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Enter the SF Gateway . . .


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.




INTRODUCTION


Though she has published fewer solo-authored novels than any of them, Connie Willis has won more major SF awards than Philip K. Dick, Arthur C. Clarke and Isaac Asimov combined. If we want to explain that striking fact we might wonder if it’s because, whilst she has (like those venerable masters of genre) a copious imagination, prodigious writerly skills and canny way with a novum, she also has something they mostly lack. She makes you care. The characters she creates and the worlds she builds – especially the historical worlds of her time travel novels – do more than get under the reader’s skin; they seep all the way down to the heart.


There is no better example of this than Doomsday Book, Willis’ fourth published novel but her first big breakthrough title. The novel sends a 21st-century historian back to the 14th-century to research the period; but though this traveller thinks she is prepared, in fact real life overwhelms her preparations; and though she is supposed to have been sent back to the relative safety of the 1320s in fact an error has resulted her being pitched two decades later, right into the middle of the Black Death. Meanwhile a new strain of influenza is ravaging the 21st-century. The parallel is, in a sense, one of the main points of this novel: that the present, the future and the past are all intimately connected to one another. Put like that perhaps it looks banal, but one of the remarkable things about this novel is the way it makes you feel the truth of it on your pulse.


It’s a truth particularly well suited to the ‘time travel’ story, of course; although, perhaps oddly, it’s rarely captured by the very many time travel stories and novels the genre produces and has produced more-or-less continuously since H.G. Wells set the sub-genre in motion with The Time Machine (1896). This may be because many writers become fascinated with the question of temporal paradoxes – if I go back in time and kill my grandfather, then I will never be born and so won’t be able to go back in time and kill my grandfather, so he will not die and I will be born and will be able to go back in time and kill my grandfather . . . and so on. Willis is, broadly, uninterested in this sterile ‘logic-puzzle’ aspect of time travel. What fascinates her is not the (when you think about it) rather callous attitude to life and death implicit in that celebrated paradox. On the contrary, she is interested in the way the past lives. She knows that a more than individual memory connects past to present, and a more than individual hopefulness connects the present to the future; but she also knows that the idiom of the past is dying, and that moving into the future is about coming to terms with that bereavement.


Willis has written a wide variety of sorts of SF, particularly in her short fiction (and won awards for a lot of it); but it is increasingly clear that her time travel novels are her major achievement. In her first solo-authored full-length novel, Lincoln’s Dreams (1987), the mechanism of time travel back to nineteenth-century America is the dream; in Passage (2001) her characters are propelled back in time to the last voyage of the Titanic via the unusual device of near-death experiences. Both novels tell accessible absorbing stories that also, with considerable aplomb, explore the ways in which the past manifests in the present – or vice versa – in ways that are potent if not quite real; in ways that bring us to the limits of life. This meditation is continued in the loosely-linked series of tales and novels to which Doomsday Book belongs, centred on a near-future ‘time travel institute’ at Oxford University that embeds historians in various historical periods. This series began with the Nebula-and Hugo-winning short story ‘Fire Watch’ (1982), which is set during a vividly recreated Blitz. Doomsday Book – also a Hugo and Nebula winner – styles England at the time of the Black Death as a richly humane tragedy. The Hugo-winning To Say Nothing of the Dog; Or, How We Found the Bishop’s Bird Stump at Last (1998) takes its characters back to the late Victorian England of Jerome K.Jerome’s comic masterpiece Three Men and A Boat. To Say Nothing of the Dog is often funny and charming, although arguably its frivolity undermines its effectiveness, and its considerable length feels diffuse. To be clear: I am not suggesting that Willis cannot write comedy. On the contrary, she often displays a beautifully light touch with the comedy of manners of her epochs. But her comedy works best when it leavens a graver tone. In particular, Willis is unusually astute and moving on the emotional impact of bereavement and mortality. A case in point is the capstone of the ‘Time Travel Institute’ novels, the Hugo-winning Blackout/All Clear – a massive, two part, 1200-page novel that returns to the territory of ‘Fire Watch’ by depositing a group of historians in Blitz-struck London. As with Doomsday Book, what lifts this novel out of the run-of-the-mill historical fiction is its bone-deep understanding of the ways death interpenetrates life.


This resonates in Willis’ work in two, connected ways. One is the brute fact of bereavement. In Doomsday Book, we come to care for Kivrin, and for many of the medieval villagers (Agnes, Eliwys and Father Roche especially). When characters we care about die it hurts us, and Willis’ treatment of death in this novel is never sentimental, and genuinely moving. The other way in which death interpenetrates life has to do with its inevitability. We are all going to die, after all; this is our fate. Part of the way the later sections of this novel achieve their effect is precisely by creating a sense of horrible inexorableness about the spread of the plague. But there’s a larger context. The ‘Doom’ in ‘Doomsday’ means precisely ‘fate’; and one way of defining fate is as a mode of temporal perspective. Julius Caesar has already been assassinated; his fate is sealed. I feel differently, sitting here in the present; it seems to me like my fate is open. But a historian looking back at my life from the vantage point of Christmas 2054 will know what happened to me. From her point of view, my fate is as sealed as Caesar’s. Fate, in other words, is actually just another word for time.


Now, Willis’ Time Travel Institute novels all play cannily, and to good dramatic effect, with this problematic. Her historians go back in time secure in the knowledge that they cannot contaminate the time-lines; but in each of her big novels the past shifts in disorienting ways, opening up the possibility that their meddling might be having deleterious effects upon the flow of history itself after all. This is subtly but effectively worked out in terms of the internal logic of the story in Doomsday Book (and is an even more important feature of the later Blackout and All Clear). But it is more than a plot point. It reflects centrally upon Willis own praxis as a writer, and indeed upon writing itself. After all, when we pick it off a bookshop’s shelves to read it, a story has already been told, written down and printed. Yet as we work our way through its pages we are caught up in the moment of the narrative as if its ending were somehow still open. Any novel is a ‘doomsday book’, an iteration of its own simulated relationship between fate and free will.


To dilate upon this a little: it is striking that the (unnamed) protagonist of the novel that inaugurated ‘time travel’ as a sub-genre of SF, Wells’ The Time Machine, has such a frankly contemptuous attitude to the past. He is interested only in travelling into the far future. Willis takes the opposite view. Her fascination with time travel is not speculation about how things will develop in the future: her portrait of Oxford in the 2050s feels more 1950s than anything futuristic, something I take to be a deliberate textual strategy. She is interested, rather, with the relationship between the past and the present. That the present (or her near future) of Doomsday Book feels thinner than the richly evoked past is a feature of the novel, not a bug; because of course the past informs life more forcefully than the present. The 2054 historians who confidently assert that ‘attitudes to death in the 1300s differed greatly from ours; death was a common and accepted part of life and the contemps were incapable of feeling loss or grief’ are shown to be wrong in a way that would be laughable if it weren’t so tragic.


There is the question of historical errors. Willis’ sense of historical period, though it is the product of years of research, is not flawless (there were many diseases in 14th-century England that produced mass-death, but cholera was not one of them; clerks did not wear silk shirts – silk, in the 13th-century, cost more weight for weight than gold; and, absent twentieth-century snow ploughs, roads would not stand out as ‘a straight black line, bisecting the snowy plain’ as they do in this novel). But I do not think sunspots like these are of any consequence. Shakespeare’s historical plays are full of anachronisms – chiming clocks in Julius Caesar’s Rome, a character actually called ‘Pistol’ during the strictly arrows-and-crossbows warfare of Henry V – but these don’t matter. Or we can be more precise, and say: they matter only to pedants. Pedantry is not the best frame of mind in which to enjoy a novel like Doomsday Book; because, like Shakespeare, she captures the mood of a time, the feel of medieval England, and she does so with remarkable vividness. To read Doomsday Book is to be drawn immersively into a world that is defined by its difference, both to the present and to the present’s ideas of how the past was. And because it feels real, we care about the people in it.


Doomsday Book is a long novel, and it starts slowly; but it is length is not egregious. On the contrary, it embodies in textual form that fundamental physics truth: momentum is mass times velocity. It builds inexorably, and the emotional heft of the final third depends upon the larger sense of world and character that Willis builds in the first two books. You don’t want to skip them; not if you want to appreciate the genuinely moving potency of the book’s final scenes.


Adam Roberts




‘And lest things which should be remembered perish with time and vanish from the memory of those who are to come after us, I, seeing so many evils and the whole world, as it were, placed within the grasp of the Evil One, being myself as if among the dead, I, waiting for death, have put into writing all the things that I have witnessed.


‘And, lest the writing should perish with the writer and the work fail with the labourer, I leave parchment to continue this work, if perchance any man survive and any of the race of Adam escape this pestilence and carry on the work which I have begun . . .’


Brother John Clyn
1349




BOOK ONE


‘What a ringer needs most is not strength but the ability to keep time . . . You must bring these two things together in your mind and let them rest there forever – bells and time, bells and time.’


RONALD BLYTHE


Akenfield




CHAPTER ONE


Mr Dunworthy opened the door to the laboratory and his spectacles promptly steamed up.


‘Am I too late?’ he said, yanking them off and squinting at Mary.


‘Shut the door,’ she said. ‘I can’t hear you over the sound of those ghastly carols.’


Dunworthy closed the door, but it didn’t completely shut out the sound of ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’ wafting in from the quad. ‘Am I too late?’ he said again.


Mary shook her head. ‘All you’ve missed is Gilchrist’s speech.’ She leaned back in her chair to let Dunworthy squeeze past her into the narrow observation area. She had taken off her coat and wool hat and set them on the only other chair, along with a large shopping bag full of parcels. Her grey hair was in disarray, as if she had tried to fluff it up after taking her hat off. ‘A very long speech about Mediaeval’s maiden voyage in time,’ she said, ‘and the college of Brasenose taking its rightful place as the jewel in history’s crown. Is it still raining?’


‘Yes,’ he said, wiping his spectacles on his muffler. He hooked the wire rims over his ears and went up to the thin-glass partition to look at the net. In the centre of the laboratory was a smashed-up wagon surrounded by overturned trunks and wooden boxes. Above them hung the protective shields of the net, draped like a gauzy parachute.


Kivrin’s tutor, Latimer, looking older and even more infirm than usual, was standing next to one of the trunks. Montoya was standing over by the console wearing jeans and a terrorist jacket and looking impatiently at the digital on her wrist. Badri was sitting in front of the console, typing something in and frowning at the display screens.


‘Where’s Kivrin?’ Dunworthy said.


‘I haven’t seen her,’ Mary said. ‘Do come and sit down. The drop isn’t scheduled till noon, and I doubt very much that they’ll get her off by then. Particularly if Gilchrist makes another speech.’


She draped her coat over the back of her own chair and set the shopping bag full of parcels on the floor by her feet. ‘I do hope this doesn’t go on all day. I must pick up my great-nephew, Colin, at the Underground station at three. He’s coming in on the tube.’


She rummaged in her shopping bag. ‘My niece, Deirdre, is off to Kent for the holidays and asked me to look after him. I do hope it doesn’t rain the entire time he’s here,’ she said, still rummaging. ‘He’s thirteen, a nice boy, very bright, though he has the most wretched vocabulary. Everything is either necrotic or apocalyptic. And Deirdre allows him entirely too many sweets.’


She continued to dig through the contents of the shopping bag. ‘I got this for him for Christmas.’ She hauled up a narrow red-and-green-striped box. ‘I’d hoped to get the rest of my shopping done before I came here, but it was pouring rain, and I can only tolerate that ghastly digital carillon music on the High Street for brief intervals.’


She opened the box and folded back the tissue. ‘I’ve no idea what thirteen-year-old boys are wearing these days, but mufflers are timeless, don’t you think, James? James?’


He turned from where he had been staring blindly at the display screens. ‘What?’


‘I said, mufflers are always an appropriate Christmas gift for boys, don’t you think?’


He looked at the muffler she was holding up for his inspection. It was of dark grey plaid wool. He would not have been caught dead in it when he was a boy, and that had been fifty years ago. ‘Yes,’ he said, and turned back to the thin-glass.


‘What is it, James? Is something wrong?’


Latimer picked up a small brass-bound casket, and then looked vaguely around, as if he had forgotten what he intended to do with it. Montoya glanced impatiently at her digital.


