
 



 

Ch a p T e r 1

The baTTle for The amoebas: hora IX:III
It was colder on the lower decks, and there was 

a cloying moistness that smelled of mould and corrosion. It 
clogged the lungs and made breathing an effort. Sangfroid’s 
nose twitched as she sucked in the stale air. The quarterdeck 
had been breached. Her stomach knotted. That meant her 
mission was fried on its feet, and improvised escape plans were 
not her strong suit.

She moved forward signalling Gallo out to the left and 
Brassius straight ahead, while she remained on the right flank. 
In fan formation, they approached the Beta launch hangar. It 
had to be cleared and the escape pods activated to get the tech 
crew off.

“Gently people.” Sangfroid breathed into her intercom. 
Vibration was dangerous. One thud from a military boot and it 
would be all over. “Little fairy steps.”

“Twinkle, fucking twinkle.” Gallo’s grumble burped into 
her earpiece. They flowed forward silently. In the corridor 
behind her, the technical crew sat huddled on the floor afraid to 
so much as twitch. The doors to the launch deck slammed open 
and shut randomly, the wiring corrupted by the corrosive air. 
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Steel wall plates fizzled under layers of acidic ooze until angry 
red pockmarks glowed in the emergency lighting. It didn’t take 
long for a ship to fall to pieces once one of these bastards got 
onboard.

“What do you see, Gallo?” she whispered.
“It’s a big sucker, boss. Up on the ceiling. Most tentacular 

are on the other side; some poor bastard’s keeping it busy over 
there.” Gallo’s voice crackled in her ear then cut out. Either 
Gallo’s comm-piece was already disintegrating or her own 
earpiece was screwed. Their equipment was crumbling, making 
communication haphazard. She issued her commands quickly 
while she still could.

“Brassius, Gallo. Six inches above the eye. Give it all you’ve 
got. Travis, run those people to the pods once we open fire. 
Got it?” They were all that was left from her initial unit. Ten 
frontline troopers reduced to three in less than twenty minutes. 
Her rescue sortie had turned into a suicide mission. All she 
could hope for was to save the last of the techies and to get 
her people off Beta deck as fast as she could. Retreat was the 
only option now. The mission was a failure, and the Amoebas a 
goner. It was time to get the hell out.

Her crew responded with a faint chorus of “Aye, 
Decanus.” She stepped out of her crouch and slid through 
the malfunctioning doors onto the launch deck. Above her a 
Colossal space squid quivered on the ceiling. Its moist oblong 
head was turned away, allowing her a few seconds to slip closer. 
Its mantle pulsated rapidly in the confined space. The fine 
textured skin fluctuated from the grey of the bulkheads to the 
olive green of the floor. It was trying to camouflage itself. A 
pointless exercise in a close combat situation. This was a young 
adult, inexperienced enough to leave its vulnerable mantle open 
to attack from behind. Sangfroid took full advantage.

Okay, Mithras, lets toast some slimy squid ass. She offered 
up a prayer to the soldier’s god, stepped out of the shadows, 
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and opened fire. Gallo and Brassius opened up with their laser 
rifles. Blue fire danced across the monster’s body. It screamed; 
its liquid eye swivelled to find the source of pain. Tentacles 
whipped out towards them and globules of caustic slobber 
dropped from its panicked body.

In a synchronized move, Sangfroid and her unit divided 
their attack, drawing the creature’s flailing limbs away from the 
entrance. Travis ushered the Beta lab technical staff through 
the doorway into the hangar. There were about twenty techies 
left in this sector working in the research labs, sequestered away 
from the main science deck. Once they were safely jettisoned 
into space, Sangfroid would throw her men into the remaining 
escape pods and make a run for it, too.

The squid’s screams rang off the metal bulkheads. The walls 
roiled with the thrashing of its limbs. Brassius caught the wrong 
side of a tentacle and was crushed into a bloody blot against the 
far wall. Another huge tentacle found the fleeing tech crew and 
rolled them like skittles into an inky pool of squid blood. They 
floundered and wailed, trying to crawl from the choking mire, 
but the squid ink tarred them to the floor where they slowly 
asphyxiated.

Mithras, I’m losing them all! Sangfroid blazed her laser into 
the beast in desperation. Her mission was a big, fat, stinking 
failure. Travis flew past her impaled on a tentacle barb, shaken 
until every bone in his body hung loose and broken.

“Gallo. Get to the pods!” She bellowed into her comm-piece 
hoping it still worked. This mission was over as far as she was 
concerned. She’d take what she’d got and run. A half dozen tech 
crew were already floating away in their escape pods. The rest 
were either dead or dying. Her unit was decimated. “Retreat, 
Gallo. Run for it!”

She wheeled to the left, her finger glued to the trigger. 
Blue fire whipped crazily from her gun muzzle. Leaping over a 
severed tentacle tip and the sole of her boot came down on an 
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inky bloodstain. The viscosity of it jarred her to a halt, almost 
dislocating her knee. She toppled forward. The weight of her 
fall broke the deadly adhesion. Gallo lay down covering fire as 
she scrambled to her feet and limped for the exit. Sangfroid 
could just about make Gallo out through the smoke. She was 
backing up slowly, drawing the beast down on herself. Behind 
her the last of the techies were running for the pods. Gallo was 
covering them, too.

Sangfroid lifted her laser and aimed for the eye. Well, the 
general area of the eye. Six inches above that sat the brain where 
the skin was toughest. She had to stop Gallo from getting 
cornered. Her shot hit its mark and sizzled across the liquid 
surface of the giant eye. The creature contracted in pain. Then 
it blinked away the discomfort and lunged in her direction. 
Space squid had notoriously bad eyesight. Blinding a squid 
slowed it down but didn’t put it out of action. It sensed its prey 
in other ways.

She stumbled backwards, away from Gallo and the fleeing 
techies, drawing the squid’s attention to the farthest reaches 
of the hangar. It would buy Gallo a few valuable seconds. She 
gritted her teeth. Her knee ached with every movement.

“Come on, you fuck faced son of shit—” A blur of celery 
coloured chiffon caught the corner of her eye. Sangfroid spun 
and took aim. Her trigger finger faltered. A young woman 
synthesized into solid form before her. The woman reached out 
and gently, but firmly, pointed the weapon away from her face.

“Now we’ll do it my way,” she said and grabbed Sangfroid’s 
wrist. “Run!”

Despite her small size, she seized Sangfroid with a 
surprisingly steely grip and took off down the corridor, her long 
skirts swirling and heels clicking in a rapid staccato, clearly 
uncaring about the noise she created. She was drawing them 
away from the Beta sector hangar. Sangfroid stumbled along 
behind her, still stunned by the woman’s sudden appearance 
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but somehow compelled to run along with her. Instinct moved 
her feet. Her gut, with its uncanny predilection for survival, 
urged her onward.

