Four—Machinations Of A Motor Pirate

 


 Sir Ambrose and Lady Permellia, along with two other diplomats of minor degree, as Ambrose thought of them, climbed aboard one of the five provided motorcars, a dark, green-coloured one. They had a slim young driver by the name of Wilkins. No doubt, he was there more to insure the safe return of the horseless carriage to its owner than to accommodate the passengers. Still, red-haired and blue-eyed, he was incorrigibly cheerful. He and Lady Permellia seemed to hit it off instantly, much to Ambrose’s bemusement, and he had to admit, slight jealousy.

 “We’ll make good time, milady,” Wilkins said in a bright tone of voice as they started their trip with a guttural roar from the vehicle’s engine. “This here is an eight-horsepower Daimler.”

 One of the two diplomats, a man introduced earlier as just “Jenkins,” said, “Not so much, really. Even a Clement is nine-and-a-half.

 “Indeed, sir, but this one has staying power. She mayn’t be a racer, but she has the endurance, she does.”

 Ambrose stayed out of the conversation. He knew next to nothing about horseless carriages. However, Lady Permellia didn’t show such reticence.

 She turned in her seat by the door to gaze across Ambrose at Jenkins, who sat on his other side. “I must ask, sir, how you’re so familiar with motorcars. Surely, your world does not yet have some of these models?”

 “I’ve been here before,” the man explained, “And these machines fascinate me. Sadly, ours are years behind, eh Farthington?”

 Farthington, a fat man with an alarmingly large moustache and a face like a Welsh mudslide, leaned back against his seat with his eyes closed. He gave only a noncommittal grunt.

 Still, Jenkins’ answer seemed to satisfy Lady Permellia for she now followed Farthington’s example by settling herself comfortably against the leather upholstery. Her close proximity to him made Ambrose uncomfortable, but in a good way, for he could feel her warmth, and smell her perfume. He enjoyed the heady aroma and he delighted in her closeness to him. Horseless carriages seemed to have a distinct advantage over trains when it came to the sexes becoming more intimate, it seemed. Ambrose idly wondered where it might all lead to one day.

 By late dusk, they’d made good headway on their sojourn, despite making several stops to relieve cramped legs, and eat a plain meal at a tiny inn. They’d long ago lost the other cars, since each driver set his own pace and length of rest periods. The roads were in poor shape, unpaved, and often full of potholes. Although the Daimler seemingly traversed these well, it wasn’t so easy for its occupants. They bounced around. And lack of rain made for dusty conditions. Since only Wilkins wore a protective cap, dustcoat, and goggles, the rest of them soon had a fine layer of grit coating them. Ambrose chafed for a bath. This, Wilkins promised, would come later that night, at an inn in the next sizeable town.

 Just after he had explained this, they spied the oncoming headlamps of another motorcar. The vehicle was at the top of a far hill, lights glaring, as if in anger at them. They soon lost view of the motorcar, as it plunged down an intervening dale, out of sight. 

 “Strange to have someone out at this hour,” Wilkins remarked offhandedly. “Few afford motorcars in these parts. Even fewer are willing to drive this late into the evening, road conditions being what they are.”

 “Well, we’re doing it,” Farthington of the giant moustache pointed out.

 “Aye, so we are,” amiably agreed Wilkins.

 “Good God!” exclaimed Jenkins, as the other motorcar suddenly reappeared, much closer now, and raced right for them at top speed. The noise of its engine was loud, even over that of the Daimler’s own motor.

 “Watch out!” yelled Ambrose, for it looked as if the oncoming vehicle intended to deliberately crash head-on into them.

 Wilkins swerved sharply to the left, even as the strange motorcar shot by them on their right, just a glare of blinding headlamps and a flash of midnight-blue paintwork. Wilkins pulled their vehicle to a halt on the side of the road. He’d barely managed to avoid a ditch. The Daimler had stalled out, so hard had he braked. Their lights still shone, though, and picked out pine trees, stark sentinels guarding a pool of inky darkness just beyond them.

 “Good job, Wilkins,” Ambrose praised him. “If we’d collided, it would have been fatal.”


 “Indeed,” Lady Permellia said, but sounding strangely calm. “We owe you our lives, Wilkins.”


 “I think not.” Jenkins sounded breathless. “The other vehicle swerved at the last minute, quite on purpose, I’d say.”


 “By Jove! You mean he was deliberately just trying to scare us?” Ambrose was amazed at such a foolhardy idea.


 “Either that, or it was to deliberately force us off the road.”


 “Why would anyone do that?” Farthington sounded outraged, “What would be the purpose, just some sort of malevolent sport?”


 “I don’t know, but I think we shall jolly well soon find out. Could that be his headlamps?” Jenkins had twisted about to look over his shoulder. Ambrose followed suit. In the distance, there was a glow of an oncoming motorcar, although, the vehicle itself was invisible, being still below the crest of the hill. 

 “It may be,” he said. “This can’t just be coincidence. Let’s get out of this thing. We’ve no idea what his intentions are. And I, for one, don’t want to be in the vehicle when he comes roaring through here again.” 

 “Good idea,” agreed Lady Permellia, still sounding just a shade too complacent for Ambrose’s comfort. 


Why isn’t she more upset by all this, as the rest of us are? Nerves of steel, he supposed. Or being a woman, perhaps she just wasn’t aware of the inherent danger in their situation. After all, he carried secret documents that any number of people might kill to obtain.

 They all quickly climbed out of the Daimler and headed for the comparative safety of the nearby copse of trees. Both Jenkins and Farthington plunged deep into the woods, followed more slowly by Wilkins, and then Ambrose, with Lady Permellia by his side. 

 “Oh, your satchel!” she exclaimed. “We can’t leave it.” She turned back.


 “My lady!” Ambrose shouted after her. “It’s too late.”


 She didn’t answer, but just kept running. Giving a sigh of exasperation, Ambrose took off after her. 



Women, he thought, as he ran, why don’t they ever behave sensibly?

 Arriving at the automobile, Lady Permellia snatched the bag from its place on the floorboard. She turned and headed back toward him.

 “Oh!” she cried as she toppled into the ditch. He was at her side within seconds. She sat on the ground, groaning. “It’s my left ankle. I think I’ve twisted it.”

 “I’ll help you,” he said, as he took her right arm, slung it over his shoulder, and gently lifted her until she was in a standing position. “Don’t put any weight on it,” he advised, when he saw her wince with pain. “Let me support you.”

 Just then, the strange motorcar roared to a stop next to the Daimler. A cloud of dust rose around it, obscuring the vehicle and its occupant.

