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			I would have trusted this man with my life. Until a couple of days ago, anyway.

			You know what they say – hope for the best, but plan for the worst.

			Max is quite accustomed to everything going wrong. She’s St Mary’s, after all. Disaster is her default state. But with her family reunited and a jump to Bronze Age Crete in the works, life is getting back to normal. Well, normal for St Mary’s.

			And then, following one fateful night at the Tower of London, everything Max thought she knew comes crashing down around her.

			Too late for plans. The worst has happened. And who can Max trust now?
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			Dedication

			For all my lovely readers

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			‘Sometimes I just sit with my head in my hands and wonder why I’m not in a loony bin. Then I look around St Mary’s and realise I already am.’

			Excerpt from Thoughts of an Overworked  Chief Technical Officer After a Long Day

			Available from any bookshop that can be persuaded to stock it.

		

	
		
			Dramatis Thingummy

			St Mary’s Personnel

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							 Dr Bairstow

						
							
							Head of St Mary’s. Always reso­lute in his determination to protect his people. Until now.

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Partridge

						
							
							PA to Dr Bairstow. Muse of ­History. Not above the occasional intervention herself.

						
					

					
							
							Dr Peterson

						
							
							Deputy Director. Inching his way towards an understanding with Miss Lingoss. Think continental drift with the brakes on.

						
					

					
							
							Thirsk’s new representative 

						
							
							Not sure there’s any more to say.

						
					

				
			

			History Department

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Dr Maxwell

						
							
							Head of the History Department. Hopes for the best but plans for the worst. Major protagonist in the Malevolent Mug of Tea crisis.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Clerk

						
							
							Senior Historian.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							Miss Prentiss

						
							
							Senior Historian.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Sands

						
							
							Newly returned historian, bestselling author, shacked up with Rosie Lee. Living dangerously.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Roberts

						
							
							Another newly returned historian. Victim of an unexpected passion for Miss Sykes. Another one living dangerously. What is it with historians?

						
					

					
							
							Miss Sykes

						
							
							Historian. Apparently no longer willing to share her man with a gender-neutral chicken and ready to move on.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Atherton

						
							
							Historian. Normal. A bit of a contradiction in terms but definitely normal. Within the standard St Mary’s definition of the word ‘normal’.

						
					

					
							
							Miss Van Owen

						
							
							Another newly returned historian. Eagle-eyed readers will have noted the absence of Miss North.

						
					

					
							
							Rosie Lee

						
							
							PA to Max. The other protagonist in the Malevolent Mug of Tea trauma.

						
					

				
			

			Security Section

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							 Mr Markham

						
							
							Apron-wearing Head of Security. Imminent father. Might be in serious trouble. Of course he’s in serious trouble. He’s always in serious trouble. Only the depth varies.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Evans

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Cox

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Keller

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Gallacio

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Scott

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Gregg

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Irving

						
							
							Security guard.

						
					

				
			

			Technical Section

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Chief Technical

						
							
							Guilty or not? He can’t remember.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Farrell

						
							
					

					
							
							Mr Dieter

						
							
							Technician. Unexpectedly reunited with his soulmate. Not sure the world is quite ready for this.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Lindstrom

						
							
							Small, shy technician.

						
					

					
							
							Adrian

						
							
							New arrival. Former fugitive. Part-owner of the most dangerous piece of equipment in the universe.

						
					

				
			

			Research and Development

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Professor Rapson

						
							
							Chicken-flinging maniac.

						
					

					
							
							Miss Lingoss

						
							
							The nearest thing to normal in this reality-challenged department.

						
					

					
							
							Mikey

						
							
							New arrival. The other owner of the most dangerous piece of equipment in the universe. 

						
					

				
			

			Others

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Dr Dowson

						
							
							Head Librarian. Reluctant chicken recipient. He’s reluctant – not the chickens. Just to be clear. The chickens’ views were never known. Earthquake enthusiast.

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Mack

						
							
							Kitchen Supremo.

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Enderby

						
							
							Head of the Wardrobe Department.

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Brown

						
							
							Ah yes . . . Mrs Brown.

						
					

					
							
							Angus

						
							
							Small brown chicken. Averse to being flung over the banisters.

						
					

					
							
							Matthew Farrell

						
							
							Making progress.

						
					

					
							
							Professor Penrose

						
							
							Utter lunatic. In an organisation famed for utter lunatics he’s up there with the utterest.

						
					

					
							
							Dr Stone

						
							
							Not half as green as he’s cabbage-looking. Max is beginning to listen.

						
					

					
							
							Nurse Hunter

						
							
							Married? Not married? Rendered moot by the end of the book. There are other things to worry about.

						
					

				
			

			From the Future

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							M Bernard

						
							
							Head concierge. Seventeen Rue St Jean.

						
					

					
							
							M Caron

						
							
							Another concierge.

						
					

				
			

			The Time Police

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Commander Hay

						
							
							Head of the Time Police. Not Max’s favourite person.

						
					

					
							
							Captain Farenden

						
							
							Commander Hay’s adjutant.

						
					

					
							
							Captain Ellis

						
							
							Another unfavourite person.

						
					

					
							
							Various other Time Police officers – including a probably very reluctant rescue team.

						
							
					

					
							
							Future St Mary’s Personnel

						
							
							No – that’s not clear. Personnel from a future St Mary’s.

						
					

					
							
							Director

						
							
							He didn’t give his name.

						
					

					
							
							St Mary’s rescue team

						
							
							Yes, another rescue team. There’s a lot of rescuing in this one.

						
					

				
			

			Historical Persons

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Eleven Vikings led by Rolf 

						
							
							Or possibly Hrolf. Excessive beard growth makes communication difficult.

						
					

					
							
							Edward V

						
							
							A prince in the Tower.

						
					

					
							
							Richard, Duke of York

						
							
							Another prince in the Tower.

						
					

					
							
							Sundry Tower of London personnel

						
							
					

					
							
							Sinister figures seen only after dark

						
							
					

					
							
							Citizens of Mechelen, Burgundy

						
							
					

					
							
							King Minos of Crete

						
							
					

					
							
							High Priestess to the Mother 

						
							
					

					
							
							Three other priestesses

						
							
							Intent on having their wicked way with a certain Head of Security.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							Citizens of Knossos, Bull-leapers, bull handlers, bull worshippers, bull stable hands, escaped bulls. There’s a lot of bull in this one.

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							Firefighters

						
							
							Magnificent in any age.

						
					

					
							
							Clive Ronan 

						
							
							The clock is counting down . . .
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			I’ve always been vaguely aware of the existence of Duvet Days. I know Dr Bairstow ranks them alongside Atlantis, unicorns and competent politicians in the scheme of believable things, but I was believing in them now. In fact, I was on my sixth.

			My recent secondment to the Time Police had left me so drained – physically and emotionally – that even the phrase ‘absolutely fine’ had failed to secure my release from Sick Bay. I’d tried to get out of bed, swayed in what Nurse Hunter had declared to be an unnecessarily dramatic manner and been commanded to climb back in again.

			Dr Stone turned up with a syringe – there was a small prick – I really couldn’t be bothered to do the jokes all over again – and I suddenly felt better. Much better. Much, much better.

			‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That’s really good stu . . .’ and fell heavily asleep for the rest of the day. And for much of the day after that, as well. I’d opened my eyes a couple of times, looked at the rain dribbling down the windowpanes, decided I couldn’t be bothered and closed my eyes again.

			Now, however, it had been more than a week. Time, in the words of Dr Stone, to take up my bed and walk.