Gallo’s gunfire stopped. Sangfroid hoped that meant she’d 
managed to evacuate safely. The Colossal’s screams echoed 
down the corridor after them. The walls reverberated with a 
deafening pounding. It was giving chase, pouring its limbs into 
the narrow corridor, following the vibrations of their running 
feet.

At the first junction, they skidded to a halt. The young 
woman looked left and then right, fussing and frowning. 
“Which way is it?” she demanded.

“To where?” Sangfroid asked. Who the hell was she? 
Where had she come from? Did Colossals have hallucinogenic 
weaponry?

“This way.” The woman grabbed at her arm again and 
dragged her to the left towards the Beta research labs. “If we cut 
through here it should bring us out at Kappa sector,” she said.

How did she know that? “Who are you?” Sangfroid asked.
“Oh, no.” Her cry of dejection stopped them in their tracks. 

Up ahead two infantile squid sat glued to the walls on either 
side of the corridor. They blinked stupidly, quivering in alarm 
at the sight of humans. Sangfroid raised her laser, but too late. 
The smaller squid spat out ink. It caught her full in the face, 
and she immediately fell into respiratory arrest. She sank to her 
knees, aware the woman beside her had received a direct hit, 
too. She felt the woman’s hand claw at her arm before it slipped 
away. Blindly, Sangfroid scrabbled about for her but couldn’t 
find her. The woman was lying somewhere out of reach. She’d 
lost her.

“Oh bother, not again,” came the soft sigh off to her left. 
Then the suffocating darkness squeezed the last ounce of life 
from her lungs.

* * *
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The baTTle for The amoebas: hora X:I
“Go, go, go!” Travis yelled at the techies as he threw them 

at the escape pods. Sangfroid moved off to the left and laid 
down a stream of continuous fire to draw the creature after her 
and away from Travis. The squid momentarily gave her all its 
attention.

“Gallo,” she bellowed into her comm-piece, hoping it still 
worked. “Answer me, Gallo.”

“Decanus?” Gallo’s voice came through, thin and crackly. 
“All clear here.”

“Grab Brassius and get out.”
“Brassius is dead.”
“Get out. I’m making for Kappa sector.” She snapped out 

the order. “See you at the Parabellum.” That was their good 
luck code.

“Damn better. After this shower of harpy piss, it’s your 
round. Out.”

Sangfroid grinned. She hoped Gallo was already running 
for a pod. Gallo was a seasoned soldier—hard headed, reliable, 
and best of all, she was lucky. Sangfroid had no doubt Gallo 
would be at the Parabellum tonight in time for half-price 
cocktail hour, but wasn’t so certain about herself. A huge 
tentacle slammed onto the floor beside her. The reverberation 
shot up her legs making her shins ache. She sidled back, gun 
still blazing. The exit portal was somewhere behind her, crazily 
banging open and shut. She could hear it even if she couldn’t 
see it in all the smoke.

A green blur caught the corner of her vision. The scent 
of light perfume momentarily overrode the stench of sizzling 
squid. She swung around, gun raised. A young woman in 
weird long skirts materialized before her. With a calmness and 
assurance that belied the bedlam around them, the woman 
reached over and delicately redirected the weapon away from 
her face. Confusion swamped Sangfroid. A cold fist of fear 
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battered her belly, and the fear was for this woman, not for 
herself. Who in Hades was this, and why was she feeling so 
anxious for her?

“Let’s try this again, shall we?” The woman grabbed her by 
the wrist and dragged her away. “Run!”

Sangfroid obeyed. There was no other option. A huge 
tentacle slammed into the ground where she’d been standing 
a split second ago. They ran through the exit portal and down 
the corridor. Sangfroid pushed through the pain in her knee, 
concentrating on the profile of the woman running with 
her. Who was she? Something about her was familiar in an 
excruciating, hopeless, gut-wrenching way. At the next junction 
they unerringly swerved right, heading for the Beta labs.

“Quickly. Pick up your feet,” she scolded as she ran, her 
long dress a flurry around her ankles.

“Who are you?” Sangfroid easily kept abreast of her, 
curtailing her pace to match.

“This is neither the time nor place for introductions. Suffice 
to say, it’s coming after us, and we must be brisk.”

Behind them a dozen thickly muscled tentacles came 
crashing down the corridor. The reverberation of their running 
feet easily gave their location away, but it was too late for 
stealth. They could only hope to outrun it.

“Why are we heading this way? This deck’s infested,” 
Sangfroid said.

“Shortcut,” the woman answered, out of breath.
Whoever she was, she certainly knew her way around a space 

corps research ship. With a tight turn they arrived at the Kappa 
sector launch hangar where row upon row of shiny egg-shaped 
escape pods sat in pristine lines. Sangfroid’s heart sank. The 
pods were untouched. This part of the ship hadn’t managed to 
evacuate at all. Gods only knew how many were dead.

“I don’t know how this bit works.” The woman turned 
to her, eyes wide with anxiety. Sangfroid didn’t waste time. 
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Quickly she punched a key sequence into the control panel. 
The nearest pod slid open revealing a crisp white interior with 
a single seat.

“You get in this one,” she said as she reached inside to 
switch the autopilot to standby. The woman came up behind 
her, and before Sangfroid realized her intention, she’d shoved 
her as hard as she could in the small of the back. Sangfroid’s 
gammy knee unbalanced her enough to somehow be bundled 
into the pod.

“Hey!” The moment her backside hit the seat, the door 
mechanism began to close. The woman stepped back. “Sorry 
for the shove,” she said. “But you’re so stubborn sometimes.”

Behind her Sangfroid could see a thick tentacle slide around 
the corner into the pod bay. It slowly groped towards the rustle 
of the woman’s impossibly flounced skirts. She was totally 
unaware of the danger. Sangfroid lurched forward. Her rear 
lifted off the seat and the door mechanism reversed to swing 
back open.

“Oh, but, no—” The woman leaned forward to try and 
push her back inside. Sangfroid grabbed her roughly, pulling 
her onto her lap.

“No. No. You can’t. You have to get away.” The woman 
struggled fiercely, but fruitlessly, and soon gave up. She was 
small, and Sangfroid held her in place easily. She sank back into 
the seat, and the door slid closed with a satisfying swoosh as a 
blast of vile black ink slapped against the contoured window 
of the pod. Sangfroid thumped the eject button with her fist 
and the little egg shot out of its bay. A tentacle lashed out 
and slammed the pod sideways. It smacked into the ship’s 
infrastructure and bounced twice before falling out the launch 
door into space in a weird corkscrew spin. There, it shuddered 
and stalled. Sangfroid and the woman held their breath. Above 
their heads the pod’s console lights spluttered off and on again. 
They flashed and blinked and then flashed some more. Through 
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the small window they could see the huge tentacle coiling back, 
ready for another punch at them. The pod spluttered, rebooted, 
and then, with a stupendous burst of speed, whisked them out 
from under the descending tentacle with only millimetres to 
spare. With a series of clicks and clunks, it whirled away from 
the Amoebas, and for a breathless second, the doomed research 
ship was framed in the escape pod’s window. The Amoebas 
drifted drunkenly, listing to one side. Isolated fires and acidic 
scars marred the long, cylindrical hull. Debris littered her wake. 
Then the escape pod spun out into the huge void of space, 
calculated the nearest point of safety, and headed directly for it.

