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      There are worlds beyond our own that run in parallel, askew, yet the same. Histories intersect in births and non-births, some names familiar, other names unknown, the underlying lusts for power recognisable in them all. These worlds are but misted memories of the one true dream, this non-linear story of us, but makes them no lesser existences than ours.

      In one such timeline, Britannia, an altogether more fearsome version of our own Great Britain, the same indomitable Queen Victoria rules with a velvet fist, firm when needed, gentle when not. A mastery of those most pertinent scientific forces has meant Victoria’s Britannia rules not only the waves but half the planet. Long would its citizens have this continue.

      At this time of great change and prosperity, the vast majority know happiness, but not all. Some would call this minority dissidents, rebels, free radicals, others would more accurately term them Nazis. We would know these devils from years in our future, whereas Britannia would need to deal with the spawn of Germany’s deceased Kaiser far sooner. In truth, they presumed they had.

      And so, we are almost caught up with only the minutiae to observe.

      Queen Victoria’s beloved husband, Albert, smitten by a disease that has ravaged him, will soon die. He begs for death, but a distraught Victoria would share her soulmate’s imminent demise. He refuses her request as she refuses to end his torment. Two minds are twisted. Fate is set.

      It is at such times that vermin strike, sniffing out opportunities where none were foreseen, nibbling away at what has taken centuries to build. And so they have, bit by bit, little by little, piece by piece.

      However, hope remains, for like everything, evil also has its enemies, and this is the story of one disparate group who are just that. Some heroes, some ordinary men and women, others something else, they will fight for all Britannia has made and they shall never surrender.

      Read on, dear reader, if you dare, for as stated when this rambling monologue commenced, things are not so very different from our own.
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      “It is not an unreasonable request to ask if one’s life might be ended by one’s soulmate.” The Prince Consort eyed his Queen with cold, damp eyes, the sickness evident but expunged for a time.

      “It is only unreasonable to end it without me,” she replied, her dour facade cracked by concern.

      “Nonsense, Victoria!” Albert coughed into a monogrammed handkerchief and placed it to one side, the blood-spattered letters ‘A’ and ‘V’ entwined in a golden embrace. “I will not have your death on my conscience as I pass into eternity,” he heaved.

      “We should share eternity.”

      “Eternity is for lovers, not a queen and her consort.”

      “You are ever selfish.”

      “I am sorry you see it this way.”

      “I do,” she said, rising to her feet.

      “So, this is how it must end, in bitterness and regret.”

      “You know my feelings. I have no life without you. There is no life without you. Only your refusal to acquiesce to my wishes, your queen’s wishes, sours our final moments. Your stubbornness, your unwillingness to accept me for what I am has cursed us both.” Victoria gave her bedridden husband a look for which words held no meaning, turned her back, and walked away.

      “You only ever loved your country, and this country isn’t mine,” a final spittle-ridden riposte.

      “I would have given it up for you,” said she, unmoved. “Goodbye, my once love. Godspeed.”

      Victoria adjusted her crown, paused as if to catch a breath, then exited into the palace’s frostbitten corridors. By the time she’d nodded to Perkins, head of the household, to take over the prince consort’s tending, he had passed.

      This was the last time she saw her husband’s body for Victoria refused to bear witness to it in death.

      The Queen’s closest advisors saw to Albert’s removal, burial, and funeral, not she. Sir Magnus Monk, head of the Ministry for Empirical Advancement and chief scientist, dealt with the body, Lords Devonshire, Charlesworth, and Jackson, saw to the rest.

      Victoria shed no tears, though history claimed she did, marking her husband’s passing in her own way, her assumed widow’s colours a permanent adornment. She refused to look upon Albert’s glass-topped casket, her face remaining impassive throughout. She refused everything, some claimed, even life.

      Albert’s burial was to take place at the Frogmore Estate and the newly erected Royal Mausoleum. A date was set that Victoria cared not for, at a time she knew not when. Apparently, at whatever time and place and date it was, she had an appointment for a manicure.

      Yet, if one was to have observed Victoria’s disdain in those intervening days, the chipped veneer, the changes, they might’ve noticed the signs of disintegration earlier: ragged breathing, squinted eyes, the lessening of self, and a slow separation of the spirit. Some might have called it time, the unavoidable progression of our march towards infinity. Mortimer Headlock, investigator extraordinaire and the Empire’s finest mind, did not.
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        * * *

      

      Every word they uttered turned his stomach.

      “He’s in a better place,” said one, an elderly dowager who claimed to be from somewhere south of London.

      “Is there anywhere south of London?” replied the crinkled crone beside her.

      “There’s Brighton,” said another.

      The elderly dowager frowned so hard as to have resembled a newly ploughed field. “As I said, is there anywhere south of London?”

      No one answered.

      “Anyway, it’s probably for the best,” said a man dressed in full military regalia, his golden epaulettes twinkling in the gloom.

      “Indeed, the best place for him, although you didn’t hear me say that.” A subdued Lord Devonshire lowered his usual booming self to a baritone whisper. Second only to Sir Belvedere Wainthrop in rank, tattling was not for such as he.

      The inane banter shuttled back and forth at a funeral unfit for the Queen’s Consort, a ragged wind tearing at them, the incessant rain pounding out a dirge.

      Mortimer Headlock recognised them all. He also recognised the contempt with which the servants attended to them. It was almost as though Perkins himself was there, head of the Queens household, but that was never likely to have happened, not whilst Victoria remained at the palace, anyway. If ever cups of tea were served with malice, those staff did. If ever cubes of sugar were administered with more of a plop than they ought, that was the instance. Only Field Marshal Sir Belvedere Wainthrop, lion of the empire, a giant of a man, stiff-backed and shovel-like fists balled, drew any genuine looks from the staff. He was ever the hero, ever the man to admire, even in such sombre circumstances. The big man had not long since lost a love of his own and Headlock thought it told upon him.

      Mortimer Headlock wished the ageing manservant was there even more when viewing Belvedere’s saddened features. Perkins would have known what to have said. Time, however, was against Headlock and his regrets were dispelled. So, utilising the skills God had gifted him, namely the art of being unobtrusive, he faded first into the background, then the windswept scenery, and then simply away.

      Prince Albert lay in stately repose, no less fierce in his departure, no less complicated. His coffin was a simple one, its lid replaced by glass so to better facilitate the mourners one last glimpse of Britannian royalty. Of course, a draped and rather elegant silk union flag hid his face; nobody wanted to see what remained of that. Tears were shed but ever were on such occasions.

      The rain took hold with the force of an Indian monsoon. Those who had bemoaned Victoria’s nonattendance, instead, bemoaned their own lack of umbrellas. The Royal Mausoleum cleared out quicker than a church on Sunday and the place was left deserted of all but ghosts, at least, for a time.

      Mortimer Headlock approached the coffin head bowed with the respect Victoria’s consort deserved, then began tapping upon its glass lid in a way he did not. To the untrained eye, one might have thought he appraised it out of loss or pain or some strange fetish. His reasoning was altogether direr. Headlock tapped twice in the same place, his ear close to the glass. Removing something that glinted in the candlelight, he drew his hands thrice across the transparent sheet. There was a slight ching as a triangular section of Albert’s window on the world fell inwards. Headlock glanced around, but he was alone. He remained unnoticed.

      What happened next was bizarre. Far from being a religious man, Mortimer crossed himself, muttered a few words, then plunged the scalpel, for this was his tool of choice, deep into the chest of his once prince. There was no reaction. The coffin interior remained… well, dead.

      Mortimer Headlock let out a relieved and very audible sigh. “My apologies, Your Highness, but I had to be sure for both yours and Britannia’s sakes.

      He left in a swirl of coattails, a raven departing the corpses of the battlefield and vanished into the hell of the oncoming evening. Only the devil would have seen his departure.

      Frogmore House’s curtains rustled, then twitched with hidden glee. A beaked face sneered from behind the purple drapes which concealed his small, hunched form. He watched the shadowed figure’s hasty exit from the mausoleum through narrowed eyes as the rain came down like an upturned bath. The deluge soon swallowed all, Britannia washed clean by heaven’s tears. The curtain stilled.

      If one had listened closely in those intervening minutes, one might have heard a snort of derision from that room, or thought it the hiss of a spectre, self-satisfied elation of a monster. Britannia, however, heard nothing, and Prince Albert’s day was done.
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      NEW BEGINNINGS

      Sir Belvedere Wainthrop shielded his eyes with one large spade of a hand, whilst extracting some bitter-tasting flora from his mouth with the other. Whatever was caught up in his walrus moustache required more careful extraction. Said surgery complete and several squints later, his eyes reluctant to wake from their induced sleep, he found himself adjusted to the blinding light. Compared to the dour London he’d left behind it was akin to stepping into a Persian noon. Belvedere pulled himself gingerly to his booted feet and gaped at what he beheld.

      “Good God, I don’t believe it! The damn thing’s only gone and worked. Look at all this: palms, magnolias, horsetails, clubmosses, and as if all that wasn’t proof enough, one taste of this air would be. The past has become my present, the gates to a new era in exploration unleashed. Even the biggest sceptic would have to admit the Ministry have pulled off the greatest miracle since the resurrection.” Belvedere gave his broad chest a mock gorilla beating and inhaled deeply. “Ah, so fresh it reminds me of Scarborough on a good day. No, I stand corrected, I believe it closer to an early morning perambulation on Dartmoor. Hotter, too. Very much so,” he added, mopping at his already sweating brow.

      Being a man of purpose, Belvedere did what any good Britannian would do in the same situation, he straightened his cuffs, beat the dust off his trousers and slicked back his short, dark hair. He then made a point of thanking himself for remembering to dream up a full apparel. Being the first Britannian to explore prehistory would not have earned too many plaudits if done so au naturel. Much too French. That wouldn’t have done at all.

      A few good gulps of invigorating air and it was time to take in the scenery. A slow, purposeful full circle revealed him three-quarters surrounded by dense jungle, one-quarter not. It was towards the open end of his arboreal surroundings that Belvedere headed straight towards the blazing sun.

      The golden orb was a welcome sight for a man who’d grown used to the underground laboratories of London’s secret chambers; Belvedere was never destined to be contained. He threw one large arm over his furrowed brows pausing until the tiny stars ceased waltzing across his vision. When he reopened them, he was no more than a foot from the highest, steepest cliff he’d ever seen. And that was saying something for a man used to adventure.
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        * * *

      

      It is at this point that a brief explanation as to how Sir Belvedere found himself on said clifftop would be beneficial to his readers, perhaps, even enlightening.

      It had started with the accidental discovery of a quite remarkable drug by a Britannian scientific expedition led by the singularly brilliant explorer Sir John Fitzwilliam. Whilst charting a route along the Amazon River, he and his colleagues stumbled across an indigenous tribe of ill repute. The peoples, hunters by tradition, instead of killing Sir John, allowed him to partake of a drug made from some rare plant leaf smothered with the essence of a rare, blue frog. The stuff induced a state of vivid dreaming unlike any other where feel and touch were as real as when awake if not more so. All it cost the Britannians were a few spare clothes and one rather beat-up, old rifle. In exchange, they received the potential to unlocking new realities. Or, to be more exact, they received the keys to travelling through time.

      Sir John had taken as much of the drug as offered, then copious amounts more after some compelling Britannian marksmanship. The party had fled the way they had come returning home as heroes.

      Upon Fitzwilliam’s triumphant return, Queen Victoria, astute as ever, had ordered the drug impounded and handed over to the Ministry of Empirical Advancement. This was Sir John’s last great sacrifice for the Empire. On leaving Her Majesty, he had the unfortunate luck to fall down the palace steps, breaking his neck in the process. An unbefitting way for a man of his stature to leave the land of the living. His country honoured his death, of course, but his colleagues secretly bemoaned it. Rumours, where new discoveries were concerned, were all too easily started, and the great white hunter’s demise was the first in a string of such events. Thus, the curse of the Amazon Blue gained notoriety.

      But those who worked for that most secret division of the Britannian Empire were made from hardy stuff. Despite occurrence after occurrence of unusual mishap related deaths, the Ministry, or M.E.A, proceeded to test one theory after another.

      The process of corporeal realignment had been theorised by one Sir Magnus Monk, a man, strangely for a scientist, of extremely devout religious beliefs. There were some who said he wished to become the first living man to stand before God, but this was all hearsay, of course. There were others who guessed him driven by Her Majesty herself in the relentless pursuit of reunification with her long dead husband. This was hearsay, too, though nobody dared discuss it out loud.

      When Monk and his associate, Professor Albert Chambers, felt confident they had cracked the process of recorporealisation all they had to do was find a subject to test it on. The problem was finding somebody trusted enough for the job. Much to the dismay of Albert Chambers that person, at the request of the Queen herself, was Sir Belvedere. He was everything the Queen could have hoped for in championing the Empire’s cause. Belvedere was many things to many people: a war hero; a man of impeccable social status; an adventurer; and most appropriate to the situation, single. He was a man without ties and worthy of his queen’s total confidence. Sir Belvedere had never married, nor even come close since the unfortunate death of his once sweetheart and betrothed, Gwendolyn Chambers, sister of Albert. Since then, his only mistress had been and ever would be the Britannian Empire. He would do anything to protect it. Anything!

      Belvedere had taken no convincing. Death held no fear to him, nor the possibility of it, and what could have been a bigger adventure than travelling through time. The problem was, he was also Albert’s best and only friend. The two had fought together, conquered together, and drunk together. If either had had a brother of choice, it would have been the other.

      Now, Albert knew exactly what the risks were, but dared not speak them; it would have cost him his life. Queen Victoria was ever vigilant of such things. So, when the day came, Belvedere finding himself strapped to a polished, mahogany table ready as he ever would be for the process to begin, he found himself shocked by his best friend’s attitude.

      “You don’t have to do this, Bells,” Albert whispered.

      “I must, Albert. If I don’t, who will?”

      “I don’t care,” Albert hissed a reply just audible enough to his friend without causing suspicion from the loitering Monk. “It could kill you, or worse.”

      “Bah, I’ve been through hell enough times in my life to know when I won’t be.”

      “Ever the hero.”

      “No, my friend, just ever me.”

      “Are you certain?” Albert whispered, a syringe of blue liquid hovering close to Belvedere’s bared arm.

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. Do it, Albert.”

      Albert did. He injected him with the serum, then wished his drowsy-eyed friend Godspeed, an ever-grinning Magnus Monk at his back.
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        * * *

      

      Belvedere gazed out over a scene of Jurassic proportions, an endless jungle broken only by scattered mountains of gigantic, jagged peaks.

      “Good God, this damn place is denser than the jungles of Borneo. I’ve never seen so many trees. And not much else,” he added. “Pity Albert couldn’t be here; he’d have lapped it up. Not that he wanted me to, methinks.” He shook his head with disappointment, then chanced a look over the cliff edge. “Good God, I’m high up!” he exclaimed, then chastised himself for having taken the Lord’s name in vain three times in quick succession. “Well, well, well, what to do? There’s no knowing how long I’ll be here before the drug pulls me back to the present, or is it the past? I’ll be buggered if I go back of my own accord,” he said, fingering the small phial of blue liquid that hung from a gold-link chain around his neck. He took another look behind to the blanket of trees that stared back in ominous darkness and weighed up his options.

      Belvedere could have taken it easy, meandered around the top of the plateau, made a note or two, but that wasn’t what had made Britannia great. He stood considering what to do next when a light of such dazzling intensity it rivalled the sun blinded him. What it was, he could not be sure, but it emanated from a distant rocky spire. So high was it set on the shard of rock, it could have indeed been a second sun precariously balanced there in case the first should fall. The thing shone like a diamond cutting a blazing path through the primaeval air.

      Belvedere took a few steps to the left, the intensity of the light lessening. “Hm, so it is refracting the sun,” he mused.

      If ever there was a decision to be made that sealed the deal; he was going down, to go up. The adventurer in him had won out.

      And that is why Sir Belvedere Wainthrop clambered over the edge of the abyss hoping the object he’d seen might be yet another impressive scalp claimed by him on behalf of Queen Victoria and the Britannian Empire.
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        * * *

      

      DESCENT INTO DARKNESS

      Belvedere had never been a man who was good with heights, even trimming his moustache gave him a headache. However, in true bulldog spirit, he puffed out his chest, focused on the crumbling cliff face and lowered himself steadily down, hand over sweaty hand. Being a strong man, the effort of the climb did not bother him; the insects did.

      “Confound and blast these damnable things. Have they nothing else to chew on other than my neck!”

      Belvedere’s cursing grew progressively bleaker the lower he descended. It seemed the closer he drew to the jungle canopy, the greater the insect population’s density: not an equation he relished. When a ledge of sorts provided a temporary respite from the monotony of the climb, Belvedere took the opportunity to remove his jacket. In a very un-Britannian manner, he draped the thing over his head and tied it by the arms under his chin, the whole effect being one of a moustachioed bunny with its ears tied down.

      “Damn fine sight I look,” he bemoaned. “Thank goodness I’m alone, I should never live it down.”

      “Aowarrrgh!”

      A sound of distant magnitude broke Belvedere’s protestations. Instinctively, he backed against the crumbling cliff, pulling the vines he clung to across his frame. The plant matter offered little protection against being seen, but anything was better than nothing. Leaning forward a touch, he allowed himself to angle out over the only slightly lessened abyss and gazed down with intent.

      At first, there was nothing to be seen, nor heard. Belvedere strained his every auditory and visual senses, but the jungle was still, a never-ending spread of emerald-green like looking down on the top of a piece of broccoli if one was an ant.

      A second bestial growl shattered the fragile peace. Belvedere, remembering lessons learned from several African safaris where rampaging elephants had burst from the bush unannounced, remained motionless.

      The fact several distant trees shivered of their own volition suggested his decision apt. The arboreal canopy undulated, as though an ocean of green, the leaves atop it rustling like a living surf. So loud was the disturbance, it almost eclipsed the sound of breaking branches. Almost, but not quite.

      Belvedere watched as the tidal nature of the jungle roof swept towards him, and even though being far too high to be affected by it, he experienced fear. Belvedere was not a man prone to such outbursts, yet, on this occasion, he felt it understandable. No living beast could have smashed through the jungle like the mystery creature below, none.

      Belvedere furrowed his brow; the commotion troubled him. For a moment, he thought he’d made the wrong decision in choosing to climb down those high cliffs, the blue phial around his neck dangling with ever more precarious worry. But worrisome inaction was unfamiliar ground to a man known for his valour, so Belvedere set his jaw and prepared to confront the beast below.

      About to further his descent, our hero paused at a second set of barking noises, which halted the trajectory of the more vocal beast. Whatever the thing may have purported to be, it turned tail and fled, as indicated by the back-surge of movement across the rolling treetops. The fact such a beast should run from anything be it another gigantic beast or many smaller predators, was a vexing notion to Belvedere. What happened next was even more so.

      “Shabat! Shabal! Shabe!” A trio of sharp calls divided the prehistoric world into sections. The voice was human, as was the accompanying triad of whistles.

      Belvedere strained every optic muscle but there was nothing visible through so dense a jungle. He contemplated shouting to whomever was below; experience prevented it. Belvedere was not a man of science, he’d never pretended to be, but even he knew nothing resembling humanity should be in this time zone. The urge to hail his fellow denizen of the past was suppressed and common sense prevailed.

