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			It’s time, Max.

			 

			And so, a whole new chapter opens up . . . 

			 

			It’s long been known that if a thing can go wrong, it will. With knobs on, usually. Disasters start to pile up. A new colleague with no respect for the past and a great deal to prove. Historians lost in time. And – worst of all – Rosie Lee on her very first jump. Then there’s the small matter of Max’s dishonourable discharge.

			 

			From Tudor England to the Tower of Babel – it’s all going horribly wrong.

			 

			Jobless and homeless, Max receives an offer she can’t refuse. Another time, another place. A refuge, perhaps.

			 

			She’s got that wrong, too.
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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of the Chronicles of St Mary’s series, the story of 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 series – a St Mary’s spinoff and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.

			 

			Alongside these, Jodi is known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring 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 novel. Nearly twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			Author’s Thank You

			Most of this book was written during the Covid-19 lockdown. I should make it very clear that Max’s views on the hard-heartedness of the nursing profession are hers and hers alone. I’d like to take this opportunity to thank everyone in the NHS for their selfless dedication and determination.

			And I’m pretty sure that whatever Markham says, nurses don’t actually throw people out of windows in the pursuance of their duties.
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							Aka – Lady Blackbourne. North’s mother. High-ranking member of the Civil Service. Busy lady.
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							Housekeeper. Both of them very helpful in relocating St Mary’s supplies to an alternative site. All right – stealing.
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							They and their talents are being moved to a place of greater safety. Out of the way for the time being but storing up big problems for the future.
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							Real security guard
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							Another real security guard

						
					

					
							
							Gallacio

						
							
							Yet another real security guard
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							And another one
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							Caretaker and handyman. Dr Bairstow’s first recruit to St Mary’s.
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							Released from captivity.
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							Assorted distressed maidservants who suddenly discover what their boots are for

						
							
					

					
							
							Sir Richard Verney

						
							
							He shouldn’t be here! What is happening?

						
					

					
							
							Amy Robsart

						
							
							Look where you’re going – whoops – too late.

						
					

					
							
							The mysterious inhabitants of a mysterious litter

						
							
							Your guess is as good as mine.

						
					

					
							
							People and priests of Babylon

						
							
					

					
							
							Abilsin

						
							
							Son of Sin but quite a nice boy.

						
					

					
							
							A silk merchant and slave owner
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							Pennyroyal

						
							
							An alleged butler.

						
					

					
							
							Lady Amelia Smallhope

						
							
							A member of the aristocracy. Bounty hunter. Sorry – recovery agent.
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			I’d forgotten how cold it can be just before dawn. And quite dark, too. On the other hand, I’ve been clandestinely creeping around St Mary’s since the moment I arrived all those years ago. I know every twist and turn. Every creaking door. Every squeaky board. As long as Professor Rapson hadn’t carelessly left any half-constructed bear traps or acid baths around the place, I didn’t even need a torch.

			I ghosted around the gallery and down the stairs, carefully keeping to the edges to minimise the creaks, although the whole edifice does tend to groan like a clipper in a strong wind whether anyone is standing on it or not.

			The Great Hall was no problem. I could weave my way in and out of whiteboards, trestle tables, chairs, stools, piles of files, whatever, with my eyes closed. And frequently had.

			I passed silently through the vestibule. The front doors were already unbolted. Easing my way through, I paused to zip up my body warmer. The morning was cold, dank and silent. It was lighter outside, although, sensibly, even the birds weren’t up yet. Moisture beaded every surface. Tendrils of light fog drifted across from the lake. Perfect conditions for a discreet getaway.

			The car stood ready and waiting – a small family hatchback of an indeterminate grey colour. There must be millions of them around. You can’t avoid CCTV cameras completely, of course, but I would bet any money Leon had stowed a couple of alternative registration plates in the boot. I love that people think he’s so respectable.

			I skipped down the steps, my frosty breath billowing and making substantial contributions to the fog and general non-visibility around me. Actually, skipped is the wrong word. Skipped implies light-hearted, joyful, carefree and so on, and I wasn’t any of those. People do leave St Mary’s. Sometimes under quite happy circumstances. But not today. Today was not a happy day.

			Leon loomed up out of the fog. Very visible in his orange techie jumpsuit.

			I tilted my head to one side. ‘You do know this is a stealth assignment, don’t you? Short of attaching an SAR beacon, is there any way you could be more obvious?’

			He put his arm around me because I was just putting on a brave face and we both knew it. I asked him if everything was ready.

			He nodded. ‘It is.’

			I paused.

			He said, ‘It’s time, Max.’

			‘I know,’ I said, staring at my feet. ‘I know. It’s just . . .’

			‘I know,’ he said, rubbing my shoulder. ‘But the moment has come to say goodbye.’

			I nodded. No putting it off any longer. Leon shut the boot and I walked around the car.

			Hunter was sitting in the back seat. Markham had muffled her up well but she still looked a little pale and tired. Baby Flora was sleeping soundly in her car-crib.

			I crouched down to talk to Hunter. ‘All right? Got everything?’

			She smiled. ‘I hope so because I don’t think we have room for anything else.’ And I laughed because, trust me, the amount of supplies and equipment needed to transport a tiny human from A to B is mind-blowingly colossal. They could probably go off and discover another continent with what they had packed in that car.

			I myself had contributed a little to their burden. I’d gone into Matthew’s bedroom and taken down the little suitcase of baby clothes that was all that remained of his childhood. Most of it unworn because he hadn’t had his childhood for very long. I don’t know why I’d kept them. It wasn’t as if I’d ever need them again.

			‘Here,’ I’d said to Markham. ‘Everything from six months onwards. Babies grow fast and you’ll need them more quickly than you think.’

			He took the case very carefully. ‘Are you sure?’

			I nodded. I’d kept back one or two small items, together with the blanket Helen Foster had knitted, but there was no point in hanging on to the rest. The sensible thing to do was to give the stuff to someone who would need it.

			Back to the misty morning . . . Hunter gripped my hand. ‘Max . . .’

			‘I know,’ I said, near to tears myself. ‘But it’s not forever. You’ll be back before you know it.’ I glanced over to Markham who was giving last-minute instructions to Evans. Or talking about the football – it could be either. ‘He’s done everything he can to keep the three of you safe. I have complete confidence you’ll all be fine.’

			‘Absolutely fine,’ she said with a small laugh.

			‘Take care, Di.’ I straightened up and shut the door.

			As I did so, the front door opened and Peterson and Evans made their way down the steps towards us, both of them looking even less happy than me.

			Markham was shaking hands with Leon who was wishing him luck.

			Markham nodded and turned to Peterson. They looked at their feet for a moment and then Markham mumbled, ‘For God’s sake, look after Max – you know what she’s like.’

			Peterson nodded and shoved his hands in his pockets. The world was utterly silent. Not a sound anywhere. The fog seemed to be thickening.