			On doctor’s orders, I took it easy to begin with, spending the mornings in our sitting room with my feet up, reading to Matthew, half-heartedly watching holos on TV and generally not doing very much at all. In the afternoons the three of us – me, Matthew and Leon – would go for a stroll around the lake, peering into the water looking for fish, avoiding the swans, and in Matthew’s case, mostly not falling in. 

			In the evenings, when Leon and I could finally get a moment to ourselves, there were long moments when he just held me and that was fine because he was solid and warm and I could feel his slow, steady heartbeat. We would stand for a long time, not saying anything to disturb the moment. He would rub my back, gently, up and down, and slowly my jangled nerves would subside. Occasionally I’d bring up a bit of wind, as well.

			There were big meals and a lot of resting. It wasn’t unpleasant. Everything was absolutely fine. Well, they were during the day – the nights were slightly different. 

			We’d have our evening meal together, watch a little TV and then Matthew would get ready for bed. There would be the usual washing and brushing teeth battle – he really didn’t see the point of cleaning himself up just to go to bed – and then Leon and I would settle down, sometimes with a glass of wine. Sometimes he’d work and I’d read a book, or he’d watch the football and I’d definitely read a book, and then it was time for bed. Everything would still be absolutely fine. We’d snuggle down for the night and I’d fall asleep almost immediately. 

			And then it would begin. Ten minutes later and I would be awake. Wide awake. Was that a sound on the roof? Was Clive Ronan, at this very moment, creeping across the roof tiles? 

			Or that creaking board on the landing. Were the Time Police on their way up the stairs, heavily armed and determined to get Matthew back, at any cost? Would Leon and I go down in a hail of fire as we tried to defend our son?

			St Mary’s is a noisy place at the best of times. I don’t mean just the human inhabitants – I mean the creaks and cracks of an old building. Clanking pipes, ticking radiators, rattling windows. Normally these were comforting background noises, but not any longer. Leon had stolen Matthew back from the Time Police and I was certain they’d never willingly let him go. So I would lie awake, listening for telltale signs that Matthew was in danger. 

			Eventually, when I couldn’t stand it any longer, I’d get up, creep across our sitting room to his bedroom and check he was safely asleep. Then I’d go around checking the windows and doors. Then I’d stand in his doorway listening to him breathe in the dark. Then I’d check the doors and windows again in case I’d missed something. Then I’d go back to bed, fall asleep, and ten minutes later I’d jolt back to wakefulness, convinced I’d heard something, and the whole process would start all over again.

			Two days later I was nearly dead on my feet.

			On the third night, I was standing in Matthew’s doorway, staring at the dark shapes of his furniture – to check it was just furniture and not a Time Police squad lurking in the corner – when Leon came up behind me.

			I didn’t jump out of my skin because he’d made sure I heard him coming. He put one arm around my waist, pulled me back into our sitting room and gently closed Matthew’s bedroom door behind me. 

			We sat on the sofa in the dark. 

			‘Max, you can’t keep doing this.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I know I’m being high-maintenance again, but I can’t get these stupid thoughts out of my head. Sometimes I’m certain I can hear footsteps on the roof or coming up the stairs – but even if I can’t hear anything, I’m convinced someone’s here anyway and Matthew’s in danger.’

			‘He’s not,’ Leon said gently.

			‘I know. I do know that. But suppose he is. I can’t lose him again.’

			‘You won’t. We won’t. He’s very safe here. I’m not worried about him at all. You, on the other hand . . .’

			‘Suppose Ronan comes back and tries . . .’

			‘Max, I will never let that happen. Trust me.’

			‘No, I know you won’t, but suppose the Time Police . . .’

			‘Edward will never let that happen. Nor Markham. Trust them.’

			I drew a deep breath. ‘I know. I do know, really. I just . . .’ I was shivering with cold and . . . fear, I suppose.

			He pulled the throw off the back of the sofa and wrapped it around the pair of us. We stretched out. I could feel his warmth and his slow, steady heartbeat. It felt good. I felt myself slowly relax into his arms. If Leon was here then nothing would ever get into Matthew’s room. 

			I touched his face. ‘Thank you for bringing him back.’

			‘You and Matthew are the most important things in the world to me. I will never let anything happen to either of you.’

			I closed my eyes. And opened them some hours later to find Leon smiling down at me. I snuggled closer and just as things were becoming exciting, Matthew’s bedroom door was flung open and Matthew himself, half in and half out of his dressing gown, raced in, trailing electrical cables and power leads and shouting, ‘Dad, it works.’

			‘That’s good,’ Leon said vaguely, his mind and other things elsewhere. ‘You go back to bed and I’ll be in to see it in a minute.’

			‘No need,’ he said. ‘I can show you now. Look.’

			He clambered up on to the sofa, clutching something that looked as if a colander had mated with a calculator, and wriggled his bony, icy-footed way between us.

			‘Drat,’ said Leon, mildly.

			I told him he was displaying impressive restraint.

			‘It wasn’t my restraint that was intended to be impressive,’ he said. I gave him a consolation kiss and took the opportunity to be the first in the bathroom that morning.

			I slept better the next night, and the night after that I hardly woke at all. Slowly I began to relax. I became a little more balanced on the subject of Matthew being stolen from under my very nose, and started making every effort to get on with a normal life.

			And Matthew himself?

			Worryingly, he’d picked up the threads of his previous life here at St Mary’s almost as if nothing had happened. Which was both good and bad.

			His calm acceptance of wherever he was, whenever he was and whoever he was with was worrying. One day I came right out with it and asked him if he missed the Time Police.

			He was building something complicated with Lego and didn’t even look up.

			‘I’ll see them again.’

			I left it at that.

			Unfortunately, before being released back into the wild, I had an appraisal with Dr Bairstow to get through. Apparently, it was felt that the last few months had been a little rough. For me, that was. A colourful kaleidoscope of fights with the Time Police, sex clubs, dinosaurs, organising the demise of Queen Jane the Bloody before she could do any real damage to the timeline and very nearly losing Matthew again. And then – the icing on the cake – my beautiful plan had worked beautifully and we’d finally, finally captured that bastard Clive Ronan and those even bigger bastards in the Time Police had let him go again. It would be fair to say I’d been a little bit put out by that. My near homicidal rage had been mitigated to some extent when Leon walked off with Matthew, right from under their stupid Time Police noses and brought him home. 

			There was no denying, though, that some recent events had been a teensy bit difficult and I’d had a couple of rough moments in the privacy of Sick Bay while Dr Stone kept the world away until I was ready to face it again. And now I was attempting to blag my way back on to the active list.

			Before I go racing off into the story again, leaving everyone wondering what the hell’s going on – my name is Maxwell and I’m Head of the History Department here at the St Mary’s Institute of Historical Research, where we investigate major historical events in contemporary time and never, under any circumstances, call it time travel. So that’s everyone clear as crystal, then. Where was I?

			Yes. Sitting in Dr Bairstow’s office, watching him read through my medical file and, I have to say, making rather heavy weather of it. 

			He sighed. Men do that a lot, I’ve noticed. ‘Reassuringly, Dr Maxwell, Dr Stone tells me that despite recent events, your descent into madness does not appear to have accelerated. Not noticeably, anyway.’

			‘Jolly good, sir.’

			‘Your eccentric behaviour patterns remain unchanged.’

			‘Excellent, sir.’

			‘Your phobias, anxieties and irrational fears are all exactly as they were twelve months ago.’

			‘Well, that’s good news, sir.’

			‘The usual problems associated with your personality type have, apparently, failed to manifest themselves.’

			‘That’s me, sir. Perpetual underachiever.’

			‘In short, Dr Maxwell, astonishingly, you appear to be – and I hesitate to use the word normal to describe anyone in the History Department – but you appear to be no more abnormal than before you embarked upon your recent Ronan-based initiative.’

