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    About the book

     

    Wherever the historians go, chaos is sure to follow...

    Despatched to Victorian London to seek out Jack the Ripper, things go badly wrong when he finds the St Mary’s historians first. Stalked through the fog-shrouded streets of Whitechapel, Max is soon running for her life. Again.

    And that’s just the start. Max finds herself in a race against time when an old enemy is intent on destroying St Mary’s. An enemy willing, if necessary, to destroy History itself.

    From the Hanging Gardens of Nineveh to the murder of Thomas a Becket, via an unscheduled dodo rescue mission, join the historians of St Mary’s as they hurtle around History on more hilarious, hair-raising escapades.

  



     


    About Jodi Taylor


     


Jodi Taylor is the author of the bestselling Chronicles of St Mary's series, the story of a bunch of disaster-prone historians who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel!


Born in Bristol and educated in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and pick up a pen. She still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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    Epigraph

 

  History is a symphony of echoes heard and unheard. It is a poem with events as verses. Charles Angoff.
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    Prologue


    One of the best things about our job is that if you live long enough, you get to choose your last jump.


    One of the worst things about our job is that, so far, no one has lived long enough to get to choose their last jump.


    The last jump is supposed to be a quiet reward – the chance to enjoy a favourite moment in history – to visit Agincourt perhaps, or see Antony and Cleopatra floating down the Nile, or to hear Elizabeth I addressing the troops at Tilbury. To witness some epoch-making event of your choice. To fulfil a lifelong ambition.


    In short, it’s supposed to be enjoyable.


    It is not supposed to be a whirling nightmare of blood and pain and terror.


    It is not supposed to be about savage butchery, mutilation, beheading, and having half your face ripped off.


    It is not supposed to be about dying in a blood-drenched pod, trapped with a monster and no way out.


    It is not supposed to be about the paralysing horror of seeing your best friend ripped open to the bone and having to put her out of her pain.


    It is not supposed to be about being abandoned and never seeing the sun again.


    It’s not supposed to be about any of that.

  


  
    Chapter One


    God only knew where we were, we couldn’t see a thing. A real pea-souper. I said, ‘Do you know where we are?’


    ‘Well,’ said Kal, ‘we’re in Whitechapel, in the right place at the right time. It’s about eleven o’clock on the night of 8th November 1888. Not bad, eh? More accurate than I thought we would be. I suggest we tuck ourselves away in a pub somewhere and wait and see what happens. They say that tonight’s is his last victim. Maybe that’s because he gets to meet us in a dark alley.’


    ‘We can’t kill him,’ I said, alarmed.


    ‘No, but we could certainly scare the living crap out of him.’


    I considered. That sounded good.


    I’d read around the subject. Jack the Ripper famously terrorised London in the summer and autumn of 1888. There were eleven murders altogether, although only five are generally credited to the Ripper – Mary Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth White, Catherine Eddowes, and Mary Kelly. Kelly was murdered and horrifically mutilated in the very early hours of the 9th November, 1888 and although there were other killings afterwards, she was generally reckoned to be his last victim. She had lived in Miller’s Court, off Dorset Road, and that was where we were headed.


    Contrary to popular belief, we historians aren’t completely stupid. We may have looked like a couple of poor but honest shop girls, but the amount of weaponry we had stashed around our persons was considerable. Although if the combined forces of H Division, the City of London police, and Scotland Yard themselves had failed to catch the Ripper, there was very little chance of us doing so. For Kal, this was a long-held ambition and her last jump. For me, it was just an adventure. I don’t think either of us actually expected to see him.


    We headed for the Ten Bells where Kelly was supposed to have spent her last evening. She left, late, to walk the streets, and she would take a man back to her tiny room. Her body would be discovered the next morning by Thomas Bowyer calling for the rent.


    It was hopeless. The pub was heaving. There was no way we could pick her out. There could have been twenty Mary Kellys in there and we didn’t want to draw any attention to ourselves by asking around.


    Despite the November chill, the inside was hot, steamy, and smelled strongly of people and drink. We ordered a gin each and wedged ourselves in the corner where we got talking to a very jolly man, George Carter.


    ‘Carter by name, carter for gain!’ he said cheerfully, ‘and my wife, Dolly.’


    It turned out he knew the two men who’d discovered Mary Nichols.


    ‘A shocking thing,’ he said, draining his glass and wiping his mouth. ‘Can I get you ladies anything?’


    We declined politely, but he had plenty more to say about the ‘Autumn of Terror’ as it was dubbed by the newspapers and recited details with relish and at great length.


    ‘Still, it’s all finished now,’ he said with authority, slapping huge hands on his fat knees. We did not look at each other. ‘There are so many coppers around here you can’t fart these days without at least three of them turning up. Carter the Farter, eh?’ Our little party had greatly increased as others contributed their thoughts and reactions and we all laughed.


    The hour was considerably advanced when we eventually got up to go. He was a decent man, was George Carter. His wife prodded him and he said, ‘Now then, you ladies. Are you all right to get home? If not, there’s Jabez here, or my son Albert, or Jonas Allbright; they’re all good lads. They all work for me and you can trust them to see you home safe and sound. I know we’ve had no more of it these last few weeks, but I have girls of my own and I don’t let them walk the streets these days. Just say the word.’


    ‘It’s very kind of you, Mr Carter, said Kal, ‘but we’re not far away. Round the corner, just past …’ she cast round for a name, ‘Castle Alley.’