 “You there!” a deep male voice shouted from the cloud, as Ambrose hurried to help Lady Permellia to the safety of the woods. The satchel lay abandoned in the ditch where she’d dropped it.

 “Stop!” shouted the voice. A shot rang out. Ambrose immediately froze. Still supporting Lady Permellia, he slowly turned back to face the anonymous stranger. The man was now standing in front of his motorcar, a looming silhouette in the hazy light of the headlamps, but Ambrose clearly saw the great black pistol he wielded.

 “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, as aggressively as he could. “Who are you to accost us in this manner, sir?”


 “I’m a pirate,” the man said. 


 “A pirate?” Ambrose repeated, blankly. “But pirates are only on the high seas.” 


 “Not this one, not since the advent of the horseless carriage. Now, are there more of you? I could’ve sworn I saw more of you when I passed.”

 “Well, if there were, they’re now long gone, well into the woods, and undoubtedly off to get help, after hearing you fire your gun. So unless you wish to go traipsing into the forest after them, you are out of luck, sir.”

 “It doesn’t matter. You two will do quite nicely.”

 “Take what you want.” Lady Permellia’s tone was icy, “and be on your way.”

 “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” the man said, with almost a chuckle. “You see, my point was to obtain a couple of diplomats as hostages.”

 A dawning suspicion came over Ambrose. “How do you know we’re diplomats?” he asked. “How can you possibly know that?”


 “It was my confederates who blocked your train and forced you to come by motorcar.”


 “You would endanger so many lives by doing such a dreadful thing?” 


 There was a nonchalant quality to his voice, as the pirate said, “We did it on a long straightaway, in broad daylight. We knew the engineer would see the tree well in advance and have plenty of time to stop. In any case, our government isn’t concerned about the number of people it’s murdering in this stupid war, so why should I be? But I have need of you two. You will come with me. You will provide me with, shall we say, a certain advantage?”

 “And if we don’t?” Lady Permellia asked in a quiet voice, “If we refuse, what then, sir?”


 “Then I’ll have no compunction about shooting you where you stand, for you will be of no further use to me.” 


 Just as he said this, young Wilkins came charging out of the trees. 


 “Run,” he shouted to them. “Lady Permellia, I’ll help you!”


 A shot interrupted his cry, as the pirate fired. Without a sound, or a single moan, Wilkins crumpled to the ground at the edge of the woods and lay still.

 “You killed him!” Ambrose shouted, now furious. “He was just a boy. He meant no harm. And you killed him!”


 “As I will you, if you don’t do as I’ve ordered.”


 “Sir, you are a monster!” Lady Permellia spat the words.


 “That’s as may be, madam, but even monsters have motives. Now do as I say and come over here. I need to have you bound, so I can drive without interference. Now, I said!” he added, when they didn’t move.

 Feeling nothing but hatred for this anonymous stranger, but helpless to do otherwise, since Lady Permellia couldn’t escape on her own, Ambrose gave into the creature’s demands. Helping her, they made their way toward the sinister man, who remained but a dark shape by a strange car on a deserted road. Despite having Lady Permellia so close to him, Ambrose had never felt so terribly alone, or so helpless.

 



Part Five—Despicable Plots And Counterplots

 


 The two of them lay half-seated, half-slumped in the back of the automobile, as the motor pirate raced at high speed down the country lane. Every time they hit a bump, Ambrose was in danger of falling over sideways onto the seat. Their kidnapper had forced Lady Permellia to tie Ambrose first, and then had thoroughly checked her knots to make sure they were secure. He then had bound her. 


At least we now know what the cretin looks like, Ambrose thought, as he gazed at the burly man driving the vehicle. That, at least, was something. If they ever managed to get free, should this man ever be apprehended, they could identify him without any mistake before a jury. How Ambrose longed to see the fellow for the drop, to see the man swing from the gallows. He’d pay good money to witness such an event. Wilkins, poor lad! Left there like a rag doll to lie on the side of the road in the dirt.

 Actually, the driver did look very much the pirate. He had dark flashing eyes, very like the Lady Permellia’s, but with a sinister look to them. Coarse featured in every other respect, with pocked skin and thick, black eyebrows, he even wore a heavy beard, just like some modern-day version of Black Beard. 

 “You mentioned an advantage,” Ambrose said to him over the engine’s noise. The thing sounded as if it had a powerful motor, which judging by the speed it could do, it must have. “What kind of leverage do you seek?”

 “You’ll see,” the pirate said. “Now be quiet or I’ll gag you.”

 The drive was a long and silent one after that. Ambrose squirmed through most of it, for his bindings chaffed, especially about his wrists. He felt certain he had rope burns. But the worst part was a cramp between his shoulder blades from having his arms pulled back behind him in such an awkward position. He glanced over at the Lady Permellia. She just sat there, slumped sideways in her seat, eyes closed, as if asleep, although he was sure she wasn’t. Who could be when having just been kidnapped? Ambrose admired her ability to stay calm under such adverse circumstances. He knew most females would have been in complete hysterics by now. At least, he had always assumed they would be…

 



* * *

 


 “Ah, at last,” the pirate declared in a gruff voice as they drove through twin, wrought-iron gates and headed up a narrow drive. The lights of the motorcar picked out the ghostly columns of stately yew trees closely hemming the edges of the gravelled road. 

 “We’re here?” Lady Permellia opened her eyes.


 “Yes, milady. I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable?”


 “You might have made my bindings a bit looser, Bertie.”


 “And risk your man there realizing this was all a farce and so try to escape, rather than staying to protect the fair maiden?”


 “I’m hardly fair.” Her tone was a droll one.


 “What’s all this?” Sir Ambrose glanced first toward the pirate and then toward Lady Permellia. She regarded him with solemn eyes. “What the deuce is going on here? You’re part of this—this charade?”

 “The instigator, more like,” the pirate said. “I work for her.”

 “That’s enough, Bertie,” she told him. “I’ll do the explaining. She turned her attention to Ambrose. “Yes,” she said, “I’m behind this ‘charade,’ as you put it. But it was for a good purpose.”

 “A good purpose?” he exploded. “You killed poor Wilkins for your good
purpose?”

 “Oh, he isn’t dead. Although your diplomat compatriots will think so, I’m sure. A little fake blood from a capsule he carried, along with the tablet he took, gave him very much the resemblance of being dead. The drug causes a state very like death, being curare based, but it doesn’t last long. Still, they’ll think him killed well and proper. That is, if they even bothered to check. I imagine if they were still watching from the woods when that little pantomime played out, they very soon hightailed it deeper into the forest. We were quite convincing.”

 “Did you have something to do with the break-in of my cabin aboard the airship? Was that part of your damnable good purpose, too?”

