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About the book


‘So tell me, Dr Maxwell, if the whole of History lay before you … where would you go? What would you like to witness?’


When Madeleine Maxwell is recruited by the St Mary’s Institute of Historical Research, she discovers the historians there don’t just study the past – they revisit it.


But one wrong move and History will fight back – to the death. And she soon discovers it’s not just History she’s fighting…


Follow the tea-soaked disaster magnets of St Mary’s as they rattle around History. Because wherever the historians go, chaos is sure to follow.




About Jodi Taylor


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


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




 


 


By Jodi Taylor and available from Headline


The Chronicles of St Mary's series


Just One Damned Thing After Another


A Symphony of Echoes


A Second Chance


A Trail Through Time


No Time Like the Past


What Could Possibly Go Wrong


Lies, Damned Lies, and History


And the Rest is History


An Argumentation of Historians


Hope for the Best


The Long and Short of It (short-story collection)


The Chronicles of St Mary's digital shorts


The Very First Damned Thing


When a Child is Born


Roman Holiday


Christmas Present


Ships and Stings and Wedding Rings


The Great St Mary's Day Out


My Name is Markham


A Perfect Storm


Christmas Past


Battersea Barricades


The Steam-Pump Jump


And Now For Something Completely Different


Elizabeth Cage novels


White Silence


Dark Light


Frogmorton Farm series


The Nothing Girl


The Something Girl


Little Donkey (digital short)


________________


A Bachelor Establishment




Contents




Title


Copyright


About the book


About Jodi Taylor


Also by page


Author’s note


Epigraph


Dramatis Thingummy


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Epilogue




 


 


 


 


 


I made all this up. Historians and physicists – please do not spit on me in the street.





Jodi Taylor




 


 


 


 


 


‘History is just one damned thing after another.’





Arnold Toynbee




DRAMATIS THINGUMMY











	
Dr Edward

Bairstow



	
Director of St Mary's.

Tall, authoritative. Early 50s. Holds together a volatile mix of technicians, historians, kitchen staff, security teams and the sometimes explosive Research and Development Section.








	Mrs. Partridge


	PA to Director. Not to be crossed.







	HISTORY DEPARTMENT







	
Madeleine

Maxwell (Max)



	Historian. In her late 20s. Short, red-haired, engaging, impatient, self-deprecating, with a murky past and a precarious future.







	Tim Peterson


	Historian, late 20s. Tall and shaggy. A good friend.







	Kalinda Black


	
Historian. Blonde and blue-eyed.

Looks like a Disney princess.

Possibly drinks the blood of recently qualified trainees. Recipient of Mr Dieter's affections.








	
Sussman

Grant

Rutherford

Stevens

Nagley

Jordan



	Max's fellow trainees.







	TECHNICAL SECTION







	Leon Farrell


	
Chief Technical Officer.

In his mid-30s. Dark hair, blue eyes, competent, calm, quiet.








	Mr Dieter


	Farrell's number two. Built like a brick shi – a very large young man.







	MEDICAL SECTION







	Dr Helen Foster


	
Early 30s. Medical doctor and with the people skills of Vlad the Impaler.

Recipient of Mr Peterson's affections.








	Nurse Hunter


	Recipient of Markham's dubious affections.







	SECURITY SECTION







	
Major Ian

Guthrie



	Head of Security and whose unenviable task it is to keep St Mary's safe, despite all their best efforts. Late 30s.







	Mr Markham


	
Security guard.

Small, grubby and disaster-prone.

Reputedly indestructible – which is just as well.








	Mr Whissell


	Nasty piece of work.







	Big Dave


	Murdoch. Gentle giant.







	RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT







	Professor Rapson


	
Head of R & D.

Age unknown. Lives in his own world. Responsible for the destruction of the Clock Tower and the disastrous Icarus experiment. Apparently unaware of the properties of methane.








	Doctor Dowson


	
Librarian and Archivist.

Age unknown. Also not quite up to speed re methane.








	IT DEPARTMENT







	Isabella Barclay


	Head of IT. Professional bitch. Short, spiteful and redheaded. Gossip says she harbours an unrequited passion for Farrell.







	Polly Perkins


	Technician







	OTHERS







	Mrs Mack


	Kitchen Supremo. Mid 40s







	Jenny Fields


	Kitchen Assistant and dodo advocate.







	Mrs De Winter


	Retired schoolteacher.







	Turk


	Officially a horse.







	THE VILLAIN







	Clive Ronan


	Dark, nondescript, impassive and deadly.










Plus, assorted armies, raptors, stonemasons and hostile contemporaries too numerous to mention.
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There have been two moments in my life when everything changed. Moments when things could have gone either way. Moments when I had to make a choice.


The first occurred when, after another disruptive day at school, I stood in front of my head teacher, Mrs De Winter. I’d done the sullen silence thing and waited for expulsion, because I was long past ‘three strikes and you’re out’. It didn’t happen.


Instead, she said, with a strange urgency, ‘Madeleine, you cannot let your home circumstances define your entire life. You are intelligent – you have abilities of which you are not even aware. This is the only chance you will ever have. I can help you. Will you allow me to do so?’


No one had ever offered to help me before. Something flickered inside me, but distrust and suspicion die hard.


She said softly, ‘I can help you. Last chance, Madeleine. Yes or no?’


No words came. I was trapped in a prison of my own making.


‘Yes or no?’


I took a huge breath and said ‘yes’.