‘Where’s Gilchrist?’ Dunworthy said.


‘He went through there,’ Mary said, pointing at a door on the far side of the net. ‘He orated on Mediaeval’s place in history, talked to Kivrin for a bit, the tech ran some tests, and then Gilchrist and Kivrin went through that door. I assume he’s still in there with her, getting her ready.’


‘Getting her ready,’ Dunworthy muttered.


‘James, do come and sit down, and tell me what’s wrong,’ she said, jamming the muffler back in its box and stuffing it into the shopping bag, ‘and where you’ve been. I expected you to be here when I arrived. After all, Kivrin’s your favourite pupil.’


‘I was trying to reach the Head of the History Faculty,’ Dunworthy said, looking at the display screens.


‘Basingame? I thought he was off somewhere on Christmas vac.’


‘He is, and Gilchrist manoeuvred to be appointed Acting Head in his absence so he could get the Middle Ages opened to time travel. He rescinded the blanket ranking of ten and arbitrarily assigned rankings to each century. Do you know what he assigned the 1300s? A six. A six! If Basingame had been here, he’d never have allowed it. But the man’s nowhere to be found.’ He looked hopefully at Mary. ‘You don’t know where he is, do you?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Somewhere in Scotland, I think.’


‘Somewhere in Scotland,’ he said bitterly. ‘And meanwhile, Gilchrist is sending Kivrin into a century which is clearly a ten, a century which had scrofula and the plague and burned heretics at the stake.’


He looked at Badri, who was speaking into the console’s ear now. ‘You said Badri ran tests. What were they? A coordinates check? A field projection?’


‘I don’t know.’ She waved vaguely at the screens, with their constantly changing matrices and columns of figures. ‘I’m only a doctor, not a net technician. I thought I recognised the technician. He’s from Balliol, isn’t he?’


Dunworthy nodded. ‘He’s the best tech Balliol has,’ he said, watching Badri, who was tapping the console’s keys one at a time, his eyes on the changing readouts. ‘All of New College’s techs were gone for the vac. Gilchrist was planning to use a first-year apprentice who’d never run a manned drop. A first-year apprentice for a remote! I talked him into using Badri. If I can’t stop this drop, at least I can see that it’s run by a competent tech.’


Badri frowned at the screen, pulled a meter out of his pocket and started towards the wagon.


‘Badri!’ Dunworthy called.


Badri gave no indication he’d heard. He walked around the perimeter of the boxes and trunks, looking at the meter. He moved one of the boxes slightly to the left.


‘He can’t hear you,’ Mary said.


‘Badri!’ he shouted. ‘I need to speak to you.’


Mary had stood up. ‘He can’t hear you, James,’ she said. ‘The partition’s soundproofed.’


Badri said something to Latimer, who was still holding the brass-bound casket. Latimer looked bewildered. Badri took the casket from him and set it down on the chalked mark.


Dunworthy looked around for a microphone. He couldn’t see one. ‘How were you able to hear Gilchrist’s speech?’ he asked Mary.


‘Gilchrist pressed a button on the inside there,’ she said, pointing at a wall panel next to the net.


Badri had sat down in front of the console again and was speaking into the ear. The net shields began to lower into place. Badri said something else and they rose to where they’d been.


‘I told Badri to recheck everything, the net, the apprentice’s calculations, everything,’ he said, ‘and to abort the drop immediately if he found any errors, no matter what Gilchrist said.’


‘But surely Gilchrist wouldn’t jeopardise Kivrin’s safety,’ Mary protested. ‘He told me he’d taken every precaution—’


‘Every precaution! He hasn’t run recon tests or parameter checks. We did two years of unmanneds in Twentieth Century before we sent anyone through. He hasn’t done any. Badri told him he should delay the drop until he could do at least one, and instead he moved the drop up two days. The man’s a complete incompetent.’


‘But he explained why the drop had to be today,’ Mary said. ‘In his speech. He said the contemps in the 1300s paid no attention to dates, except planting and harvesting times and church holy days. He said the concentration of holy days was greatest around Christmas, and that was why Mediaeval had decided to send Kivrin now, so she could use the Advent holy days to determine her temporal location and ensure her being at the drop site on the twenty-eighth of December.’


‘His sending her now has nothing to do with Advent or holy days,’ he said, watching Badri. He was back to tapping one key at a time and frowning. ‘He could send her next week and use Epiphany for the rendezvous date. He could run unmanneds for six months and then send her lapse-time. Gilchrist is sending her now because Basingame’s off on holiday and isn’t here to stop him.’


‘Oh, dear,’ Mary said. ‘I rather thought he was rushing it myself. When I told him how long I needed Kivrin in Infirmary, he tried to talk me out of it. I had to explain that her inoculations needed time to take effect.’


‘A rendezvous on the twenty-eighth of December,’ Dunworthy said bitterly. ‘Do you realise what holy day that is? The Feast of the Slaughter of the Innocents. Which, in light of how this drop is being run, may be entirety appropriate.’


‘Why can’t you stop it?’ Mary said. ‘You can forbid Kivrin to go, can’t you? You’re her tutor.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not. She’s a student at Brasenose. Latimer’s her tutor.’ He waved his hand in the direction of Latimer, who had picked up the brass-bound casket again and was peering absentmindedly into it. ‘She came to Balliol and asked me to tutor her unofficially.’


He turned and stared blindly at the thin-glass. ‘I told her then that she couldn’t go.’


Kivrin had come to see him when she was a first-year student. ‘I want to go to the Middle Ages,’ she had said. She wasn’t even a metre and a half tall, and her fair hair was in braids. She hadn’t looked old enough to cross the street by herself.


‘You can’t,’ he had said, his first mistake. He should have sent her back to Mediaeval, told her she would have to take the matter up with her tutor. ‘The Middle Ages are closed. They have a ranking of ten.’


‘A blanket ten,’ Kivrin said, ‘which Mr Gilchrist says they don’t deserve. He says that ranking would never hold up under a year-by-year analysis. It’s based on the contemps’ mortality rate, which was largely due to bad nutrition and no med support. The ranking wouldn’t be nearly as high for an historian who’d been inoculated against disease. Mr Gilchrist plans to ask the History Faculty to reevaluate the ranking and open part of the fourteenth century.’


‘I cannot conceive of the History Faculty opening a century that had not only the Black Death and cholera, but also the Hundred Years War,’ Dunworthy said.


‘But they might, and if they do, I want to go.’


‘It’s impossible,’ he said. ‘Even if it were opened, Mediaeval wouldn’t send a woman. An unaccompanied woman was unheard of in the fourteenth century. Only women of the lowest class went about alone, and they were fair game for any man or beast who happened along. Women of the nobility and even the emerging middle class were constantly attended by their fathers or their husbands or their servants, usually all three, and even if you weren’t a woman, you’re a student. The fourteenth century is far too dangerous for Mediaeval to consider sending a student. They would send an experienced historian.’


‘It’s no more dangerous than the twentieth century,’ Kivrin said. ‘Mustard gas and car crashes and pinpoints. At least no one’s going to drop a bomb on me. And who’s an experienced mediaeval historian? Nobody has on-site experience, and your twentieth-century historians here at Balliol don’t know anything about the Middle Ages. Nobody knows anything. There are scarcely any records, except for parish registers and tax rolls, and nobody knows what their lives were like at all. That’s why I want to go. I want to find out about them, how they lived, what they were like. Won’t you please help me?’


He finally said, ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to speak with Mediaeval about that,’ but it was too late.


‘I’ve already talked to them,’ she said. ‘They don’t know anything about the Middle Ages either. I mean, anything practical. Mr Latimer’s teaching me Middle English, but it’s all pronomial inflections and vowel shifts. He hasn’t taught me to say anything.


‘I need to know the language and the customs,’ she said, leaning over Dunworthy’s desk, ‘and the money and table manners and things. Did you know they didn’t use plates? They used flat loaves of bread called manchets, and when they finished eating their meat, they broke them into pieces and ate them. I need someone to teach me things like that, so I won’t make mistakes.’


‘I’m a twentieth-century historian, not a mediaevalist. I haven’t studied the Middle Ages in forty years.’


‘But you know the sorts of things I need to know. I can look them up and learn them, if you’ll just tell me what they are.’


‘What about Gilchrist?’ he said, even though he considered Gilchrist a self-important fool.


‘He’s working on the reranking and hasn’t any time.’


And what good will the reranking do if he has no historians to send? Dunworthy thought. ‘What about the visiting American professor, Montoya? She’s working on a mediaeval dig out near Witney, isn’t she? She should know something about the customs.’


‘Ms Montoya hasn’t any time either; she’s so busy trying to recruit people to work on the Skendgate dig. Don’t you see? They’re all useless. You’re the only one who can help me.’


He should have said, ‘Nevertheless, they are members of Brasenose’s faculty, and I am not,’ but instead he had been maliciously delighted to hear her tell him what he had thought all along: that Latimer was a doddering old man and Montoya a frustrated archaeologist, that Gilchrist was incapable of training historians. He had been eager to use her to show Mediaeval how it should be done.


‘We’ll have you augmented with an interpreter,’ he had said. ‘And I want you to learn Church Latin, Norman French and Old German, in addition to Mr Latimer’s Middle English,’ and she had immediately pulled a pencil and an exercise book from her pocket and begun making a list.


‘You’ll need practical experience in farming – milking a cow, gathering eggs, vegetable gardening,’ he’d said, ticking them off on his fingers. ‘Your hair isn’t long enough. You’ll need to take cortixidils. You’ll need to learn to spin, with a spindle, not a spinning wheel. The spinning wheel wasn’t invented yet. And you’ll need to learn to ride a horse.’


He had stopped, finally coming to his senses. ‘Do you know what you need to learn?’ he had said, watching her, earnestly bent over the list she was scribbling, her braids dangling over her shoulders. ‘How to treat open sores and infected wounds, how to prepare a child’s body for burial, how to dig a grave. The mortality rate will still be worth a ten, even if Gilchrist somehow succeeds in getting the ranking changed. The average life expectancy in 1300 was thirty-eight. You have no business going there.’


Kivrin had looked up, her pencil poised above the paper. ‘Where should I go to look at dead bodies?’ she had said earnestly. ‘The morgue? Or should I ask Dr Ahrens in Infirmary?’


‘I told her she couldn’t go,’ Dunworthy said, still staring unseeing at the glass, ‘but she wouldn’t listen.’


‘I know,’ Mary said. ‘She wouldn’t listen to me either.’


Dunworthy sat down stiffly next to her. The rain and all the chasing after Basingame had aggravated his arthritis. He still had his overcoat on. He struggled out of it and unwound the muffler from around his neck.


‘I wanted to cauterise her nose for her,’ Mary said. ‘I told her the smells of the fourteenth century could be completely incapacitating, that we’re simply not used to excrement and bad meat and decomposition in this day and age. I told her nausea would interfere significantly with her ability to function.’


‘But she wouldn’t listen,’ Dunworthy said.


‘No.’


‘I tried to explain to her that the Middle Ages were dangerous and Gilchrist wasn’t taking sufficient precautions, and she told me I was worrying over nothing.’


‘Perhaps we are,’ Mary said. ‘After all, it’s Badri who’s running the drop, not Gilchrist, and you said he’d abort if there was any problem.’


‘Yes,’ he said, watching Badri through the glass. He was typing again, one key at a time, his eyes on the screens. Badri was not only Balliol’s best tech, but also the University’s. And he had run dozens of remotes.


‘And Kivrin’s well prepared. You’ve tutored her, and I’ve spent the last month in Infirmary getting her physically ready. She’s protected against cholera and typhoid and anything else that was extant in 1320, which, by the way, the plague you are so worried about wasn’t. There were no cases in England until the Black Death reached here in 1348. I’ve removed her appendix and augmented her immune system. I’ve given her full-spectrum antivirals and a short course in mediaeval medicine. And she’s done a good deal of work on her own. She was studying medicinal herbs while she was in Infirmary.’


‘I know,’ Dunworthy said. She had spent the last Christmas vac memorising masses in Latin and learning to weave and embroider, and he had taught her everything he could think of. But was it enough to protect her from being trampled by a horse, or raped by a drunken knight on his way home from the Crusades? They were still burning people at the stake in 1320. There was no inoculation to protect her from that or from someone seeing her come through and deciding she was a witch.