 “No, Sir Ambrose, we didn’t. That was another faction and nothing to do with us. If I had to guess, I’d say it was the work of the Germans, although, perhaps not the ones from here.”

 “This is all for money? I am to be held for ransom, is that it?” He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice.

 “Indeed, you are, and when the appropriate sum is paid, you will be released, although, it won’t exactly be you who will go to them. And though nice to have for our purposes, the money really isn’t important. It’s merely to keep up the pretence of a kidnapping we demand it. They will suspect this to be nothing more than a common act of motor piracy that way.”

 Ambrose felt as if his mind was reeling. Then it hit him. 

 “A doppelganger—you are going to use a doppelganger in my stead. So not only will you receive a large sum of money from the government, but you will have one of your own planted there in my place, an agent du provocateur, a spy?”

 “You are a quick study,” Lady Permellia said. “But then, you always are.”

 “What do you mean…always?”

 “Oh, come now, Sir Ambrose. Did you think this is the first time our side has done this sort of thing? I assure you, it’s not the case.”

 “Other versions of me, is that it? You have been playing out this little game with my twins in other world lines?”

 “Again, you demonstrate your extraordinary mental alacrity. No wonder, the higher-ups want to keep recruiting you.”

 “Re-re-recruit me, madam?” he spluttered, so furious was he. “Are you completely mad? You think you can kidnap me, have me replaced with one of your filthy traitors, and then tell me you’re recruiting me, and all in one breath?” 

 “Well, it has taken several breaths, actually, but that about sums it up. But can’t we wait until we’re at the manse to continue this conversation?” She gave him almost a coquettish look, before adding, “It would be so much more comfortable.”

 Even as she said this, the car pulled to a stop before a large country home of Tudor design. The massive, grey-stoned structure was several stories tall, complete with a bristling complement of the small towers so popular at the time of its construction, along with a plethora of chimney pots poking up everywhere. There were lights shining mellow amber from casements on the ground floor. This, plus outdoor lamps, illuminated the entrance to the majestic home. The yellow light spilled onto them where they parked in the driveway.

 After untying Lady Permellia first, if that’s who she truly was, for now Ambrose wasn’t certain of anything, the giant turned to him. “If I set you free, you promise not to escape?” he rumbled at him.

 “For now. But I don’t promise I won’t try later.”

 “Fair enough.” The motor pirate proceeded to loosen his bonds. Freed at last, Ambrose rubbed first one wrist and then the other to restore circulation.

 “I hope he didn’t tie the knots too tight?” Lady Permellia’s manner was solicitous.

 Although there were deep red marks on his wrists from the ropes, there was no abraded flesh, so Ambrose shook his head. “I am well enough,” he admitted, if reluctantly.

 “Good,” she said. “Then shall we go in and have some dinner? I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. I shall retire to bathe first, I think. You might consider doing the same. That road was impossibly dusty. Bertie will show you to your quarters.” 

 She turned to her pirate. “You’ll take care of him?” she asked, “see that he wants for nothing and is given clothes suitable for dining?”

 “Of course, milady.” He turned toward Ambrose. “After you, sir.” He gestured with a flourish of one huge arm toward the mansion’s grand entrance. Ambrose nodded and then led the way, all too aware the towering man stalked right behind him. He also noticed Lady Permellia was no longer limping—another damnable ruse!

 





Part Six—Revelations And Decisions

 


 After a shave and having bathed in a bathtub filled to the brim with piping hot water, Ambrose dressed in the borrowed dinner ensemble. The clothes fit perfectly, which made him suspect their dubious origins. He left his rooms. To say they had been expensively and tastefully decorated was an understatement, for whoever the Lady Permellia really was, if she was responsible for the décor, she had talent. From paintings of storm-tossed ships at sea, to the dark mahogany tables, and an oversized bed, everything had a man in mind.

 Yes, Lady Permellia had talent. Ambrose already knew this much. She had a real talent for pulling the wool over his eyes. She had thoroughly hoodwinked him into this situation.

 But he wasn’t going to let such happen again. Nor was he going to stay here, if he could help it. He was determined to escape, somehow get to London. However, he also was intent on playing this game out a little further to try to find out for whom she worked.

 He made his way down the great central staircase with its sweeping curve. “Bertie” waited for him at the bottom, now dressed in the uniform of a butler. This gave him the appearance of a gigantic and rather demented-looking penguin.

 “This way, if you please, Sir Ambrose,” he intoned in his gruff voice. He motioned toward a doorway on his right. “Her Ladyship awaits you.” 

 Ambrose passed the man without any acknowledgement, a deliberate snub. He entered the room. It was a library. Lady Permellia sat in a wing-backed armchair that dwarfed her, made her look small and vulnerable. 


A chair made for a man, Ambrose supposed, but what man? Certainly, not Bertie, not unless they are secretly lovers. He found he didn’t like that supposition at all.

 “Good evening,” she said, but she didn’t rise. “Won’t you take a seat?” Lady Permellia waved a hand toward a matching green chair set opposite hers. “Bertie,” she added, “fetch us some Madeira, please?” She looked to Ambrose, as if seeking his approval. He gave the sketchiest dip of his head. Lady Permellia then nodded toward her pirate-butler. He disappeared from the doorway, no doubt intent upon fulfilling her request.

 “Please, do be seated,” she insisted, when Ambrose still made no move toward the chair. Grudgingly, for he didn’t like being so close to her, found it too mentally befuddling, he crossed the room and sat down. He was determined not to come under the sway of her beauty or charms, despite this proximity to her, the delicate scent of her perfume already wafting toward him.

 “You would like an explanation, no doubt,” she said.

 “If it’s the truth.”

 “You’re within your rights not to trust me, I suppose, but we had to make the abduction look as convincing as possible to the authorities, you see.”

 “And how are you going to explain your freedom to them?”

 “Ah, that’s easy. Your replacement will say he assisted in my escape and when questioned by the authorities, I will simply agree. In fact, I must soon arrange to let them know I’m free, before they decide to nose around here without my having first told them. They might then wonder at my procrastination.”

 Bertie returned bearing a tray that held a decanter of amber liquid and two crystal glasses. He set it on a low table between them. Then, without saying a word, he poured out the Madeira. The first, he handed to Lady Permellia. The second, he passed to Ambrose.

 “Thank you, Bertie,” she said. “You may leave the tray.”


 “Dinner will be in half an hour, milady,” he intoned. He executed a cursory bow, turned, and marched from the room.


 “A good butler,” Lady Permellia said. 