She handed me a book, a notepad, and two pens.


‘We’ll start with Ancient Egypt. Read the first two chapters and Chapter Six. You must learn to assimilate, edit, and present information. I want 1500 words on the precise nature of Ma’at. By Friday.’


‘Is this a punishment?’


‘No, Madeleine. This is an opportunity.’


‘But … you know I can’t take this home.’


‘You can use the school library and leave your stuff there. Miss Hughes is expecting you.’


That was the first moment.





The second one came ten years later. An email – right out of the blue:





My dear Madeleine,







I am sure you will be surprised to hear from me, but I have to say that, since you left the University of Thirsk, I have followed your career with great interest and some pride. Congratulations on your academic record at Thirsk, Doctor Maxwell. It is always gratifying to see a former pupil do so well, particularly one who laboured under so many difficulties in her early years I am writing now with details of a job opportunity I think you will find extremely interesting.


You will be aware, from your time at Thirsk, of the existence of a sister site -the St Mary's Institute of Historical Research – an organisation I think would appeal to anyone who, like you, prefers a less structured existence. Their work inclines more towards the practical side of historical research. This is all I can say at the moment.


The Institute is located just outside Rushford, where I now reside, and interviews are on the fourth of next month. Do you think you would be interested? I feel it would be just the thing for you, so I do hope you will consider it. Your travels and archaeological experience will stand you in good stead and I really think you are exactly the type of person for whom they are looking.


The pay is terrible and the conditions are worse, but it's a wonderful place to work – they have some talented people there. If you are interested, please click on the link below to set up a possible interview.


Please do not reject this opportunity out of hand. I know you have always preferred to work abroad, but given the possibility that America may close its borders again and the fragmentation within the EU, perhaps now is the time to consider a slightly more settled lifestyle.


With best regards,


Sibyl De Winter








I always said my life began properly the day I walked through the gates of St Mary's. The sign read:





UNIVERSITY OF THIRSK.


INSTITUTE OF HISTORICAL RESEARCH


ST MARY’S PRIORY CAMPUS.


DIRECTOR DR EDWARD G. BAIRSTOW


BA MA PHD FRHS


I rang the buzzer and a voice said, ‘Can I help you, miss?’


‘Yes, my name's Maxwell. I have an appointment with Doctor Bairstow at 2.00 p.m.’


‘Go straight up the drive and through the front door. You can’t miss it.’


A bit over-optimistic there, I thought. I once got lost on a staircase.


At the front door, I signed in and was politely wanded by a uniformed guard, which was a little unusual for an educational establishment. I did my best to look harmless and it must have worked because he escorted me through the vestibule into the Hall. Waiting for me stood Mrs De Winter, who looked no different from the last time I saw her, the day she took me off to Thirsk. The day I got away from that invention of the devil – family life.


We smiled and shook hands.


‘Would you like a tour before the interview?’


‘You work here?’


‘I’m loosely attached. I recruit occasionally. This way please.’


The place was huge. The echoing central Hall was part of the original building with medieval narrow windows. At the far end, an ornate oak staircase with ten shallow steps and a broad half landing branched off left and right to a gallery running round all four sides of the hall.


Various rooms opened off this gallery. Through the open doors, I could see an entire suite which seemed to be devoted to costumes and equipment. People trotted busily with armfuls of cloth and mouths full of pins. Garments in varying stages of completion hung from hangers or from tailor's dummies. The rooms were bright, sunny, and full of chatter.


‘We do a lot of work for film and television,’ explained Mrs Enderby, in charge of Wardrobe. She was small and round, with a sweet smile. ‘Sometimes they only want research and we send them details of appropriate costumes and materials, but sometimes we get to make them too. This one, for instance, is for an historical adaptation of the life of Charles II and the Restoration. Lots of bosoms and sex obviously, but I’ve always thought Charles to be a much underrated monarch. This dress is for Nell Gwynn in her “orange” period and that one for the French strumpet, Louise de Kérouaille.’


‘It's lovely,’ I said softly, carefully not touching the material. ‘The detail is superb. Sadly, it's a bit modern for me.’


‘Dr Maxwell is Ancient History,’ said Mrs De Winter. Apologetically, I thought.


‘Oh dear,’ sighed Mrs Enderby. ‘Well, it's not all bad news, I suppose. There’ll be drapery and togas and tunics, of course, but even so.’ She tailed off. I had obviously disappointed her.


From there, we moved next door to Professor Rapson, in charge of Research and Development. He was so typically the eccentric professor that initially I suspected a bit of a wind-up. Super-tall and super-thin, with a shock of Einstein hair, his big beaky nose reminded me of the front end of a destroyer. And he had no eyebrows, which should have been a bit of clue really; but he smiled kindly and invited us in for a closer look at his cluttered kingdom. I caught a tantalising glimpse of a buried desk, books everywhere and, further on, a laboratory-type setup.


‘Dr Maxwell hasn’t had her interview yet,’ said Mrs De Winter in rather a warning tone of voice.


‘Oh, oh, right, yes, no, I see,’ he said, letting go of my elbow. ‘Well, this is what I tend to think of as “practical” history, my dear. The secret of Greek Fire? We’re on it. How did a Roman chariot handle? We’ll build you one and you can find out for yourself. What range does a trebuchet have? Exactly how far can you fling a dead cow? How long does it take to pull someone's brains out through their nose? Any questions like that then you come to me and we’ll find your answers for you! That's what we do!’