			I beamed at him. ‘So, still hovering indecisively at the top of the personality disorder chart, but failing to slither down the slippery slope of insanity, sir.’

			‘Astonishingly, yes.’

			‘Dr Stone assures me I’ve found my sessions with him to be very beneficial, sir.’

			‘In that case, and despite all my best efforts, I can find no reason not to put you back on the active list. I am, however, offering you the option of another seven days’ leave first.’

			I’d have loved another seven days’ leave but sometimes you just have to get back on the horse. Or behind the desk. Or into the pod. Because it’s always best to face these things head-on and give them a good kicking.

			‘Thank you, sir, but no.’

			He closed my file and pushed it away from him. ‘I shall be happy to sanction your return to duty as soon as you tell me what’s really troubling you.’

			I briefly considered issuing my standard blanket denial of everything that had happened since the earth cooled, but this was Dr Bairstow and I knew better than to try. I looked out of the window for a while, clasped my hands tightly together and said, ‘Sir – what the Time Police did to Clive Ronan. The smartdust in his brain. The bomb.’

			He folded his hands on his desk. ‘Yes?’

			I closed my eyes for a moment but it had to be said. I had to know. ‘Did they do that to me too? I was unconscious for a time.’

			‘No. You were exposed to the effect of their sonic weapons but that was all. We couldn’t get to you immediately because of the floodwaters, but I assure you, Max, you were never out of my sight. Not for one moment. Nor Leon’s, of course. The Time Police scanned you in their hospital pod and I saw the results of that scan. Dr Stone tells me that smartdust is detectable in its early stages – to make sure it’s been correctly placed in the brain – and as a further precaution, we scanned you ourselves on your return to St Mary’s. I can categorically assure you – you are completely free of smartdust.’

			That was good enough for me. ‘Thank you, sir.’

			He shifted in his seat. ‘Max, I know you’ve had a great deal to think about recently, but have you given any consideration as to how Matthew will live here? Schooling and so on.’

			‘I have, sir – on and off. I’ve been waiting to see whether the Time Police would turn up demanding his return but so far that hasn’t happened. We can’t leave it much longer, though. We’ll have to start looking at schools and things soon.’

			‘I may be able to help you there,’ he said. ‘Obviously, you will want to discuss this with Leon – and if neither of you are taken with the idea, then please do not hesitate to say so – but I wondered, what would you say to private tutoring?’

			‘I think it would be wonderful, sir, but probably quite costly.’

			He had that smug look he gets occasionally – like an ancient vulture in sole possession of a recent battlefield. An all-you-can-eat extravaganza for one.

			‘I wondered if you would consider Professor Penrose? The two of you seemed to get on rather well when you met.’

			Well, that was a bit of an understatement. Professor Eddington Penrose and I had started a riot in 17th-century Cambridge when that thieving sod Isaac Newton had stolen my mirror. From there we’d gone on to melt a pod and possibly kick-start a universe – as you do. 

			This was such an exciting idea. I couldn’t help it – I started waving my arms around. The traditional indication of an excited historian. ‘That would be amazing, sir. Absolutely amazing. And Matthew would love him, I’m certain. I’ll speak with Leon but I’m sure he won’t have any objections. But would Eddie want to do it? Come out of retirement and return to St Mary’s to tutor a slightly unusual child, I mean.’

			‘I think I could persuade him,’ he said, placidly, ‘if you would like me to try.’

			I nodded. ‘Yes, please, sir. If Leon’s happy, of course.’

			He put my file away in a drawer. ‘Moving on to other matters, Dr Maxwell, we begin with some bad news, I’m afraid. Dr Black has allowed herself to be tempted away from St Mary’s and has taken up a post directly with the University of Thirsk.’

			I stared at him. This wasn’t bad news – this was catastrophic news. Kalinda was our representative at the University of Thirsk. She went in to bat for us. She fought our corner. She secured our funding. She defended us on the distressingly frequent occasions when we needed defending. And she was good at it. At just under six feet tall, blonde, blue-eyed and looking like a Disney princess, she could punch a man’s liver out through his ears in 0.5 seconds flat. People were terrified of her. She was terrifying. She certainly terrified the living daylights out of the Senior Faculty at Thirsk. And now she was leaving us.

			I sat back to contemplate the ramifications. This was a bit of a double whammy. Because the other half of the equation, Thirsk’s representatives at St Mary’s – both of them – had turned out to be a right pair of murdering bastards. One of them had suffered a tree-related death and the other was unsuccessfully attempting to explain his actions to a group of even bigger bastards than he was – namely, the Time Police.

			We’d rather been hoping that they – Thirsk – would take the hint and keep their representatives to themselves in future. Obviously, we’d been deluding ourselves and now it looked as if we were going to be in the position of having one of them here without the benefit of having one of us there. I sighed. Some days it’s just like Sisyphus and his bloody boulder.

			I was about to make this observation to Dr Bairstow when it suddenly struck me that he wasn’t looking anywhere near as depressed as he should be. In fact, to anyone who knew him well, he looked very nearly cheerful.

			I sat back to have a bit of a think. And then I had it.

			‘Dr Black is Thirsk’s new representative here, isn’t she?’

			‘She is indeed.’

			‘Well, that’s good news, sir. In fact, it couldn’t be better.’

			He sighed again. ‘If you say so, Dr Maxwell. I should warn you I have already been on the receiving end of half a dozen emails from her requesting – no, demanding we put together something spectacular to celebrate her new posting here.’

			‘I’ll give it some thought, sir.’

			I was expecting one of his don’t just sit there, Dr Maxwell, see to it looks but it didn’t happen. There must be more to come.

			There was.

			He shifted a couple more files. ‘Moving on. At her request, Miss North is remaining at TPHQ for a while longer.’

			That didn’t come as a great surprise. I knew she’d been giving evidence against Halcombe and Sullivan after our infringement of a Triple-S site. Technically, it should have been me, but since relations between me and the Time Police were at an all-time low, I’d just been grateful North had been prepared to stand in. 

			‘Do we know why, sir?’

			‘There appears to be a mutual attraction.’

			Interesting. Actually, I could just see North doing quite well with the Time Police. Their rigid, authoritarian, do as I say and stop thinking for yourself approach would probably quite appeal to her. And her I like to do everything properly attitude would certainly appeal to them. A marriage made in heaven. However . . .

			‘The only downside is that it will leave me short of female historians, sir. I’d have only Miss Sykes and Miss Prentiss. And me, of course.’

			 ‘Allow me to present you with a very acceptable alternative. It is proposed to exchange Miss North with Miss Van Owen, who has, apparently, expressed a desire to return to St Mary’s.’

			‘One for one, sir?’

			‘Indeed.’

			This was even better, having North safely out of the way – or transferring to a more sympathetic environment as I must remember to say in future – and Greta Van Owen, an experienced historian, returning to the nest. I couldn’t see a downside.

			‘Will I need to liaise with the Time Police about this, sir? Because I think it would be fair to say I’m not their favourite person at the moment. We will almost certainly have real problems being civil to each other.’

			‘I have an immediate assignment for you, Dr Maxwell, that will preclude your involvement in any way. In fact, I have appointed Dr Peterson to deal with Miss North’s transfer so there will be no need for either of us to become involved.’

			That was a relief. Dr Bairstow was no more popular with the Time Police than I was. If that were even possible. Still, the possible absence of North and the reacquisition of Van Owen was such good news that I wasn’t going to do anything to preju­dice it. I could safely leave everything to Peterson.

			There was one thing, though.

			I leaned forwards and said quietly, ‘Sir, I have to ask.’