He looked back through the thin-glass. Latimer picked the trunk up for the third time and set it back down. Montoya looked at her digital again. The tech punched the keys and frowned.


‘I should have refused to tutor her,’ he said. ‘I only did it to show Gilchrist up for the incompetent he is.’


‘Nonsense,’ Mary said. ‘You did it because she’s Kivrin. She’s you all over again – bright, resourceful, determined.’


‘I was never that foolhardy.’


‘Of course you were. I can remember a time when you couldn’t wait to rush off to the Blitz and have bombs dropped on your head. And I seem to remember a certain incident involving the old Bodleian—’


The prep-room door flared open and Kivrin and Gilchrist came into the room, Kivrin holding her long skirts up as she stepped over the scattered boxes. She was wearing the white rabbit-fur-lined cloak and the bright blue kirtle she had come to show him yesterday. She had told him the cloak was handwoven. It looked like an old wool blanket someone had draped over her shoulders, and the kirtle’s sleeves were too long. They nearly covered her hands. Her long fair hair was held back by a fillet and fell loosely on to her shoulders. She still didn’t look old enough to cross the street by herself.


Dunworthy stood up, ready to pound on the glass again as soon as she looked in his direction, but she stopped midway into the clutter, her face still half-averted from him, looked down at the marks on the floor, stepped forward a little and arranged her dragging skirts around her.


Gilchrist went over to Badri, said something to him and picked up a carryboard that was lying on top of the console. He began checking items off with a brisk poke of the light pen.


Kivrin said something to him and pointed at the brass-bound casket. Montoya straightened impatiently up from leaning over Badri’s shoulders and came over to where Kivrin was standing, shaking her head. Kivrin said something else, more firmly, and Montoya knelt down and moved the trunk over next to the wagon.


Gilchrist checked another item off his list. He said something to Latimer, and Latimer went and got a flat metal box and handed it to Gilchrist. Gilchrist said something to Kivrin, and she brought her flattened hands together in front of her chest. She bent her head over them and began speaking.


‘Is he having her practise praying?’ Dunworthy said. ‘That will be useful, since God’s help may be the only help she gets on this drop.’


Mary blew her nose again. ‘They’re checking the implant.’


‘What implant?’


‘A special chip corder so she can record her field work. Most of the contemps can’t read or write, so I implanted an ear and an A-to-D in one wrist and a memory in the other. She activates it by pressing the pads of her palms together. When she’s speaking into it, it looks like she’s praying. The chips have a 2.5-gigabyte capacity, so she’ll be able to record her observations for the full two and a half weeks.’


‘You should have implanted a locator as well so she could call for help.’


Gilchrist was messing with the flat metal box. He shook his head and then moved Kivrin’s folded hands up a little higher. The too-long sleeve fell back. Her hand was cut. A thin brown line of dried blood ran down the cut.


‘Something’s wrong,’ Dunworthy said, turning towards Mary. ‘She’s hurt.’


Kivrin was talking into her hands again. Gilchrist nodded. Kivrin looked at him, saw Dunworthy and flashed him a delighted smile. Her temple was bloody, too. Her hair under the fillet was matted with it. Gilchrist looked up, saw Dunworthy and hurried towards the thin-glass partition, looking irritated.


‘She hasn’t even gone yet, and they’ve already let her be injured!’ Dunworthy pounded on the glass.


Gilchrist walked over to the wall panel, pressed a key, and then came over and stood in front of Dunworthy. ‘Mr Dunworthy,’ he said. He nodded at Mary. ‘Dr Ahrens. I’m so pleased you decided to come see Kivrin off.’ He put the faintest emphasis on the last three words, so that they sounded like a threat.


‘What’s happened to Kivrin?’ Dunworthy said.


‘Happened?’ Gilchrist said, sounding surprised. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


Kivrin had started over to the partition, holding up the skirt of her kirtle with a bloody hand. There was a reddish bruise on her cheek.


‘I want to speak to her,’ Dunworthy said.


‘I’m afraid there isn’t time,’ Gilchrist said. ‘We have a schedule to keep to.’


‘I demand to speak to her.’


Gilchrist pursed his lips and two white lines appeared on either side of his nose. ‘May I remind you, Mr Dunworthy,’ he said coldly, ‘that this drop is Brasenose’s, not Balliol’s? I of course appreciate the assistance you have given in loaning us your tech, and I respect your many years of experience as an historian, but I assure you I have everything well in hand.’


‘Then why is your historian injured before she’s even left?’


‘Oh, Mr Dunworthy, I’m so glad you came,’ Kivrin said, coming up to the glass. ‘I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to you. Isn’t this exciting?’


Exciting. ‘You’re bleeding,’ Dunworthy said. ‘What’s gone wrong?’


‘Nothing,’ Kivrin said, touching her temple gingerly and then looking at her fingers. ‘It’s part of the costume.’ She looked past him at Mary. ‘Dr Ahrens, you came, too. I’m so glad.’


Mary had stood up, still holding her shopping bag. ‘I want to see your antiviral inoculation,’ she said. ‘Have you had any other reaction besides the swelling? Any itching?’


‘It’s all right, Dr Ahrens,’ Kivrin said. She held the sleeve back and then let it fall again before Mary could possibly have had a good look at the underside of her arm. There was another reddish bruise on Kivrin’s forearm, already beginning to turn black and blue.


‘It would seem to be more to the point to ask her why she’s bleeding,’ Dunworthy said.


‘It’s part of the costume. I told you, I’m Isabel de Beauvrier, and I’m supposed to have been waylaid by robbers while travelling,’ Kivrin said. She turned and gestured at the boxes and smashed wagon. ‘My things were stolen, and I was left for dead. I got the idea from you, Mr Dunworthy,’ she said reproachfully.


‘I certainly never suggested that you start out bloody and beaten,’ Dunworthy said angrily.


‘Stage blood was impractical,’ Gilchrist said. ‘Probability couldn’t give us statistically significant odds that no one would tend her wound.’


‘And it never occurred to you to fake a realistic wound? You knocked her on the head instead?’ Dunworthy said angrily.


‘Mr Dunworthy, may I remind you—’


‘That this is Brasenose’s project, not Balliol’s? You’re bloody right, it isn’t. If it were Twentieth Century’s, we’d be trying to protect the historian from injury, not inflicting it on her ourselves. I want to speak to Badri. I want to know if he’s rechecked the apprentice’s calculations.’


Gilchrist’s lips pursed. ‘Mr Dunworthy, Mr Chaudhuri may be your net technician, but this is my drop. I assure you we have considered every possible contingency—’


‘It’s just a nick,’ Kivrin said. ‘It doesn’t even hurt. I’m all right, really. Please don’t get upset, Mr Dunworthy. The idea of being injured was mine. I remembered what you said about how a woman in the Middle Ages was so vulnerable, and I thought it would be a good idea if I looked more vulnerable than I was.’


It would be impossible for you to look more vulnerable than you are, Dunworthy thought.


‘If I pretend to be unconscious, then I can overhear what people are saying about me, and they won’t ask a lot of questions about who I am because it will be obvious that—’


‘It’s time for you to get into position,’ Gilchrist said, moving threateningly over to the wall panel.


‘I’m coming,’ Kivrin said, not budging.


‘We’re ready to set the net.’


‘I know,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I’ve said goodbye to Mr Dunworthy and Dr Ahrens.’


Gilchrist nodded curtly and walked back into the debris. Latimer asked him something and he snapped an answer.


‘What does getting into position entail?’ Dunworthy asked. ‘Having him take a cosh to you because Probability’s told him there’s a statistical possibility someone won’t believe you’re truly unconscious?’


‘It involves lying down and closing my eyes,’ Kivrin said, grinning. ‘Don’t worry.’


‘There’s no reason you can’t wait until tomorrow and at least give Badri time to run a parameter check,’ Dunworthy said.


‘I want to see that inoculation again,’ Mary said.


‘Will you two stop fretting?’ Kivrin said. ‘My inoculation doesn’t itch, the cut doesn’t hurt, Badri’s spent all morning running checks. I know you’re worried about me, but please don’t be. The drop’s on the main road from Oxford to Bath only two miles from Skendgate. If no one comes along, I’ll walk into the village and tell them I’ve been attacked by robbers. After I’ve determined my location so I can find the drop again.’ She put her hand up to the glass. ‘I just want to thank you both for everything you’ve done. I’ve wanted to go to the Middle Ages more than anything, and now I’m actually going.’


‘You’re likely to experience headache and fatigue after the drop,’ Mary said. ‘They’re a normal side effect of the time lag.’


Gilchrist came back over to the thin-glass. ‘It’s time for you to get into position,’ he said.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she said, gathering up her heavy skirts. ‘Thank you both so much. I wouldn’t be going if it weren’t for you two helping me.’


‘Goodbye,’ Mary said.


‘Be careful,’ Dunworthy said.


‘I will,’ Kivrin said, but Gilchrist had already pressed the wall panel, and Dunworthy couldn’t hear her. She smiled, held up her hand in a little wave and went over to the smashed wagon.


Mary sat back down and began rummaging through the shopping bag for a handkerchief. Gilchrist was reading off items from the carryboard. Kivrin nodded at each one, and he ticked them off with the light pen.


‘What if she gets blood poisoning from that cut on her temple?’ Dunworthy said, still standing at the glass.


‘She won’t get blood poisoning,’ Mary said. ‘I enhanced her immune system.’ She blew her nose.


Kivrin was arguing with Gilchrist about something. The white lines along his nose were sharply defined. She shook her head, and after a minute he checked off the next item with an abrupt, angry motion.


Gilchrist and the rest of Mediaeval might be incompetent but Kivrin wasn’t. She had learned Middle English and Church Latin and Anglo-Saxon. She had memorised the Latin masses and taught herself to embroider and milk a cow. She had come up with an identity and a rationale for being alone on the road between Oxford and Bath, and she had the interpreter and augmented stem cells and no appendix.


‘She’ll do swimmingly,’ Dunworthy said, ‘which will only serve to convince Gilchrist Mediaeval’s methods aren’t slipshod and dangerous.’


Gilchrist walked over to the console and handed the carryboard to Badri. Kivrin folded her hands again, closer to her face this time, her mouth nearly touching them, and began to speak into them.


Mary came closer and stood beside Dunworthy, clutching her handkerchief. ‘When I was nineteen – which was, oh, Lord, forty years ago, it doesn’t seem that long – my sister and I travelled all over Egypt,’ she said. ‘It was during the Pandemic. Quarantines were being slapped on all about us, and the Israelis were shooting Americans on sight, but we didn’t care. I don’t think it even occurred to us that we might be in danger, that we might catch it or be mistaken for Americans. We wanted to see the Pyramids.’


Kivrin had stopped praying. Badri left his console and came over to where she was standing. He spoke to her for several minutes, the frown never leaving his face. She knelt and then lay down on her side next to the wagon, turning so she was on her back with one arm flung over her head and her skirts tangled about her legs. The tech arranged her skirts, pulled out the light measure and paced round her, walked back to the console and spoke into the ear. Kivrin lay quite still, the blood on her forehead almost black under the light.


‘Oh, dear, she looks so young,’ Mary said.


Badri spoke into the ear, glared at the results on the screen, went back to Kivrin. He stepped over her, straddling her legs, and bent down to adjust her sleeve. He took a measurement, moved her arm so it was across her face as if warding off a blow from her attackers, measured again.


‘Did you see the Pyramids?’ Dunworthy said.


‘What?’ Mary said.


‘When you were in Egypt. When you went tearing about the Middle East oblivious to danger. Did you manage to see the Pyramids?’


‘No. Cairo was put under quarantine the day we landed.’ She looked at Kivrin, lying there on the floor. ‘But we saw the Valley of the Kings.’


Badri moved Kivrin’s arm a fraction of an inch, stood frowning at her for a moment and then went back to the console. Gilchrist and Latimer followed him. Montoya stepped back to make room for all of them round the screen. Badri spoke into the console’s ear, and the semitransparent shields began to lower into place, covering Kivrin like a veil.


‘We were glad we went,’ Mary said. ‘We came home without a scratch.’


The shields touched the ground, draped a little like Kivrin’s too-long skirts, stopped.


‘Be careful,’ Dunworthy whispered. Mary took hold of his hand.