One of his expansively waving arms caught a beaker of something murky that could easily have been embalming fluid, the Elixir of Life, or Socrates’ hemlock and knocked it off the workbench to shatter on the floor. Everyone stepped back. The liquid bubbled, hissed, and looked as if it was eating through the floor. I could see many other such damp patches.


‘Oh, my goodness! Jamie! Jamie! Jamie, my boy, just nip downstairs, will you? My compliments to Dr Dowson and tell him it's coming through his ceiling again!’


A young lad nodded amiably, got up from his workbench, and threaded his way through the tangle of half-completed models, unidentifiable equipment, tottering piles of books, and smudged whiteboards. He grinned at me as he passed. In fact, they all seemed very friendly. The only slightly odd thing was Mrs De Winter preceding every introduction with the warning that I hadn’t had the interview yet. People smiled and shook hands but nowhere did I get to venture beyond the doorway.


I met Mrs Mack who presided over the kitchens. Meals, she informed me, were available twenty-four hours a day. I tried to think why an historical establishment would keep such hours but failed. Not that I was complaining. I can eat twenty-four hours a day, no problem.


The bar and lounge next door were nearly the same size as the dining room, showing an interesting grasp of priorities. Everything was shabby from heavy use and lack of money, but the bar was particularly so.


Further down the same corridor, a small shop sold paperbacks, chocolate, toiletries, and other essential items.


I fell in love with the Library, which, together with the Hall, obviously constituted the heart of the building. High ceilings made it feel spacious and a huge fireplace made it cosy. Comfortable chairs were scattered around and tall windows all along one wall let the sunshine flood in. As well as bays of books they had all the latest electronic information retrieval systems, study areas, and data tables and, through an archway, I glimpsed a huge archive.


‘You name it, we’ve got it somewhere,’ said Doctor Dowson, the Librarian and Archivist who appeared to be wearing a kind of sou’wester. ‘At least until that old fool upstairs blows us all sky high. Do you know we sometimes have to wear hard hats? I keep telling Edward he should house him and his entire team of madmen on the other side of Hawking if we’re to have any chance of survival at all!’


‘Dr Maxwell hasn’t had the interview yet,’ interrupted Mrs De Winter and he subsided into vague muttering. In Latin. I stared somewhat anxiously at the ceiling, which did indeed appear to be blotched and stained, but at least nothing seemed to be eating its way through the fabric of this probably listed building.


‘Did they tell you?’ he demanded. ‘Last year his research team attempted to reproduce the Russian guns at the Charge of the Light Brigade, miscalculated the range, and demolished the Clock Tower?’


‘No,’ I said, answering what I suspected was a rhetorical question. ‘I’m sorry I missed that.’


I was moved firmly along.


We stopped at the entrance to a long corridor, which seemed to lead to a separate, more modern part of the campus. ‘What's down there?’


‘That's the hangar where we store our technical plant and equipment. There's no time to see it at the moment; we should be heading to Dr Bairstow's office.’


I was still thinking about the Crimean War and the disasters of the Battle of Balaclava when I realised someone was speaking to me. He was a man of medium height, with dark hair and an ordinary face made remarkable by brilliant, light blue-grey eyes. He wore an orange jump suit.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘I was thinking about the Crimea.’


He smiled. ‘You should fit right in here.’


‘Chief, this is Dr Maxwell.’


‘I haven’t had the interview yet,’ I said, just to let them know I’d been paying attention.


His mouth twitched at one corner.


‘Dr Maxwell, this is our Chief Technical Officer, Leon Farrell.’


I stuck out my hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Farrell.’


‘Most people just call me Chief, Doctor.’ He reached out slowly and we shook hands. His hand felt warm, dry, and hard with calluses. Working man's hands.


‘Welcome to St Mary's.’


Mrs De Winter tapped her watch. ‘Dr Bairstow will be waiting.’





So, this was Dr Edward Bairstow. His back was to the window as I entered. I saw a tall, bony man, whose fringe of grey hair around his head rather reminded me of the ring of feathers around a vulture's neck. Away off to the side with a scratchpad in front of her sat a formidable-looking woman in a smartly tailored suit. She looked elegant, dignified, and judgmental. Dr Bairstow leaned heavily on a stick and extended a hand as cold as my own.


‘Dr Maxwell, welcome. Thank you for coming.’ His quiet, clear voice carried immense authority. Clearly he was not a man who had to raise his voice for attention. His sharp eyes assessed me. He gave no clue as to his conclusions. I’m not usually that good with authority, but this was definitely an occasion on which to tread carefully.


‘Thank you for inviting me, Dr Bairstow.’


‘This is my PA, Mrs Partridge. Shall we sit down?’


We settled ourselves and it began. For the first hour, we talked about me. I got the impression that having no acknowledged next of kin and a lack of personal ties constituted a point in my favour. He already had details of my qualifications and we talked for a while about the post-grad stuff in archaeology and anthropology and my work experience and travels. He was particularly interested in how I found living in other countries and amongst other cultures. How easy was it for me to pick up languages and make myself understood? Did I ever feel isolated amongst other communities? How did I get around? How long did I take to become assimilated?


‘Why did you choose history, Dr Maxwell? With all the exciting developments in the space programme over the last ten years and the Mars Project in its final stages, what made you choose to look backwards instead of forwards?’