Sangfroid slumped back in the seat, her body slack with 
relief; unlike her captive who was scolding her again.

“You can’t do this. This is terrible, terrible,” she said, prizing 
Sangfroid’s fingers off her waist.

Who the hell was she? The air around them cooled as the 
hiss of stasis gas filled the tiny cabin.

“This is not in the plan…” The woman yawned. “You’re 
doing it all wrong,” she grumbled, then curled up on Sangfroid’s 
lap and fell into a deep and immediate stasis sleep. Her head 
was tucked under Sangfroid’s chin, and her hair smelled of 
old fashioned flowers. It was a beautiful smell, and vaguely 
familiar, but she couldn’t recall from where or when. For all 
she knew this woman might well be a mirage. An illusion 
made up of half-formed memories, or nothing more than an 
old centurion’s fancies and fantasies. Sangfroid wondered if she 
was poisoned by squid ink or, more likely, having a nervous 
breakdown? Or maybe she was dead and this was some weird 
afterlife experience?

She encircled her arms around the woman’s waist and 
allowed her eyes to drift shut. She was slipping away on a 
cloud of stasis gas and trying vainly to recall what the flowery 
scent meant. Dead or not, she had a suspicion that for once 
everything would be just fine.



 

Ch a p T e r 2
“He can’t just lie there. He’s making the room untidy. 

My paleobotany ladies are due any minute, and Hubert still has 
to set up the optical lantern.”

“He’s a she, Sophia.”
“Nonsense.”
Sangfroid slowly became aware of the world around her. Her 

head hurt. Coming out of stasis sleep was always rough, but this 
was very different. The temperature was all wrong, for a start. 
It smelled funny, too. Fresh cut flowers with an underlay of fire 
smoke. Where was she? And that noise. Mithras! A female was 
whining. Her reedy voice came from somewhere above her and 
cut through Sangfroid’s brain like shrapnel. It didn’t belong 
to the young woman she’d escaped with. Her voice was richer, 
more melodious. Sangfroid’s military training kicked in, and 
she tried to make sense of her surroundings without betraying 
that she was awake. She lay flat on her back on something soft 
and overstuffed, and definitely not a pod seat.

“Please, Sophia, stop being so disagreeable.” Now that was 
the voice of the woman from the pod. Sangfroid strained to 
listen while controlling her breathing to feign being out cold.

“I can hardly move her until she regains consciousness. I 
mean, she’s enormous,” the pod woman continued. There was 
a short silence, then, “Ah ha! How opportune.” A finger poked 
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Sangfroid firmly in the ribs, and Sangfroid buckled with a 
grunt. So much for fooling them. Pod lady was a sly one.

“Up, you loiterer,” pod lady said. “I can see you are finally 
among us.”

The game was up. Sangfroid opened her eyes and swung 
into a sitting position. Much to her surprise she found herself 
in a stuffy, old-fashioned parlour furnished in a tumult of dark 
woods, heavy fabrics, and too much gilt. Practically every inch 
of floor space housed some elaborate and unnecessary piece of 
furniture. Side tables, footstools, and over-designed upright 
chairs gave the room a cluttered, claustrophobic feel. She felt 
trapped inside a museum exhibit like some wax dummy. All she 
needed was a cup and saucer in her hand.

A fire crackled in a large marble fireplace and threw out a 
pleasant heat. Sangfroid felt extraordinarily tired and depleted. 
The gloomy room with its cluttered warmth leeched the 
strength out of her, drawing every ache and pain to the surface. 
The battle for the Amoebas had lasted nearly thirty brutal 
hours. First, they had fought to take back the ship deck by deck. 
When that proved futile, the Imperial Fleet Senate ordered the 
total evacuation of all non-military staff. How many had made 
it? She looked around the strange room. And to where? What 
kind of rescue station was this?

She was sitting on an elaborate couch, all tapestry and tassels 
and about a million useless little cushions. Behind her stood 
two young women, both dressed in a flounced and fussy manner 
that mirrored the furnishings perfectly. The smaller of the two 
Sangfroid recognized at once from the Amoebas. She obviously 
had access to some sort of teleport technology, a dangerous 
weapon that was far beyond space corps capabilities. Sangfroid 
suspected she had mind-altering ability, too. Obviously, she was 
a very formidable character, but whether she was a friend or foe 
to the Empire was uncertain as yet. Sangfroid gave her a furtive, 
sideways glance. She’s very pretty. Immediately, she snapped her 
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thoughts back in order. There was business to perform here. 
Her life was in danger, and she was eyeing up the local talent? 
Her brains must be stewed by laser fire.

Beside the pretty pod lady stood another woman, the one 
that went by the name of Sophia. Sophia was taller, thinner, 
and glared at Sangfroid with bristling hostility. Not a friend of 
the Empire, then.

“Where am I?” Sangfroid asked, assuming she was most 
probably a prisoner of war. If so, there were rules and regulations 
to be followed.

“That’s a rather ponderous question,” pod lady answered. 
“In that it’s weighty and requires much thought.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Sophia muttered.
Pod lady gave Sophia a stern look, then turned her attention 

fully onto Sangfroid. “And by that I mean, are you referring to 
a point on a Euclidean plane, for instance?” she said, warming 
to her theme. She was incredibly earnest. In fact, she was 
wide-eyed with earnestness. Her irises were caramel coloured 
with little black flecks. This observation surprised Sangfroid. 
Usually, she didn’t notice details beyond armed or unarmed, 
even in pretty women. If they had a gun in their hands she paid 
attention. That was as far as her interest in strangers went, but 
this woman kept dragging her attention away from the business 
in hand. That had never happened before. Again, Sangfroid 
wondered at the reality of her situation.

“…perhaps with a rotational angle around a pre-selected 
point…” Pod lady was still jabbering away. She did not adhere 
to any prisoner of war protocol Sangfroid was aware of. “…or 
as defined by a translational shift? What do you suppose?” The 
question was levelled at her.

Sangfroid blinked.
“Enough!” Sophia cried. Sangfroid wholeheartedly agreed.
“You, sir,” Sophia turned her aquiline profile towards 

Sangfroid, “need to do a translational shift off this chaise before 
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the ladies of my paleobotanical society arrive. They cannot find 
you lolling about looking so…so…unravelled. Besides, Hubert 
will be here any moment with the lantern, and he needs to 
move the couch.”

“Sophia. How uncivil,” pod woman said. “My guests are 
more than welcome in my parlour and on my chaise longue.”