      The shouts and whistles continued a while, as they moved further away. Eventually, both the large, small, and human beasts diminished into the distance until our hero heard them no more.

      Belvedere toyed with the phial around his neck. “What to do? What to do?” he mused. “I know what Albert would have me do, drink the damn stuff and return home. But Albert isn’t here,” he said to himself, “and I’ll be buggered if I give Monk the pleasure of seeing me return like a frightened rabbit.” The mere mention of Monk’s name, a man he detested due to his insidious nature, was enough to make Belvedere’s blood boil. He made his decision: onwards.
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        * * *

      

      The descent, although dangerous, swapping from vine to vine like some crazed monkey, was fast, but still not fast enough to lose the nipping insects. Belvedere should rather have faced an army barefooted than those bothersome midges. So, when at last his feet brushed against leaves, then scratching twigs, then came to rest upon a large branch that abutted the cliffs, his body encased in foliage, he breathed a great sigh of relief. Another two, and that hero of more wars than he wished to remember regained his composure if it had ever left. Instinctively, Belvedere squatted low to the three-feet diameter wooden arm and peered over its lofty edge to the jungle floor. The place was silent, too silent, and dark as pitch, the leafy canopy blocking out all but the thinnest, rapier shards of sunlight.

      “So, Bells, up or down?” he said to himself without coming up with a convincing argument for either. “Is it to be Heaven or Hell?” he added, wiping the sweat off his forehead, and flicking it into the abyss. “If only I’d brought a coin to toss, Ah, well, I’ll know for next time.”

      A second more intense stare down to the distant ground gave a defining reason for remaining in his arboreal berth. An indentation he’d first taken for a natural crater in the grassed floor, revealed itself upon closer inspection as the undoubtable imprint of some gigantic, three-toed beast. “Heaven,” he said with an intake of breath. “Definitely Heaven.”

      The tree Belvedere lodged in was enormous, far bigger than anything found in his own time. The giant was of such stature that its branches made living pathways amongst the trees. He set off along one such walkway, skipped up to another, and thus made his way with rapid effect through the treetops.

      Large lobed leaves slapped against his face with frustrating regularity, punkah wallahs with attitudes, but, otherwise, Belvedere found the way refreshingly easy. The verdant trail was even exciting until he chanced upon a splintered, arrow-straight road of destruction heading in the same direction as he. The creature that had done it must have been akin to a land whale, or so he thought, for nothing past or present could have caused such damage. Large holes in the treeline had been ripped open causing the sun’s dazzling rays to shine down like the searchlights he’d seen used in wartime. Such an amount of sweet-smelling sap ran from this carnage that he likened it to the Lake District’s hillside streams but of a transparent gold rather than clear mercury.

      Belvedere stopped, mopped his sodden brow, and recalled a discussion he had had prior to his departure. As per always, anything said between he and Albert had been done under the ever-mindful eye of Monk.
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        * * *

      

      “The creatures you may encounter will be quite unlike anything you have seen on your African travels, Bells. A lion will be as a kitten to them, a crocodile like a minnow, they will be everything you can imagine and more.”

      “I have seen reimagined dinosaurs in the Britannian Museum, they hold no fear for me.”

      “They should,” Albert pressed.

      “Is that concern in your voice, old friend?”

      “Well…erm.”

      “Spit it out, man!” Belvedere’s raucous laugh echoed through their subterranean hidey-hole.

      “I just don’t want you getting bitten in half or some such thing.”

      “I’m sure there’s nothing for Sir Belvedere to worry about,” Monk said, slithering into the conversation.

      “I believe there could be,” Albert had rallied.

      “Could. Would. Should. All words that amount to the same before an adventurer,” Monk slimed.

      “And that is?” Albert retorted.

      “They mean nothing to such as he. If he bore them heed, he would never have explored anything. Am I not right, Sir Belvedere?”

      “I believe you are,” he confirmed.

      “You see, Chambers,” Monk said, addressing Albert by his surname, which he knew he hated, “nothing to worry about.”

      “Well, either way, I made a promise to Gwendolyn to ever be the conscience that Bells here so often ignores to his own imperilment. I shall continue to do so whatever I am told.”

      “And if it was Her Majesty that told you? That could be interpreted as treachery, or worse.”

      “Is that a threat?” Albert barked.

      Monk just smiled a sleazy, lopsided grin, his hooked nose almost slicing the thing in twain.

      “Now, now, Albert,” Belvedere said, wrapping one large arm about his friend’s shoulders. “You don’t have to worry. I promise I shall remain ever guarded against the past.”

      “You say that…”

      “I do,” Belvedere interrupted.

      “But Gwendolyn!”

      “That’s enough, Albert,” Belvedere snapped. “I’ve heard that, I promised Gwendolyn routine, more times than I care to remember. Just because she was your sister and my betrothed does not mean she holds thrall over us still. She is dead, after all,” he added dispassionately.

      Albert had stormed off and Belvedere had regretted his words. It wasn’t that he worried about upsetting his best friend, they had had many such arguments, more that he secretly courted such danger in the hope of death himself. The possibility of reuniting with Gwendolyn on some far-off plane of existence was an attraction he had considered many times, wheresoever she might be.
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        * * *

      

      The second thought of his once betrothed snapped Belvedere back to the present, or past, as it was.

      “Damn you, Albert, you always knew how to affect me,” he said fingering the phial about his neck. “But I’ll not turn back now regardless of what may lie ahead. I can’t.”

      And with those foolhardy words spoken, Sir Belvedere Wainthrop pushed deeper into the jungles of prehistory, not for Albert, nor for Queen Victoria and her Empire’s progression, but for the memory of his dear Gwendolyn, the only woman he had ever loved.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      PREHISTORY BITES

      He sweltered, but Belvedere refused to remove anything other than his jacket; it wasn’t the done thing. His one concession, rolling up his shirt sleeves after first checking nobody was around to witness it — old habits and all that.

      He scampered through the trees, more squirrel than man, making great haste. Not that Belvedere needed to move fast, he was, after all, moving within the confines of a dream, albeit a hot and sweaty one, more that it was just his way. He had always been a man of progression, a leap before you look kind of fellow. He knew nothing else.

      So it was, our hero followed the broken path of whatever beast had forged it. The destruction headed in the general direction of the gleaming spire he had spied and that was good enough for him. Plus, although he would not care to admit it, the odd flashes of daylight the damage afforded held a certain reassurance in a world otherwise black as pitch. However, Belvedere was no fool and made certain to remain within the confines of the absolute shade. One look to the mighty-sized footprints made quite sure of that.

      He made good time in his arboreal pursuit, or so he thought, for it was hard to judge time when the light remained constant — a salient detail he’d noted but not addressed. Neither did the absolute silence help his judgement in such things. This continued absence of further life was suspicious. Belvedere had thoroughly expected a world of monstrous noises, bellows, guttural growls, and the like, but there was nothing. It was a most unusual sensation for a man who’d been brought up with birdsong, then later gunfire, to hear nothing. Even the mosquitos, or whatever they’d been, were absent from the place. The jungle was barren of life, or life chose to remain hidden?

      The thought of hidden beasts of any size let alone gigantic ones caused Belvedere to pause, his fingers busy at the blue phial again. He had always been a bit of a twitcher, the product of a restless mind, and decided it best he tucked both the phial and the chain it hung from back within the confines of his shirt.

      “Hmm,” he mused. “I think you’d best stay under lock and key my little, blue trinket. You’re my ticket out of this strange world if anything, well, er, unusual should happen.” The irony of his pause was not lost on him, neither was the sound that came next.

      “Arrooaargggh!”

      “Gadzooks! That sounded a little too close for comfort.” Belvedere pressed back against a tree trunk’s solid girth. There he stood stock-still, listening. “Oh, for God’s sake man, you won’t get anywhere lurking like this.” He chastised himself thoroughly, the sound of his own voice a slight placebo in the situation. A quick scan of the surroundings, for what good it did, and he pushed back off in the same direction as the savage sound.
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        * * *

      

      Belvedere hadn’t realised just how close to the jungle’s exterior he’d been until almost falling from it. If not for some hasty thrusting out of hands, he would have fallen straight out of the leafy canopy and into the hell that was monsters at war.

      Fortunately, he caught hold of a robust branch and hung for a moment over the ensuing madness. Directly ahead, occupying the centre of a meadow-sized clearing, one that had gone unseen from the cliffs, was a beast to give most people nightmares: Belvedere was not most people.

      “Good God, what am I looking at?” Belvedere whispered under his breath. For there, not more than a hundred feet away, stood a behemoth. The beast balanced on two legs, not unlike a human, but that is where any resemblance ended. One-half tail, one-half gaping maw, the thing roared and bellowed like a pride of angered lions. It stood close to twenty feet tall with razor teeth each the size of Belvedere’s forearms. The creature was a king, but a king not without enemies.

      Belvedere hadn’t seen the three lesser beasts, so drawn to the mightiest of them was he, but a trio of miniature versions of the larger stalked their giant relative. The three crept through the long grasses in military-like deployment. Two of the man-sized lizards moved to flank their foe, whilst the other, almost right below Belvedere’s elevated position, crept towards it in plain sight. Most amazing of all, which caused our hero to wipe at his eyes with his free hand, the central of the three held a rider on its armour-plated back. This must have been who Belvedere had earlier heard, but there was no sound from he or his fellow hunters now: they sought to kill by stealth.

      Belvedere eased himself back into the leafy branches in an effort to silently camouflage. It was not silent enough. He had made only the faintest of rustling sounds, but the rider heard it and span round, twisting on the creatures bare back. Human eyes met inhuman eyes, the creature he had taken to be a man in both shape and sound, in fact, far removed. The thing, proportioned as a human, even in skin tone, bore the red, slitted eyes of a demon.

      The creature glared into the treetops as the mighty giant pawed the ground at his back. Only when satisfied that Belvedere posed no immediate threat did the demon turn back to its gigantic quarry, but too late. The enormous beast had decided that attack was the best form of defence, one that ordinarily Belvedere would have admired, but because it hurtled towards the mounted demon and the tree he himself resided in, he was less ecstatic.

      A moment’s readjustment and the red-eyed demon had regathered its wits. “Shabat! Shabal!” it bellowed. The two flanking lizards shot forward, flinging themselves at their greater cousin.

      Belvedere knew all too well the art of warfare and that the two, although brave, had been forced into actions beyond their control. Like a thing possessed, their giant prey flung them into the grass with flicks of its gargantuan head. Not for an instant did it slow its momentum as it crashed into the third predator. The demon rider leapt to one side as the mighty beast hurtled through and on into the tree that had become Belvedere’s sanctuary. The collision was almighty: his fall painful.
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        * * *

      

      Belvedere’s eyes opened to chaos. He lay on his back in the long grass close to the towering presence of the behemoth. He did not panic; it was too late for that. The giant creature had regained the initiative although not entirely. The three smaller beasts had relaunched themselves at the larger in a desperate, last-ditch attempt to save their master. They tore at the larger animal with scimitar-like claws and teeth a tiger would envy. The three strove to allow their master time to escape with a venom bordering on suicidal; he had other ideas. The demon rider stood over Belvedere, those reddest of evil eyes fixed upon him. Despite having to duck to avoid the swinging tail of the mega-beast, the demon had drawn a dagger of fearsome proportions with the clear intention of gutting the sprawled Britannian.

      Belvedere thought of only one thing in those moments, or of one person to be more exact. Despite the screams of fearsome creatures all about him; despite the leering devil that stood over him, slit-eyed and evil; despite being the only man to have slipped through time, he thought only of being reunited with his beloved Gwendolyn.

      Years of military service, time spent adventuring in all the wildest landscapes, and a sheer unwavering resolve to never surrender, never give in, were hard to discard and they forced our hero to kick out with all his might. He caught the devil in the midriff and Belvedere was up and off like lightning. Through the tall grasses he hurtled, their sharp edges slashing like cat-o’-nine-tails in a merciless jailor’s hands. He ran as though his lungs would burst, his breath expire, then ran some more. When the devil barked out, “Shabat! Shabal! Shabe!” from his rear, the supposed names of those lesser monsters, Belvedere knew he’d not run fast enough.

      A resolute Britannian turned to face the hurtling lizards, the giant having fled back into the jungle. He even took the time to roll his sleeves back down and straighten his collar, to wipe down his trousers and slick back his hair. He would not face death in an ungentlemanly manner.

      “Let’s have it!” Belvedere bellowed to the onrushing triumvirate. “Do your worst, you damnable demons!” For some unknown reason, he even laughed, as he raised his fists to his foes. “Marquess of Queensberry indeed.” He huffed into his knuckles and gritted his teeth.

      There was a rush of air, as though snapping jaws were mere inches from his face, then a lightness, perhaps, the precursor to death. But there was no pain, as he closed his eyes, no pain at all, as he felt himself lifted towards heaven at a speed only God could induce.

      “Not such a bad way to go,” sighed a lightheaded Belvedere. Then he felt, heard, nor saw, anything at all, a senseless man on one final voyage.
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        * * *

      

      WINGED

      Darkness pooled over the insides of his eyes, a liquid thing ever in motion, ever in turmoil, a flowing oblivion. An endless nothingness enveloped Belvedere, oozed over him with a reassuring warmth. The heat masked the fear he should have felt but had already accepted. Eternal night came for him as snowflakes began to fall, or stars, or something equally amazing, twinkling and dancing across his vision before coalescing into something brighter than a newborn sun.

      Belvedere opened his eyes to those of the most beautiful creature he had ever seen, a face so serene that Da Vinci himself could have painted it. She regarded him through those angel’s eyes, flaxen hair streaming in unfelt winds. Clear as crystal, clearer even than a Britannian rainstorm in midsummer, they observed him, stark against her skin of powdered gold. The world stood reflected in her golden epidermis, amplified ad infinitum, until the difference between she and all that was became insignificant. What magnificence she portrayed.

      A dazzled Belvedere shied from the beauteous creature ashamed by his own appearance, but weaker than a spring lamb, only adjusted enough to glimpse her snow-white wings unfolding into forever. He supposed himself dead and in the arms of a seraph then, for what else could she have been.

      Serenity washed over Belvedere in endless waves, and for the first time in too long, he knew happiness. Only when a shiver of such magnitude as to almost propel him from the arms that cradled him did he realise he was still very much alive.

      “The altitude? My apologies, I shall fly lower. I forget myself at times.”

      Belvedere swooned at that angel’s voice of honeyed silk. It swept through the biting winds, soothing his troubled mind, allaying his fears, capturing his heart.

      Belvedere watched the night diminish before his eyes, the full intensity of that primordial sun taking hold of him. The solar beams caught his angel at an ever-decreasing angle, the reflected light moving across his face like a sundial playing out a day in mere seconds. Her aura grew more spellbinding with every passing moment. The winged one’s skin seemed alive in an ever fluid gold, the stuff illuminating her in shimmering majesty, a rolling ocean of captured light. Belvedere noted each tidal surge that rolled across her perfect cheeks, down her neck and across the curves of her breast: she was naked, and a gentleman knew shame.

      Quickly averting his eyes, as any decent man would, Belvedere twisted in his guardian’s arms, so he faced away from the golden beauty to look down, down, down. The landscape was a patchwork of emerald and ochre interspersed by towering mountain massifs those he had seen when awakening into this world. The peaks of the mighty, snow-tipped mountains looked close enough to touch, and Belvedere felt an irresistible urge to reach out and do just that.

      “Like touching infinity,” he chuckled, as the two swept through a cloud of bugs. He absently swiped at the things when a sharp sound pierced his head with pain. Belvedere covered his ears, but it did nothing to help. A second blast of high-pitched wailing stung at him, again the intense pain. The angel appeared not to notice Belvedere’s discomfort. Only when he winced a third time did she draw back her wings forcing the two into a steep plummet.

      “Oh, my goodness!” exclaimed the passenger. “Oh my, oh my, oh my!” Belvedere stuttered like a child. However, much to his relief, as the ground grew equidistantly closer, the sound grew less and less stinging. “Are we to land?” he asked, trying to sound inquisitive rather than scared half to death.

      “Not quite, my friend,” she sang back.

      Before he could ask more, the angel’s wings shot back out catching the jungle’s heated updrafts to sweep the two back into the sky like a rifle shot. Belvedere felt his stomach lurch as the momentum flung his head forwards into his hostess’ fulsome frame. There was no time to close his eyes as etiquette demanded, for they had already caught sight of the gleaming star rested upon her breast. He turned away, almost blinding himself in the process, to what he was sure he’d spied from the clifftop: a diamond the size of a mansion house sat atop a shard of rock. No ordinary if overly large diamond was this either, for it was also the angel’s destination. They’d arrived.
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        * * *

      

      The beautiful, golden creature shot up and over a railing carved from a single layer of crystal, which undulated its way around the diamond like a great, gleaming serpent. Descending over this, the angel placed her guest on the floor of liquid glass and spread forth her swanlike wings. “Welcome to my home,” she announced with decorum, her bare feet displacing the quicksilver surface.

      Belvedere wobbled, taking hold of the balcony rail to look out over the world as an eagle.

      “Good God, this is astonishing!”

      “You like the view?” a musical response.

      “It is incredible. It beggars belief. Excuse my French,” he added, turning back to his host. “Oops,” he said catching her full-frontal and hastily averting his eyes.

      “My form disturbs you?” the creature asked, tucking her wings behind her.

      “Well, er, hm, it’s just not the done thing, that’s all.” Belvedere feigned an interest in his own infinite reflections cast within the diamond’s glistening skin.

      “Is this better?”

      Belvedere felt her voice carry across the distance between them to tongue his inner ear.

      He allowed himself a peep into the diamond wall. Much to his relief, his saviour stood wrapped in a light silk dress that matched the tones of her skin. The garment accentuated every sweeping curve of her form, but at least it covered her modesty. Just.

      “Belvedere Magnanimous Wainthrop, pleased to meet you,” he said, offering an outstretched hand.

      The beauty looked at it askance a sudden danger sweeping across her serene features. It lasted but an instant as she took his proffered hand in her own. “Alunia,” she replied.

      Belvedere thought he might melt there and then. Alunia the name echoed around his soul. He shook his head and soon got a hold of himself. Belvedere straightened his cuffs, as was his way, and cleared his throat. “Damn!”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Oh, bugger! I mean, sorry. I’ve been in the company of men for too long.”

      “Do not let it trouble you,” said she of the honeyed tones.

      “I appear to have lost my jacket in the midst of my adventure.” Belvedere pulled a puzzled face that made his hostess smile. He melted a second time.

      “So, this is an adventure to you?”

      “I believe life to be one long adventure.”

      “Hmm,” mused his hostess. “Yes, I believe it is,” she agreed. “Do you approve of my home?”

      “It is beyond belief,” his honest answer. “I have never seen the like, nor suspect I shall ever see the same again.”

      “There are no such things in your world?” she said cocking her head inquisitively to one side.

      “World?”

      “I mean homeland.”

      “I should say not.”

      “Then, this is all new to you?”

      “Very,” he replied, unintentionally rubbing at one of his still stinging ears.

      “My apologies if they hurt you. They are a frustration at worst and a nuisance at best.” The gold of her skin looked tumultuous for a flickering instant like a storm brewing out over a hostile ocean.

      “They?” Belvedere enquired.

      “The little people.”