    ‘Well, if you’re sure of it, we’ll say goodnight to you.’ With loud cries of goodnight and promises to meet again, we got away. Setting off at a brisk walk, we hardly weaved at all.


    ‘Bloody hell,’ said Kal, leaning against a wall and fanning herself. ‘What was in that gin?’


    ‘Lots more gin?’ I said, helpfully. It had tasted like the landlord had made it in the bath and while he was still sitting in it, too.


    ‘You didn’t drink much, did you? You know what you’re like.’


    ‘Just a few sips. I stopped when my lips went numb.’


    ‘Right,’ she said, straightening up. ‘Let’s get –’ and something came silently out of the fog, moving quickly, indistinguishable. I got a split-second impression of a long white face and black clothing. There was a nasty smell, but that was nothing unusual in this time and place. And then it was gone.


    We looked at each other.


    ‘Do you think …?’ I said. ‘What’s the time?’


    ‘It’s well after two. It could have been him, I suppose. I certainly didn’t like the look of him, did you?’


    ‘No,’ I said slowly, staring into the swirling fog. ‘No, I did not.’


    ‘Come on, then.’


    And we were off.


    Except we weren’t. You can’t run on wet, slippery cobbles when you can’t see your hand in front of your face, but we made the best speed we could down the rubbish-strewn street, peering down alleyways and into doorways. Looking for Jack the Ripper.


    And then we found him. Or rather, he found us.


    We ran. My God, how we ran.


    We ran until I thought my lungs would explode. We ran down dark, narrow, noisome alleyways, slipping and sliding on God knows what. We ran down deserted cobbled streets, their surfaces greasy with rain and heavy traffic. My stupid skirts kept wrapping themselves around my legs. My bonnet was falling off. And the bloody corset and bustle we’d had to wear for that authentic S-shaped silhouette were both likely to be the death of me.


    Gas lighting had come to Whitechapel, but the lamps were few and far between, and we couldn’t see clearly, each glow being just a faint nimbus in all this heavy fog. We blundered into piles of lumber, rubbish heaps, crates, and each other. We fell down unexpected steps. We fled, headlong, down empty streets that should, according to the newspapers of 1888, have been packed with policemen from H Division, but were not. My own frantic heartbeats pounded in my ears. It wasn’t blind panic because we’re historians, and therefore we don’t do blind panic. But it wasn’t far off.


    It was our own fault. We’d brought this on ourselves. This was Kal’s last jump. Her lifelong ambition – to see Jack the Ripper. Full of overwhelming confidence and conceit, and certain no 19th century monster could take on two modern historians armed with attitude, curiosity, and an overdeveloped sense of immortality – we’d gone looking for him.


    And we’d found him. A figure rearing up suddenly out of the fog; right up close and more than personal; an ill-defined shape smelling of blood and decay and reaching out – for us. Suddenly, the chase was on and we were running. Running, although we didn’t know it at the time, for more than our lives.


    When we stopped being the hunters and became the hunted.


    We flew through the maze of Whitechapel streets and alleyways, up and down steps, confident we would soon lose him in the choking, throat-rasping pea souper. But we didn’t. It seemed that wherever we went, he was there first. A shape in the fog from which we would wheel away and try another way out. We thought we had only to get back to our pod to be safe.


    But we weren’t anything like as clever as we thought we were. Because, in all that running, all that falling, all that headlong dash to get back to safety, it never occurred to us at all. We just thought we were running for our lives.


    When actually, we were being – herded.


    As we ran, we looked and listened – every sense we possessed pinging off our surroundings. Alert for any sound, any movement, anything at all that would give us the slightest idea where he was. Because he was here. Somewhere, not far away, he was here. Possibly, even close enough to reach a hand out of the darkness and …


    Kal skidded to a halt, I crashed into the back of her, and we both fell into a handy doorway. My chest heaved, trying to take in enough oxygen to fuel my screaming muscles. My legs trembled. I leaned forwards, put my hands on my knees, and fought for breath in my bloody corset.


    ‘We can’t stay,’ panted Kal. ‘We’ve got to keep moving. If he catches us – we’re done.’


    I nodded. However, we were still alive and that was something. More than could be said for Mary Kelly, anyway. I reached into my muff and looped my stun gun around my wrist. I had pepper spray as well and I was more than happy to use both.


    ‘Come on,’ said Kal, urgently. ‘The pod’s this way.’


    Off we went again, but more carefully now, partly because we thought we had his measure and partly because we were exhausted. Kal led the way and I followed behind, watching our backs.


    We stopped at a junction and took a few seconds to try to get our breath back, listening to the eerie, wet silence. We stood back to back. I screwed up my eyes in an effort to penetrate the thick tendrils of yellow-grey fog coiling around us.


    Then, faintly, in the distance, we heard it again. A tiny sound.


    Behind us.


    Moving as quietly as we could, we set off. Ignoring historical accuracy, Kal had a small torch. It was almost useless. The fog just swirled the light back at us. Thick and dirty-yellow, it tasted of cheap coal, stung my throat and made my eyes run. I’d read about these pea-soupers. Thousands of people in London died every year from lung complaints. And don’t even get me started on The Great Stink.


    ‘God knows what this is doing to our lungs,’ said Kal.


    ‘Thank God I can’t breathe properly. Otherwise I might be dead by now.’


    ‘Oh, stop moaning. I bring you for a nice night out and all you do is complain.’


    ‘When I’m coughing up half a ton of black sputum tomorrow …’ and there was that sound again. Closer this time.


