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


Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Nearly twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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About the books


JUST ONE DAMNED THING AFTER ANOTHER
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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 . . .





A SYMPHONY OF ECHOES
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Wherever the historians go, chaos is sure to follow . . .


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


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





A SECOND CHANCE
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I could have been a bomb-disposal expert, or a volunteer for the Mars mission, or a firefighter, something safe and sensible. But, no, I had to be an historian.


It began well. A successful assignment to 17th-century Cambridge to meet Isaac Newton, and another to witness the historic events at The Gates of Grief. So far so good.


But then came the long-awaited jump to the Trojan War that changed everything. And for Max, nothing will ever be the same again.


With the bloody Battle of Agincourt playing out around her, Max risks everything on one last desperate gamble to save a life and learns the true meaning of a second chance.
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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.’


But he wasn’t. We never saw him again. Rumour had it he went off to Thirsk as a post-grad assistant, which left poor Stevens pretty exposed. I really felt for Stevens. He wanted this so badly and he struggled with nearly everything. Academically he was fine, but with everything else he was a complete disaster and worst of all, that bitch Barclay, scenting blood in the water, was making his life a misery. This brought out the side of Sussman I didn’t like very much. I asked him to tone things down a bit because he couldn’t – or wouldn’t – see that his careless brilliance and effortless achievement were a bit insensitive when Stevens was struggling so hard.


‘Why should I?’ he demanded. ‘There's only three, or at the most, four of us going to complete our training. Me, you, Grant, and probably Nagley. What's the point?’


‘Are you suggesting we throw Stevens under the bus?’


‘What do you care?’


‘He's one of us, you insensitive pillock.’


‘Well, now who's suddenly a team player?’


‘He’d do it for you.’


‘He wouldn’t have to.’


I said nothing, which was usually the best way with him.


‘Oh, all right, then.’





After a morning running simulations, I was sitting at my favourite data table in the Library, trying to work out exactly where I had gone wrong when Sussman came and plonked himself opposite me.


‘So, how did your first simulation go?’


‘Oh, really well,’ I said, inaccurately.


‘Where did you end up?’


‘Minoan Crete, Bronze Age.’


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Well done.’


‘Yes. Sadly, I was aiming for early fifteenth-century Constantinople.’


‘Ah. Oh well, never mind. You’ll get it right next time. Did you hear about Stevens?’


‘Oh, no. What now?’


‘He wanted Tudor England. 1588 to be precise.’


‘And?’


‘He ended up right in the middle of the Spanish Armada.’


I thought quickly. ‘No, that's good. 1588 is the Spanish Armada.’


‘No, right in the middle of the Spanish Armada. About eight miles off the east coast with the San Lorenzo bearing down on him with all guns blazing as he and his pod disappeared beneath the simulated waves. The Chief is still trying to work out how he accidentally managed to override all the safety protocols and Barclay's got a face like a buggered badger. He's a bit depressed, so we’re off to ply him with alcohol before he loses the will to live. Coming?’


‘Yes,’ I said, stuffing my gear into my bag and following him to the bar.





Nagley and I put our heads together and did what we could. We gave Stevens extra sessions, extra revision, and helped him with his notes. Grant and a muttering Sussman tried to make him look good physically, but probably our efforts only served to highlight his deficiencies.


We were finishing one of the sessions with Chief Farrell on closed timelike curves when the door opened and Barclay marched in. I saw Stevens go pale. He’d been expecting this, but now the reality was upon him.


‘Mr Stevens, a moment please.’


Whether by accident or design (and you never knew with her), the door didn’t close properly behind her and we heard every word.


‘Stevens,’ she snapped, ‘get your gear together, please. I’m sorry to tell you – you’re chopped.’


It was brutal. The class gasped. We looked at each other. Chief Farrell, his lecture now lost beyond recall, got up and stepped out into the corridor. We could hear voices. Eventually silence fell. Chief Farrell brought Stevens back into the classroom. He dropped blindly onto the nearest chair. The Chief placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder, said, ‘I think we’re finished here today,’ and went quietly out of the room. I suppose it was too much to hope he was giving her a good kicking in the corridor.


Stevens was devastated. Grant and Sussman rushed him to the bar for emergency treatment. Nagley and I did his packing for him and spent an enjoyable half hour dreaming up a series of elaborate and painful deaths for Bitchface Barclay, as she was everlastingly known.


He cried when he left and, to my amazement, so did I, but we didn’t have much time to mourn Stevens. Now we moved into the physical part of our training. Apparently, up until now we’d had it easy.


‘Good morning, everyone,’ said Major Guthrie, trying not to grin evilly and failing. ‘Up to this moment, I’m sure you’ve all enjoyed the cut and thrust of academic debate, but the time has come to embark on the more “hands-on” part of your training. I see there are just the four of you remaining, which gives my section the opportunity to ensure each of you will receive extensive, thorough, and frequent attention. You will find your new timetables in the folders in front of you. Please study them carefully. The consequences of non-attendance, for whatever reason, will not be pleasant.


‘Your primary survival strategy will always be running away, which brings me to the running schedules you will find in Appendix C. Those of you who have hitherto avoided our jolly cross-country sessions,’ he smiled unpleasantly, ‘will be sorry.’


Oh, bloody hell.


Now I got to know the security section rather well. As well as you usually get to know people who have their hands all over you five times a week. I suspect there are married couples who have less intimate physical contact than we did. I met Big Dave Murdoch, Guthrie's number two, a real gentle giant, calm and polite.


‘Good morning, Miss Maxwell. Today, I’m going to rob, rape, and strangle you. Shall we begin?’


I also met Whissell, our other unarmed-combat specialist, small and runty with bad teeth and a habit of standing too close. They said he liked the girls a bit too much, but I suspected he didn’t like girls at all. Sessions with Whissell and his hands were always a little too real to be comfortable and one day, enough was enough.


I reached down, grasped, and twisted.


‘Aarghh,’ he yelled. I saw the blow coming but didn’t quite manage to avoid it.


He closed in.


‘Very good, Miss Maxwell,’ said Murdoch, appearing from nowhere. ‘But a more effective response would have been to catch his wrist – like this – and follow through -like this – finishing with the heel of the hand – like this.’


We both regarded the groaning heap of Whissell.


‘Most instructive,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Mr Murdoch.’


‘An honour and a privilege, Miss Maxwell. And keep that thumb un-tucked.’


After that, I always tried to make sure I got Murdoch. Weasel, as we called him, was the type to hurt the things he feared. I tried to keep a discreet distance from him and remain politely aloof, but he had sensed my dislike and I suspected that I would pay for it one day.





They kicked up the simulations programmes until we were in Hawking morning, noon, and night. I loved these sims sessions. I loved walking down the hangar, joking with Nagley or Sussman. I loved entering the pod and smelling that special pod smell. I loved checking the lockers and stowing my gear, settling myself in the lumpy chair, beginning the start-up procedures, laying in my pre-calculated co-ordinates under Chief Farrell's watchful eye, taking a deep breath and initiating the jump. I loved dealing with the hair-raising scenarios that followed. The sims were so real to me that I was always surprised to open the door and find myself still in Hawking.


We simulated missions where everything went according to plan, but only a couple of times because that almost never happened.


We simulated missions where we were attacked by hostile contemporaries. That happened a lot.


We simulated missions where we became ill with something unpleasant. That happened a lot too.


We simulated missions where the pod caught fire.


And, everyone's favourite, we simulated missions where we all died. These were usually scheduled for a Friday morning so we finished in time for the afternoon exams. Nothing good ever happened on a Friday morning.





The final exams loomed ever closer. Not long to go now -the culmination of all our hard work. Unless you were Sussman, of course, in which case you’d barely worked at all. They posted the exam schedule. Every single one had a pass mark of 80% and we had to pass every single one.


First, on the Monday, was Weapons Expertise. I laid about me happily, smiting hip and thigh with enthusiasm. I got Big Dave Murdoch and not only could I hold him off, but I managed to land a couple of good blows as well. I felt pretty pleased with myself and he winked at me.


Archery was a doddle, as was target shooting. Guthrie scribbled away and I hoped this was a good sign. They gave me a pile of miscellaneous tat and fifteen minutes to fashion a weapon. In the absence of any fissionable materials, I came up with a pretty good slingshot that David himself would have been proud of and when asked to test fire, I took out the small window in the gents’ toilets on the second floor. Much more scribbling happened.


Fire fighting was easy. Electrical, chemical – you name it, I doused it. There was good scribbling for Fire Fighting.


Wednesday was Self Defence. I made no headway at all with Weasel as he none too gently chucked me around all over the place, grinning his stupid head off all the time. I waited until a particularly heavy fall then placed my hand on my lower stomach, curled into a ball and uttered, ‘Oh God, the baby!’


Weasel stopped dead, saying, ‘What …?’ and I hacked his legs out from underneath him, leaped to my feet, ran across his chest, and rang the bell, which was the whole point of the exercise. Weasel shot me a filthy look and, at this point, there was no scribbling at all. Major Guthrie threw down his clipboard and walked off.


‘Oh dear,’ I said to a watching Murdoch.


‘No, you’re OK. He's gone round the corner where no one can see him laugh.’


So I felt quite pleased with myself and then, on Thursday, it was time for the Field Medic Test.


We started with theory: plague, cholera, and typhoid symptoms, how to treat simple fractures, shock, resuscitation, no problem at all. In fact, I enjoyed it. Then, in the afternoon, we had to go out and find ourselves a body. A number of volunteers lay scattered around the place and we had to find one. They had a label tied to one arm with a list of symptoms and injuries so we could diagnose and treat. With my usual luck, I fell over Izzie Barclay.


We didn’t like each other. I had still not forgiven her for Stevens and she definitely didn’t like me. Physically, we looked alike: both of us being short and ginger. Maybe that was it. Maybe because I didn’t find her as fascinating as she thought I should. I don’t know.


She lay stretched out near the entrance to Hawking, muffled up to the eyebrows against the cold and reading Computing for Geniuses, or some such thing. Her label said she’d been in an explosion. With dear old Mr Swanson from R & D looking on, I questioned her closely and got to work. Severe head trauma, broken limbs, burns; I worked away, bandaging, improvising splints and doing a good job. Mr Swanson scribbled away again. I sat back on my heels, satisfied, and then the sackless bint said, ‘Oh, by the way, I’m on fire!’


My heart stopped. I’d failed.


I checked her label.


‘No, you’re not.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘You didn’t say.’


‘You didn’t ask.’


I took a deep breath. She was smirking. Everyone knew this was our examination. Everyone cut us some slack, Murdoch falling over more times than he had to, Guthrie rounding people's scores up instead of down. I bet Professor Rapson held up his broken limbs for bandaging without even being asked. And I’d got Bitchface Barclay and she’d screwed me.


I said, ‘Oh dear,’ deliberately omitting the ‘ma’am’ she so coveted. ‘This is an emergency. I must deal with it at once.’


I stepped away to the outside tap, filled a bucket with ice-cold water, and emptied it all over her. She screamed and shot to her feet, soaked to the skin. It was bloody excellent. I didn’t dare look at Mr Swanson. She had to drip her way past a small crowd of interested techies who had turned up to see who was screaming. Someone sniggered. I swear it wasn’t me.


I waited all evening expecting to hear I’d been failed.


‘Don’t panic,’ said Sussman. ‘Why would they fail you for something so trivial? They’ve invested hugely in us. And it's not as if you actually set her on fire, which is what I would have done. You put her out. Don’t expect any gratitude from the rest of the human race.’


He was right. I’m sure she filed her own body weight in yellow disciplinary forms, but I never heard a word about it. Of course after that day, she loved me even more!





And so we came to the dreaded Outdoor Survival, appropriately scheduled for Friday and all over the weekend. I’d survived unarmed combat. I’d even survived First Aid and Fire Fighting. So I was feeling pretty pleased with myself until Major Guthrie knocked the smirk off my face. Apparently, we would be driven to places unknown and left for two days to die of starvation and exposure. I hate the cold and wet and when I discovered this would be part of the final examination in November, I started to make plans. Not to cheat exactly, because that would be wrong, wouldn’t it? More like dealing with the situation on my own terms.





I had already made some arrangements. Actually, I’d been making provisions since they first told us. We would be dropped off separately and make our way back somehow, to arrive before Sunday lunchtime. That wasn’t going to be a problem because I planned not to leave the building in the first place.


I acquired one of Barclay's black jumpsuits. She was such a Grade-A bitch that I had no qualms at all in stealing from her. People see what they expect to see. Take away the greys and I was no longer a trainee. If I put on a techie-style baseball cap, grabbed a clipboard, slipped my scratchpad in my knee pocket, and looked as if I knew what I was doing, then I might just get away with it.


Next, I needed to avoid getting on the transport. I slunk into admin, brought up the lists, deleted my name, and re-printed. Hopefully, each driver would think I was with one of the others. Whenever anyone asked me which transport I was on, I said vaguely, ‘The other one.’


So far, so good. Now I needed somewhere to hide for two and a half days. I planned to use the time studying for my pods exams, which followed immediately afterwards, so it couldn’t have worked out better. I started poking round in odd corners. Obviously, I wanted to avoid the main building, the Staff Block, and the public areas.


I remembered the dark corridor opposite the Sick Bay lift and went for a wander one evening. The best bet was at the end, in the paint store. The badly lit room, cluttered and dusty with disuse, had a large, empty area at the back, cordoned off by yellow and black tape.


A notice on the wall said:





NO STORAGE IN THIS AREA.


L. FARRELL (CTO)





It wasn’t visible from the door, which made it ideal.


I started stockpiling. Sleeping bag, water, chocolate, torch, batteries, pods revision notes, and backpack. Food I would get the night before, pack it all away, and hide the backpack in the store. So long as I kept quiet, I should be OK. After all, I would be revising. It was practically my duty to cheat.


The others were strangely evasive about their own plans. I suspected they all had their contingencies stashed away around the countryside. I could only hope they weren’t planning something similar. It would be a bit of a bugger if no one at all got on the transports.


I breakfasted ostentatiously in woodland camouflage gear, making sure I packed away enough to keep me going for the day, then slipped quietly away. I never thought I’d say this, but nothing you learn at school is ever wasted! Years of bunking off had finally paid off. In the toilets, I stood on the cistern, bundled my camouflage up into the false ceiling, and pulled out blacks, a cap, and a clipboard.


I wandered slowly down the long corridor, consulting my clipboard, occasionally peering at a fire alarm point, and making a tick on my paperwork. I felt horribly vulnerable, but no one so much as looked at me. No one came racing down the corridor shouting my name, so presumably I’d not been missed at the transports, either.


I strolled into the paint store and closed the door behind me. Retrieving my backpack and stuff from behind the cobwebbed tins of Battleship Grey at the back, I made my way to the empty corner. And a door opened in the middle of nowhere and Chief Farrell stepped out.


It would be hard to say who was the most gobsmacked. I stood rooted to the spot, waiting for him to realise where I should be, compare it to where I actually was, and fire me on the spot.


It didn’t happen. Long seconds ticked by with nothing happening and it slowly dawned on me that he looked as guilty as I felt. And where had he come from? He just appeared. There was nothing. Then there was an open door. Then he stepped out. And here he was. In the middle of the room. We stared at each other.


‘Miss Maxwell,’ he managed, eventually, ignoring the fact I appeared to be disguised as the unit's IT officer.


‘Good morning, Chief,’ I said politely.


What now? While we were grappling with this social crisis, I heard sudden voices in the corridor outside. Panic gripped me and I stared wildly around for somewhere to hide. He grabbed my arm.


‘Come with me. Door!’


Four strides and I was inside a pod. I would have known that even with my eyes shut. The smell was unmistakable. I looked around. This one was small. Maybe a single-seater. The layout was different, with the console on the left-hand wall. The colour was different – a boring beige instead of the standard grim grey. Everything was different, not least the fact it appeared, from the outside, to be invisible.


I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t get me into even deeper trouble, so I shut up. I suspect something similar flitted through his mind and he was a man of few words anyway.


Eons passed. My backpack slid off my shoulder and hit the floor with a thump that made us both jump. At last, he said, ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Looking for somewhere quiet to do my pod revision,’ and pulled out a folder, as if that would convince him.


‘Shouldn’t you be …?’


I cut him off with a gesture and a complicated, ambiguous noise intended to convey – if you don’t ask then I won’t have to lie and you won’t have to take any action we might both regret, because, let's face it, I’m not the only one up to no good here.