      “You mean the mosquitos?”

      “No,” she laughed; Belvedere’s knees buckled. “The Scintillians.”

      “The what?”

      “Little people. They are a bad-tempered community. They seek to bother me whenever the opportunity arises.”

      “And do they?”

      “Oh, no, but I let them think so. It keeps them on their toes?” She winked, one gold eyelid closing over a translucent eye.

      “Crocodile eyes.”

      “Pardon!”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Please, do beg my pardon, it was instinctive.”

      “Instinctive, why?” she breezed.

      “Just reminded me of a hunting trip to Africa.”

      “You hunt?” She took a step back at that. If it was with surprise, or fear, Belvedere could not tell.

      “Not as much as once I did. Times have changed somewhat since Britannia ruled the world,” Belvedere replied, relieved she did not press on his prior comparison.

      “Please explain, I know not of this Bri-tan-nia.”

      Belvedere frowned before able to stop himself. “It is the empire ruled by Her Majesty, to whom my loyalties lie. Doing her bidding is what keeps me active. Not that I would complain mind as I enjoy it very much.” He added the latter to not sound slanderous.

      “Who is this, Majesty, ruler of Bri-tan-nia?”

      “Why, Queen Victoria, of course. She remains Empress of half the world and is still revered by the rest.”

      “And what world would this be?”

      “Why, Earth!” Belvedere said, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.

      There was a moment then, a something that passed between the two that Belvedere disliked. He was a man who’d had good reason to trust his instincts, his life had depended on them many times, and in that moment, he knew to keep mum. Looks of lascivious natures were born of lascivious natures, and the angelic creature before him epitomised them. Her face changed as it contorted if such a thing were possible. Like a swindler sensing a scam, Alunia grew greedy. Don’t be a fool Bells, his inner self said, she could not know of such things when secreted so far in the past, would question and puzzle over them. But neither did Belvedere wish to enlighten her further, though, he could not say why? It was just a feeling he had like dodging a bullet to stay alive.

      As if sensing his unease, Alunia gave a broad smile and beckoned to him. “Come, my friend, you must be hungry. It is not every day you fall into another time to be almost brutally slain.”

      “Well, I am feeling a little peckish.”

      “Then, you shall feast as my honoured guest.” Alunia made to walk into the unparalleled diamond, which had conveniently developed a door-sized opening.

      “May I enquire upon something first?” Belvedere asked, following in her wake.

      “Of course,” she replied without turning.

      “Earlier you said world and latterly time. I am a simple man who needs only an order and a direction in which to carry it out, but at this present, I have neither. So, I would ask this: where and when am I?”

      Alunia did not look back, but Belvedere felt her sneer as though it was in his very face. She replied with but one word.

      “Temporalis.”

      A sudden chill sent a shiver down Belvedere’s spine, as he bent to collect a single jet-black feather from the swirling floor.
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        * * *

      

      “Then, this is not the Jurassic!” Belvedere said in amazement.

      “This is Temporalis,” Alunia replied dispassionately.

      Belvedere was tall at six feet and big with it. He towered over the slender figure who glided before him into the diamond’s cavernous interior as though he were a looming raven waiting to snatch her soul. Alunia was less than five and a half feet in height, and slender at best, yet her bearing exuded a disproportionate might as demonstrated by her lifting him. He eyed her, wary. He sensed she eyed him back.

      Belvedere shook off his fluctuating feelings as nonsense to ask, “Has it always been so?” No sooner had the words left his lips than he felt a blush upon his cheeks at his inaneness. “I mean, I saw dinosaurs, so it simply must be the Jurassic, mustn’t it?”

      “You saw a dinosaur.”

      “Well, four to be exact, and a strange fellow who appeared to be running the show.”

      “Four, then,” she agreed, folding her wings tight against her back, and sitting in a chair of cut crystal. She indicated for Belvedere to do the same.

      Men of authority are unused to disrespect, which is exactly how Belvedere saw Alunia’s wording. He imagined she humoured him somewhat. So, in true Britannian style, he took the offensive.

      “I know what I saw, and I know where I am, Madame. I do not wish you to think me ungrateful for your timely intervention in my affairs, but I should appreciate a little candour on your behalf. This is all turning out to be a somewhat unusual day and a modicum of detail would help to settle my bearing.” Belvedere sat back within the crystalline confines of the chair, locked his fingers together, and gave Alunia one of his best furrowed-browed stares.

      His hostess remained impassive.

      Belvedere likened the experience to his meetings with Her Majesty and how he’d laugh with Albert Chambers, once alone, at his apparent discomfort at them. Alunia unsettled with that same superior ease. Belvedere put it down to nerves. Albert put it down to blind fear. The boot, however, was most definitely on the other foot and he was glad his friend was not around to bear witness. The two would not have shared laughter over Alunia. His hostess’ pooling, gold skin did not help matters. No sooner would Belvedere focus on one part of its tidal meanderings than it surged somewhere inappropriate and caused him great embarrassment. What was worse, she encouraged it.

      “Do I unsettle you, Belvedere Magnanimous Wainthrop?”

      “Please, just Belvedere, and you are somewhat unique.”

      Alunia gave her guest a look as if to check he mocked her. Once assured of his sincerity, her whole demeanour changed.

      “I apologise, this must all be very strange and unusual. I shall do my best to explain.” Two golden hands lifted to her angelic features, swept aside loose, flaxen hair, then settled back into place on her lap. She began, “This is the story of Temporalis.”
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        * * *

      

      “There are more worlds than you could care to imagine, Belvedere. They are endless if truth be told. These bastions of life are spread amongst the endless oblivion of the dimensions, time and space, lost ships in an obsidian sea. Yet, however disparate life is, my friend, it still is. Do you understand?”

      “I believe so, fantastical though it sounds. Although I do not pretend to be a learned man, at least, not like someone such as my friend Albert, I am nevertheless aware of both the principles of creationism and Darwinian evolution, you simply take the two to another level. I confess your talk of time and dimensions mean little to me, but I am not pig-headed enough to believe that we alone are made in God’s image.”

      “God has nothing to do with it,” she sneered, her fingers scratching at their crystal armrests. “Do you accept that you are not where you thought yourself, or at least, not quite?”

      “If you say so, Alunia. I have no reason to doubt you and no better explanation for my whereabouts. If I am able to accept the moving backwards and forwards through time, then I believe myself able to accept most things. For now, that is.” Belvedere watched Alunia’s eyes widen at his words, her tongue circling the inside of her sculpted lips, but kept his own raging emotions in check.

      “Good. Then, I shall continue.”

      “Please do.”

      “The universe you live in is birthed of fluidity. Time flows back and forth as the tides of your oceans. If one knows how they may travel those temporal seas; if one has certain things in their favour, then they may even navigate them. Do you understand?” she asked again.

      “As much as my mind will allow, yes.”

      “Excellent.” She clapped her hands together to a metallic ring. “Now, if you can imagine not one but myriad such oceans all pouring through that thing you call space, where they collide would be Temporalis: you sit at the hub of forever, an archipelago risen in time.”

      “Then, should I not be drowning?” Belvedere asked quizzically.

      “Ah, well said, Sir Belvedere.”

      “I don’t recall having given you my title.”

      A membrane of transparent skin flicked over Alunia’s eyes, sending an ever so slight chill through Belvedere’s frame. He watched something coalesce in those clearest of orbs before the eddies calmed and spring returned.

      “Now,” she continued, ignoring his question, “sometimes there is detritus riding the ocean waves, is there not?”

      “I have seen the remains of many a merchant ship cast across the waters, whilst travelling on behalf of the Empire. Their crew too, unfortunately,” he added.

      “Like the ocean itself, there are places where the winds and waves do not carry. These places are dead, inescapable wells of lost torments. Imagine all you see here as the flotsam on these seas of time, congealed into a zone of impasse. You see, Belvedere Wainthrop, although many may wash ashore here, there is no escaping Temporalis.”

      Belvedere inadvertently fingered the phial that hung concealed beneath his finely tailored shirt. It was a momentary thing, but it did not go unnoticed.
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        * * *

      

      “Does the reality of your situation trouble you?” Alunia purred.

      “Not really. I have faced death on many occasions, looked it in the eye, one might say, this is no worse.”

      “No worse!” the beauty roared, leaping from her chair, white wings extending to touch both sides of the chamber at once. “To rot forever in a place without night, time, or substance; where nothing truly lives only temporarily abides, I can think of nothing worse!” The golden covering cracked across her exposed breast, a darker light like a fresh-poured claret leaking out to shine off every polished surface.

      “But I thought angels able to move at will from heaven and back. I gather this a misrepresentation. I would also surmise you are less than happy with the situation.” Belvedere spoke in the level tones of a man unwilling to buckle before the bullies in life.

      “Who said I was an angel?”

      Belvedere maintained his poise as well as his nerve.

      “And yes, my friend,” Alunia calmed, “I am, indeed, less than happy.”

      Belvedere did what any good soldier might when backed into a corner, he attacked. “Might I ask how long you have resided here at the centre of everything?”

      “How long is forever?”

      “For ever, I suppose.”

      “Then you have your answer. I was hoping you might assist me in rectifying the situa…” her voice trailed off as the inside of the diamond chamber became suddenly alive with assorted images.

      “Good God, what is this sorcery!”

      “Ah, we have another guest arrived,” said the now beaming Alunia. She pointed to a darkened part of the ceiling perforated with bright red flowers, rather like roses, blooming despite the gloom. And right before Belvedere’s eyes a figure of bestial looks, hairy and savage, yet dressed in silver finery, materialised into view.

      “More flotsam?”

      “Indeed,” she said from between pursed lips.

      Without another word, Alunia sped from the chamber, Belvedere at her heels. He almost caught up to her as her wings reached to the sky and she plunged headfirst over the crystal railing.

      By the time Belvedere reached it, peering over to the dizzying expanse below, Alunia was just a dark dot against the emerald jungle.
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        * * *

      

      ESCAPE

      “I do not like this. I do not like this at all!” Belvedere stomped over the swirling glass waters of the balcony floor, his fists balled and moustache bristling. “I’m stuck in the sky with the strangest person I’ve ever met, next to Monk, anyway. I know you’re out there shaking your head, Albert, I can feel it,” he said, waving his fist to the sky. “Why didn’t you just drink the Amazon Blue, you’d say? Why didn’t you just come back? Because I don’t want to come back that’s why!” Belvedere ranted and raged in multiple self-dialogues. He regarded the myriad versions of himself reflected in the diamond’s gleaming exterior; they all looked back a slightly different man. “Yes, that’s the problem, my other selves, I am not the man I once was. Ever since Gwendolyn’s death I’ve been… changed,” he said to his many others. Each looked back unhappily, but none so much as he.

      Belvedere took one final look over the railing at the almost concave cliffs Alunia’s home rested atop. If it came to it, he was not afraid of the drop, but there had to be another way off there. With an unaccustomed look of resignation, he strode back into the diamond’s sculpted interior.

      “What the!” he exclaimed.

      The room was just as he’d left it, filled with the same images, the same beastly version of humanity captured in diamond multiplicity, but one no longer alone. Alunia blazed before the beast in apparent discussion, the jungle alive at her presence. The beast-man ranted and raged a response. Alunia grinned one back. Apparently, this was not what the beast expected. The creature gesticulated wildly, striking out at his beautiful companion. Razor teeth gnashed, hooked claws swung and missed; she was so quick. Then, the most extraordinary thing of an already extraordinary journey happened. Belvedere watched the fearsome beast step away into the deep jungle in fear of Alunia; it was written in its great, wide eyes. A moment later, Belvedere saw why.

      It started with Alunia’s angelic wings shaking like a tree in a winter storm casting snow to the ground. Beneath the white purity of those shed feathers lay scaled plates of black obsidian. The gold that had almost cracked in his presence shattered completely into a million tiny flecks of shining light. Beneath this false epidermis lay something more sinister, exposed and raw like a picked scab. Horns sprung forth from her once beautiful head that blazed with an intense scarlet fire, all semblance of the angel lost. The beast-man backed ever further away: he did not back far enough. Last in that exhibition of madness came the chaos of a crimson butchering.

      Belvedere took an inadvertent step away from the images, horrified and appalled. He’d witnessed his fair share of nightmares on the battlefield and even been an unwilling party to some in the name of the Empire and the greater good, but what he’d just observed shook him to the core, to the very foundations of his moral fibre. He staggered into the crystal chair and fell shocked into its rigid embrace. So heavily did he fall that one arm cracked free to shatter on the floor.

      Belvedere held his breath then, although he wasn’t sure why, as the tinkling sound of breaking glass echoed throughout the room. He knew Alunia could not have heard his misdemeanour, but when the ghastly face in the reflective walls turned to him and glared, it was clear she had. Belvedere blinked her away. When he reopened his eyes, she was gone.

      Belvedere rushed from the room, his jaw set in determination, He knew he did not have long. Reaching into his shirt and removing the blue phial, he uncorked its coruscating cerulean contents.

      “I’ll not allow that to happen to me,” he growled into the sky. “I’d rather die upon the rocks than let that devil touch me.” Then he remembered himself. Lifting his chin and toasting heaven, he shouted, “I claim this land in the name of Her Royal Highness Queen Victoria, Empress of India, and sovereign to half the world!” A quick swig of the Amazon Blue, a gritting of teeth and he flung himself over the balcony rail.
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        * * *

      

      When someone is close to death, it is said their whole life rushes before them. That was not so for Belvedere. For as he plunged like a rock, he saw only one face; only swirls of luxurious chestnut hair; only the deep, dark eyes of his one true love. He smiled then. Belvedere wasn’t afraid of death, not if it meant being back with his darling Gwendolyn.

      He felt the heated air tugging at his shirt sleeves, flapping at his bootlaces. There were worse ways to go. It would be a quick ending. But from out of his daydreaming a second face appeared, a familiar face, and with it a voice.

      “Bells. We’ve almost got you, Bells, but you have to breathe!”

      Something hard struck his chest, his head flung forward then back.

      “Bells! Damn it, man, you’re a fighter born and bred, now fight!”

      Belvedere felt the ground rushing towards him as time stood still. The sun shone upon his face like a heavenly lantern but went out just as quick. It was as though a dark, velvet curtain had been drawn and he found himself rubbing at his eyes. That strange sparkling as of stars across the heavens came to him then, a strange whooshing noise too, almost as if a flock of birds had just taken fearful flight. He tried to focus on the darkened section of sky, but it was so hard. Everything blurred, swirled together in a maelstrom of grey, as the voice came again.

      “Don’t make me hit you, Bells. I’ll do it. Damn you, I’ll do it!”

      “You will not.” Belvedere’s left hand reached out to grasp his best friend’s arm.

      “Oh, Bells, thank God. I thought we’d lost you.”

      “Not God,” came the voice of Sir Magnus Monk from some unseen corner of the barely lighted room. “Not God at all.”

      Belvedere opened his eyes to see Albert’s face aghast with horror. He made to prop himself up on one elbow, but there was a weight across his chest, and he only managed to tilt his head enough to see Monk cowering on bended knee. He remained motionless head bowed and subservient just beyond the operating table Belvedere laid recumbent on.

      “I thought a bit of brutality might be the thing to unlock your secrets, Sir Belvedere.” The voice was that of a silk sheet being drawn over a sharpened dagger. The taloned fingers that reached from behind to rent open his shirt, even more so.

      Belvedere tried to breathe, attempted to struggle, but the arm across his chest rested as a battleship upon a pond. He was powerless to prevent the taloned fingers crawl up his torso inch by slow inch until resting at his throat. They squeezed; he choked.

      Any thoughts Belvedere had of a quick death were misplaced. Instead, gagging in his constriction, he was lifted bodily from the table, as the arm about him turned from red, to black, to gold, and that voice of luxurious tones returned to mock him.

      “So, this is the Ministry of Empirical Advancement.”

      In that moment, that utterance of words she should never have known, Sir Belvedere beheld his manipulation. He would never have thought it possible; he was too canny for such things, too used to the arts of wartime deception, but he would have been wrong. He was a stooge in some grander plot, and it maddened him.
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        * * *

      

      HER MAJESTY

      Belvedere watched Albert back into the furthest, darkest corner of the room. In direct opposition, a gaggle of leering faces moved forward into the light cast by the single lighted candle at its centre.

      “Sire,” they said, as doors opened, and booted feet descended stone steps to kneel in unison beside Monk.

      “You are all party to this… this disgrace?” Belvedere spluttered.

      “Indeed, they are,” answered the sweet voice.

      What happened next was sudden and violent. Belvedere knew not what had occurred until he opened his eyes from the far side of the room.

      “I’ve got you, Bells,” said Albert to the man cradled in his arms. His look said more than words ever could.

      “What’s going on, Albert, have I gone mad? Have I been cast into Hell?” he offered.

      “If you have, my friend, then I am there too.”

      Belvedere made to move, but Albert bade him still and indicated over his shoulder to where Alunia stood at her resplendent best.

      “So, this is Britannia. Dismal, is it not?”

      The dozen or so members of the Ministry, several Lords, a Sir or two, and at least two high-ranking members of the clergy, looked between one another dumbfounded. It was that weasel of a man, Monk, who spoke on their behalf.

      “Sire, or Ma’am,” he quickly added. “We are in London’s subterranean depths.”

      “That is no way to meet your new god.” A flick of a snow-white wingtip and the roof exploded outwards in one booming detonation after another until a porthole into a Britannian, moonlit night shone down upon the beast that was Alunia.

      “We could not be sure it would work. We prayed he would not take the liquid too soon. But who else would be so unwilling to return; who else would be determined enough to see such an adventure through, no matter the cost; who else would be foolish enough to believe he would return even if he did not take it? It was all to give you time, ma’am. It worked.” Monk pulled a face so vile that Belvedere had the desire to punch it into next week. He did not, for despite his arms still not working, he awaited his moment.

      “Then in the absence of verbal commune, you chose well.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I like all the others, only wish to further the Empire’s stranglehold, one that is slowly loosening.”

      “Who addresses their new master?”

      “Sir Magnus Monk chief scientist to Her Majesty Queen Victoria.”

      “You have done well, Sir Magnus Monk,” Alunia spoke the words as though strangling every vowel.

      Monk noticed.

      “Should you choose to return, I have the last of the Amazon Blue ready at your disposal.” Monk produced a phial of cerulean liquid from his pocket and passed it to Alunia.

      “Why would I wish to go back? I have spent an eternity there. Not even God himself shall return me.” She sneered a vile disreputable thing. “Not now I have a world of my own. I find it a bonus it is also His favourite.”

      The smirk that smeared Alunia’s face disgusted Belvedere. “I’ll see you hang for this, Monk,” he snapped.

      “Will you now, you pompous oaf?” Monk leered, as he and the others sneered at the two friends. “Victoria will thank us for having such foresight. We will be heroes,” he said, straightening his crooked, skinny frame.

      “You do not know what you have done. You have made a deal with the Devil and have damned a world for it.”

      “Oh, no,” Alunia breezed. “We have made no deal. I showed these fools miracles and petty treasures in the dreams that it is so easy for me to frequent. I have manipulated them to do as I wished, and have done the same for countless aeons, for countless species. But not one word passed between us. I owe them nothing.”

      “What!” Monk gasped.