			Markham looked over Peterson’s shoulder. ‘I . . . um . . .’ He stopped.

			‘We can only hope your daughter grows up to be more articu­late than you,’ said Peterson gravely. ‘Although that wouldn’t be difficult.’

			Their laughter had a forced sound to it.

			‘Should be going,’ mumbled Markham.

			Peterson clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Yeah.’

			‘OK. Well. I’ll be off, then.’

			‘Take care.’

			‘Yeah, mate – you too.’

			Markham saw me waiting and came over, presumably before either he or Peterson forgot they were British and embarrassed themselves and each other in public. ‘Max.’

			I couldn’t speak and I think he was having some problems as well.

			‘Max . . . I’ll never forget what you did and . . .’

			I nodded because I couldn’t do anything else.

			He swallowed. ‘I’ll find a way of staying in touch.’

			Honour compelled me to say, ‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ which, as futile efforts go, was probably slightly less effective than Cnut trying to halt the oncoming tide.

			He nodded.

			I said, ‘Keep them safe,’ and he nodded again, squeezed my hand one last time, climbed into the car and started the engine. There was no cheery toot of the horn, just the crunch of tyres on gravel as he pulled slowly away. The gates were already open. He slowed carefully, indicated right and disappeared into the fog.

			Peterson and I stood for a long time, looking at the place where Markham used to be.

			Evans clapped Peterson on the shoulder. ‘Early breakfast, I think. Before all the scrambled egg disappears.’ They headed back into St Mary’s leaving me and Leon alone on the steps.

			‘All right?’ said Leon and I nodded, although I wasn’t. I don’t know why. It wasn’t as if this moment had leaped on us out of the blue. We’d been a week preparing for this. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, Markham was simply taking Hunter and Flora away for a spot of family time. No one could blame him for that – St Mary’s is not particularly conducive to the successful rearing of small humans, trust me on that. I mean, yes, it’s fine if you want your offspring to grow up with an intim­ate knowledge of all the murkier aspects of History, or how to convert six inches of lace and a teaspoon into a weapon of mass destruction, or how to defy and subvert authority – although all kids seem to have an instinct for that anyway – but St Mary’s can do all that and more on an industrial scale.

			Anyway, with Markham there were other factors in play. I’m not going into who he is because it’s not my secret to tell, but he’s someone the authorities would very much like to have under their control and his tiny daughter, Flora, had, by her appearance, upped the stakes considerably. So Markham was taking his little family away to a place of greater safety. No one knew where. No one had asked, actually – as Dr Bairstow had said, it wasn’t something you’d want tortured out of you, was it? – and I hadn’t been entirely certain he was joking.

			And for those of you still puzzling over my comment about the murkier aspects of History – that’s what we do. We’re the St Mary’s Institute of Historical Research. We’re just outside of Rushford – out of harm’s way, as the authorities so wrongly think – and we investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Especially the murky bits. Please feel free to call it time travel if you like. Dr Bairstow’s had a stressful time recently and opportunities for him to vent his spleen don’t come often so you’d be doing us all a favour.

			And now he was gone. Markham, I mean. The winds of change were blowing again. Guthrie, Grey, North, and now Markham. I sighed and looked around. We had choices. A very early breakfast or . . .

			I said to Leon, ‘What could we do for an hour?’

			‘Eh?’

			I draped myself enticingly around him and said patiently, ‘We have an hour’s unexpected free time. What shall we do?’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			I remembered I was talking to a techie. I should keep things simple for him.

			‘Option A – full-on, head-banging sex. Option B – a bacon butty. Choose now.’

			‘Hmm,’ he said, staring into space. ‘Tricky . . .’

			 

			I was Dr Bairstow’s ten o’clock that morning. Something about which he didn’t seem tremendously enthusiastic.

			I sank gratefully into a chair. I’d partaken fully of Options A and B and thanks to that and my very early start, my internal clock now thought it was time to wind down and go back to bed.

			‘Dr Maxwell, I thought we’d have a quiet word before you resume your duties after recent events.’

			Great. The Boss wants a quiet word – just what every employee loves to hear. I smiled brightly to mask my misgivings.

			‘How is everything?’

			‘Absolutely fine, thank you, sir. I have a weekly session with Dr Stone, when he forces me to drink cocoa and talk to him.’

			All that was true. At my last session he’d asked me how I was feeling.

			‘Oh,’ I’d said, ‘completely overwhelmed by the pointlessness of my life. Trying to pluck up enough courage to hurl myself from an upstairs window before I’m enveloped in a miasma of despair and hopelessness.’

			‘Big improvement on last week, then?’

			‘I think so, yes.’

			I didn’t mention any of that to Dr Bairstow.

			‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘I mean – how are you really, Max? With everything that has happened – Markham – his past – his future – everything at Mechelen – now that you have had a while to assimilate all this – how are you feeling about that?’

			I opened my mouth to say, ‘Absolutely fine,’ again, but paused. Absolutely fine wasn’t quite true in this case so why should I lie about it? Tell the truth, Maxwell. Just for once – tell the truth.

			I said carefully, ‘I know why, once you realised who Markham was, you had to keep the truth from me. And I can’t argue with your reasons. I don’t like that you had to do it but that’s not really important, is it?’

			‘Isn’t it?’ He paused. ‘I don’t regret my actions, Max, but I do regret the necessity of them.’

			‘Sir, it’s not your job to be nice. I’ve got that side of things pretty much covered. It’s your job to make the right decision.’

			I paused. Well, he’d started the conversation. Never ask a question if you’re not prepared for the answer. ‘You are the Director of St Mary’s. To be effective you need to possess certain qualities. Your job is to do the right thing. Not the nice thing or the acceptable thing or the legal thing or whatever, but the right thing. Which, in this case, was to safeguard Markham as best you could. And to protect me, as well. Secrets can be dangerous – this one certainly is and I wish I didn’t know anything about any of it – ignorance really is bliss – but now, sadly, I do.’

			I looked down at my hands. ‘I myself once had to manipulate Mary Stuart into . . . a situation. My job was to ensure she and Bothwell got together and I’m not proud of the way I did it. But, she and Bothwell had to happen because they’d already happened. I had to do the right thing. I didn’t have the luxury of sparing my own feelings. My own weakness, my failure to make a difficult decision and live with the consequences, would have brought disaster down upon all of us. It was the same for you with Markham. Unpleasant choices must be made by the few so the many don’t have to. It’s like Pharaoh.’

			He blinked. ‘I’m not aware of the similarity to which you allude but I am certain you are about to enlighten me.’

			‘Pharaoh, sir.’

			‘Which one?’

			‘Any of them. Or all of them. Their job was to ensure the sun rose every morning. They knew that if they couldn’t make the hard choices then the sun wouldn’t come up and everyone would die.’