Sangfroid struggled to her feet from the low chaise. Her 
thigh and lower back went into spasm. She gritted her teeth 
and pushed through the cramp. The Sophia lady was right; she 
was unravelling faster than a wonky warp drive. She tugged 
her uniform jacket into some semblance of order and stood as 
straight as possible given she felt dislocated in several places. 
The ladies ignored her efforts and continued to squabble.

“This is Hubert’s house,” Sophia said.
“And my chaise longue.”
Sangfroid cleared her throat. “Sangfroid, R.J.” She officially 

introduced herself to pod lady. She was the only one she wanted 
to talk to. The Sophia creature did not interest her in the 
slightest. “Decanus, first class, of the IX Imperial Space Corps 
Marines, ma’am.” Her memory was cloudy, but she knew they’d 
definitely left the ship together, crammed in a single escape 
pod. The scent of her hair was still on Sangfroid’s shoulder. 
“How exactly did we get here?”

“Good. He’s upright.” Sophia gave her a dissatisfied glare. 
“Please, Millicent, take Mr. Declan away and have him cleaned 
up. We can’t present him to decent company looking like that.”

“It’s decanus, not declan,” Sangfroid corrected. “It’s a 
military rank.” So pod lady’s name was Millicent? She liked 
that; it had a nice ring to it. Mill-ee-cent. Millicent. Nice. Then 
she pulled herself together. She could be in danger here and, 
instead of doing something sensible about it, she was mewling 
over nice names?

“Looking like what, exactly?” Millicent rose to her defence, 
and she liked her a little bit more. “And he is a she, as you have 
been previously informed.”
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“He’s got blood all over his uniform.” Sophia carried on 
regardless, her whisper almost as loud as her speaking voice. 
Sangfroid squinted at her. Was she gender blind?

“Of course, she’s got blood all over her uniform. She’s a 
soldier. She’s been in battle. Why, she’s practically a hero.”

Practically? She damned well was a hero! She’d more 
decorations hanging off her than the cushions on this ridiculous 
settee. Her esteem for the Millicent woman dropped like a dog 
down a well.

“Is that ink?” Sophia rudely pointed out black splotches of 
squid ink on Sangfroid’s uniform sleeve and across her chest.

“Yes, it is,” Millicent said. “What of it.”
“Perhaps he’s been heroic in a post office?” Sophia snorted.
“There is real blood, too. Look here and here.” Millicent 

pointed out several other colourful stains.
“Then it is most rude to make a house call directly after 

battle. One should change one’s uniform first, or at least scrub 
up.” Sophia was not going to back down.

“Excuse me, ladies,” Sangfroid interrupted with her most 
authoritative voice. It was time to take control. “I have some 
questions—”

“Pardon me, Mr. Declan,” Sophia spoke over the top 
of her. “I did not mean to be rude about the blood on your 
uniform. I am sure you attained it under the most valorous of 
circumstances, and I sincerely hope it is not your own. But I 
really do need to rearrange the furniture for my meeting. All 
these chairs have to be in rows, you see, and Hubert has to 
place the optical lantern right there.” Sophia pointed to the 
spot where Sangfroid stood with a disapproving finger.

“It’s decanus, not declan. It’s a military rank,” Sangfroid 
repeated firmly. “And I’ll be happy to remove myself once I 
have some answers.” The thought occurred to her that maybe 
she really was dead, and this was some sort of entry exam for 
the Elysian Fields. There was usually some tricky test for newly 
deceased warriors to pass before they were allowed access. Then 
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again, her leg hurt abominably, and it would hardly be fair to be 
dead and still ache all over. Maybe she wasn’t dead. Maybe she 
was hallucinating? She wondered again about the possibility of 
squid developing hallucinatory weapons.

“Exactly where am I, and who are you?” Her words were 
curt and crisply delivered.

“Oh, please forgive me.” Millicent touched her sleeve, 
despite the encrusted blood. “Decanus Sangfroid, may I 
introduce Miss Sophia Trenchant-Myre.”

Sophia gave a light, disinterested curtsey. “Sangfroid? 
Sounds French.” She sniffed. Sangfroid bowed stiffly in 
response. The hand on her arm became insistent, and she was 
aware Millicent wanted to draw her aside. If it provided her 
with more information, then so be it.

“Better French than Declan and Irish,” Millicent said and, 
with that final snub, led Sangfroid to the door. “I am Miss 
Millicent Aberly,” she said once they were in the hallway. “If you 
would care to come with me, I shall attend to your wounds.” 
She blushed beautifully and seemed annoyed at doing so.

Yep, Sangfroid decided. She was definitely dead. Women 
did not blush beautifully at her in real life. This had to be some 
glorious Hesperidian maiden come to carry her off to the Isles 
of the Blessed. Or more likely trick her into the lower bowel of 
Tartarus. Hesperidian maidens were sneaky like that.

“Is this some sort of test?” she asked outright, mystified 
that she was once again following this woman around like an 
unweaned runt. Millicent gave a delightful, tinkling laugh as 
she ushered her down a wood-panelled hallway. Her laugh was 
magical and turned Sangfroid’s synapses to goo. So much for 
her stern self-control, iron-clad will, and twenty-three years of 
the toughest military training in the cosmos; it all amounted to 
nothing when Miss Millicent Aberly laughed.

“Sophia can be a trifle trying,” Millicent said. “But she’s 
hardly a test. Lord only knows how a pass mark might be 
determined. In here, if you please.”
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“What’s the paly…pala…?”
“Paleobotanical?”
“Yes. The paleobotanical thing she was going on about?”
“Oh, her latest amusement. Her lady friends gather the 

first Friday of every month to see glass slides of plant fossils 
and suchlike. It lasts for about fifteen minutes before they get 
bored, stop for tea, and gossip away the rest of the evening. 
Broadens the mind.” She grinned impishly. “It’s very important 
they sit in rows, you know. Makes them feel intellectual.”

They entered a darkened room towards the end of the hall 
and Millicent lit a porcelain gas lamp. The light flared and 
revealed a room much smaller than the one they had left. This 
room was sparsely furnished but somehow more intimate and 
comfortable because of it. Even in the soft glow of the lamp, 
Sangfroid could see the colour scheme was light and mellow. 
This room had an airier, more feminine feel after the oppressive 
formality of the room they’d just left.

“This is my day room,” Millicent said and fussed about 
drawing the drapes against the dusk. A few coals smouldered 
in the fireplace. She rammed them about with a poker until 
they looked livelier and added a few more with the coal tongs 
hanging by the hearth. There was a ruthless efficiency in her 
movements, and though Sangfroid couldn’t take her gaze off 
Millicent, she managed to take in the rudiments of the room 
with a military thoroughness. A small bureau was squeezed into 
the far corner, positioned to take in the view from the window, 
had the drapes had been open. On either side of the chimney 
breast, shelves were piled with books and magazines. Before the 
fireplace sat a small couch and close by a comfortable looking 
high-backed armchair. Needlepoint rested on its padded arm. 
From the chair’s position, turned towards the fire, yet close 
to the table with the gas lamp, Sangfroid guessed this was 
Millicent’s favoured chair.