We both paused to contemplate the massive rule-breaking going on here.


‘Would you like some tea?’


‘Oh. Yes, please.’


There was only one seat so we sat on the floor and sipped.


‘You picked the wrong day to … study … in the paint store. It's inventory day and people are going to be in and out all day, counting things.’


Bloody typical. It had been such a good plan, too.


He sighed. ‘You can stay here.’


I looked around.


‘In my pod.’


I looked at him.


‘This is my pod. My own pod. I keep it here out of the way.’


I carried on looking at him.


‘It's experimental.’


‘Ah. That accounts for some of its more unusual features.’


‘Yes, I use it as a prototype. If things test OK then I incorporate them into the mainstream pods.’


I nodded.


‘Only it's not generally known.’


I nodded again.


He turned and looked at me directly. ‘Is this likely to be a problem for you?’


‘No.’


‘Edward mentioned this.’


‘Edward?’


‘Dr Bairstow. The Boss. He said he found it one of the most unusual things about you. He said the more extraordinary things he told you, the quieter and calmer you became. You’re doing it again.’


‘I’m sitting here in an invisible room!’


‘Only from the outside and “invisible” is not a good word.’


‘Don’t tell me we’re “cloaked”.’ I did the hooked fingers thing.


‘No, it's camouflage. Simply a combination of high def. cameras and a sophisticated computer putting it all together and projecting the images back again. It works well against simple backgrounds like plain walls, less so against complex subjects – a leafy jungle, for example.’


I nodded and looked around. A small telephone-like object resting on a stand caught my eye. ‘You have a telephone?’


‘Funny you should pick up on that. It's a remote control. Someday you’ll be using one yourself.’


I nodded again, having no idea what he was saying.


‘I’ll leave you then to get on with your … revision. You’ll probably find around six thirty on Sunday morning will be the best time to finish and take a walk in the woods, coming in through the East Gate.’


‘OK. Thanks.’


‘Leave the place tidy,’ he said, paused as if to say something else and then left. I made myself comfortable in his chair and pulled out my pod files.





He was right about the inventory. People wandered in and out all day, including Polly Perkins from IT and a small, dark girl and they had a very interesting conversation. They were counting tins of Sunshine Yellow, which is, apparently, the colour of the cross-hatching outside the hangar, when the Chief stuck his head round the door and without even a glance in my direction, asked them to count Lamp Black as well.


After he’d gone, they put down their paperwork and prepared for a good gossip.


‘Is he shagging Barclay?’


I turned up external audio and stared at the screen.


‘No, that never really got off the ground, although not for want of trying on her part. She did everything she could and at the last Christmas party, it was just plain embarrassing. But fun to watch.’


‘Whatever did he do?’


‘Nothing. He was polite but distant. You know how he can be.’


‘Yeah, and I know how she can be as well. Don’t tell me she's given up.’


‘She might as well. The word on the street now is that he's very interested in someone else.’


‘Oh? Who's that then?’


‘Can’t you guess?’


‘What? Her? You’re having me on!’


Her? Who's her? Why does everyone always know what's going on but me? Come on, ladies! Clarify for the confused eavesdropper.


‘Well, she’ll lead him a merry dance.’


‘Already is by the sound of it.’


Why was I so upset?


‘No wonder Barclay's so pissed.’


‘Yeah, great isn’t it?’


‘And they say,’ she continued, ‘that cocky git Sussman's sniffing around as well.’


What? Who?


‘Did you hear she chucked a bucket of cold water over Barclay the other day? Apparently they all nearly wet themselves trying not to laugh and old Swanson doubled her score on the spot.’


Wow! ‘She’ was me. I never saw that coming. An inner voice said, ‘He's not interested in you. Who would be?’ But inside, a little warm glow spread.


I had nearly forty-eight hours solid revision time in this oasis of peace. I un-jangled my nerves, gave my aching body a rest, drank an ocean of tea, made sandwiches, ate chocolate, slept, and revised big time. And spent some time thinking about what I’d overheard. I did try to concentrate on operations, procedures, and protocols but snippets of that conversation kept intruding. Occasionally, I grinned to myself.





*





I eased myself out of the building at six thirty on Sunday. The Chief was right; it was a good time. Hardly anyone was up and paying attention at that time on a Sunday morning. The night watch, in their last hour of duty would be thinking of breakfast and writing their logs and everyone else was still in bed. I changed back into camouflage gear and strode confidently towards the woods. The rain bucketed down; thus confirming my decision to give the whole exposure and hardship thing a miss. It was three long miles to the East Gate. By the time I’d hacked my way through wet woodland, tripped over roots, fallen into boggy patches, had my face whipped by branches, and been splattered with mud, it looked as if I’d been out there for a fortnight. I was soaked to the skin.


I got lost twice – I’m not good with directions, eventually arriving at the East Gate. They laughed at me but gave me a slurp of hot tea while I signed in. They must have rung ahead because Major Guthrie was waiting for me. I knew he was suspicious, but I looked so authentic: wet, muddy, bleeding, limping, and I’d only gone three miles.


‘How did you get back?’


‘Found a stream and followed it down.’


‘How did you find the stream?’


‘Fell in it.’


‘How did you get in?’


‘East Gate.’


‘How did you find the East Gate?’


‘I was looking for the South Gate.’


‘Where were you dropped?’


‘Some godforsaken, windswept, rain-lashed, barren landscape not previously known to man.’


‘I can’t seem to find your name on the transport list.’


‘Bloody hellfire, sir, does that mean I didn’t have to do this?’


Long, long pause. I returned his stare with a look of blinding innocence and batted mud-clogged eyelashes at him. I’d cheated. He knew I’d cheated, but I stood before him, authentically bedraggled and there wasn’t a lot he could do.


‘Go and get cleaned up and get something to eat.’


‘Yes, Major.’


Yay!


Afterwards, I said to Sussman, ‘How did you do?’


‘I paid a guy to follow the transport at a discreet distance. He picked me up and I spent the weekend clubbing in Rushford.’


‘What? Baby seals?’


‘Very funny.’


‘What about Grant and Nagley?’


‘They planned ahead, planted two mobile phones in the transports, used the GPS, rang for a taxi, booked into a small hotel, and shagged themselves senseless for forty-eight hours.’


And I’d spent forty-eight hours living off sandwiches and sleeping on the floor. Alone.


‘Does anyone actually take this bloody exam?’


‘Not in living memory. That's the whole point. It's an initiative test. They know we all cheat. It's expected. The trick is to look them in the eye and lie right down the line.’


Well, bloody, bollocking hell!





I was still somewhat aggrieved over the Outdoor Survival thing, but the three-day pod exam was a triumph, as were Thursday's simulations. The end was in sight, which was just as well, because I was absolutely knackered. It would be typical if I fell at the last fence. Only the sims weren’t the last fence. The last fence was on Tuesday. Tuesday was the real deal.
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Tuesday was the day when we finally found out if we had what it took. No more hiding behind the theory or the lectures or the sims. No more hiding from our own fears. This was it, at last.


I kicked off the covers and bounded out of bed. Not something that happened too often. After a quick shower I dressed, with luck for the last time in the now-despised greys. Skipping down the corridor, I banged on Sussman's door. ‘Come on! Today's the day.’


I heard his door open behind me, but didn’t stop. Dancing round the corner, I ran into Chief Farrell. It was like hitting a warm wall. He steadied me and we smiled at each other. I wouldn’t have thought my heart could beat any faster without flying out of my chest altogether.’Sorry, Chief. Did I hurt you?’


He smiled patiently. ‘No, Miss Maxwell, I have survived. Your big day, then?’


‘You betcha, Chief. Shrewsbury, circa 1400. Can you believe it?’


‘I seem to remember you mentioning it almost incessantly this last week. You’re in Number Eight, by the way.’


‘Great! Eight is my lucky number.’ I grinned like an idiot and hopped from foot to foot in my impatience to get going.


‘Go, Miss Maxwell, before you break something.’


‘Bye, Chief.’ And I was gone.


I helped myself to eggs, bacon, hash browns, and grapefruit juice. The others did the same, although Nagley just pushed hers around the plate. I thought she looked a little pale and when I spoke to her she only nodded. Sussman, naturally, was nearly as full of it as me.


As soon as we finished, we set off to Wardrobe. I was issued a thick, coarse, brown woollen dress of ankle length.


‘Forget sweeping around with a long dress,’ said Mrs Enderby, supervising my transformation. ‘This is not the movies. Nothing picks up dust, dirt, wet, excrement, and the occasional dead dog as much as a sweeping hemline. You’ll thank us when you’re tip-toeing through the delights of a medieval street.’ She was kind enough not to mention occasionally having to run for my life as well. The look we were going for was a young, respectable housewife, maybe a journeyman's wife or an upper servant to a prosperous household. A young, unmarried, and seemingly unprotected girl wandering around the streets would be asking for trouble.


Underneath I wore several linen shifts and, underneath them, a sports bra and modern thermal underwear. There was no way I would be wandering around medieval Shrewsbury in early spring with no drawers on. And, as Mrs Enderby so cheerfully said, if things got bad then the wearing of anomalous underwear was going to be the least of my problems.


I also got a linen wimple to show my married status, a pair of stout leather shoes, a dark green cloak, and a basket. We always carry something. It helps us blend in and gives us something to do with our hands.


They showed me the waterproof matches, compass, and water purification tablets all carefully sewn into concealed pockets.


Sussman was off to a Victorian village cricket match, Nagley to Restoration London, and Grant got Roman York. All quiet and unspectacular jumps since we were, for the first and last time, going solo. It only ever happens on the first jump; for all other jumps there are always at least two historians.


Wardrobe checked us over for watches and jewellery and then despatched us to the hangar. Of course, everyone knew where we were going and why. Best wishes and good luck calls followed us down the corridors. I don’t know how the others felt, but my insides were somersaulting and I was equally torn between fear and excitement.


We entered the noisy hangar. All the pods were in on that day so there were a lot of people around.


We scattered towards our respective pods. Number Eight was at the end. Chief Farrell was waiting. The computer read the codes and opened the door. I climbed in and looked around. The console sat to the right of the door in this pod and I could see the co-ordinates already laid in.


‘All done,’ said the Chief. ‘It's all on automatic for this jump. There's really nothing for you to do but sit back and enjoy the ride. Let's just rein you in a bit so we can go through the pre-flight checks.’ He pulled his scratchpad from his knee pocket and began punching keys while I walked around checking everything. Opening a locker door I was surprised to see it fully stocked with rations; lots of rations.


‘What's all this?’


‘Oh, I forgot to say. We’re turning this one round as soon as you come back, so it's ready loaded for fourteen days. The toilet's working. Try and keep it that way. So is the incinerator. The tanks are full and the cells charged. It's the easiest jump you’ll ever have; absolutely nothing for you to do. How long are you going for?’


‘Only six hours. I used to know Shrewsbury quite well, so I’m looking forward to having a good wander round. They won’t let me stay any longer.’


He smiled. ‘Six hours is long enough for your first trip.’


‘Am I going in real time?’


‘No. Six hours for you and thirty minutes for me. After I’ve seen you off, I’m going to make myself a cup of coffee and wait over there for you to come back. You’ll be back here before I’ve finished it.’


‘If you have a cup of tea ready for me, then I’ll tell you all about it.’


He looked at me with his head on one side. ‘Yes, all right.’


I was suddenly embarrassed. ‘Oh, no, it's OK, Chief. I just thought … you know … of course, it's nothing special for you, is it?’


‘I shall demand a blow-by-blow account from you in return for a mug of tea. Now, are you all set?’


Putting the basket on the second chair, I settled in the left-hand seat and checked the read-outs. I took a deep breath, turned and grinned at him. ‘Yes!’


‘Good luck! See you later.’


After he had gone, I said, not without a bit of a wobble, ‘Computer, close the door.’ The door shut. Well, so far, so good. Across from me, Pod Three disappeared. I said, ‘Computer, confirm co-ordinates are laid in.’


‘Confirmed.’


Another deep breath. ‘Initiate jump.’


‘Jump initiated.’


There were no flashing lights, no calendars with the dates peeling away, and no dramatic music. The world went white for a few moments and then cleared. I peered out eagerly at what had to be the most un-Shrewsbury like landscape on the planet.


Green grass flowed as far as the eye could see. On the horizon, huge snow-capped mountains jutted up into a clear blue sky. I didn’t know where or when I was, but it sure as hell wasn’t Shrewsbury. It probably wasn’t Kansas, either. I’m pretty sure I said, ‘Shit!’ and switched on the other cameras, in case Shrewsbury was hiding round the corner. But there was no corner. No Shrewsbury. No nothing. Only waving grass.


I sat for a bit and had a think. After a while I said, ‘Computer; confirm date and location.’


‘Shrewsbury, England. 1408.’


‘Computer; confirm time of jump remaining.’


‘Five hours, fifty-six minutes.’


Given the socking great Shrewsbury-shaped gap in the landscape and the fact that my plans for the day had been kicked into touch, I really should go home now. On the other hand …


‘Door.’


The door opened and cold, fresh air flooded in. I stood up slowly. Standing in the doorway, I put one hand on each side of the door jamb and cautiously peered out.


In front of me, the grass rippled and shimmered in the breeze. The sun beat down from a cloudless blue sky. Apart from the hissing wind, it was utterly silent.


I turned back into the pod, paused, and then looked to the door again, considering my options. I could demand emergency extraction from the computer, which would whirl me back to St Mary's at nose-bleeding speed almost before the words had been uttered. It's quick and definitely not painless. That's why it's for emergencies only. I certainly wasn’t where I should be and it would be the cautious, the sensible thing to do. But, for God's sake, I was an historian and cautious and sensible were things that happened to other people. I wasn’t in any danger; the worst that could happen would be an afternoon of mild tedium.


People usually only shrieked for emergency extraction when they were actually on fire or bleeding from multiple wounds. What would I say? What emergency could I declare? ‘I’m not in Shrewsbury,’ hardly seemed to cut it. What was the point of doing this if not to explore a little? And the pod wasn’t going anywhere for five hours.


On the other hand, there had obviously been a major malfunction. If I went outside and the stupid thing went off without me then I was in deep shit. Presumably it and everyone else thought I was in fifteenth-century Shrewsbury. Yes, a sensible person would definitely not go outside.


I picked up the basket and wedged it in the doorway. If the door couldn’t close then the pod couldn’t jump. Theoretically.


Standing in the doorway I took a long step outside. Nothing changed, so I took another. Even not knowing where or when I’d landed could not detract from my excitement. I was in another time! I was an historian! I held out my arms and twirled around and around. I was an historian! The sights I would see. I shouted, ‘Yes!’ turned a cartwheel, and my coif fell off.


It seemed wise to calm down a little. I didn’t want my first jump to be my last. Protocol says the first thing to do is to establish personal safety – often a bit of an optional extra for historians. I scrambled up on to the roof and revolved slowly around 360 degrees. Shading my eyes, I turned around the other way. The computer remained silent. None of the proximity alerts went off. I still had no idea where I was, or when, but this world was empty. Nothing impeded the view from horizon to horizon; nothing in the sky; no smoke; no vapour trails; not even a bird. Only the swaying grass moved in the wind. I was completely alone.


It could have been frightening, but the assignment was only for six hours and after all those years at Uni, more years post-grad work, archaeological work, and then all that training at St Mary's, I found it very pleasant just to stand, eyes closed, with the sun on my face, and listen to the silence.


After a while I decided I could improve on this so I jumped down, made myself a cup of tea, snagged a bar of high-energy chocolate from the rations locker, spread my cloak on the ground, and sat with my back against the sunny side of the pod.


I was happily sunning myself when the computer cleared its throat and announced sixty minutes to the return jump. I’d done it! Assignment completed!


I did a quick tidy round because historians never go back with a messy pod. I picked everything up, did the outside FOD – Foreign Object Drop – plod to check nothing had been left behind and the inside POD plod to make sure I hadn’t inadvertently picked something up: very important that, because the pod wouldn’t jump if I had. I put the folded cloak inside my basket and placed it on the second chair, incinerated the chocolate wrapper, washed my face and hands, settled myself in the chair, and watched the numbers count down.


At thirty minutes the computer reminded me again. And again at ten minutes, five minutes, one minute, and finally, at thirty seconds. I’d be back in seconds, shout at the techies for not knowing their Shrewsbury from their elbow, have a brew with the Chief, check in with Sick Bay, sign something official, exchange the despised greys for blues, drop the word ‘trainee’ from my life, and become a proper, fully-fledged historian. Look out world.