			He knew what I was going to say. ‘Yes, Dr Maxwell?’

			‘The teapot, sir.’

			And no, I’m not referring to the traditional tea-pouring, cosy-clad receptacle, but the time-travelling twelve-foot-high teapot belonging to a couple of naughty but rather endearing teenagers named Adrian and Mikey, which was supposed to have been destroyed as part of the deal between the Time Police and us. They’d broken their end of the deal and we’d broken ours. The teapot was currently concealed in Hawking Hangar awaiting its fate.

			He seemed to become strangely reluctant. He didn’t actually say, ‘What teapot?’ but the question certainly hung in the air between us.

			‘We were supposed to destroy it, sir, and while I have no qualms at all about deceiving the Time Police, I am reluctant to give them a reason for coming back here.’ I gathered myself for just the teensiest hint of criticism. ‘It does seem to be an unnecessary risk.’

			We both took a moment to contemplate those unfamiliar words and then he said, ‘I find myself reluctant to part with it.’

			I waited, but he said no more.

			‘Sir, Clive Ronan now knows of its existence. A pod with no safety protocols built in is God’s gift to anyone who wants to plunder the past. I doubt he’ll be able to resist.’

			‘Leon tells me he and Miss Perkins may be able to reprogramme some of its basic protocols and if this is, in fact, the case, it would give us an additional and much needed working pod. And I am confident the removal of some of its more . . . controversial features will render it acceptable to the Time Police.’

			‘Sir, it’s a twelve-foot-high teapot.’

			‘I’ll admit its appearance is a little bizarre but there are any number of low-profile tasks for which it would be invaluable, don’t you think?’

			I didn’t know what to think. Yes, we could do with another pod. And yes, it was a very good idea to remove what he referred to as ‘some of its more controversial features’ – its ability to remove objects from their own timeline, or the way it could override normal safety protocols – but even so . . . However, he hadn’t signed off on my appraisal yet so I was reluctant to argue.

			I gathered from his silence that there was even more to come.

			‘Regarding your very natural apprehensions over Ronan, Max, how are you dealing with recent events?’

			‘Very well, sir,’ I said confidently. ‘I’ve talked things over with Leon and we’ve decided the worst thing we can do is let him ruin our lives. We won’t give him that power over us any more. And since it’s all out of our hands anyway, we’re just going to carry on as usual.’ 

			‘An excellent strategy. And you might want to consider this: how many times has Ronan had a go at you? How many times has he failed? You might be angry and frustrated, but I am certain that’s nothing to the way he feels. Once again, he had you in his hands and you got away. I personally would not care to be around Clive Ronan at this very moment.’

			Very true. I hadn’t thought of things that way.

			He pulled out another file.

			‘And as a first step towards carrying on as usual, I have a task for you. I’d like you to return to our remote site. As you know, we had to leave in rather a hurry last time and there was no opportunity to carry out a thorough FOD plod. We did what we could at the time, obviously, but anything to do with America is such a sensitive issue we must be absolutely certain we have left nothing behind. I’d like you to take a team and clear the site. There will be some equipment to dismantle, final FOD plods to carry out and so on. It’s a big area to cover thoroughly and we were there for some months. I estimate between three days to one week to get it done. By the time you return, not only should our personnel issues be resolved, but I will have spoken to Professor Penrose as well.’

			Well, that all sounded good. With the added bonus of a week in the fresh air, a little gentle exercise, and no one trying to kill me or eat me. Yeah, I could do that.

			It got even better.

			‘Take Leon and Matthew, if you like. I think it would be good for you all to spend a little time together.’

			I beamed. 

			He shuffled a few papers before I started embarrassing us both by thanking him. ‘Who else will you include in your team?’

			I thought for a moment. ‘Markham, I think, sir, for security. Evans and Dieter for strength and any heavy lifting. Leon, obviously. Sykes, and either Bashford or Atherton from the History Department. And possibly Mikey – Miss Meiklejohn – from R&D. With your permission, sir, I’ll talk to them this afternoon and we’ll jump first thing tomorrow. We’ll take the big pod, I think – TB2.’

			He signed my appraisal with a flourish and handed it back to me. ‘That all sounds quite satisfactory. See to it, please, Dr Maxwell.’
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			Well, plenty there to think about. A bit of a holiday coming up. Kal on her way back to St Mary’s. The possibility of losing North and regaining Van Owen. Professor Penrose to tutor Matthew. Yeah – all good. I was feeling quite cheerful when I left Dr Bairstow’s office.

			Markham was outside, talking to Mrs Partridge. I could tell from her expression that things weren’t going well. On the other hand, this was Markham, so it wasn’t clear which of them things were going badly for. It would seem he was trying to persuade Mrs Partridge to allocate him an assistant.

			I had a momentary twinge of guilt. This was all my fault. I’d packed him off on the steam-pump jump because I’d been in Sick Bay at the time and he’d been my proxy with a hidden agenda – i.e. getting Peterson and Lingoss together. Which, to be fair, he’d done – in his own peculiar fashion – but at some point, in between decking himself out from head to toe in pink and trying to drown Miss Lingoss in the moat, he’d somehow got the idea he wanted – nay, urgently required – an administrative assistant.

			His argument was running thusly: ‘Max has an assistant.’ I opened my mouth to tell him he could have Rosie Lee – no problem at all, just let me nip back and break the glad tidings – but he swept on. 

			‘Peterson has an assistant.’ Which was true. Peterson had the lovely Mrs Shaw and they adored each other. He brought her flowers – she brought him chocolate biscuits. It was a match made in heaven and Markham’s chances of separating them from each other were non-existent. 

			‘It’s all the paperwork,’ he was saying to Mrs Partridge, drooping tragically and unwisely over her desk. ‘There’s watch lists and rotas and files and equipment checks and weapons logs. It just goes on and on.’

			He stopped, apparently too overcome to continue.

			An unmoved Mrs Partridge pointed out that Chief Farrell was assistant-free and yet he managed perfectly well.

			‘Ah,’ he said, cunningly, leaning closer. ‘That’s the beauty of my scheme, Mrs Partridge. We could share him.’

			‘Him?’ 

			‘Well, I didn’t want to say “her” because that sounded a bit sexist,’ he said, grinning in what he probably thought was an ingratiating manner. ‘Although now you come to mention it,’ continued the man responsible for pursuing a member of the medical profession from the first moment she had walked through the front door, ‘if there’s a choice . . .’

			Mrs Partridge shut her top drawer with a snap. ‘I regret to inform you, Mr Markham, that the chances of persuading any sentient female to venture within fifty feet of the Security Section are vanishingly small.’

			He assumed his wounded face. The one that makes him look like an abandoned puppy tied up outside a fur factory. ‘Well, that’s a little unkind, but fortunately I’m not easily hurt. A bloke will be fine. In fact, he could join the football team. We could do with a new striker. Evans is rubbish. And then, when he’s not scoring the winning goal, he could do a little filing. Record-keeping. Photocopying. Tea making. That sort of thing.’

			Assuming her I really don’t care face – or her normal expression, if you like – she stood up. ‘My highly qualified staff are carefully selected for their administrative skills and not their ability to pursue a pig’s bladder up and down a muddy field.’

			He backed off, saying, ‘Actually, I think things might have moved on a little from pig’s . . .’ before the door closed behind her and he realised he was talking to her empty desk.

			I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Do you know, I think you might be making progress. She’s definitely coming round to the idea.’

			He blinked, hopefully. ‘Do you think so?’

			‘I do, yes. I think you should move your campaign up a gear. You know, a constant barrage of written requests, verbal requests, telephone calls, emails. I think your problem is that she’s not taking you seriously enough. You need to convince her of your dire need.’