She glanced at the needlepoint. She had darned her own 
pants often enough to view a threaded needle as a loathsome 
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chore, rather than a pastime. But then she had fought her 
way through enough solar systems to expect the strange and 
unnatural wherever she landed. The Empire had conquered 
worlds much more archaic than this one. Here, it was the 
constant call back to her own heritage that threw her. This 
world looked like it had popped up from the pages of a history 
book, and that made Sangfroid extra suspicious. It had to be 
a trap. The Colossals had somehow wormed into her mind 
and pulled out this version of home; except it was so woefully 
wrong it was laughable.

“Hubert and I have an arrangement of rooms. I use this one 
for my reading and relaxation, and he keeps his laboratory in 
the larger room to the front of the house that used to be Papa’s 
library. Now, about that leg.” Millicent opened a small cabinet 
and examined a collection of apothecary bottles.

While she fussed over her bottles, Sangfroid flicked the 
drapes and peeked outside. She tried to look casual, but the 
room and its furnishings were so bizarre she had to see what 
lay beyond. The view offered little interest. There was a small 
garden with orderly flowerbeds and high hedges. Beyond these, 
the yellow glow of gas street lamps shone weakly against an 
evening sky. She’d have to get out there at some point and 
explore. It was all so intriguing, like the living history museums 
back home.

“Let me see. Pyretic saline. Laudanum, no, that’s no use.” 
Millicent clinked her way through the medicine cabinet.

“Where is this place?” Sangfroid asked. “And where’s the 
pod?”

“Ah, here it is. Carbolic infusion.” Millicent ignored the 
question, which didn’t surprise Sangfroid. She recognized this 
mulish mindset. In fact, a lot of Millicent’s mannerisms seemed 
familiar. Sangfroid turned away from the window to watch her 
uncork a bottle and splash the contents on a pad of lint.

“The pod?” she asked again, ignoring the swab held out 
to her. She wanted answers, not liniment. Millicent waved 
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the wad at her, and still she refused to take it. “Answer the 
question,” she said.

“Will you please apply this?” Millicent sounded stubborn, 
but Sangfroid refused to give an inch.

“No. You’ll find I can be just a mulish as you.” She placed 
her hands behind her back and stood up straighter.

“There’s a difference between being mulish and being an 
ass. Will you take the swab if I promise to tell you all I know to 
the best of my ability?”

“Deal.” Sangfroid took the swab from her and brusquely 
rubbed her knee through the tear in her pant leg. “So? Where’s 
the pod?”

“I’ve no idea,” she answered. Sangfroid glared at her. She’d 
cheated. She was supposed to have the answers! But, in all 
fairness, she continued her explanation with genuine frustration 
on her face. “We materialized in the parlour, sans pod. I didn’t 
mean for you to come all the way home with me. If you hadn’t 
interfered everything would have gone to order. It’s all your 
fault.”

“My fault? Lady, I think you’ll find I was minding my 
own business, blasting squid, when you popped up and started 
bossing me about.”

She sighed as if Sangfroid were the problem and set the 
carbolic bottle back into its slot in the cabinet. “Hubert will 
explain everything just as soon as he’s freed from Sophia’s 
requirements.”

“Who’s Hubert?” This Hubert was obviously important. 
Both women had mentioned the name with something akin 
to reverence. Maybe this was as good a place as any to start. 
She had to unpick this mystery somehow. “You mentioned a 
Hubert before. So did Sophia.”

Millicent blinked at her in surprise. “Oh, I am sorry. Of 
course, you haven’t met him yet…this time around, I mean. 
Hubert is my brother. He’ll be along shortly, except that he has 
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to set up the accoutrements for Sophia’s little gathering. Sophia 
and Hubert are betrothed, you see.”

Sangfroid nodded, as if this was a pertinent fact, which it 
wasn’t, but any little piece of this crazy puzzle was welcome.

“What do you mean by this time around—” A loud crash 
interrupted her next question.

“That will be Hubert now.” Millicent hurried into the hall, 
and Sangfroid immediately followed. Millicent Aberly was the 
key to this mystery, and Sangfroid wasn’t going to let her out of 
sight for one second.



 

Ch a p T e r 3
“Hubert! You’ve broken my eggs.” Sophia’s scolding 

voice floated down the hallway.
“Only the shells, dearest,” came Hubert’s cheerful answer.
An egg rolled along the Persian runner and came to rest 

against the toe of Sangfroid’s boot. She picked it up and 
examined it. It was dyed cerise and had a lurid face painted 
on it. Cerise hardboiled eggs lay all over the floor. A man 
of a similar age to Sangfroid was scooping them up into a 
beribboned wicker basket.

“Sorry, dearest. The leg of the lantern caught on the handle.” 
He scrabbled around the floor collecting pieces of shell.

“They were for the orphanage.” Sophia wailed, clearly 
distressed.

“What is this?” Sangfroid asked quietly, showing the egg to 
Millicent.

“An Easter egg,” she said. “Sophia had arranged a basket for 
the orphanage.”

“What’s an easter?” Sangfroid guessed it was probably a 
festival for chickens, much like the bull festivals back home. 
Millicent tutted distractedly at the question and turned her 
attention back to her brother. Hubert had finished rescuing 
the eggs and re-shouldered his optical lantern. It was a 
beautiful affair of polished brass lens and mahogany casing 
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with collapsible tripod legs, and it was almost as tall as Hubert. 
Sangfroid had seen similar items in science museums. It was 
interesting that this man owned a working example.

“The hall carpet is a mess. My ladies can’t see it this way. 
Where’s Edna?” Sophia wasn’t about to be placated. “Millicent, 
for goodness sake, call for the maid.”

“Edna’s busy preparing the refreshments for your ladies. 
I’ll clean it up. It won’t take a moment.” Millicent stepped 
forward, a hint of exasperation in her movements. “Hubert, let 
me introduce Decanus Sangfroid, first class,” she gave a gracious 
nod with the slightest hint of condescension towards Sangfroid, 
“of the IX Imperial Space Corps Marines. Decanus, this is my 
brother, Professor Hubert Aberly of Her Majesty’s College of 
Engineering and Physics.”

Sangfroid stepped forward and gave a curt, military bow.
“Splendid.” Hubert shook her hand warmly. “Imagine 

meeting you here, Sangfroid,” he said as he gave Millicent a 
sly sideways look. She blushed, and Sangfroid felt she was the 
object of a joke between them. It immediately put her back on 
the defensive, and she was annoyed to find all this charming 
distraction had lulled her off guard. She couldn’t afford to 
relax. Not even for a nanosecond. These peculiar little people 
may be strange and engaging, but she had to be careful; they 
could very well be extremely dangerous.

“Sir. That’s a fine machine you have there.” She indicated 
the lantern, determined to keep up a friendly facade.