‘Ten, nine, eight,’ said the computer. ‘Five, four, three,’ and the voice stopped as the entire console went dark.


The entire bloody console went dark.


This time I did panic. My heart stopped and it wasn’t until my chest began to hurt that I remembered to breathe. Gripping the edge of the console, I shouted ‘No, no, no, no!’ and began to thump the panel. Strangely, this failed to work at all.


I struggled to stay calm. I kept staring at the console, desperately willing it to fire up again. This was unheard of. I’d never seen a dark panel because no pod had ever failed before. This could not be worse. I was stranded at an unknown destination. The pod had malfunctioned and thought it was in Shrewsbury in the 1400s and so any search initiated by St Mary's would go there. If I didn’t know where I was then how would they? And it was all my own fault. If I’d gone back immediately when it became apparent the jump had gone wrong, then I wouldn’t be here now.


‘Computer.’


No response.


‘Computer, status report.’


Nothing.


‘Computer, open the door.’


The door stayed shut.


I pushed the manual control and the door slid open. So, I still had power and I still had life support. I just didn’t have a working pod. To all intents and purposes it was now just a bloody hut. I switched the lights off and then back on again. It was noticeably colder outside, so I shut the door. The sun was lower. It would be dark soon.


If in doubt, make some tea. I’m St Mary's: if hitting someone didn’t solve the problem, then drinking tea would. I curled up in the first chair, spread the cloak over my lap, cuddled my tea, and tried to think what to do. It didn’t take long to reach the conclusion there was nothing I could do. I could take the panel off and have a look. Then I could shrug my shoulders and replace the panel. There were tea bags with more electronic know-how than me. I could see no way round it. I was fucked.


Strangely, I found the conclusion quite liberating. When you’re fucked, you’re fucked. Things really can’t get much worse.


With that thought, the last sunlight disappeared outside. The sensible thing would be to conserve power and go to bed with the sun. But I don’t sleep well anyway and there was no chance tonight, so I thought I would use the time productively. I began opening and closing doors, pulling out drawers, checking my resources, and generally taking stock.


I had rations for about fourteen days. Or more, if I stuck to just two meals a day. Water, ditto. The toilet worked (for the time being). The incinerator worked. I found two old-fashioned scribble pads I could use for my log, something I’d forgotten about until now. I had heavy weather clothing and boots, all too big for me. I had matches, a compass, and water tablets, two sleeping modules, and a spare blanket that smelled a bit iffy. It could be a lot worse.


I shoved an arm into the rations pile and pulled out two trays at random. Chicken curry and stewed apple. Sod that for a game of soldiers. I tossed the stewed apple and pulled out sticky toffee pud. If I was going to die alone and abandoned I was buggered if I was going to do it on stewed apple.


The food actually tasted quite good. Fortunately, I’m a terrible cook, so my expectations of food are never high. I think airline food is great. I pulled the red heating tabs and munched away. Afterwards I washed my face and hands, took down and plaited my hair, undressed, and pulled out one of the sleep modules. It moulded itself around me and sensing I was cold, began to warm up. If ever there was a time and a place to have a bit of a snivel then this was it. But I didn’t.


It was a long night; a long, long night. I think I dozed a couple of times but not for very long. I made mental lists of the Kings and Queens of England, then their spouses. I composed an imaginary essay on the causes of the Wars of the Roses. I listed my top ten favourite books, then my ten favourite movies. I played Shoot, Shag, or Marry. It was a long night.


When the screen showed a cold, grey light outside, I got up and made some tea.


I tried talking to the computer again but it wasn’t having any of it. I tried hard not to remember that this time yesterday I was having breakfast at St Mary's.


My training said it was important to establish a routine, so I began to map out my day. Tidy the pod and myself and put away the sleeping gear. Have brunch around mid-morning. Spend some time on the roof looking for signs of human habitation – although if I found any, whether I would run to or from was a good question. Walk or run for one hour. The ground was so flat I should be able to run for some time without losing sight of the pod. Sit in the sun and read until it became chilly. Go inside and tidy up. Eat again. Read again. Write up the daily log. Go to bed. Don’t lie awake panicking.


That's how it went for two days. It wasn’t unpleasant. On the third day I was sitting outside, using a valuable page in the scribble pad to sketch the mountains when something clicked in my head. This was not a bad life. I had everything I needed; good weather, a safe environment, something to read, enough to eat.


Yes, I did, didn’t I? I had everything I needed to survive comfortably for a fortnight at least.


Another click. How lucky that this pod was loaded ready for a quick turnaround, even though there were other pods available for use.


And then I started to laugh. As if Chief Farrell would ever send out an unreliable pod with a trainee. This was why they sent you alone. It wasn’t spending an afternoon in Shrewsbury that was the test. This was the real test. To survive, alone, lost, with no hope of rescue or backup. This was why he programmed the co-ordinates himself. This was why it was all on automatic.


I bet if I just sat quietly and waited; the pod would reactivate itself in twelve days’ time and get me back to St Mary's as if nothing had happened. Well, I was going to tough it out. Of course, if I was wrong then I was going to look pretty silly in twelve days’ time. On the other hand, who would know?





The days slipped slowly by; each one the same as the last in this unchanging landscape. I sat in the sun, thumb in bum, brain in neutral, and let my mind drift. I thought about the chain of events leading to this moment. I thought about my childhood, but not for long. I wondered if I wanted to be alone all my life. I wondered if I didn’t want to be alone all my life.


I wrote my log, spending five or six pages on the subject of technical incompetence and embellishing the text with small sketches. I had long chats with myself. I tried new ways of wearing my hair. And really doing my best not to think about what would happen on Day 14. Which came, of course, shortly after Day 13, as is the scheme of things. I didn’t leave the pod all day, waiting for the console to light up again.


It didn’t.


Noon came and went.


I sat unmoving.


The sun started to go down. Shadows lengthened. Total silence.


Nothing happened.


It began to get dark. Still nothing happened.


I clenched my hands tightly in my lap. I sat in the dark.


Nothing happened. Nothing bloody happened!


The one thought clanking around my head was that this was self-inflicted. Obviously, obviously, I should have declared an emergency and returned home at once, when I could, when the bloody system was still working. How could I have pushed my luck like this?


I must have dropped off because I awoke, cold and stiff, early on the morning of Day 15 with some hard thinking to do. Reviewing my resources, I had about three days’ food left and a little less water. It was definitely time to go home.


On the other hand … on the other hand … on the other hand … maybe this was the test. How traumatic is it to be marooned somewhere safe and quiet with plenty of food? Maybe the test was survival after all expectation of rescue was past and supplies had run out.


How did it go? Three minutes without oxygen. Three days without water. Three weeks without food. So, should I leave the pod to find water and miss the chance of possible extraction? Or should I stay put and gamble on being rescued before death by dehydration, which, I’d heard, was not a pleasant way to die? But short of expiring of exhaustion underneath a chocolate-covered someone whose name I wasn’t yet ready to admit to myself, what is a pleasant way to die? And should I start rationing myself? Which meant I could last for maybe an extra two or three days? Or just eat and drink the lot and die anyway?


Day 15 ended. I pulled out the scribble pad and thought about leaving details of who I was and why I was here, in case my remains should ever be found. Bugger it. Let them guess.


I had a sudden, heartrending vision of the Chief, sitting alone with a mug of cold tea by his side and really did have to blink back a tear of self-pity. Would my name go up on the Boards? I wasn’t technically an historian yet. It might not count. I sat outside with my arms around my knees and thought gloomy thoughts. I’d just closed my eyes when I heard a click, a hum, and the entire console lit up like the Christmas display in Oxford Street. Lights flashed, requiring a response.


I scrambled to my feet, tripped on my skirt, and rushed in to look. The readouts seemed normal, the countdown held at 4, awaiting confirmation to continue.


For a moment, I thought I might faint. I sat heavily and waited for my innards to subside. Pulling myself together, I shut the door; kicked lockers closed, rolled up the sleeping module, and splashed water on my face, all in about thirty seconds. I sat down, ordered my heart to slow down, and activated the countdown. The world went white, a slight bump, and I was home.


Oh God, I was home!


Peering through the screen, I was amazed to see St Mary's carrying on pretty much as normal. Didn’t these idiots know what I’d been through? Then I sat back. Of course they did. I’d never been in any sort of danger at all. Well, if they could play it cool then so could I. I activated the decontamination unit and sat back while the cold, blue light worked its magic.


I saw the Chief crossing the floor with a mug of steaming tea. He knocked on the door.


I called, ‘Who's there?’


After a pause long enough for the word ‘cocky’ not actually to be spoken aloud, he said, ‘Room service.’


I laughed and opened the door. He handed me the tea and began to shut things down. Outside, I could see his crew plugging in the umbilicals.


‘How did it go?’


‘It was fine. Ate, read, worked on the tan. Thought about St Mary's best kept secret. I’m impressed, I’m really impressed. I didn’t have – none of us had – the slightest idea about this. How has St Mary's kept this quiet over the years?’


‘Everyone who thinks about it sees the benefit of keeping it quiet. It's the most valuable test we have; and the most nerve-wracking, for us, as well as for you.’


‘This is fantastic tea.’


‘How long ago did you run out?’


‘Two long days ago.’


‘We were spot on then. We have to try to gauge it so you’re close to running out of supplies but haven’t yet struck out across country to search for help. When were you planning to go?’


‘I wasn’t. I knew you wouldn’t let me starve.’


‘No one likes a smart arse.’


‘Does this mean I’ve failed?’


‘No, Miss Maxwell, it means you’re top of the class.’


Yes! My future stretched happily in front of me; back to the past.


‘How about the others? Are they back yet?’


He frowned. ‘Grant activated his emergency extraction as soon as he realised he was where he shouldn’t be, which is, of course, the correct procedure. And Nagley, too. I’m sorry to say she wasn’t very calm and has subsequently left the unit.’


‘She's gone?’


‘She couldn’t wait. She had a fairly tense conversation with Grant and left immediately.’


‘Did she leave a message for me?’


‘I’m sorry, no.’


I was hurt. We’d been together a long time and she was the only other girl. I’d liked her. And she’d left without even a goodbye.


‘Sussman says he worked it out, but demanded emergency extraction after five days, claiming boredom. He exited his pod, thumped the first technician he came across who happened to be Mr Dieter and so spent the rest of the day in Sick Bay recovering consciousness. You’re the last back.’


‘Is that good or bad?’


‘It demonstrates a certain mind-set.’


I chugged back the tea and set out for Sick Bay and the more than scary Dr Foster. If there is an opposite of a good bedside manner then Helen Foster has it.


‘Come in, Maxwell.’ She activated a data stack, went to sit on the window sill, and rummaged in her pockets, pulling out a pack of cigarettes. She lit one.


‘Have you ingested or imbibed anything other than standard rations?’


I looked pointedly at the smoke detector. ‘No.’


‘I took the battery out years ago.’ I got the feeling Chief Farrell was fighting a losing battle with smoke detectors and fire alarms. ‘Have you had sexual relations or exchanged bodily fluids with anyone outside this timeline?’


‘Sadly, no. Nor anyone in this timeline either.’


‘Too much information. Have you received any injuries, wounds, broken your skin, have a rash or skin lesions .?’ And on and on. After a while, she flipped her dog-end out of the window. There was a squawk from outside.


‘I keep telling you, Peterson, don’t stand there. Idiot! ‘


We established I’d spent sixteen days of unparalleled tedium and that I constituted no threat to life as we knew it and I skipped off to see Mrs Partridge, who made me sign hundreds of documents which mostly said that everything happening to me from now on was entirely my own fault. She sent me off to Wardrobe, who issued me with a full set of the coveted blues and all the rest of my kit and sent me back to Mrs Partridge again, who offered me the choice of a bigger room in the Staff Block or one in the main building. I went with the one in the main building. It had a bath.


I was allocated an attic room on the small, east landing. I had Dr Foster opposite me and Kalinda Black, another historian, on the other side. My room was long and narrow with a small window at the front overlooking the lake and a larger window with a low window seat overlooking a flat roof. Furnishings were the usual St Mary's minimalist – a Narnia wardrobe, a bed, a baggy couch, a bookcase, and a data table. But I did have a small bathroom where, for some reason, I had to climb over a vast enamel, claw-footed bath to get to the toilet.


I bought a rug, some posters, and a corkboard where I could pin up my favourite bits and pieces. I blagged an old table from Housekeeping because I needed somewhere for all the painting gear I drag around with me wherever I go, added a tin of biscuits and a kettle, and had everything I needed.


I loved my room, from the uneven floor to the pockmarked walls. It was the first space I’d ever had that was truly mine and no one could get in. I arranged my books, hung my blues in the wardrobe, and waited in excited anticipation for whatever came next.
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What came next was a reality check. We had two deaths in my first two weeks as a historian. Training had been hard work, difficult, strenuous, scary even, but apart from cuts, bruises, and the odd simple fracture, not particularly hazardous. All that would change now we were fully-fledged members of the History Department.


The History Department wasn’t anything like as large as it should be. We were established for twelve historians but until we’d graduated, they’d been limping along with just four. Anne-Marie Lower and Tom Baverstock were Senior Historians, and Tim Peterson and Kalinda Black had just recently qualified. Add the three of us, and that made seven.


‘More than they’ve had for years,’ said Sussman. But not for long.





With Industrial History as her specialty and as a Mancunian herself, Kalinda Black was all geared up for the next investigation. The Peterloo Massacre was part of an ongoing ‘History of Democracy’ assignment, which included the Peasant's Revolt and the signing of Magna Carta at Runnymede. Baverstock and Lower got the peasants and Grant, Sussman and I hoped that if we kept quiet and tried to look normal, at least one of us would be included in the Runnymede jump. But the first in the series was Peterloo.


So keen was Kalinda to go that she ignored persistent abdominal pain, dosed herself with a year's worth of laxatives, doubled over at breakfast one day, and despite loudly declaring it was only a spot of indigestion, got carted off to meet her fate in Sick Bay.


I sat contemplating a morning in the Library with no great enthusiasm. Sussman had taken himself off somewhere and I was lingering over a mug of tea before making a move. I jumped a mile as Grant threw himself into a chair beside me, face flushed with excitement, his faint Scottish accent more pronounced than usual. ‘Guess what? Black's got appendicitis. They’re whipping it out as we speak.’


Really, I suppose, my reaction should have been concerned sympathy, but first things first.


‘So who's going to Peterloo, then?’


‘Obviously, it's going to be one of us, isn’t it?’


We looked at each other. I stood lazily. ‘Well, sadly, I’m in the Library all morning. I’ve got a pile of anthropology papers to read.’


‘Me too,’ he said casually. ‘What a bummer.’


I beat him to the door, but he drew ahead as we galloped across the Hall and he got to the Library first. Much good it did him because Dr Dowson, wise in the ways of historians, had two files already waiting. I felt a little bit guilty.


‘What about Sussman?’


He polished his glasses. ‘Oh, he picked his up a good hour ago. I’m afraid he's got quite a start on you two.’


Bastard!


Grant and I eyed each other and then by, unspoken consent, split up. I settled down and sorted through the material.


In August 1819, sixty-thousand demonstrators assembled in St Peter's Square, Manchester. They were anti-poverty and pro-democracy which did them no favours at all in the eyes of authority. Despite this, the demonstrators regarded this as a fun day out for the family, dressing in their Sunday best and bringing the kids.


Equally looking forward to the day, but for completely different reasons, were the local Yeomanry, led by a Captain Hugh Birley. Drawn from local mill owners and shop proprietors, they would have had strong views about workers gaining the right to vote and having enough to eat.


Local magistrates read the Riot Act to a very small section of the crowd and then, legal duty done, withdrew to let the drunken Yeomanry get on with it. They charged the crowd, ostensibly to arrest Henry Hunt who was speaking from a cart. The protestors linked arms to prevent this and were struck down by the Yeomanry, who were, apparently, as pissed as newts. The crowd panicked; this was seen as an attack and six hundred Hussars went in. Eighteen people, including one woman and child, were killed. The military received a message from the Prince Regent, congratulating them on their success.