 “A good pirate, too.” Ambrose took a quick sip of his drink. The liquid felt smooth and warm as it coursed down his throat, leaving a wonderful, sharp, oaken aftertaste. “Now,” he said, setting his glass upon the tray, “about that explanation?”

 “Ah yes.” Lady Permellia paused to sip from her drink, before saying, “This just seemed a very good way to handle things. It works most of the times when you’re recruited.”

 “I, personally, have not been recruited, madam. That issue remains very much still in doubt.”

 “Perhaps, but many similar variants of you have. You are an intelligent person, a rational and compassionate one. When the circumstances of what we’re attempting are explained, you invariably agree with our goals.”

 “Please, enough about the other versions of me.” Ambrose gave a dismissive wave of his right hand. “I’m more concerned about the one sitting in your library, here with you now.”

 “Of course. Well, to put it simply, our faction (you must understand there are many factions in this Worlds War business), wants to put a stop to its spread. It’s our belief that contaminating all the world lines with this holocaust is a horrible thing. If left alone, many worlds would avoid it. Others will have smaller versions happen. Unfortunately, many will also have the Great War, eventually, but not just yet in their universes. The Great War shouldn’t normally come until around 1914 or thereabouts.”

 Ambrose leaned forward in his seat. “I don’t understand. If the war is so inevitable in so many different timelines, why bother to contain it?”

 Now she leaned forward, as well, as if to match his intensity. “Don’t you see?” she asked, “By involving other worlds in the conflict, it extends and worsens it. For instance, as long as our world can keep getting soldiers and extra supplies from your world, we can continue to fight our war indefinitely. In some world lines, war has already gone on for over two decades. Can you conceive of such slaughter, the millions upon millions dead? 

 “No,” she said, continuing, “The Great War is bad enough, but it lasts on average about five to six years in most worlds, instead of decades. This leaves civilizations relatively intact afterward, still capable of moving forward. But some of the worlds that fight longer develop ghastly new weapons, ones capable of destroying entire cities in an instant. They are reduced to poisonous rubble with most life extinct.”

 Ambrose again leaned back in his chair, but only after first taking his glass of Madeira. He sipped deeply now, as he meditated. There was no doubt what she said was convincing, truly frightening, in fact. But was any of it true?

 “Doomsday for many worlds—is that it?” he finally asked.


 “You don’t believe me?” 


 “I didn’t say that.”


 “But my recent behaviour involving your kidnapping makes all I say now suspect?”


 He nodded.


 She gave a long sigh, before saying, “Indeed, even I would view the situation thus, if I were you. But simply ask yourself what the ultimate outcome will be for your world, given enough time and enough war. Extrapolate events for me.”

 “Well, I would suppose if this trench warfare you speak of does create a stalemate, then we will soon find ourselves in the same boat as you.”

 “And then?”


 “I suppose we would have to resort to new means of finding more manpower and materiel.”


 “By using an Engine to create another portal?”


 “Yes,” he said, “if we can obtain the means to build one. Then we’d be able to continue to fight. The outcome could be ghastly, even as you say.”

 “And not just for yourselves, because you’d also be spreading the contagion to yet another timeline, which in turn, would then do the same to another, ad infinitum.”

 “Odd, you should keep using the word, ‘contagion,’” he said. “It’s exactly what I thought earlier.” 


 “You see, great minds do think alike.” Now she smiled.


 “Yours and mine?”


 “No, I meant you and the other versions of you. Your replacement told me the same thing before he left here. He’s from several timelines removed from this one.”

 “This is all very difficult and odd, you know.” Ambrose was annoyed now. This wasn’t so much with Lady Permellia, as himself. He actually felt jealous of himself, or at least another variant of him. But there was no assailing her logic. He did want to help stop the war’s spread.

 “How can I help?” he asked, knowing he must sound resigned.

 “By aiding us in shutting down the Engine between your world and this one. We intend to destroy both simultaneously, yours, and your German one. Other agents are handling that. If we succeed, your people will be left to sort out their problems in their own way, without intervention.”

 “I’m to go back? I will not be recruited as a spy here, too?”

 “Yes, you’ll go back, but we’d like you to still help us. It will require no betrayals on your part. We only ask you to ferret out what you can about any other timeline factions operating in your world, what they might be doing. One of our few agents there will contact you periodically to ask for any such knowledge you may have acquired during each interim. You see, we’re spread so thin there; this would help us a great deal. Your alternate will do the same here.”

 “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you just have him act the spy in his own timeline and for that matter, why not have contacted me, and have me do the same in mine? Why shuffle us about like this?”

 “Would you be able to betray your sworn oath to your actual government?”

 He considered this a moment. “Well, no, perhaps not,” he conceded. “It would have been…difficult.”

 “Yes, for a man of honour to break such an oath is no small thing. However, this way your alternates are freed of such necessities. They swore oaths only to their own governments, not facsimiles of them. Then, too, there was the matter of intercepting you, so we could contact you and plant your replacement here. It was much easier to get to you after you made your transition to this world, logistically speaking, of course.”

 “Of course,” he agreed, dryly. “Is there a Lady Permellia in my world line?” he asked, hoping this was so.


 “No, I’m afraid not. None such ever existed there.” 


 “I see.”


 “You will in time. It does take time.” 


 “I would imagine. What comes next?”


 “Well, if you’re agreeable, we have dinner and then an early night. In just a few hours from now, we ready our attack on the Engine.”

 “You’re attempting to close it so soon?”

 “The sooner the better,” she said. “Less people will die that way. And now, before Bertie comes to pointedly remind us, let us repair to the dining room. He hates it when his meals become cold.”

 “He’s also a cook?”

 “Bertie, as you may soon discover, is many things. But in case you’re wondering, no, he isn’t also my paramour.” So saying, she rose from her seat. 

 Ambrose, now knowing he blushed a bright red, jumped to do the same. With his left elbow supporting her right hand, he shyly escorted her from the library.




Part Seven—“Something Wicked This Way Comes”

 


 The next morning, if awakening in what seemed the middle of the night could be construed as actual morning, Bertie roused Ambrose.

 “You must get up,” he told him. “It’s past two already.”

 “Do I get to have breakfast before we embark on our endeavours?”

 “It’s waiting in the dining room.” He fixed Ambrose with a reproving eye, “You must get up now, sir.”

 “Very well.” Ambrose sat up, if resentfully. “I’ll be down in a moment.”

 “As quickly as possible, sir. Lady Permellia has already eaten, and is read to start as soon as you are.” He sketched an abbreviated bow and left the bedroom.

 Immediately, Ambrose threw back the covers and jumped out of bed. He rushed to clean himself. In minutes, he had accomplished this and was racing down the stairs, still pulling on his jacket as he went.