Pausing, I arranged and edited my thoughts. I was nine. It had been a bad Christmas. I sat in the bottom of my wardrobe. Something unfamiliar dug into my bottom. I wriggled about and pulled out a small book – Henry V and the Battle of Agincourt. I read and re-read it until it nearly fell apart. I never found out where it came from. That little book awoke my love of history. I still had it: the one thing I had saved from my childhood. Studying history opened doors to other worlds and other times and this became my escape and my passion. I don’t ever talk about my past so I replied with three short, impersonal sentences.


From there we moved on to St Mary's. Dr Bairstow gave the impression of a large, lively, and unconventional organisation. I found myself becoming more and more interested. There wasn’t any particular moment I could identify, but as he talked on, I began to feel I was missing something. This was a big campus. They had a Security Section and twenty-four-hour meals and plant and equipment and a Technical Department. He paused for a moment, shuffled a few papers, and asked me if I had any questions.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘What's Hawking?’


He didn’t answer but pushed himself back slightly from his desk and looked across at Mrs Partridge. She put down her scratchpad and left the room. I watched her go and then looked back at him. The atmosphere had changed.


He said, ‘How do you know about Hawking?’


‘Well,’ I said, slowly. ‘It's not common knowledge of course, but …’ and let the sentence die away. He stared at me and the silence lengthened. ‘It just seems strange that a hangar in an historical research centre is named after the famous physicist.’


Still no response, but now I wasn’t going to say anything either. Silence holds no fears for me. I never feel the urge to fill it as so many other people do. We gazed at each other for a while and it could have been interesting, but at this moment, Mrs Partridge re-entered, clutching a file, which she put in front of Dr Bairstow. He opened it and spread the papers across his desk.


‘Dr Maxwell, I don’t know what you’ve been told, but perhaps you could tell me what you do know.’


He’d called my bluff.


‘Absolutely nothing,’ I said. ‘I heard the name mentioned and wondered. I’m also curious about the large numbers of staff here. Why do you need security or technicians? And why do people need to know I haven’t had “the interview”? What's going on here?’


‘I’m quite prepared to tell you everything you want to know, but first I must inform you that unless you sign these papers, I shall be unable to do so. Please be aware these documents are legally binding. The legal jargon may seem obscure, but, make no mistake, if you ever divulge one word of what I am about to tell you now, then you will spend the next fifteen years, at least, in an establishment the existence of which no civil liberties organisation is even aware. Please take a minute to think very carefully before proceeding.’


Thinking carefully is something that happens to other people. ‘Do you have a pen?’


The obliging Mrs Partridge produced one and I signed and initialled an enormous number of documents. She took the pen back off me, which just about summed up our relationship.


‘And now,’ he said, ‘we will have some tea.’


By now, afternoon had become early evening. The interview was taking far longer than a simple research job warranted. Clearly it was not a simple research job. I felt a surge of anticipation. Something exciting was about to happen.


He cleared his throat. ‘Since you have not had the sense to run for the hills, you will now have the “other” tour.’


‘And this is the “other” interview?’


He smiled and stirred his tea.


‘Have you ever thought, instead of relying on archaeology, unreliable accounts and, let's face it, guesswork, how much better it would be if we could actually return to any historical event and witness it for ourselves? To be able to say with authority, “Yes, the Princes in the Tower were alive at the end of Richard's reign. I know because I saw them with my own eyes.”‘


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘It would; although I can think of a few examples where such certainty would not be welcomed.’


He looked up sharply.


‘Such as?’


‘Well, a certain stable in Bethlehem for instance. Imagine if you pitched up with your Polaroid and the innkeeper flung open the door and said, “Come in. You’re my only guests and there's plenty of room at the inn!” That would put the cat amongst the pigeons.’


‘An understatement. But you have nevertheless grasped the situation very clearly.’


‘So,’ I said, eyeing him closely, ‘maybe it's good there's no such thing as time travel.’


He raised his eyebrows slightly.


‘Or to qualify further, no such thing as public-access time travel.’


‘Exactly. Although the phrase “time travel” is so sci-fi. We don’t do that. Here at St Mary's we investigate major historical events in contemporary time.’


Put like that, of course, it all made perfect sense.


‘So tell me, Dr Maxwell, if the whole of history lay before you like a shining ribbon, where would you go? What would you like to witness?’


‘The Trojan War,’ I said, words tumbling over each other. ‘Or the Spartans’ stand at Thermopylae. Or Henry at Agincourt. Or Stonehenge. Or the pyramids being built. Or see Persepolis before it burned. Or Hannibal getting his elephants over the Alps. Or go to Ur and find Abraham, the father of everything.’ I paused for breath. ‘I could do you a wish-list.’


He smiled thinly. ‘Perhaps one day I shall ask you for one.’


He set down his cup. With hindsight, I can see how he was feeling his way through the interview, summing me up, drip-feeding information, watching my reactions. I must have done something right, because he said, ‘As a matter of interest, if you were offered the opportunity to visit one of the exciting events listed, would you take it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Just like that? Some people feel it incumbent to enquire about safe returns. Some people laugh. Some people express disbelief.’


‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘I don’t disbelieve. I think it's perfectly possible. I just didn’t know it was possible right now.’


He smiled, but said nothing, so I soldiered on. ‘What happens if you can’t get back?’


He looked at me pityingly. ‘Actually, that's the least of the problems.’


‘Oh?’


‘The technology has been around for some time. The biggest problem now is History itself.’