Hubert smiled. “Oh, yes. A beauty,” he said and patted 
his lantern lovingly. He was a short man, only an inch or two 
taller than Millicent. His sandy hair was beginning to recede 
from his forehead and temples, and he carried too much 
girth around the middle to be a sportsman. Aside from that, 
he seemed inordinately jovial, and his eyes, the same caramel 
colour as Millicent’s, twinkled intelligently from behind tiny 
wire-rimmed spectacles. His clothing was as strangely quaint 
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as the ladies’. He wore plaid trousers and a worsted wool jacket 
with handkerchiefs, pencils, and protractors poking out of 
every pocket. “Just look at the workmanship. It’s a Newton, 
you know,” Hubert said.

Sangfroid nodded as if that meant something to her.
“Let’s set her up, shall we?” Hubert indicated that Sangfroid 

should accompany him to the front parlour. “Leave the ladies 
to sort things out here, ’eh?”

Sangfroid got the impression Hubert couldn’t get away fast 
enough.

“But what about this mess?” Sophia said.
“I told you, I’ll get the brush and clean it up,” Millicent 

replied curtly.
“And where exactly is the brush, Millicent?” Sophia’s high 

whine followed them into the front parlour.
“Oh please, you don’t even know where we keep the maid.” 

The door closed on their conversation with a well-oiled click.
“Good to see you, old chap.” Hubert winked at his little 

gender joke. “How’s the leg, by the way?” He immediately 
threw himself into assembling the lantern without waiting for 
an answer.

“The leg?” Sangfroid was a little taken aback by the warm 
familiarity of Hubert’s words. She didn’t know what to make 
of the wink. Her hand dropped towards her tricky knee. “It’s 
fine.”

“Good. While I do this, move those chairs into rows, will 
you?”

It took Sangfroid mere minutes to swing the heavy dining 
chairs into order. “How many ladies are you expecting?” She set 
out three rows of five chairs apiece.

“Oh, a veritable flock. We’re expecting a muster of ladies 
this evening. I’m afraid word of your visit has circulated, 
Sangfroid. My intended is neither discreet nor discerning in 
matters of this nature. Sophia needs the limelight. And whether 
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it’s by hosting evenings of pretentious twaddle like this one 
or indulging in inane tittle-tattle, she will have it.” He fussed 
about, fixing a white cloth screen in front of the chairs. “That 
is why Millicent is fuming. She hates the attention. Millicent 
can’t bear to have her actions audited.”

“I don’t understand any of this.” Sangfroid frowned. 
Actions audited? What did that mean? Though her soldier’s 
gut told her these people were essentially harmless, she was far 
from happy with the situation. There was too much subtext she 
couldn’t decipher. Too many currents wriggling away beneath 
the surface. She had no idea where she was, who they were, or 
whom they represented. It was time for answers.

She opened the door to the hallway. Millicent was sweeping 
the last of the eggshells into a dustpan. She looked heated and 
dishevelled and muttered angrily to herself. Sophia was nowhere 
to be seen, which was probably for the best, Sangfroid decided.

“Millicent, would you come in here, please?” Sangfroid 
liked the sound of Millicent’s name on her tongue; it sounded 
exotic and intriguing. Millicent looked surprised but complied, 
shaking the dust from her skirt before joining them.

“I need answers. And now, please,” Sangfroid said, solemnly 
turning to face them. Standing side by side, the family 
resemblance was unmistakable, except Millicent had darker 
hair. Their mannerisms were similar, too. Both seemed anxious, 
earnest, and unnervingly intelligent.

“Well, yes,” Millicent answered, carefully. “I suppose it’s 
only fair.”

“Yes, I suppose it is.” Hubert sighed, then stepped up to the 
mark with a direct question. “Tell me, Sangfroid. What year is 
it?”

Sangfroid’s frown deepened. She wanted to ask the 
questions, and what was worse, this particular one reverberated 
somewhere at the back of her mind. What year is it? It had 
weight and purpose. This question was somehow no stranger to 
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her, and how she answered was important for all of them. Then 
the crazy notion slipped away as quickly as it had come, leaving 
her feeling foolish and unfocused. She caught Millicent’s calm 
but concerned gaze and knew she had witnessed that flashing 
moment of unease and understood it better than Sangfroid did.

“It’s anno VI in the reign of Hadrian X,” Sangfroid said.
“She can’t go around saying that,” Millicent murmured to 

Hubert.
“Let me see.” Hubert went slightly walleyed and stared at 

the ceiling. His lips moved silently.
This went on for several seconds until Sangfroid felt obliged 

to ask, “Is he praying?”
Millicent laughed. “He’s calculating. He’s absolutely 

brilliant at mathematics. The best in England. In all of Europe, 
I’d venture.”

“1957,” Hubert announced. “That’s what it would be in 
our calendar.” He looked directly at Millicent.

She stared back, alarmed. “1957! That can’t possibly be 
correct, it’s less than a hundred years away. They can’t have 
advanced that much in such a short time.”

“I agree. It’s as if there is a rogue branch somewhere in our 
timeline where something has gotten rather out of place.”

“What has gotten out of place?” Sangfroid asked. She was 
becoming frustrated with these two and wished she disliked 
them enough to apply torture or at least a good garrotte. “And 
what is 1957?” She put an edge to her voice to warn them 
her patience was wearing thin and that she was a dangerous 
adversary.

Sombre chimes rang out from the hall. The parlour door 
flung open, and a harassed Sophia bustled in to join them. She 
had changed into an aubergine velvet gown with cream lace, 
and pearl studded cuffs. A monocle hung on a black ribbon 
pinned to her breast. Her hair was set in a severe fashion and 
bedecked with black feathers and black velvet bows. Huge ones. 
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The ensemble was intended to give her a sophisticated and 
scholarly air, but with her gaunt height and aristocratic nose 
she favoured a plush crow.

“The first of my ladies are arriving.” She waved her hands 
about. “Where is Edna? We can’t keep them waiting on the 
doorstep.” The whine was back in her voice. “And they’re 
early. Everyone is usually terribly late; it’s the fashion.” Sophia 
sounded vexed at the faux pas. “How maladroit.”

“Maybe it’s a vanguard action,” Hubert said, merrily. 
“Prepare yourself to be breached.” He gave Sangfroid another 
conspiratorial wink.

“I hope everything is ready, Hubert?” Sophia asked, though 
it came out more like a demand.

“Yes, my dear. All is ready.” Hubert’s smile dropped, and he 
stood at attention by the lantern, a tray of glass slides on the 
table next to him.

“Best we retire,” Millicent whispered and indicated for 
Sangfroid to follow her.

“You can’t go now.” Sophia was shrill with anxiety. “People 
will expect to be introduced to our guest. The ladies know 
you’ve a visitor, Millicent. It’s all very exciting,” she said in a 
voice that suggested the opposite. Then taking a good, long, 
horrified look at Sangfroid, said, “Oh, look at the state of him! 
I thought you were cleaning him up! Has he no other uniforms? 
Something less gory, perhaps with epaulets?” She glared at 
Sangfroid with supreme dissatisfaction.