The assignment originated from Thirsk and the brief was simple enough. Observe and authenticate. Bread and butter stuff. I wondered which of us would get it. It wasn’t my specialty or any of my secondary areas either. It certainly wasn’t any of Sussman's. Grant was the nearest, with the French Revolution. But he was also quiet and easily overlooked. It had to be between me and Sussman.


I reviewed the file twice and then went for lunch. Sussman was there, smirking.


I sat opposite him and unwrapped my sandwich.


‘Bastard!’


‘Early bird,’ he said, smugly. ‘No point in knocking yourselves out, I’ve already volunteered.’


‘But you haven’t got it yet?’


‘Well, there isn’t anyone else, is there?’


‘Actually, yes. Grant's specialty is closer than Early Byzantine. In fact, everything's closer than Early Byzantine.’


‘Except Ancient Civilisations. Face it, Max, you couldn’t be any further away if you tried. And you’re female.’


‘Exactly, teams consist of one male and one female, so neither of you stands a chance. Peterson will take me.’


‘They won’t send you to a riot.’


‘Don’t give me any of that crap. I’ve started a few riots in my time. It's going to be me.’


‘Over your dead body. I’m the obvious choice. I graduated top …’


‘No, I was two points ahead of you.’


‘… I know the period. I’ve read the brief. I’ve already registered an interest. There's no doubt it will be me. Oh, and I’m the tallest, as well.’


I opened my mouth but it never got said because suddenly Grant was with us. We only had to look at him to know. He glowed with excitement and pride and his grin could be seen from space.


‘No,’ protested Sussman. ‘Surely not. What are they thinking?’


He was such an insensitive pillock sometimes.


‘You’re such an insensitive pillock sometimes,’ I told him. Swallowing my disappointment, I turned to Grant. ‘You lucky devil. So, you’ll be the first of us away, then?’


He nodded, still too full of it to speak.


‘Well done,’ I said. ‘I mean it,’ and kicked the insensitive pillock under the table.


‘Ow! Yes, well done, mate.’ He scowled and I kicked him again. ‘Will you stop doing that?’


I nodded towards Grant. ‘It's his first assignment. It's our first assignment. Make an effort.’


He did. ‘Yeah, well done, Kev. When do you go?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon. Peterson's briefing me in .’ he looked at his watch, ‘. now,’ scrambled to his feet and nearly tripped over his chair.


Sussman handed him his untouched sandwiches. ‘Here, you should eat before you fall over. Take these.’ Just when I’d decided he was a complete arsehole, he surprised me. You could always say that about Sussman -he always surprised you.


We spent the evening going through Grant's brief with him.


‘I still can’t believe they chose me,’ he said on several occasions, causing me to kick Sussman again before he could agree with him.


‘You deserve it,’ I told him. ‘You worked really hard for this.’ And he had. He wasn’t showy, like Sussman or me, but he’d put in hours of solid, hard, unspectacular work. It meant he’d have seniority over Sussman and me as well. That hadn’t occurred to him yet, but it would. It would occur to Sussman as well and that would be a fun moment.


We saw him off the next day. He marched down the hangar beside Peterson, so full of pride and purpose that my heart nearly burst for him. Even Sussman clapped and whistled. They paused in the doorway, waved and disappeared into their pod. After a minute or two, the Chief came out and waved everyone back behind the safety line. Thirty seconds later, they were gone.





We made sure to be in the hangar in good time for their return. Kalinda Black, grumpy but recovering, came with us. I could imagine Grant, tumbling out of the pod, eager to tell us all his adventures, absolutely full of himself.


I nudged Sussman. ‘Be nice.’


He looked offended. ‘Of course I will.’ We looked at each other and grinned. This would be us soon.


Number Five light flickered. We craned forward on the gantry, all prepared to give Grant a hero's welcome. He was the first of our intake to jump. He deserved something special. We’d got a big night planned as soon as he got the all clear from Sick Bay.


The pod materialised. And nothing happened.


I don’t know why, but I felt a chill. As clearly as yesterday I remembered Chief Farrell saying, ‘You get a feel for it.’ I had a feel for it now and I wasn’t the only one. Around me, the hangar fell quiet.


Chief Farrell crossed the floor, tapped on the door, and disappeared inside. We waited for the shout of ‘Medic,’ but nothing happened. Beside me, Black whispered, ‘Tim,’ and if possible, got even paler. I nudged Sussman and he found her a stool.


After endless moments, the Chief reappeared, supporting a blood-soaked Peterson. He was upright and walking, so I guessed most of the blood wasn’t his, which left …


He looked up at the gantry and shook his head. Dr Foster appeared from nowhere, entered the pod, and shut the door. Dieter began to clear the hangar. We helped Black to the bar and waited silently for Peterson, who trudged in an hour later, looking pale and with a stitched gash over one eye. Sussman and I sat huddled together for warmth and support, the stuffing well and truly knocked out of us.


Kalinda said, ‘What happened?’


There was a long silence and then he said quietly, ‘He was inexperienced. I didn’t supervise him properly.’ He touched his head gingerly. ‘The Yeomanry were drunk. A woman and her two kids went down in the panic. He ran over to them. Picked up the two kids. Tossed them out of the way. Grabbed the woman. Took a sword to the back of his head. His brains fell out. His body got kicked about all over the place. It took ages for me to get to him. I was shouting and cursing. I heaved him over my shoulder, dodged the Hussars, and got back to the pod but it was far too late. He never stood a chance.’ He turned to us. ‘You two think about today and learn the right lessons.’


We nodded.


In my mind, I saw snapshots: Grant on our first day, filing papers. Grant sitting alongside me in a classroom, his face frowning in concentration as he built his data stack. Grant with his head close to Nagley's as they laughed over something on his scratchpad. I remembered his calm good nature and his willingness to help Stevens. But mostly I remembered him bursting with pride at being the first away – the solid workhorse who somehow got to the prize before the flashier Sussman and Maxwell. And much good it had done him. I felt a pricking behind my eyes, but tears wouldn’t bring him back.


Peterson reached for his drink. ‘Kevin Grant,’ he said.


‘Kevin Grant,’ we said.





That was bad, but the next was worse. A week later, Lower and Baverstock came back from 1389, the Peasant's Revolt. They were Senior Historians and I didn’t know them that well. There were only the four of us to meet them now and two of us were certainly a little quieter and more thoughtful than we had been a week ago.


This time, there was no messing. The Chief, alerted by something unknown to us, went straight in and stayed in. A minute later, Dr Foster and two medics flew down the hangar and went in. And stayed in. Thirty minutes later they were all still in there.


‘No,’ said Peterson softly. ‘No, no, no, not again.’


‘They’re not clearing the hangar,’ said Sussman. ‘It might not be too bad.’


But it was.


Baverstock was dead. An accident. He’d fallen under a horse in the chaos following the death of Wat Tyler and been trampled, dying shortly afterwards on the floor of his own pod. He and Lower had been together a long time. It was more than a working relationship. His death finished her. She couldn’t let him go. She held him while silent tears poured down her cheeks. When they tried to move her, she lost control, screaming incessantly, unable to stop. They tried to sedate her but she fought them off and people were slipping in all the blood, so they had to leave it and Dr Foster and the Chief sat with her and Baverstock for nearly two hours before they were able to get them both out quietly. We never saw Lower again. I did ask Dr Foster once and she just said, ‘She's taken care of,’ and I knew to leave it alone.





Sussman and I were quiet for a few days, but St Mary's carried on around us and after a while, so did we. It wasn’t that we were uncaring and I’m sure many other people grieved as well, but we did it in private. We attended the service and Grant's and Baverstock's names went up on the Boards of Honour and then we moved on.


So there we were; only four of us historians in an organisation established for twelve. Normally, Sussman and I would undergo a series of small, unimportant, bread-and-butter jumps to give us experience and work the excitement out of our systems. Roman Bath was scheduled, together with a jump to eleventh-century London to watch the foundations being laid for Westminster Abbey. We should be supervised by a Senior Historian, except there weren’t any left. We got the best they could offer. Sussman and Black disappeared to Bath and Peterson and I got Westminster Abbey. The main purpose of the jump was simply to confirm the coordinates for the Time Map, but Peterson said it would be a pity not take a look around; the comment that gets so many historians, past and present, into such trouble.


I liked Tim Peterson. He wasn’t nearly as bad as Kalinda Black who was tall, blonde, and terrifying. She looked like a Disney Princess, spoke with a broad Manchester accent, and, rumour had it, drank the blood of newly qualified trainees to keep herself young.


Entering the pod, Peterson threw himself into his seat, put his feet up, and declared me in charge.


‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Get on with it or we won’t be back in time for the footie.’


I verified the co-ordinates and, fingers crossed, initiated the jump. We landed without even the slightest bump, completely failing to materialise inside a mountain or at the bottom of the sea, much to my secret relief. Heart thumping, I checked the cameras and announced it was safe to venture outside.


‘Excellent work,’ said Peterson, opening his eyes. ‘Do you know the way?’


‘Yes,’ I said firmly.


‘Come on, then,’ he said, and we discreetly exited the pod. He was very good. He stood back and gave me a couple of minutes to take it all in.


I saw more stone buildings than I thought there would be, but this was London after all and Edward the Confessor's England was a peaceful and prosperous place. Having said that, though, most of the buildings were still built of wood. Sturdily constructed and with thatched roofs, but wood still seemed to be the material of choice. Many houses had pull-down fronts that converted to table tops from which a variety of goods and services were being touted. The noise levels were tremendous. Nobody seemed to converse in anything less than a bellow. A pall of pungent wood smoke hung over everything.


There were plenty of people on the streets. Some were bareheaded and I could see mops of light-coloured hair. These were Saxons for the most part and taller than I expected. I remembered one of my professors at Thirsk telling me that hair colour was not a reliable way of telling Saxon from Norman since the Normans themselves were descended from Northmen as well. The most reliable method, she always insisted, was to measure people's thighs. As a rough guide, if the thighbone was longer than the shinbone then you were Saxon. If it was the other way round then you were Norman. I have Saxon legs. I peered sideways at Peterson's.


‘Why are you staring at my legs?’ he asked, more amused than annoyed. I hoped.


‘You have Norman legs,’ I said.


He shook his head. ‘I was warned about you. Come on and don’t gawp,’ which was a sound piece of advice. Nothing makes you stand out more than looking like a tourist, or a foreigner, or an enemy spy; none of these being good looks for inoffensive historians looking for a quiet life.


I led him around muddy London and we found the site easily. Even I couldn’t have missed it. Here was the everlasting chink-chink of metal tools on stone as countless masons and their gangs swarmed over the site. I was surprised at the height of the walls. They had no heavy lifting gear as such – just blocks, tackles, ropes, manpower, and occasionally horsepower. But the work was going well. With wet stones glistening darkly against the grey sky, I could easily see the grandeur to come.


I looked around eagerly to see if maybe the Confessor himself was on-site today. He would be buried here in January 1066; only one week after the church was consecrated. The first and last English king to be buried there.


I drew brief sketches of the mason's marks and Peterson tried to identify the gangs they belonged to. I sketched the shape of the walls. We wandered around the site as we wanted, thanking the god of historians that Health and Safety hadn’t been invented yet.


Peterson paused a moment.


‘Hang on. I have to water a wall.’


He eased himself between two piles of lumber.


‘Come on.’


‘What?’


‘I’m not letting you out of my sight on this trip.’


‘I’m not watching you pee.’


‘Well, shut your eyes.’


‘I’m not listening to you pee, either.’


‘So hum.’


I turned my back and began to hum Handel's Water Music.


‘Stop that,’ said Peterson, but I wasn’t listening.


I was watching two men walking behind another man as he skirted the site. They both had their hands to their belts and their body language caught my attention.


I took a few steps forward so I could see better and many things happened all at once.


Peterson said, ‘Where are you going?’


Someone shouted a warning nearby. I couldn’t make out the words, but the alarm and urgency were very clear.


And it suddenly got dark.


I didn’t think at all. I don’t know what made me do it. I ran forward two paces, crashed hard into Peterson and my momentum pushed us both back another three or four paces.


Not far, but far enough for us not to be under the frighteningly heavy block of stone that thudded into the soft ground nearby.


We sprawled on the ground, trying to catch up with events. For me it all happened so fast that I was more puzzled than scared.


I could hear people approaching and several men ran round the pile, shouting anxiously. They pulled up short at the sight of me on the ground, still tangled up with Peterson. And him with his todger out, too. They drew the wrong conclusions, subjected us to several builders’ witticisms, which although in Old English were perfectly understandable and wandered off again. It seemed no one was going to file a Health and Safety report.


Inside my head, I heard Dr Bairstow say, ‘How difficult is it to cause a ten-ton block to drop on a potentially threatening historian …?’


I unwound my stupid skirts and struggled to my feet.


‘You peed on me,’ I said indignantly, to hide the sickness sweeping over me.


‘Get over it. I peed on me as well,’ said England's first mannequin pis, climbing to his feet. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes. Fine.’


‘Are you sure?’


There was an underlying anxiety in his voice and I remembered Kevin Grant had been killed on his watch.


‘Well, I’m all wet if that's what you mean.’ I shook out my skirts. ‘Oh, yuk!’


He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘What was that all about?’


‘Don’t know. Maybe it was just an accident. They do happen. Maybe not everything is about us.’


He thought.


‘Where were you going?’


I remembered. ‘Two men, following another man. I didn’t like the look of them.’


‘Maxwell!’


‘I wasn’t going to do anything. I just wanted to see better.’ I took a deep breath and said in a small voice, ‘Do you really think …?’


Now I was aware of my thumping heart. It had been a close call. One minute everything was fine and the next, bloody great rocks were dropping out of the sky.


‘Where did it come from?’ said Peterson, looking up. There was no scaffolding or A-frame; just a cat's cradle of rope outlined against the grey sky. He peered thoughtfully across the site.


‘I wonder …’


‘What?’


‘Well, I wonder if whatever was going to happen to that man – had to happen. Some key historical event. Minor, but essential. And if you were about to interfere, young Maxwell, then we got off very lightly. Very lightly indeed.’


‘What sort of key event?’


‘I don’t know; it could be anything. Suppose he's attacked and someone saves him and he goes on to father children whose descendants are important? Or he's attacked and killed. He might have gone on to do something unspeakably evil and now he won’t because he's dead. We’ll never know.’


My heart had picked up speed as the implications were becoming clear to me.


‘I’m amazed we’re not dead.’


‘Me too,’ he said. ‘Maybe History's in a good mood today.’


‘Maybe we’re the good guys,’ I said jokingly and there was a strange little pause.


‘Doubt it,’ said Peterson. ‘We’d better take the hint, however, and clear off.’


‘Yes, Mr Peterson.’


He grinned. ‘The name's Tim. Now, shall we go?’


‘Good idea.’


We edged our way past the block and out of the lumber.


‘A nice cup of tea, I think,’ he said, striding out.


‘Um … Tim …’ I said, trotting beside him.


‘Yes?’


‘You might want to put yourself away first.’





On returning to the pod, Peterson apparently fell asleep. I wrote up the logs, did the FOD plod outside and the POD plod inside, tidied up, made a cup of tea, and gently woke my captain.


He yawned, stretched, smiled, checked around without seeming to and accepted the tea. ‘Nicely done, young Maxwell.’ We were the same age, but I let it go. ‘Return jump set up?’


‘Yes, ready to go any time you are.’


‘Well, there's no rush, is there?’ and he settled back in his seat, apparently exhausted by his afternoon exertions and smiled at me again. His hair, as always, stuck out in all directions. Female historians have yards of hair – it's in the rules and regs; all male historians wear a kind of shaggy-sheep look appropriate to any age. Peterson's made him look like an unkempt hearthrug, but his eyes were gentle. I rarely heard him raise his voice and, a welcome relief amongst volatile historians, he always appeared bombproof. He harboured a passion for Doctor Foster (or death wish possibly) and accepted her complete lack of people skills with good-humoured equanimity. I could have felt sorry for him, Helen Foster on one side and Kalinda Black on the other, but when I mentioned it to him once, he just said, ‘Yeah,’ in a dreamy sort of voice, leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and smiled happily. ‘It's a great life.’


Anyway, I survived my first jump, which was more than poor Grant had done.


The next few jumps passed without mishap, they ticked the last box and eventually our rank was confirmed. Later that year, I got yanked out of my Ancient Civilisation comfort zone – Kal, Sussman, and I got World War One. The Somme. For Sussman and me, it was our first Big Job, as they were known. And afterwards, things were never quite the same again.