 Lady Permellia waited for him in the dining room, already dressed in her travelling clothes, complete with duster, red-beribboned bonnet, and a pair of goggles dangling from her right, gloved hand.

 Seeing her, he stopped short. “Good morning,” he ventured, bashfully.


 “Good morning, Sir Ambrose. I trust you slept well?”


 “Very,” he said, “if not enough.”


 “Then please hurry and eat. We must get started. Everything’s in place and we wish to have our plan in motion before the workers arrive at the Engine. I shall fill you in while you finish your meal.”

 



* * *

 


 “I shall drive us to the airship docking facility,” Lady Permellia said later, as they stood together on the top step of the stairs leading down from the mansion. “Bertie is already on the way there to ready things.” 

 When Ambrose gave her a sharp glance, she smiled before saying, “Not to worry, Sir Ambrose. I’ve driven on many occasions, so have no fears. Women aren’t entirely helpless.”

 “I’m beginning to understand that.” 


 Together, they descended the stone steps and headed for the vehicle.


 “This horseless carriage of yours seems far different from others I’ve seen,” he said.


 “That’s because it hasn’t been invented here yet. It’s a Type 18 Bugati with a 5.0 engine. It should appear here first in racing, around 1914, or so I’m told.”

 “I know nothing of such mechanical contraptions,” Ambrose freely admitted. “Does this mean it’s a faster motorcar than most?” 

 “It means it’s the fastest here. That’s why it’s so good for use in our pretend motor piracy. No other vehicle can speed away from us.”

 “I trust you will not be using its full capabilities on our drive,” Ambrose asked, frowning as he did. “You’ll be cautious?”

 “For you, Sir Ambrose, I shall do my utmost, but no promises, for we must make good time.” Then Lady Permellia smiled yet again. Ambrose had the uncomfortable notion it smacked of being just a little predatory this time. He climbed into the Bugati with some trepidation.

 “The airship port is far from here, I suppose? Our trip yesterday was already a long one when you hijacked me.” He said this as they raced down the winding dirt road in almost complete darkness, except for the meagre yellow radiance of the headlamps to warn them of what lay ahead. At their current speed, Ambrose felt such was of small benefit. 

 The motorcar swayed, dipped, and bucked, as it flew over potholes, rounded bends. The tyres rumbled loudly over stretches of washboard. He held tight to his hat with one hand, for unlike hers, which had a wide ribbon securing it to her head, he had no way of keeping his from flying off and sailing away down the road behind them.

 “It is a ways,” she shouted to him. “But we were doubling back here to the mansion last night after we kidnapped you, so it isn’t nearly as far as you might think.”

 They continued their journey at what he felt was breakneck speed, through a tunnel of early morning blackness, with cold air rushing over them, chilling him to the bone.

 “There,” Lady Permellia pointed out some considerable time later. “You can just make out the tower on the horizon above that line of trees. Do you see?” she asked. 

 “The small yellow light blinking in the sky?”

 “That’s the warning beacon at the top. Now,” she added, as she reduced their speed. “We must be as quiet as possible from here on in. Remember, not only your government and this one, but several other out-world factions oppose what we are attempting. If they have any inkling of what we plan, they will stop at nothing to thwart our endeavours.”

 “We are to rendezvous with Bertie?” 

 “Indeed, and young Wilkins, so you will see for yourself he’s still in fine fettle.”

 “I have no doubt of it…now,” he said, glancing over at her. She didn’t return his look, but kept her eyes focused on the small strip of illuminated road ahead of them.

 They pulled to a stop in a wide and isolated spot on the road, an area surrounded by a grove of dense woods, the trees all dark silhouettes against a slowly lightening sky. There was a faint blush of delicate rose colour to the east.

 “What now?” he whispered.

 “We wait,” she said in a low voice. “They’ll come soon, if all is well.”

 And so they waited, quietly. Ambrose was even afraid to shift position for fear it might cause the leather upholstery to creak too loudly. As they sat there, the bowl of heaven above them continued to brighten, the rose colour sharpening to a vivid red, drifting clouds becoming a bright, cotton-floss pink.

 “Pssst.” The sound came from the woods to Ambrose’s left.

 “They’re here.” Relief sounded in Lady Permellia’s soft voice. “Let’s go.” She swung her door wide and exited the motorcar. Ambrose did likewise. Together, they scurried toward the shelter of the trees. Bertie was waiting for them there. He greeted them both with a tight smile.

 “Is the balloon ready?” she asked.


 “Balloon?” Ambrose repeated.


 “Yes,” she hissed at him, “It’s how you’re returning to your own world, just before we blow up the Engine.” 


 “But balloons’ flight paths are rather vague, aren’t they?” he asked, knowing he sounded worried. “Will it go through the Engine at all, and if so, in time?”

 “There are no airships currently docked, so how else do you propose to get home?” Bertie asked, a shade sharply.

 “Ah…”

 “Ah, indeed,” Lady Permellia said. “It’s the best plan we could come up with, short of trying to storm and hijack an airship, which is impossible in any case, since none is here. Do you still wish to try to go back?” Her dark eyes glinted with the red of the sky as she asked this. 

 He hesitated, but then nodded. “Yes.”

 “Good. We really should have only one Sir Ambrose here, or things could become…complicated.”

 They made their way silently through the woods with Bertie in the lead, followed by the Lady Permellia, and with Ambrose bringing up the rear. The going was difficult, for although Bertie would hold branches out of the way for his lady, nobody bothered to do so for Ambrose. He had more than one stinging slap in the face as he made his tenuous way through the trees. Everything felt damp and clammy, or outright wet with dew. The spider webs were the worst, though, for Ambrose hated spiders. Their sticky webs were invisible in the deep shadows and he often blundered straight into them. 

 “There!” Lady Permellia gave a soft exclamation as they emerged into a small glade. Before them was the balloon, already inflated, and glowing fitfully with the fire that fed hot air to it. Although not as large as those Ambrose had previously seen, it was still big. Nor was it brightly coloured as most were, but instead had a mottled look to it, decorated in a seemingly random series of grey-green and tan splotches.

 “Camouflage,” Bertie explained in a whisper when Ambrose mentioned this. “Much harder to spot this way.”


 “Even though it glows in the dark?” Ambrose couldn’t help but sarcastically ask.


 “Nothing’s perfect,” Lady Permellia said, primly, as they all walked toward the balloon.


 A slim figure came out from behind it.


 “Wilkins,” Bertie softly called. “Is all in readiness?”


 “Aye, that it is, sir,” the young man said in an equally hushed voice. “The others have placed the explosive devices at the base of the Engine’s tower. They are on clocks, of course, so they can make good their escape before it blows. But we must hurry. Good morning, Sir Ambrose,” he added, upon spotting him.