Latimer and Gilchrist huddled in front of the screen, watching the sudden explosion of numbers. Montoya glanced at her digital. Badri leaned forward and opened the net. The air inside the shields glittered with sudden condensation. ‘Don’t go,’ Dunworthy said.
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Transcript from the Domesday Book


(000008–000242)


First entry, 22 December, 2054. Oxford. This will be a record of my historical observations of life in Oxfordshire, England, 13 December, 1320, to 28 December, 1320 (Old Style).


(Break)


Mr Dunworthy, I’m calling this the Domesday Book because it’s supposed to be a record of life in the Middle Ages, which is what William the Conqueror’s survey turned out to be, even though he intended it as a method of making sure he got every pound of gold and tax his tenants owed him.


I am also calling it the Domesday Book because I would imagine that’s what you’d like to call it, you are so convinced something awful’s going to happen to me. I’m watching you in the observation area right now, telling poor Dr Ahrens all the dreadful dangers of the 1300s. You needn’t bother. She’s already warned me about time lag and every single mediaeval disease in gruesome detail, even though I’m supposed to be immune to all of them. And warned me about the prevalence of rape in the 1300s. And when I tell her I’ll be perfectly all right she doesn’t listen to me either. I will be perfectly all right, Mr Dunworthy.


Of course you will already know that, and that I made it back in one piece and all according to schedule, by the time you get to hear this, so you won’t mind my teasing you a little. I know you are only concerned for me, and I know very well that without all your help and preparation I wouldn’t make it back in one piece, or at all.


I am therefore dedicating the Domesday Book to you, Mr Dunworthy. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be standing here in kirtle and cloak, talking into this corder, waiting for Badri and Mr Gilchrist to finish their endless calculations and wishing they would hurry so I can go.


(Break)


I’m here.
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CHAPTER TWO


‘Well,’ Mary said on a long, drawn-out breath. ‘I could do with a drink.’


‘I thought you had to go fetch your great-nephew,’ Dunworthy said, still watching the place where Kivrin had been. The air glittered with ice particles inside the veil of shields. Near the floor, frost had formed on the inside of the thin-glass.


The unholy three of Mediaeval were still watching the screens, even though they showed nothing but the flat line of arrival. ‘I needn’t fetch Colin until three,’ Mary said. ‘You look as though you could use a bit of bracing up yourself, and the Lamb and Cross is just down the street.’


‘I want to wait until he has the fix,’ Dunworthy said, watching the tech.


There was still no data on the screens. Badri was frowning. Montoya looked at her digital and said something to Gilchrist. Gilchrist nodded and she scooped up a bag that had been lying half under the console, waved goodbye to Latimer and went out through the side door.


‘Unlike Montoya, who obviously cannot wait to return to her dig, I would like to stay until I’m certain Kivrin got through without incident,’ Dunworthy said.


‘I’m not suggesting you go back to Balliol,’ Mary said, wrestling her way into her coat, ‘but the fix will take at least an hour, if not two, and in the meantime, your standing here won’t hurry it along. Watched pot and all that. The pub’s just across the way. It’s very small and quite nice, the sort of place that doesn’t put up Christmas decorations or play artificial bell music.’ She held his overcoat out to him. ‘We’ll have a drink and something to eat, and then you can come back here and pace holes in the floor until the fix comes in.’


‘I want to wait here,’ he said, still looking at the empty net. ‘Why didn’t Basingame have a locator implanted in his wrist? The Head of the History Faculty has no business going off on holiday and not even a number where he can be reached.’


Gilchrist straightened himself up from the still-unchanging screen and clapped Badri on the shoulders. Latimer blinked as if he wasn’t sure where he was. Gilchrist shook his hand, smiling expansively. He started across the floor towards the wall-panel partition, looking smug.


‘Let’s go,’ Dunworthy said, snatching his overcoat from Mary and opening the door. A blast of ‘While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks by Night’ hit them. Mary darted through the door as though she were escaping, and Dunworthy pulled it to behind them and followed Mary through the quad and out through Brasenose’s gate.


It was bitter cold, but it wasn’t raining. It looked as though it might at any moment, though, and the crush of shoppers on the pavement in front of Brasenose had apparently decided it would. At least half of them had umbrellas already opened. A woman with a large red one and both arms full of parcels bumped into Dunworthy. ‘Watch where you’re going, can’t you?’ she said, and hurried on.


‘The Christmas spirit,’ Mary said, buttoning her coat with one hand and hanging on to her shopping bag with the other. ‘The pub’s just down there past the chemist’s,’ she said, nodding her head at the opposite side of the street. ‘It’s these ghastly bells, I think. They’d ruin anyone’s mood.’


She started off down the pavement through the maze of umbrellas. Dunworthy debated putting his coat on and then decided it wasn’t worth the struggle for so short a distance. He plunged after her, trying to keep clear of the deadly umbrellas and to determine what carol was being slaughtered now. It sounded like a cross between a call to arms and a dirge, but it was most probably ‘Jingle Bells’.


Mary was standing at the curb opposite the chemist’s, digging in her shopping bag again. ‘What is that ghastly din supposed to be?’ she said, coming up with a collapsible umbrella. ‘“O Little Town of Bethlehem”?’


‘“Jingle Bells”,’ Dunworthy said and stepped out into the street.


‘James!’ Mary said and grabbed hold of his sleeve.


The bicycle’s front tyre missed him by centimetres, and the near pedal caught him on the leg. The rider swerved, shouting, ‘Don’t you know how to cross a bleeding street?’


Dunworthy stepped backward and crashed into a six-year-old holding a plush Santa. The child’s mother glared.


‘Do be careful, James,’ Mary said.


They crossed the street, Mary leading the way. Halfway across, it began to rain. Mary ducked under the chemist’s overhang and tried to get her umbrella open. The chemist’s window was draped in green and gold tinsel and had a sign posted in among the perfumes that said, ‘Save the Marston Parish Church Bells. Give to the Restoration Fund’.


The carillon had finished obliterating ‘Jingle Bells’ or ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ and was now working on ‘We Three Kings of Orient Are’. Dunworthy recognised the minor key.


Mary still couldn’t get her umbrella up. She shoved it back in the bag and took off down the pavement again. Dunworthy followed, trying to avoid collisions, past a stationer’s and a tobacconist’s hung with blinking red and green lights, through the door Mary was holding open for him.


His spectacles steamed up immediately. He took them off to wipe at them with the collar of his overcoat. Mary shut the door and plunged them into a blur of brown and blissful silence.


‘Oh, dear,’ Mary said. ‘I told you they were the sort that wouldn’t put up decorations.’


Dunworthy put his spectacles back on. The shelves behind the bar were strung with blinking lights in pale green, pink, and an anaemic blue. On the corner of the bar was a large fiber-op Christmas tree on a revolving stand.


There was no one else in the narrow pub except a beefy-looking man behind the bar. Mary squeezed between two empty tables and into the corner.


‘At least we can’t hear those wretched bells in here,’ she said, putting her bag down on the settle. ‘No, I’ll get the drinks. You sit down. That cyclist nearly put you out.’


She excavated some mangled notes out of the shopping bag and went up to the bar. ‘Two pints of bitter,’ she told the barman. ‘Do you want something to eat?’ she asked Dunworthy. ‘They’ve sandwiches and cheese rolls.’


‘Did you see Gilchrist staring at the console and grinning like the Cheshire cat? He didn’t even look to see whether Kivrin had gone or whether she was still lying there, half-dead.’


‘Make that two pints and a good stiff whisky,’ Mary said.


Dunworthy sat down. There was a crib on the table complete with tiny plastic sheep and a half-naked baby in a manger. ‘Gilchrist should have sent her from the dig,’ he said. ‘The calculations for a remote are exponentially more complicated than for an on-site. I suppose I should be grateful he didn’t send her lapse-time as well. The first-year apprentice couldn’t do the calculations. I was afraid when I loaned him Badri, Gilchrist would decide he wanted a lapse-time drop instead of a real-time.’


He moved one of the plastic sheep closer to the shepherd. ‘If he’s aware there’s a difference,’ he said. ‘Do you know what he said when I told him he should run at least one unmanned? He said, “If something unfortunate does happen, we can go back in time and pull Ms Engle out before it happens, can’t we?” The man has no notion of how the net works, no notion of the paradoxes, no notion that Kivrin is there, and what happens to her is real and irrevocable.’


Mary manoeuvred her way between the tables, carrying the whisky in one hand, the two pints awkwardly in the other. She set the whisky down in front of him. ‘It’s my standard prescription for cycling victims and overprotective fathers. Did it catch you in the leg?’


‘No,’ Dunworthy said.


‘I had a bicycle accident in last week. One of your Twentieth Centuries. Just back from a World War I drop. Two weeks unscathed at Belleau Wood and then walked into a high-wheeler on the Broad.’ She went back to the bar to fetch her cheese roll.


‘I hate parables,’ Dunworthy said. He picked up the plastic Virgin. She was dressed in blue with a white cloak. ‘If he had sent her lapse-time, at least she wouldn’t have been in danger of freezing to death. She should have had something warmer than a rabbit-fur lining, or didn’t it occur to Gilchrist that 1320 was the beginning of the Little Ice Age?’


‘I’ve just thought who you remind me of,’ Mary said, setting down her plate and a napkin. ‘William Gaddson’s mother.’


That was a truly unfair remark. William Gaddson was one of his first-year students. His mother had been up six times this term, the first time to bring William a pair of earmuffs.


‘He catches a chill if he doesn’t wear them,’ she had told Dunworthy. ‘Willy’s always been susceptible to chill, and now he’s so far away from home and all. His tutor isn’t taking proper care of him, even though I’ve spoken to him repeatedly.’


Willy was the size of an oak tree and looked as susceptible to chill as one. ‘I’m certain he can take care of himself,’ he had told Mrs Gaddson, which was a mistake. She had promptly added Dunworthy to the list of people who refused to take proper care of Willy, but it hadn’t stopped her coming up every two weeks to deliver vitamins to Dunworthy and insist that Willy be taken off the rowing team because he was overexerting himself.


‘I would hardly put my concern for Kivrin in the same category as Mrs Gaddson’s overprotectiveness,’ Dunworthy said. ‘The 1300s are full of cut-throats and thieves. And worse.’


‘That’s what Mrs Gaddson said about Oxford,’ Mary said placidly, sipping her pint of ale. ‘I told her she couldn’t protect Willy from life. And you can’t protect Kivrin. You didn’t become an historian by staying safely at home. You’ve got to let her go, even if it is dangerous. Every century’s a ten, James.’


‘This century doesn’t have the Black Death.’


‘It had the Pandemic, which killed sixty-five million people. And the Black Death wasn’t in England in 1320,’ she said. ‘It didn’t reach there till 1348.’ She put her mug down on the table and the figurine of Mary fell over. ‘But even if it had, Kivrin couldn’t get it. I immunised her against bubonic plague.’ She smiled ruefully at Dunworthy. ‘I have my own moments of Mrs Gaddsonitis. Besides, she would never get the plague because we’re both worrying over it. None of the things one frets about ever happen. Something one’s never thought of does.’


‘Very comforting.’ He placed the blue-and-white Mary next to the figure of Joseph. It fell over. He set it carefully back up.


‘It should be comforting, James,’ she said briskly. ‘Because it’s obvious you’ve thought of every possible dreadful thing that could happen to Kivrin. Which means she’s perfectly fine. She’s probably already sitting in a castle having peacock pie for lunch, although I suppose it isn’t the same time of day there.’


He shook his head. ‘There will have been slippage – God only knows how much, since Gilchrist didn’t do parameter checks. Badri thought it would be several days.’


Or several weeks, he thought, and if it were the middle of January, there wouldn’t be any holy days for Kivrin to determine the date by. Even a discrepancy of several hours could put her on the Oxford-Bath road in the middle of the night.


‘I do hope the slippage won’t mean she’ll miss Christmas,’ Mary said. ‘She was terribly keen to observe a mediaeval Christmas mass.’


‘It’s two weeks till Christmas there,’ he said. ‘They’re still using the Julian calendar. The Gregorian calendar wasn’t adopted till 1752.’


‘I know. Mr Gilchrist orated on the subject of the Julian calendar in his speech. He went on at considerable length about the history of calendar reform and the discrepancy in dates between the Old Style and Gregorian calendars. At one point I thought he was going to draw a diagram. What day is it there?’