			Dr Bairstow sat for a moment. ‘I think I can honestly say I have never regarded myself in that light.’

			‘Now might be the time to start, sir.’

			He nodded. ‘I shall certainly bear your comments in mind. Thank you, Dr Maxwell.’

			Passing through Mrs Partridge’s office, I was struck by a sudden thought. Well – why not? Pausing at her desk, I said, ‘Dr Bairstow asked me to tell you he’s ready for his Nubian concubines now,’ and pushed off while the pushing was good.

			 

			Back in the Hall, historians were settling down to start work on our Minoan Crete material. I stood back for a moment and watched them sorting themselves out. We’d had a week or so to recover from the assignment and now it was time to get stuck in.

			Bashford opened another box, peered inside, sighed and said to Sands, ‘There’s a lot here, you know. We’re going to be at this for weeks.’

			The problem with David Sands is that although he’s tall, dark and handsome, he also comes with the world’s worst collection of knock-knock jokes. I can’t tell you how we’ve suffered over the years. He’d had a lot of it knocked out of him but, as subsequent events would show, he’d recently regrouped and modified his plan of attack.

			He looked up, grinning. ‘Tell me about it. We work for Cunard, you know.’ He paused, expectantly.

			‘Do we?’ enquired Bashford, never the brightest historian in contemporary time. ‘When did that happen?’

			‘No, no. It’s a joke. When I said we worked for Cunard, I’m actually saying . . .’

			Bashford appeared confused. ‘So we don’t work for Cunard?’

			‘Well, no, but . . .’

			‘So why did you say we did?’

			‘I was trying to . . .’

			‘It’s very misleading.’

			‘It’s a . . .’

			‘We work for Dr Bairstow.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			‘Everyone knows that.’

			‘I was trying to . . . no, wait, come back . . .’

			I found my own stack of archive boxes, whipped the lid off the first one and got stuck in.

			 

			The next day, Peterson and I had our usual Wednesday morning update with Dr Bairstow. We seated ourselves around the briefing table and Dr Bairstow opened the batting, saying thoughtfully, ‘I find myself uneasy about the future.’

			I blinked. ‘Ronan’s dead, sir.’

			Yes, he was. He’d been an evil presence in my life almost since the day I walked through the gates of St Mary’s and now he was – finally – dead. I’d watched him die. It hadn’t been a good death. Or a quick one, either. But he was gone. The circle had been closed. I was looking forward to a much more peaceful future. A little gentle jumping here and there. More time with Leon and Matthew. Spending long hours in the Library reading papers and actually doing historian things. To say nothing of enjoying a little breathing space.

			Dr Bairstow sighed. ‘Yes, but he wasn’t the only threat out there.’

			Well, this was worrying. I exchanged a look with Peterson and asked, ‘Do you have a specific threat in mind, sir?’

			‘Ronan did not operate alone. Whether he employed others or they employed him – or thought they did – I have no idea. Whoever they were and what their plans for us might be – again, I have no idea. However, after our enforced evacuation of St Mary’s last year, I have no intention of being caught unawares again. I think we must consider our original remote site now compromised and commence the search for a new one. And as soon as possible.’

			He paused for a moment and then said, ‘I suspect that our days of operating with autonomy might be coming to an end. Thinking back over the years, I remember those shadowy figures behind Laurence Hoyle. And, of course, the very unlamented and sadly unleprous Mr Halcombe and his friend Major Sullivan and their attempts to control St Mary’s. If there is a government connection, however nebulous, we could find ourselves in some difficulties. I am particularly concerned about safeguarding our Archive. Maintaining a true record is what we’re all about, and in these days of fake facts and government-sponsored misinformation, it’s more important than ever. If anything should happen to the Archive, then all our endeavours over the years will have been in vain because we can’t go back and do it again. We should never forget – there will always be those for whom the truth is an inconvenience to be removed as quickly and quietly as possible.’

			Peterson stretched out his legs. ‘There are a lot of people out there with vested interests in upsetting the status quo.’

			I nodded. ‘If, right now, the authorities turned up to confiscate our Archive then there wouldn’t be a lot we could do about it. Apart from resist and be arrested, of course.’

			Peterson looked at Dr Bairstow. ‘And having acquired it, what would they do with it?’

			He shrugged. ‘My fear is that it could be altered, amended, adjusted . . . and re-presented as the official record.’

			‘Censorship,’ I said.

			‘Indeed. As the Time Police are so quick to say – the Time Wars were all about people thinking they could go back and rearrange History to represent their particular interests – religion, politics and so on – in a more favourable and much less controversial light. Imagine if you could produce evidence the Crusader Sack of Constantinople never actually occurred.’

			‘The Time Wars happen in the future, sir. As do the Time Police. And I can assure you the Sack of Constantinople did occur, sir. I was actually there.’

			‘But without the evidence, Dr Maxwell, it is just your word against less well-informed others.’

			‘Never mind our Archive,’ said Peterson slowly. ‘Anyone possessing our pods could write their own History.’

			Dr Bairstow sat back. ‘That is my second great fear. Let us be dramatic for one moment. Those who come to control St Mary’s might think they control History as well. From often bitter experience we know better, but how many would have to die before the more fanatical elements would accept that History cannot be changed. We’ve already endured Mr Halcombe’s attempts to prove the crucifixion took place. I am convinced he was attached in some way to the government. Or a part of it. A department so obscure that perhaps even the mainstream government itself is unaware of its existence.’ He frowned. ‘Mrs Brown is pursuing that particular avenue of enquiry.’

			Mrs Brown was a member of the government department that has specific responsibility for St Mary’s. Ostensibly, we were part of the University of Thirsk, from whom our funding came. Over the years this government department had more or less kept its distance – I suspected that, deep down, they just wished we’d blow ourselves up and solve their problem for them. They didn’t want us, but they didn’t want anyone else to have us either. I can’t think why not – we’re quite delightful.

			Dr Bairstow continued. ‘I accept I may be overreacting but I think I would rather set up emergency procedures which may never be needed than trust to luck and possibly lose everything. I shall therefore be instructing Chief Farrell to find us a new remote site. I always feel happier when I know we have a safe refuge, while any unpleasantness is dealt with somewhere else. I shall also request Dr Dowson to transfer the Archive to our big pod, TB2, where it will be ready to go at a moment’s notice.’

			I was sitting down but the sands were shifting beneath my feet. The foundations of my life – never terribly secure in the first place – were slowly crumbling beneath me. St Mary’s was my home. It was the place I always came back to. And now there was the possibility it might not be here for much longer. It wasn’t a good feeling. Something was coming.

			Dr Bairstow still hadn’t finished. It was just one damned thing after another this morning. ‘You should also be aware I may not always be the Director of St Mary’s. The people with whom I set up St Mary’s – allies at Whitehall – have mostly moved on. New individuals have taken their place. People with different priorities. Different ways of thinking. It is entirely possible you may wake up one morning to find another in my place. We will need to devise strategies for such a contingency.’