 “Good to see you looking so well, Wilkins,” Ambrose sourly remarked.


 “Uh…yes, sir.” Wilkins had the good grace to sound embarrassed. 


 “Get in, quickly,” Lady Permellia whispered. Time is wasting.”


 “Am I to go alone?” he asked, suddenly fearful. “I’ve no idea how to operate one of these devices.”


 “I do. I shall go with you almost to the entry point of the Engine. “Then, I’ll use one of these,” she said, as she opened the small gate to the balloon’s basket gondola. She pointed to what looked like a rucksack lying on the floor there.

 He gave her a questioning look.


 “It’s a parachute,” she explained.


 “You’ve used such before?”


 “No,” she admitted, after a moment’s hesitation, “but I’m versed in how to use them.”


 “Why not have Wilkins accompany me, instead? This isn’t something for a woman to attempt.”


 “Wilkins has other things he needs to attend to, like helping to get all our comrades safely out of the area. Pandemonium will break loose when the Engine goes up. We all need to be as far away as possible when that happens.”

 “But—”

 “No buts,” she hissed at him. “Come, or it will be too late and you won’t make it home.” She motioned for him to enter the basket.

 Unenthusiastically, he did so. After a few adjustments, a couple of whispered commands on Lady Permellia’s part to the two men, the balloon was freed of its tethers and drifting skyward. Ambrose gripped the railing of the swaying basket with sweating palms. He had no head for heights.

 “What makes you think we’ll make for the Engine,” he asked, partly to distract his own thoughts from how small the trees below already looked.

 “With luck, we shall,” she said, as she tugged lightly on a horsehair rope, causing the balloon to tilt in response, and to make Ambrose clutch the railing even more tightly in sudden alarm. “The breeze here at this time of year is quite regular. It flows from the northwest, and as long as we position ourselves in it well, should carry us right toward the lens.”

 Ambrose managed a nod.

 “Look, she added, “once you’re on the other side in your own world, you may just wish to use the extra parachute instead of trying to handle the balloon.” She pointed toward a dark rucksack Ambrose had missed seeing, lying as it was in a shadow on the opposite side of the basket floor, well away from hers. “If you feel you can’t manage to lower the balloon safely, it’s your best option.”

 “I’m to leap from this thing?” he asked. He wrenched his hands off the railing, so he could turn to confront her. “You expect me to jump?”

 “You must do it at considerable altitude, or the parachute won’t have time to open and slow your fall. Don’t wait until the last minute, or you will die of your injuries, most likely.”

 “How very reassuring,” he said, sarcastically.

 Lady Permellia just smiled. Silence descended upon them. There wasn’t even the sound of a breeze, for the balloon moved along with it. The lens of the Engine came ever closer, growing in size as they approached it. 

 When they were almost there, Lady Permellia said, “I must leave you now, Sir Ambrose. I hope you have a good life.”

 “I shan’t see you again?” he asked, only just then realizing the fact as a reality, a true finality, and not just a mental abstraction. 

 She gently shook her head.

 “But surely, someday you will come to my world?”

 “That isn’t likely,” she said, “for my duties lie elsewhere. Your world will be safe if we can destroy this engine,” she gave a blithe gesture with one hand toward the looming lens, “and the German one. They take a great deal to build. What’s more, it’s unlikely they would then open on your exact world, but rather a close facsimile of it. It’s next to impossible to fine tune to the exact same one as before. It has to do with probabilities.”

 “I shall miss you,” he said, meekly. “As far as women are concerned, you’re incomparable.”

 She gave him a slight grin and then said, “And as far as men go, so are you, Sir Ambrose. In other world lines, we get to be together, so I’m told, but not here, I’m afraid. But perhaps that is some consolation to both of us, to know that somewhere else we get to know each other better.”

 “I’d rather it was ourselves doing that,” he said, gently.

 “As would I, but needs dictate otherwise.” And so saying, she bent and retrieved her parachute. It had a harness affair, which she used to strap it on to herself, the bulk of the thing being on her back. “You will forgive my dress billowing, I hope,” she said. “I’d have dressed in a more practical manner, but if caught, it would be a dead giveaway I was involved in all this. As it stands, I can still say I was kidnapped and just managed to escape.”

 Ambrose was too filled with emotion to speak. He knew now he would miss Lady Permellia terribly, although they’d only known each other such a brief time.

 “Fare thee well,” she said, softly, opening the basket’s gate.

 “And thee,” he managed to choke out.

 There was a brief, penetrating look from her coal-dark eyes, before she said, “Be sure to shut the gate after me.” Then she stepped out into the air and dropped from his sight.

 Ambrose rushed to the open gate, slammed it shut and hastily secured it, in case he should inadvertently follow her without a parachute. He leaned over the edge. All he could see was the billowing parachute, wafting slowly toward ground. It hid any sign of her underneath its sheltering umbrella of white silk.

 He signed, as he watched her go. Then, knowing he had lost something very important to him, he turned to gaze at the nearing lens. Gigantic looking now, he could see the actual rivets in the curved metal framing the structure.

 Then, as if from nowhere, he heard a distant shout, a man’s voice. He glanced about. There, off to his right, higher up, a bat-like figure, complete with wings, arrowed toward him. Ambrose spotted another, and another. Dark figures all, they swooped down, looking like a flock of malevolent birds. He shifted his gaze higher, trying to ascertain their origin. He saw the sleek gliding shape of a black dirigible, one at an extremely high altitude, and well above the height of the lens. A flock of specks, which Ambrose suspected were more of the batmen, was hurtling his way.

 Then he heard a whistling, then more such sounds—bullets! They were firing at him. He ducked below the edge of the wicker basket, knowing it afforded scant protection, little impediment against guns. A sudden tearing noise, and then a wicked hiss told him they’d punctured the balloon. More such sounds followed. They were tearing the thing apart! They must think he was attacking the lens.

 Losing air, the balloon rocked and began to descend swiftly, the basket now dipped dangerously on one end, as it did so. Ambrose had no choice. He scrabbled across the floor toward the one remaining parachute, hoping the thing didn’t go flying from the tilting basket before he reached it. He grabbed and then struggled into the harness, even as he slid across the floor, toward the gate. At last, he had the parachute on, but he had no idea how to activate it. What did one do to open it? Then, he realized a brass ring hung from the front on a short cord. That must be the means…he devoutly hoped.

 More shots rang out, very close. A man dressed in black, supported by an enormous pair of black bat wings, shot by the balloon. He was just feet away. The man wore goggles and held a rifle in his hands. He grinned evilly at Ambrose as he glided on by.