Sangfroid gawped at her. Did Sophia really think she was a 
houseguest? And a man? Sophia wasn’t as bright as the Aberlys, 
that much was certain. Not that Sangfroid blamed her; there 
couldn’t be many people as bright as the Aberlys. It occurred 
to Sangfroid that the true nature of her arrival was being kept 
secret from Sophia. But why?

Millicent kept a firm hold of her arm. Sangfroid could feel 
the anxiety pulsing off her and decided to let her take the lead.
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“Introductions will have to wait until later, Sophia,” 
Millicent said. “Decanus Sangfroid would hate to divert 
attention from the latest riveting news from the paleobotanical 
world. Meanwhile, I shall search father’s wardrobe for anything 
with frogs or tassels that may pander to the vacuous foppery 
you favour so well. Rest assured, we shall return ready and 
prepared to share tea and proper introductions with your ladies 
of science.”

Sangfroid spared a glance towards Hubert and, on seeing 
the suffering in his eyes, edged a little closer to Millicent, 
determined to retreat with her. Their escape, however, was 
foiled by Edna’s alacrity. She had already opened the front door 
to a throng of Sophia’s scientific sorority. Their excited trills 
and warbles echoed down the hallway.

“At least cover the bloodstains on your chest!” Sophia 
exclaimed. “Here, carry Millicent’s shawl.” She grabbed a shawl 
off the piano stool and pressed onto Sangfroid’s chest. Sangfroid 
grabbed it and held it over the worst stains.

“I have never needed for my shawl to be carried in all my 
life!” Millicent was outraged. “It’s most presumptive and gives 
out quite the wrong message.” Her protestations were drowned 
as a gaggle of ladies massed in the doorway. They stood 
judiciously halfway in and halfway out, waiting for the flustered 
Edna to officially announce their arrival. Unfortunately, their 
excited whispers were clearly audible to those present.

“Is that him?”
“Goodness me, he’s a giant!”
Sangfroid was mortified at being the object of speculation 

for a half dozen owlish spinsters.
“Hush, Velma; he’ll hear you.”
“Foreign, I should imagine. I understand foreign gentlemen 

can be very tall.”
“I hear that the men of the Urals are the tallest of all.
There was excited tittering at this.
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“Isn’t he handsome? Just look at those regimentals.”
Sangfroid clutched the shawl tighter to her chest. Why 

were they calling her he?
“My dearest friends, please do enter.” Sophia boomed out a 

welcome to her guests, and the awkward moment passed. The 
ladies bustled into the room as if a singular entity. Salutations 
were dutifully exchanged with both Miss Millicent and 
Professor Aberly, before the ladies’ unified attention was once 
more riveted upon Sangfroid.

“Major Sangfroid,” Hubert began the introductions as man 
of the house. Sangfroid frowned at the deliberate change in her 
name. What the Hades was a major? “May I introduce Miss 
Bench, Miss Hove, Miss Surplus, the Misses Thrace-Bartley 
Holmes, Miss Ogilvy, Miss Fitzpatrick, and Mademoiselle 
Beaulac,” Hubert announced in a breathless rush then ducked 
behind his lantern and tried to look preoccupied. “The 
vanguard,” he muttered for Sangfroid’s ears only. “You’re on 
your own, now.”

Vanguard my arse; this is an entire heavy armour division. 
“Good evening, ladies.” Sangfroid swooped into a low 
ceremonial bow. She wasn’t sure of the exact status of these 
ladies, but decided to be ultra polite in case they were priestesses 
of the local cult.

Millicent thankfully inserted herself into the introductions. 
“Major Sangfroid serves with the First Prussian Dragoons and 
has kindly come to call on us whilst in London. He is a close 
friend of Hubert, as you know. It is wonderful to see him again 
and so unexpectedly.”

Sangfroid was dumbfounded at the blatant lies tripping off 
Millicent’s tongue. She had even more gall than her brother. 
Her identity must be a serious issue for the Aberlys to hide it at 
every turn. And her gender, too? But why?

Excited tittering followed Millicent’s words, and Sangfroid 
felt the ladies scrutiny increase tenfold. She bowed again 
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and politely smiled. She had no idea what was going on, but 
her instinct told her to play along. On some intrinsic level, 
she found herself trusting Millicent and Hubert. The ladies 
chattered freely now that the courtesy of introduction was over.

“Prussian! I told you he was foreign. Tall. See. It’s all in the 
colouring.”

“He is very blond.”
“And tall.”
“Yes. Ever so tall.”
“Is Prussia near the Urals?”
“What brings you to London, Major?”
“Is the rest of your battalion here, Major?”
Sangfroid had no idea. An unexpected ache rattled in her 

chest. She had no battalion. She was a decanus not a major, 
whatever that was. She’d led a unit of ten centurions. Her 
soldiers, her friends, had died on the Amoebas. If this place was 
some strange, lunatic, afterlife, then where were her comrades? 
Why was she here alone? Her gaze strayed to Millicent certain 
she held the answers. If only she’d share.

The ladies continued their onslaught.
“You must sit and tell us all about the Urals, Major,” one 

requested.
“Perhaps we could combine with the ladies of the 

Geographical society for a specialist talk?” another said.
“Oh, do say yes to a specialist talk, Major Sangfroid.”
Followed by yet another. “You really, really must, Major. 

The Urals sound fascinating.”
They pressed her to agree. She looked over at Millicent 

beseechingly, but she looked pale and stiff and equally adrift.
“Ladies, ladies.” Sophia clapped her hands and began to 

corral her guests. “We need to begin. Hubert has an appointment 
on the hour and must leave. Millicent and the major will rejoin 
us for light refreshment later.”

“Millicent and the major. How adorable.” There were 
spinsterish giggles, and Millicent turned scarlet.
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“See how he carries her shawl? He’s so gallant, so romantic,” 
said another, sotto voce, and Millicent looked as if she might 
explode.

Sophia ushered the ladies to their seats. The lights were 
lowered, and Millicent whisked Sangfroid out of the room at 
lightning speed, still blushing furiously.

“Millicent and the major? The prussian dragoons? And 
what are urals?” Sangfroid demanded as soon as they reached 
Millicent’s little study. “What the hell was all that about?”

“Language, please. I will not have the H word used in this 
house.”

Sangfroid assimilated this and decided to ignore it and 
carry on, without the H word. “What was all that about?”

Millicent bristled. “What else could I say? You can’t be 
a decanus here; no one knows the term. There is no military 
equivalent. I made an informed guess, a presumption, on your 
rank and came up with major. And the Prussian Dragoons were 
the closest I could get to Imperial Space Corps Marines in that 
they both sound exotic and have over-elaborate uniforms.”

“And why does everyone think I’m a man?”
“Well, you’re very tall.” Millicent looked flustered. “And 

board shouldered. And your short hair doesn’t help.”
“So? You and Hubert get it?”
“Hubert and I already know you. Sophia does not. To 

her, with your size and bearing, and…and attitude, you are 
masculine, and she simply can’t perceive you any other way. 
Neither can the ladies.”