To begin with, I thought we were going to get the whole initiative, but our assignment turned out to be more specific.


‘A Casualty Clearing Centre,’ announced Dr Bairstow, dropping a box of reference material onto his desk. ‘Situated in an old French chateau and one step behind the Regimental Aid Posts. Reportedly destroyed by shell fire; whether enemy or friendly was never clearly established. Massive loss of life. The whole incident was buried as quickly as possible to prevent damage to morale. There are anniversaries coming up and controversy has surfaced again. So we’ve been asked to investigate. You’ll need to be on your toes for this one because we don’t have an exact date.’


‘So we’re going into a war zone, knowing we’re a target, but not knowing exactly when we’ll be blown to bits,’ said Kal.


‘I don’t think you’ll be blown to bits,’ he said calmly. ‘After the initial attack most of the hospital went up in flames. And very quickly too. It's probably the fire you’ll have to watch out for.’


‘Is this for Thirsk, sir?’


‘They are acting as intermediary on this one.’ The client, as always, would be secret. The thinking was that if we didn’t know who they were or why they wanted to know, then it wouldn’t affect our findings. Thirsk would offer to undertake ‘new research’. We would nip in and out, then hand over our findings for them to present as ‘fresh evidence’ to the client. They got the credit; we got the money.


‘We need to get this right. After Grant and Baverstock, Thirsk are talking again about establishing a permanent supervisory presence here. Something we really need to avoid at all costs. So get the information, get the evidence, get it right, and get out safely.’


‘For how long will we be there?’ I asked.


‘We hope to get you in between five days and two weeks beforehand. Records show the hospital as functioning at the beginning of October. By the 14th it had been destroyed. When you return, of course, depends on events. Miss Black will head the mission.’


‘Could it have been an accident, sir?’ asked Sussman.


‘It's possible. That's the official version anyway.’


‘Have they thought this through? If we find out the truth, there’ll be a lot of blame and recrimination,’ said Kal. ‘Isn’t this one of the times it's better not to know?’


‘That's not our job,’ he said sternly. ‘We gather the information. It's up to others what they make of it. That is not our concern.’


‘How will we know who causes the explosion that blows us up ?’


‘I am not sending you there to be blown up, Mr Sussman, but to obtain information. And at vast expense too, so please try to refrain from being killed. Or indeed, incurring any sort of injury at all.’


We said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and backed out of his presence.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Sussman in the Library. ‘How did I get roped into this? Where's Peterson?’


‘On leave,’ said Kal absently, examining the contents of the box. We were both startled. Leave? What was that, then?





*





Kal and I were going in as nurses. Sussman was an orderly/ambulance driver. Because of the considerable amount of interaction that would take place, we were thoroughly briefed. History and politics of both sides. An extensive field medic course, based on the treatments available at the time. They seconded us to a nearby army hospital for three weeks as part of the training; one week's theatre training, one week on the wards, and one week in their A & E, which consisted mostly of burns, fractures, crush injuries, drunken brawls, and on one never to be forgotten night, midwifery. I am never doing that again!


We jumped early one Sunday morning. Chief Farrell and Kal carried out the final checks. Dieter, his senior technician, was fussing around outside, thinking no one knew he just wanted to be close to Kalinda.


‘Take care,’ was all the Chief said, looking at me and away we went.


Landing without a hitch, we peered outside. Even though it was only mid-afternoon, the day was dark and dreary. Rain was coming down hard and the few people around were scurrying along with their heads down. No one paid us any attention in our quiet corner.


The Matron at the Casualty Clearing Centre scarcely looked at our carefully forged papers before deploying us, which was a bit of a bugger because Professor Rapson and Dr Dowson had spent a long time on them. She sat behind her desk, stiff and starched, and pointed a Roman nose in our direction. The Nose looked us up and down. I got the impression we were found wanting.


‘Show me your hands,’ she said abruptly. Thanking God I’d remembered to clip my nails really short, I held them out, front and back. She stared. She sniffed. Obviously, the hands weren’t up to spec, either. I knew what the problem was – too white and soft. Still, a couple of weeks here would change that.


‘Where are you from?’ She peered at our papers, ‘Black?’


‘I’m Maxwell,’ I said helpfully and got the look I’d had from every teacher at school and from Bitchface Barclay in the not-too-distant past. I don’t know why I bother. Matron was no different and the nose really reminded me of Dr Bairstow. Maybe she was an ancestor.


‘I’m Black,’ said Kalinda, courageously drawing her fire. The Nose turned in her direction. I hid my hands behind my back.


‘And you are from …?’


‘Manchester,’ she said, broadening her accent and showing her hands without being asked. What a creep.


Matron handed us a list of rules and regulations. There were a lot of them.


Dismissed from her presence we stepped outside. I breathed deeply. The smell was distinctive. The tang of wood smoke and horses. Actually, I’ve never been anywhere in the past that didn’t stink of horses. I could smell the latrines, even though they were in the next courtyard. And the hospital stink was everywhere; even outside in the supposedly fresh air.


I looked around. The shabby old chateau must have been disused for some time. Many windows were boarded over. Plaster and rendering were falling away. Tiles were missing from the roof. I couldn’t help feeling it might fall down before it burned down. We’d never been put so deliberately in harm's way before. My heart raced in exactly the way it had for my first jump. Just when I thought I was getting the hang of things they threw something like this at us. But every jump is different; every jump has its own set of problems and every jump has its own set of terrors.


There was cold, wet mud everywhere. Too many people; too many vehicles; too many horses; too much rain. They’d laid planks down but they were already disappearing slowly into the ooze.


Over by the gates I could see a number of tents of varying sizes and people scurrying everywhere. Everyone seemed busy; everyone seemed to know what they were doing, and everyone seemed to have a purpose. Well, so did we and we’d better get started.


We put on our uniforms and got stuck in. Sussman had been whisked away almost immediately. He was billeted separately as well. I would often see him in the distance, or waving as he disappeared round a corner, but he was wise enough to be discreet. We confined ourselves to waving at each other. Kal and I slept in a tiny room in the attic of the chateau. We didn’t like being away from the pod, but all female staff were bed-checked each night by a Senior Sister, so we had no choice. The attic was cold, damp, and never saw the sun. We shared a bed and there weren’t enough covers. We couldn’t bring anything from the pod to make ourselves more comfortable in case we had to leave in a hurry. And with such hardship all around us, it didn’t seem right, anyhow.


We didn’t know where Sussman was sleeping. A group of orderlies slept above the stables so he may have been with them, in which case, we were much better off than him. It was cold when we arrived and it got colder, and wetter.





The casualties poured in from the Regimental Aid Posts. Matron sent me to work in the reception tent, assisting with sorting and prioritising. I was good at it and it freed up a senior nurse but I hated it. It felt like playing God. But, sometimes you could see death in a face and there was nothing you could do except move on to the ones who could be saved. Most I sent to Pre-op to be prepped for surgery. The Operation Tent was the biggest. Kal was in there somewhere. From there, patients were moved to the wards in the main building before being transferred to a bigger hospital away from the lines.


Men came in on stretchers, carried by Sussman's mates; orderlies whom I can never praise highly enough. Some walked in. I checked everyone's labels and directed them accordingly. If I was lucky, I saw Sussman himself at least once a night and even if we only had time to exchange a glance, it was better than nothing.





The days dragged by. We were into the second week of October now. It rained a lot. Heavy rain meant heavy mud. And there were still all those young men coming in through the gates. Limping, or being stretchered, their faces blurred with pain. Limbs reduced to filthy stumps. Some poor mother's son, having been yanked off the wire, screaming and trying to hold his guts in. One lad lay quietly with a gentle smile on his face and, when I looked more closely, half his head was gone.


As the deadline grew closer, Kal and I took turns to keep watch in our room at night. One of us slept while the other wound bandages or tried to read. We never undressed, partly so we would be ready, but mostly because it was too bloody cold to take our clothes off. The days were ticking by and we had to be ready. I watched my breath frost in the cold night air as I wound yards of bandage by the light of a tiny flickering candle on the floor, with a precious blanket pinned over the window to keep the cold out.


Now that the time was near, we arranged to meet Sussman at least once a day to reassure each other. We kept in regular contact and tried to be aware of each other's positions at all times. I kept looking around me. I imagined the whine of the shell, the crump of the explosion – and then what?





I came round a corner from the linen rooms and ran slap into someone. The man lifted the top layer of blankets I was carrying and said, ‘Hi, it's me!’


I checked around us, but no one else was in sight. ‘Hey, how are you?’


‘I’m cold. You must be perished. How are you holding up?’


I was touched. He wasn’t usually so thoughtful. ‘I’m OK. Not much longer now.’


‘No. Tonight, tomorrow, or the day after. Any thoughts?’


‘No, none. In fact, I think there's a bit of a lull. The weather's so awful that everything seems to have quietened down.’


‘Well, don’t relax. It could happen at any time. Look, I have to go. If we get through the night I’ll see you and Kal tomorrow, just outside here. By the latrines. We’ll have a catch-up and plan what to do next.’


‘By the latrines!’


‘It's the romance in my soul. See you.’





By great good luck, we were all able to get away and meet the next day. Sussman was there already, waiting for us. I could see our pod in the distance, over by the stables, anonymous under bits of rusting metal and carefully placed pieces of old wood. We stood out of the rain and discussed what to do next.


‘It's got to be tonight or tomorrow, said Kal. ‘Sussman, are you working tonight?’


‘Not if this weather continues, no.’


‘Stay sharp. Max, the reception tent is the furthest from the pod. At the first sign of anything out of the ordinary, go straight back to the pod and get the cameras activated. Stay out of trouble. You too, Sussman. We’re here to investigate. There's no way I’m going back without knowing what happens here and we can’t do that if we’re dead. Is that clearly understood?’


We nodded.


‘I mean it. Any sign of heroics and I’ll kick your arses from here to Dr Bairstow's office, pausing only to pick up your P45s on the way. Is that clearly understood?’


We nodded again. I shivered under my cape and pulled it more closely around me.


Around the corner, a whistle sounded and voices were raised. Engines turned over, coughing in the damp. ‘That's me,’ said Sussman. ‘Bugger, I was supposed to stock up with extra blankets.’ He looked over his shoulder and then back at me. ‘Max, could you …?’


‘Sure, you go on and I’ll bring them to you. How many?’


‘Three should do it. Thanks a lot. Gotta go.’ And he was gone, slipping in the mud in his haste.


‘I must go too,’ said Kal. ‘I’ll meet you after your shift finishes. I think we should stick together as much as possible now.’


‘Right. See you then.’


She disappeared and I re-entered the building. I hurried along the corridor to the linen rooms, ignoring the first two doors. Blankets were stored in Number Three. I reached for the door handle and pulled open a heavy, old-fashioned door made of solid wood. That it opened outwards was the only thing that saved me. I just had time to register the hot door handle before I was blown backwards and sideways and the door came down on top of me.


I lay stunned and only slowly became aware of flames licking around the doorframe. The roaring I thought was in my own head turned out to be the fireball in the linen room. It was hot. I had to get up. Wriggling out from under the door took some effort, but I managed it.


Flames ran along the ceiling above me. I couldn’t see a thing for the smoke. The whole corridor was filled with it, billowing out from the linen room. If the fire ripped through the hospital this quickly then this would be a major catastrophe. But that's exactly what it was. It was a major catastrophe. Suddenly, without any warning, or shots fired, this was it.
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I tried to pull myself together. There would be extensive loss of life. There wasn’t anything I could do. There wasn’t anything I should do. Well, sod that for a game of soldiers. Maybe I wasn’t very important in the scheme of things, but there's always something you can do.


Pulling my cape up over my head, I hitched up my skirt and crawled down the corridor, keeping low to avoid the smoke. If I could get to the door . A hand bell hung beside every door precisely for this purpose. I knew I’d arrived at the door when I banged my head on it. I took a deep, difficult breath and groped my way up the door frame. Got it!


I opened the door carefully, burning my hand again on the hot handle. The roar of the flames increased behind me, as the oxygen fed them and I slipped through as quickly as I could.


Rubbing my eyes, no one was in sight. It was midday and there wasn’t a soul anywhere. I took as deep a breath as I could manage, sucked in a great lungful of wonderful, cold, wet air, coughed a little, spat a lot, and croaked ‘Fire! Fire! Fire!’ Bent nearly double and bracing one hand on my knee, I rang the hand bell as loudly as I could.


For a moment, nothing happened. And then, around me, doors crashed open and people ran in all directions. Men rushed to hoses, stirrup-pumps, and buckets. Huge red-orange flames began to engulf the old buildings faster than anyone would have believed possible; and the rain, which might just for once have done some good, stopped and the sun came out, bathing the whole tragedy in warm October sunshine.


It was chaos. People ran past me in all directions. Whistles sounded, shouts rang out and over all the noise, a hand-cranked siren hindered more than it helped.


I didn’t know what to do. Men ran with buckets. No one thought to form a chain. Water slopped everywhere. People slipped in the mud and fell and those behind tripped over them. I saw three orderlies trying to pull out a fire wagon, but there weren’t enough of them to shift it through the mud. They shouted for help but no one heard. People flew out of doors into the courtyard but once there had no idea where to go. Or if they did, they’d forgotten in their panic.


I saw terrified faces at the windows; hands beating at the glass panes. Some windows opened. Men hung out, calling for help. Some tried to lower themselves and lost their grip, falling heavily to the ground. Some jumped and didn’t get up. And then, above it all, the high note of a bugle cut through the racket. Heads turned. A young major, I think from the Glosters, raised his voice.


‘To the main gates. Get the wounded to the main gates. Get away from the buildings. The walls are coming down. Go to the main gates.’


A number of NCOs emerged and physically pushed people in the right direction. I saw a blind man, barefoot in the mud, wearing only pyjamas. His face was badly burned and his dressing had come away and trailed on his shoulder. He staggered around, arms outstretched, shouting for help. Never mind the big picture. I was a little person. Help the other little people.


I stepped forward and took his hand, saying quietly, ‘Now then, soldier, you just come with me.’ I put his hand on my shoulder and we fought our way along. At least, now most people were going in the same direction. I found another young lad, on his knees, trying to get up. I reached out a hand. ‘Come on, lad, up you get. Can you walk?’


‘A little,’ he replied, teeth chattering. ‘Not very fast.’


So that was three of us and we found another one on the way, bent double and coughing up a lung. We carefully picked our way towards the main drive and a mud-covered ambulance drew up. One of Sussman's mates jumped down. ‘Get them in the back, miss. Quick as you can.’


We yanked open the doors and willing hands pulled them in. ‘You too, miss,’ he shouted.


‘No,’ I yelled back. ‘Get this lot to the main gates. I’ll go back for any stragglers.’


‘You don’t want to do that, miss. That whole section's going to come down.’


‘I must,’ I said, desperately. Our pod was there. I had to get back. ‘Go! Get these men to safety and come back for more.’ I turned and ran back before he could argue.


It was like a scene from Dante's Inferno. The courtyard was full of smoke, from which ghostly figures appeared and disappeared like ghosts. I could see orange and red flickers as the flames rose higher. The shouting seemed more purposeful now. Two columns of men filed out towards the gates. Many were being carried in makeshift stretchers or slung over shoulders. The initial panic was over. People were helping each other.


The young major was still directing the evacuation. I ran to him and said, ‘Sir, there's at least one ambulance on its way here. They can take the most seriously wounded if we can get them all together.’


He nodded. ‘Stand here, nurse. You can be our collection point.’ He ran off, gesturing to two sergeants nearby. In hardly any time at all, I had half a dozen men gathered around me, sitting or lying in the mud and more on their way. A sergeant came back and handed me a whistle.


‘Keep blowing, miss. Let them know where you are.’ I blew and blew, turning all the time. They brought up another man, but he was already dead. We left him. Eventually, the ambulance came back. We were loading people on board when the major turned up again. He clambered in after the last man and turned to me reaching out his hand. ‘On board, nurse, and that's an order.’


I couldn’t go with him and if I ran back into the courtyard he’d come after me, so I said, ‘Yes, sir. I’ll go in front with the driver,’ and slammed the doors on him. I slapped the side and it disappeared into the murk.


The two sides of the building were well ablaze now and even I could see the east wall was going to come down any minute. The heat hurt my face. It was like an oven. Terrible noises came from the third side of the courtyard, the stables over which Sussman lived. There was no chance of getting the horses out, none at all. They screamed in fear and panic and I could hear them kicking against their partitions in their desperation to get out. The building was almost engulfed in flames. There was nothing I could do. I turned and ran.


