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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of over twenty-five novels and more short stories that you can shake a stick at.

			Her Chronicles of St Mary’s series follows a bunch of disaster-prone individuals who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel!  

			She is also the author of the Time Police books. Set in the same world as St Mary’s, this spinoff charts the highs and lows of an all-powerful, international organisation tasked with keeping the Timeline straight no matter what the cost. Efficient and disciplined, obviously they’re nothing like St Mary’s. Except when they are.

			In 2024, The Ballad of Smallhope and Pennyroyal accidentally grew from a short story to a full-length novel, revealing the origin story of two beloved characters who feature in both series.

			Jodi is also known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring the mysterious Elizabeth Cage together with the enchanting Frogmorton Farm series – a fairy story for adults.

			
			

			Born in Bristol and now living 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 write a book.
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			Jodi Taylor and the disaster magnets of St Mary’s return with a story of chaos and catastrophe, to wish you a very Merry Christmas.

			 

			Coming to a screen near you . . .

			 

			TEMPORA, THE TIME-TRAVELLING TOURIST

			 

			Starring Astrid Gustafsson as Helen of Troy – ‘the face that launched a thousand ships’

			 

			With Dirk Thrust as Achilles – ‘demigod and hero’

			 

			And the Wooden Horse as Himself – ‘easily the least wooden performance from anyone participating in this particular travesty’ (Dr Maxwell)

			 

			Watch and weep as this epic tale unfolds . . .

		

	
		
			
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			This story features Calvin Cutter. At no point does credibility occur.

			 

			This is not a Christmas story as such, but it is a story for Christmas. As if that makes things any better.

		

	
		
			
			

			Starring . . .

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Tempora, the Time-Travelling Tourist 

						
							
							Astrid Gustafsson

						
					

					
							
							Darkly Smouldering Hero. Sadly underused, but perhaps one day . . .

						
							
							Dirk Thrust

						
					

					
							
							The second half of Cavendish Cutter Productions

						
							
							Calvin Cutter

						
					

					
							
							Director of St Mary’s

						
							
							Dr Bairstow

						
					

					
							
							Personal Assistant/Muse of History

						
							
							Mrs Partridge

						
					

					
							
							Senior Priestess at the Temple of Athena

						
							
							Dr Maxwell

						
					

					
							
							Fine upstanding Security guards from St Mary’s

						
							
							Mr Markham

						
					

					
							
							
							Mr Evans

						
					

					
							
							Hapless eagle victim

						
							
							Adrian Meiklejohn

						
					

					
							
							Deputy Director of St Mary’s

						
							
							Dr Peterson

						
					

					
							
							Keeper of the Sacred Data Stack

						
							
							Rosie Lee

						
					

					
							
							
							

							Former Resident of Welwyn Garden City

						
							
							Mrs Enderby

						
					

					
							
							First Greek Hero

						
							
							Odysseus, son of Laertes

						
					

					
							
							Second Greek Hero

						
							
							Diomedes, son of Tydeus

						
					

					
							
							Dei Ex Machina

						
							
							Smallhope & Pennyroyal

						
					

					
							
							Full supporting cast of

						
					

					
							
							Priests and Priestesses

							Handmaidens

							Door wardens

							Soldiers and guards

							Citizens of Troy

							Psychotic eagle

							Damaged drone

							Sacrificial chickens

							Trojan drop goats

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
			

			

			‘Um . . .’ said Adrian.

			I don’t know if anyone’s ever noticed, but there are a million interpretations of the word ‘Um . . .’ 

			There’s the ‘Um . . .’ that means ‘I’ve forgotten what I was going to say’. 

			Then there’s the ‘Um . . .’ that says ‘I’m not sure what’s going on’. 

			Even the ‘Um . . .’ that politely and delicately tries to attract attention. 

			And then, of course, there’s the ‘Um . . .’ that precedes the apocalypse.

			Guess which one this was.

			 

			Ten days earlier . . .

			Just when I thought things were going reasonably well at St Mary’s and I could relax a little, we were hit by an all-staff briefing from Dr Bairstow.

			‘This will be fun,’ whispered Leon, sliding into the seat beside me.

			It struck me he was looking much more cheerful than the occasion warranted.

			
			

			‘Do you know what this is all about?’ I asked.