Yes, that made everything clear. But as Lisa Simpson once said, ‘It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to open your mouth and remove all doubt.’ So I remained silent.


‘Think of History as a living organism, with its own defence mechanisms. History will not permit anything to change events that have already taken place. If History thinks, even for one moment, that that is about to occur, then it will, without hesitation, eliminate the threatening virus. Or historian, as we like to call them.


‘And it's easy. How difficult is it to cause a ten-ton block of stone to fall on a potentially threatening historian observing the construction of Stonehenge? Another cup?’


‘Yes, please,’ I said, impressed with his sang-froid and equally determined not to be outdone.


‘So,’ he said, handing me a cup. ‘Let me ask you again. Suppose you were offered the opportunity to visit sixteenth-century London to witness, say, the coronation parade of Elizabeth I -it's not all battlefields and blood -would you still want to go?’


‘Yes.’


‘You understand very clearly that this would be on an observation and documentation basis only? Interaction of any kind is not only extremely unwise, it is usually strictly forbidden.’


‘If I was to be offered any such opportunity, I would understand that very clearly.’


‘Please be honest, Dr Maxwell, is this admirable calm because deep down, very deep down, you think I’m clearly insane and this is going to be one to tell in the pub tonight?’


‘Actually, Dr Bairstow, deep down, very deep down, I’m having a shit-hot party.’


He laughed.





*





Waiting in Mrs Partridge's office sat the quiet, dark man with the startling eyes I’d met on the stairs.


‘I’ll leave you with the Chief,’ Dr Bairstow said, gathering up some papers and data cubes. ‘You’re in for an interesting evening, Dr Maxwell. Enjoy.’


We left the office and headed down the long corridor I’d noticed before. I experienced the oddest sensation of entering into another world. The windows, set at regular intervals along one side, cast pools of sunlight along the floor and we passed from light to dark, from warm to cool, from this world into another. At the end of the corridor was a key-coded door.


We entered a large foyer area with another set of big doors opposite.


‘Blast doors,’ he said, casually.


Of course, what was I thinking? Every historical research centre needs blast doors. On my right, a flight of stairs led upwards with a large, hospital-sized lift alongside. ‘To Sick Bay,’ he said. On the left, a corridor with a few unlabelled doors disappeared into the gloom.


‘This way,’ he said. Did the man never say more than two or three words together?


The big doors opened into a huge, echoing, hangar-style space. I could see two glassed-in areas at the far end.


‘Those are offices. One for IT,’ he gestured at the left room. ‘And one for us technicians.’ He gestured right. An overhead gantry ran down one side with three or four blue jump-suited figures leaning on the rail. They appeared to be waiting for something.


‘Historians,’ he said, following my stare. ‘They wear blue. Technicians wear orange, IT is in black, and Security wears green. Number Three is due back soon. This is the welcoming committee.’


‘That's … nice,’ I said.


He frowned. ‘It's a dangerous and difficult job. There's no support structure for what we do. We have to look after each other, hence the welcoming committee; to show support and to talk them down.’


‘Down from what?’


‘From whatever happened to the crew on this assignment.’


‘How do you know something happened?’


He sighed. ‘They’re historians. Something always happens.’


Ranged down each side of the hangar stood two rows of raised plinths. Huge, thick, black cables snaked around them and coiled off into dim recesses. Some plinths were empty; others had small hut-like structures squatting on them. Each was slightly different in size or shape and each one looked like a small, dingy shack, stone-built, flat-roofed with no windows; the sort of structure that could be at home anywhere from Mesopotamian Ur to a modern urban allotment. Prop a rickety, hand-made ladder against a wall and with a broken wheel by the door and a couple of chickens pecking around, they would be invisible.


‘And these are?’ I asked, gesturing.


He smiled for the first time. ‘These are our base of operations. We call them pods. When on assignment, our historians live and work in these. Numbers One and Two.’ He pointed. ‘We usually use them as simulators and for training purposes, because they’re small and basic. Pod Three is due back any time now. Pod Five is being prepped to go out. Pod Six is out. Pod Eight is also out.’


‘Where are Pods Four and Seven?’


He said quietly, ‘Lost.’ In the silence, I could almost hear the dust motes dancing in the shafts of sunlight.


‘When you say “lost,” do you mean you don’t know where they are, or they never came back for some reason?’


‘Either. Or both. Four went to twelfth-century Jerusalem as part of an assignment to document the Crusades. They never reported back and all subsequent rescue attempts failed. Seven jumped to early Roman Britain, St Albans, and we never found them either.’


‘But you looked?’


‘Oh yes, for weeks afterwards. We never leave our people behind. But we never found them, or their pods.’


‘How many people did you lose?’


‘In those two incidents, five historians altogether. Their names are on the Boards in the chapel.’ He saw my look of confusion. ‘They’re our Roll of Honour for those who don’t come back, or die, or both. Our attrition rate is high. Did Dr Bairstow not mention this?’


‘He …’ I was going to ask how high, but a light began flashing over the plinth marked Three. Orange figures appeared from nowhere it seemed, lugging umbilicals, cables, flatbeds and the tools of their trade. And quietly, with no fuss, no fanfare, Pod Three materialised on its plinth.


Nothing happened.


I looked up at the Chief. ‘Um …’


‘We don’t go in. They come out.’


‘Why?’


‘They need to decontaminate. You know, plague, smallpox, cholera, that sort of thing. We shouldn’ t go in until they’ve done that.’