			‘You’re right,’ he said, his face illuminated by the inner glow of enlightenment.

			‘Have you considered skywriting?’ I said, which might have been a step too far.

			‘Oh my God, Max, that is so brilliant.’

			‘No,’ I said, alarmed.

			‘I’ll have a word with Professor Rapson.’

			‘No,’ I said, even more alarmed. But it was too late. He’d gone. And I’d only been back on the active list for ten minutes.

			*    *    *My morning ordeals continued. Returning to my office, I was faced with my assistant, Rosie Lee. Before I could say a word, she presented me with a homemade badge which read I’m not insane. Dr Stone had me tested. Results on application. Followed by a request for her to go home early, which I denied. Always start as you mean to go on.

			‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’

			She stared haughtily. ‘I’m far too busy at the moment.’

			I sighed and sat down. Barely had my bum hit my seat than the door opened and my department surged in, every single one of them bringing me tea. I thanked them for their thoughtfulness, lined up the mugs in front of me, started with the one on the left and began to work my way across.

			Rosie Lee was furious. ‘I make the tea around here.’

			Rather disappointingly, no divine thunderbolt occurred, but there was a lot of human amusement.

			My department had increased slightly in my absence. Actually, as Rosie Lee never failed to point out, a lot of things usually improved in my absence. Departmental efficiency . . . a massive reduction in paperwork . . . peace and quiet . . .

			At Dr Bairstow’s request, David Sands had returned to the St Mary’s fold and was happily picking up where he’d left off before he resigned. He lived with Rosie Lee and her son in Rushford, but on my instructions, had applied for a bunk in the Staff Block. Officially, it was for those nights when he worked late and didn’t want to drive home, but actually was St Mary’s-speak for when he was so rat-arsed he couldn’t remember where he lived. Dr Bairstow has condoned murder before now, but anyone drinking and driving barely has time to pick up their P45 on the way out. The corridors were reverberating to Sands’ cries of, ‘Knock, knock,’ and the sound of people running away as fast as they could.

			His partner in crime, Gareth Roberts, who had also resigned after the slight unpleasantness when we’d stolen Arthur’s sword – for very good reasons, let me add – had also been successfully tempted back from the real world. He’d been working at the University of Ceredigion, but was now back with us, freed from the onerous task of imparting details of the history of the EU to disbelieving ears.

			Mr Roberts, however, was not quite as young and squeaky and beardless as he had been when he left. In fact, as Kal would say when she first clapped eyes on him, ‘Wow!’ 

			I myself remarked on his newly acquired hirsuteness. 

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘You won’t believe this, Max, but it started to grow the day after I left St Mary’s. I reckon Dr Bairstow puts something in the water.’

			‘Specifically to stop you growing a beard?’

			‘Well, why not? He doesn’t have any hair so no one else is allowed to have any, either.’

			I looked over his shoulder and said, ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ and he nearly wet himself. 

			Anyway, interestingly, no sooner had he clapped eyes on Miss Sykes than he lost all sense of personal safety, and began to pursue her in a mysterious Welsh manner that even I had to admit was a little bit sexy. Miss Sykes herself appeared very impressed. Whether she was fed up playing second fiddle to a gender-neutral chicken was unknown, but in no time at all, the two of them, Sykes and Roberts, were always together. They ate together. She laughed at his jokes. He even brought her little pres­ents, something to which she was completely unaccustomed.

			Unsurprisingly, our Mr Bashford was not happy. Man and chicken seethed. He wasn’t taking it lying down, either. Publicly enquiring of Roberts if his rash had cleared up yet was one of his favourite tactics. Strange how it keeps coming back, he would continue, as Angus nodded her own disquiet at this disturbing revelation. Ominous even, he would mutter, before marching off with his chicken, point made.

			 So – here we all were. Pretty much back to normal. Normal enough for Dr Bairstow to hold one of his all-staff briefings to bring everyone up to date. We’d learned by now not to sit in the first row – too public – so Peterson and I were near the back, nodding judiciously at every couple of words and actually poised to be first in the dining room as soon as Dr Bairstow wound down.

			He kicked off by announcing all the staff changes, concluding with Kalinda Black’s return to St Mary’s, which was received with the sort of silence similar to that of the citizens of Moscow on hearing the news that Napoleon intended to spend a little leisure time in their midst that winter.

			Clearing his throat, he continued. ‘One final item today. Chief Farrell has asked me to advise you that over the next few days, all smoke alarm batteries are being replaced by more modern Microbial Fuel Cells. This is in an effort to prevent continual battery removal by those who apparently have no objection to burning to death.’

			‘Why?’ asked Bashford.

			‘Who knows, Mr Bashford. Rational opinion oscillates between extraordinarily low levels of intelligence or some sort of death wish, possibly religiously based.’

			‘No, sir, I mean, how will the Micro . . . bio . . . ?’

			‘Microbial Fuel Cells?’

			‘Yes. Them. Why exactly won’t they be removed?’

			I could see he was regarding this as a direct challenge.

			‘I suspect, Mr Bashford, that when the composition of MBFCs becomes widely known, it will lead to a general reluctance to handle them. Certainly without protective equipment of some kind.’ 

			Obviously regarding that as a clincher, Dr Bairstow gathered himself for his traditional briefing finale. ‘Are there any questions?’ 

			There never were but today was different.

			‘Yes, please, sir,’ said Bashford doggedly. ‘What compos­ition?’

			‘I beg your pardon?

			‘These Macrobiotic thingies – what is their main constituent?’

			I thought Dr Bairstow answered with a certain relish. ‘Urine, Mr Bashford. Undiluted male urine.’

			All eyes swivelled up to the three smoke detectors fitted to the ceiling a considerable distance above our heads – and then back to Leon. 

			‘Wow,’ said Bashford, in genuine awe. ‘How did you get it all the way up there, Chief? Did you stand on a table? That’s impressive.’

			I folded my arms and scowled at my feet. No, it wasn’t impressive. Not even a little bit. Further along the row, Nurse Hunter, who also cohabited with a man on a regular basis, folded her own arms over her bump and scowled down at where she hoped her feet would be, but she hadn’t seen them for weeks and frankly they could be anywhere. 

			I’m not sure what it is with men. I live with two of them and while I can’t say the bathroom floor is ever actually awash, there is frequently more on the floor than any right-minded woman should have to live with. I swear if Dr Bairstow ever chucks me out of St Mary’s, I’m going to start manufacturing and selling urine-coloured toilet mats. It won’t solve the problem of their poor aim – or in Matthew’s case, talking over his shoulder when he should be concentrating on the job in hand – but it would at least be camouflage.

			Considering God gifted them – men, I mean – with all the appropriate plumbing required for swift and accurate delivery, I just don’t see how they can miss. It’s typical, isn’t it – they bang on about being able to write their names in the bloody snow and yet still manage to miss a toilet bowl directly in front of them. In Peterson’s case, he doesn’t even try – frequently emptying his bladder all over me. Maybe we should just keep them in trainer pants all their lives. Or, as Kal has suggested, paint a large target on the toilet and appeal to their competitive instincts. Although according to Hunter, Markham has any number of marksmanship badges and he still can’t hit a bloody great toilet bowl from less than a foot away.

			But back to the subject in hand. The Micra-bia thingies.

			Leon stood up, assumed his stern face and addressed the room. ‘It is the responsibility of the Technical Section to maintain the smoke alarms as part of our fire prevention system. The instances of battery removal have soared from depressing to downright dangerous. We propose, therefore, to replace conventional batteries with Microbial Fuel Cells. This will occur over the next few days. Your cooperation is neither requested nor expected, but staying out of our way and allowing us to get on with things unhindered will be appreciated.’