‘The thirteenth of December.’


‘Perhaps it’s just as well we don’t know the exact time. Deirdre and Colin were in the States for a year, and I was worried sick about them, but out of synch. I was always imagining Colin being run over on the way to school when it was actually the middle of the night. Fretting doesn’t work properly unless one can visualise disasters in all their particulars, including the weather and the time of day. For a time I worried about not knowing what to worry about and then I didn’t worry at all. Perhaps it will be the same with Kivrin.’


It was true. He had been visualising Kivrin as he last saw her, lying amid the wreckage with her temple bloody, but that was probably all wrong. She had gone through nearly an hour ago. Even if no traveller had come along yet, the road would get cold and he couldn’t imagine Kivrin lying there docilely in the Middle Ages with her eyes closed.


The first time he had gone through to the past he had been doing there-and-backs while they calibrated the fix. They had sent him through in the middle of the quad in the middle of the night, and he was supposed to stand there while they did the calculations on the fix and picked him up again. But he was in Oxford in 1956, and the check was bound to take at least ten minutes. He had sprinted four blocks down the Broad to see the old Bodleian and nearly given the tech heart failure when she opened the net and couldn’t find him.


Kivrin would not still be lying there with her eyes shut not with the mediaeval world spread out before her. He could see her suddenly, standing there in that ridiculous white cloak, scanning the Oxford-Bath road for unwary travellers, ready to fling herself back on the ground at a moment’s notice, and in the meantime taking it all in, her implanted hands clasped together in a prayer of impatience and delight, and he felt suddenly reassured.


She would be perfectly all right. She would step back through the net in two weeks’ time, her white cloak grubby beyond belief, full of stories about harrowing adventures and hairbreadth escapes, tales to curdle the blood, no doubt, things that would give him nightmares for weeks after her telling him about them.


‘She’ll be all right, you know, James,’ Mary said, frowning at him.


‘I know,’ he said. He went and got them another half pint apiece. ‘When did you say your great-nephew was getting in?’


‘At three. Colin’s staying a week, and I’ve no idea what to do with him. Except worry, of course. I suppose I could take him to the Ashmolean. Children always like museums, don’t they? Pocahontas’ robe and all that?’


Dunworthy remembered Pocahontas’ robe as being a completely uninteresting scrap of stiff greyish material much like Colin’s intended muffler. ‘I’d suggest the Natural History Museum.’


There was a rattle of tinsel and some ‘Ding Dong, Merrily on High’ and Dunworthy looked anxiously over at the door. His secretary was standing in the threshold, squinting blindly into the pub.


‘Perhaps I should send Colin up Carfax Tower to vandalise the carillon,’ Mary said.


‘It’s Finch,’ Dunworthy said, and put his hand up so he could see them, but Finch had already started for their table. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere, sir,’ he said. ‘Something’s gone wrong.’


‘With the fix?’


His secretary looked blank. ‘The fix? No, sir. It’s the Americans. They’ve arrived early.’


‘What Americans?’


‘The bell ringers. From Colorado. The Western States Women’s Guild of Change and Handbell Ringers.’


‘Don’t tell me you’ve imported more Christmas bells,’ Mary said.


‘I thought they were supposed to arrive on the twenty-second,’ Dunworthy said to Finch.


‘This is the twenty-second,’ Finch said. ‘They were to arrive this afternoon but their concert at Exeter was cancelled, so they’re ahead of schedule. I called Mediaeval, and Mr Gilchrist told me he thought you’d gone out to celebrate.’ He looked at Dunworthy’s empty mug.


‘I’m not celebrating,’ Dunworthy said. ‘I’m waiting for the fix on one of my undergraduates.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It will take at least another hour.’


‘You promised you’d take them on a tour of the local bells, sir.’


‘There’s really no reason why you need to be here,’ Mary said. ‘I can ring you at Balliol as soon as the fix is in.’


‘I’ll come when we have the fix,’ Dunworthy said, glaring at Mary. ‘Show them round the college and then give them lunch. That should take an hour.’


Finch looked unhappy. ‘They’re only here until four o’clock. They have a handbell concert tonight in Ely and they’re extremely eager to see Christ Church’s bells.’


‘Then take them to Christ Church. Show them Great Tom. Take them up in St Martin’s tower. Or take them round to New College. I will be there as soon as I can.’


Finch looked like he was going to ask something else and then changed his mind. ‘I’ll tell them you’ll be there within the hour, sir,’ he said and started for the door. Halfway there he stopped and came back. ‘I almost forgot, sir. The vicar called to ask if you’d be willing to read the Scripture for the Christmas Eve interchurch service. It’s to be at St Mary the Virgin’s this year.’


‘Tell him yes,’ Dunworthy said, thankful that he’d given up on the change ringers. ‘And tell him we’ll need to get into the belfry this afternoon so I can show these Americans the bells.’


‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘What about Iffley? Do you think I should take them out to Iffley? They’ve a very nice eleventh century.’


‘By all means,’ Dunworthy said. ‘Take them to Iffley. I will be back as soon as I can.’


Finch opened his mouth and closed it again. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, and went out the door to the accompaniment of ‘The Holly and the Ivy’.


‘You were a bit hard on him, don’t you think?’ Mary asked. ‘After all, Americans can be terrifying.’


‘He’ll be back in five minutes asking me whether he should take them to Christ Church first,’ Dunworthy said. ‘The boy has absolutely no initiative.’


‘I thought you admired that in young people,’ Mary said wryly. ‘At any rate, he won’t go running off to the Middle Ages.’


The door opened and ‘The Holly and the Ivy’ started up again. ‘That’ll be him wanting to know what he should give them for lunch.’


‘Boiled beef and overcooked vegetables,’ Mary said, ‘Americans love to tell stories about our dreadful cooking. Oh, dear.’


Dunworthy looked towards the door. Gilchrist and Latimer stood there, haloed in the grey light from outside, Gilchrist was smiling broadly and saying something over the bells. Latimer struggled to collapse a large black umbrella.


‘I suppose we’ve got to be civil and invite them to join us,’ Mary said.


Dunworthy reached for his coat. ‘Be civil if you like. I have no intention of listening to those two congratulating each other for having sent an inexperienced young girl into danger.’


‘You’re sounding like you-know-who again,’ Mary said. ‘They wouldn’t be here if anything had gone wrong. Perhaps Badri’s got the fix.’


‘It’s too soon for that,’ he said, but he sat back down again. ‘More likely he threw them out so he could get on with it.’


Gilchrist had apparently caught sight of him as he stood up. He half turned, as if to walk back out again, but Latimer was already nearly to the table. Gilchrist followed, no longer smiling.


‘Is the fix in?’ Dunworthy asked.


‘The fix?’ Gilchrist said vaguely.


‘The fix,’ Dunworthy said. ‘The determination of where and when Kivrin is that makes it possible to pull her out again.’


‘Your tech said it would take at least an hour to determine the coordinates,’ Gilchrist said stuffily. ‘Does it always take him that long? He said he would come tell us when it was completed, but that the preliminary readings indicate that the drop went perfectly and that there was minimal slippage.’


‘What good news!’ Mary said, sounding relieved. ‘Do come sit down. We’ve been waiting for the fix, too, and having a pint. Will you have something to drink?’ she asked Latimer, who had got the umbrella down and was fastening the strap.


‘Why, I believe I shall,’ Latimer said. ‘This is, after all, a great day. A drop of brandy, I think. Strong was the wyn, and wel to drinke us leste.’ He fumbled with the strap, getting it tangled in the ribs of the umbrella. ‘At last we have the chance to observe the loss of adjectival inflection and the shift to the nominative singular at first-hand.’


A great day, Dunworthy thought, but he felt relieved in spite of himself. The slippage had been his greatest worry. It was the most unpredictable part of a drop, even with parameter checks.


The theory was that it was the net’s own safety and abort mechanism, Time’s way of protecting itself from continuum paradoxes. The shift forward in time was supposed to prevent collisions or meetings or actions that would affect history, sliding the historian neatly past the critical moment when he might shoot Hitler or rescue the drowning child.


But net theory had never been able to determine what those critical moments were or how much slippage any given drop might produce. The parameter checks gave probabilities, but Gilchrist hadn’t done any. Kivrin’s drop might have been off by two weeks or a month. For all Gilchrist knew, she might have come through in April, in her fur-lined cloak and winter kirtle.


But Badri had said minimal slippage. That meant Kivrin was off by no more than a few days, with plenty of time to find out the date and make the rendezvous.


‘Mr Gilchrist?’ Mary was saying. ‘Can I get you a brandy?’


‘No, thank you,’ he said.


Mary rummaged for another crumpled note and went over to the bar.


‘Your tech seems to have done a passable job,’ Gilchrist said, turning to Dunworthy. ‘Mediaeval would like to arrange to borrow him for our next drop. We’ll be sending Ms Engle to 1355 to observe the effects of the Black Death. Contemporary accounts are completely unreliable, particularly in the area of mortality rates. The accepted figure of fifty million deaths is clearly inaccurate, and estimates that it killed one third to one half of Europe are obvious exaggerations. I’m eager to have Ms Engle make trained observations.’


‘Aren’t you being rather premature?’ Dunworthy said. ‘Perhaps you should wait to see if Kivrin manages to survive this drop, or at the very least gets through to 1320 safely.’


Gilchrist’s face took on its pinched look. ‘It strikes me as somewhat unjust that you constantly assume Mediaeval is incapable of carrying out a successful drop,’ he said. ‘I assure you we have carefully thought out its every aspect. The method of Kivrin’s arrival has been researched in every detail.


‘Probability puts the frequency of travellers on the Oxford-Bath road as one every 1.6 hours, and it indicates a 92 per cent chance of her story of an assault being believed, due to the frequency of such assaults. A wayfarer in Oxfordshire had a 42.5 per cent chance of being robbed in winter, 58.6 per cent in summer. That’s an average, of course. The chances were greatly increased in parts of Otmoor and the Wychwood and on the smaller roads.’


Dunworthy wondered how on earth Probability had arrived at those figures. The Domesday Book didn’t list thieves, with the possible exception of the king’s census takers, who sometimes took more than the census, and the cut-throats of the time surely hadn’t kept records of whom they had robbed and murdered, the locations marked neatly on a map. Proofs of deaths away from home had been entirely de facto: the person had failed to come back. And how many bodies had lain in the woods, undiscovered and unmarked by anyone?


‘I assure you we have taken every precaution possible to protect Kivrin,’ Gilchrist said.


‘Such as parameter checks?’ Dunworthy said. ‘And unmanneds and symmetry tests?’


Mary came back, ‘Here we are, Mr Latimer,’ she said, putting a glass of brandy down in front of him. She hooked Latimer’s wet umbrella over the back of the settle and sat down beside him.


‘I was just assuring Mr Dunworthy that every aspect of this drop was exhaustively researched,’ Gilchrist said. He picked up the plastic figurine of a wise man carrying a gilt box. ‘The brass-bound casket in her equipage is an exact reproduction of a jewel casket in the Ashmolean.’ He set the wise man down. ‘Even her name was painstakingly researched. Isabel is the woman’s name listed most frequently in the Assize Rolls and the Regista Regum from 1295 through to 1320.’


‘It is actually a corrupted form of Elizabeth,’ Latimer said, as if it were one of his lectures. ‘Its widespread use in England from the twelfth century is thought to trace its origin to Isavel of Angoulême, wife of King John.’


‘Kivrin told me she’d been given an actual identity, that Isabel de Beauvrier was one of the daughters of a Yorkshire nobleman,’ Dunworthy said.


‘She was,’ Gilchrist said. ‘Gilbert de Beauvrier had four daughters in the appropriate age range, but their Christian names were not listed in the rolls. That was a common practice. Women were frequently listed only by surname and relationship, even in parish registers and on tombstones.’


Mary put a restraining hand on Dunworthy’s arm. ‘Why did you choose Yorkshire?’ she asked quickly. ‘Won’t that put her a long way from home?’


She’s seven hundred years from home, Dunworthy thought, in a century that didn’t value women enough even to list their names when they died.


‘Ms Engle was the one who suggested that,’ Gilchrist said. ‘She felt having the estate so distant would ensure that no attempt would be made to contact the family.’