			Peterson stirred. ‘We successfully challenged Halcombe on the grounds his attempt to take over St Mary’s was illegal, but I suspect you are talking about a government-authorised transfer of power and therefore perfectly legal.’

			Dr Bairstow nodded. ‘I think we should assume so, yes.’

			‘And that would not be something we could challenge?’

			‘Not if legally carried out, no.’

			Peterson hadn’t finished. ‘I am assuming also that one of the main reasons for new ownership might be our consistent failure to make any sort of profit.’

			‘I think we should assume that also.’

			‘Then, sir, may I suggest we adopt a more aggressive policy of search and rescue? Rescuing historical items from the past. Valuable historical items. Raise our profile a little.’

			‘An excellent idea, Dr Peterson, but we should beware of opening whole new cans of worms. It is very possible the government would consider those items to belong to them, rather than the country in which the artefacts are discovered. There could be controversy. There might even be unpleasantness.’

			‘With respect, sir, that would not be St Mary’s problem. We simply locate the items. What happens to them afterwards would not be our concern. In the same way a doctor gives her patient a new heart but does not necessarily impose any moral or social obligations on that patient to render themselves worthy of a new heart.’

			‘The logic of your argument is not lost on me, Dr Peterson. And, in the short term, such a course of action would, I think, keep those in charge of the country happy. For a while. People rarely object to additional fame and fortune. Their demands would increase, I’m sure, and to the detriment of our normal duties, but we should be able to buy ourselves a little time. Perhaps you and Dr Maxwell could put your heads together over the next few weeks.’

			We nodded. He picked up another file. ‘In the meantime, I have appointed Mr Evans as our temporary Head of Security. I shall make the announcement tomorrow. Should anyone ask, Mr Markham and his family are on parental leave and we expect they’ll send us a postcard in due course. I don’t see that we can do much more to protect ourselves. Not until a tangible threat materialises.’

			And materialise it did. The very next day.
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			The following morning, I was down in the Great Hall with the rest of my department, all of us still wading through the Crete stuff. Notes, recordings, sketches, holos, everything. Our bull-leaping holo was particularly spectacular. We’d watched it several times – once for the actual bull-leaping – once to focus on the spectators, their dress, social status, ethnicity and so on – and once to concentrate on the king, the priestess, and their court in the royal box. The Minoans had been a matri­archal society, with women taking precedence over men, and this had led to some discussion. Why there? Was it because Crete was an island? Was it because they were a trading nation and in permanent contact with other cultures? In which case, why hadn’t these cultures adopted Minoan beliefs? The discussion became brisk. That’s St Mary’s speak for no one had actually come to blows yet. When the discussion became classified as vigorous, I would probably have to step in.

			It was a perfectly normal day – Peterson was out of the way in his office, doing whatever it is Deputy Directors do all day long. I’ve never been able to work it out and I suspect he doesn’t know, either. Our liaison officer, Kalinda Black, was in her office, hopefully massively exaggerating our achievements to our overlords at Thirsk and securing our funding for the next twelve months. Dr Dowson was assisting the History Department in sorting through our written material. I’d no idea where Professor Rapson was but he was probably with Miss Lingoss so I wasn’t too concerned. Nothing was on fire. No sinister green gas was seeping through the building melting everything in its path. Bashford was actually present and conscious. Everything was lovely – St Mary’s was functioning exactly as it should do and there was toad-in-the-hole for lunch. You see – we can do it when we try.

			I knew a visitor had arrived but I was concentrating on my last recording – the giant tsunami heading towards Crete to bring death and destruction on a massive scale – and, as usual when major events occurred at St Mary’s, I was looking in completely the wrong direction.

			I was recalled from scenes of the island’s utter devastation by Dr Bairstow’s voice in my ear requesting the pleasure of my company. My conscience was clear – both on my own account and that of my department because we hadn’t been back from Crete long enough to get into any real trouble – so I bounded confidently up the stairs to his office. Mrs Partridge waved me through.

			Dr Bairstow had a guest. A square, stocky woman with crinkly brown hair and a professionally blank expression. I thought she looked like an athlete. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her – it was all muscle. I suddenly became very conscious there wasn’t an ounce of muscle on me – it was all fat.

			‘Dr Maxwell, may I introduce Captain Hyssop, seconded from the army to be our temporary Head of Security and . . .’

			Her head snapped up. ‘With respect, sir, not temporary. I am your new Head of Security. As my papers show.’

			I’m an historian and I know an argument when I’ve just walked into the middle of one. This was one for Dr Bairstow to deal with.

			‘I’m sure they do, Captain, but St Mary’s already has a Head of Security.’

			‘Who is absent, sir.’

			‘Who is on perfectly legitimate parental leave. From which he will return. To resume his position. As Head of Security.’

			If it hadn’t been so serious it would have been funny. I suspected I was in a room with two people accustomed to getting their way in all things. I watched with interest to see who would prevail. Mrs Partridge had also found an excuse to be present and was shuffling files on Dr Bairstow’s briefing table.

			I had no idea how the powers that be knew St Mary’s was temporarily without its official Head of Security. I suspected that, for all our appearance of autonomy, Dr Bairstow was required to send regular reports to someone or other. Probably via Thirsk. I should imagine there’s not much goes on here that someone isn’t aware of – and it’s not as if we’re the most discreet organisation in the world. Just talk to Mrs Huntley-Palmer about the incident at the village fête. And it’s not as if they were even our goats.

			The implications were beginning to sink in. This was serious. Head of Security is a key post. Presumably this Hyssop person hadn’t been just passing and decided to wander in on the off-chance of a job. She was an official but unknown quantity. I could well understand Dr Bairstow’s . . . disquiet. He selects his own people. Always has done. His face, as usual, gave nothing away, but the signs were there if you knew what to look for and I was an expert. He was seriously not happy.

			I decided to weigh in.

			‘I’m sorry, sir. I’m confused. Isn’t Mr Evans our acting Head of Security? Do we actually need another Head of Security? Because then we will have three. Heads of Security, I mean. Where will we put them all? Will there be a rota?’

			Hyssop frowned at me. ‘Why would you need a rota?’

			Great – a Head of Security without a sense of humour. This should be interesting.

			‘Actually,’ I said, ‘now I come to think of it – it’s four.’

			‘What is?’

			‘Four Heads of Security. I forgot Major Guthrie down in the village.’ I looked at Dr Bairstow. ‘Is this one of those situations where we’re about to find ourselves with more Heads of ­Security than actual people to be Head of Security over, sir?’

			Fortunately, no one was taking any notice of me.

			Dr Bairstow said evenly, ‘Captain, your papers say you are here as a replacement for Mr Markham. Therefore, when Mr Markham returns you will no longer be his replacement. You are, therefore, temporary.’