			‘But,’ said Bashford, quoting that poster child for Health and Safety, Professor Rapson, ‘the wretched alarms keep going off. It’s very irritating.’

			‘You won’t be saying that when the flames are actually licking round your ankles. Anyway, in short, we’re fed up with saving idiots who don’t want to be saved, so we are replacing the batteries with . . .’ He paused expectantly, a primary school teacher coaxing the correct answers from a remedial class. 

			Sykes jumped in. ‘Microbionic . . .’

			He sighed. ‘Microbial Fuel Cells.’

			‘Yes. Them. But,’ she continued, obviously determined to delve to the bottom of the subject, ‘how did you manage to gather . . . ?’

			‘The men’s urinals have been specially adapted to harvest . . . product.’

			Everyone looked up the stairs to the gents’ toilets on the first floor and then back to the smoke detectors again. Several people began to move out of the perceived sprinkler range.

			Hunter nudged me. ‘Are they insane? Someone only has to strike a match and we’ll all be inundated in a shower of Peterson’s pee.’

			‘And not just his,’ said Markham proudly. ‘A substantial percentage will be mine. Especially after last Friday.’

			People began to gather apprehensively around the edges of the room.

			‘Please remain calm,’ said Leon, calmly. ‘Only the batteries are being replaced. The sprinkler system is still connected to the mains.’ 

			The room gusted with sighs of relief. He smiled blandly. ‘For the time being.’

			Bashford, standing with his shoulders hunched as if expecting the worst at any moment, enquired, ‘What does that mean?’

			‘Well, water’s precious. Far too precious to go irresponsibly sprinkling it over this crop of lunatics. We in the Technical Section are always looking for environmentally friendly alternatives.’

			I muttered to Peterson, ‘There is nothing environmentally friendly about your pee. And I speak from long experience.’

			‘You wouldn’t say that if you were on fire.’

			Dr Bairstow cleared his throat. ‘The world’s resources are not infinite and it therefore behoves all of us to be environmentally responsible. May I suggest, given your massive aversion to the Technical Section’s efforts to preserve you from a fiery death, that all of you refrain from removing either batteries or fuel cells, and be considerably more careful in the future vis-à-vis any situation likely to burn this building to the ground. Are there any further questions?’

			Sykes shot her hand in the air.

			‘Are there any sensible questions?’

			It would appear there were no sensible questions.

			‘Chief Farrell, if you could spare me one moment, please.’

			The two of them made their way upstairs but not before I heard Dr Bairstow say, ‘You were right. Most enjoyable . . .’
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			We lined up outside Tea Bag 2 – our big pod. We have eight altogether. Nine, if you count TB2. Actually, ten, if you count the teapot. They’re small, apparently stone-built huts – except for the teapot, obviously – in which we live and work. There’s a console, away from which we keep Peterson because he always bounces his pod on landing. He says he doesn’t but he does. There’s a toilet, which frequently buckles under the strain, despite the binding properties of compo rations, and various lockers to hold our bits and pieces. Our pods are not comfortable and for some reason, they always smell of cabbage. 

			Theoretically on the same team as me were Leon, Matthew, Dieter, Evans, Markham, Atherton, Sykes and Mikey. It should have been Bashford rather than Atherton but there had been a last-minute change of plan when Bashford fell off his wardrobe and banged his head. 

			Yes, I know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t one of those type of wardrobe-related accidents involving girlfriends and athletics. This one involved his chicken, Angus – although as I say that, it does occur to me that I’m not making things any better.

			It would seem that Sykes had called on him last night – at rather a late hour, I thought – but it seemed she had wanted to discuss the forthcoming assignment, so that’s all right then. Bearing in mind her frequent complaints about a third party in the room, Bashford had clambered on to a chair to lift her down from the top of the wardrobe – Angus, not Sykes, that is. For God’s sake, don’t make the same mistake I did – and he’d fallen off the chair and hurt himself. To allay any concern on the part of the reader, Angus had landed on Bashford and was completely uninjured.

			Not so Bashford, escorted to Sick Bay by Sykes, which hadn’t been the point of the evening at all, as she complained to me afterwards. 

			‘I mean,’ she continued, saturating me with information I could really do without, ‘what is the point of wrestling myself into my new push-up bra and drenching myself in “Extasy de Passion” – which took the varnish off my dressing table when I spilled a bit, so watch yourself with that stuff, Max . . .’

			‘Extasy de Passion?’ I said.

			‘Well, it’s a knock-off, isn’t it? I got it cheap off the market. The bloke let me sniff a sample and it seemed OK.’

			I toyed with the idea of telling her that the usual trick was to squirt an infinitesimal drop of the real deal around the neck of the bottle – for the authentic smell – and fill up the rest with yellow water. And yes, the yellow water was exactly what you’re thinking, as subsequent analysis by Trading Standards had revealed. This exciting concoction would then be sold for an only slightly less exorbitant price than the original. And, I suppose, if you’ve filled a hundred bottles full of yellow water, the correct spelling of Exstasy probably wasn’t that high on your agenda. But I refrained from mentioning any of that. There was enough grief in her life without informing her she’d been dousing herself in market traders’ . . . um . . . body fluids.

			Anyway, Bashford, still hors de combat, had been replaced by Atherton. Nice, normal Atherton, whose best friend wasn’t a chicken and never fell off wardrobes.

			We had a fair bit of kit to take with us, as well. Metal detectors, tools, barrows, bins and rations – lots and lots of rations. Apparently, Mrs Mack had no faith in our abilities to live off the land. About which, yes, she was right, but hurtful nevertheless.

			I’d been to the remote site before, albeit very briefly. I’d shot in, had a quick word with Dr Bairstow, ravaged Leon and jumped straight back out again. Now I had a chance to take in the details.

			This is where we flee in the event of an emergency. It’s somewhere to hide our pods and our Archive. Especially our Archive. Which by now is quite sizeable because we’ve been doing this for some time. We visit major historical events, record what’s happening and do our very best not to die. Because it’s important. Not the not-dying bit – I mean, it’s always important to have an accurate record of what actually happened. Not the socially acceptable version, or the politically correct version – is there anyone left in the world who still believes what politicians say? – or the religious version, or the victor’s version, but a record of what did actually happen. Warts and all. Because the truth is important.

			The truth is also very, very dangerous and so we take good care of our Archive because we can’t afford to have it falling into the wrong hands. Not least because if anything did happen to it, we can’t go back and do it all again. You can only be in any given time once, which means we only ever get one crack at a jump, and if we screw it up, then the opportunity is gone forever. Hence the remote site. Somewhere remote and in another time. In this case, the left-hand side of a continent that will one day be known as North America. You do realise I’m going to have to kill you now, don’t you?

			I stood on flat grassland that ran down to a wide, fast-flowing river. The grass rippled silver and green in the slight wind. I turned to look at the woodland behind me, with the leaves just beginning to glow gold, at the rolling purple hills behind that, and the snowy mountains, hazy in the far, far distance behind them. The air was fresh and crisp with just enough of a bite to tell me that autumn would be here soon. The sky was a rich blue and apart from the sounds of wind and water, there was nothing but deep and peaceful silence. It was a nice spot. This was our sanctuary when, for whatever reason, Dr Bairstow judged it wise to remove all things St Mary’s out of harm’s way. A place of greater safety.

			I could see evidence that we’d been here. Flattened areas of white grass where the pods had stood were just beginning to green over and stand up again. Piles of now unwanted firewood were dotted around. A homemade fishing net was spread over river boulders. Some people had started small plots – for salad or fresh veggies, I supposed – which were now filled with weeds and bolted lettuces.