    ‘Down here,’ said Kal and we stood at the entrance to a long, narrow alleyway with high, windowless walls on each side. We’d have to go single file. I felt the hairs on my neck lift. The alley was very black and I really, really did not want to go down there.


    ‘Do you think the fog is lifting?’


    Actually, I thought it was. I thought I could make out a small, light patch ahead, which, if the god of historians was with us, might be the exit.


    ‘OK, are you ready?


    ‘Kal …’


    ‘Yeah, I know. But he’s behind us and the pod is this way. We just have to get through this next bit and we’re home and dry.’


    We both took a deep breath. She went first, with the torch. I walked behind her with my hand on her shoulder, half-turned, so I could watch our backs. I had my stun gun and a deep sense of unease.


    Only too aware of how sound could carry, I whispered, ‘Are you armed?’


    ‘Torch and gun.’


    ‘You brought a gun?’


    ‘You didn’t?’


    ‘No, I did not.’


    ‘Don’t panic. It’s contemporary. Remington Derringer. They were known as muff pistols.’


    ‘That does not make it all right.’


    The fog shifted above us. We both looked up. I had the impression we had just missed seeing something. When I looked down again, I couldn’t see the light at the entrance to the alleyway behind me. Something blocked the way. Something stood behind us. Something big. I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. I always knew that one day we would bite off more than we could chew.


    ‘Kal, something’s behind us.’


    Her arm appeared over my shoulder with the torch. Suddenly, shockingly close, I had the briefest glimpse of something wet and white, glistening in the flashlight. It moved with unnatural speed, knocking the torch out of her hand and brushing past us. It pushed me hard, but I managed to stay upright. I set my back against the wall, stun gun raised, covering us both.


    ‘Kal,’ I said, urgently. ‘Are you all right?’


    ‘I’m here,’ she said faintly, close by. ‘I think I’ve been stabbed. I’m bleeding.’


    Every instinct I had told me to get out of that alley. To run. To flee blindly. Anywhere. Just get out. Get away. I took as deep a breath as I could manage in my stupid Victorian costume. Then another.


    Historians don’t panic.


    Although we do.


    I bent, found the torch, and switched it on. Contrary to all convention – it still worked. Flashing it up and down the alley, I could see nothing near us. For some reason I checked above as well. Looking ahead, I could see the exit. Closer than I thought. The fog was lifting.


    ‘Can you run?’


    ‘Oh yes. It’s only my arm.’


    We moved as fast as we could. Kal had hold of my arm and I relied on her to guide me because I was going backwards.


    Again, I swallowed down my urge to run flat out. This narrow space was a death trap. We would be caught here. Crushed between these blind walls with no room to move. Nowhere to run. We were kicking aside litter and debris as we went.


    ‘Nearly there,’ whispered Kal and, with heart-stopping speed, the light at the end of our tunnel disappeared again.


    I just had time to shout, ‘Kal, he’s back,’ and a shape was upon us, looming above, smelling of blood and earth. I zapped him and he fell back with a hiss.


    ‘Move,’ I said, pushing her. ‘Go, go, go.’


    She took off and I followed, running crab-wise, watching her back as she was watching mine. Trying to cover all angles at once, heart pounding, desperate, desperate to get out of this enclosed space.


    It was such an old movie cliché. To die on her last assignment. I wasn’t going to let it happen to her. I was scared, and when I get scared, I get angry. Nothing would happen to Kal. I would get her back safely. I swore it to myself.


    We erupted out of the alley into a wider street, skirts bunched high. Kal had her pistol. I had my pepper spray. We stood, back to back, staring into the night, ready to take on anything that followed us out.


    Nothing happened. Nothing followed us out of the alleyway. The street was empty. A few dim lights showed in nearby houses, but all good citizens were in bed. It was just us on the streets. I stood panting, my ribs struggling in that bloody corset. Where did he go? How could he disappear? Had the jolt from the stun gun seen him off? He would not be used to women who fought back. We circled slowly, back to back. Nothing. We circled again. Still nothing. We were alone. Slowly, my breathing and heart rate returned to acceptable levels.


    ‘Well,’ said Kal, tucking her little pistol back into her muff. ‘That was fun. Do you think it was him?’


    I inspected her arm while she kept watch over my shoulder. It wasn’t deep but, as we say, it would sting in the morning.


    ‘I don’t know. I do know I didn’t like the look of him. Or the smell. And what are the odds there would be two maniacs wandering the streets of Whitechapel tonight?’


    ‘Other than us?’


    Brave words aside, she was beginning to shiver. The sweat drying on my face and back was making me cold, too. We took a final look up and down the street. Whitechapel seemed strangely deserted. I suspected that pre-Ripper these streets were never quiet. Even after dark, all sorts of nocturnal transactions would have been taking place. But not tonight.


    I was my usual directionally challenged self. ‘Where’s the pod from here?’


    ‘Not far, actually. Just past that corner. On waste ground.’


    Arm in arm, striding determinedly down the centre of the street, we set off. Our footsteps echoed off the buildings. An eerie sound. A small breeze stirred the ribbons of fog. I kept looking over my shoulder, unable to believe we had escaped that easily. Instead of being lost in the mazed streets of Whitechapel, we were exactly where we needed to be.


    Because we’d been herded.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Ages ago – when I was a kid – I was hiding. I remember crouching in the dark, eyes tight shut, not breathing, not thinking, fighting the overwhelming awareness of someone close by. I had exactly the same feeling now. Something was close by and –


    ‘There!’ said Kal. ‘There’s the pod. Over there.’