			‘If Mr Markham does not return then I will no longer be temporary.’

			‘Obviously, Captain, you are privy to information I do not possess. Are you so certain Markham will not return?’ He peered over his spectacles at her. ‘Do you, perhaps, know something we do not?’

			She hesitated for a moment and then said, ‘It is felt there is a possibility Mr Markham will become engrossed in his new responsibilities and not wish to return to St Mary’s.’

			Dr Bairstow smiled his spider smile. The one inviting the unwary fly into his parlour. ‘I rather suspect wishful thinking on someone’s part. However, time ticks on and we have an issue to resolve. Let us decide to regard the word “temporary” as temporary and agree that you are here temporarily as Mr Markham’s temporary replacement. We can resume this discussion on his return.’

			She hesitated again, trying to work out what he’d just said, but it was a face-saving solution for everyone. Otherwise we could be here all day.

			She turned to me. ‘I still don’t know who you are.’

			Well, that was fine by me. Maxwell Top Tip for the Day – never voluntarily reveal your identity to authority.

			Dr Bairstow remained silent so in the end I said brightly, ‘Maxwell.’

			There was a pause. I looked at Dr Bairstow who nodded slightly.

			‘Head of the History Department.’

			She didn’t offer to shake hands. ‘Miss Maxwell.’

			‘Miss Hyssop.’

			‘It’s “captain”,’ she said, frostily.

			‘It’s “doctor”,’ I said, and we were off to a flying start.

			I don’t normally insist on my academic title too much but she would have read files on all of us. She’d know who I was. There will always be people who have trouble acknowledging professional women’s qualifications – it’s just surprising that this one was also a professional woman. Still, I suppose I should be grateful she wasn’t calling me Mrs Farrell. Although, to be clear, there’s nothing wrong with being Mrs Farrell.

			I know Heads of Security aren’t usually famed for their people skills but this surely had to be some sort of record. This Hyssop person had been here twenty minutes and was already ruffling feathers. And Mrs Partridge hadn’t brought in any tea so presumably she’d managed to annoy her as well. And – without tooting our trumpets too loudly – Dr Bairstow, Mrs Partridge and I were about the most normal and certainly the nicest people at St Mary’s, so God knows what Hyssop was going to make of the rest of us.

			We were all regarding each other frostily – and who knew how it would have ended – when Evans knocked at the open door. ‘You wanted me, sir?’

			‘Come in, please, Mr Evans.’

			I didn’t want to be around while Dr Bairstow told him he’d lost his temporary promotion, although as far as I was concerned, Evans would be my go-to guy for Security issues and I was pretty sure everyone else would feel the same way.

			I was about to murmur something polite and leave them to it when Dr Bairstow asked me if I’d introduce Hyssop to the History Department, announcing that since the two of us would be working closely together in future . . .

			I shot him a look which he promptly ignored and said, ‘Certainly, sir. This way, please, Captain Hyssop.’

			I led her around the gallery. Now, I walk quickly. I have to because I’m a bit like a bicycle – if I don’t maintain forward momentum then I fall over. And if you’re going from A to B then there’s no point in dawdling, is there? Some people ask me to slow down a bit and I do because I don’t always realise I’m doing it. Hyssop simply lengthened her stride and kept pace.

			We strode in silence until, halfway down the stairs, she suddenly said, ‘Dr Bairstow neglected to inform you that I also have responsibility for Health and Safety within this building.’

			I don’t see why I shouldn’t have a little fun occasionally. ‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘Although I’m sure you won’t find that to be a particularly onerous part of your duties. I think you’ll find we’re more than compliant in most areas.’

			No thunderbolt materialised. The god of historians must have been at lunch. By this time, we were downstairs and astonishingly, the History Department was still where I’d left them.

			‘This is the History Department,’ I said, indicating all the blue-jumpsuited people working away with quiet enthusiasm. I very nearly didn’t recognise them. ‘We’re working on the ­material gathered from our last assignment in Minoan Crete. Each historian had a particular area of responsibility – Agriculture, Commerce, Religion and so forth. We had to leave in rather a hurry because of the volcanic eruption, so the first job now is to make sure no one has mistakenly picked up anyone else’s stuff. Once that’s sorted we . . .’

			At that moment, Sands picked up a box, looked at the label and said to Roberts, ‘I think this is one of yours.’

			‘Oh God,’ said Roberts, sighing. ‘Not another one.’

			‘’Fraid so.’

			Roberts took the box. ‘Why is my pile so much bigger than yours?’

			‘Well,’ said Sands, obviously hardly able to believe his luck. ‘That’s because I work for Cunard.’

			‘You lucky dog,’ said Roberts, stacking the box with all the others. ‘Do you get a staff discount on your holiday cruises?’

			‘No, I mean—’

			‘Because that would be great.’

			‘No, when I say—’

			‘Can you get me mate’s rates?’

			‘What? No.’

			‘Miserable bugger.’

			‘No—’

			‘I’d do it for you.’

			‘I’m trying to tell you—’

			‘Can’t believe you’d treat a mate like that. Sort your own boxes.’

			‘No, wait, come back . . .’

			Hyssop turned to me. ‘What was that all about?’

			‘Mm?’ I said, apparently engrossed in Roberts’ report on crocus-growing and refusing to be involved.

			‘What exactly are they all doing?’ said Hyssop, staring around at people rummaging away, making piles, arguing . . .

			‘I told you – sorting out their material prior to writing up their findings.’

			‘Who gathers this material?’

			‘We do.’

			She frowned. ‘Who’s we?’

			‘The History Department.’

			‘Under the supervision of the Security Section?’

			‘No.’

			There was a bit of a pause while she waited for me to qualify that statement while I tried not to imagine the History Department flapping its collective ears around us.

			Eventually, she said, ‘So the Security Section . . . ?’

			‘Accompanies the History Department at all times, advising on Security and risk issues.’

			She was persistent. ‘So they have control of . . .’

			‘No, they don’t, but if Mr Evans shouts, “For God’s sake, run,” then trust me – we run.’

			‘Would it not be simpler and more cost-effective if it was the Security Section who gathered the material for the History Department to analyse back at the safety of St Mary’s?’

			There were so many things wrong with that statement I hardly knew where to start. Firstly, that St Mary’s could ever be designated as safe. Secondly, the impossibility of the History Department remaining quietly at home under any circumstances. And thirdly, fragile, ancient civilisations had enough on their plates dodging whatever disaster we’d turned up to document and record without having to cope with the Security Section and their bloody great boots crushing everything in their path.

			What I said, however, was, ‘When the Security Section can successfully demonstrate their knowledge of the differences between Linear A and Linear B, identify the language spoken at Troy, pick out William Marshall in the thick of the Battle of Lincoln, position themselves to avoid being trampled as the English are routed at Bannockburn . . . Oh, wait – they don’t need to do any of that, do they, because we have something called a History Department.’