			I took a deep breath – which made my head spin because my lungs weren’t used to this sort of luxury – and turned to Matthew, who was looking up at me.

			‘You should stay away from the river,’ he said, which, by some strange coincidence, was exactly what I’d been about to say to him.

			*    *    *We spent the first day carefully unloading and checking all our equipment. Well, Leon and Dieter did. Mikey and Matthew shot off to go exploring – I’d already accepted I wasn’t going to get a great deal of work out of either of them. I could hear them talking and laughing down by the river. Enjoying themselves as young people should do. And she was good for Matthew. He had made enormous strides since Leon rescued him from old Ma Scrope, but he still had occasional bad dreams from which he would wake in fear and it would take me a while to calm him down. Mikey’s cheerful, casual attitude to life was just what he needed sometimes. 

			 Atherton and I surveyed the site, Markham and Evans did a security recce and Sykes, mercifully Extasy de Passion-free, wrecked the toilet.

			To be fair, this happens quite a lot. Our chemical toilets can be a little bit fragile and do tend to stop working – or even colourfully explode – at the drop of a pair of knickers. The first we knew of this current catastrophe was the traditional yelp of alarm and Sykes backing out of the door at speed to avoid the spreading pool of rainbow fluid.

			‘Shit,’ she shouted accurately. ‘The bloody thing’s gone again.’

			Leon appeared, closely followed by Dieter, both wearing the traditional techie expressions of doom.

			‘Mind your feet,’ I said, which, although well meant, didn’t help matters at all.

			Leon folded his arms and stared down at Sykes. ‘What did you do?’

			Sykes, however, was made of sterner Caledonian stuff than us English wimps. She folded her arms and stared right back. ‘I hardly had time to do anything meaningful. In fact, I had to stop in mid-flow and evacuate pretty sharpish.’

			‘I meant – what did you do to the toilet?’

			‘I sat on it.’

			‘And . . . ?’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘And . . . ?’

			‘And nothing.’ 

			‘You must have done something.’

			‘Well, I didn’t,’ she said stoutly. ‘It’s always doing this.’

			‘It always does it,’ said Leon, ‘because once upon a time some people went to the Pleistocene period and subjected a fragile but expensive piece of kit to stresses for which it was not designed and it’s never been the same since.’

			Since one of the stresses for which the toilet had never been designed had been a small, orphaned mammoth – the introduction of which had been initiated by Sykes and her fellow trainees – she fell silent.

			‘Right,’ said Leon, pursuing his advantage. ‘Latrine inspections.’ He passed Sykes a spade. ‘You remember where they were. Check nothing sinister has evolved in our absence. Or whether a family of bears has taken up residence. Or whether the contents have started to glow. Don’t just stand there.’

			He picked up another spade, looked at me and raised an eyebrow. 

			‘Site survey,’ I said hurriedly, backing away. 

			‘Security check,’ said Markham, backing away even more quickly, and we left them to it.

			*    *    *Everything was going well. The weather was good – crisp, sparkling days with just a nip in the air. There were no further lavatory catastrophes. The work wasn’t that hard but it was meticulous. We picked up tons of debris from the site, sorting and checking as we went. Anything wooden could be left – it would happily degrade back into the soil. Anything metal was picked up and brought back to the pod for packing away.

			Leon and Dieter spent a long time dismantling Professor Rapson’s Patented Making Liver into Fuel Device – don’t ask. Seriously, don’t ask. This had been one of Professor Rapson’s brilliant ideas – an attempt to turn liver into fuel. Now you know why I said don’t ask. He’d patented the process on return to St Mary’s because, he said, he had high hopes of future fame and fortune. Should he ever get it to work. Lack of liver, however, was a major factor in its current failure. Most of us had had to agree to donate the appropriate organ – ‘after death’ had been a hastily added stipulation after Dr Stone had pointed out this basic flaw – just to get him to go away.

			Actually, this might be a good time to say the professor’s liver-processing machine formed the basis for one of David Sands’ more successful stories. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned, he’s a writer as well. And a good one. One of his books is supposed to be turned into a movie – although given the amount of shouting and script throwing, that wasn’t going quite as well as it could.

			Anyway, his story was set in the future. Oil was now a thing of the past and mankind was desperate for fuel and somehow – it wasn’t clear – had discovered fuel could be distilled from livers. The animal kingdom was happily sacrificed in the need to fuel the engines of technology and when the animals had all gone, they’d had to start on people. The undeserving were the first to go, shortly followed by the elderly, the disabled, the terminally sick, and finally, everyone else. By the end of the story, the only humans left alive were those actually servicing the liver-processing engines. The story ended with them turning on each other. Not a very cheery subject, I think you’ll agree, but he won an award for that one.

			Anyway, back to the nearest any of us ever got to a holiday. The days were pleasant. We would rise early, breakfast inside because it was still nippy at that time of day, and work throughout the morning because the light was good. The work was painstaking and we couldn’t afford any shortcuts. Every inch had to be covered and certified clear.

			Using canvas tape, Atherton and I had marked out ten-foot by ten-foot squares. One team would do an initial sweep, north to south, then move on to the next square, leaving a white marker to show where they’d been. 

			A second team would follow in their footsteps, checking east to west, and then leave a blue marker showing it was confirmed cleared. We’d discovered the fastest progress was made when we went slowly. I began to think Dr Bairstow’s estimate of a week had been overly optimistic.

			We’d take a longish lunch – have a game of football, do a bit of fishing or something – and then back to work until the sun went down. It was still warm enough to eat outside and our evenings were spent around the campfire, carefully located just far enough away from TB2 to avoid setting fire to it, but close enough to get back to it should we have an emergency in this vast and apparently unpeopled landscape. Then off to bed to do it all again the next day. There were worse ways of passing the time.

			And then, one evening . . .

			It was getting dark. We’d eaten and we were beginning to pack up for the night, prior to moving back inside. The evening was growing chilly. Leon picked up the teapots to empty the contents into the river.

			‘Careful,’ I said. ‘This will be America one day. You don’t want to set a precedent.’

			Leon grinned and he and Matthew set off into the dusk. 

			‘Bags first in the facility,’ said Mikey, and disappeared towards the thunderbox.

			Everyone else headed into the pod to lay out their sleeping modules and get ready for bed. I checked our campsite and then began to douse the fire, kicking dirt over the red embers. We never leave a campfire unattended. I heard someone shout for Mikey and what had she done with such and such. Otherwise all was silent. Life here was very peaceful.

			I thought I’d also avail myself of the facility while everyone else was busy and I’d just set off latrine-wards when I thought I heard something. I don’t know what – I just know I heard something, and it wasn’t right. 

			I stopped, and turned a couple of times to listen, taking a few paces towards the river in case it was Matthew, but there was only silence. My heart rate kicked up a notch. 

			Night falls swiftly at this time of year and I really couldn’t see much at all. I stood a minute longer, turning my head this way and that and listening hard, but there were only the gentle sounds of wind in the trees and the far-off gurgle of the river. 

			I looked over my shoulder to TB2. They’d closed the door against the night and there were no lights showing. The pod was just a big shape in the darkness. The silence of the night closed around.

			I knew – I just knew – there was something . . .

			I had no earpiece and no com with me because I’d finished for the day and taken them out. Historian instinct kept me from shouting and giving away my position. Other than us, there were no people here, but it might be a bear. Or a wolf. Or a mountain lion. Or something. And if I shouted and everyone came pouring out . . . right into whatever was out here . . . I decided to head for the river where Leon and Matthew were, and set off for where I thought the river should be.