Or to cart her back to them, miles from the drop. Kivrin had suggested it. She had probably suggested the whole thing, searching through exchequer rolls and church registers for a family with a daughter the right age and no court connections, a family far enough up into the East Riding that the snow and the impassable roads would make it impossible for a messenger to ride and tell the family a missing daughter had been found.


‘Mediaeval has given the same careful attention to every detail of this drop,’ Gilchrist said, ‘even to the pretext for her journey, her brother’s illness. We were careful to ascertain that there had been an outbreak of influenza in that section of Gloucestershire in 1319, even though illness was abundant during the Middle Ages, and he could just as easily have contracted cholera or blood poisoning.’


‘James,’ Mary said warningly.


‘Ms Engle’s costume was hand-sewn. The blue cloth for her dress was hand-dyed with woad using a mediaeval recipe. And Ms Montoya has exhaustively researched the village of Skendgate where Kivrin will spend the two weeks.’


‘If she makes it there,’ Dunworthy said.


‘James,’ Mary said.


‘What precautions have you taken to ensure that the friendly traveller who happens along every 1.6 hours doesn’t decide to cart her off to the convent at Godstow or a brothel in London, or see her come through and decide she’s a witch? What precautions have you taken to ensure that the friendly traveller is in fact friendly and not one of the cutthroats who waylay 42.5 per cent of all passers-by?’


‘Probability indicated there was no more than a 0.04 per cent chance of someone being at the location at the time of the drop.’


‘Oh, look, here’s Badri already,’ Mary said, standing up and putting herself between Dunworthy and Gilchrist. ‘That was quick work, Badri. Did you get the fix all right.’


Badri had come away without his coat. His lab uniform was wet and his face was pinched with cold. ‘You look half-frozen,’ Mary said. ‘Come and sit down.’ She motioned to the empty place on the settle next to Latimer. ‘I’ll fetch you a brandy.’


‘Did you get the fix?’ Dunworthy said.


Badri was not only wet, he was drenched. ‘Yes,’ he said, and his teeth started to chatter.


‘Good man,’ Gilchrist said, standing up and clapping him on the shoulder. ‘I thought you said it would take an hour. This calls for a toast. Have you any champagne?’ he called out to the barman, clapped Badri on the shoulder again and went over to the bar.


Badri stood looking after him, rubbing his arms and shivering. He seemed inattentive, almost dazed.


‘You definitely got the fix?’ Dunworthy asked.


‘Yes,’ he said, still looking after Gilchrist.


Mary came back to the table, carrying the brandy. ‘This should warm you up a bit,’ she said, handing it to him. ‘There. Drink it down. Doctor’s orders.’


He frowned at the glass as if he didn’t know what it was. His teeth were still chattering.


‘What is it?’ Dunworthy said. ‘Kivrin’s all right, isn’t she?’


‘Kivrin,’ he said, still staring at the glass, and then seemed suddenly to come to himself. He set the glass down. ‘I need you to come,’ he said, and started to push his way back through the tables to the door.


‘What’s happened?’ Dunworthy said, standing up. The crib figures fell over and one of the sheep rolled across the table and fell off.


Badri opened the door on the carillon’s clanging of ‘Good Christian Men, Rejoice’.


‘Badri, wait, we’re to have a toast,’ Gilchrist said, coming back to the table with a bottle and a tangle of glasses.


Dunworthy reached for his coat.


‘What is it?’ Mary said, reaching for her shopping bag. ‘Didn’t he get the fix?’


Dunworthy didn’t answer. He grabbed up his overcoat and took off after Badri. The tech was already hallway down the street, pushing his way through the Christmas shoppers as if they weren’t even there. It was raining hard, but Badri seemed oblivious to that, too. Dunworthy pulled his overcoat more or less on and shoved into the crowd.


Something had gone wrong. There had been slippage after all, or the first-year apprentice had made an error in the calculations. Perhaps something had gone wrong with the net itself. But it had safeties and layereds and aborts. If anything had gone wrong with the net, Kivrin simply couldn’t have gone through. And Badri had said he’d got the fix.


It had to be the slippage. It was the only thing that could have gone wrong and the drop still take place.


Ahead Badri crossed the street, narrowly avoiding a bicycle. Dunworthy barged between two women carrying shopping bags even larger than Mary’s, and over a white terrier on a leash, and caught sight of him again two doors up.


‘Badri!’ he called. The tech half-turned and crashed straight into a middle-aged woman with a large flowered umbrella.


The woman was bent against the rain, holding the umbrella nearly in front of her, and she obviously didn’t see Badri either. The umbrella, which was covered with lavender violets, seemed to explode upward, and then fell top down on to the pavement. Badri, still plunging blindly ahead, nearly fell over it.


‘Watch where you’re going, won’t you?’ the woman said angrily, grabbing at the edge of the umbrella. ‘This is hardly the place to run, then, is it?’


Badri looked at her and then at the umbrella with the same dazed look he had had in the pub. ‘Sorry,’ Dunworthy could see him say and bend to pick it up. The two of them seemed to wrestle over the expanse of violets for a moment before Badri got hold of the handle and righted the umbrella. He handed it to the woman, whose heavy face was red with rage or the cold rain or both.


‘Sorry?’ she said, raising the handle over her head as if she were going to strike him with it. ‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’


He put his hand uncertainly up to his forehead and then, as he had in the pub, seemed to remember where he was and took off again, practically running. He turned in at Brasenose’s gate and Dunworthy followed, across the quad, in a side door to the laboratory, down a passage and into the net area. Badri was already at the console, bending over it and frowning at the screen.


Dunworthy had been afraid it would be awash with garbage, or worse, blank, but it showed the orderly columns of figures and matrices of a fix.


‘You got the fix?’ Dunworthy said, panting.


‘Yes,’ Badri said. He turned and looked at Dunworthy. He had stopped frowning, but there was an odd, abstracted look on his face, as if he were trying hard to concentrate.


‘When was . . .’ he said and began to shiver. His voice trailed off as if he had forgotten what he was going to say.


The thin-glass door banged, and Gilchrist and Mary came in, with Latimer at their heels, fumbling with his umbrella. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Mary said.


‘When was what Badri?’ Dunworthy demanded.


‘I got the fix,’ Badri said. He turned and looked at the screen.


‘Is this it?’ Gilchrist said, leaning over his shoulder. ‘What do all these symbols mean? You’ll need to translate for us laymen.’


‘When was what?’ Dunworthy repeated.


Badri put his hand up to his forehead. ‘There’s something wrong,’ he said.


‘What?’ Dunworthy shouted. ‘Slippage? Is it the slippage?’


‘Slippage?’ Badri said, shivering so hard he could hardly get the word out.


‘Badri,’ Mary said. ‘Are you all right?’


Badri got the odd, abstracted look again, as if he were considering the answer.


‘No,’ he said, and pitched forward across the console.




CHAPTER THREE


She heard the bell as she came through. It sounded thin and tinny, like the piped bell music they were playing in the High for Christmas. The control room was supposed to be soundproof, but every time someone opened the anteroom door from outside she had been able to hear the faint, ghostly sound of Christmas carols.


Dr Ahrens had come in first, and then Mr Dunworthy, and both times Kivrin had been convinced they were there to tell her she wasn’t going after all. Dr Ahrens had nearly cancelled the drop in hospital when Kivrin’s antiviral inoculation had swelled up into a giant red welt on the underside of her arm. ‘You’re not going anywhere until the swelling goes down,’ Dr Ahrens had said, and refused to discharge her from hospital. Kivrin’s arm still itched, but she wasn’t about to tell Dr Ahrens that because she might tell Mr Dunworthy, who had been acting horrified ever since he found out she was going.


I told him two years ago I wanted to go, Kivrin thought. Two years ago, and when she’d gone to show him her costume yesterday, he was still trying to talk her out of it.


‘I don’t like the way Mediaeval’s running this drop,’ he’d said. ‘And even if they were taking the proper precautions, a young woman has no business going to the Middle Ages alone.’


‘It’s all worked out,’ she’d told him. ‘I’m Isabel de Beauvrier, daughter of Gilbert de Beauvrier, a nobleman who lived in the East Riding from 1276 to 1332.’


‘And what was the daughter of a Yorkshire nobleman doing on the Oxford-Bath road alone?’


‘I wasn’t. I was with all my servants, travelling to Evesham to fetch my brother, who’s lying ill in the monastery there, and we were set upon by robbers.’


‘By robbers,’ he said, blinking at her through his spectacles.


‘I got the idea from you. You said young women didn’t travel anywhere alone in the Middle Ages, that they were always attended. So I was attended, but my servants bolted when we were attacked, and the robbers took the horses and all my goods. Mr Gilchrist thinks it’s a plausible story. He said the probability of—’


‘It’s a plausible story because the Middle Ages were full of cutthroats and thieves.’


‘I know,’ she said impatiently, ‘and disease carriers and marauding knights and other dangerous types. Weren’t there any nice people in the Middle Ages?’


‘They were all busy burning witches at the stake.’


She had decided she’d better change the subject. ‘I came to show you my costume,’ she’d said, turning slowly so he could see her blue kirtle and white fur-lined cloak. ‘My hair will be down for the drop.’


‘You have no business wearing white to the Middle Ages,’ he’d said. ‘It will only get dirty.’


He hadn’t been any better this morning. He had paced the narrow observation area like an expectant father. She had worried the whole morning that he would suddenly try to call a halt to the whole proceeding.


There had been delays and more delays. Mr Gilchrist had had to tell her all over again how the corder worked, as if she were a first-year student. Not one of them had any faith in her, except possibly Badri, and even he had been maddeningly careful, measuring and remeasuring the net area and once erasing an entire series of coordinates and entering it again.


She had thought the time would never come for her to get into position, and after she had, it was even worse, lying there with her eyes closed, wondering what was going on. Latimer told Gilchrist he was worried about the spelling of Isabel they had chosen, as if anyone back then had known how to read, let alone spell. Montoya came and stood over her and told her the way to identify Skendgate was by its church’s frescoes of the Last Judgment, something she had told Kivrin at least a dozen times before.


Someone, she thought Badri because he was the only one who didn’t have any instructions for her, bent and moved her arm a little in towards her body and tugged at the skirt of her kirtle. The floor was hard and something was digging into her side just below her ribs. Mr Gilchrist said something and the bell started up again.


Please, Kivrin thought, please, wondering if Dr Ahrens had suddenly decided Kivrin needed another inoculation or if Dunworthy had raced off to the History Faculty and got them to change the rating back to a ten.


Whoever it was must be holding the door open – she could still hear the bell, though she couldn’t make out the tune. It wasn’t a tune. It was a slow, steady tolling that paused and then went on, and Kivrin thought, I’m through.


She was lying on her left side, her legs sprawled awkwardly as if she had been knocked down by the men who had robbed her, and her arm half-flung over her face to ward off the blow that had sent the blood trickling down the side of her face. The position of her arm should make it possible for her to open her eyes without being seen, but she didn’t open them yet. She lay still, trying to listen.


Except for the bell, there was no sound at all. If she were lying on a fourteenth-century roadside, there should be birds and squirrels at least. They had probably been shocked into silence by her sudden appearance or by the net’s halo, which left shimmering frostlike particles in the air for several minutes.


After a long minute a bird twittered, and then another one. Something rustled nearby, then stopped and rustled again. A fourteenth-century squirrel or a wood mouse. There was a thinner rustle that was probably wind in the branches of the trees, though she couldn’t feel any breeze on her face, and above it, from very far away, the distant sound of the bell.


She wondered why it was tolling. It could be ringing vespers. Or matins. Badri had told her he didn’t have any idea how much slippage there would be. He had wanted to postpone the drop while he ran a series of checks, but Mr Gilchrist had said Probability had predicted an average slippage of 6.4 hours.


She didn’t know what time she had come through. It had been a quarter to eleven when she came out of prep – she had seen Ms Montoya looking at her digital and asked her what time it was – but she had no idea how long it had taken after that. It had seemed like hours.


The drop had been scheduled for noon. If she had come through on time and Probability was right about the slippage, it would be six o’clock in the evening, which was too late for vespers. And if it were vespers, why did the bell go on tolling?


It could be tolling for mass, or for a funeral or a wedding. Bells had rung almost constantly in the Middle Ages – to warn of invasions or fires, to help a lost child find its way back to the village, even to ward off thunderstorms. It could be ringing for any reason at all.