    Good old Number Five was sitting exactly where we’d left it, which, when you’ve been to the Cretaceous Period and watched your pod sliding down a mountain without you, is always a relief.


    We tripped and slipped our way over the rough ground, constantly turning, weapons raised. I could see dark blood running off Kal’s fingers. She looked pale and was moving more slowly than usual. However, once I got her back inside the pod, dressed her wound, and got something alcoholic inside her, she’d be fine.


    We were nearly there. We stopped about twenty feet from the pod. Kal called for the door to open and we did a slow 360-degree turn, just in case anything was still hanging around, but we could see nothing. Whatever it was had gone. And bloody good riddance too.


    Half disappointed and half relieved, we backed slowly towards the pod. I darted the torch around. It seemed to take a very long time to get through that door. All the hair on my neck stood on end. I was physically fighting the urge just to drop everything and run.


    ‘Keep going,’ said Kal softly, patting my arm. ‘We’re nearly there.’


    And then we were. The door closed behind us, shutting out the night and the monster. We were warm and safe at last and this was something to tell them back at St Mary’s.


    Number Five was Kal’s favourite pod. They’d been through a lot together, but they’d both survived. Unlike my pod – Number Eight – still badly damaged after emergency extraction from the Cretaceous Period last year, and lying in pieces all over Hawking Hangar as Chief Farrell and his technical crew attempted to reassemble it.


    The console and computer were to the right of the door in Number Five, with the two lumpy and uncomfortable crew seats bolted to the floor in front of it. The toilet was in a partitioned corner. Various lockers around the walls contained all the equipment any historian could possibly require. Most importantly, a kettle, a couple of mugs, and a small chiller containing a bottle of something potent provided the essentials of life.


    Pods are our centre of operations; solid, apparently stone-built shacks which jump us back to whichever period we’ve been assigned and from which we work, eat, and sleep. They are cramped, frequently squalid, and despite all the technical section’s best efforts, the toilet never works properly. Number Five smelled as all pods do – hot historians, wet carpet, overloaded electrics, unreliable plumbing, and cabbage.


    Bunches of thick cables ran up the walls and looped their way across the ceiling. Lights flashed amongst the mass of dials, gauges and read-outs on the console. The co-ordinates were all laid-in ready for the return jump. The effect was shabby hi-tec. Scruffy and battered. Just like us historians. Just like all of St Mary’s, really.


    We work for the Institute of Historical Research, based at St Mary’s Priory just outside Rushford. We don’t do time-travel. That’s for amateurs. We’re not time-travellers – we’re historians. We ‘investigate major historical events in contemporary time’. So much more classy. We’re fairly stand-alone, but we answer to the University of Thirsk for our funding. Sometimes, it’s not a happy relationship, but we’d recently pulled off a huge coup, successfully rescuing books from the burning Library at Alexandria. At the moment, Thirsk loved us. That wouldn’t last.


    I helped Kal pull off her coat. As decreed by the fashion of the late 1880s, it was tight fitting, including the sleeves and this had helped prevent too much blood loss. I ripped the sleeve of her blouse (there would be a reproachful memo from Wardrobe in the morning) and slapped on a sterile dressing.


    ‘There you go, as good as new. Sit down. I’ll put everything away. Don’t get cold. Put your coat back on.’ She shrugged it on again. She wore navy blue. I had grey. Both outfits looked shabby but well cared-for. We had gone for the poor-but-honest-shop-girls look. Our bustles had caused much hilarity amongst our heathen colleagues. Our corsets had nearly bloody killed us.


    I stuffed her pistol and torch back inside her muff and dropped it on her lap. She sat stroking the soft material. ‘There’s a bottle in the chiller. Shall we have a final drink for my final mission?’


    I got the bottle and a couple of mugs and she did the honours. ‘Cheers.’


    ‘Cheers, Kal. All the best.’


    We chugged back a mugful and I felt myself begin to relax a little. It had been a strenuous night, but it was over now. Time to unwind before going back. We leaned back and put our feet up on the console.


    ‘My God,’ said Kal, regarding me with a strange mix of euphoria, astonishment and sadness. ‘That was my last jump. I’ve survived. I’ve actually survived. Do you know, there were times when I never thought I would? That night in Brussels after the Duchess of Richmond’s ball – I lost Peterson in the chaos and thought I’d never find him or the pod again. The Corn Law Riots. That time with you at the Somme. Do you remember running through all that mud? Or Alexandria, when Professor Rapson nearly blew us all to kingdom come? I survived it all. And now, we may have seen the Ripper and lived. I’ve made it. I never thought I would.’


    She shook her head in disbelief.


    ‘Yep, the stories you won’t be able to tell your kids.’


    She laughed and drained her mug.


    I leaned forward to refill.


    ‘Will you miss it, do you think?’


    ‘Oh God, yes. Yes, I’ll miss it.’


    ‘Then … why?’


    She sighed. ‘I want something more. This has been enormous fun. Still is. But I want something else. You may not understand, Max, but Dieter and I … well, maybe one day … maybe one day, I’ll want a kid. I don’t know. I’m not sure what I want, but I do know this isn’t enough any more.’ She smiled at me. ‘And maybe, one day, you’ll feel the same.’


    ‘Unlikely.’


    ‘Max, you never know.’


    ‘We’ll see.’


    I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t allow myself to think about how much I would miss her. She was my rock, confidante, co-conspirator, drinking companion, and lifesaver. Whatever was required. The word ‘friend’ didn’t even begin to cover it. I couldn’t comprehend a world without her. And she was leaving St Mary’s. This was her traditional last jump. She was going off to work as our liaison officer at the University of Thirsk. She’d been promoted.


