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In the always eventful worlds of Jodi Taylor, it’s never Christmas without illegal expeditions, riotous misbehaviour and stories you just can’t put down . . .


This festive collection takes readers from Frogmorton Farm to Time Police HQ via the Institute of Historical Research at St Mary’s in five (and a bit) short stories. A Bumper Bundle of Christmas tales collected together for the very first time.


Includes a Christmas message from the author herself and an exclusive new St Mary’s scene, ‘A Storm in a Teacup’









About the Author


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


She is also the author of the Time Police series – a St Mary’s spin-off and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.


Alongside these, Jodi is known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring Elizabeth Cage, together with the enchanting Frogmorton Farm series – a fairy story for adults. Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Over twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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A CHRISTMAS PRESENT FROM JODI TAYLOR


I was sitting quietly, working on the fifth Time Police book – Killing Time; finishing off the Christmas story – Christmas Pie; and thinking about The Ballad of Smallhope and Pennyroyal – so quite a slack day, as you can see – when Word Came Down from On High. Or from my publishers, as they modestly refer to themselves.


‘The new anthology of short stories, Taylor.’


‘Yes . . . ?’


‘The ones not yet published in print form.’


‘Yes . . . ?’


‘To be published 1st December.’


‘Yes . . . ?’


‘We need a little something from you.’


‘Actually, I’m a bit hard up at the moment, otherwise . . .’


‘Nothing major – we know you’re busy.’


‘Yes . . . ?’


‘An intro perhaps. Or even a very short story.’


‘Which?’


‘Entirely up to you. Just a little new content for your readers to enjoy.’


‘Um . . .’


‘Nothing massive, of course. Just a few words.’


‘Intro or short story?’


‘Well . . .’


‘You want both, don’t you?’


‘Well . . .’


‘On what subject?’


‘Anything you like. They’re mostly Christmas stories so talk about your own family’s Christmas traditions. That would be lovely. And then just a teeny tiny story. Not even a full story. A storyette.’


‘The only Christmas tradition in my family is when we gather around the table for Christmas lunch and I interrogate everyone as to whether they’ve bought my latest book. Or, indeed, any of my books.’


‘And what’s the response?’


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘So that’s settled then. Bye.’


So here we are, the third anthology containing all the short stories hitherto not available in print form – St Mary’s, the Time Police, and one from Frogmorton Farm – all together in paperback for the first time and entitled The Most Wonderful Time of the Year.


Just in time for Christmas.


While we’re on the topic of short stories, I’m so pleased the Christmas Day stories have become such a hugely anticipated event. The original intention was to write a story as a small gift from me to my readers and publish it on Christmas Day. And now – ten years later – for many people, it’s become a part of their own Christmas tradition.


I must admit I do sometimes feel a little guilty in case there has been mass over-boiling of the Brussels, or – the bane of Pennyroyal’s life – lumpy gravy, caused by lack of attention because people are stirring with one hand and reading with the other, although before anyone says anything – it can be done. And I myself have lived with lumpy gravy all my life and it’s never done me any harm.


And so, I present to you ‘A Storm in a Teacup’.


Enjoy.


PS – I had a bet with myself about how many times I could say ‘Christmas’ in one introduction. There’s a bar of fruit and nut at stake and, reading through, I appear to have come up short.


Christmas. Christmas. Christmas. Christmas. Come here, you little bar of chocolate-flavoured temptation.









A STORM IN A TEACUP


Typically, Dr Bairstow got straight down to it.


‘Come in, Dr Maxwell, and sit down. It would appear St Mary’s has taken advantage of my absence to trigger an apocalypse. I therefore await your explanation as to the catalogue of catastrophe that was St Mary’s Christmas Day.’


‘I have none, sir. Just a simple recitation of the facts, after which, I am sure, careful consideration will enable you to see that St Mary’s is almost entirely blameless. In fact, the whole thing will turn out to be a storm in a teacup.’


Some people might have described his silence as unencouraging but sometimes silence is golden.