      If he had not ducked, it would have been his last word. Instead, Alunia’s wing swept over his head and decapitated a General who stood behind him. Alunia smirked, as Monk took a stumbling step back.

      Belvedere watched on as Albert began to cry. The poor fellow was a sensitive soul at the best of times, a trait that Belvedere had recognised in him from the off. Such acts of brutality, such utter savagery were not meant for him.

      Alunia turned to them wearing an unpleasant smirk. She shook the white feathers from her wings to be replaced by a lattice of black plating. There she gleamed in the darkness, basked in the night, resplendent in her dark majesty. A world was all but conquered.

      Not a soul dared breathe.
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        * * *

      

      When a door grander than the many others burst open, Belvedere felt mixed emotions. To see his Queen stood there was inspiring, even if held between two of her guards, but mostly unsettling. Until she spoke, that was, and hope returned.

      “Weak-minded men. I should have known you would have gambled on magics and sorcery over good old-fashioned hard labour.” Her voice rang out in direct opposition to the creature that stood before her: Britannia was unwilling to yield.

      And in that moment, when Belvedere was certain she’d played no part in her Ministry’s debacle, he knew just what to do.

      “I’m sorry for not acknowledging your sorrow, Albert.”

      “What, Bells?”

      “I’m sorry for everything, you are and always have been my best, my only real friend, and I have wronged you.”

      “Don’t be silly, Bells,” he whispered back. “We all lost a lot when Gwen died.”

      “That is true, my friend, but I thought I’d lost the most. I had not.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?” Albert asked, his eyes flicking from the Queen to the beast and back again. The two stood regarding each other, Her Majesty with a look of disgrace playing across her dour features, the beast with one of salivating hunger. That was why he could not react to Belvedere’s swift movement. He was up and on his feet in a flash. Years of self-preservation had taught Belvedere when and when not to force an issue and this was his moment to do so. In a heartbeat, he had ripped the phial from Alunia’s hand and downed the contents in one.

      “No, Bell’s, there’s not enough!” cried Albert, but all far too late.
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        * * *

      

      Belvedere ignored the shrieking scream that only an eternally damned could emit. He grabbed Alunia around the waist and locked strong arms. He wrestled her with all his might, all the strength God had imbued him with, held on with all the love Gwendolyn had stored in him. He held on for his friends, his country, and his Queen. And despite the flailing talons, the savage teeth, the crimson death that surrounded him, he would never let go.

      The two of them dissolved before Albert’s eyes, out of his reality and into someplace else. The ensuing explosion sealed their doom and cursed those who observed it.

      Queen Victoria would never be the same again.
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      “They must be unmade, Robert.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Her Majesty wishes them expunged.”

      “I shall not.”

      “If you do not, Master Swift, then it will be your position within Her Majesty’s government that is unmade.” The elder man creaked leather-gloved hands together, wringing every last syllable from his over-emphasised words.

      “How long do I have to consider your request?” Robert swept long, dark hair from his gaunt face, the hours spent in his workshop given clear definition by the single, flickering candle.

      “How long? How long! Did I not make myself clear? The order has not come from some vagabond, some chance met acquaintance, some nobody, it has come from Queen Victoria herself. There are no ifs, maybes, or buts when discussing Her Majesty’s orders. One simply does as one’s told and does not question it. People that do oft’ regret it.”

      “Is that a threat, Carrington?” Robert bristled in his seat, the glass of wine held in his right hand quaking at his intonation. A trace of the old fire sparked in the inventor’s tired eyes but soon dimmed to embers.

      “That is Lord Carrington to you, Swift.”

      “Or else?”

      “One can be made to act as required. Facts and threats are rarely grouped together.”

      “Then if I am not being threatened and am still allowed the freedom of choice, I refuse. I could no sooner unmake my left leg than I could my children.”

      “Children!” Lord Carrington jumped to his feet as a man half his years should. “They are not your children; they are your handiwork. They are automata, constructs, or any number of other things, but when one sieves through the salient details of this disagreement, one will find one unequivocal and singular truth.”

      “And that is?”

      “That every one of those metal mishaps is the property of Her Majesty Queen Victoria, your sovereign and empress of half the world. She would rule the other half, too, if she wished it, but that is by the by. So, I ask again, will you unmake those you have created to facilitate the prolonging and general longevity of your monarch’s reign? Will you uncreate those designed to bring immortality to Her Majesty? Will you remove the criteria for others to do the same?” Lord Carrington ended the sermon with a sharp thrust of fist to desktop sending his own crystal-cut glass shattering to the floor.

      “But why?”

      “As I have stated, ours is not to question why.”

      Robert took a deep, long breath and rubbed at his temples. “It is only through my children, their nature, their existence, that Her Majesty still functions. It is my children’s technologies that have inspired her adjustments. They have gifted her life, saved her life, it makes no sense to deprive herself of future corrections. She might die because of it!” Robert tore at his hair with frustration at the whole affair before regaining his composure. “Lord Carrington, I ask you again as a man I once held great respect for, why? Britannia would be without its Queen if not for my children.”

      “Your point being?”

      “My point being, without them she’d have died years ago. The explosive aftermath of Sir Belvedere’s vanishing would have killed her. Should have killed her. She bore its brunt yet lived. A miracle prolonged by my children.”

      “How do you know about that? Carrington barked.

      “My dear man, every citizen of a certain standing knows about that and certainly those who have dealt with its repercussions.”

      “I see,” glared Carrington.

      “What has Headlock to say about this, or Cuthbert, or even Monk, though I cannot abide the man?”

      “It matters not what they say, think or do, because they are not she.”

      “Then we have nothing further to discuss. I shall not be party to exterminating our Queen even if she sees it otherwise, and as I have stated, I shall not murder my family.”

      “So, I am to gather from that little monologue that you are unwilling to concede them.” Lord Carrington spat the final word.

      “I will not, and they have left already. I could no sooner divulge their location than I could the contents of your sick mind.” Robert folded thin arms across his charcoal-suited chest and crossed one leg over the other in defiance.

      Lord Carrington eyed him with a venom that the Britannian elite reserved solely for the underclasses; a societal standing Robert belonged to and was only too aware of. He sought to see inside the younger man’s soul with those jet-black eyes, to unpick the contents of his inner being. When he seemed certain of Robert’s underlying character, sniffing it away with a snoot, he bellowed, “Guards!”

      Two men of imposing physiques dressed from head to toe in Her Majesty’s colours, a sure sign of her involvement, burst through the study door.

      “Take Master Swift into confinement. Somewhere remote should serve best. He shall be dealt with at the Crown’s convenience.”

      The two men nodded in symmetry.

      “Oh, and gentleman.”

      “Your Lordship,” one replied through a voice like crushed bricks.

      “Make it an unpleasant arrival.”

      “With pleasure, Your Lordship,” the same answered, as the other advanced on his prey.
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        * * *

      

      Robert Swift was a scientist, an inventor, not a man of war. He did not fight back because he could not fight back any more than a mouse may beat away a cat’s fatal attentions. Those men of cruellest dispositions hurt and humiliated him as they dragged him through the halls of power. What was worse, Lord Carrington watched it all, a smile cleaving his ancient face, a manic glint in his eye. He observed every mistreatment, taking an obscene pleasure in the whole affair. Even the crunching of bones did not disturb his pursuit of those apes he controlled.

      “Rot in hell,” Carrington hissed, as they cast Robert into the darkness of the highest most inaccessible cell of the imposing Tower of London.

      In the time it took to crumple to the floor, Robert was no longer the man he once was. A dreamer does not dream of evil, it is forced upon him and he had it shoved down his throat. The realisation that nightmares had a home amongst Britannia’s verdant shores horrified and surprised in equal measure. He would have much time to dwell on such things in those most squalid of conditions with just the rats to keep him company.
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        * * *

      

      Night had fallen before Robert had even known he slept. The single, barred opening, too small to ascertain thoughts of escape, allowed just enough moonlight into the cell to emphasise his plight. The distant sound of the Thames’ chugging waters and the voices of the river people singing their melancholy songs trickled in through that eye on the sky. Robert allowed the sombre tones to caress his broken body, hoping for relief, but all they achieved was to remind him of his loneliness. He lay where he had fallen, unable to move and in agony if he tried. If not for a trembling hand that sought to block out the light, the only one he could lift, one might have mistaken him for a corpse. Perhaps, he was?
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        * * *

      

      He heard the hissing, tasted the grease in the air and knew who came a calling; one always recognises one’s own handiwork. The thudding of brass pistons and copper-plated feet confirmed his acuity. She, though one might have been mistaken for thinking the sound an it, uttered a single guttural command to the guards Robert had not even realised were stationed outside.

      “Open.”

      The heavy door groaned inwards its ancient hinges, reluctant to comply, but not even metal dared disobey Victoria.

      “Do you not bow before your monarch?” The sound of long since replaced vocal cords rattled around the cell.

      “I cannot, Your Majesty,” Robert whimpered.

      “Then, we shall make you.”

      Robert found himself grabbed beneath each armpit and hauled with unceremonious agony from the floor. There the two guards held him, head slumped, mind woozy, a sheet on the line. He saw the polished metal of she who must be obeyed but could no more lift his head than if his life depended upon it, which it almost certainly did.

      “I wish those wretched pieces of my past expunged. I wish my magnificence declared unique.”

      Robert hung silent and still.

      “I will be a queen without suggestion of frailty.”

      Robert did not answer.

      “I shall not be reminded in every cog and gear, every reshaped barrel, every welded seam, of the weak woman I once was and of my past indignities.”

      “I am sorry, Your Majesty, but I cannot.”

      “Do so immediately!” the Queen roared, her ruined voice stripping the walls of stone.

      Robert lapsed once more into silence.

      “Did you not hear me, Swift? Must I have you punished further?” That grotesque abomination of a voice, once so sweet, commanded respect. She did not get it.

      “Ma’am, I say this with the greatest respect for the woman I held above all others, a woman who I was proud to call Queen, I shall not be party to committing you to death, even if you yourself do not believe it. I would rather kill myself than my children.”

      A hissing of such magnitude ushered forth that the room filled instantly with burning steam. Even the guards coughed whilst leaning away, Robert, too weak to. In the confusion, it was a different voice, a softer voice that leant in through those temporary fogs. The smell of grease oil assailed Robert’s olfactory senses, and a cloying stench drew close. “I want you to kill me, Robert,” the regal voice whispered. “I’m begging you.”

      Victoria’s final words drifted away as though those of a ghost. When the grey mist vented out of the barred window, she was gone, and Robert released in a crunching heap.

      “I’m sorry, Victoria, truly I am, but I can no more kill my children than you could yours,” he wept to nobody in particular.

      The stars came early to his slumber.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day, or so Robert presumed, the two opposing forces of light and dark blending into a seamless twilight, he awoke to the sound of cold steel being unbolted. His cell door opened inwards to a creaking protest and the voice of another tormentor entered to replace the last.

      “Ah, Master Swift, I see you have been a rather bad boy.”

      “What gave me away, Somerset?” Robert wheezed.

      “Oh, nothing much. If I had to put my finger on it, I should say your stench.”

      “What’s the matter, old friend, still bitter it was I chosen to rebuild Her Majesty and not you?”

      The kick to his face from a booted foot was sudden and jarring, but Robert refused to succumb before the worst of Britannia’s citizens.

      “You think yourself superior even now. How ridiculous you sound. You are a worm to be crushed beneath my boots.”

      “That may be so, but it is still this worm that knows the Queen’s secrets and not you. I presume that is why you are here, to coax them from me.”

      Somerset spat upon the floor and paced the perimeter of the room. He sniffed and tut-tutted, ran his fingers along the brickwork and then did so again. Six paces later, he had completed his circuitous route to stand back over his ravaged ex-colleague. The fop tugged at his pointed, black beard, straightened his sleeves, and eyed the man recumbent on the stone floor. “You know I shall learn your secrets. It will not take long for a mind such as mine.”

      “If eternity is a short trip, then yes.”

      Somerset laughed at that, a dirty, nasty thing of disgust. “So proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “No, but I’m confident you cannot kill me, Somerset, or I should already be so. Only when you know the secrets to my work, of my children, will I be disposed of. One cannot have one’s monarch rusting to a standstill before the populace, can one?” Robert gasped two raking breaths before continuing. “Told Monk you could maintain her, did you? Told him and his cronies that you, too, knew the secrets of amalgamating flesh and steel? How you must have schemed. Has it been three years in the making, five?”

      “Closer to ten, my once friend. From the moment life stirred from scraps and scrapings and my realising I assisted God.”

      Robert’s laugh caused an agony equal to that dispatched upon him the previous day, but it was worth the pain to see Somerset’s bristling ire. “I am no God. Only an idiot claims omnipotence. Someone like you,” he added and coughed something rancid into his palm.

      “Once again, you see through me.”

      “It is not difficult. Your heart is polished glass to my eyes, it always was. You seek to curry favour with the Queen and her ilk, and in so doing gain access to the work and secrets I withheld.”

      “Go on,” Somerset oozed.

      “And may I deduce that my children have departed, left you in the lurch, so to speak. May I also deduce, it was you that claimed me as a danger, a sorcerer, not scientist, and that it was you who sowed the seeds of doubt amongst the Government and higher. You always were one of the blue bloods.”

      “Ooh, I like this fantasy. Please, continue.”

      “You think I did not know you plotted against me. Now, who is the fool? Her Majesty cannot function for long without my hand upon the wrench. When all I wished for was to serve and do my duty, your conniving forced me to set certain protocols. I have seen to it, Somerset; pistons seize, and movement will stall. I gather it is they you agonise over, your real reason for coming here to uncover them.”

      “Well, I cannot deny it. Yes, I sought the riches that only those closest to Her Majesty might attain. As Victoria’s physician, I have been in an excellent position to drop her a subtle hint here, a word there. I have studied your amendments to her ancient, shattered frame, yet the key to their amalgamation still eludes me.”

      “Pfft!”

      “Scoff if you will. After all, it is your life.”

      “Yes, it is,” Robert retorted.

      “You are ever the fool. When we could have made history together, the first true combination of machine and man, or woman, as it were, you have instead forced my hand in deceit.”

      “Deceit is never forced, old friend, it is engendered. You are a jealous, greedy man and always have been. I would give anything to see your face when she has your head for treason.”

      “By that, I take it you refuse once more to help in protecting Her Majesty’s immortality.”

      “I do if it means the extermination of my life’s work.”

      “Well, know this,” Somerset hissed, as he knelt at the crippled man’s side. “I shall find your children, dissect every last secret from them, and then unmake them. I would love to say you will hear their screams, but the only ones you shall hear are your own. Guards! Be good fellows and make life miserable for this traitor.”

      “I will never talk!” Robert shrieked, but the hands about his larynx strangled any further words before they left his gullet.

      The darkness came quicker to him a second time, his body having adjusted to the pain. His last memory was of Somerset’s laughter echoing through the infinity of his unconsciousness, an unpleasant end to an unpleasant meeting.
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        * * *

      

      Robert’s final visitor announced herself with the subtle scent of jasmine. Alexandra begged and pleaded from beyond the door, her tears as false as always. Robert remained unmoved. He could no more acquiesce to her supplied wishes than he could the others.

      Queen Victoria had grown desperate indeed if she would play the love card on him; Robert and his former fiancée had fallen from it many years before. Alexandra left him as a faceless entity much as she had been in his life. Much as they all had been.
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        * * *

      

      The tiniest scraping followed the slightest scratch. Perhaps some predatory owl having made a nest in the crumbling brickwork marked his territory, or a rat clawed for food? Perhaps, not? To the untrained ear, those sounds as of infestation were just that, but a father will always know his own.

      A shadow cast a black shade across Robert’s narrowed eyes, then another and another. One by one, those that stood before the full moon lowered, scrambled, or jumped to the stone floor.

      It is said man was the sole creature given the gift of tears. If anyone should have seen the gathering of those obscure forms, those tiniest of metal creations, they should have disagreed.

      “Papa,” one wept.

      “Father,” cried another.

      “Daddy,” said the littlest of all. “What have they done to you, Daddy?”

      “My children? Is it you, or do I pass from this realm and you come to me in my final dream?”

      “We are here to take you home, Papa,” said the one who cried tears of grease.

      A shrill whistle preceded the descending of a horde of the little creatures. The things crept and crawled, slithered and skulked, to amass as a single protective shield of spare metal over their father’s prone form. The littlest one, no larger than a shiny sovereign, nuzzled up close to its papa’s ear and spoke in a hushed, metallic buzz. Robert heard the words of his child as the bricks that made up the Thames side of the Tower crashed and crumbled to the ground.

      “They came for us, Papa, but we hid. They bashed and burned and stamped and made lots of noise, but we did not come out. When night fell, and all was darkest, we crept forth and escaped. We did as you told us, Papa, but we could not flee. We had to save you as you have saved us.”

      The ant-like speech was clearer than a July dawn to Robert. He heard that tiniest of singsong voices as those born from his hands used their own to lift him with delicate care from the floor. There he hovered an inch from the stone as his litter bearers realigned themselves. Caterpillar-like, hundreds of feet marched forward up and over the rubble and began a vertical descent. Impossible to all but they, the drop caused no fear to Robert. The little ones guarded him now; there was no safer place. They stole down the tower walls with slow, deliberate movements never once jolting the one they bore. When almost to the ground a deeper chorus of “Father,” rang out, as they passed him to the larger ones. Those who resembled men more closely than the rest, iron arms lifting, piston legs shuffling, ruby eyes blazing, they carried their maker across the close-cropped grass to the shoreline. Somewhere, a raven protested with a grating caw of anger, but no other witnessed Robert Swift’s escape from the Tower of London, perhaps the greatest removal of all.

      The sounds and smells of the river swept over Robert’s senses as he felt himself lifted between riverbank and barge. And there she was, his true Queen, his love, his Made wife.

      “I thought they should kill you. I thought they would hunt you down and unmake you,” he whispered, the hurt in his heart overwhelming that of his physical self.

      “Life cannot be unmade, only extinguished, and it was not our time to die,” she answered in a strange, accented manner. Her porcelain skin gleamed like freshly poured milk in the moonlight, hair of twisted, tin ringlets corkscrewed against sculpted cheeks. Her slim body, dressed in exotic silks that swayed in the night air, exuded warmth where none had existed. But it was her painted smile that gave such reassurance to her charge. Robert had loved that smile from the moment the crimson paint left his brush. She signalled to the others with a jerking movement of her arm, her body swivelling to face them, her head never once looking from the one she protected. She was perfect in an imperfect way just as he had made her.

      Robert smiled then. Despite his pain, the anguish only the broken can know, he tried to speak, but his bride shushed him in her odd metallic way. He sensed the barge being pushed out into the river, all the little ones finally aboard, and allowed sleep to take him. He did not know what he would wake to other than a kindness that a kingdom had long forgotten. The thought soothed his soul as the barge sailed into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      Screams met the news of Swift’s miraculous escape. Buckingham Palace shook with them. Whether it was frustration, pain, or both was open to debate. Several gaskets were blown, one breathing apparatus cracked, and a marble floor shattered at an impetuous stamp. Hell hath no fury like a monarch scorned.

      Somerset cringed at the furore, Sir Magnus Monk slapped his aquiline features and hung his head. The wooden stools the pair sat upon outside Her Majesty’s chambers rattled with their fear, as they prayed to a higher power that they’d be able to repair her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interlude: A Decade Of Disintegration

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve heard they’re powered by steam, automatons, or some such strange name. Apparently, they’re close to eight-feet tall and can flatten buildings with one swing of a metal arm.”