‘But what if they’re injured?’


At that moment, the door opened and a voice shouted, ‘Medic!’


Orange technicians parted like the Red Sea and two medics trotted down the hangar. They disappeared into the pod.


‘What's happening? Who's in there? Where have they been?’


‘That would be Lower and Baverstock, returning from early 20th-century China, the Boxer Rebellion. It looks as if they require medical attention, but not seriously.’


‘How do you know?’


‘When you’ve seen as many returns as we have then you get a feel for it. They’ll be fine.’


We both stood in silence watching the door until eventually two people, a man and a woman, dressed in oriental clothing, limped out. One had a dressing over one eye and the other's arm was strapped up. They both looked up at the gantry and waved. The blue people waved and shouted insults. They and the medics headed off. Orange technicians swarmed around the pod.


‘Would you like to have a look?’


‘Yes, please.’


Close up, the pod looked even more anonymous and unimposing than it had from the other end of the hangar.


‘Door,’ he said and a battered-looking, wooden-looking door swung soundlessly open. After the enormous hangar, the inside of the pod seemed small and cramped.


‘The toilet and shower room are in there,’ he said, pointing to a partitioned corner. ‘Here we have the controls.’ A console with an incomprehensible array of read-outs, flashing lights, dials, and switches sat beneath a large, wall-mounted screen. The external cameras now showed only a view of the hangar. Two scuffed and uncomfortable looking swivel seats were fixed to the floor in front of the controls.


‘The computer can be operated manually or voice activated if you want someone to talk to. There are lockers around the walls with all the equipment required for your assignment. Sleeping modules here pull out when needed. This pod can sleep up to three reasonably comfortably, four at a push.’


Bunches of cables ran up the walls to disappear into a tiled ceiling.


In amongst this welter of slightly scruffy but undoubtedly high-tech equipment, I was amazed to see a small kettle and two mugs nestling quietly on a shelf under a rather large first-aid locker.


‘Yes,’ he said, resigned. ‘Show me a cup of tea and I’ll show you at least two historians attached to it.’


The tiny space smelled of stale people, cabbage, chemicals, hot electrics, and damp carpet, with an underlying whiff from the toilet. I would discover all pods smelt the same and that historians joke that techies take the smell then build the pods around it.


‘How does it work?’


He just looked at me. OK then, stupid question.


‘What now?’


‘Is there anything else you would like to see?’


‘Yes, everything.’





So I got the ‘other’ tour. We went to Security where green-clad people were checking weapons and equipment, peering at monitors, drinking tea, running around, and shouting at each other.


‘Is there a problem?’ I asked.


‘No, I’m afraid we’re a noisy bunch. I hope you weren’t expecting hallowed halls of learning.’


I met Major Guthrie, tall with dark blond hair, busy doing something. He broke off to stare at me.


‘Can you shoot? Have you ever fired a weapon? Can you ride? Can you swim? How fit are you?’


‘No. No. Yes. Yes. Not at all.’


He paused and looked me up and down. ‘Could you kill a man?’


I looked him up and down. ‘Eventually.’


He smiled reluctantly and put out his hand. ‘Guthrie.’


‘Maxwell.’


‘Welcome.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I shall be watching your progress with great interest.’


That didn’t sound good.


We finished with a tour of the grounds, which were very pleasant if you discounted the odd scorch mark on the grass and the blue swans. Even as I opened my mouth to ask, there was a small bang from the second floor and the windows rattled.


‘Hold on,’ said Chief Farrell. ‘I’m duty officer this week and I want to see if the fire alarms go off.’


They didn’t.


‘That's good, isn’t it?’ I said.


He sighed. ‘No, it just means they’ve taken the batteries out again.’


This really was my sort of place.
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They say owners get to look like their dogs but at St Mary's it was a case of the trainees getting to look like their institute. St Mary's was shabby and battered and after a few weeks, so were we.


Only seven of us trainees turned up on Day One. Apparently, there should have been ten. It seemed an average of only 3.5 trainees actually graduated from each course.


‘You’ll be the point five, then,’ said a tall guy to me, presumably alluding to my lack of height. I ignored him. He rammed paperwork into his folder, seemingly not noticing most of it falling out of the bottom as he did so. His nametag said Sussman. He had dark eyes and hair and looked almost Mediterranean – the sort who gets a tan just by looking out of the window.


Next to him stood Grant, a stocky lad with sandy hair and steady blue eyes. He stacked his paperwork neatly with broad, blunt hands and inserted it carefully into his folder, his square, pleasant face thoughtful. He stood next to Nagley and listened as she spoke. She had a clever, intense face and her eyes and hands moved continually. She was as highly strung as he was placid. They made a natural team.


The other girl, Jordan, stood slightly apart, and almost poised for flight, her body language uncertain. I guessed she wasn’t sure she wanted to be there. I was right. She remained aloof and left in the first week. I don’t know what happened; one day she was there and the next day she was gone. There was no point in asking because they never told you. I can’t remember even hearing her voice.


The other two, Rutherford and Stevens, talked together as they sorted their papers. Stevens was a little older than the rest of us, small, chubby, and enthusiastic. He looked excitedly round the room, taking it all in. Rutherford had the big, blunt look of a rugby player.


The first shock was that we lost our academic titles and I became Miss Maxwell again. Only heads of departments had titles. I quite liked that. I could see Miss Maxwell would have far more fun than Dr Maxwell would.