			We stared at each other for a moment – as you do – and then she asked to see R&D. I wasn’t sure either of them was yet ready to encounter the other but I could see she was the stubborn type who, if you told her not to do something would immediately go off and do it – twice, possibly – so I smiled and said, ‘This way,’ and took her back up the stairs to R&D.

			Which didn’t look too bad, fortunately. The last time I’d been in here they’d had Bashford dangling from the ceiling, sewn up in a cow’s stomach for reasons which, I now realised, had never been satisfactorily explained. Or even explained at all.

			I introduced her to everyone, and she was polite enough. I began to relax a little. And then we got to the Poisons Cabinet – which was securely locked as regulations demanded. Slightly less regulationary – the key was in the lock. Because, explained dear old Mr Swanson, he was a trifle short-sighted these days and it made locating the key somewhat easier. He beamed at what he thought was Hyssop but was actually the iron maiden I had insisted be returned to Thirsk before we had a serious incident and which seemed to have found its way back to R&D like a massive, spiked homing pigeon.

			Hyssop stared at him for a moment and then waved her hand in front of his face. His amiable smile never faltered.

			I sighed.

			‘Can he see at all?’ she demanded as we made our way back along the gallery.

			‘Of course he can,’ I said indignantly. ‘You couldn’t put a blind man in charge of the Poisons Cabinet, could you? That would be ridiculous.’

			‘Kitchen next, I think,’ she said, striding out and making me trot to keep up with her.

			‘Lovely,’ I said, passing a fire axe on the wall and not using it in any way.

			I had no fears for Mrs Mack, who listened intently to Hyssop’s suggested new healthy-eating regime while firmly gripping the Oven Glove of Calamity and nodding solemnly every few sentences in a way that would have filled any normal person with the gravest misgivings, but which appeared to sail completely over Hyssop’s head. She was obviously accustomed to being obeyed without question. I, on the other hand, am accustomed to imaginative historians explaining they hadn’t quite understood my instructions, so sorry, and was pretty sure Mrs Mack wasn’t listening to a word Hyssop was saying. With luck it would be months before Hyssop realised we were still on our normal diet of fat, sugar, cholesterol, starch and empty calories, and that none of us had seen anything green and leafy go by for some considerable time.

			Fortunately – because I really didn’t think I could handle much more – she requested the whereabouts of Deputy Director Peterson’s office, so I dropped her there and trotted off to see Leon, who was preparing Tea Bag 2 for remote-site reconnaissance. Given that you rarely see a techie outside Hawking – they don’t do well outside their natural environment – I was surprised to find he was already aware of the recent Hyssop-inspired blight.

			‘I haven’t met her yet,’ he said.

			‘If you push off now then you won’t have to,’ I said darkly, still seething.

			Vast quantities of Archive boxes were piled outside TB2 waiting to be loaded and techies were scurrying up and down the ramp with tools and serious expressions. I gestured at the activity around us. ‘You’re not hanging around, are you?’

			‘No point. The sooner I’m gone, the sooner I’m back.’

			‘I thought you were taking Number Five.’

			A word of explanation. Number Five is a pod. As is TB2. Pods are our means of travelling up and down the timeline. From the outside, they resemble small, stone-built shacks with flat roofs and no windows. The sort of timeless design that fits into any landscape at any time. They could be dwelling houses in Mesopotamia, huts in medieval France, or sheds on a modern allotment.

			Inside, they’re small and cramped and smell horribly of cabbage. No one knows why. It’s a mystery. They can also smell of terrified historian, hot electrics and exploded toilet. Although that’s not a mystery.

			Leon drew me aside. ‘How would you feel if I took Adrian and Mikey with me? I’m really not at all sure we want Hyssop – and by extension, her employers – knowing we have a couple of unregistered geniuses living with us. Are you?’

			‘Good thought,’ I said. One of my nightmares is being held responsible for those two. Although I love them dearly. Most of the time.

			‘And,’ he said, more slowly, ‘I’d like to take Matthew, as well.’

			I opened my mouth to demand why and then closed it again. Mikey and Adrian are, both of them, a bit of a disastrous good ideas factory. By which I mean their ideas are mostly brilliant, but the world isn’t quite ready for some of them just yet. Most of them. All right, all of them. We definitely didn’t want either Adrian or Mikey or their ideas falling into the wrong hands.

			The same arguments could apply to Matthew and his uncanny affinity with the Time Map. All Time Maps. Ours and the Time Police’s. The same arguments should apply to Matthew as Adrian and Mikey, it’s just . . . I’d rather looked forward to a little Max/Matthew time.

			I hesitated.

			‘I know,’ said Leon. ‘But it won’t be for long. And it’s not as if they won’t enjoy themselves. Mikey will have two or three brilliant ideas a day and Matthew and Adrian can build them. I’ll intervene occasionally as the voice of reason, sanity and survival.’

			I still hesitated.

			‘And we’ll take Professor Penrose with us as Matthew’s tutor, and on rainy days, the three of them can work on Markham’s PA.’

			Matthew and Professor Penrose were building Markham his own personal assistant. Don’t ask. Just don’t ask. There had been one incident already. In the tea-sodden aftermath someone had jokingly referred to it as R2-Tea2 and the name had stuck. Despite this tiny setback, the professor’s and Matthew’s enthusiasm continued unabated. Only the other day I’d come across them trying to teach it simple tasks.

			The lesson had gone thusly:

			‘R2-Tea2. What is the weather today?’

			‘On the third stroke, it will be 12:43 precisely.’

			The clock said a quarter to four.

			So that was going well, then.

			‘Hmm,’ I said, dragging my mind back to the enticing thought of Adrian- and Mikey-free days. ‘Theoretically, the thought of shunting ninety per cent of our troublemakers out of the building and into your area of responsibility is very tempting. It’s just . . .’

			‘I know,’ he said again. ‘But I think you might have your hands full here and, from a parental point of view, it’s not good for a son to see his mother thumping the new Head of Security.’

			Indignantly, I drew myself up, considered his words and then let myself sag again, and that can’t have been a pretty sight.

			‘I understand why.’ I sighed. ‘I just don’t like it.’

			Leon took my hands. ‘It won’t be for very long. I don’t think things will go horribly wrong here, but if they do, you might be glad Matthew’s out of the firing line.’

			I nodded. He was right. He often is. No need to tell him that.

			‘And when we’re all jumping from place to place, Adrian and Mikey can pretend they’re still on the run from the Time Police. For them, it will be like the good old days again.’

			Further down Hawking someone shouted Leon’s name. He looked over my shoulder. ‘Yes, I’m coming.’

			‘I’ll let you get on.’

			‘Try not to worry, Max.’

			I nodded and left him and was just crossing the Hall when Peterson called down to me. It struck me he was looking nervous.