      “Preposterous!”

      “No, it’s true, Charlesworth, I swear! All very hush-hush. They’re Monk’s handiwork. If not for his supervision…”

      “Is that what they call it?”

      “Indeed. However, as I was saying, if not for his supervision, that idealistic idiot Swift’s work would have come to nought. As it is, he’s the only reason she’s alive even if he is not. Old beak nose has been working on them, and perversely, her, for the last ten years. Not that he ever tells us much, secretive blighter!”

      “Has it been so long since the accident?”

      Jackson counted the fingers on one hand, frowned, then repeated the action. “Yes,” he confirmed.

      Charlesworth pulled a face. “Why must you always listen to gossip, Jackson, Monk’s a scientist, not an engineer.”

      “Gossip is the stitching that holds the fabric of society together. Altogether more reliable than a newspaper, you know.” The smaller of the two well-dressed hippos rubbed his grumbling stomach.

      “Bah, I hold Wainthrop responsible for what’s happened.”

      “He always was a baboon wasn’t he, Charlesworth.”

      “Indeed, a lumbering oaf. He reminded me of that Frankenstein fellow but with more facial hair.”

      The two burst into stifled laughter.

      “But facts are facts,” Charlesworth continued, “Old hero-for-hire Wainthrop’s disappearance — he touched the side of his nose — initiated Her Majesty’s decline, which has progressed from a deterioration of the mind to a corruption of her entire body. By rights, she should be rotting in her own grave, Jackson. All this steam-powered mumbo-jumbo is just wrong, plain wrong. Britannia, the Empire, us, were never meant to be ruled by a metal miscreant. It’s embarrassing! Bloody embarrassing! Russkies must be in hysterics!”

      “Before the Boche invaded them?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Calm down, man.”

      “Well, honestly! Where did it all go wrong?”

      “I sometimes think she felt more for old walrus moustache than she did her own husband.”

      “True. Disgusting, but true. The whole thing stinks, or rather, stank.”

      “Here! Here!” Jackson’s multiple chins rippled their agreement.

      “Shush, man, you never know who’s listening.”

      “Or, what?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, are you going?”

      “You mean, to you know where?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t see we have much choice, everybody’s going.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Charlesworth grinned.

      “And has it been given the go-ahead?”

      “Of course.”

      “By Victoria? Why would she?”

      “Use your head, man.”

      “Oh, I see. One in one out and all that.”

      “Certainly.”

      “We’d best polish up on our syntax, then.”

      “Ja.”

      “Oh, Charlesworth, although always in my bad taste, your wit never ceases to disappoint.”

      “Likewise, old bean.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      “And I’ll tell you another thing for free.”

      “Hm.”

      “If we’re going up in one of those goddamn floating asylums…”

      “Floating asylums, I like that.”

      “One can’t choose one’s company all the time. But as I was saying.”

      “Sorry.”

      “If we’re going up in that thing, I’m making damn sure I get some eel pie first.”

      “Well said, sir. Well said.”

      And away the two corpulent Lords strode, or wobbled, into a cold and foggy London morning.
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      OF FIRES IGNITED

      It was a singular individual who stood at the forefront of the Zeppelin’s viewing deck. Arms held tight behind his dark suit, back ramrod straight, he observed the unobservable. Dawn had still not breached the horizon, and the moon had deemed not to show. It was that darkest part of the night, those minutes before sunrise, where only memories of the past linger, as the future has yet to be born.

      “Look at him stood there like he owns the place,” the larger of two obese gentlemen spat, as he and another entered the opulent decor of the viewing deck. “Just because a man is dressed in Savile Row does not mean he should frequent it.”

      “Is there still a Savile Row?” the other replied.

      “That is not the point,” the first scowled.

      “Downright disgraceful, I say!” the second spewed, hurrying to cover his lapse. “The man is a poor excuse for a Britannian. He hides away for thousands of miles then deems it appropriate to rise from his chamber without so much as a by-your-leave. I think I shall give him a piece of my mind, Jackson. Yes, that’s just what I’ll do.”

      “I think you ought, Charlesworth.”

      But before the two men of equally jowled corpulence could commence in their reprimanding a radiant canary of a figure arrived in their wake. “Gentlemen,” said she, inclining a bonneted head that rested in elegance upon a swanlike neck.

      “Miss Grace, so good to see you,” Jackson slobbered.

      “Oh, at long last, some class on deck,” blustered Charlesworth purposely loud.

      “You are too kind, sirs. But might I enquire as to whom was about to incur your wrath?”

      “Ah, you heard,” Jackson said sucking in his globular cheeks.

      “I believe everybody heard.”

      “Everybody?”

      “Yes, all the guests have finished breakfasting and will soon join us.”

      “Yes, well,” Charlesworth interceded, taking up the baton from his fellow Lord.

      “Well,” Grace replied with such a sweet smile as for it to be impossible for either of the two noblemen to take offence.

      “It’s him,” said Jackson with a dart of his eyes. He nodded his head at the man stood in silent repose at the window just in case Miss Grace had not seen his antagonist.

      “What has he done?” replied Grace leaning in a little. The act let loose a lock of brunette curls that slipped against her porcelain cheek. It did not go unnoticed. Both men licked their lips in a wanton and not undisguised manner. If Grace noticed, her sparkling, emerald eyes gave nothing away.

      “It’s not so much what he’s done, as the contempt shown in the not doing.”

      “And what is he not doing?” Grace’s conspiratorial whisper.

      “Should I have to spell it out to you, my dear?” Charlesworth sneered.

      “I fear you must,” Grace spoke with a calm the man’s tone did not merit.

      “Respect, dear girl.”

      “Yes, respect,” parroted Jackson.

      “The Britannian Empire was founded on respect. There is a natural succession to the order of things. We are Lords.”

      “Yes, Lords,” agreed Jackson. But a withering glance from Charlesworth silenced his only marginally less rotund twin.

      “As I was saying, we are Lords. If anybody should be stood at the front of this infernal machine, then it should be us, not he. If anyone should greet the dawn and declare it Britannia’s, it should be we.” Charlesworth spoke with such contempt that anybody should have thought the whole empire slandered.

      “I’m unsure if one can commandeer nature?” Grace mused.

      “Charlesworth here was just about to give him a piece of his mind,” interjected Jackson with a sage-like nod of approval.

      “Oh, I should not do that if I were you.” Grace shook her head and pulled a face.

      “And why not!” bellowed the raging Charlesworth almost at the point of combustion. “I ought to teach the blaggard some manners.”

      Grace leaned in further to the point of indecency and said in words of honied silk, “Because that, Gentlemen, is Mortimer Headlock, Britannia’s greatest living investigator and foremost mind.”

      The fading from insipid grey to ashen took but an instant. Jackson, always the less ebullient of the two, even dropped his cane with the shock. The ping of a brass eagle’s head striking one of the Zeppelin’s metal stanchions, those which comprised the craft’s inner frame echoed through the viewing deck.

      “Gentlemen,” Grace said, stepping away from the two and inclining her head once just briefly. The two responded in identical fashion as the beauty dressed as always in her favourite canary-yellow finery moved away to the front of the airship. She did not look back.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that a smile I spy reflected in the window glass? Does the noble and impassive Mortimer Headlock know the pleasure of humour?”

      “Grace. Or should I say, Miss Grace?” Mortimer Headlock neither confirmed Grace’s assumptions nor shifted in the solidarity of his stance. Neither did he remove the smile that played across his handsome features.

      “Ah, so you know me,” whispered Grace as the viewing area came alive with the sounds of bustling passengers.

      “I know everyone, my dear. And everything about everyone,” he added in a very matter-of-fact way.

      “Do you not think it odd for both my fore and surname to be identical?”

      “Grace Elizabeth Constance Grace, I think it a most striking name, a most unforgettable combination.”

      “You do!” exclaimed the emerald-eyed beauty. “Most people thought papa quite mad.”

      “I thought him one of the most astonishing and broad-thinking men I have ever met. When all’s said and done if it were not for his brilliance then we should not be sailing into the forever as we are.”

      “Thank you,” Grace replied not knowing what else to say.

      “My pleasure, Grace. I assure you, praise from me is the very least your father deserved.” Mortimer gave his female acquaintance a sideways look and the slightest of nods. “Ah, forgive me,” he exuded, turning back to the window. “Dawn over the Himalayas.”

      Mortimer vocalised his thoughts more for himself than anyone else. But the gasps of the fast-filling deck confirmed the majesty of the moment.

      “Oh my,” said Grace placing a velvet-gloved hand on the copper railing. The designer’s embellishment, which ran the full perimeter of the viewing area, had never seemed so necessary.

      “It remains magnificent no matter how many times one sees it,” Mortimer whispered. “Even more so since war has charred the world.”

      If Grace saw the tear in the corner of Mortimer’s eye, she did not say, instead, standing beside him in silent reverence of that most astonishing of views, the Tibetan Plateau.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two watched the sun’s first ruby rays ignite the peaks as flambéed dishes as once had in the top restaurants of Paris. They said nothing as others gabbled nonsense around them. The Zeppelin rose higher into the atmosphere much to the relief of the passengers, who for all but a few this was their first time in one of the Britannian Empire’s recently stolen and even more recently improved upon Zeppelin airships. One would have said if Queen Victoria and her children were on the trip that all the nobility of the realm should have been present. However, they weren’t, and the airship had to settle for an only slightly less glorious guest list.

      “So, is it true, Headlock?” a rather loud individual boomed, slapping Headlock on the back.

      “Is what true, Field Marshal Devonshire?” a clipped response.

      “Shangri-La, of course! I for one think this jaunt a waste of time. Then again, we have an abundance of time to waste,” said Devonshire in a rare moment of contemplation. “Do you think we shall find its hiding place?” he blurted, lessening the effect of his prior words.

      “I cannot say.”

      “But I thought that’s why Her Majesty sent you, though I believed you to have declined the expedition. After all, if one believes the rumours, you are the only man who knows its whereabouts, are you not?”

      “I never once claimed so.”

      “You implied, dear boy.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Yes, we were all there,” said an elderly dowager who was in the process of being lowered into a wicker chair close to the window. “You told Her Majesty you would find it,” she said after settling into her seat and adjusting a purple, velour curtain to shade her ageing eyes. “I might add that it was the height of bad manners to decline the invitation to do so. Not so long ago, one might have lost their head for less.” The dowager wriggled like a broody hen.

      “I said if it were to be found, then I would find it. That does not imply it is there to be found, nor does it indicate that I can find the unfindable.”

      “Good God, man! Must you always spout such balderdash!” Devonshire roared, rolling his eyes in mock dismay.

      “Is it right to mock Britannia’s greatest hero?” asked Grace as she stepped into the war of words. “At least in Sir Belvedere’s absence,” she added, with a quick wink to Headlock.

      “Ah, Grace Grace, her father ’s a disgrace,” laughed Devonshire, the highest ranked of all the military personnel on parade.

      Whether the words were spoken in jest or defamation nobody had time to consider, for, in a blur of motion, the Field Marshal found himself on his back with the head of his own cane thrust upwards beneath his chin. Although blood had not been drawn, the result was the same, the man on the floor lay defeated.

      “I have already told Miss Grace that her father was the most brilliant mind I have ever known, and I have known them all. I am only sorry that due to the carelessness of others it is not he but you that holds authority here. Plus, I might add, I would be a greater respecter of his authority than of yours.”

      A gasp of dismay went up from the astonished onlookers as Mortimer gave Field Marshal Devonshire a stare to wither a cobra.

      “Now, see here!” another man of bullish build growled. The man pushed his way to the front of the crowd chest thrust forward and machismo running at full throttle. A moment later, he, too, found himself splayed out next to his senior officer. No one else uttered a word.

      “M… my apologies, I meant no harm,” stuttered Devonshire from his recumbent position, as he tried to extract the cane head from his jugular.

      “Do you accept his apology, Miss Grace?” asked Mortimer not for a second taking his eyes of the Field Marshal and would-be Lord.

      “I believe I do,” said she, turning her back on the furore and gazing back out at the ever-lightening morn.

      Mortimer bent down so that his clean-shaven face was less than a foot from the two he had reprimanded and spoke in a clinical voice. “I suggest you two gentlemen find somewhere else to frequent for a few hours.” Stepping back, he then permitted the two to get unsteadily to their feet. Neither man looked to Mortimer as they exited the room.

      It appeared to be the cue for a mass evacuation. The whole deck cleared within minutes. Even the elderly dowager vacated her leather seat with the help of two middle-aged ladies and hobbled from the deck. They all followed the Field Marshal into exile, all except Miss Grace and the object of their distaste. Lords Jackson and Charlesworth were the last to leave, a most unpleasant scowl exchanged between the two as they muttered their way from the room.

      “I’m not sure that went too well,” said Grace, sculpted eyebrows raised in arched perfection.

      “Now you know why I remained in my cabin.”

      “Do you not care for the others?”

      “Do I look like I care?”

      “Well…”

      Mortimer sniggered, something he had not done for a long time. Miss Grace responded with surprise, then the tentative teetering of a giggle of her own. Mortimer, unable to look at the giggling girl without the contagion of humour affecting him, laughed some more. Within moments, the two had burst into joint hysterics and clutched the copper rail to prevent their toppling overboard. Despite their mirth, the judder of air as the Zeppelin crossed the threshold between India and Tibet soon returned them to their senses.

      “Do you really think we shall find Shangri-La, Mister Headlock?” asked a becalmed Grace.

      “Please, Mortimer.”

      “Thank you. Then I ask the same to you, Mortimer.” Grace smiled with the sweetness of a child, but it did nothing to cover her apprehension.

      “Only Britannians would treat the search for Shangri-La, a city of legend hidden deep within the world’s most inhospitable landscape, as though an unexpected pleasure trip to the seaside on a snowy January morn.”

      “That is not a denial.”

      “No, it is not.”

      “Then, please, for me, shall we find it?”

      “Oh, yes, Grace, I’m certain we shall,” replied a serious looking Headlock.

      “Really! I didn’t expect you’d say that.”

      “It’s what we do with it once we find it that troubles me.”
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        * * *

      

      OF VIEWS AND VIEWS

      For a further two days, the Zeppelin sailed high into the plateau’s thin air barely clearing the inexorable lines of jagged ridges. If the ship looked to lose much-needed altitude, then the crew would loose themselves upon the brass gears and crank for all they were worth. The system perfected by Professor Sebastian Grace, Miss Grace Grace’s father, was one part ingenious and a second part miracle. By working a set of lightweight gears, half a dozen strong men could force air under pressure up into the balloon and keep it afloat far in excess of any other aeronautical vehicle. In theory, the airship could fly for an infinite amount of time, although, the arms of the crew might disagree. The HMS Victoria, unsurprisingly named after Her Majesty, was the closest thing to perpetual motion that man was ever likely to create.

      The passengers were almost certainly ignorant of their means of aerial propulsion, but Mortimer Headlock, as always, was not. Where dandy, dilettante and, of course, their spouses had sailed over the lower halves of Britannia, a German infested Europa — with all the haste a back wind and nightfall could muster — across the top of Persia and on through a monsoon hit India without a thought to how they had travelled there, Mortimer Headlock had studied every available inch of the airship’s workings. That is how he knew something was amiss. Headlock’s sudden reappearance and insistence on checking the supplies secured in the hold signalled an end to any accumulated joviality. His fellow passengers were at least relieved to see him head below.

      “Open this box, crewman.”

      “It’s just full of furs, sir, like the others.” A perplexed look said the man believed his own words.

      Mortimer Headlock did not. “Do it now,” he said with a tad more aggression.

      “Yes, sir, of course,” said the crewman, sweating despite the cold thanks to the twenty-three boxes he had already opened.

      It was with a great splintering of wood that the six-by-six crate’s lid split apart. Mortimer hauled his set of wooden steps to the crate and clambered up them to peer inside the great box.

      “Looking for the Yeti?” came the melodious tones of the always canary-yellow Miss Grace.

      “Not particularly, but if he’s in here, I’ll find him.”

      “That’s somewhat reassuring.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” a bland response.

      “It is an astonishing view from down here.”

      “Yes, a full three-sixty. I would suggest it unparalleled.”

      “And I would agree,” said Grace bending over in a most unladylike fashion to peer out of the hold’s half-sized windows.

      “If the others shared even a portion of your interest, then this exercise in madness would be less tiresome.”

      “I fear the wine bottles and cook’s meals hold more sway.”

      “This time it is I who must agree with you. Unfortunately,” groaned Headlock.

      “May I ask what you are really looking for?” asked Grace.

      “Crewman.”

      “Sir,” replied the young airman snapping his arms to attention.

      “Would you mind stepping outside for a moment. I shall call you when I am done, so do not stray far.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Oh, and crewman, Johnson, is it not?” Headlock added.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thank you for your assistance. I wish everyone was as good a patriot as you.”

      “Why, thank you, sir,” the young man beamed. With another salute and nod of his head, he departed.

      “That was a nice touch,” said Grace.

      “I think it is only fair to comment on good performance where demonstrated.”

      “Indeed,” Grace purred.

      “And I fear we may soon need every available friend we can muster,” scowled Headlock.

      “That does not sound good. Not good at all, Mortimer. Especially so coming from someone who I imagine troubles with difficulty.”

      “You are most observant, Grace, and correct. I do not worry about things that do not require it and try to position myself so I do not have to for things that do. And in answer to your earlier question, that is what I am doing now.”

      “May I again ask how, as I am rather at a loss?” Grace furrowed her eyebrows in a manner that should have brought most men to their knees; it brought Mortimer Headlock down from his steps.

      “I am not exactly looking for anything.”

      “Then what exactly are you doing?”

      Mortimer put one black-gloved finger to his lips and cocked his head to one side. In a manner not unlike a reflection, Grace mimicked him. Her visage’s transfusion from quizzical to understanding was, to her credit, almost immediate.

      “You hear it?”

      “I do,” replied Grace. “What on earth is it?”

      “That frustrating ticking is an unknown quantity, dear girl. I neither know what it is nor like it. The only thing I can tell you is it has been with us from the start but only now at a tone where it is apparent to all.”

      “If they listened for it,” Grace said.

      “Correct,” replied Headlock. “One thing I can tell you, Miss Grace, is that it should not be.”

      “But is this Zeppelin not enhanced by the addition of a gigantic clockwork mechanism? I know for a certainty that that is what papa specialised in before the accident.”

      “Again, your supposition is correct, but you do not give your father full credit. His mechanism, as you put it, works in total silence. The steady clicking tone we hear is far from silent.”

      “Do you not think it some remnant of the ship’s motor or some such thing?”

      “I would suggest that what they are doing indicates it is not.” Headlock pointed behind where Grace stood. His ashen face told her that he did not jest; her eyes confirmed it.

      “Oh, my god!” she screamed, as a half-dozen parachuting forms flew past the viewing windows. Before she could say more an explosion that would have rocked Hell not only drowned out the ticking but her own bellowed, “Bomb!”
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        * * *

      

      Headlock was shouting for the young crewman, whilst Grace still screamed out nonsense. He shot up and out of the hold only to be thrown back a full ten feet to land in a heap on the floor by a second earth-shattering explosion.