    As had all three of us.


    Tim Peterson was now Chief Training Officer, and in a moment of inexplicable madness, Dr Bairstow had appointed me Chief Operations Officer. Since my responsibilities now included those loveable pyromaniacs in Research and Development, I still wasn’t sure whether this was A Good Thing or not.


    My name is Madeleine Maxwell. I shed the name Madeleine along with my childhood. Unlike Tim and Kal, I’m not tall, slender, and blonde. I’m short, ginger and, while not exactly fat, Leon Farrell, in a breathless and tangled moment, once described me as having ‘ a great deal of barely-restrained exuberance in areas above and below the waist’. I did challenge him on that, but since by then he’d lost the ability to speak, and seconds later, I lost the ability to hear, whatever he did mean remains unclear.


    Back in the pod, Kal watched me as I sipped my wine.


    ‘So, new challenges ahead for all of us. And you, Max, as Chief Operations Officer, you’re going to have to start behaving yourself. No more getting drunk. Or sacked. Or stealing pods. Or seducing Chief Technical Officers. You’ll be Doctor Maxwell, now. You’ll have responsibilities.’


    ‘Not a problem,’ I said, taking off my stupid bonnet and dropping it on the floor beside my seat. ‘According to the Boss, I’ve been pretty well responsible for everything that’s happened at St Mary’s since I walked through the door. Do you want a top-up?’


    ‘And now, you have staff,’ she said, laughing at me.


    Yes, I had an assistant …


    After a lively night celebrating our promotions, (during which we added to the list of things for which I was responsible), I was having a very careful late breakfast.


    Mrs Partridge appeared at the table, soundlessly, as she always does. Perhaps it’s in her job spec. Wanted – PA to Director. Must be able to materialise at most inconvenient moments and look judgemental.


    ‘Dr Maxwell, I’d like to talk to you about your assistant.’


    I’d never had one before. I tried to find some enthusiasm.


    She said, ‘I wonder if you remember David Sands.’


    ‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘He’s the trainee who was involved in that road accident just outside Rushford. Is he out of hospital now?’


    ‘He is, and has been for several months. He’s ready to return to St Mary’s – is keen to return, in fact. But he’ll never be an historian now. He accepts this, not easily, but he’s a boy of great intelligence and character. The final decision is yours, of course, but it occurred to me he would make a very suitable assistant. Would you like to meet him?’


    ‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘When?’


    ‘No time like the present.’ She stepped aside.


    David Sands was in a wheelchair. I turned in my seat and held out my hand. ‘Mr Sands.’


    ‘Dr Maxwell.’


    ‘I’ll leave you for a moment,’ said Mrs Partridge and disappeared to wherever she goes.


    The two of us looked at each other. His hair was shorter than usual for an historian because he wouldn’t need the traditional ‘ one style fits all centuries’ look and his thin face showed lines of strain and pain.


    I tried to remember how job interviews went.


    ‘Tell me why you’re exactly what I need.’


    ‘I’m efficient and intelligent. I have my doctorate just like you. I know how this place works. I know who to go to for what. I can take a ton of work off your shoulders. I can perform tasks before you even know you need them done. I know how you like your tea and I’ve got an endless supply of knock-knock jokes.’


    He had his doctorate. He could go and work at the University of Thirsk, at a job commensurate with his qualifications, but like the rest of us, St Mary’s was in his blood and he’d rather be an assistant here than a higher paid something else somewhere else.


    I was mystified. ‘How do you get around the building?’


    ‘Oh, that’s not a problem. I go up and down in the heavy goods lift.’


    I frowned. ‘That doesn’t seem right.’


    ‘No, it’s OK. Professor Rapson is usually in there with something interesting and we have some good chats. He’s going to try and raise my speed limit.’


    ‘You’re going to let Professor Rapson tinker with your chair? You’ll probably go into orbit. What sort of idiot are you?’


    ‘I’m hoping I’m the idiot who works for you, Dr Maxwell.’


    ‘So am I. You sound too good to be true. What’s your position on chocolate?’


    ‘You can never have enough,’ he said, pulling a handful of miscellaneous chocolate bars from mysterious depths.


    ‘You’re hired,’ I said. ‘Starting now.’


    Mrs Partridge appeared and raised her eyebrows.


    ‘Don’t say a word.’


    She smirked and left.


    So, that’s what I had to go back to. Promotion, my own office, and an assistant with the world’s biggest collection of knock-knock jokes. I’d need him. I had a big assignment to plan. Last year we had acquired a collection of Shakespeare sonnets and a perfectly genuine, previously-unknown Shakespeare play entitled The Scottish Queen. Unfortunately, in this play, a careless 16th century executed the wrong sovereign and Mary Stuart, the Tartan Trollop, went on to unite Scotland and England, and apparently change the course of History. As soon as I got back and washed the Whitechapel grime from my hair, I’d have to get to grips with that. My future was looking good.


    Wrong.


    ‘Are we all set?’


    ‘Yes, let’s get back.’


    I dropped my muff on the console, smoothed my clothes, and patted my hair tidy. Historians never go back looking scruffy. Sometimes we go back dead, but even then, we always make sure we look good. Kal initiated the countdown, and the world went white.


    Moments later, we were back at St Mary’s. There were a few people around the hangar, but I guessed the majority were in the bar. We had a bit of a do planned for her. Kal operated the decontamination system to dispose of any nasty little Victorian germs, and we waited for the blue glow to subside. She was watching the screen and shutting things down.