I knew someone was in the pod, because the scrap had been kicked aside, exposing the door. I picked up my skirts and really ran for it, months of physical training paying off at last. I heard a shout behind me. Thank God, it was Kal. Her hair hung down; she was bleeding from a nasty scalp wound, and smeared black with smoke and soot. I reached out, took her hand and we ran to the pod together. Sussman had the door open, ready. We fell, gasping, into the pod and as we did, I saw the east wall sway, lean impossibly, and then come down with a crash and a great shower of sparks and burning debris. The door closed, shutting out the roaring flames, screaming horses, and the sound of people burning alive.


And then there was silence.


Sussman was white-faced. ‘Max? Max, my God, I can’t believe it. I thought you were dead. Why aren’t you dead?’ I shook my head and he passed me some water. ‘I heard it started in the linen rooms and I knew that's where you were. I can’t believe you got out alive.’


‘Hey,’ said Kal sourly. ‘I’m alive too.’ I gave her the water and she took a good slug.


For a long time we watched it on the screen. Sussman had all the cameras working. These films, together with our own personal records were our reason for being here.


Slowly, Kal got up. ‘Come on, Max, on your feet. Let's have a look at you.’


‘I’m fine,’ I said, because that's what you always say, even if your head's just fallen off, but clambered to my feet.


‘Sussman, get the med kit. So, what hurts the most?’


‘Well, the door fell on my head so I think I’ve got a bit of an egg. I swallowed my own body weight in smoke and my chest hurts a bit and I’ve burnt my hands. Otherwise it's only a broken fingernail and loss of appetite.’


She sprayed my hands with medical plastic, to cool and protect the burns and I slapped a quick dressing on her forehead. ‘There, that should hold us for a while.’ We both turned to look at Sussman sitting at the console and monitoring the cameras.


I said, ‘How about you? What's the damage?’


He’d split the screen to show all four cameras and was watching closely. ‘What? Oh, I’m fine, thanks. No problems here.’


Kal looked him up and down. ‘You’re not hurt at all? How's that, then?’


‘What?’ He dragged his eyes from the screen.


‘You’re awfully clean, given the state of Max and me. How did you manage that?’


‘I was with the other drivers when the alarm sounded. We were dispatched to our vehicles to evacuate the tents. I waited until no one was looking and then got back to the pod. I kept an eye out for you two on the way, but missed you, obviously. So I cleared the door and got inside. The cameras had activated automatically, so I made sure they’d got the best angles and waited for you two.’


He became aware of the silence. ‘As per your instructions.’ The silence lengthened.


‘What?’ he said, defensively. ‘You said, “No heroics. I’ll kick your arses,” etc. So I came straight to the pod as instructed by my mission controller, that's you Miss Black, and got on with our mission, which is to investigate and record.’


He was right, but his manner was over-defensive and belligerent. Behind Kal, I made ‘Shut up, Shut up’ signs to him, but he couldn’t or wouldn’t see them. He finished with, ‘So what's your problem, then?’


She took a long step forward and seized his wrist. ‘Look at these hands. Did you even stop to pick up anyone out of the mud? Did you just step over them? Or did you actually knock them down in your mad dash to safety?’


Morally he could have done more and he knew it. He was angry and guilty and defensive and it brought out his worst side. She’d done too much and she knew it – we’d both done too much and she was angry and guilty and defensive as well. They stood glaring at each other. I decided to risk life and limb and stepped between them.


‘Guys! Not now. Davey, go and check the disks are recording OK. No, now please.’


He stepped back and muttered something and that did it. She strode forward and pushed his shoulder. ‘What did you say?’


‘He didn’t say anything,’ I said, physically getting between them again. ‘He's upset. We both are. It's our first big assignment. It's certainly the first time I’ve seen anyone die, and it's possibly his as well and the noise from the horses didn’t help.’


It didn’t work at all. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Yes, that's a point. From what you said when we got here, you thought your partner was dead. Good to know you’re sitting here safely when you think she's burned to death in an explosion; especially since you sent her there in the first place. You really are a total waste of fucking space, Sussman.’


That really did it. There was no going back now. Something ugly flashed briefly in his eyes and he squared up to her, right in her face. She held his gaze. It was a very long moment and then his eyes slipped sideways to mine and guilt was written all over his face. He pulled himself together.


Ignoring Kal, he turned to me and said, shakily, ‘Max, I apologise. I never thought for one moment you could still be alive. If I’d thought there was the slightest chance I’d have torn the building down myself to get to you. I’m really sorry.’


My own heart was thumping away, but I nodded at him and turned aside. He misread my action. ‘No, Max. Really, I’m sorry. Don’t look like that. It's not true. Don’t listen to her.’


I nodded again, still not looking at him. Kal said in a quiet voice, ‘Let it go, Sussman.’ There was a nasty little silence. I wondered if all assignments ended like this.


Sussman took a long breath. ‘Let's get back.’


Kal drew herself up again. ‘Stand away from those controls, mister. I call the shots here. You see to your partner.’


And indeed, I suddenly felt extremely wobbly. I opened my mouth to say, ‘I really don’t feel so good,’ and instead threw up violently all down his front. He was covered in it.


There was another silence and then Kal grinned wickedly and said, ‘Not so clean now, are you?’ We all laughed. Not good laughter, but we chose to interpret it that way and everyone's face was saved. We shut things down and jumped back.


We landed with the gentlest bump. Sussman opened the door and left immediately after decon and without a backward glance.


It was at that moment that I realised just why St Mary's was always banging on about interaction. You are not there to interact. Observe, document, and record. Don’t get involved. It wasn’t only the dangers of inadvertently changing history, but the emotional toll as well. How many people had died today? Matron? The blind boy? My job was to watch events unfold. To record and document. To observe. To stand apart. Not to interfere.


I thought about this and came to the same conclusion that every good historian should reach. Then I thought about it a bit more and came to the other conclusion that every historian not only reaches but implements. You don’t walk away from blind men struggling in the mud. You should, but you don’t. Well, Kal hadn’t and neither had I. Nor Kevin Grant. But Sussman had. Did that make him a better or worse historian than me? Or a better or worse person?


Yes, there was an emotional price to pay for interaction, but was it greater or lesser than doing nothing? And what about a vengeful History, always on the lookout for naughty historians?


Fortunately, Kal interrupted my thoughts. ‘We ought to be making a start,’ she said.


I sighed. It would be nice to sit here for ever. I loved this bit between two worlds. The cares of the past behind us and not yet in the present long enough to get into any real trouble. No sooner were her words spoken then there was gentle tap at the door.


‘It's Farrell. Are you OK in there?’


‘Yes,’ shouted Kal in her best ‘Bugger off voice and after a long pause it opened and Farrell and Dieter, stood in the doorway.


‘Don’t come in,’ said Kal.


They looked at us.


‘It's not personal,’ I said. ‘We smell a bit.’


Dieter stepped forward.


‘Didn’t you hear?’ said Kal angrily.


‘If it's your smell, it's not a problem.’ He picked up her bag. She glared at him but he only smiled. Did he not know how close to death he was? Mind, he was built like a large brick shithouse. Two large brick shithouses actually. In fact, he was so big it was possible he distorted time and space. He had his own gravitational pull, like a blond planet, and he’d fallen for Kal like a sperm whale failing to clear the Grand Canyon on a bicycle. He thought no one knew. He slung her bag over his shoulder and helped her to her feet. ‘Come on.’


Moving like an old woman, she hobbled out.


The Chief smiled at me. ‘Your turn.’ I reached for my bag but he’d already picked it up. I looked at my burned hands and my stiff, red fingers, swollen from all that time in water. Now it was all over, I doubted I had the strength to put one foot in front of the other.


‘Lean on me,’ he said and, just for once, I allowed myself to do so.





Chief Farrell visited us in Sick Bay the next day, bringing with him a box of various bits and pieces we’d left behind in the pod. All the records had been uploaded and everyone was waiting on our reports. We nodded.


He said, ‘I’ve already debriefed Sussman and gather it wasn’t shellfire after all, but an accidental explosion. Can you give me the details?’


‘I think Max is the best person to talk to,’ said Kal, ‘She was the one on the spot.’ To my surprise, she pulled an incomprehensible face and left the room.


‘So,’ said Farrell, sitting down next to me and smiling. ‘How are you?’


‘Absolutely fine,’ I said, so pleased to see him.


He regarded me warily. ‘Is it safe to be this close? I hear you’ve developed your own defence mechanism.’


‘Oh, yes,’ I said ruefully. ‘I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me.’


He looked at me carefully for a while and then said, ‘So, tell me all about it.’


‘There's not much I can tell you. First of all I was behind the door and then I was underneath it. Then the corridor was full of smoke. Then I was outside. I know it spread really quickly.’


‘Yes,’ he said absently. ‘Old building. Did you smell anything?’


Did I? I shut my eyes and walked through it again. And again. And there it was, on the very edge … ‘Yes, yes I did.’ I actually sniffed, tasting it with my nostrils. ‘Yes … chemicals … like the lab sometimes.’


He sat back. ‘I think probably not gunfire at all. I think sabotage.’


‘Someone sabotaged a hospital?’


He shrugged. ‘Looks like it. There's no source of combustion, only the hot pipes from the boilers running through the rooms to air the linen. So I think someone very carefully mixed a chemical cocktail. I think it smouldered for a while, generating some heat and actually opening the door provided additional oxygen and created the fireball.’ He was watching me carefully. ‘Does that sound likely?’


I wasn’t listening properly. ‘Oh my God, did I do it? Did I set fire to the hospital?’


‘No, no, no. Absolutely not, Miss Maxwell, I didn’t mean that at all. Please don’t think … the person who mixed the chemicals set fire to the hospital. It wasn’t you.’


‘You can’t know that.’


I spent the rest of the day going over and over things in my mind.


He was right. It wasn’t me who had started the fire. And if I hadn’t opened that door then sooner or later, someone else would have. Someone who might not have been fortunate enough to escape as I had.





We were both restless all day. Sussman had been discharged. By unspoken consent we left the lights on. Nurse Hunter irritated us by constantly sticking her head round the door and going away again. After an hour, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I sat up and, for something to do, rummaged around the box the Chief had brought. There was something knobbly at the bottom. I pulled out a paper-wrapped bundle. Six pieces of chunky charcoal. The big stuff, not the little girlie willow sticks.


I looked at them.


I looked at the big wall to my left.


The big, blank wall.


The nice, big, blank wall.


I swung my legs out of bed. ‘Give me a hand to shift this table.’


‘Why?’


‘I want to stand on it.’


‘You’re not going to hang yourself, are you?’


We shoved the table into place and I clambered up. Once I got started, I couldn’t stop. Using wide arm movements, I sketched in a black sky, lit with starburst shells. Stark figures raced and fell across a lunar landscape. I drew faster and faster, unable to stop, taking the pictures in my head and transposing them on to the wall. I drew the explosions, the cold, the terror, the heartbreaking waste. I drew limbs, heads, and blood. I drew men dying on the wire, drowning in the mud, eyes wide, mouths gaping, hands clawing. It poured out. Beside me, Kal added her own contributions. At some point, Dr Foster came in, watched, and surprisingly said nothing. We moved the table out and I drew the reception tent. I drew rows of soldiers, wrapped in blankets and coats, all stiff and heavy with mud and blood. I drew cold, grey, vacant faces; contorted faces; screaming and crying faces. The last piece of charcoal crumbled and flaked with the pressure. A hand touched my shoulder and Dr Foster said, ‘Enough.’


I looked round. A crowd of people had gathered behind us; the entire medical team, Farrell, Dieter, Doctor Dowson, and some more. I waited for the trouble coming my way but it didn’t happen.


We washed our hands and Nurse Hunter brought us a cup of tea. Then we switched out the lights and fell asleep.





We got over it, of course. You have to. We wrote our reports and submitted them to Dr Bairstow. We spent an afternoon with him and Chief Farrell, talking them through everything before they made the final report to Thirsk for them to present to the client. And then it was nearly done.





The three of us accompanied Dr Bairstow to the Remembrance Day ceremony in Rushford that year. We were smartly turned out as he always insisted we were in public, wearing the full, formal uniform, hair up, shiny shoes, and make-up. We paid our private respects while he laid a wreath on behalf of St Mary's, as he did every year. In my mind I saw the tents, the rows of wounded, saw the faces, heard the guns that never went away.


The Last Post sounded, thin in the cold air and the echoes took a long time to die away in more ways than one. I thought of the blind soldier and of that young major from the Glosters whose presence of mind had saved so many lives and wondered if they had survived the conflict. I dragged myself back to the present. We joined in the prayer.





They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old
Age shall not weary them, not the years condemn
At the going down of the sun and in the morning
We will remember them.





There was a curious postscript. A small event that had enormous consequences. I had a birthday soon after. Left outside my door, I found a small box, neatly wrapped in coloured paper. This must be from Sussman. Typically, he’d never talked about the explosion and fire at all, just carrying on as if nothing had happened and expecting everyone else to do the same. I wondered if he was trying to make amends with a present. If so, he’d certainly succeeded.


Inside the box nestled a small statue. A model of the Trojan Horse. About six inches tall and exquisitely made. From its delicate features to the trapdoor in its belly, it was absolutely perfect.


That evening, however, Sussman handed me a box of chocolates. I was surprised but did remember to thank him, although this didn’t solve my problem. Who left the horse for me? I pondered this as I ran downstairs and collided with Chief Farrell who was going up. We’re supposed to keep to the right.


‘You’re supposed to keep to the right,’ he said, mildly.


‘Sorry, Chief. You OK?’ And then I got it. I don’t know how I could ever have thought Sussman could have come up with anything so exquisite. Whatever had I been thinking? Sudden realisation swept over me. He’d given me a gift, a perfect gift, a wonderful gift. I was so happy. An inner voice said, ‘Don’t read too much into this,’ but how could I not?


I said, without missing a beat, ‘Thanks very much.’


He smiled back at me. ‘Keep it safe.’


I felt a little offended he thought I might lose or break it. I don’t have so many possessions I can afford to be careless with any of them and certainly not this one.


‘No,’ he said seriously. ‘I mean it, Miss Maxwell. Keep it safe and keep it accessible. It's important.’ Then he was gone again, leaving me, happiness subsiding, bewildered and just a little bit uneasy.


We had the usual big noisy party that evening – all our parties are big and noisy – and everyone attended, but not all the music, dancing, and drinking in the world could mask the underlying tension. I don’t know if anyone said anything to Dr Bairstow, but Sussman and Kal never went on another assignment together again.
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Another all-staff briefing from Dr Bairstow.


‘And finally, I have been asked by Mrs Partridge to raise this issue. As some of you may struggle to remember, next month is your annual appraisal and I’m advised by Mrs Partridge that some of the forms you were asked to complete as a preliminary need … more work.


‘Your personal details update form … Mr Sussman; you are not a Jedi Knight. Kindly amend the details in Box 3 – Religion. Ditto Mr Markham, Mr Peterson, Miss Maxwell, Mr Dieter, and Miss Black.


‘Miss Maxwell, Box 5. You are not five feet seven inches tall and never will be. Live with it and correct your paperwork.


‘Mr Markham, the box marked “Sex” is not an invitation. Please amend the details and apologise to Mrs Partridge.


‘Mr Dieter, the claims made in the box marked “Other Interests” are physically impossible and, in most of the civilised world, illegal. You also render yourself liable to prosecution for misuse of government property. Amend.


‘Miss Black, there are two Ps in oppressed and only one N in minority. You are neither. Delete.


‘I would also take this opportunity to remind you that Doctor Foster will be circulating similar medical paperwork for your completion and does not share my enlightened attitude towards employee relations. As I’m sure at least some of you are aware, she enjoys a robust, thorough and above all, penetrative approach to your annual medical examinations. Mess her about at your peril.


‘Miss Maxwell, please report to my office in thirty minutes and persuade Mr Sussman to take time out from his religious conversion to accompany you. That is all. Dismissed.’


Grumbling and shuffling our paperwork, we watched him limp away to his lair. I looked round for Sussman but he’d disappeared already. Kalinda joined me and gave me a look.


‘What?’


‘He’ll get you killed one day.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘He's just a bit … unreliable sometimes.’