      “Grace!” Headlock barked. Then, “Grace, get a hold of yourself.” Headlock spoke her name in so steady a mode, she calmed instantly.

      “Yes.”

      “I need you to climb into the crate.” Headlock indicated to the last and most intact that he and Crewman Johnson had opened. “No arguments just do it. I’ll be right behind you,” he added, as the bloodied form of the young crewman stumbled into the hold and crashed to the floor at Headlock’s feet.

      “It’s chaos, sir, utter chaos,” his weak voice barely audible.

      Headlock smiled a warm reassurance to the young man despite the lurching of the Zeppelin and raining down of molten metal. “I’ve got you, son.” He grabbed the crewman under each arm and hauled him towards the crate of furs.

      “We’re done for, sir. We’re done for,” the boy repeated, closing his eyes.

      “Get in the crate, Grace, or I’ll toss you in.”

      Grace, still in a trance, snapped into action and shot up the steps before leaning back out of the giant box to steady them for Headlock. He, in turn, struggled up after her with the recumbent form of the young crewman draped over his right shoulder. Shouts of pain and anguish hurled themselves against the pair’s ears from the upper decks. There was chaos and confusion abound, but the two somehow manhandled Johnson into the crate.

      “We must bury ourselves deep within these layers, Grace.”

      “I don’t understand,” she replied. “What is this madness? Who would do such a thing?”

      “It is sabotage, my dear, and we shall soon be subject to it. We are to fall.”

      “Fall!”

      “Yes, fall.”

      And as Headlock’s sombre appraisal of the situation hit home the very floor of the craft split asunder. Wooden floorboards peeled apart like a dead man’s ribcage, sending splinters flying into the air. All was fire and fury as the craft’s carriage disintegrated. Yet, still, Headlock reacted where others would have gawped. With less eloquence than he would prefer, he shoved Grace under the piled coats and threw several over the unconscious Johnson. A quick scowl over the crate’s rim and he joined his compatriots in a fur-lined embrace. It was not a moment too soon. The cavity of the airship bore the brunt of a third and ultimately devastating implosion which split it apart at the seams.

      The sound of death was all that remained to be heard as the floor gave way and the crate dropped with such a sudden loss of altitude that Grace thought her stomach to have exited her mouth. An instant chill set about the poor girl’s frame, as she sought the reassurance of Headlock’s hand. He, in turn, was already bracing himself for what was to come, as the three colleagues fell, and tumbled, and spiralled, and plunged…
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        * * *

      

      There was an echo of something that Grace recognised but could not quite place. If she hadn’t known better, she should have said it church bells, but the ringing came from within, not without. The auditory echo was more sensation than memory and was accompanied by something altogether more tangible, colder. Someone, or something, applied an iced pressure to her forehead, a chilling resurrection from whatever bizarre state she laboured in.

      Grace opened eyes that had refused to do so to a somewhat relieved visage.

      “There, there, Grace, do not move, not yet.” Headlock removed his hand from Grace’s forehead and returned his attention to crewman Johnson. The young man lay there with a look of peace upon his bloodied face. A brief shake of his head and Headlock closed the young man’s staring eyes, covering him with the fur he lay contorted in.

      “Is he?”

      “He is, child. He is in the care of God’s angels now. There is no more for him in this blighted world.”

      “But, Mortimer, he can’t be!”

      “He is, and so shall we be if we do not prepare for that.” Headlock’s index pointed from the end of an outstretched arm back over Grace’s shoulder. She turned around stiff-necked and awkward, then wished she hadn’t.

      The crate had landed on the plateau floor amidst the still burning wreckage of the Zeppelin. The chaos in the sky was as nothing compared to that on the ground. Grace had to close her eyes at the jumble of twisted metal, unable to tell where the carnage ended and the tangled figures within it began. When she reopened them, Headlock was already at her side and placing the first of three furs over her slim shoulders. She knew it was because of the blizzard that swept towards them down the mountainside but didn’t really care.

      “I regret you should have to witness such things, Grace. Sights such as these are meant only for the battlefield. It is wrong for you to see them, and I apologise.”

      “You shall do no such thing,” retorted the object of his apology. “This is not of your doing.”

      “Still, I feel I must take partial responsibility.”

      “But, Mortimer, it is not of your doing,” Grace repeated.

      “I am a man known for making the correct decision when others would not. I chose to keep my suspicions to myself. If I had shared my fears, then this might never have happened.”

      “And why did you not?” Grace’s simple reply.

      “I did not know who I could trust.”

      “Then you have your answer, good sir. You could have done nothing except what you have.”

      “That is just it, I have done nothing.”

      “Rubbish! You have saved my life and I shall be eternally grateful.”

      Headlock huffed a reply clearly of a differing view but did not press the point. Instead, he got to his feet in a most unsteady manner and offered his hand to the still sprawled Grace. She took it and allowed him to assist her only to find herself stood amidst what remained of the furs, the crate completely disintegrated from its impact on the rocky ground.

      “Have we landed in the underworld?” asked Grace.

      “I believe it would be warmer if we had.”

      “I think it to get far colder yet,” replied Grace. She held out a yellow, velvet-gloved hand to catch the first sprinklings of what was to come. Turning her hand this way and that, she gazed at the snowflakes that lay there in a blithe refusal to melt. “Are we doomed, Mortimer?” a question spoken without hope.

      “I have never been doomed in my life, child. I do not intend to start now.” He threw another fur over Grace then donned one of his own. “Now, unless you wish to be mistaken for a yak, I believe we should depart.”

      “Should we not check for life amongst the wreckage? We may not be the only survivors.”

      “It would be a waste. Nobody could have survived that fall. Apart from…”

      “Apart from, whom?”

      “Those that fell under controlled conditions.”

      “Ah, those that fled before us.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And if we find them?”

      “When we find them.”

      “And when we find them?” corrected Grace.

      “I shall have words with them,” Headlock replied. The cracking of his knuckles evident even from within their gloved selves signalled a darker interior to his outwardly dispassionate self.

      “Any idea in which direction we should head?”

      “I do.”

      “And?” Grace prompted.

      “This way,” Headlock nodded towards the largest mountains amongst a landscape of such monoliths.

      “Would it be the wrong time to ask why?”

      “Feel free.”

      “Then why head towards what looks to be the most impenetrable barrier on God’s green, I mean white, Earth?”

      “Because, my dear, it is in the opposite direction of the maelstrom that will soon engulf us.” Headlock grinned, then gulped.

      “I had to ask,” laughed Grace with no real conviction.

      “You always seem to,” replied her knight in shining mink.

      The two companions set off in a zigzagging retreat from the storm, doing their level best to not look at those they stepped over. One face, however, stood out from the others, so shocked did it appear.

      “I see Field Marshal Devonshire didn’t make it,” said Grace.

      “It appears not,” replied Headlock as the remains of a parachute blew across the tundra. “Come on,” he added, “we must depart.”

      In less than a minute the two were lost behind a wall of snow.
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        * * *

      

      OF CLIMBING AND SHELTER

      “I’m ashamed to admit to being rather cold, Mortimer.”

      “If it is any consolation, so am I.”

      “Not much,” Grace said pulling up the hood of her outer fur, thankful she had more than the one on her back. “Not quite Henley on a fine summer’s day.”

      “Not quite, my dear,” replied Headlock shading his eyes from the fast-falling snow.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “You really are the most inquisitive person I have ever met.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Hmm, no, I find it rather refreshing. I’m just not used to having quite so many questions thrust at me all the time.”

      “I’m sorry, I just like to know what’s going on,” Grace said through chattering teeth. “I am my papa’s daughter, after all.”

      “Well, I shall do my best to explain. I wouldn’t want you to be stacking up question upon question. You may at some point burst under the strain.”

      “Papa used to say the same thing. He’d say I was like a little bird that fed on answers and would one day pop.” Grace tried to sound cheery but failed.

      “Would you do me the honour, Grace?” Headlock offered his arm to the girl who shivered quite noticeably despite her calm demeanour. “I think it would be for the best,” Headlock added, doing his best to raise a smile.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what, dear girl?”

      “For being a bothersome, female burden.”

      “You are the least burdensome person I have ever met. But for both our sakes, I feel it best that we ensure we stay together.”

      At that very moment, the blizzard Mortimer Headlock had been dreading hit the pair at full force. The first gust almost knocked Grace off her feet, the second Headlock.

      “I fear we will have to ascend.”

      “What!” bellowed Grace into the maelstrom.

      “Up! We must head up!” he yelled back, pointing to the sky.

      “But you were heading towards Annapurna. I know you seek those that escaped, and that’s the way they drifted,” Grace said pulling Headlock’s head down to her own level.

      “You surprise me yet again, Grace, and I cannot deny it. But for now, we must seek a cave or shelter of some kind. If we do not, I fear we shall not make it out of this storm alive.”

      “I have no intention of becoming a canary-coloured ice cube.”

      Headlock smiled at that but thought it probably looked more like a grimace, so much snow blew into his face. So, with features set to taciturn, he took a tighter hold of his ward and set off up the face of the mountain.

      The passage from ground level became the hardest thing Grace had ever done. In mere minutes, the snow had gathered to shin level, and she could feel her feet no more. Yet Headlock marched on head down and resilient. She would not let him down.

      For his part, Headlock still marvelled at his companion’s quick mind and aptitude. Even as a wind that would have felt at home in the Arctic wastes blasted his face with snow and ice, he thought of nothing else. That was why he lost his footing and fell headfirst into a hole he had neither seen nor imagined. It was with the deepest regret that he realised he had pulled Grace in after him. Like Mr Carroll’s Alice, the two tumbled down a shallow incline that was, to their fortunes, already packed with enough snow to cushion their fall. Unfortunately, the floor of the cave was not so well packed and Headlock, in a last effort of will and strength, attempted to land in such a way as to bear the brunt of the impact and land Grace atop him. The action worked too well and for the second time in as many hours, Mortimer Headlock knew the cold oblivion of unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      “Mortimer! Mortimer! Oh, please tell me you can hear me.”

      “Is that an angel?”

      “Not quite,” replied Grace to the biggest exhalation of air Headlock thought he had ever heard a human expel. “I thought I had lost you.”

      “I do not die so easily.”

      “So I gather.”

      “How long have I been out?” Headlock asked, rubbing at a prizewinning bump on his forehead.

      “Long enough,” replied Grace only just visible in the wan light.

      “I take it from your chattering teeth that it is still a freezing maelstrom outside.”

      “Very, I’m afraid. Do you yourself not feel the chill?”

      “I feel…”

      Grace waited for the rest of the sentence, but Headlock was unforthcoming. “And?” she eventually managed.

      “I feel nothing. For a moment, I wasn’t quite sure, but that sums it up nicely. I feel absolutely nothing: not my fingers, my toes, my lips, or even my heartbeat. Is that even possible?” he asked himself more than she.

      “I feared as much. I believe it is time for a more unorthodox approach.”

      “You have me at a disadvantage,” Headlock replied.

      “I apologise for the unladylike behaviour, but I did not dare do this earlier until I knew for sure you would pull through.”

      “I grow ever more intrigued.”

      With as much decorum as the setting allowed, Grace turned her back to Headlock, removed the three layers of furs she wore and lifted her skirts. She fiddled about with something that made a ratchet-like sound, and then the more identifiable volumes of a handle and crank. Much to Headlock’s disbelieving eyes, the mystery unravelled as the canary-yellow of Grace’s skirts illuminated like a gaslight, only on a grander scale.

      “I’m not sure how long we’ll get from it,” Grace commented.

      Headlock could not help noticing the rose tint to her cheeks even in the tainted, golden light.

      “Your father’s handiwork, I presume. He really was a man of outstanding ability,” exuded Headlock.

      “Yes, well, he liked to think ahead. Now if I might be so forward as to sit beside you, I believe I may remedy your numbness.” Grace folded her skirts back into place, once more donned her furs, and then sat on a well-illuminated rock beside Headlock. “Put your hands on my skirt, Mortimer.”

      “Pardon!”

      “Please, we are beyond normal decorum.” She smiled such a sweet smile that Headlock did as bade.

      “Oh, my.”

      “Self-generating heat.” Grace applied the words to Headlock’s shocked expression.

      “But how?” was all he mustered.

      “If I understand it correctly, it is a lattice of filaments and coils sewn directly into the garment’s fabric. The process of heat and light is instigated by means of a crank.

      “Well, I did wonder.”

      “I’m sure,” replied Grace demurely.

      “And you’ve no idea how long it will last?”

      “None whatsoever. I’ve never had call to use it. Neither am I sure if it should work twice. I wear the thing much to society’s distaste because papa said I would one day require it. In fact, he insisted upon it. I suppose this is that day.”

      “Then, we must make haste.”

      “Pardon?”

      Headlock did not answer, instead, pointed towards what was no longer a cave entrance but a wall of snow. “I think we should investigate.”

      “But it has not stopped snowing. Surely that would be an unwise move.”

      “You are correct, but I do not mean to investigate the way we came, but the way we shall head.”

      “I’m quite lost, Mortimer. Are you saying we should investigate this cavern?”

      “Why not? After all, it is manmade.”

      “What!” Grace exclaimed in a very unladylike manner.

      “Natural caves do not possess doors.”

      “I consider myself well educated and of above average perception, but I see nothing except rock.”

      “Follow me,” said Headlock. He took Grace’s hand and stood with decided unease. A wobble and two lurches later, and the two moved off deeper into the skirt-illuminated cave.

      They walked hand in hand as though on a Parisian promenade, the light Grace’s undergarments cast more than enough to brighten the cavern’s innards. The expanse was close to one hundred feet deep with an approximate height and width of half that. When only a few yards from its end, Headlock declared, “Do you see it?”

      “I see nothing, Mortimer. We are about to walk into a wall of solid rock.”

      “Look closer,” said Headlock releasing her hand. He walked up to the cavern’s end and pointed. “It is masterfully done, but flat walls do not cast shadows, and certainly not straight-edged ones.” With that, Headlock plunged his arm into the rock-face making Grace squeal with shock. “It is offset, dear girl. It looks like a single sheet of granite when, in fact, it is two at opposing angles.

      Grace furrowed her brows in a most inquisitive fashion and went to stand beside her mentor. “Good grief, you’re right.”

      “I’m seldom not,” Headlock winked. “There is a passage behind here that demands our attention. If you are up to the challenge, that is?” he enquired in so flat a tone that Grace knew Mortimer Headlock, the Empire’s finest, aimed to jest.

      “Well, seeing as you asked in so eloquent a manner, I see no reason to refuse.”

      “Good. Let us hope that your father has imbued your skirts with the same amount of faith that I have in you.”

      Grace knew not how to respond to such a compliment from so dignified a man, so merely nodded. She allowed her hand to be retaken and let Headlock lead her into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      The passage was without doubt made by human endeavours just as Headlock had predicted. The tunnel was the height of a tall man and the width of an overweight one. Other than Grace’s skirts occasionally rubbing against the rock walls, the two made good ground. The passage itself had been cleared of all debris and would have given the corridors of a stately home a good run for their money in the cleanliness stakes.

      Grace said nothing as they progressed, allowing Headlock to concentrate on the job in hand. That is why when he disrobed of one of his own fur coats and held it in front of her skirts it came as very little surprise.

      “Do you see it, Grace?”

      “I do,” said she, peering into the distance. But it was not one of obsidian doom. No, the passage was emitting an intense but minuscule light.

      “Let us press on in silence.” Headlock’s tone intimated he would brook no argument.

      Grace knew when to keep tight-lipped, after all, that was all most women back home were good for. So Britannian gentlemen thought, anyway, but not she.

      The two crept forward ever vigilant, Headlock keeping the jacket draped in front of Grace just in case of company. The problem was that what had seemed like a fist-sized chunk of light was far from the truth. It was another quarter of an hour, the light growing larger by the minute until, at last, they stood either side of a slice in the rock almost as wide and tall as the passage itself.

      “A fissure for an entrance, most strange,” mused Headlock.

      “Or, for an exit.”

      “Or both,” the two said as one.

      The glare emitting from the gash was much too great for those on the dark side of it to discern anything of that within. The two stood cloaked as though behind net curtains on a bright July day. Headlock tried shielding his eyes from the radiance, but it was to no avail. So, scratching at his slick-backed hair, he quickly came up with an alternative plan.

      “Grace, my dear girl.”

      “I do not like the sound of that.”

      Headlock smiled a smile that would have charmed a cobra. “Do you think if required, you could make a sound like a yak?”
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        * * *

      

      OF SHANGRI-LA

      The two furry creatures that crept through the gash in the rock on all fours were strange ones indeed. Chiefly brown and with a higher back end than front, they waddled their way onto a granite platform until coming to rest behind two very convenient boulders. There the two oddities crouched before each raising a limb to pull back their furs and reveal themselves as no other than Mortimer Headlock and Miss Grace Grace.

      “Life as a yak is not for me.”

      “Nor I,” Headlock agreed. “Certainly not in here, at least,” he whispered.

      “The heat?”

      “Indeed. Shall we disrobe and take a peep?”

      Grace was already down to the last layer. She removed the final mink and balled it up with her other two furs. She tucked the bundle against the boulder just in case she and Headlock should have need of them later. Her actions did not go unnoticed, Mortimer once again impressed by the girl’s foresight.

      “Well done,” he said without thinking. She smiled back. “There is still the matter of your undergarments if you’ll pardon the expression.”

      Grace still glowed like a Chinese lantern, golden-hued in the flickering brilliance of their new world. With as much decorum as the situation allowed, Headlock felt along the seams of Grace’s underskirts until he appeared to find what he sought. A swift tug and Grace’s light ebbed away until she was once more the pretty canary she had been on the Zeppelin.

      “If we had doubts it would work twice, they are now moot,” Headlock said.

      Grace did not answer, instead, turning away from her companion. A man of Headlock’s intuition knew from her breathing pattern alone that she shed tears.

      “I am sorry, but it had to be done.”

      “I know,” she replied. “It is just…”

      “Just what, my dear?”

      “That was the last little piece of papa I possessed.”

      “But you must have more of his miraculous inventions back home. I know for a fact he was prolific in his output.”

      “They took them all. They just turned up one day and cleared out everything.” Grace turned back to Headlock red-eyed and grateful for the pristine handkerchief he handed her.

      “Who took them, Grace?”

      “The Government. Did you not know?”

      “I did not,” a curt response. “Whom in the Government might I enquire?”

      “I do not know, but they bore Her Majesty’s seal. I could not argue.”

      “No, no of course not. I apologise. I did not mean to belittle you.”

      “You suspect?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Then, I regret not being more astute at the time, but I was saddened by the whole experience, so soon after Papa’s funeral.”

      “How soon?”

      “Why, the very next day.”

      Headlock frowned a deep fissure of a frown. But almost as quickly as it crossed his chiselled face, it was gone. Straightening his cuffs and adjusting his tie, he offered his hand to Grace and whispered, “Shall we.”

      As one, the two popped their heads around the edge of the boulder to an unconcealed gasp from Grace and noticeable grinding of teeth from her companion.