    With probably the only stroke of good luck we had that night, I was looking towards the door, directly at my muff, so I saw it happen. I thought afterwards, it would have been so easy to miss such a tiny thing. We would have blithely opened the door, and who knows what would have been unleashed upon the world, and it would all have been our fault.


    The muff moved.


    Just slightly.


    All by itself – it moved.


    I was looking directly at it. Kal, too, had spotted it from the corner of her eye. Just for a second, I couldn’t think at all and then it hit me like a demolition ball. The only explanation possible. I felt my blood drain.


    Something else was here. Something was in here with us. Unbelievably, something we couldn’t see was in here with us. Something that was so eager to get out of the door that it had made the tiniest, clumsy mistake. We were not alone in this pod. We’d brought something back with us.


    Casually, I turned my head to look at Kal. She was white to the lips. I’d never seen her look like that. She was deathly afraid. And if Kal was afraid, then so was I.


    Something was in here with us and no one was getting out alive. 

  


  
    Chapter Three


    People think we historians are lightweights. They think we whizz up and down the timeline, document a couple of battles or the odd revolution, swan back to St Mary’s, and spend the night in the bar. To some extent, that’s true. However, when it goes wrong for us, it really goes wrong. I remembered my friend and fellow-trainee, Kevin Grant, killed on his very first mission. Or Anne-Marie Lower sitting on the floor of her pod, blank-eyed and covered in blood, as her partner died in her arms. But this was the worst thing that could happen. Worse than death because our end was not going to be quick and it was not going to be easy.


    We were contaminated.


    It’s not supposed to happen. Pods are not supposed to be able to jump with any foreign objects on board. If ever we inadvertently brought something into the pod then it just wouldn’t jump. Simple as that. God knows how this had happened. However, happen it had and we were really in the shit. The rules were very clear. No one was getting out of this pod. Ever.


    And we couldn’t take him back. History states very clearly that Mary Kelly was his last victim. After tonight, he vanished. And now we knew why. So we couldn’t jump back to Whitechapel and just kick him out to continue his reign of terror. Even if we could, we wouldn’t.


    I looked at Kal, who had obviously come to exactly the same conclusion as me. She gave me a small, sad smile, and after only the briefest pause, said lightly, ‘Would you do the honours please, Max?’ and slipped her hands into her muff.


    I activated the external speaker together with the internal cameras so they could see what was going on. Whatever was in here with us mustn’t know that we knew, so I said slowly and calmly, ‘Attention, please. This is Pod Five. This is Pod Five. Code Blue. Code Blue. Code Blue. I say again, this is Pod Five declaring a Code Blue. Authorisation Maxwell, five zero alpha nine eight zero four bravo. This is not a drill.’ I sat back leaving the mike open.


    ‘Balls to the wall, Max,’ said Kal softly and stood up. I got to my feet as well and we both moved casually, oh so casually, to the door, where we turned, to face back into the pod, backs protected, shoulder to shoulder. And much good it would do us.


    She drew herself up and said commandingly, ‘Show yourself. We know you’re here. Show yourself.’


    It wasn’t invisible. But there are ways of not being seen. Something changed in our perception. Like staring at those 3D coloured dot pictures and suddenly you realise you’re looking at a giraffe riding a bike. Nothing changes, but suddenly you can see it.


    We saw it now.


    It was tall and bony. Man-shaped. An unhealthy grey-white pallor. A bloodless thing. Damp skin glistened in the harsh light of the pod. I thought of a white slug, except slugs are fleshy. This thing had no flesh on it anywhere. Huge hands, big as shovels, with thick, yellow nails were caked with Mary Kelly’s dried blood. Long arms hung loosely at his sides, reaching to his knees, palms turned backwards. The eyes were dark and hidden within creases of moist skin. They reflected nothing – light was captured, but not reflected. A one-way entrance to something unspeakable. The proportions of its face were all wrong. The too-big mouth was half way up its face. The chin was long, pointed, and not symmetrical. The nose was not central but set off to one side. There was no septum. This was something that had been put together wrong. I could smell bad earth. My stomach clenched. I clutched my stun gun in one hand and pepper spray in the other, but my defiance was only for show. This was the thing known as Jack the Ripper and his record spoke for itself. There was no escape for us. This was going to be bad.


    Kal spoke again, and her voice was firm and without fear. I never admired her more. ‘Can you understand me?’


    It dipped its chin.


    ‘Then listen closely. I know who you are. I know what you’ve done. Look around. You are imprisoned in a pod. You will never leave it again. None of us will leave this pod alive. Do you understand?’


    It dipped its chin.


    ‘You heard my colleague. She declared Code Blue. That means we are contaminated. This pod is no longer under our control. We cannot open the door. We cannot get out. You cannot get out. We will all die in here. Do you understand?’


    It hissed.


    I gestured to the screen. ‘Look.’


    It leaned forward and I took the opportunity to move half a step closer. Outside, all the techies had disappeared. They’d dimmed the lights to a blue glow. A double ring of hazmat-dressed security guards surrounded the pod. Front row kneeling; back row standing. They all had some very serious weaponry pointed directly at us.


    It dipped its chin.


    ‘They cannot get in,’ I lied. ‘This pod is impregnable. They have only one purpose. To shoot dead anything and everything that might try to leave. They have firepower the like of which you cannot imagine. If you do somehow manage to get out, they will shoot you dead. And me. And my colleague. Everything in this pod is doomed. Do you understand?’