			‘What’s up?’ I said, climbing the stairs. ‘Murdered Hyssop and buried her body in the Sunken Garden?’

			‘That’s Option B,’ he said. ‘Are you busy?’

			‘Oh God, yes,’ I said, suspecting he wanted me to do something ghastly. ‘Tremendously busy, I’m afraid.’

			‘Do you want to come to church with me?’

			And I was right.

			I tried not to sound too horrified. ‘Church?’

			‘Yes, the big building at the top of the village with the pointy roof and the dead people in the garden.’

			I stepped back. ‘Oh my God – you have killed her, haven’t you? You’ve killed Hyssop. That didn’t take long. Although I never thought it would be you. Well – the important thing is not to panic. You must distract people . . . somehow . . . and I’ll get the body out. I wish Markham were here – this is just the sort of thing he’s good at. Although if he were here then she wouldn’t be and we wouldn’t be having this conversation. The key thing is not to go off half-cocked but to keep our heads. Go and wipe your fingerprints off everything you’ve touched today and then go and talk to Mrs Partridge. About something or other. She can be your alibi. Where have you left her? Hyssop, I mean. It’s vital that we . . .’

			I trailed off as Hyssop emerged from the Library and turned off towards the Security Section.

			I clutched his arm. ‘Oh my God, Tim – you’ve killed the wrong woman.’

			He was leaning against the wall with his arms folded. ‘When you’ve quite finished . . . For your information I haven’t killed anyone.’

			‘Oh,’ I said. ‘That’s disappointing. What do you want me for, then?’

			‘I want you to come with me while I talk to the vicar.’

			I said cautiously, ‘About . . . ?’

			‘Getting married. To Lingoss,’ he added, bringing me completely up to speed.

			I was quite indignant. ‘You’re getting married in a church?’

			‘People do, you know. It used to be quite traditional.’

			‘What’s the matter with our chapel?’

			‘Well, the thing is, Max – our chapel here isn’t big enough. Felix has a family. And I know how hard this is for you to understand, but some of us do have friends outside St Mary’s. So it’s the church for us. And Markham’s not here so I thought you might like to come and provide moral support.’

			Well, anything’s better than working, I suppose.

			I shot off to change and we ambled out of the front door and down the drive. It was a lovely sunny day. In the distance I could hear the chug-chug of giant machinery, and the rich smell of hay hung heavy in the air. And back I went again. Six hundred and fifty years into the past.

			I hadn’t said anything to anyone – not even to Dr Stone in our weekly half-hour session on Friday afternoons – but occasionally I still saw St Mary’s as it was six hundred and fifty years ago. Just as it had been when I was stranded there in 1399. Occasionally, when I wasn’t concentrating – which, let’s face it, was pretty much all the time – I still tried to walk through doors that weren’t there any longer. Or, more painfully, walked into walls that hadn’t been there in 1399. The fact that they were here now – solid, recognisable and painful – in no way mitigated the regularity of these occurrences. Sometimes I’d look up and a faint door would just be closing and I’d swear Fat Piers was on his way to the pantry. Or Margery off to do the laundry. Or a dim chicken – I mean dim as in faint, not dim as in stupid. Trust me, chickens in 1399 could have brought down society if they’d put their minds to it. I don’t know why Henry V bothered with archers when he could have just taken a contingent of chickens to Agincourt. Resistance would have crumbled and he’d have been king of France by the end of the week. Where was I? Yes, talking about my occasional problems with seeing things at St Mary’s as they were in 1399 and not things as they were now.

			Either I was going mad – not as impossible as you might think – or, and the thought wouldn’t leave me – it was the result of too much timeline activity. Our normal assignments can last for anything from a single afternoon to about six months, but I’d been at the medieval St Mary’s nearly a year. I’d lived as one of them. I’d helped with the harvests, collected firewood, fed the chickens, dug ditches and spread the washing over bushes. I’d become part of their lives. They’d imprinted on me. I wondered if I’d imprinted on them. As a ghost, perhaps. And, as I saw their faint outlines, did they see me? Did they walk around saying, ‘Do you remember that funny foreign woman? The one who set fire to everything? I could have sworn I saw her over by the stables just now.’ Did they believe I was some sort of hero whose ghost would return in times of crisis to save them? Like Theseus? Or Arthur? Or was I just the weirdo who kept starting fires? Well, I think we all know the answer to that one.

			The thing is – and it’s a big thing – I’d made more jumps than anyone I knew, and I couldn’t help wondering if these flashbacks were some sort of side effect of too much time travel. Do we actually leave a little bit of ourselves behind in each time we jump to? Was I slowly diminishing? Fading away? I looked down at myself. No, I still looked fairly substantial. Perhaps it was pieces of my mind I was leaving behind. Or would it be more accurate to say pieces of my heart? In which case, there was a very large lump of it still in 1399. Should I say anything to Dr Stone? Suppose there was a limit to the number of times a person could safely jump up and down the timeline and I’d exceeded it and they made me stop?

			‘Nice day,’ said Peterson, and my mind cleared and I was just me again, strolling down the road with him on our way to convince the Church of England he was a responsible member of the parish – which was perfectly true as long as nobody enquired exactly what he was responsible for.

			We wandered down the hill, Peterson chuntering on about something or other, and me inhaling deeply and forcing my sinuses to earn their keep just for once. We crossed the little stone bridge over the stream which marked the village boundary. Peterson stopped to peer down into the dark water beneath. I did as I always did and looked upstream. Because every now and then, my treacherous dreams take me back to a still and sunny glade beside a pool running with clear, cold water, where a man watched me weave a daisy chain.

			In what I told myself was an effort to exorcise these too real imaginings, I did once try to follow this stream, to find the place where I’d sat with William Hendred, but I’d underestimated the alterations to the landscape over six centuries. Not only could I not find the little pool again, but the course of the stream had changed as well. I tramped up and down for ages but it had all gone – the little glade, the pool, the flowers, the dragonflies. I don’t know why I searched. Was I once more hoping to see a man smiling at me from the other bank? Or was it truly a tiny moment in time and space that was gone forever?

			‘You all right?’ said Peterson.

			I came back. ‘Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?’

			He looked at me for a while and then said, ‘No idea. Come on. We don’t want to upset the church, do we?’

			Personally I couldn’t see any reason at all for not upsetting the church – which never seems to care if it upsets me – but given that on this occasion I was Peterson’s wingman – poor deluded fool – it was probably best not to incur religious wrath until after he and Lingoss had safely tied the knot.

			The village was its usual hive of inactivity. Everyone was at work in Rushford. These days, of course, no one works in the fields all day. Or if they do then it’s in a super-luxurious, GPS-guided, fully automated tea-and-biscuit-dispensing harvester sophisticated enough to fly to the moon should it choose to do so.

			It was uphill to the church. The road slopes down from St Mary’s to the bridge then up again to the church as it watches over the rest of the village.