      What the two witnessed was a miracle of architecture. Carved from the very rock that protected it was a small city. Standing centrally within a cavern that would have swallowed the newly constructed Royal Albert Hall ten times over with room to spare. The thing shone in polished magnificence in the light of myriad candles, its tremulous shadow the cause of the caverns constant flickering. Each tiny flame licked the towers and spires, domes and minarets — a conglomeration of architectural mastery — tickling each like a mother might a child. Headlock, however, did not see the funny side. Light sparkled and gleamed off every mineral-encrusted surface, the city, a subterranean sun. The architecture represented everything and everyone and could only be that of the fabled Shangri-La. As though carved from the conjunction of a single giant stalactite and its stalagmite twin, the city stood resplendent. Without walls, for why would it need them, Shangri-La’s rooftops lay below where the two companions remained hidden; they gazed upon the place as angels should. Only the tallest structure, a domed building of immense proportions, rose above them to brush the cavern roof. However, it was not having found the unfindable that made Grace gasp, nor was it the wonder of revealing a veritable myth, but the Swastika that hung in proud adornment atop the city’s highest point. Headlock was the first to speak, succinct as always.

      “Goddamn Nazis!”
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        * * *

      

      “Not quite, Mortimer. Look to the centre of the swastika.”

      “I don’t understand what is you wish me to see?” spoke he of the normally astute mind.

      “Look again.”

      He did through narrowed eyes, studious. His secondary gasp told he, too, had seen it. “The world within a cog.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “I could surmise but think it best I should withhold my suspicions until I deem it a more pertinent time to reveal them.”

      “Not even a hint?”

      “No!”

      Grace held her tongue, seeing the turmoil that rankled beneath her host’s features. Instead, she gazed about the immensity of the cavern whilst Headlock tried to clear his mind. With he in somewhat of a world of his own, Grace waited respectfully before deciding to take the lead once more.

      “I think this puts a slightly different perspective on things,” Grace breathed.

      “Pardon?” replied Headlock, snapping from his trancelike state.

      “A different slant on things.”

      “Agreed,” replied Headlock, trying without success to keep the anger from his tone.

      “And that puts another.” Grace tugged Headlock’s shirtsleeve and pointed down, down, down…

      “I feared that.”

      “Those that fled?”

      “What’s left of the blighters. We seem to have rather fortuitously stumbled upon those I would have sought elsewhere. Good.”

      “I’m not sure I like the tone of that good,” mused Grace.

      “And neither shall they when I get my hands on them. If only we were closer, I might have been able to confirm my hunch as to their identities.”

      “May I ask who you think we deal with? I presume more Britannians. I do not believe a German speaker could have infiltrated the Zeppelin undetected.”

      “Again, your thought process does you justice, dear girl. I believe they are very Britannian, but again, I would rather await confirmation before announcing so. Too many innocent parties have been slandered without proof. From such ill manners are wars created.”

      “Do you really believe that?” asked a quizzical Grace.

      “I do. Take the French and Russians for example. Was it honestly their fault that Germany invaded and manipulated them? Was the Orient not seduced by the power-hungry Boche? Had the Americas any other option but to cede to their vaster might? And then back to ours,” he added, as an afterthought. “Did Fritz not corrupt the Indies that we Britannians had spent so great a time in educating? Rightly or wrongly,” he postulated. “I think not.” Headlock crossed his arms in determined fashion. “Always but always do these things start with a few misplaced, conniving words and a huff of resentment, a he said this and a she said that. I shall not partake of it.”

      “You hint at an underlying malaise in the world and one not altogether German in the making. It is my understanding that the earth would not have become the violent rock it has if it were not for them.”

      “You don’t think Queen Victoria could have said no to expansion, to empirical dominance? That she could have stopped pushing and instead held out a hand of friendship? That she could have let the German’s keep their ill-gotten gains? Hm, do you? Did it really matter in the greater scheme of things?”

      “I…”

      “You don’t believe those closest to her could see her lust for power had gone beyond the realms of sanity? That, perhaps, they foresaw a world without her madness upon it? Maybe, a new world, cleansed and ready for its history being rewritten?”

      “I…”

      “You don’t think it possible that those on the Zeppelin were not put there for more reason than a day trip? That, perhaps, that too was a form of cleansing?”

      “But that’s preposterous, Mortimer!” Grace squealed, at last finding her voice.

      “Shh! We are not beyond detection.”

      “I’m sorry, but the passengers on our adventure were hand-picked by Her Majesty.”

      “Were they?”

      “Well, yes, I think!”

      “Who, may I ask, requested your participation?”

      “It was the Queen herself. The invitation I received bore her seal. I would stake my reputation on it. Did you not receive the same? You are after all the leader of the expedition.”

      “Am I?”

      “Well, yes,” Grace replied a little perplexed. “Did you not say so?”

      “No.”

      “Then where on earth did I pick that up!”

      “You assumed it, as did the others upon my revealing myself.”

      “So, you did not receive an invitation.” Grace stroked her perfect chin.

      “No.”

      “But the Field Marshal and the others said they heard you tell the Queen you could find Shangri-La.”

      “The Queen asked if I could in front of many of her most esteemed guests at a rather hastily compiled reception. As I stated earlier, I made no promises, and because of such was not issued a formal invite.”

      “Then, you did not decline the task.”

      “I could never decline the wishes of our sovereign.”

      “Oh, my! I appear to be going round in circles. I shall rephrase my question.”

      “Please do.”

      “Mortimer,” said Grace with great officialdom. “How did you come to board the Zeppelin?”

      “I blagged my way on, dear girl. Now let us see about descending into this candlelit hell.”

      Mortimer bustled away to explore the platform they hid upon whilst Grace sat back against the rock in astonishment. She replayed their conversation in her head two or three times more before rising herself and giggling.

      “Something funny?” Headlock asked.

      “I cannot believe that I’m hovering above a city of fable with a man I assumed to be the Empire’s finest when, in fact, I am accompanying a… well, I don’t know how else to say it, cad.”

      “Oh, I am that and far more, Grace, and if it means guaranteeing the integrity of Her Majesty’s kingdoms, I would have done far worse. Ah!” he finished with glee. “Our carvers of illusions have created another.” Headlock stood tall almost indignant of being seen and stepped forward.

      “No!” Grace said too loudly, the echoes of it bouncing around without care. But her warning was not required as Headlock’s foot landed on an unseen step. He took another three, then spun to offer a hand to his female companion.

      “Is there no end to the wonders of this place?”

      “Not yet, Grace, but if I have my way there soon will be.”

      Headlock escorted Grace down the stone staircase with care feeling for each step before allowing it to bear his full weight. In truth, he had little to worry about. The staircase was strong, true, and of a length he had never encountered. It was as though the engineers had designed a stylish perambulation of the city only to refuse a level circuit and instead elevate it.

      “One has to marvel at the ingenuity involved in all this,” Headlock extolled quite out of the blue.

      “One does,” Grace agreed. “And whatever comes of it, I shall always be glad of the opportunity to descend it.”

      “Well said. That is the spirit that made our nation great. I think it shall need far more of those blessed with it if we are to defeat those who conspire against us.”

      “You fear for the Empire?” Grace said, stopping dead on the stairs still a good twenty feet from the floor.

      “I have felt so for some time. Ever since the Temporalis incident to be exact.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’ll save that one for a rainy day. Needless to say, my concerns caused me to board the Zeppelin in secret and to not reveal myself until I felt the time appropriate.”

      “How did you know it a trap?” Grace asked, cocking her head inquisitively to one side to reveal her elegant, porcelain neck.

      “Because it was.”

      “Ah, that clears that up then,” she beamed.

      “For now,” Headlock winked and led on.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what now?” Grace asked, her back rested against a rock sculpted to resemble some gigantic, mythological beast.

      “We must inveigle ourselves into the midst of the monsters.”

      “I hope that is a metaphor.”

      “Hmm, in this instance, I’m unsure,” Headlock quipped.

      “The great Mortimer Headlock is human after all,” his companion giggled, one hand pressed over her lips.

      “I’m beginning to wish I was a tad more.” Headlock indicated with his chin to the city of rock. “Notice anything odd about the place?”

      “Well, I was surprised at there being no wall or barricade to cross.”

      “I think we can safely say that deep within the bowels of these mountains it is not a priority.”

      “Then, what?”

      Mortimer pointed two splayed fingers to his eyes then to Shangri-La. “No doors, Grace. A city without an obvious entrance.”

      “Damn, I missed that.”

      “It is not societal etiquette for a lady to curse.”

      “It is you who have termed me a lady. I know for a certainty papa would not have.”

      “Touché,” replied Headlock.

      “Do we follow the route of the deserters?”

      “I see no other choice, but I am not happy about it. I think it would be beneficial if you were to remain here and await my return.

      “You might think that!” Grace’s heckles raised, as though slandered.

      “Please, do not take it personally, but I cannot guarantee your safety, Grace. And there is the little matter of your attire,” grimaced Headlock.

      “And what is wrong with my attire, pray tell?”

      “You are somewhat conspicuous.”

      “Yet I am a fraction of your bulk, so by my reasoning that makes us equal.” Grace placed her hands on her nipped-in waist and set Headlock with such a determined scowl he just shook his head and gave in.

      “You are a stubborn opponent, dear girl.”

      “You shall thank me for it one day.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps,” sighed Headlock. A small shake of the head and he reached deep into his suit pockets to reveal something small and metallic which flickered in the candlelight’s gold rays. “If you refuse to see sense, then I should like you to take this. Be careful,” he added, “it’s loaded.”

      “I will respectfully decline your gift, as I have my own.” Grace turned her back to Headlock, as she had done in the cave, rummaged around under her layers of skirts and produced a gun of tortoiseshell inlay that fit perfectly to her slender hand.

      “Good God, girl, what else have you got up there!” Headlock exclaimed.

      “Necessities,” she replied, reddening, and tucking the sidearm into her bodice. “There. Now that should reassure you if nothing else does.”

      Headlock did not answer but grinned like the veritable Cheshire cat as he still felt very much down the rabbit hole. Putting his finger to his lips, he motioned for Grace to follow him and hurried over to the shadows that burnished the city’s outer limits. Seeing a thoroughfare cut like an arrow into the heart of Shangri-La, and there being no obvious better route, that is where he headed. Grace followed behind taking short but hurried steps. In such fashion, the two appeared as some gigantic bee, half yellow, half black, buzzing across the lower reaches of the city. But they made swift progress unimpeded as they were for there was no sign of anybody in the place; Shangri-La stood deserted.

      Taking careful note of the footprints imprinted into the city’s silty streets, he guided the pair deeper and deeper into the guts of the enemy. On and on they ushered until Headlock froze on the spot and signalled for Grace to do the same.

      “At last, a way in,” he whispered, and pointed to a door-shaped hole in the rock. The opening emitted a continuous stream of gold that illuminated the city street. “Whatever happens from here on in, you do as I say.” Headlock’s tone brokered no argument.

      Grace nodded her acquiescence.

      Quickly crossing the street, Headlock darted into the entrance like a terrier after a rat, then just as swiftly returned for Grace.

      “The coast is clear but stay behind me. We are late for dinner,” a cryptic addition.

      The two entered what was in fact a corridor of solid rock veined with the same minerals that twinkled in the exterior illumination. Brazier after brazier led the way, Grace’s boots clip-clopping on the floor with a frustratingly loud rhythm. However, the companions were soon exiting the passageway to a room decked out for a horde.

      “I see what you mean,” Grace commented eyeing row after row of eating utensils all laid out for a feast.

      “Some kind of banqueting hall,” Headlock replied. “I can all but hear the damn bratwursts and sauerkraut being served. Excuse my language,” he added to the lady at his side.

      “Excused.”

      “It is just that I hate Nazi’s. At least one knew where one stood with the Kaiser.”

      “And where was that? You forget how much younger I am than you, Mortimer.” Grace gave Headlock the sweetest of sweet smiles and batted her eyelashes at him.

      “Ah, the old youth ploy. Well, let us just say the Kaiser was a lunatic leader whereas the Nazis lead as lunatics.”

      “They sound one and the same,” stated Grace.

      “I can assure you, they are not.”

      “And might I point out the bastardising of their flag. We may be dealing with more than just goose-stepping morons.”

      “Well said. We should expect the unexpected.”

      But before Headlock could expand further, the sound of distant voices drifted across the room. In an instant, he had signalled silence, taken Grace by the arm, and was leading her towards the far side of the room. Out into another corridor, he ushered her, and into the guttural sounds of Germanic speech.
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        * * *

      

      OF REVEALINGS AND THE REVEALED

      Headlock followed the voices through the deserted corridors until met by a staircase that rose almost vertically up through a shaft in the rock. Here the whole tunnel echoed with channelled foreign speech, the voices multiplied ad infinitum, or so Headlock hoped.

      “Up,” he said, pointing, but Grace already had her foot on the step. Headlock sniffed his approval and led on.

      The shaft was darker than a hole at night, but the extra shadowing offered some comfort to Headlock who still troubled over his companion’s stylings. Grace resembled a glorious dawn buried by an immovable night. Better a buried sun than no sun at all thought Headlock and pressed on.

      Feeling their way along the stone, the two progressed by careful navigation up into the city’s rafters until the staircase came to an abrupt halt. They had reached a landing of sorts with a solitary exit from which came an evident brightness.

      Taking a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow, Headlock availed himself of a quick glimpse around the stone opening. “All clear,” he said, turning to Grace who looked frustratingly unbothered by the whole adventure. “There seems to be some kind of gallery or viewing area. I can’t see anybody in there and there’s a wooden balcony to protect us from being noticed.” He was about to expand on what he’d seen when a rousing cheer and tumult of clapping echoed through the shaft almost deafening him. Grace put her hands to her ears and grimaced. “It’s like being secreted within the chambers of a trombone with someone attempting to clear us out.”

      “They are succeeding,” Grace replied. She waved Headlock on.

      The two crawled into the blinding light of an auditorium hollowed from the very mountains. Unlike the unadorned blandness of the rest of the city, the auditorium dripped with opulence. Great tapestries hung from the walls and draped from the ceiling depicting enormous mythical battles. Warriors leading vast armies stood in arrogant victory over the bodies of slain hordes. The adornments looked completely out of place, an un-simple solution to interior decorating. The tapestries stank of insecurity, or so Headlock thought. What made matters worse, each triumphant hero was bedecked in swastikas.

      “They really love themselves, don’t they,” whispered Grace in Headlock’s ear.

      “Oh, yes, very. An over-active ego is a prerequisite of their membership. Now keep low, Grace. Let us take a nosey through the wickerwork.”

      Lizard-like, the two edged their way forward to stare in awe through the parapet’s mesh. The chamber floor was awash with German uniforms, but uniforms hung about things other than human.

      “What!”

      “Shh, child,” replied Headlock.

      “But look. Look at them,” she hissed.

      “I have eyes, dear girl.”

      “What are they?” Grace whispered once more in control of her oration.

      “They are remade. They are the remains of shattered armies, the remnants of wars both here and beyond, rebuilt and restyled for more.”

      “Abominations,” replied Grace.

      And they were every bit of it. Each man, if they could still be called men, bore such an array of tubing and metallic alterations as to be almost unidentifiable as members of humanity. Blazing bejewelled eyes, sometimes two, other times singular, or worse, all focused on the front of the auditorium. Rivet-fleshed heads, more metal than skin, hissed and gurgled, bubbled, and shook, as the place exploded with inhuman sound. As one, the ensemble applauded a figure who stood before them on a makeshift stage. He, in turn, hooded and sheathed in a dark robe, one hand on hip, the other gesticulating at a cordoned off area before him full of tunic-clad monks, stoked their massed fires. The bald-headed ones knelt at his feet, eyes to the floor, hands pressed together in a state of peace that obviously antagonised him.

      “I wish I knew what his game was?” growled Headlock.

      His question was answered by an unveiled sidearm. The hooded man brandished the gun to the crowd, then let loose a volley of bullets into the huddled masses before him.

      The monks did not scream, nor shout, nor resist, as the madman took another gun and carried on with his manic firing. The lunatic did not stop until every single monk lay prostrate on the floor. They were dead long before the gun’s ricocheting echoes ceased to be.

      Headlock turned away mortified, disgusted at being too slow to cover the eyes of his companion. For her part, Grace remained as she was, resolute and unflinching. If it had not been for the clenching of a gloved fist and the tears that streamed from her eyes Headlock would never have guessed what she had just borne witness to, but he did, and she had. Not knowing what to say, and the manic laughter of the leader of the pack having died down, with it that of his disciples, Headlock spun back to view the abomination.

      The murderer stood, legs akimbo, arms flung in the air, basking in the adulation of his fellow countrymen. Headlock watched him, the ringmaster to his captive audience. The man played to the house some more before signalling to one of his henchmen. The soldier strode onto the stage pushing a small table on wheels into the assembly. Whatever rested on it was covered in a swastika flag. The soldier positioned it in front of his master, saluted, then goose-stepped his way off into the sidelines.

      Grace tugged on Headlock’s sleeve forcing him to look to her. She had dried her eyes, but the lustre of polished emeralds still tore at Headlock’s heart. She signalled to the trolley, then shook her head in disbelief. Headlock replied with shrugged shoulders as unsure of what to expect as she.

      In a torrent of Germanic words, the speaker shook his fist and raged to the sky, his audience held spellbound. Not a breath was heard other than his, not a whisper. He expounded. They listened.

      Headlock listened, too, understanding every word. Grace did not. When the man who sweated profusely from his ranting, removed his trench-coat, the crowd gasped, then erupted into such a crescendo of applause it felt like an avalanche rained down upon our heroes. The two curled up into balls, hands over their ears until the echoing bombardment subsided and they could look upon the madman once more, pain free.

      “Good grief!” exclaimed Grace. Only their elevation prevented her from being heard. “Sorry,” she whispered to Headlock as she stared wide-eyed at that which she had presumed a man.

      The object of her attention bowed to his audience revealing two long, clear bottles with tubes aplenty stemming from both. Every tube reattached to the speaker in some way or form making him almost inseparable from the metal, rubber and glass parts that comprised him. He was an amalgamation of science and sorcery exceeding all those creatures he stood before in degrees of monstrosity. Worst of all, the intricate details and specialised handiwork involved in his making were unmistakable to anyone of a trained eye. The man tossed onto the stage at the speaker’s feet would have revealed the identity to more. Grace’s sudden gasp of “Papa!” confirmed it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Headlock reacted with the speed of a man trained for the unexpected. His hand smothered his companion’s exclamation before she could bring what appeared the whole male population of Germany down upon them. Like a boa constrictor, his other hand snaked around the girl’s waist and pulled her close, as Grace’s tears poured once more.

      “Shh, Grace, be still,” Headlock whispered. “Think not of how you see him, but only that you do see him. Your father is alive, and that is a miracle we could not have dreamed of. It is far more important than what those bastards have made him do.”

      Headlock’s unexpected verbal outburst snapped Grace from her misery.

      “You are right, of course,” she said wiping the tears from her porcelain cheeks. “I must be strong for Papa.”

      “You must be strong for yourself.”

      “Yes, yes, I shall.”

      “Attagirl.”

      Headlock released Grace and turned his attention back to the masked man who loomed over Professor Grace. He milked the crowd for all it was worth, having placed his foot upon the inventor’s chest and clenched his hands together like a prizefighter. The man was a crowd-pleaser if still a lunatic.

      “What should we do, Mortimer?” asked Grace, determination etched across her face.

      “We wait for the opportune moment.”

      “How will we know it?” she whispered.