    For the first time, it shook its head.


    ‘I think not.’


    Its voice was deep, thick and sibilant, with a slight accent. It had difficulty speaking. Its tongue was purple and far too big for its mouth. Yellow and brown saliva crusted the corners of its lips. The thought of them touching me was unbearable.


    It spoke again. ‘I think they will not be so happy to see such pretty girls … suffer. I think when you have both screamed for a day, then they will be willing to open the door. Especially when they hear you beg.’


    Kal shook her head. ‘That will not happen. That door will never open again. There is no food or water here. After a week, we will be dead, either by your hand, or by ours. The guards will not move. They will stay until they see we cannot possibly be alive. On that day, they will take this pod and bury it for ever. It will be your tomb. I don’t know what you are, or if you can die or not, but I hope for your sake you can, because otherwise you will sit here in this tiny box, alone in the cold and the dark, until the end of time. You should not have followed us here. You have made a big mistake. Do you understand?’


    It dipped its chin. ‘I understand but I do not agree. I propose to put it to the test.’


    Suddenly it was in front of us. I never saw it move. I jerked up my stun gun but it was knocked from my hands before I could fire. The same blow knocked me sideways. I rolled as I heard Kal scream. Her gun went off. I saw its arm rise and fall, rise and fall, slashing and ripping. Kal screamed again. I grabbed the fire extinguisher off the wall and jabbed it into the side of its face. Something gave, but it had no real effect. Kal swung her arm and I heard the bottle break.


    I reached behind my head and pulled out a long hairpin. I meant to shove it down its ear but it turned its head, and I sunk it into its eye instead. No credit to me, it did it to itself. It uttered a shrieking, wailing sort of cry and fell backwards, clawing with clumsy hands. I followed it up with a short blast of pepper spray, directly into its ruined eye.


    It wailed again and threw itself at me. I saw nothing, but suddenly my face was on fire. I thought it had thrown the kettle at me. I could feel hot liquid running down my face and thought I’d been scalded. Its breath was in my face, its tongue falling from its mouth. I thought I was finished when, from the floor, Kal said hoarsely, ‘Now,’ and wrapped her arms around its legs, just below the knees. I shoved hard. It crashed to the floor. Hard. The impact caused a locker door to swing open, and hazily, I saw the fire axe.


    I seized the extinguisher again and dropped it from waist height onto its face. It bellowed, its broken mouth opening and closing. Its arms flailed on Kal’s back, ripping through fabric and flesh, through to the bone. She was still screaming, but she never let go. She wrapped herself around it, hampering its movements as best she could. She was my friend and she never let go.


    I fumbled for the fire axe.


    It’s really not that easy to chop someone’s head off. I swung the axe wildly. I couldn’t see properly. I nearly took my own foot off twice. It took eleven strokes. I counted them. Every one. There was blood everywhere. Our blood. Kal’s and mine. Kal was soaked in it. I couldn’t make out the colour of her hair. I wasn’t even sure she was still alive. My whole front was red with fresh, wet blood. I had no idea where it was all coming from. I didn’t know half my face was hanging off.


    On the eleventh stroke, the mangled head slowly rolled away from the body. A small amount of a thick, brownish-fluid oozed sluggishly from the torso, wrinkled almost immediately, and began to congeal. The smell made me heave.


    Suddenly, there was silence.


    A soft moan from Kal brought me back. Without letting go of the axe, I pulled out a pillow and got her to curl up around it.


    ‘Press hard, Kal; try to stop the bleeding.’ She was deathly white, but nodded slightly. She was still with me.


    I stepped back, carefully avoiding that sticky pool of fluid. I leaned against the wall, chest heaving in that sodding corset and tried to get a grip. I had a vague idea of re-setting the co-ordinates to somewhere such as the Cretaceous, and just pitching it out of the pod. I really didn’t want to spend what little time I had left with that thing rotting nearby. However, I had no longer had any control over this pod. We were going to die in here. We couldn’t get out.


    I turned and looked at the screen. All the security team was still there – no one had moved. The Boss, Dieter, Peterson – they would all be watching this from the monitor room. I spared a thought for them. And Leon Farrell – what was he feeling at this moment? I couldn’t afford to think about that now. I turned back into the pod.


    And then, oh God, the worst moment of all.


    Even as I looked, the head, a good eighteen inches from the torso and with one of my hairpins still sticking out of its eye, rolled back on itself. Back towards the body. The remaining eye opened, found me, and faintly, the lips smiled.


    I’ve had some bad moments in my life and there were more to come, but this was one of the worst because I realised then that this was just part of the game. These were just the opening moves. I looked around at the blood-soaked pod, Kalinda, unconscious and possibly dying at my feet and then back again to this un-killable thing. This was it. This was hell. There was no escape. We were damned for all eternity. And this was just the first fifteen minutes.


    The gun! Somewhere in this abattoir was Kal’s gun. We had no hope of survival, but I could make our ending a great deal easier. I would shoot Kal and then myself. Then they could bury the pod, or drop it into the sea, and that would be the end of it.


    I scrabbled one-handed, clumsy because I wouldn’t take my eyes off whatever it was for more than a second, and I wasn’t going to let go of the axe, either. I found the gun kicked under my seat. Only one shot fired.


    I stood over Kal, emptied my head of all thoughts, and commended our souls to the god of historians.


    Something crackled and I imagined that a voice said, ‘Max, stand down. Put down the gun.’