			He grinned and settled back in his seat. ‘Oh yes.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Tell me or I’ll send Rosie Lee round to break your legs.’

			‘Your words have no power over me.’ 

			‘Tell me or I’ll . . .’

			Silence fell as Dr Bairstow descended the stairs to take his traditional place on the half-landing. ‘Good morning. Thank you all for coming at such short notice.’

			As if we ever had a choice.

			‘I am delighted to announce that after prolonged and sometimes quite cut-throat negotiations . . .’

			He left a pause long enough for us to imagine and admire these cut-throat negotiations.

			‘. . . Cavendish Cutter Productions is again to avail itself of the unique services offered by St Mary’s. We are to provide professional advice in connection with the production of the second series of their ever-popular TV show Tempora, the Time-Travelling Tourist. At, I have to say, a fee very advantageous to this unit.’

			He left a pause long enough for us to imagine and admire this advantageous fee.

			‘A preliminary visit will take place next week. Mr Cutter will be accompanied here by various key members of his team, to whom you will extend the traditional St Mary’s courtesy. Their purpose will be to familiarise themselves with the background material being prepared for them by our History Department and to liaise with Wardrobe, who will be designing and making the costumes required for the new series. 

			
			

			‘We expect their stay to last between five and seven days. All compromising material – the Archive, contentious History Department files, and the pods themselves – will be removed to our remote site under the supervision of Chief Technical Officer Farrell. Along with as many of you as wish to accompany him.’

			Looking around I could see that included nearly everyone. It certainly included me. Calvin Cutter was the world’s biggest – I believe the technical expression is . . . ‘prat’. I’d come across him once before and had no intention of repeating the experience. Besides, life at any of our remote sites was rarely dull. My last visit had manifested a bunch of geographically challenged football-playing Vikings, and that’s not something you see every day.

			A buzz of excitement from my similarly thinking colleagues rose around the Great Hall. I had, however, greatly underestimated Dr Bairstow’s cunning.

			Slowly turning a page of his notes, he waited for silence to fall before he continued.

			‘Mr Cutter has asked me to inform you that he would very much like to offer members of St Mary’s the chance to act as extras in his forthcoming enterprise. For which, of course, the appropriate fees will be paid. Preliminary interviews – or auditions, as I believe they are known – will be carried out after Christmas for anyone interested in availing themselves of this unique opportunity to participate in the shooting of Mr Cutter’s exciting flagship series.’

			Dr Bairstow paused, artistically turning another page and waiting for us to admire his grasp of theatrical terms. The buzz in the Great Hall became a roar. I could hear Markham informing someone that he was an act-or, you know. I had a horrible feeling St Mary’s would be to stage-struck what the Black Death was to the Middle Ages. The result would probably be similar, too. Two-thirds of the population dead and Europe laid waste.

			
			

			On the other hand . . . I could be a star!

			 

			Ten days later . . .

			‘Oh my God,’ said Peterson, hanging out of my office window because his faced in the wrong direction. ‘It’s her.’

			Peterson is Deputy Director of St Mary’s and frequently displays levels of intelligence commensurate to senior managers everywhere.

			The door burst open and Markham rushed in, trailing clouds of excitement, followed by Mr Evans, trailing a ham sandwich.

			‘Oh my God, is it her?’ he squeaked. Markham, I mean, not Evans. At approximately the size of the principality of Wales – from where he definitely does not hail – Evans is too big to squeak.

			They crowded around my window, pushing me out of the way. There are two windows in my office, but Rosie Lee was standing at the other one and obviously she had that to herself.

			‘It is her,’ she declared. ‘I thought it was. She looks just the same as she did in Joan of Arc.’

			Joan of Arc was an earlier Calvin Cutter creation and Astrid Gustafsson’s first major role. In this version of events – a memorable departure from the more traditional tale – Joan did not die at the stake but leaped from the flames (method never specified) wielding the cross assembled for her by an English infantryman. Striking down everyone in her path – it seemed she had, at some point, acquired slightly improbable Eastern self-defence skills – Joan went on to overcome about forty armour-clad, sword-wielding, battle-hardened knights, before finally succumbing to a cowardly thrust from behind, delivered by a blood-crazed and frothing-into-his-beard King Henry VI himself, who had apparently turned up to supervise the cruel execution of his supposed nemesis. I’ve no idea how he would have managed that – especially as he’d only have been about ten years old at the time. 