 Ambrose steeled himself for what had to come next, even as the balloon’s descent increased in velocity. It was now a sadly deflated thing. The chill air whistled about him as it plummeted. Crawling the remaining short distance to the gate, he unlatched it and tumbled right out, without even realizing what was happening, so angled had the floor become. 

 Freefalling through the air, he could only think of one thing. Open the parachute. He struggled to grasp the brass ring and pull it. Done! 

 There was a loud rustling sound as the parachute deployed, and suddenly, he felt a sharp jerk. His tumbling stopped and now he gazed down at the ground wafting up toward him, no longer approaching at high speed. But how did one land one of these things? Was there some procedure she’d forgotten to tell him? 

 Dark woods rushed upward. Ambrose heard more shots, but didn’t hear the whistle of close-passing bullets. Off to his right, the balloon, now just a misshapen mass of fabric, hurtled down into some trees. He saw several batmen glide after it.

 The trees concerned him. If he hit those, he might be badly injured, or even killed. How to avoid them? He shifted his weight, leaning to one side. It worked. The parachute moved to the right. He aimed for the centre of a small meadow, as best he could. Ambrose was only partially successful. He came down at a sharp angle, feet clipping several oak branches. He felt a sharp pain in his right ankle. And then he was down with a hard thump that knocked the breath from him. He rolled across the ground, now enveloped by the material of the parachute.

 He lay there, gasping for breath. Ambrose winced when he tried to move his right foot. Either he’d badly sprained his ankle, or he’d broken it.

 “Well,” said a soft voice from beyond the blanket of the parachute. “That turned out to be a bit of a fiasco, I daresay.”


 “Lady Permellia?” It came out as a sort of a croak. 


 “Yes, dear, and—”



THUMP! A loud explosion interrupted her. Immediately, another came, and another, and then yet another in quick succession—THUMP!
THUMP! THUMP! The ground repeatedly shook, as if an earthquake had struck. 

 “Oh, drat,” came Lady Permellia’s calm voice. “I’m terribly afraid the means of you making it home has just disappeared for good.”

 Struggling with the tangle of lines and parachute fabric, Ambrose at last managed to pop his head out from under it. He still lay facedown on the ground, but by raising his head a little, he was just in time to witness the Engine’s tower describe a graceful arc as it tilted and then fell slowly, majestically even, to earth. There came another resounding crash. The earth shook once more, vibrating from the terrible deed, and then a great cloud of white dust rose from where the Engine had been. It billowed outward and skyward, enveloping the whole scene in a ghostly white, hiding the top of Ben Nevis.

 “What am I to do with you now?” asked Lady Permellia, with hands on hips.

 Ambrose twisted his head to look at her. He gave a wry grin, and then said, “Well, for starters, you can get me out from under this damnable parachute.” 

 “Are you such a helpless babe, you can’t even manage that much?” But there was a faint smile playing about her lips after she said this.

 “I could normally,” he said, somewhat defensively, he knew, “but I’m afraid I’ve either badly sprained or broken my ankle.”

 Her face grew serious. “Oh, no! That, Sir Ambrose, presents us with a real problem, for I fear we will not escape from here if you can’t travel quickly.” And having said this, she bent and hurried to pull the mass of white silk from off him.

 “Go without me,” he ordered her. “Please. I don’t wish to be the cause of your capture.”

 “Nonsense,” she said, firmly, as she tugged on several cords to pull them out of his way. “We shall just have to get you home by some other means, but we must hurry. It isn’t just the local authorities intent on our capture. Your flying friends from that airship, and perhaps even other factions, are all searching for us now, I’m certain.”

 “What can we do?” he asked, as he wriggled out from the confines of the parachute. He sat up, wincing at the process. The pain in his ankle was excruciating.

 “We must make for the woods,” she said, gesturing toward the line of trees some fifty feet away. “Somehow, we need to drag your parachute there, too, so their gliders don’t see it.”

 “We will be safe then?”


 She shook her head. “Certainly not. They won’t give up so easily. But it will buy us some time.”


 “You expect help from your compatriots?”


 “I wish, but they are fast fleeing the area themselves. That’s their orders—not to be caught at any cost, for under torture, even the bravest person will eventually divulge information.”

 This piece of news alarmed Ambrose. “Do you plan suicide then?” He had heard of agents doing such. It had always struck him as rather a melodramatic thing.

 “Not my style. Here,” she stooped next to him. “Put one arm around my shoulder, and with your free hand, hang on to the parachute. Together, we should manage to get to the trees.”

 With considerable effort, they made it into the shadowed woods, dragging the mass of white silk with them. Just inside the first line of trees, Ambrose collapsed onto a pile of dead leaves at the base of an oak. He panted heavily from his exertions.

 “Your ankle is badly swollen,” Lady Permellia said, as she examined him. He winced again, as she probed the tender area.


 “You won’t get very far on this.” She stood up. 


 “Are you going to shoot me like a horse then?” he asked. He was only half-joking.


 “I shan’t have to. I still have one other alternative to try to get you home.”


 “But the Engine is destroyed.”


 “Indeed, so it is.”


 “Then how—“


 “By magic,” she said, interrupting him.


 “Magic?” he repeated. Then, “You mean real magic? Surely, you jest?”


 She shook her head. “I don’t. By the definitions of your world, I may well be what you might consider…” she hesitated, before adding “…a witch.”

 Ambrose felt his jaw drop. “A witch? You’re joking.”

 “I’m afraid not.”

 “But a witch?” 

 “That’s what some people have traditionally called it.”

 “But nobody believes in witches anymore. Are you quite certain you don’t mean you’re a medium, or a spiritualist?”

 She shook her head. “No. I cannot speak with the dead. I seriously question if anybody really can. But I can make certain things happen.”

 “By using spells?” Ambrose knew he sounded disbelieving. 


 “Spells, incantations, whatever you’d like to call them.”


 “Stuff and nonsense!”


 “Yes, in your worlds here, I can see how you might believe so, but if one goes far enough up and down the world lines, you eventually come to universes where magic actually works, and science as you know it, simply doesn’t. I’m from one of those worlds. Both Bertie and I are. We’ve travelled via many Engines to get here. Haven’t you noticed the superficial resemblance in our appearances, the dark hair, dark eyes? Bertie and I are of the same race of people.”

 “Yes, Welsh,” Ambrose said, stubbornly. “You both have their features.”


 “And they are Celtic, are they not?”


 Ambrose nodded, slowly.


 “And so are we. But we are a far less diluted people than your Welsh are. And our race still thoroughly dominates our British Isles.”