If Mr Dunworthy were here, he’d be convinced it was a funeral. ‘Life expectancy in 1300 was thirty-eight years,’ he had told her when she first said she wanted to go to the Middle Ages, ‘and you only lived that long if you survived cholera and smallpox and blood poisoning, and if you didn’t eat rotten meat or drink polluted water or get trampled by a horse. Or get burned at the stake for witchcraft.’


Or freeze to death, Kivrin thought. She was beginning to feel stiff with cold though she had been lying there only a little while. Whatever was poking her in the side felt like it had gone through her rib cage and was puncturing her lung. Mr Gilchrist had told her to lie there for several minutes and then stagger to her feet, as if coming out of unconsciousness. Kivrin had thought several minutes was hardly enough, considering Probability’s assessment of the number of people on the road. It would surely be more than several minutes before a traveller happened along, and she was unwilling to give up the advantage her appearing to be unconscious gave her.


And it was an advantage, in spite of Mr Dunworthy’s idea that half of England would converge on an unconscious woman to rape her while the other half waited nearby with the stake they intended to burn her at. If she was conscious, her rescuers would ask her questions. If she was out cold, they would discuss her and other things besides. They would talk about where to take her and speculate on who she might be and where she might have come from, speculations with a good deal more information in them than ‘Who are you?’ had.


But now she felt an overwhelming urge to do what Mr Gilchrist had suggested – get up and look around. The ground was cold, her side hurt and her head was starting to throb in time with the bell. Dr Ahrens had told her that would happen. Travelling this far into the past would give her symptoms of time lag – headache, insomnia and a general botch-up of the Circadian rhythms. She felt so cold. Was that a symptom of the time lag, too, or was the ground she was lying on cold enough to penetrate her fur-lined cloak this quickly? Or was the slippage worse than the tech had thought and it was really the middle of the night?


She wondered if she was lying in the road. If she was, she should certainly not stay there. A fast horse or the wagon that had made the ruts might roll right over her in the dark.


Bells don’t ring in the middle of the night, she told herself, and there was too much light filtering through her closed eyelids for it to be dark. But if the bell she could hear was a vespers bell, that would mean it was getting dark, and she had better get up and look round before night fell.


She listened all over again to the birds, to the wind in the branches, to a steady scraping sound. The bell stopped, the echo of it ringing in the air, and there was a little sound, like an intaken breath or the shuffle of a foot on soft dirt very close.


Kivrin tensed, hoping the involuntary movement didn’t show through her concealing cloak, and waited, but there were no footsteps or voices. And no birds. There was someone, or something, standing over her. She was sure of it. She could hear its breathing, feel its breath on her. It stood there for a long time, not moving. After what seemed like an endless space of time, Kivrin realised she was holding her own breath and let it out slowly. She listened, but now she couldn’t hear anything over the throbbing of her own pulse. She took a deep, sighing breath, and moaned.


Nothing. Whatever it was didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, and Mr Dunworthy had been right: pretending to be unconscious was no way to come into a century where wolves still prowled the forests. And bears. The birds abruptly began to sing again, which meant either it was not a wolf or the wolf had gone away. Kivrin went through the ritual of listening again, and opened her eyes.


She couldn’t see anything but her sleeve, which was against her nose, but just the act of opening her eyes made her head ache worse. She closed her eyes, whimpered, and stirred, moving her arm enough so that when she opened her eyes again she would be able to see something. She moaned again and fluttered her eyes open.


There was no one standing over her and it wasn’t the middle of the night. The sky overhead through the tangled branches of the trees was a pale greyish-blue. She sat up and looked round.


Almost the first thing Mr Dunworthy had said to her that first time she had told him she wanted to go to the Middle Ages was, ‘They were filthy and disease-ridden, the muck hole of history, and the sooner you get rid of any fairy-tale notions you have about them, the better.’


And he was right. Of course he was right. But here she was, in a fairy wood. She and the wagon and all the rest of it had come through in a little open space too small and shadowed to be called a glade. Tall, thick trees arched above and over it.


She was lying under an oak tree. She could see a few scalloped leaves in the bare branches high above. The oak was full of nests, though the birds had stopped again, traumatised by her movement. The undergrowth was thick, a mat of dead leaves and dry weeds that should have been soft but wasn’t. The hard thing Kivrin had been lying on was the cap of an acorn. White mushrooms spotted with red clustered near the gnarled roots of the oak tree. They, and everything else in the little glade – the tree trunks, the wagon, the ivy – glittered with the frosty condensation of the halo.


It was obvious that no one had been here, had ever been here, and equally obvious that this wasn’t the Oxford-Bath road and that no traveller was going to come along in 1.6 hours. Or ever. The mediaeval maps they’d used to determine the site of the drop had apparently been as inaccurate as Mr Dunworthy had said they were. The road was obviously further north than the maps had indicated, and she was south of it, in Wychwood Forest.


‘Ascertain your exact spatial and temporal location immediately,’ Mr Gilchrist had said. She wondered how she was supposed to do that – ask the birds? They were too far above her for her to see what species they were, and the mass extinctions hadn’t started until the 1970s. Short of them being passenger pigeons or dodoes, their presence wouldn’t point to any particular time or place, anyway.


She started to sit up, and the birds exploded into a wild flurry of flapping wings. She stayed still until the noise subsided and then rose to her knees. The flapping started all over again. She clasped her hands, pressing the flesh of her palms together and closing her eyes so that if the traveller who was supposed to find her came past, it would look like she was praying.


‘I’m here,’ she said and then stopped. If she reported that she had landed in the middle of a wood, instead of on the Oxford-Bath road, it would just confirm what Mr Dunworthy was thinking, that Mr Gilchrist hadn’t known what he was doing and that she couldn’t take care of herself, and then she remembered that it wouldn’t make any difference, and that he would never hear her report until she was safely back.


If she got safely back, which she wouldn’t if she was still in this wood when night fell. She stood up and looked round. It was either late afternoon or very early morning, she couldn’t tell in the woods, and she might not be able to tell by the sun’s position even when she got where she could see the sky. Mr Dunworthy had told her that people sometimes stayed hopelessly turned round for their entire stay in the past. He had made her learn to sight using shadows, but she had to know what time it was to do that, and there was no time to waste on wondering which direction was which. She had to find her way out of here. The forest was almost entirely in shadow.


There was no sign of a road or even a path. Kivrin circled the wagon and boxes, looking for an opening in the trees. The woods seemed thinner to what felt like the west, but when she went that way, looking back every few steps to make sure she could still see the weathered blue of the wagon’s cloth covering, it was only a stand of birches, their white trunks giving an illusion of space. She went back to the wagon and started out again in the opposite direction, even though the woods looked darker that way.


The road was only a hundred yards away. Kivrin clambered over a fallen log and through a thicket of drooping willows and looked out on to the road. A highway, Probability had called it. It didn’t look like a highway. It didn’t even look like a road. It looked more like a footpath. Or a cow path. So these were the wonderful highways of fourteenth-century England, the highways that were opening trade and broadening horizons.


The road was barely wide enough for a wagon, though it was obvious that wagons had used it or at least a wagon. The road was rutted into deep grooves and leaves had drifted across and into the ruts. Black water stood in some of them and along the road’s edge, and a skin of ice had formed on some of the puddles.


Kivrin was standing at the bottom of a depression. The road climbed steadily up in both directions from where she was and, to what felt like the north, the trees stopped halfway up the hill. She turned round to look back. It was possible to catch a glimpse of the wagon from here – the merest patch of blue – but no one would. The road dived here into woods on either side, and narrowed, making it a perfect spot in which to be waylaid by cut-throats and thieves.


It was just the place to lend credibility to her story, but they would never see her, hurrying through the narrow stretch of road, or if they did catch sight of the barely visible corner of blue, they would think it was someone lying in wait and spur their horses into flight.


It came to Kivrin suddenly that lurking there in the thicket, she looked more like one of those cut-throats than like an innocent maiden who’d been recently coshed on the head.


She stepped out on to the road and put her hand up to her temple. ‘O holpen me, for I am ful sore in drede!’ she cried.


The interpreter was supposed automatically to translate what she said into Middle English, but Mr Dunworthy had insisted she memorise her first speeches. She and Mr Latimer had worked on the pronunciation all yesterday afternoon.


‘Holpen me, for I haf been y-robbed by fel thefes,’ she said.


She considered falling down on the road, but now that she was out in the open she could see it was even later than she’d guessed, nearly sunset, and if she was going to see what lay at the top of the hill, she had better do it now. First, though, she needed to mark the rendezvous with some kind of sign.


There was nothing distinctive about any of the willows along the road. She looked for a rock to lay at the spot where she could still glimpse the wagon, but there wasn’t a sign of one in the rough weeds at the edge of the road. Finally she clambered back through the thicket, catching her hair and her cloak on the willow branches, got the little brass-bound casket that was a copy of one in the Ashmolean, and carried it back to the side of the road.


It wasn’t perfect – it was small enough for someone passing by to carry off – but she was only going as far as the top of the hill. If she decided to walk to the nearest village, she’d come back and make a more permanent sign. And there weren’t going to be any passers-by any time soon. The steep sides of the ruts were frozen hard, the leaves were undisturbed, and the skin of ice on the puddles was unbroken. Nobody had been on the road all day, all week maybe.


She straightened the grass up round the chest and then started up the hill. The road, except for the frozen mudhole at the bottom, was smoother than Kivrin had expected, and pounded flat, which meant horses used it a good deal in spite of its empty look.


It was an easy climb, but Kivrin felt tired before she had gone even a few steps, and her temple began to throb again. She hoped her time lag symptoms wouldn’t get worse – she could already see that she was a long way from anywhere. Or maybe that was just an illusion. She still hadn’t ‘ascertained her exact temporal location’, and this lane, this wood, had nothing about them that said positively 1320.


The only signs of civilisation at all were those ruts, which meant she could be in any time after the invention of the wheel and before paved roads, and not even definitely then. There were still lanes exactly like this not five miles from Oxford lovingly preserved by the National Trust for the Japanese and American tourists.


She might not have gone anywhere at all, and on the other side of this hill she would find the M40 or Ms Montoya’s dig, or an SDI installation. I would hate to ascertain my temporal location by being struck by a bicycle or a car, she thought, and stepped gingerly to the side of the road. But if I haven’t gone anywhere, why do I have this wretched headache and feel like I can’t walk another step?


She reached the top of the hill and stopped, out of breath. There was no need to have got out of the road. No car had been driven along it as yet. Or horse and cart either. And she was, as she had thought, a long way from anywhere. There weren’t any trees here, and she could see for miles. The wood the wagon was in came halfway up the hill and then straggled south and west for a long way. If she had come through further into the trees, she would have been lost.


There were trees far to the east, too, following a river that she could catch occasional silver-blue glimpses of – the Thames? the Cherwell? – and little clumps and lines and blobs of trees dotting all the country between, more trees than she could imagine ever having been in England. The Domesday Book in 1086 had reported no more than 15 per cent of the land wooded, and Probability had estimated that lands cleared for fields and settlements would have reduced that to 12 per cent by the 1300s. They, or the men who had written the Domesday Book, had underestimated the numbers badly. There were trees everywhere.


Kivrin couldn’t see any villages. The woods were bare, their branches grey-black in the late-afternoon light, and she should be able to see the churches and manor houses through them, but she couldn’t see anything that looked like a settlement.


There had to be settlements, though, because there were fields, and they were narrow strip fields that were definitely mediaeval. There were sheep in one of the fields and that was mediaeval too, but she couldn’t see anyone tending them. Far off to the east there was a square grey blur that had to be Oxford. Squinting, she was almost able to make out the walls and the squat shape of Carfax Tower, though she couldn’t see any sign of the towers of St Frideswide’s or Osney in the fading light.


The light was definitely fading. The sky up here was a pale bluish-lavender with a hint of pink near the western horizon, and she wasn’t turned round because even while she had stood here, it had grown darker.


Kivrin crossed herself and then folded her hands in prayer, bringing her steepled fingers close to her face. ‘Well, Mr Dunworthy, I’m here. I seem to be in the right place, more or less. I’m not right on the Oxford-Bath road. I’m about five hundred yards south of it on a side road. I can see Oxford. It looks like it’s ten miles away.’