‘No, he's trouble. If you don’t watch it, Max, you’ll lose your chance at the next Big Job because of him. The Boss does not like him and I don’t either. Nobody does but you.’


‘He's my partner,’ I said defensively, getting tired of this. ‘He's not that bad.’


‘Exactly, Max. He's your partner and the best you can say of him is that he's not that bad. Doesn’t that tell you anything?’


‘He's OK with me. It's you he doesn’t like and he winds you up deliberately. It's not a problem, believe me.’


Exactly thirty minutes later we stood outside the door. Time is important in our organisation. If you can’t even get to an appointment in your own building on time, they argue, you’re not going to have much luck trying to find the Battle of Hastings.


Sussman pushed me in first. Mrs Partridge gave us an unloving glare. You could see the words ‘feckless’ and ‘irresponsible’ hacking their way through her thought processes. I looked in vain for some human emotion. She made the Boss look like a humanitarian aid worker. She was, as always, impeccably dressed in a black suit and white shirt, with her dark hair in a French pleat. As always, she reminded me of someone. She handed us each a mission folder and nodded us in. I began to feel excited. This could be a Big Job.


The Boss was waiting for us at his briefing table. Files, cubes, and data sticks littered the surface. He motioned us to sit. Without speaking, he began to bring up data. He was such a showman. Data began to twist and spiral, culminating in Thirsk's logo and two short paragraphs.


I sat stunned. Beside me, Sussman's mouth hung open. For the first time ever, the pair of us were speechless. We stared at the screen. I looked away, blinked and looked back again.


There were only the two paragraphs but I couldn’t take them in at all. So I read them again. And again. I took my scratch pad out of my knee pocket, laid it on the table in front of me, clasped my hands, and looked expectantly at the Boss.


‘Well?’ he said. ‘Are you interested?’ I could almost hear my own excitement. I looked at Sussman's flushed face. He grinned at me.


‘Sir,’ I said. ‘We will climb over the cold, dead bodies of our colleagues for this one.’


He smiled grimly. ‘Shouldn’t you inquire if it's safe? Or even possible?’


‘If you think it's do-able, sir, then that's good enough for me.’


He sat forward and handed us the files and data.


‘You should find everything you need here. Certainly enough to get you started. I want to see a mission plan here in my office at 0930 on Friday. You may allocate mission responsibilities as you think fit. I estimate a preparation period of about three months, three months on-site and around two weeks to work up your data and present your findings. Miss Maxwell will head the mission. Are there any questions at this moment?’


We both shook our heads. I was still gobsmacked and Sussman knew better than to talk in front of the Boss. We withdrew.


We filed sedately through Mrs Partridge's office, feeling her stare on our backs. We walked quietly along the corridor and slowly down the stairs. We entered the Library, nodded politely to Dr Dowson, who was peering into a microfiche reader and again to Professor Rapson, muttering to himself in the Early Mesopotamian section. We dropped our files on one of the big data tables to establish ownership, climbed out of the window, walked casually down the path, and into the sunken rock garden, where we finally took a breath.


I jumped onto a bench, lifted my head to the grey sky and shouted ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ and began to sing, ‘We are the champions’ and play air guitar. Sussman cartwheeled off down the path and back again, whooping incoherently. I jumped off the bench, met him as he straightened up, and the two of us hugged, jumping up and down together until we got tangled up and fell over. I was on the bottom, still shouting ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ as Chief Farrell came around the corner. The ground never opens up and swallows you when you need it to.


There was a fairly crowded silence and then he said politely, ‘Good morning, Miss Maxwell and whoever that is. May I be of any assistance?’


Sussman was shaking with laughter and deliberately keeping his face hidden, so I looked over his shoulder and said, ‘Good morning, Chief. No, everything's fine, thank you. We’re just having a small celebration.’


‘What do you do for large celebrations?’


‘Oh, we really let rip for those, Chief. This is only a 2.5 on the Richter Scale.’


Eventually, we calmed down, climbed back in through the window, and got down to it. We were laying out our files when Kalinda and Peterson turned up. Word had already got around.


‘What have you got?’ demanded Kal. ‘Come on, is it a Big Job?’


I grinned at Sussman. ‘You have no idea.’


‘What? What have you got? Don’t make me come over there!’


I took a deep breath, savouring the moment. Once I told Kal and Peterson it would be all around the unit in minutes. Or less.


‘It's a big one,’ I admitted. ‘In fact, it's the Big Job. Three months full study, climate, geology, flora, fauna, even a star map. The works.’


She grinned at me and I could see my own excitement reflected in her eyes. ‘Flora? Fauna? When? Where? What have you got? Jesus I’m going to kill the pair of you in a minute.’


‘Guess,’ said Sussman.


‘Oh God, I don’t know. Flora, fauna … something biological. The Beagle! You’re going to the Galapagos.’


Sussman snorted with derision. ‘Oh, come on, Kal, look at our specialties. I’m early Byzantine and Max doesn’t even get out of bed for anything after the Peloponnesian Wars.’


‘Well, not Troy. The two of you would be screaming from the rooftops. Egypt? Mesopotamia? Oh, I know. The Great Rift Valley. You’re going to study the early migrations.’


‘You don’t know the half of it. Way further back than that.


‘Jeez, I don’t know. What?’


I drew deep breath, feeling it all bubbling up again. ‘The Cretaceous Period. Sixty-seven million years ago, give or take. We’re going to live with the dinosaurs!’


And then again, the two of us were jigging about like a pair of idiots, chanting, ‘We’re going to see a T. rex, a T. rex, a T. rex,’ until Dr Dowson frowned gently at us.


They stared. I could see the conflict. Envy competing with shock. I didn’t blame them. Something similar was going through my mind. Peterson, the sensible one (and imagine a group where Peterson is the sensible one), said quietly, ‘But have you thought? It's so far back.’


I knew what he meant. The further back you go, the fewer reference points there are. How do you know if you’ve gone back twenty, thirty, sixty, one hundred million years without a handy newspaper or dress shop opposite? And, although this was ridiculous, I think we all instinctively felt the invisible cord, our trail of breadcrumbs, our route home stretched thinner and thinner the further back we went. Sixty-seven million years ago (give or take) would stretch it very thin indeed, possibly to breaking point.


Kal had been too quiet too long. ‘Max, it's so far. Far further back than anything we’ve ever done before. Aren’t you just a bit worried?’


‘It shouldn’t make any difference. Yesterday, or sixty-seven million years, they’re the same; you know that. Look on the bright side; we’re far more likely to be eaten by the indigenous fauna than lost in time.’


She sighed. ‘Do you guys need a hand?’


‘Not at the moment. We need to look through the parameters now, but we’ll almost certainly need you at some point.’


‘How long's your lead-in?’


‘Three months.’


She blinked. ‘Yes, it would be, I suppose. We’ve got late nineteenth-century Vienna and we’ll be there and back before you’ve even set off.’


‘I hope you’ll be here when we go,’ I said and Sussman nodded.


‘Of course we will. Give us a shout if you need us.’ And they wandered off, presumably to spread the word.


We got stuck in again and set up the categories.


The star map; they wanted to map the night sky. Conditions would be ideal with no light pollution. I had no idea how different the stars would be all that time ago, but now was a good time to find out, I suppose. However, we’d need horizon-to-horizon vision, so we wouldn’t want to be in the middle of a forest. Ideally, we could set up on the pod roof and just leave the equipment to do its thing. I made a note to talk to the Chief about co-ordinates and how much control we would have. None, I guessed. We would almost certainly land in some boggy swamp, or under water. Don’t think about that. We colour-coded that black and moved on.


We looked at climate next, dividing that down into sub-sections, temperature, wind, rain, etc. Oxygen levels would be important. I’d heard CO2 levels were higher then. Too high, and moving all our kit around would be difficult. I made another note to talk to Helen about high-altitude medication. Climate was allocated blue.


Geology would be interesting. I wanted that one for myself, although I wouldn’t be telling Sussman that. There would be a certain amount of horse-trading and almost certainly tears before bedtime. We couldn’t bring anything back, so all samples must be photographed, catalogued, and analysed on-site. That meant even more equipment. And from what I could remember, the period was seismically active, so we could add being enveloped in pyroclastic flows to our list of fun ways to die. Geology was imaginatively coded brown.


Flora: again no samples; only photos, images, and on the spot analysis. No grass, if I remembered rightly, and lots of coniferous forests, though broad-leafed trees did exist. And flowers had evolved too, so we could expect big, stingy insects. Yay! Flora got green.


And so to the biggie – fauna; a field so big we decided to spend a week or so on research before coming up with a plan. Fauna was orange.


‘Like techies,’ said Sussman. ‘Big and clumsy with small brains.’


I frowned at him. ‘Don’t do that, Davey.’


‘Oh, I forgot, you actually talk to them, don’t you?’


‘Davey …’


‘Well, I’m just saying, I wouldn’t want my sister to marry one.’


‘You haven’t got a sister and if you did she’d slap you senseless if you tried any of that crap on her, so give it a rest.’


He sat back in his chair. ‘You’re the boss; so who gets what, then?’


This was where he could be difficult if not carefully managed. ‘What do you want? Make a case. And don’t cherry-pick all the good stuff for yourself.’


‘I’d like the star map. I could do a good job there. You know I could. I’ll talk to Barclay about it. She's red-hot at this sort of thing. She tells me what she wants and I set the equipment accordingly. Then I can liaise again when we get back. We’ll input the data and project a moving star map. It could be spectacular, Max, and I’d like to do it.’


I thought. He was right. He certainly got on better with Barclay. They could produce something really exceptional. I nodded. ‘Yes, agreed. I’ll leave it with you, but I want daily updates and full training. If anything happens to you then I’m your back-up.’


His face lit up. ‘That's great, Max. It’ll be the dog's bollocks. You just wait.’ He paused and I knew. This was it. This was what he really wanted.


‘The dinosaurs … I’m thinking we could do something similar.’


I started to shake my head.


‘No, listen, Max. We could do something along the lines of “A Day in the Life of …” We’ve done statics for junior schools – “A Day in the Life of a Medieval Peasant” or a Roman soldier or an Egyptian stone mason, you know the sort of thing. We can set up near a waterhole or some centre of activity. We’ll have everything coming down to drink, or bathe, or whatever they do. And there’ll be fights and kills and sex and cute babies. Max, just think, if we could pull it off, we can do a 3D holo for this. People could actually look up at some thumping great reptile as it passes twenty feet above them. We’ll have sound as well and the computer can add vibrations, even the smell of dinosaur shit. Barclay can work all that out. Come on, Max, it’ll be awesome!’


It would too; images of actual dinosaurs, living, walking; a dinosaur experience. It was a brilliant idea, but he wasn’t going to get it easily.


I leaned forward. ‘OK, here's the thing. I agree, but it's huge. It's adding huge to an already huge workload. Thirsk have paid for this and they’ll want what they paid for, which is just unspectacular, boring, raw data; otherwise the shit will really hit the fan. I don’t want you spending all your time on this while I’m disappearing up my own arse like the backward-flying bird of fable trying to get all the other stuff done.’ I leaned back. He nodded.


‘Look,’ I said. ‘I’ll do climate and geology,’ as if conferring a huge favour. ‘You do the star map, which you want anyway. You can do flora, which I don’t fancy. We’ll both have to do fauna because it's big.’


‘And the holo?’


I pretended to consider, turning the corners of my mouth down.


‘Oh, Max, come on. I tell you what, you let me do the holo and I’ll do all the housekeeping. All of it. And I’ll talk to Barclay about the star map specs so you don’t have to and then you can talk to the Chief about the pod, equipment, layout, etc., so I don’t have to. It's perfect.’


It bloody was, too. Game, set, and match.


We shook hands on it and went for a late lunch.





We were, of course, the centre of attention. Sussman loved every minute of it. Professor Rapson dropped an extensive research programme on the table that would mean us not sleeping from now until the end of the next millennium. Major Guthrie produced a massive survival training schedule. I decided to forge a sick note. The Chief congratulated us with a handshake and a request that at least one of us attend sessions on pod and equipment familiarisation.


The next day I settled myself in a study carrel and began to review the material I would want uploaded to subliminal reference tapes. There was a lot; tons of it actually. I called up Gorecki's Third Symphony and as Dawn Upshaw let rip, I got stuck in.


I was roused, hours later by Doctor Dowson, part of whose job was to ensure historians didn’t lose all track of time and become welded to the furniture. Stumbling stiffly off for a drink, I met Chief Farrell and we took our tea outside into the sunshine.


Gradually a routine developed. I spent the mornings researching, broke for lunch, usually with Chief Farrell, took my data to Barclay's team for uploading, spent an hour or so discussing equipment operation with the technical section and rounded off the afternoon with Professor Rapson, setting up the next few days’ research programmes. After which, I collected my tapes from Barclay, had a working dinner with Sussman when we updated each other, grabbed a drink with him or Kal and Peterson, went to my room and wallowed in a long bath while playing the tapes (during which I usually fell asleep), before toppling into bed, entangled in my earpieces.


In between all this, I assisted Kal and Peterson setting themselves up for late nineteenth-century Vienna, debriefed them when they got back and saved Sussman's life when he told Kal her bum looked big in a bustle. We updated our field medic skills and I began to talk to the furniture.


Having got what he wanted, Sussman knuckled down and got with the programme. He also got Barclay off my back for which I was grateful. I repaid him by ensuring Farrell dealt mainly with me which was no problem at all for either of us. The Chief and I usually lunched together and, when weather permitted, we sat outside against a sunny wall scoffing sandwiches. By unspoken agreement we didn’t talk work during lunch hours, preferring to take half an hour or so just to think about something else. Sometimes we didn’t talk at all, sitting with our faces turned towards the sun. ‘Like daffodils,’ I said on one occasion.


‘What?’ he said, laughing. ‘Daffodils?’


At that moment, Dieter said, ‘Hold it,’ and a camera flashed. He looked down and tinkered a little. ‘Yes, it's working fine now.’


‘Let's have a look,’ said Farrell. ‘Not bad. Do you want a copy?’


‘Yes please,’ I said. There were very few photos of me in this world and even fewer in which I didn’t look either drunk or criminally insane and this one had him in it as well. A couple of days later it appeared in my pigeon-hole in a neat frame. I put it next to the Horse.





It was a lovely day. I spent a little longer than usual over lunch and most of the techies had disappeared for the regular Friday afternoon football match. I leaned back against the wall in the sun and closed my eyes, savouring the peace and quiet. No one was around and I was half asleep when someone sat down on the ground next to me. I knew who it would be without opening my eyes.


‘Hi.’


‘Hi yourself,’ he said, offering me half his sandwiches. ‘Have you eaten?’


‘Yes, thanks.’


He wrapped them back up again and put them down. ‘This is peaceful.’


‘Mm …’


The far-off sounds of violence receded in the afternoon sunshine. I enjoyed a pleasant feeling of isolation.


‘Miss Maxwell. Max …’


‘Mm …’ I said again.


‘Are you awake?’


‘Mm …’


‘I’ve been looking for an opportunity to talk to you; sometime when you’re not drunk, or obsessing about something. Sometime when you’re listening.’


‘I’m listening,’ I said, a little indignantly, because really, I hadn’t been.


The long silence made me open my eyes. ‘Chief, I’m here, awake, listening. Is there a problem?’


‘It's not always all about work, you know.’


‘What is it all about, then?’


‘You’re happy here, aren’t you?’


‘Yes,’ I said, surprised. ‘Why do you ask?’ I sat up suddenly. ‘Are they cancelling the mission? Are we looking at redundancies?’


‘No, no,’ he said quickly. ‘For heaven's sake, don’t panic.’


‘It's an historian thing. And it's not just any old panic. It's highly trained panic. It's taken years of hard work and practice. Please don’t mock.’


‘My apologies. Speaking as your primary trainer, it's gratifying to see my poor efforts bearing fruit.’


‘So when historians are rioting in the streets, you must be absolutely over the moon.’


‘To drag the conversation back on track …’


‘Yes, sorry, Chief. You wanted me.’


He looked taken aback for a moment before pulling himself together. ‘Do you remember when we met?’


‘Yes, on my first day here. You were coming down the stairs.’


He said, ‘You’ve come a long way since then. You stood in front of me, radiating attitude and defiance and now look at you, heading up the most important assignment we’ve ever had. I’m very proud of you.’


No one had ever been proud of me before. No happy, smiling family at my graduation. He stared out over the gardens. I wondered what on earth was going on.