			They’d made some changes since 1399. There was a lychgate – the traditional resting place for the coffin to pause, out of the rain. The yews had gone, of course – even yews don’t last that long and at some point the churchyard had been enclosed by a dry-stone wall. On the other side was grazing land, just as it had been nearly six and a half centuries ago, scattered with horse chestnuts. Sheep clustered under the spreading branches, enjoying the shade on this hot afternoon, just as their ancestors had so often done.

			Three or four of them grazed in the churchyard – sheep, I mean, not ancestors – keeping the grass down. When I was little, I used to think sheep were eating the dead bodies. Makes you wonder how I grew up to be so normal, doesn’t it?

			We pushed open the gate and walked up the path to be greeted by a short wiry individual in running gear who leaped out from behind a weeping angel.

			‘Hello there. You must be . . .’ he consulted something written on the back of his hand, ‘Timothy Peterson.’

			Peterson nodded.

			‘Kevin Aguta.’

			‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You’re the . . .’ and stopped just in time.

			He grinned. ‘The Rev Kev at your service. I think it’s got quite a ring to it, don’t you? And you are . . . ?’

			‘Max,’ I said, shaking the vicar’s outstretched hand.

			‘Lovely to meet you,’ he said, looking as if it actually was, which given that he served on the Parish Council and frequently encountered St Mary’s in our embarrassing post-catastrophe moments, was very good of him. ‘Do come in.’

			‘If you don’t mind,’ I said, ‘I’d like to take a moment to look around the gravestones. Professional interest,’ and then panicked in case he thought I was Rushford’s answer to Burke and Hare and hastily added, ‘Historical interest.’

			‘Of course,’ he said. ‘It’s lovely to welcome our friends from St Mary’s.’

			I couldn’t help but be impressed at this truly Christian display of tolerance and forgiveness. Very few people publicly claim us as friends.

			‘Besides,’ said Peterson, ‘we’re all pretty sure she’ll burst into flames the moment she crosses the threshold.’

			The Rev Kev’s face lit up. He turned to me. ‘Are you sure you won’t come in? I’ve never actually seen that happen, you know. Life in a rural parish is very quiet. Even when that parish does contain St Mary’s.’

			I grinned and they disappeared off to wherever vicars usher their prospective victims and I looked around the lumpy churchyard. For reader reassurance, I think we can assume the lumps were only old unmarked graves whose occupants slumbered serenely in the sunshine, rather than hastily disposed-of corpses, improperly buried. It occurred to me that if St Mary’s ever did have to dispose of Hyssop then this would be an ideal place. They’d never notice an additional hump.

			Dr Dowson had said burials from the medieval era were probably congregated in the south-east corner of the churchyard, although no one could be absolutely sure. I stood in the porch and looked around. If the church was oriented in the usual way – east to west – then the south-east corner was over there.

			I walked slowly between the graves, hoping the dates would give me some sort of clue. You’d think the earliest dates would be nearest the church, wouldn’t you, and then spread outwards in a neat radius, but no. There were graves all over the place. No rhyme or reason to their placement. The same names seemed to occur regularly – local families obviously. There were no Hendreds anywhere. I knew the line hadn’t died out – their descendants, the Hendys, still lived over at Castle Hendred on the other side of Whittington – but it looked as if William Hendred’s particular line had died with him.

			I knew he wasn’t buried at St Mary’s and I was almost certain he hadn’t been returned to the Hendred clan, which just left this churchyard as his probable final resting place. But if he was here then his grave was unmarked. There had probably been a simple wooden cross but that would have disappeared a long time ago. Was his shade watching me now as I wandered among the haphazard rows of the dead on this hot June day? Did he remember?

			A terrible wave of homesickness welled up out of nowhere. It wasn’t that I was unhappy with Leon and Matthew – far from it. Oh, I don’t know . . . I think if William had gone on to live a long and happy life then I’d feel . . . not happier . . . more reconciled, perhaps. And I’d been happy then and now it was all gone. Had been gone for a very long time. Time is inexorable. The centuries piled up behind me like a cliff-face. I floated in time, rootless and unanchored. Not knowing my place. Here and now? Or there and then?

			And time is cruel. It had rolled across the landscape, bringing enough change to make me a stranger in my own time while leaving just enough faint and familiar outlines to pull at my heart. The church was virtually unchanged. The line of the original village street was still there. Even some of the houses were in exactly the same position. Yes, the ford had gone, but the same stream still flowed. And through the trees, I could catch a glimpse of St Mary’s. Larger and more modern but still occupying the same place in the landscape. Somewhere over there were stones and maybe a few timbers that had known William Hendred and Joan of Rouen.

			‘Joan of York,’ said Walter in my head. Walter of Shrewsbury had been the steward at St Mary’s. It had not been a happy relationship for either of us. Joan of Rouen, I’d called myself then.

			But I never got to be Joan of St Mary’s.

			I found a shady spot by the wall and made myself comfortable. William Hendred was here somewhere. That would have to be enough for me. I sat under a horse chestnut tree with my quiet memories.

			I was roused by Tim’s voice. He looked cheerful enough, so obviously all his paperwork had passed muster and he’d been considered fit to join the ranks of the soon to be matrimonialised.

			We waved goodbye to the Rev Kev who seemed disappointed I had remained unignited.

			‘That’s it,’ said Peterson, striding off down the hill at a great pace while I trotted alongside. ‘Date fixed. Service fixed. Everything fine.’

			‘Shouldn’t Lingoss have been here?’ I puffed. ‘Are you actually qualified to make these decisions by yourself?’

			‘Of course I am,’ he said, indignantly. ‘As Deputy Director I make life-and-death decisions on an hourly basis.’

			‘So, no.’

			‘No. Felix handed me a list of written instructions, together with the appropriate paperwork and declarations, and I simply passed them to the vicar, who said yes that all seemed satisfactory, expressed a wish to meet her before the actual deed, and the next minute I was on the other side of the door. Do you think he could be related to Dr Bairstow, perhaps?’

			‘Or just keen to get you off the premises.’

			‘Doubt it,’ he said. ‘I’m delightful. And thanks for your support.’

			‘I didn’t do anything.’

			‘You didn’t burn down the church. I suspect that would have snookered my chances forever.’

			We were passing the Falconburg Arms. ‘You may signify your gratitude by buying me a drink.’

			‘Good idea.’

			‘And lunch.’

			‘What?’

			‘Thanks to me and my absence, the day went smoothly. You owe me.’

			‘Oh, by the way,’ he said, ushering me towards the invitingly open door. ‘I forgot to tell you. Dr Bairstow wants you to take Hyssop on a jump.’

			‘What? Where? When?’

			‘Somewhere non-lethal were his only instructions. I look forward to seeing you struggle with that one. Afternoon, Ian. Are we too late for lunch?’
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