She gave her estimate of what season and time of day it was, and described what she thought she could see, and then stopped and pressed her face against her hands. She should tell the Domesday Book what she intended to do, but she didn’t know what that was. There should be a dozen villages on the rolling plain west of Oxford, but she couldn’t see any of them, even though the cultivated fields that belonged to them were there, and the road.


There was no one on the road. It curved down the other side of the hill and disappeared immediately into a thick copse, but half a mile further on was the highway where the drop should have landed her, wide and flat and pale green, and where this road obviously led. There was no one on the highway for as far as she could see.


Off to her left and halfway across the plain towards Oxford she caught a glimpse of distant movement, but it was only a line of cows heading home to a huddle of trees that must hide a village. It wasn’t the village Ms Montoya had wanted her to look for – Skendgate was south of the highway.


Unless she was in the wrong place altogether, and she wasn’t. That was definitely Oxford there to the east, and the Thames curving away south of it down to the brownish-grey haze that had to be London, but none of that told her where the village was. It might be between here and the highway, just out of sight, or it might be back the other way, or on another side road or path altogether. There was no time to go and see.


It was rapidly getting darker. In another half hour there might be lights to go by, but she couldn’t afford to wait. The pink had already darkened to lavender in the west, and the blue overhead was almost purple. And it was getting colder. The wind was picking up. The folds of her cloak flapped behind her and she pulled it tighter around her. She didn’t want to spend a December night in a forest with a splitting headache and a pack of wolves, but she didn’t want to spend it lying out on the cold-looking highway either, hoping for someone to come along.


She could start for Oxford, but there was no way she could reach it before dark. If she could just see a village, any village, she could spend the night there and look for Ms Montoya’s village later. She looked back down the road she had come up, trying to catch a glimpse of light or smoke from a hearth or something, but there wasn’t anything. Her teeth began to chatter.


And the bells began to ring. The Carfax bell first, sounding just like it always had even though it must have been recast at least three times since 1300, and then, before the first stroke had died away, the others, as if they had been waiting for a signal from Oxford. They were ringing vespers, of course, calling the people in from the fields, beckoning them to stop work and come to prayers.


And telling her where the villages were. The bells were chiming almost in unison, yet she could hear each one separately, some so distant only the final, deeper echo reached her. There, along that line of trees, and there, and there. The village the cows were heading to was there, behind that low ridge. The cows began to walk faster at the sound of the bell.


There were two villages practically under her nose – one just the other side of the highway, the other several fields away, next to the little tree-lined stream. Skendgate, Ms Montoya’s village, lay where she thought it did, back the way she had come, past the frozen ruts and over the low hill not more than two miles.


Kivrin clasped her hands. ‘I just found out where the village is,’ she said, wondering if the sounds of the bells would make it on to the Domesday Book. ‘It’s on this side road. I’m going to go fetch the wagon and drag it out on to the road, and then I’m going to stagger into the village before it gets dark and collapse on somebody’s doorstep.’


One of the bells was far away to the south-west and so faint she could scarcely hear it. She wondered if it was the bell she had heard earlier, and why it had been ringing. Maybe Dunworthy was right, and it was a funeral. ‘I’m fine, Mr Dunworthy,’ she said into her hands. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ve been here over an hour and nothing bad has happened so far.’


The bells died away slowly, the bell from Oxford leading the way again, though, impossibly, its sound hung longer on the air than any of the others. The sky turned violet-blue, and a star came out in the south-east. Kivrin’s hands were still folded in prayer. ‘It’s beautiful here.’
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Transcript from the Domesday Book


(000249–000614)


Well, Mr Dunworthy, I’m here. I seem to be in the right place, more or less. I’m not right on the Oxford-Bath road. I’m about five hundred yards south of it on a side road. I can see Oxford. It’s about ten miles away.


I don’t know exactly when I came through, but if it was noon as scheduled, there’s been about four hours’ slippage. It’s the right time of year. The leaves are mostly off the trees, but the ones on the ground are still more or less intact, and only about a third of the fields have been ploughed. I won’t be able to tell my exact temporal location until I reach the village and can ask someone what day it is. You probably know more about where and when I am than I do, or at least you will after you’ve done the fix.


But I know I’m in the right century I can see fields from the little hill I’m on. They’re classic mediaeval stop fields, with the rounded ends where the oxen turn. The pastures are bounded with hedges, and about a third of them are Saxon dead hedges, while the rest are Norman hawthorn. Probability put the ratio in 1300 at 25 to 75 per cent, but that was based on Suffolk, which is further east.


To the south and west is forest – Wychwood? – all deciduous as far as I can tell. To the east I can see the Thames. I can almost see London, even though I know that’s impossible. In 1320 it would have been over fifty miles away, wouldn’t it, instead of only twenty? I still think I can see it. I can definitely see the city walls of Oxford, and Carfax Tower.


It’s beautiful here. It doesn’t feel as though I were seven hundred years away from you. Oxford is right there, within walking distance, and I cannot get the idea out of my head that if I walked down this hill and into town I would find all of you still standing there in the lab at Brasenose waiting for the fix, Badri frowning at the displays and Ms Montoya fretting to get back to her dig, and you, Mr Dunworthy, clucking like an old mother hen. I don’t feel separated from you at all, or even very far away.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Badri’s hand came away from his forehead as he fell, and his elbow hit the console and broke his fall for a second, and Dunworthy glanced anxiously at the screen, afraid he might have hit one of the keys and scrambled the display. Badri crumpled to the floor.


Latimer and Gilchrist didn’t try to grab him either. Latimer didn’t even seem to realise anything had gone wrong. Mary grabbed for Badri immediately, but she was standing behind the others and only caught a fold of his sleeve. She was instantly on her knees beside him, straightening him out on to his back and jamming an earphone into her ear.


She rummaged in her shopping bag, came up with a bleeper and held the call button down for a full five seconds. ‘Badri?’ she said loudly, and it was only then that Dunworthy realised how deathly silent it was in the room. Gilchrist was standing where he had been when Badri fell. He looked furious. I assure you we’ve considered every possible contingency. He obviously hadn’t considered this one.


Mary let go of the bleeper button and shook Badri’s shoulders gently. There was no response. She tilted his head far back and bent over his face, her ear practically in his open mouth and her head turned so she could see his chest. He hadn’t stopped breathing. Dunworthy could see his chest rising and falling, and Mary obviously could, too. She raised her head immediately, already pressing on the bleeper, and pressed two fingers against the side of his neck, held them there for what seemed an endless time and then raised the bleeper to her mouth.


‘We’re at Brasenose. In the history laboratory,’ she said into the bleeper. ‘Five-two. Collapse. Syncope. No evidence of seizure.’ She took her hand off the call button and pulled Badri’s eyelids up.


‘Syncope?’ Gilchrist said. ‘What’s that? What’s happened?’


She glanced irritably at him. ‘He’s fainted,’ she said. ‘Get me my kit,’ she said to Dunworthy. ‘In the shopping bag.’


She had knocked the bag over getting the bleeper out. It lay on its side. Dunworthy fumbled through the boxes and parcels, found a hard plastic box that looked the right size and snapped it open. It was full of red and green foil Christmas crackers. He jammed it back in the bag.


‘Come along,’ Mary said unbuttoning Badri’s lab shirt. ‘I haven’t got all day.’


‘I can’t find—’ Dunworthy began.


She snatched the bag away and upended it. The crackers rolled everywhere. The box with the muffler came open and the muffler fell out. Mary grabbed up her handbag, zipped it open and pulled out a large flat kit. She opened it and took out a tach bracelet. She fastened the bracelet around Badri’s wrist and turned to look at the blood pressure reads on the kit’s monitor.


The wave form didn’t tell Dunworthy anything and he couldn’t tell from Mary’s reaction what she thought it meant. Badri hadn’t stopped breathing, his heart hadn’t stopped beating and he wasn’t bleeding anywhere that Dunworthy could see. Perhaps he had only fainted. But people didn’t simply fall over, except in books or the vids. He must be injured or ill. He had seemed to be almost in shock when he came into the pub. Could he have been struck by a bicycle like the one that had just missed hitting Dunworthy, and not realised at first that he was injured? That would account for his disconnected manner, his peculiar agitation.


But not for the fact that he had come away without his coat that he had said, ‘I need you to come,’ that he had said, ‘There’s something wrong.’


Dunworthy turned and looked at the console screen. It still showed the matrices it had when the tech collapsed. He couldn’t read them, but it looked like a normal fix and Badri had said Kivrin had gone through all right. There’s something wrong.


With her hands flat, Mary was patting Badri’s arms, the sides of his chest, down his legs. Badri’s eyelids fluttered, and then his eyes closed again.


‘Do you know if Badri had any health problems?’


‘He’s Mr Dunworthy’s tech,’ Gilchrist said accusingly. ‘From Balliol. He was on loan to us,’ he added, making it sound like Dunworthy was somehow responsible for this, had arranged the tech’s collapse to sabotage the project.


‘I don’t know of any health problems,’ Dunworthy said. ‘He’d have had a full screen and seasonals at the start of term.’


Mary looked dissatisfied. She put on her stethoscope and listened to his heart for a long minute, rechecked the blood pressure reads, took his pulse again. ‘And you don’t know anything of a history of epilepsy? Diabetes?’


‘No,’ Dunworthy said.


‘Has he ever used drugs or illegal endorphins?’ She didn’t wait for him to answer. She pressed the button on her bleeper again. ‘Ahrens here. Pulse 110. BP 100 over 60. I’m doing a blood screen.’ She tore open a gauze wipe, swabbed at the arm without the bracelet, tore open another packet.


Drugs or illegal endorphins. That would account for his agitated manner, his disconnected speech. But if he used, it would have shown up on the beginning-of-term screen, and he couldn’t possibly have worked the elaborate calculations of the net if he was using. There’s something wrong.


Mary swabbed at the arm again and slid a cannula under the skin. Badri’s eyes fluttered open.


‘Badri,’ Mary said. ‘Can you hear me?’ She reached in her coat pocket and produced a bright red capsule. ‘I need to give you your temp,’ she said and held it to his lips, but he didn’t give any indication he’d heard.


She put the capsule back in her pocket and began rummaging in the kit. ‘Tell me when the reads come up on that cannula,’ she said to Dunworthy, taking everything out of the kit and then putting it back in. She laid the kit down and started through her handbag. ‘I thought I had a skin-temp thermometer with me,’ she said.


‘The reads are up,’ Dunworthy said.


Mary picked her bleeper up and began reading the numbers into it.


Badri opened his eyes. ‘You have to . . .’ he said, and closed them again. ‘So cold,’ he murmured.


Dunworthy took off his overcoat, but it was too wet to lay over him. He looked helplessly round the room for something to cover him with. If this had happened before Kivrin left they could have used that blanket of a cloak she’d been wearing. Badri’s jacket was wadded underneath the console. Dunworthy laid it sideways over him.


‘Freezing,’ Badri murmured, and began to shiver.


Mary, still reciting reads into the bleeper, looked sharply across at him. ‘What did he say?’


Badri murmured something else and then said clearly, ‘Headache.’


‘Headache,’ Mary said. ‘Do you feel nauseated?’


He moved his head a little to indicate no. ‘When was—’ he said and clutched at her arm.


She put her hand over his, frowned and pressed her other hand to his forehead.


‘He’s got a fever,’ she said.


‘There’s something wrong,’ Badri said, and closed his eyes. His hand let go of her arm and dropped back to the floor.


Mary picked his limp arm up, looked at the reads, and felt his forehead again. ‘Where is that damned skin-temp?’ she said, and began rummaging through the kit again.


The bleeper chimed. ‘They’re here,’ she said. ‘Somebody go show them the way in.’ She patted Badri’s chest. ‘Just lie still.’


They were already at the door when Dunworthy opened it. Two medics from Infirmary pushed through carrying kits the size of steamer trunks.


‘Immediate transport,’ Mary said before they could get the trunks open. She got up off her knees. ‘Fetch the stretcher,’ she said to the female medic. ‘And get me a skin-temp and a sucrose drip.’


‘I assumed Twentieth Century’s personnel had been screened for dorphs and drugs,’ Gilchrist said.


One of the medics knocked past him with a pump feed.


‘Mediaeval would never allow—’ He stepped out of the way as the other one came in with the stretcher.
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