‘Chief, is there a problem with the assignment?’


‘No, everything's fine with the assignment. Are you all right?’


‘Yes, we’re getting there slowly. Not long now. I can hardly believe it.’


‘The experience of a lifetime?’


‘No, that will be Troy.’


‘Apart from Troy, do you have any plans for the future?’


‘Oh, yes. Thermopylae. Agincourt. Ramses the Great. Don’t get me started.’


‘No, I mean plans that do not actually involve St Mary's.’


‘Well, no, not really.’


‘Do you see yourself doing this for ever, then?’


‘That's a bit unlikely. I mean, none of us make old bones, do we? Look at poor old Kevin Grant.’


‘And yet you still …’


‘Well, as either Achilles or Kurt Cobain would probably have said, “A short life but a merry one.”‘


‘Do you really mean that? Don’t you see yourself moving into a more – conventional line of work? Or what about a family?’


‘Oh God, no. Families are the invention of the devil. I’m never doing that.’


‘They’re not all bad, you know.’


Something in his tone of voice stopped me pursuing this line of conversation. And it was true, for some people families could be a source of strength and security. Just not for me.


‘My family is at St Mary's.’


‘You mean Sussman?’


‘What? No!’ Where did that come from? Suddenly, it was vitally important to get this straight. ‘He's my partner. That's all.’


He nodded and shifted round to face me. ‘The thing is, Max … I wanted to say …’ and stopped again.


Good God Almighty, he was worse than me. I had no idea what he wanted to say. A corner of my mind remembered the conversation I’d overheard in the paint store. A treasured memory I’d tucked carefully away and took out occasionally to relive and hug close to me. And the Trojan Horse. And the photo. But looking at him now, I had no clue. I knew what I wanted to hear, but he was shy, I was wary, he was a senior officer – seriously, what were the chances? And how much of this was just wishful thinking on my part? Imagine if I said something and he didn’t …


I turned towards him and caught him smiling down at me with such a look of – and then the sodding, bloody football thudded against the wall beside us and I nearly jumped out of my skin. A voice shouted, ‘Can we have our ball back please?’


I threw it back to Dieter. When I looked back he was eating his sandwiches with one hand and typing on his scratchpad with the other. Thank God I hadn’t said anything.


I felt really stupid. ‘I have to get back,’ I said, getting up.


He nodded. ‘Max …’ I looked back at him. ‘After this assignment …’


I nodded and walked away before I became even more confused.


I met Kal at breakfast one day soon after.


She handed me her newspaper and grinned. ‘What do you think?’


I peered at an ad for a local hotel and their next event.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘Spa, beauty treatments, massage, jacuzzi, and ta-dah, the big finish: dinner, cabaret, and disco. They’ve got that illusionist off the TV. We book in for one night, spend the day making ourselves even more beautiful (always supposing that's possible), drink too much, dance till dawn, have a bit of a lie-in, a very careful late breakfast, and be back here before anyone notices we’re gone. What do you think? It's just what we need. Come on, when did you last get away from this place?’


Suddenly, it sounded absolutely fabulous. ‘Oh God, yes,’ I said with mounting excitement. ‘Look, they’ve got an indoor pool. We can lie around sipping cocktails and looking sophisticated.’


‘Well, I can,’ said Kal. ‘One sniff of the glass and you’ll be unconscious; but it's a good thought. And here's another; let's ask Helen if she wants to come.’


‘OK. Here she is now. Ask her.’


‘Ask her what?’ said Helen, seating herself alongside. We showed her the article. Surprisingly, she was enthusiastic. ‘Count me in. I’m sick of this place. And you two must go. Given your occupation, I’m aware of the irony, but the pair of you should definitely get out more.’


‘I have to go; the Professor wants me,’ said Kal. ‘I’ll book it this afternoon and let you know.’ She exchanged a glance with Helen. ‘Separate rooms?’


‘I’m not sleeping with either of you two,’ said Helen. ‘You both snore and Max makes funny whiffly noises as well.’


‘I do not!’ I cried, indignant.


‘You do,’ they said in unison and exchanged another look. ‘Separate rooms.’ Was something happening here? I don’t snore that badly; although the bit about the whiffly noises might be true. I’m told they’re hilarious.


They pushed off together and I sat sipping my second cup and savouring the pleasure of not thinking about the Cretaceous for a moment.


I looked up and saw Izzie Barclay pulling out a chair at the next table. ‘Hey, Izzie, how are you?’


I got the pained look she always gave when people didn’t call her Miss Barclay, or (more laughably) ‘ma’am’.


‘I’m very well, thank you,’ she said crisply and began to spread her toast. Low fat spread. No marmalade. It figured. That was why she was thin and I wasn’t. Or would ever be. On the other hand, who eats toast without butter or marmalade? No wonder she was such a misery. I had a sudden thought and looked at her. We should invite her too. It would be a nice thing to do. She must be lonely. Nobody liked her much. She looked up from her toast.


‘What?’


I took a breath, ‘Izzie …’


Mrs Partridge appeared abruptly at my shoulder, clutching an armful of papers. ‘Miss Maxwell, Dr Bairstow would like to see you at once.’


‘Two minutes,’ I said.


‘No, I’m sorry, now please.’


I sighed and got up. ‘I’ll be back,’ I said to Barclay and followed Mrs Partridge upstairs. It took longer than I expected and unsurprisingly she’d gone when I got back. I set off to Hawking after her, but got distracted by something and it went out of my head. If it hadn’t, if I’d asked her, if she’d come, how much would have been different?
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On the Saturday morning I packed a bag and met Kal and Helen outside. We wanted to slip away as discreetly as possible, having no desire to explain our plans to anyone. We tussled briefly over whose car to take and eventually settled on Helen's.


Determined to get our money's worth, we made full use of all the facilities, including the hairdresser. I let them cut my hair. Not short, obviously, but an amazing amount lay on the floor when they’d finished. And it looked so much better, sleek and shiny and giving the impression I could control it. Yes, like that was ever going to happen. Monday morning and it was back in the sock bun – like it or not.


Back in my room, I dressed slowly – impractical but pretty underwear, an oriental style gold and black tight-fitting dress and my precious butterfly shoes. They were actually the only girlie shoes I owned. I’d bought them on a rare shopping trip in Rushford, years ago, shortly after I came to St Mary's, just to remind myself I was a girl. I loved them and rarely got the opportunity to wear them. Tonight, however, the shoes and I were hitting the town! They seemed quite excited.


I put on a little make-up and it looked OK, but everyone knows that if a little is good then more must be even better, so I added more. In my defence, I can only say I would be making an entrance with two tall, slim women, each in their own way quite stunning and the odds were that no one would notice me anyway. Kal was going for her snow princess look in glittering white and silver with Helen doing dominatrix in severely cut dark red.


‘Bloody hell,’ we all said, looking at each other.


I’ve got to say, our entrance was a triumph. Just for once, when the conversation paused briefly, it was for all the right reasons. We were escorted to our table by the head waiter himself, who ruthlessly elbowed his subordinates aside for the privilege.


The table was laid for six.


‘This is the wrong table,’ I said. ‘This is for six people.’


I’m not bright.


Kal perused the wine menu and ignored me.


Helen looked round the room and ignored me.


‘Guys,’ I said, but someone put a margarita in front of me, so I didn’t care any more; it was a good table, right up front, so I just sat back and was grateful.


‘Can we order?’ I said. ‘Because I’m famished and I need to soak up all the alcohol.’


‘In a minute,’ said Kal vaguely. She looked round the room too. Since everyone else was doing it, I joined in. The first people I saw were Dieter and Peterson. Followed by, of all people, Chief Farrell, looking a total knockout in a black suit, black shirt, and silver-grey tie. Wow!


‘Look!’ I said, cheerfully. I know, but the margaritas were beginning to kick in. ‘There's some of our guys.’


I’m not bright.


‘Oh. What a surprise,’ said Helen. ‘So there are.’


‘Oh. Goodness me, you are right,’ said Kalinda. ‘Shall we ask them to join us?’


‘Why not?’ I said. ‘There's plenty of room.’


Have I said I’m not bright?


Kal waved. They came over.


‘Good evening,’ said Dieter. ‘You all look very nice.’


‘Yes,’ said Farrell. ‘Very nice.’


Peterson rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for God's sake. Orange people stand aside for a minute. Watch and learn, guys.’ He pulled out three long-stemmed roses from behind his back.


‘First, a red rose for the love of my life, the beautiful Helen. A white rose for my partner, the Ice Princess, Kalinda. And a golden rose for my golden friend, the lovely Max.’ Five people stared at him. ‘And that, my orange friends, is how it's done.’ He seated himself next to Helen and smiled at her. She blushed. Never thought I’d see the day.


Kal stood up. ‘Would you like to sit here, Chief? Then I can sit here.’ Nobody ruthlessly gets their way like Kalinda. In a flash, everyone was sitting down in their new places. I stared at my rose, which matched my dress. As did Helen's. As did Kal's. A solitary non-alcohol soaked neuron began to fire.


We ordered and ate. The cabaret started. I was very conscious of him sitting next to me. We watched the show and then the disco started, so after shouting pointlessly at each other for a few minutes, we got up to dance. The usual thing happened. Just as we arrived on the dance floor the good music stopped and they started with the smooch stuff.


We suffered the usual embarrassed indecision. What do you do? I got no clues from him, so I smiled and stepped forward. We could do distance dancing. It didn’t happen. I stepped forward into his arms. He took my hand and wrapped the other firmly around my waist. We danced. I stepped a little closer. He tightened his grip. Normally, I don’t like this sort of thing. I get panicky if held tightly, but this was – nice. He danced well. He smelled good too. He didn’t hum with the music. I rested my head on his shoulder. The music stopped. I looked up. And he kissed me.


My whole world stopped. Along with my breathing, my heart, my thought processes, and Time itself. And hundreds of fragments of glorious colour and light swirled and swept across the room. Oh no, sorry, that was the glitter ball.


I’m not completely without experience. There was a very nice boy in my last year at Thirsk, whose name I can’t remember; and another during my time in Europe, whose name I can’t remember either. Nothing serious. If truth be told, it was mainly curiosity – after my childhood, would I be able to – would I even want to? I felt nothing; nothing at all. Sex is a bit like scratching a rash – it's nice when you stop.


I rested my forehead against his shoulder and tried to remember my name. He leaned forward and spoke into my ear. ‘I really, really need to speak to you. Tonight. In fact, now.’ He slid an arm around my waist and we left the room. I wondered what the protocol was for asking a senior officer to one's room.


‘Would you feel safer in my room or yours?’ he asked.


‘Mine,’ I said firmly. ‘Three oh five,’ in case we got separated on the way. We headed for the lift.


My room was warm and dim – a bit like me really -and he settled himself on the couch. I wandered aimlessly. Drink, confusion, high heels, all making significant contributions to my lack of grasp on current events. He said nothing and eventually I came to rest alongside him and assumed an attentive expression. I wondered again how two people who normally had no problems communicating when they wore blue and orange could become so tongue-tied when wearing black and gold. Wasn’t there some work done on using colours to induce certain states of mind? Like painting the home team's dressing room a vigorous red and the visitors’ dressing room boring beige?


I re-focused to find him staring at me. ‘Where do you go?’ he demanded in exasperation. ‘I’m about to make the biggest speech of my life and you’re just not here!’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said defensively. ‘I was thinking about colour-induced moods.’


‘I’m not even going to ask. Focus!’


‘Sorry.’ I wriggled round to face him and waited expectantly. He said nothing, just stared at me, and I began to feel a little alarmed. Several times I thought he seemed about to speak but nothing happened.


Eventually I said, ‘Look, I’m well and truly focused now, but I’m not sure how long I can keep this up. If you don’t get a move on then I’m going to be wandering off again. What's the problem?’


He took my hand and held it gently and I knew this was going to be bad.


‘Do you trust me?’


‘Yes,’ I said, because I did, but with a little twist of unease.


‘Well, you shouldn’t. Nothing is what it seems, least of all me.’


Shit. He was married. No, he was a woman. No, he was gay. I thought I felt something tear inside me.


‘Well, what are you then?’


He took a deep breath and exhaled, not looking at me. ‘I’m from the future.’


‘You’re … from the future?’


I don’t know why I should be so surprised. I know I’m an historian and we tend to think in the past, but, after all, our now was someone else's past. Really, the only surprise should be that it hadn’t happened before.


He nodded fractionally. Now I could see it – the typical historian's instinct to give away as little as possible. I could relate to that. Don’t contaminate the timeline.


‘Why are you here? Are you on assignment?’ Bloody long one if so. ‘Are you a fugitive? Are you on the run?’


‘No, no, nothing so exciting.’ He got up and began to wander around the room. I recognised that behaviour. I hate being bombarded with questions, so I left him. After a while he stopped by the window and turned to face me.


I said, ‘Why not start at the beginning, go on to the end and then stop.’


He smiled his small smile. ‘Yes, Lucy.’


‘Shouldn’t that be Alice?’


‘No, you’re my Lucy; the girl in the song – the one with kaleidoscope eyes.’


I was breathless again.


‘Leon Farrell is not my real name. I was born in France. My mother was English and a teacher. I never knew my father. We didn’t have a lot. My mother took extra jobs. So did I. Anything to get by. I got a full army scholarship to – well, a place in France. I graduated with honours and served three years at various land bases around Europe. I got transferred to a carrier, served there for two years, met a pilot named Monique, and married her.’


I sat very, very still.


‘Things were great for a couple of years. She got pregnant. We had a boy. Alexander. Alex. Then another, Stevie. Then she left me, citing career, demands of the military, not enough excitement. I tried to be both parents and carry on working but it was hard. My mother joined us to take care of the boys. Life got better for all of us and it was a pleasure to make things easier for her after all she’d done for me. Those were good years.’ The way he said it made me think there hadn’t been many of those. ‘I came home whenever I could and then I got posted to a research establishment just outside – well, somewhere in England. We all moved. We were happy. Alex started school.’


He stopped, drew back the curtains and stared out into the dark.


‘There was – will be – an outbreak of flu. There's one nearly every year, I know, but this one was a killer. And cruel. It took the old and the young. Anyone from twenty to fifty only seemed to get it mildly. Other people, the ones outside that age group, just dropped and died. It was that quick.


‘My mother got it first. I’m glad, actually, that she went first. So she never knew … all public establishments closed. The country was at a standstill. I sat with my mother at the hospital until she died, quite quietly and without a fuss. Typical of her. Next day, the boys got it. There was nothing anyone could do. Alex went first. Like his grandmother, he went quietly. Just closed his eyes and drifted away. Stevie … suffered. He didn’t know me. I held him and tried to keep him cool. He cried for his grandmamma. He cried for me. It was … very bad. He died in the small hours. It was the end of my world. I started the week with a happy, healthy family and at the end of it I was the only one left.’


He took a very long, deep breath. ‘They were working on a cure by that time; a vaccine. They took samples of the boys’ blood. And mine, because sometimes … when the doctors asked to see me I thought there was a chance they could … and then they told me they couldn’t … because the boys weren’t mine. They didn’t even have the same father. There was no chance for them. I buried all three on the same day. Their mother didn’t come.’


What can you say? What can you do? He cleared his throat, closed the curtains, and continued with bitter amusement.


‘I was blind drunk for a month. I hit anyone and everyone who spoke to me or who even came near me. I nearly tore France apart looking for my ex-wife, but fortunately never found her. I’ve never seen her since. I don’t even know if she knows the boys are dead. I got suspended from my job and was all set to drink myself to death in six months when St Mary's found me.’


He turned and started looking out of the window again.


‘Edward found me – in a bar, obviously. He picked a fight; we took it outside, and he hammered seven bells out of me. I woke up in St Mary's. They offered me a special job.’


He came and sat next to me. ‘Forget all that other stuff. This is what's important. In my time, St Mary's is in big trouble. There are, or will be, people who think History can be manipulated, made more profitable. There were more of them than anyone knew. They stole a pod, jumped back and – acquired – two more.’ He watched to see if I would make the connection.


‘Four and Seven! You never found the pods. I thought that was strange. How can you lose a pod?’


‘Exactly. There was no malfunction. We think they killed the historians and stole the pods. And now they have three at least.’


He got up and switched on the kettle.


‘We know that now is a vulnerable time for St Mary's. Expenditure is massive, there's no financial return, and losses are high.’
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