			
			

			Anyway, eventually dying lengthily and prettily, and bathed in soft-focus golden light, Astrid Gustafsson’s Joan ascended into heaven above, having been sainted on the spot by the Bishop of Beauvais – who had been presiding over her execution in the first place but now, presumably, had seen the error of his ways. 

			This astonishing film had concluded with half a dozen buxom young women in their diaphanous nighties – without whom no Calvin Cutter film would be complete – apparently representing angels. They enveloped Joan in a magnificent golden cloak and, for reasons never established, placed a crown upon her head. The clouds rolled back, the choir belted out something suitably angelic, Joan ascended in more soft focus and the screen faded to black. The End. Another Calvin Cutter classic. Made a fortune at the box office, apparently.

			So pleased had Calvin been with the actress who had managed to convey this astonishing storyline with a straight face that he immediately signed her up to star in his next project – an epic time-travel series. The one based on David Sands’ popular time-travel books published under the series title Sands of Time. I forget the original name of Sands’ heroine, but on Planet Cutter she was known as Tempora, the Time-Travelling Tourist – thus thoroughly confusing Markham who had always thought Tempora was some sort of batter until Mrs Mack led him quietly away for explanations. 

			
			

			Anyway, in every episode, Tempora would leap into her time-travelling vehicle – David Sands’ original idea of a wrist-worn device had been replaced by something suitably futuristic which graunched its way dramatically through the centuries, trailing clouds of psychedelic smoke as it went – and become embroiled in another exciting adventure, which mostly involved her running, screaming, falling over, being rescued and having sex. In various permutations depending on the plot.

			The first series had been a huge success and Calvin Cutter was about to embark upon the second. Hence his presence here at St Mary’s. And that of his leading actors.

			The actress playing Tempora – the famous Astrid Gustafsson now disembarking from the smart SUV parked under my window – stood six feet tall in her stockinged feet. Her long silver-blonde hair was caught up in a casual knot, but what you saw first were her extraordinary blue eyes. Clear and calm and framed with thick black lashes. 

			Obviously she was wearing normal clothes at the moment, but her regular time-travelling uniform comprised leather boots with six-inch heels and a silver outfit moulded so completely to her body that fights still broke out across the land as to whether it was an actual costume or just something the studio’s wardrobe department sprayed on every morning. The nation was more divided over this issue than whether to indict the current PM for a series of misdemeanours longer than War and Peace. When questioned about this astonishing costume in television interviews, Mr Cutter’s explanation was always that it was vital to the story and that the time-travel machine couldn’t work unless Tempora was wearing it. 

			
			

			I should imagine physicists across the land must have been gobsmacked to discover that the solution to the problem of successful time travel was simply to spray the nearest female with silver paint. Apparently an entire department at one of our more distinguished centres of learning – yes, all right, Thirsk University – was devoting their afternoons to watching every episode and drinking beer in their tireless quest to resolve this scientific conundrum. Sadly, despite months of intensive research, they hadn’t even been able to work out how she got in and out of the silver clingy thingy. 

			Anyway, Tempora was inevitably rescued each week by her much more sensibly dressed co-star, the really rather gorgeous Dirk Thrust, and every episode ended with her falling into his arms. Because of all this, in both the real world and that of St Mary’s, she was inevitably known as Tempora, the Time-Travelling Tottie.

			And now she was here. Actually standing on the South Lawn under my window. Not in six-inch heels, should anyone be concerned for our ancient bit of turf – although given everything that had happened to it under the current regime, it seemed safe to assume a six-foot actress in killer heels wouldn’t cause it any great problems. 

			Back to the window. Markham, Peterson and Rosie Lee all turned to look at me and grinned. Because guess who’d been allocated Tottie Duty? Chaperone . . . guide . . . assistant . . . you name it – my responsibility was to escort Astrid Gustafsson around the building, make sure she arrived at various appointments on time, and didn’t get lost or have a ceiling come down on her. A not unlikely possibility given the toll R&D has taken on St Mary’s over the years. Additionally I was to make sure she had everything she needed, answer questions and just generally stop her wandering off and getting lost. Simple, you might think. 

			
			

			You’re wrong. So, so wrong.