			Well, that didn’t work. I walked quite a long way before I realised it wasn’t there. It seemed unlikely that some bastard would have moved it, so I was obviously heading in the wrong direction.

			I stopped and stood still to listen for the sound of water, my head cocked. There was a faint . . . something. So faint, I couldn’t identify it. A rustle of clothing, perhaps? A sigh? Or was I imagining things and this was just the gentle night breeze? 

			Because if there was someone here, I couldn’t think of a reason why they wouldn’t speak. Unless they were up to no good, of course. I had a sudden image of someone standing stock-still, as I was, listening . . . waiting for me to give myself away.

			I looked around. I’d killed the fire so there was no soft glow of firelight. Because they’d shut the pod door – as they should do during the hours of darkness – and although the sky overhead was full of stars, everything down here was as dark as something that was very dark indeed.

			I had no idea where I was in relation to the river, the trees, or our campsite. Obviously, I’d got turned around somehow. It has happened before. My bump of direction had been bulldozed flat years ago. Leon has frequently commented on the ability of birds, whales, elephants, whatever, to navigate themselves from one side of the world to the other, and my complete failure to correctly obey the instruction, ‘Turn left.’

			This was ridiculous. I couldn’t stumble around all night. Someone must surely have missed me by now. Trust me, the time I need to spend in a latrine can usually be measured in nanoseconds. Especially when it’s too dark to read.

			I thought I heard a cry somewhere but it was far away and I couldn’t tell which direction it came from. It was the worst possible time of day to be groping my way around the landscape. Faint fingers of light lingered in the west, but they were too pale to be of any use and the moon had yet to rise. I squinted, but everything was just indeterminate patches of dark and semi-dark. Nothing was clearly defined. 

			For a long few seconds, there was just the night silence and then, so close that their breath was hot in my ear, a voice whispered, ‘Hello, little girl.’

			There were two ways to go. Fight or flight.

			I flew.

			I took off into the night. I had no idea where I was going but wherever it was, it would be better than here, where something stood behind me in the dark and whispered in my ear. I could still feel the hot breath. Hear the words. ‘Hello, little girl.’

			I ran, zigzagging – as if that would help. And then I stumbled because the ground was suddenly rough and uneven. I must have left the flat grassy plateau of our campsite and now I was somewhere near the woods that encircled it. Whether this was good or bad I had no idea. On the one hand, plenty of places to hide. On the other, plenty of trees to smack into.

			I opened my mouth to shout for Leon or Markham and then closed it again. Did I want to give away my position? Surely someone from our campsite must be looking for me by now. Or would they? Leon would think I was in the pod. Those in the pod would think I was with Leon. And even when it was discovered I wasn’t with either, they’d all think I was in the thunderbox. It could be some time before I was missed. Should I shout and risk it? 

			No. Whatever was out there could get to me much more quickly than any of my colleagues. 

			I dropped to the ground, crouched, and had a bit of a think. In the words of the song – should I stay or should I go? Someone or something could be heading towards me at this very moment. I should move. Not very far. Certainly not far enough to lose our campsite. Or fall into an icy, fast-flowing river in the dark. Now I remembered Matthew’s warning to stay away from the river. I really have got to start listening to him – he obviously knows what he’s talking about. 

			I couldn’t help thinking that if there was someone out there and they had night-vision goggles then I was sunk. Because I didn’t have any of that. I didn’t even have a torch. Because we weren’t supposed to go wandering off in the dark. As I was doing.

			It was time to circle back to our campsite and safety. I wheeled about and jogged back the way I’d come. This would take me back to the campsite and TB2. Also towards whatever might be lurking in the darkness, but I’d deal with that when the time came. 

			It came sooner than I thought. I ran into something hard, thought I’d made it back to TB2 and discovered it was a bloody tree. Where the hell was I? I was way off course. I’d run in completely the wrong direction. I rebounded off the tree, staggered, put my foot in some sort of hole or depression and fell down. Bloody bollocking hell. Why does nothing ever go right for me? And then I thought, no – stay here. You’re safe and comparatively hidden. Stay quiet and work out what’s going on.

			Good idea. I let my head fall back and just as I did so, behind me, in the dark, a twig snapped.

			I didn’t jump out of my skin this time. I did the other thing. I froze. The traditional response of a small mammal to an unknown peril in the dark. I lay, rigid, straining my eyes to pierce the darkness. Everything was dark with darker blobs I assumed were other trees. Nothing was moving. There was only the sound of the wind in the leaves.

			I lay absolutely still apart from my hammering heart, ready to move at a moment’s notice. I held my breath, listening for snuffling, snorting, or the sounds of something pushing through the trees.

			Was there really someone out there? Was someone watching me as I lay blind in the darkness? Or had it been just the night breeze tickling my ears? Doubt set in. This site was supposed to be unpopulated. Was I allowing my very well-documented paranoia to get the better of me? Was this yet another version of me lying awake at night imagining Clive Ronan coming up the stairs? Or hiding, bogeyman-like, under the bed?

			On the whole, I was inclined to go for paranoia as the most likely option because I was still alive. Ronan wasn’t the gloating type. He didn’t play with his victims. He certainly wouldn’t be chasing me around the woods whispering in my ear. In fact, no one knew better than he that I wasn’t a little girl. He’d just kill me and walk away whistling. So not Ronan, then. Just paranoia. Well, that was a relief.

			I’d lain here long enough. Definitely time to get back to the safety of TB2. But I wasn’t taking any chances.

			Ian Guthrie trained me. He’s retired now, but he taught me a lot about Outdoor Survival. He once even managed to get me on one of his outdoor exercises. Typically, nothing in my training ever touched on how to avoid a sinister game of hide and seek in the dark, though. Historian escape strategies consist mostly of running like hell.

			The wood was dark. The trees grew closely together. There was little undergrowth in which to hide but, on the other hand, nothing to rustle and give away my position. I trod slowly and carefully, ghosting from trunk to trunk, listening. Always listening. 

			After a while, my heart slowed. My breathing settled. All my senses were heightened. I could feel the rough bark beneath my fingertips, the faint breeze on my cheek, hear the whisper of leaves. 

			And then the bloody moon came out.

			I was standing in a deep patch of shade at the time. No skill on my part, sadly – I was just lucky. I froze. The only things moving were my eyes, shifting from side to side. I could see tree trunks and their shadows. But then, over there – was that a shadow and no corresponding tree? I couldn’t help it – doubt crept back in. There was something not quite right in this graphic black and silver landscape. 

			The secret in these situations is not to hold your breath. Holding your breath makes your heart thump. Well, it makes my heart thump, anyway. And, of course, after a minute or two, you faint. So I didn’t hold my breath. I didn’t do anything except wait.

			If there was something there, it was playing exactly the same game as me. It was waiting for me to move. To make a mistake.

			Clouds flitted across the moon. Trees creaked above my head. I kept my weight on both feet, ready to push off at a moment’s notice should I have to. A long, long time passed. And then I had a thought. A treacherous thought. The shadow hadn’t moved. It lay on the ground, thick and black and inhumanly still. Was it possible that something awful was happening back at our campsite while I stood here like an idiot waiting for a tree stump to make the first move? And how on earth would I explain to Leon or Markham that I’d spent the greater part of the evening hiding from a shadow?

			Actually, I never found out. Not for one moment taking my eyes from the dark shape in front of me, I took a cautious step to the left. Nothing happened. And then another. I edged very carefully around a fat-trunked tree and still nothing happened. Encouraged, I began to move further to my left. And then the ground gave way beneath me. I twisted my foot quite badly, lost my balance, tumbled head over heels and slammed into soft soil. Rolling over, I struggled to my knees and found myself looking at a dragon.
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