That didn’t make things any clearer to Sangfroid. So what 
about her hair? Long hair got matted with blood and guts and 
stuck to your face. She wasn’t particularly tall either; everyone 
and everything in this world was tiny! Millicent was being 
ludicrous.

“How do you and Hubert already know me?” That was 
the issue she should be concentrating on. The answer would 
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be interesting. She accepted there was a strange reverberation 
when she was around them. There was a link between them she 
had yet to understand.

“It’s a long story, and I do intend to tell you.” Millicent 
held her hand up to stave off any interruption. “It’s just that 
we have bigger problems at the moment. You most definitely 
should not be here.”

“For the last time, where is here!” Her patience evaporated. 
The tension of the past hour combined with the growing pain 
in her leg brought her to a standstill. Hesperidean maidens, 
space squid, drugs, and whatever damnation lay behind this 
mad house…she was going to find out what it was, once and 
for all.

Millicent sat upright in the chair nearest the fireplace. “You 
are in London, England,” she said.

“Londinium?” That did surprise her.
Millicent’s fingers plucked at a loose thread on her 

needlepoint. “Yes, I suppose it is your Londinium, except that 
it is also my London.” She wouldn’t look at Sangfroid, instead 
giving all her attention to the stitches. “And the year is 1862,” 
she added.

“1862,” Sangfroid repeated slowly. Examining the words 
for clues. They held none. This was stupid. The woman talked 
in riddles. Except Sangfroid’s gut roiled in that way it did when 
something was terribly, terribly wrong. Old soldiers listened 
to their guts, and hers was currently singing opera. In warfare, 
the gut tended to assimilate information much quicker than 
the brain. Especially bad information. “What exactly is 1862?”

“It’s the year in accordance with the Gregorian calendar 
that we use in this timeline. And that means there is almost one 
hundred years between the timeline where we are now and the 
timeline where you come from.”

“One hundred years?” Sangfroid was incredulous. She 
looked around the room, at the gaslight, the ticking timepiece 
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on the mantel, the open fire. There was no technology here 
worth spit. “There’s more than a hundred years difference. 
More like a thousand. This place is primeval.” It was worse 
than Sparta. “Are you saying I’ve travelled backwards in time?”

“Yes and no. And don’t be so judgmental. I’ll have you 
know you are in the heart of the British Empire, an advanced 
industrial society acclaimed worldwide for its engineering and 
entrepreneurial ingenuity. Why Hubert has—”

“Excuse me, but yes and no? I asked if I’d travelled 
backwards in time, and you said, yes and no?”

“We have. Remember I was with you. I went back to 
rescue…well, forward to rescue you. But somehow it went 
wrong, and you ended up here in my timeline. The proper one.” 
She watched Sangfroid carefully as she delivered this latest bit 
of nonsense. “I knew you shouldn’t have dragged me into that 
pod thingy, but you never listen.” And as usual, no matter how 
nonsensical her speech, there was a reprimand in it somewhere.

Sangfroid looked around the room again. “I think you’ll 
find my…timeline…is the proper one.” She had problems with 
the word timeline. It was alien, farcical. “I was born on moon 
base Alpha Zeta IV. This place…this…” She waved a hand at 
their surroundings. “I don’t understand any of this. Time travel 
is purely theoretical. It cannot be practiced, ergo it doesn’t exist. 
Yet you’re telling me that you, someone who burns fossil fuels, 
can do it? That you can do what the entire Imperial Science 
Consortium can’t? I don’t think so, lady.”

“What do you think, then? How do you explain away your 
current surroundings?” Her colour was rising, and her eyes 
flashed. “Theory is the hypothesis of general principles backed 
by hard evidence that eventually leads to practice. Hubert has 
successfully exhibited this through the fact that you are here. 
Perhaps the Imperial Science Consortium needs to talk to 
Hubert if it wishes to catch up?”

Sangfroid snorted and flung herself onto the couch. It 
creaked alarmingly.
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“And show some care for my Chesterfield! It was Mother’s 
and not designed for brutish behaviour,” Millicent scolded.

Sangfroid glowered at her, then squirmed uncomfortably 
on the stupid couch. She really was a giant here; everything 
was so…so… She looked over to where Millicent sat prim and 
proper on her own little wingback chair. Everything here was 
so bleeding delicate.

“Look, either I’m dead and in Hel—the place beginning 
with H, or you’re a hallucination, and I’ve been captured by the 
enemy. Which is the same as being in the H place.”

“Well, those things did happen, so I suppose you are right. 
But I’m right, too. We are a hundred years apart but in two 
different timelines. And yours is terribly out of step, even for 
an alternative one.”

“I was captured?” She sat bolt upright. The Chesterfield 
gave another loud crack.

“Mostly…you were killed more than captured. But both 
things happened.” Millicent frowned at the noises emanating 
from her settee.

“Millicent. You’d better explain what’s going on. This isn’t 
a game. I can’t afford to play along with something I don’t 
understand.”

“That’s true.” She sighed. “And I always intended to tell 
you. But it’s a long, complex story, and you can’t interrupt.”

“I won’t interrupt.” Sangfroid eagerly grabbed at this 
breakthrough. She thought she’d never get any sensible 
information from the Aberlys. This was her big chance.

“You will interrupt. You always do. You’re most annoying,” 
Millicent said. “I’ll tell you everything. Well, almost everything. 
As much as I know. And then you will see how you ended up 
here. But you have to be patient and let me tell it in my own 
way.” The more she spoke, the more her distress showed. “Or 
else none of it will make any sense.”

Sangfroid nodded in agreement and sat back and waited, 
watching as Millicent took a calming breath and began. The 
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fire glow caught the chestnut hues of her hair and threw her 
rounded cheeks into soft shadow. Her caramel eyes blazed, and 
her lips were full and pink. Sangfroid fixated on them as she 
spoke, following every curve, pout, and twitch, for Millicent 
was an animated talker. Her hands were never still; they 
fluttered here and there, cutting the air as she described this 
and explained that. And as she spoke, something Sangfroid had 
secretly suspected all evening came to full awareness. She loved 
her.

It was not a breathtaking revelation; it was more a factual, 
deep-seated knowledge. She was certain Millicent wasn’t aware 
of the feelings she had for her, and Sangfroid was at peace with 
that. It was her secret. It belonged to her alone, and she softly 
wrapped her secret around her like a warm old cloak. And once 
she realized she loved her, she realized she had for some time. 
Yet, they had only just met? How had that happened?

“It all began last Wednesday. Hubert’s birthday was several 
weeks away, you see.” Millicent’s hand drifted towards her 
needlepoint. “So I decided to embroider him an Ogopogo 
cushion cover for his present—”

“What’s an Ogopogo?” Sangfroid interrupted.
“You promised!”
“Sorry. Carry on.”
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