			 

			I flew around the gallery and down the stairs, arriving just as our visitors mounted the front steps where Dr Bairstow was waiting to greet them. Mr Strong was supervising their luggage. Our guests would be staying in the slightly more modern Staff Block, so they all stood quite a good chance of getting through the visit without their accommodation disintegrating around them.

			First up the steps was Dirk Thrust. The archetypal leading man. Generally reckoned to have so little between his ears that it was a miracle they didn’t overlap. His ears, I mean. He paused at the top and smouldered. Tall, dark and handsome – he’d make a fabulous Charles II.

			Dirk Thrust was followed by Calvin Cutter – or CC as he now liked to be known. He hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d seen him, although admittedly during his previous visit we had exploded a number of rocks all over him – as you do – and he’d spent a lot of time under a table. Still average height and a little soft around the middle. The only slight difference was a smart new earpiece that kept him constantly connected with the outside world and enabled him to sustain multiple conversations simultaneously. This new one was sleek and silver and flashed coloured lights on a seemingly random basis. God knows what it was doing to his brain. Perhaps this wasn’t the real Calvin Cutter. Perhaps this was a cyborg of some kind. The latest thing in AI, perhaps. A Terminator, sent by the Time Police to kill us all. I made a mental note to discuss this new and interesting theory with Peterson at the first opportunity.

			
			

			But back to CC. 

			‘Ah,’ he said, breaking off his telephone conversation and grasping my hand in his flabby paw. ‘You’re Dr Maxwell. I remember you.’

			Probably not for the right reasons.

			‘How’s Marj?’ I said. ‘She was having a baby, I believe.’

			Marj was his long-suffering PA. As far as I could make out, she ran Cavendish Cutter Productions while CC was away. I suspected she ran Cavendish Cutter Productions while CC was actually present, as well.

			‘Oh, I think she’s had another one since then. Hang on.’ He thumped his ear. ‘Marj? . . . Yes, at St Mary’s . . . Yes, they’re still here . . . I know – I’m surprised, too. Anyway, it’s just come up in conversation – how many children do you have? . . . Well, of course I know . . . Yes, I do . . . I sent a birthday card . . . Well, yes, but you told me it was a boy . . . Yes, you did . . . No, Marj, I listen all the time. And anyway, it’s the thought that counts.’ He stared at his fingers, performed a rapid mental calculation and then said with confidence, ‘Two. You have two children . . . Really? . . . When did that happen? . . . I definitely remember the one you had on my desk during that scriptwriters’ meeting. Terrible mess. I had to have all twenty-three copies of the script for Victoria’s Love Agony – the Queen’s Forbidden Passion completely reprinted . . . Well, yes, all right, you had the twenty-three copies repri— Yes, but . . . No, but . . . You’re never going to let that go, are you? . . . You could have gone to the hospital at any . . . Well, yes, I do remember you weren’t around for a while because I couldn’t find the . . . No, it wasn’t on my desk, Marj, first place I loo— That’s not what in-trays are for, Marj . . . Look, I can’t . . . Hello? Hello?’

			
			

			As Peterson had once remarked, Calvin Cutter really was rather good value.

			Tempora, or Astrid, as I suppose I should call her, was a completely different kettle of fish. Sometimes, meeting someone famous can be a bit of a disappointment, but not in this case. Tempora – sorry, Astrid – was exactly as she appeared on-screen. Even more so, perhaps – and when she donned her famous time-travelling outfit and piled her hair on top of her head in her equally famous beehive, she was well over six foot six. But even out of costume, standing here on the steps outside St Mary’s, she was the most striking woman I’d ever seen. 

			Dr Bairstow was shaking hands and welcoming everyone to St Mary’s and we ushered director, actors and senior members of the production team in through the front door. Safely. No random bits of building dropped off. In fact, the place looked quite nice. The normal historian vortex of unstable tables, one-legged whiteboards, piles of files, and blizzards of yellow stickies all over the priceless oak panelling had been removed. The Great Hall was now revealed in all its glory and I have to say, with its flagged floor and hammer beams, it did look impressive. 

			Only an hour later, of course, it was cluttered up with all the equipment and paraphernalia members of the entertainment industry deem necessary for survival in the wild – or outside London, as it’s often known. Most looked as if it had evolved during the Spanish Inquisition and I looked forward to divining its true purpose in due course, but just at that particular moment, the Great Hall did look amazing.
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