      “We shall know,” his terse reply.

      Grace’s father did not look in a good shape. He was already a small man; one might even have said delicate. His ragged dress and prone position only exaggerated his stature. Headlock did not like it one bit but knew the advantage lay with his opponent. That advantage was further increased by the dragging forth, at the gesticulated instruction of their master, of a device of absurd proportions. It took a dozen augmented soldiers to haul the machine, or whatever it was, onto centre stage. The thing comprised of a single, large, brass dome totally surrounded by such a jigsaw of gears, cogs, pendulums, and the like, all of which were in slow but continuous movement, as to be some kind of gigantic clock. The parts turned and whirled independent of each other, yet not. It was a hive of clockwork activity that struck Headlock as both bizarre and ominous.

      “Any ideas?” he whispered to Grace.

      A shake of her head said not.

      The hooded figure grabbed Grace’s father by the scruff of the neck and thrust the poor man up against the machine with uncalled for venom. If the inventor felt it, he did not show it; he was already passed out. Professor Grace’s head lolled about on his scrawny neck like a game bird ready for slaughter. With the aid of two soldiers, lapels gleaming in the blinding lantern light, the hooded figure bound the inventor to the metalwork. A derisory look, noticeable even through the hood, and the slap of a removed leather glove against the inventor’s cheek and he returned his attention to his audience.

      “Tod nach Victoria! Tod nach Britannia!”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s enough, Albert!” roared Headlock, sweeping to his feet like an avenging angel. “I can put up with your madness for only so long before it becomes unbearable. Your fellow goose-stepping lunatics might not realise what that is, but I do!” Headlock waved an accusatory finger at the gigantic mechanism, and then at the hooded man.

      “Ever the man of action, eh, Headlock,” replied the man in heavily accented Britannian.

      “Particularly so when the dead have risen to stand before me. One never knows when they may next keel over.”

      “I should not let that worry you, Headlock, it will not be any time soon.”

      “We shall see.”

      “There shall be no see about it!” raged the man beneath the obsidian cowl.

      “And don’t think I have forgotten you!” Headlock pointed to five figures stood just off the front of the stage. “Traitors!” he added, his words echoing around the auditorium as though all of Britannia had bellowed them. Lords Charlesworth and Jackson were easily recognised by their corpulence. Three other aristocrats were less so, but Headlock named them one by one, all with careful articulation. “Goddamn, you all! Too much to have a female in power, was it?” he finished. To a man, they hung their heads despite the jeers of the audience. Headlock returned his attention to their still fuming master. “Tell me, my old friend, does your little assemblage of National Socialists know who they kowtow to? Hmm, should I tell them? Perhaps you’d care for aid in removing your hood? If so, I can do it at the neck?”

      “Zu töten!” the figure screamed back. “Zu töten!”

      “I take that as a no,” Headlock said out of the side of his mouth to the still crouched Grace, then ducked behind the gallery wall. “Goodbye, Albert, see you at the palace picnic!” Headlock shouted over the parapet, but his words were lost to the hail of bullets that peppered the stone all about him.

      “Do we retreat, Mortimer?” Grace asked remaining admirably calm.

      “We wait.”

      “Wait?”

      “Yes, dear girl. We keep low, we keep quiet, and we wait.”

      And the two did, Headlock sheltering Grace with his own frame as best he could from the falling masonry. The bullets soon ceased as the man Headlock referred to as Albert barked out more Germanic instructions to an accompaniment of clattering feet. For a chamber so large, it emptied with an efficiency that only the Germans, even if only partly so, could muster. The hissing of steam-driven body parts and ragged breaths swept from the auditorium in a wave of departing fury. A minute later, one could have heard the proverbial pin drop.

      “I take it our host’s exclamation was neither flattering nor respectful to our queen and nation,” Grace whispered.

      “If a dual proclamation of death is covered by that remit, then no.”

      “Goodness!”

      “No goodness involved, Grace. Now, much as I enjoy conversing with you, I believe it is time to rescue your father.”

      Headlock poked his head up and over the wall with the tentative stylings of a rabbit, then stood to his full height.

      “It is quite safe, Grace,” he said offering his outstretched hand.

      Grace took it in her own and stood.

      “You can open your eyes, dear girl, he is unharmed.”

      “Thank God, I feared that lunatic would turn on him.”

      “If my suspicions are correct, he dare not.” Headlock reached over the balcony to take a hold of a tapestry, which he managed by his fingertips. A sharp tug later and he’d dislodged the so-called work of art from where it was secured below. “I cannot guarantee this will hold, Grace. I shall understand entirely if you wish to remain here.”

      “That is my papa down there.” Grace’s look ensured that he need not ask twice.

      “Then, I suggest you wrap your arms around me and hang on.”

      Grace did as bade, locking her arms firmly around Headlock’s chest and closing her eyes. Good job, too, or she might have seen the smile that suffused his features. Ever the man in motion, the look was soon banished. Concentration replaced it. Swinging his legs over the bannister whilst whispering a prayer, or just blowing some of Grace’s hair from his mouth, he trusted the two’s combined weight to the German artisans.

      That lowering, hand over trembling hand, seemed to take an eternity. The cloth sounded as though it should rend at any moment, but it held, and Headlock descended the several hundred feet to the auditorium floor.

      “Grace. Grace. Grace, you can open your eyes now.”

      Grace opened one, took a peek around, then opened the other to a massive lung-bursting sigh. A look to her trussed-up father and the girl who’d been so brave could remain so no longer.
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        * * *

      

      OF FREEDOM AND EMPIRE

      “Papa. Oh, what have they done to you?” The tears came in a flood as she tore herself from Headlock and ran to her father’s side. “Papa, it is I, Grace.”

      The frail man hung unmoving and oblivious to all.

      Flinging her gloves to one side, Grace set about the bindings that tied her father to the clockwork machine.

      “Professor Grace,” Headlock tried lifting the old man’s head with a gentleness that belied his earlier fury.

      “I cannot undo his bindings, Mortimer,” Grace wept all the more as her ineffectual fingers tore at the Nazis’ rope.

      “Stand back,” Mortimer ordered, leaning forward. With one arm steadying the old man, Mortimer reached into his pocket and produced a wooden handle that flicked out at his touch into a knife of wicked sharpness. Four slices later, he held the inventor in his arms.

      “Papa.” Grace kissed the old man’s forehead. “Papa, please wake up.”

      “I do not wish to be saved.” More passing breeze than a sentence, the words slipped from twitching lips.

      “Too late for that, Professor, you already are,” Headlock replied, as Grace flung herself about her father’s weak frame.

      “Oh, papa, you are alive. I thought I’d lost you again.”

      “Don’t cry, my little canary. Your tears do me more harm than any Nazi ever could.” The old man struggled to right himself.

      “Careful, sir,” Headlock said aiding the old man to a seated position, easing Grace off of him in the process.

      “Ah, Mortimer.”

      “Yes, it is I.”

      “You’re a good man, Mortimer, such a good man.”

      “Never mind me, you are our concern.”

      “I’m fine, never felt better.”

      “I somehow doubt that, sir.”

      “I presume the Nazis staged your death?” Grace said, wiping her tears away.

      “Astute as always, little bird. I am truly sorry for any hurt it has caused you.”

      “That is not your fault, papa, but those who consummated the fabrication. They shall pay for it, too.”

      “Now don’t you go thinking vengeful thoughts, it is not the done thing for a lady.”

      “I told you he thought you a lady,” smiled Headlock.

      Grace just grinned.

      Professor Grace licked his dry lips and signalled to Headlock to aid him in standing. “And I can only presume you suspected this all along, Mortimer?”

      A nod, his response.

      “You what!” Grace stormed.

      “I dared not say,” replied Headlock.

      “You dared not say!” The slap to Headlock’s cheek echoed around the auditorium.

      “Shh, Grace,” her father spoke. “Think, child. How could Mortimer say anything?”

      “Never mind could, he should.”

      “And if he was wrong, how would your heart have felt to be broken twice?” Professor Grace eased himself from Headlock’s stabilising grip and took his daughter by the shoulders. “Do you see now, little bird? Do you see how Mortimer has protected you?”

      Her tears began to flow. The water fell from Grace’s eyes as twin emerald dams broken and abused. Yet even in the midst of such turmoil she looked from her father to Mortimer and back, and replied, “Yes, papa.”

      “Good girl. That’s my brave little bird.”

      “I do not mean to disturb your reunion, but I think we should address our escape.” Headlock gave the chamber the once over.

      The professor turned to him and was about to answer when he saw for the first time the bodies of the monks. “They were good men.”

      “Oh, Mortimer, how could they.” Grace focused her attention on the fallen seeing her father capable once more.

      “They are Nazis,” Headlock’s matter-of-fact response. He stooped low to feel for a pulse on two of the slaughtered monks but knew it a pointless act. “So, this was Shangri-La. A solace to the weary traveller and blessed residence of the quiet ones.”

      “The eternally quiet,” Grace said, taking another proffered handkerchief from Headlock’s hand, this one monogrammed with the capital letters ‘A’ and ‘V’ entwined together in fine embroidery.

      “I think we should make sure of it remaining eternally quiet,” Professor Grace’s cryptic reply. “Grace, my sweet angel?”

      “Papa.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve still got the key to that skirt hidden away, have you?”

      When Grace reached within the folds of her garments to reveal said metallic object it was met by her father’s knowing grin.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Headlock mused.

      “Tick-tock.”

      “Hmm, I see you are. I presume you can get your daughter to safety.”

      “I can get all four of us to safety.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I have to stay and put a stop to our lunatic friend,” said Headlock ignorant of Professor Grace’s supposed numerical blunder.

      “You are a noble man, Mortimer, the best, but it is quite unnecessary, I assure you.”

      “Then I would advise any explanation to be made with haste. I fear if we tarry it will result in our exposure.”

      “Can someone please tell me what is going on?” Grace interjected.

      “I shall go one better. Observe.”

      Professor Grace gently ushered his daughter aside, took something from under the flag-draped trolley and staggered over to the machine. The old man felt against the outer brass caging until his fingers came to rest upon a slight depression. Applying pressure from his index finger, two strange pentagonal fissures were exposed.

      “Awaiting your daughter’s key, the twin to your own.”

      “You would be right to think that, Mortimer. As I am sure you have guessed, it is more than just the key to my daughter’s warmth.” Professor Grace offered the bizarre looking implements up to the holes, which they slid into in unison with reassuring clinks. “Step back, please,” he commanded and bade the others away with a waft of his hands.

      Headlock watched in amazement as the professor took his daughter’s hand in his own and waited. At first, it seemed his theatrics were in vain. The machine carried on ticking, its enormous internal pendulums and cogs unchanged. But then the slightest hiss of expelled steam, a breath to replace those held by the machine’s viewers, emitted from the contraption. The ching of a released metallic catch signalled a miracle.

      “Good God!” Headlock gasped, as the whole front of the device flipped open to reveal a single ten feet in diameter brass ball. The thing sat atop an array of tubing previously hidden by the outside carriage of the professor’s creation.

      “Don’t look so shocked, Mortimer,” the professor chuckled. “You forget, this is my clockwork Shangri-La. It was never theirs.” Unworried by the developing phenomena, the old man threw his own key to one side and inserted his daughter’s into yet another concealed cavity to reignite the process of change. Shutters of brass slid away to reveal a wraparound window of glass, or some such material, and a door that opened to a hollow interior. The globes only adornments, a seat of wood that ran around the inside of it and a small yellow box tied with a black, silk bow. Oh, and a large, bedraggled man with a bushy moustache who held out his hand in greeting.

      “Belvedere,” said Headlock, as though it nothing untoward.

      “Mortimer,” replied he, before bursting into a huge grin, removing his proffered hand, and instead throwing his arms about his old friend.

      “Black and gold said the professor to Grace, your long-departed mother’s favourite colours,” without any explanation as to the aforementioned Belvedere’s residency within his device. He paused as if in memory before continuing. “Right, in we all go.”

      Grace took a step towards the machine and followed Headlock inside.

      “Do not touch that box,” barked Professor Grace, in a most uncharacteristic way. “There would be consequences,” he added, as the other three turned to him agog. However, the professor was no more forthcoming. So it was the two stepped into the giant ball with extra caution.

      “Sir Belvedere Magnanimous Wainthrop,” said Belvedere offering his hand to Grace. “You look just as you did when a child.”

      “Beg my pardon, but I do not believe I know you, sir.”

      “You were young.”

      “Weren’t we all, once,” mused Headlock. He sat down beside his friend and patted his knee. “I trust you are well?”

      “Thanks to the professor passing me food for the last three days.”

      “Then you have only been here that long.”

      “Indeed. If not for Professor Grace’s secret tutoring, I should have thought myself only recently departed; I gather it closer to a decade.”

      “Hmm, not to look at you,” said Headlock, but no more. “Is this sheep’s wool lining your creation, sir?” he asked the professor, instead.

      “Well, observed, Mortimer, it is indeed.” He beckoned Grace to sit down. “Insulation and padding,” he winked.

      If Headlock understood, he did not show it.

      “Could you give me a hand with the door, gentlemen, it does not close as easily as it opens.”

      Headlock and Wainthrop leaned over and shut the thing with a joint tug. No sooner had the seal sucked into place than a whirring as of clockwork commenced. The sound increased until silenced by the clink of internal locks thrusting into place. Their job done, the volume increased once more.

      “This is amazing, papa,” Grace extolled. But any praise was cut short.

      “Is this thing bulletproof, sir?” Headlock enquired.

      “Let us not wait to find out, eh.” The old man took a deep breath, thrust the key into yet another hole, and turned the thing through ninety degrees. The reaction was immediate.

      “Oh!” cried Grace, as the brass ball shook and its denizens juddered in their seats.

      Headlock, the first to readjust, wiped away a cloud of condensation which had already developed on the glass, only to pull his head back as a volley of bullets ricocheted against his peephole.

      Professor Grace seemed undisturbed by it all. He slowly bent over and collected the box from the floor to reveal a hole of about the size of a dining plate. He cradled the parcel, as sounds of anger erupted from without, none more so than those of the hooded man. “Bye, bye, Your Highness,” shouted Headlock.

      Grace looked at him bewildered. He smiled politely, then made a point of looking away. All the while, the hissing and spluttering built to a near crescendo drowning out the hail of bullets and fury from outside the machine.

      “Hold tight,” the old man said, as one last gasp of air shot from the ball’s undercarriage and the four’s world shook with the ire of God.

      “Not again!” huffed an exasperated Belvedere.

      There was the sensation of swallowing one’s own stomach followed by a violent twitching of the professor’s machine. Grace closed her eyes, Belvedere, too; Headlock did not. Where a lesser man would have hung on for dear life, he observed. He watched it all, as the professor undid the silk bow of his parcel, reached inside to reveal a small, copper ball, an almost exact replica of its larger brother, which he then dropped through the open hatch. After that, there was only sound and light followed by an all-consuming darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Headlock awoke still embracing Grace in a protective cocoon. His head rang like there was no tomorrow, although he was glad it appeared there was. Professor Grace lay next to his daughter on the floor of his machine, Belvedere atop of him covered in a layer of snow. Even in his sorry state, he’d tried to protect the old man. Only then did Headlock realise they were in fact upside down and lay reclined upon the inside roof of the device, the hole Professor Grace had delivered his bomb from standing exposed above them. A steady snow fell through said hole to amass upon them.

      Forever thinking, Headlock searched the interior for the key. He found it still set in its cavity in the wall. A swift turn of the thing and it came free, releasing the door in the process.

      The sudden surge of cold air was both bracing to he and reviving to his companions. Not waiting for the two Graces, nor his friend, Headlock stepped out into a flurry of white kisses and fortunately nothing worse. He gasped.

      The brass ball had rolled to a stop amongst the detritus of the Zeppelin wreckage. Like a snowball rolled by some gigantic child, Headlock could see the device’s former trajectory from the furrowed trail it had left in the compacted snow. His second gasp was for the perfectly circular hole blown out of the side of Mount Everest. Headlock gave the cavity a quizzical look, and a, “Well I never,” before passing out on the ground.
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        * * *

      

      HOME AGAIN

      Their descent from the plateau was near miraculous. Thanks only to the assistance of those wonderful mountain natives did the four companions make it off the plateau alive, although, not without consequence. Professor Grace, an already frail man, sported several broken ribs and an arm to match; he did not complain once. As for his daughter, she would feel the repercussions of the explosion in a substantial loss of hearing in her left ear. Sir Belvedere Wainthrop revelled in the whole experience, his own personal bumps and bruises serving only to reassure him of his return to a place he thought never to see again. As for Mortimer Headlock, he lost a toe to frostbite; he blamed it on the Germans.

      Upon their arrival on Britannia’s shores, the four were hailed as heroes. Their heroics in destroying what most regarded as a secret cabal of the German army, an even more dangerous offshoot of an already dangerous foe, became the stuff of legend before it otherwise ought. But most of all, more than any other single factor in their newfound celebrity was the return of Britannia’s most revered hero. The crowds flung themselves upon Sir Belvedere Wainthrop, who, with the death of Lord Devonshire reclaimed his position as Field Marshal almost ten years to the day after his disappearance.

      Eventually, and not unexpectedly, the quartet were requested as Her Majesty’s guests for a reception in their honour. None of them would have chosen to go, but medals were involved, and one could not say no to the Empress of half the world.

      Miss Grace Grace had dressed in her usual canary-yellow with a few white lace adornments added for the occasion. She approached the Queen whose false legs seemed to have locked solid over the edge of her throne, a golden day to darkest night. She accepted both her own and her father’s honours; Professor Grace was too unwell to stand for any amount of time, and Her Majesty was not about to move to him.

      Sir Belvedere Wainthrop said nothing to Queen Victoria, and she said nothing to him, he merely retook his position at her side as Britannia’s chief guardian; the Empire sighed with relief.

      Mortimer Headlock was last to take the podium. He bowed to the Queen with dignity, inclining his head as requested, but with such stiffness as to assume his spine resisted.

      Grace observed it all from less than six feet away. She watched Headlock flinch as the Queen whispered something to him, a faint trail of gear oil upon her lips, the brass valves attached to her side venting copious amounts of steam. What passed between the two went unheard, at least to her, but it was brief.

      The ceremony over, Headlock took his place opposite Sir Belvedere, and all inclined their heads at Her Majesty’s withdrawal from the room, or rather her mechanical removal; she had fared less well than Wainthrop in the intervening years, far less. Fifteen men lifted her from her seated position and manoeuvred her onto a mobile throne of sorts. Once securely locked into place, the steam-powered contraption hissed away into the distance, the black vapour which acted as her breath slow to clear. Only when her chugging receded to a faint, locomotive hiss did anyone speak, and even then, they soon left, leaving our heroes alone.

      “What did she say to make you so angry, Mortimer?” said Grace, as she offered him the monogrammed handkerchief he had given her in Shangri-La to wipe something from his eye.

      “Ah, as alert as ever.”

      “Enough with the flattery. What did she say?”

      “She enquired as to how her husband was doing,” replied Headlock, before passing back the handkerchief, its letters damp and gleaming.

      It was a bitter-faced hero that strode from the room, a head-bowed Belvedere in tow.

      Grace looked upon the monogrammed lettering, fingered it beneath her yellow gloves, and finally understood. A new game was afoot.
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