 She spoke so sincerely, Ambrose began to have doubts about his doubts. Was she telling the truth?

 “An England that’s not English? Is this even conceivable?”

 She barked a short laugh. “Entirely,” she told him. “There are even versions of Earth where humans, as we think of ourselves, are not in existence. There is another race, a short, stocky one that controls such places. In an infinite number of universes, all things can come to pass.”

 “And you insist you can perform magic?”

 “Of a sort. It has limits there, and even more so here, for your universe is one that is mostly based on science, rather than the power of one’s will. It’s what we term a crossover world. Still, I can manage some things with the help of my super-soul.” 

 “Super what?” 

 “Super-soul, my dear. Don’t look so astonished,” she admonished him, “and close your mouth. You’re gaping like a fish. A super-soul is nothing more than the collective souls of all versions in all timelines of a particular individual. You are part of one. I’m part of another. But for most, it is an unconscious thing, only evidenced in one’s dreams mostly. But the members of a super-soul, who are conscious of the fact, can communicate directly with others. Together, at a request, they can combine their wills to accomplish things. That’s what magic is all about, you know. It’s the collective will of a group trying to do something. That’s why witches have a history of being in covens, for just such a reason. Now, are you ready?”

 Despite his ankle, Ambrose sat upright, bracing his back against the trunk of the oak. “You’re serious?”

 “I am. At the appointed time, we must join hands. I’ll tell you when. If not, I shall end up in your world without you and we don’t want that, now do we?”

 He shook his head, but privately, Ambrose wasn’t buying any of this.

 “Very well. Let’s begin. You merely need to remain quiet throughout, so as not to disturb my concentration. Again, when I say to, we must join hands.”

 Ambrose just nodded.

 With that, Lady Permellia sat on the forest floor amidst the damp brown leaves. She crossed her legs in a lotus position, revealing provocative, white-stocking covered legs. She shut her eyes, and began to make a low ohm sound. The noise came slowly, prolonged, as she breathed out. She kept repeating this, keeping her eyes shut, her body still.

 Long minutes passed this way. Suddenly, Lady Permellia stood, but with eyes still shut. She raised her arms, held them out, and then began a low chant in a strange language, which sounded something like Welsh.

 Then there came sounds from the clearing. Male voices, coarse and low, drifted on the morning breeze to where they hid. Ambrose tore his gaze from Lady Permellia. He squinted, trying to see through the foliage. Yes! There were men, dressed from head to toe in black, walking about, examining the ground. Bat-like, glider wings lay in pairs scattered about the area. The enemy! They were only yards away, and with the noise she was making, it would be mere seconds before they discovered their hiding place. What’s more, Ambrose didn’t like the look of the weapons they carried. They were guns of some sort, but more intimidating in appearance than the hunting shotguns he was used to seeing.

 One of the men raised his head, looked in Ambrose’s direction. “There,” he shouted. “I hear something.”


Oh Lord, thought Ambrose. We’re discovered. He was just about to shout to Lady Permellia to save herself and make a run for it, when she opened her eyes and turned to him. 

 “It’s now or never,” she said, simply.

 “It’s too late. The men—they’ve found us.” It was a harsh whisper. Ambrose felt sure he was about to die.

 “Now,” she said, in a voice so serene under the circumstances, he thought she must have taken leave of her senses. That she was in some sort of trance, he had no doubt. Well, perhaps it would make being shot less horrifying for her.

 She moved to his side, sat next to him, and firmly grasped his right hand in her left one, even as the shouts of the men came very close. He clutched her hand in return, not because he felt she’d save them, but because he didn’t want her to feel alone in the face of what was coming.

 A strange man burst into the clearing. He raised his rifle at them.

 The world suddenly grew dim around Ambrose, as if the sun had eclipsed, or gone behind a thick cloud. He thought he heard a distant scream. Shadows deepened quickly, stretched out to infinity around them. Ambrose could no longer hear the voices of the men. Then…nothing, there was no noise, no light, no anything, just a blankness.

 This state lasted for what only seemed a split second, and then everything was normal again. He still sat on the damp leaves, his back against the tree, holding onto Lady Permellia’s warm hand. Nothing seemed changed.

 “It didn’t work, did it?”

 “Do you hear those men anymore?” 

 Ambrose swivelled his head to look in the direction of the glade. It was still there, just as they had left it, it seemed, but there wasn’t a sign of any enemy there—no men in black, no discarded glider wings—nothing at all to show they’d ever been there. Then he spotted a man’s boot several yards from where they sat. It took long seconds to realize a severed foot was still in the shoe. That then, accounted for the scream he’d heard. The enemy had come just a little too close, it seemed. He glanced away from the ugly sight.

 He swallowed before saying, “It did work! You brought us back home.”


 “Well, to your home, I hope.” She sounded exhausted.


 Ambrose’s euphoria evaporated. “What do you mean?” 


 “I didn’t have much time and so the communion wasn’t perfect. We have shifted worlds, certainly, but whether or not it is to yours, remains for us to discover. Still, it is better than being captured or killed, don’t you think?”

 “But if we’re not home, where are we?” It came out sounding like a child’s plaintive complaint.

 “I cannot say. Perhaps, we’re in your world, perhaps not. We shall have to determine this. The important thing now is to get you some medical aid.”

 “Then what?” asked Ambrose, still alarmed at the state of affairs. “What do we do if we are on some strange world?”

 “We will face that issue when we have to. At least,” she added, and she gave him a brief smile before continuing, “We have each other. It seems we’re meant to be together.”

 “Together?” he echoed the word, liking the sound of it. 


 “It seems we are fated to be, at least for a while longer. Do you mind very much?”


 Ambrose smiled, broadly. Then he said, “Oh no, milady, not at all. In fact, I like the idea immensely.”


 “Ah, Ambrose, somehow I knew you would.”


 “And you,” he asked, concerned for how she might feel. “Are you all right with this state of affairs?”


 “Oh, to quote you…‘immensely,’ and now, shall we explore our ‘brave new world?’”


 “‘That doth have such people in it?’” he quoted.


 “Well, let’s hope so,” she said, just a shade grimly. “We can’t be certain there is our kind of people here at all.”


 Ambrose, being of a philosophical nature, gave a mental shrug at this. 


 “Up and at it, soldier,” she commanded. She pulled on his right arm.


 “Yes, milady. Whatever you say, milady.” And despite the throbbing pain of his ankle, Ambrose shakily rose to stand beside his woman, as he now thought of Lady Permellia. He even managed a smile, for no matter what world they were in, he realized he didn’t care, just as long as it was the same one as she occupied. That, surprisingly, was enough.


# # #
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