    I tightened my grip and blinked away the tears. Don’t weaken now.


    The door opened. Four masked and suited guards were there, two standing, two kneeling, weapons raised and swinging back and forth, covering every inch of the pod.


    Major Guthrie said, ‘Max, it’s me, Ian. Put down the gun,’ and stepping carefully through the blood, crossed to the toilet and pulled open the door. Another guard immediately took his place. Together, they formed an impenetrable barrier across the door. Nothing could get out.


    He shouted, ‘Clear!’ and shouldering his weapon, bent over Kal, looking for a pulse. ‘OK, let’s get her out.’


    Two men entered, picked up Kal, and carried her out.


    I said, ‘Make sure you don’t stand in its blood,’ but they told me afterwards it just came out as a series of meaningless sounds.


    He came to stand in front of me. ‘Max, it’s Ian. Let go of the gun and the axe.’


    I kept trying to look around him. I must not take my eyes off the head. I tried to tell him.


    Finally, he said, ‘What?’ and I tried to signal with my eyes.


    He turned round and said, ‘He’s very, very dead, Max. He’s never going to do anyone any harm ever again,’ and, then, thank God, just as he looked, the head moved again. Another small movement. Back towards the body.


    He stood frozen for a minute and then said in a very different voice, ‘Where’s that axe?’ He swung once, twice, three times, powerful blows with the full force of his body behind them. We both stared at the crushed, ruined head. Even then, I wasn’t convinced. Neither was he.


    ‘I’ll see to all this, Max. Let’s get you out. Leave all this to me.’


    I tried to say something about contamination, but he said, ‘Will you trust me to do this right?’


    I nodded.


    He carried me out of that stinking pod, through the plastic containment tunnel, into a small plastic treatment room and wonderful, glorious, fresh air.


    I couldn’t see Kal at all for the people bending over her. She was hooked up to all sorts of drips and stuff. They were calm but urgent. The bloody pillow lay on the floor with soiled dressings all around. They were cutting her clothes off her.


    Masked and suited figures appeared around me, cutting off my view. My turn.


    Someone said, ‘Close your eyes,’ and I felt cool liquid running across my face.


    Someone else said, ‘Keep irrigating. Don’t stop.’


    I recognised Nurse Hunter. Dr Foster must be with Kal.


    Hunter bent over me. ‘Hello, Max, what have you been up to now? Everything’s fine. We’re just going to have a look.’


    They started to cut off my clothes, as well. Mrs Enderby, our wardrobe mistress, was not going to be pleased with us at all. I tried to tell them to bag everything, but no one was listening, and after all, we were in an isolation tent. It wasn’t likely they would just carelessly toss it all away. Let them get on with it.


    I started to shiver.


    ‘OK, let’s have some heat pads here. Elevate the feet. Hang on, Max.’ Voices came and went, the way they do when you doze off in front of the television.


    ‘Cuts and abrasions on her forearms – probably defensive wounds, one is very deep indeed. Two deep gashes across her left ankle and some minor cuts to the abdomen. Nothing too serious, Max. You’ll live to be grateful to that corset. In fact, we’re ditching the Kevlar and replacing it with whalebone.’


    I don’t know why medical staff think they have a sense of humour. I went for a smear test last year and Helen swore there was an echo. How funny is that?


    Stripping off her gloves, Helen replaced Hunter. ‘She’s still with us, Max. We’re taking her upstairs now.’ I saw her eyes shift to Hunter, who shook her head slightly. ‘Don’t be alarmed. You have a couple of bad cuts on your face. We’re keeping them clean and Dr Bairstow wants you sent off to the big plastics unit at Wendover. Everything’s under control here. You concentrate on you.’


    Fog billowed and swirled like silk. A T-rex lowered its fearsome head, looked at me, decided it couldn’t be bothered and wandered off, to be replaced by Major Guthrie saying, ‘They’re on their way – ten minutes,’ and then my father said, ‘Hello, Madeleine.’ And I struggled to get away.


    Mrs Partridge stepped into my view. She wore a white robe and her dark hair was caught up in a silver clasp. Everything else was shadowed but I could see her very clearly. If Kleio, Muse of History was here, then things must be bad.


    I said, ‘Am I dead?’


    ‘Not this time. Stop fighting them. Let them do their job.’


    I relaxed and let my head fall back.


    Helen had gone.


    Someone said, ‘Give her two gowns and plenty of blankets. She feels the cold.’


    Something warm and soft covered me. If there were heat pads, I couldn’t feel them.


    ‘Another blanket here.’


    It made no difference. I was frozen, shivering violently and uncontrollably. Something pricked the back of my hand as I was hooked up to something else. Bright lights weaved and waved. Voices came and went. I could hear my teeth chattering.


    I heard a loud and prolonged grinding of metal on metal. They were opening the hangar doors.


    Someone said, ‘Keep her dry.’


    They wheeled me to the edge of the hangar and we all peered out. Wind, rain – it was a hell of a night out there. It had been a hell of a night in here, as well.


    Overhead suddenly, a rhythmical pounding cut through the sound of the storm. The outside lights blazed on. They hurt my eyes. Someone covered my face with a blanket. The rackety clatter got louder. People shouted.



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
JODI TAYLOR

Iaternational Bestseller

0F

# ‘A true page-turner’
SF Revu

Meet the disaster-magnets of St Mary's
as they hiirtle atbund History ..

THEICHRONICLES OF STIMARY’S





OEBPS/Images/title.png
JODI TAYLOR

HEADLINE