We were shown to rooms in the newly built Staff Block. Mine was small and shabby and I shared a bathroom with the two other girls, Nagley and Jordan. Laid out on my bed were sets of grey jump suits, possibly the most unflattering garments in history. A neat electronic scratchpad fitted snugly inside a knee pocket. Heavy-weather gear, wet-weather gear, grey T-shirts and shorts, socks and boots completed the set. I unpacked my few belongings and changed. Surveying myself in a mirror, I looked like an excited, grey sack with ginger hair.


We met again downstairs and shuffled off for our medicals. I didn’t bother trying to hide my dislike of doctors because Dr Foster didn’t bother trying to hide her dislike of patients. The white coat and stethoscope looked incongruous on her. Closely fitting black leather and a short hunting crop would have better suited her stern expression.


The medical paperwork seemed endless. My life had been comparatively blameless so far, but despite that, I was vaccinated for and against everything, and I mean everything. We were also encouraged to give blood regularly – as an investment for the future.





After the medicals, we trooped back to the Hall, rubbing the bits that still throbbed, and sat while Dr Bairstow gave his welcome speech.


‘Congratulations to those of you here today. You constitute the best of the candidates interviewed, but only the best of you will complete your training. You should be aware that not all of you will make the grade. You have tough times ahead of you. Of course, you may resign whenever you wish. There is no compulsion. If you wish to leave, you should be aware that the confidentiality documents you signed today apply in perpetuity and, again, the consequences of divulging any information of any kind to anybody will be very, very clear to you.’


He paused and eyed us all individually. I made myself stare calmly back.


‘We work in conjunction with the University of Thirsk, whence some of you graduated. We enjoy considerable autonomy, but we are answerable to them for our funding. They in turn answer for us to a small and discreet government body who, as far as I can tell, answer to no one below God.


‘You, however, answer to me.’


He paused again for this to sink in.


‘Our public image is of a charmingly eccentric historical research organisation which is of no harm to anyone but itself. This view is particularly prevalent in the village, especially as the echoes of our latest explosion die away. Strive to maintain this image please, ladies and gentlemen.


‘I hope to get to know you all better over the coming months.’ His eyes crossed slightly and he said, in the voice of one who has committed something distasteful to memory, ‘Please remember my door is always open.’ Then he was gone.


After this we grappled with yet more hand-outs, schedules, organisational schematics, and even more forms to complete. The concept of the paperless office never really made much headway at St Mary's. I leafed through the papers in my folder until I found my timetable. The first lecture started at 09.00 the following morning with Chief Farrell, who I remembered, followed by a session with the Head of IT, Miss Barclay, who I didn’t.


We assembled, bright-eyed and enthusiastic, the next morning. Chief Farrell, calm and authoritative, was easy listening and pretty easy on the eyes as well. Izzie Barclay was another matter, rendering her subject so completely devoid of interest and relevance that you could practically hear people's eyes glazing over. I listened with only half an ear while watching her pose in the sunshine so everyone could admire the glints in her red hair.


I suppose that because, with the exception of Smartarse Sussman, I’d rather liked everyone I’d met so far, I was lulled into a false security when it came to Barclay. My own fault. I could have kept my mouth shut. I should have kept my mouth shut, but I’m stupid and never learn. Third in command at St Mary's after Dr Bairstow and Chief Farrell, her approach was a contrast to everyone else's easy-going style; she was unpopular, self-important, and lacking the sense of humour gene.


Without warning, she wheeled and pounced. ‘You! Stevens! What did I just say?’


If he’d had any idea of what she’d been boring on about, it must have flown straight out of his head with the sharpness of her question. He stared at her; a small furry woodland animal hypnotized by a ginger cobra. The silence lengthened.


I looked up. ‘You were describing the position of a point as relative. No point can ever be regarded as solid or fixed but must always be viewed in relation to everything else.’


More silence. ‘Is your name Stevens?’


Good God, it was like being back at school.


‘No,’ I said, helpfully. ‘I’m Maxwell.’


‘I suppose you think you’re clever.’


More silence.


‘Answer me.’


‘I’m sorry; I didn’t hear a question there.’


Mercifully, the clock struck, signifying the end of the lecture and lunchtime. No one moved.


At last, she stepped back. ‘Dismissed.’


So that was my card marked; second period on the first day. Way to go, Maxwell.


St Mary's consisted of a warren of dark corridors and small rooms. Only the Staff Block, Hawking Hangar, and the kitchens were less than two hundred years old. The walls showed barely a lick of paint below shoulder height. The lovely old panelling was gouged and scraped and successive generations had carved their names and dates all over it. Such carpet as remained was old and worn. All the furniture sagged. We could see through the curtains they were so thin, and an overall smell of damp stone and whatever we’d had for lunch that day hung in the air.


Regular soft explosions from R & D didn’t help with the preservation of the building. One memorable day, early in our training, Professor Rapson put his head round the door and said, mildly, ‘If it's not too much bother, may I recommend you evacuate the building right now, please.’


Chief Farrell paused from revealing the secrets of the universe and said, ‘Right, everyone out. Immediately. No, not the door, Miss Nagley, use the windows. Move!’


We clambered out of the windows and joined the rest of the unit on the South Lawn. Major Guthrie's team, wearing breathing apparatus, threw open windows around the building. Something greenish wafted out. We all got the afternoon off.





It was exhausting. It was exhilarating. And uncomfortable. I hadn’t realised how closely together we would live and work. Historians work in pairs. We weren’t assigned a partner because St Mary's believes the best and strongest partnerships are between those who choose each other. Like marriage, I suppose, but with a lower attrition rate. Where possible, the traditional pairing was one man and one woman. Grant and Nagley took to each other straight away and Rutherford and Stevens seemed to hit it off, which just left me and that cocky bastard, Sussman. The circumstances of my life before St Mary's had made me solitary but now wherever I looked he was there. He and I were the only unallocated singles so we seemed to be stuck with each other.


‘What's the problem with working with me?’ he demanded, after I’d spent an entire day trying to avoid him. ‘Have I said something? Do I have bad breath? What is it?’


I tried to marshal some words. ‘It's not you I started to say.


‘Oh, come on, you’re not going to follow that up with, “It's me,” are you?’


‘Well, yes,’ I said, stung. ‘But I can lie to you if you prefer,’ and went to step past him.


‘No, look, I’m sorry. Just wait a minute. Have I done something? Sometimes, you know, I can be a bit …’


‘No, I’m …’ I struggled for words.


He smiled and said, ‘You’re not a team player. Yet. You don’t trust people enough to place your safety in their hands. You don’t like relying on other people and you especially don’t want to rely on me because you don’t know me, you don’t like me, and you don’t trust me. At this very moment you’re wishing I’d drop dead so you can vanish back to your room and enjoy your own solitary self, doing whatever you do in there every night.’


‘Well, nearly right. I’m actually trying to vanish to the dining room, but the rest was spot on.’


‘Look, we two are on our own here. I’ve been watching you, Maxwell, and you’re as good as I am. And I don’t say that often because I’ve got a big head as well as a big mouth. At the moment, we need each other, and I think together we could be pretty good. You want to be the best and so do I, but we can’t do it separately. I’m not asking you to tell me your life secrets or sleep with me; I just want to work with you. What do you say?’


I’d once overridden my instincts and confided in Mrs De Winter and that had changed my life. Maybe I could do it again. Looking at his feet, I nodded. He was too clever to push it any further. ‘OK, I’ll see you tomorrow, at breakfast,’ and disappeared.


Once that barrier crumbled, others followed. On the whole, the people at St Mary's were a good crowd. Volatile, noisy, eccentric, argumentative, loyal, dedicated, and impatient as well, of course, but also the best bunch of people you could hope to meet. I began to relax a little. The strange chaos of the first few weeks unravelled into order and routine and we began to get the hang of things.


The mornings were mostly devoted to lectures on temporal dynamics, pod procedures, maths, and the history and structure of St Mary's. We spent our afternoons in the Library, keeping abreast of developments in our specialised areas – Ancient History in my case – the latest thinking in archaeology and anthropology, together with intensive research on the other two specialities in which we were required to be current.


‘What did you choose as your other two specialties?’ asked Sussman one Friday lunchtime as I staggered to my room, legs wobbling under the weight of books, papers, and boxes of data cubes and sticks. My scratchpad was banging in my knee pocket and I was desperate for tea and a pee and not in that order, either.


‘Middle Ages and the Tudors,’ I said. ‘How about you?’


He opened the door for me. ‘Roman Britain and the Age of Enlightenment.’


I was impressed. His main area was Early Byzantine. These were big subjects. He wasn’t just a pretty face. I was glad now I’d taken a chance on him. He wasn’t everyone's cup of tea, but I liked him better as I got to know him. Except on Fridays.


On Fridays, he was just a pain in the arse.


‘It's Friday,’ he said, passing me a sheet of paper and we sat down.


‘Oh, for God's sake, Davey.’


‘Come on, Max, it’ll only take a minute.’


‘Why don’t you revise like the rest of us?’


‘That's no fun. This is much more of a challenge.’


‘Not as much of a challenge as that blonde admin clerk you’ve been chasing all week. How's that working out for you?’


‘I’m quietly confident,’ he said, rolling up his sleeve and picking up a pen.


Every Friday afternoon after lunch, just when normal people were looking forward to the weekend, or feeling sleepy after too many helpings of Mrs Mack's treacle tart (or both), they would shove us into the small training room and hit us with unending questions on all the topics covered that week. Essays, multiple choice, the occasional practical demo – it all came thick and fast. One thing after another. Bang, bang, bang. And we had to pass. Failure was not an option, as the famous saying goes. Fail just one weekly test and you were out. No re-sits, no second chances. You were gone.


Consequently, every Friday lunchtime was devoted to the Sussman Method of Exam Preparation which basically consisted of writing things on his arm. This was irritating enough, without having to watch him achieving higher marks than those of us who’d toiled at the bookface, which was really bloody annoying.


He began to write.


‘Come on, Max. Read me that bit about temporal and spatial co-ordinates and I’ll buy you a drink.’





He found me one afternoon in the small classroom on the second floor where I was hiding from a cross-country run.


‘Have you heard?’


‘Obviously not,’ I said, marking my place with a finger so he would take the hint and go away. ‘Heard what?’


‘Rutherford's broken his leg.’


‘What? Is he OK?’


‘Well, no. He's broken his leg, you daft bat.’


I picked up my McKisack's The Fourteenth Century and hefted it in a meaningful manner. ‘Is he here in Sick Bay or have they taken him away?’


‘Oh, they took him to Rushford. It was nearer. He’ll be back soon.’
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