And . . . sometimes it isn’t. I pressed on.


‘Well, sir – because there are now so many of us at St Mary’s and space is something of an issue, we thought we’d solve everyone’s problems by erecting a marquis on the South Lawn and . . .’


He blinked. ‘The very first sentence of what only one of us will regard as an adequate explanation, Dr Maxwell, and I fear I must already request clarification.’


‘The marquis, sir? Or the erection thereof?’


‘Can it be, Dr Maxwell, that despite one of the best educations this country has to offer, you are unaware the word is “marquee”?’


‘Oh – well, yes, possibly. I always get those two muddled up. Like flammable and inflammable.’


‘Is there any possibility of jumping ahead to the arrest of Mr Bashford and the subsequent terrorist alert that ruined Christmas lunch for half the county?’


‘Of course, sir. An unfortunate series of events led to the arrest of Mr Bashford and a small – very small – terrorist alert.’


The silence lingered on. Like a fart in a spacesuit.


‘I am not prepared to join the dots myself on this one, Dr Maxwell.’


‘No, sir. Well, the bald facts – Storm Frances was on her way and it was a windy day. A very windy day and the erection got away from us a little bit. Not entirely our fault, but we didn’t anchor the thing down properly.’


‘Why not? It seems a basic precaution to me.’


‘Crossed lines, sir. Grounds maintenance thought the Security Section had done it and vice versa. Bottom line – no one attached the very large number of concrete weights supplied specifically for that purpose. The wind got up – right up, actually – and off it went. Like a tenticular Mary Poppins.’


‘Tenticular?’


‘Pertaining to a tent, or tent-like, sir. Tenticular.’


‘I bow to your superior knowledge, Dr Maxwell. I believe we had left the marquee . . .’


‘Airborne, sir.’


‘And causing a certain amount of consternation.’


‘Probably, sir. It would appear that many people and animals have a deep-rooted aversion to flying tents.’


‘As do I, Dr Maxwell. Especially when they appear to have been launched from St Mary’s. But returning us both to Mr Bashford . . .’


‘Oh, yes, well – again, sir – not entirely his fault. Eager to rectify the situation – as any responsible organisation would be – St Mary’s, as one, shouted, ‘To horse – to horse,’ piled into all available vehicles and galloped to the rescue.’


‘Mr Bashford, Dr Maxwell.’


‘Including Mr Bashford. Unfortunately, his car doesn’t always function quite according to the promises made in the manual and on the day in question, having reached the Rushford by-pass it . . . well . . . ceased to be. He’s had it a long time and although its demise had long been foretold, it was still an upsetting moment, for him, sir.’


‘Which he observed by climbing on to the roof.’


‘Not as bizarre an action as it first appears, sir. He was seeking a vantage point from which to observe the progress of the marquis across country.’


‘Hence the binoculars which caused so much consternation to our security forces.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘While clutching his chicken.’


‘His lookout chicken, sir. Angus was very keen to be included.’


‘And at no point did he consider that being discovered, standing on the roof of his car, uttering phrases such as “Target sighted half a mile away and heading north towards Waitrose. Move in. Move in”, would cause any sort of consternation among those dedicated to ensuring the safety of our beloved royal family?’


‘I think I can safely say that wouldn’t have entered his mind, sir. His selfless motivation was the recapture of the errant marquis. As, indeed, it was for all of us. And, frankly, sir, I think someone should be asking the question – why were such a large number of HRHs charging about the countryside, anyway? A bit irresponsible on Christmas Day, I think we can all agree.’


‘Certain highly placed members of the royal family were attending – or intended to attend – a Christmas Day service to mark the five hundredth birthday of St Stephen’s in Rushford, before going on to visit two orphanages and an elderly person’s hospice in the interests of spreading Christmas joy and goodwill to all men. Visits which did not occur, of course, due to circumstances I am endeavouring to establish.’


‘Not Mr Bashford’s fault, sir.’


‘I hesitate to take issue with you, Dr Maxwell, but I think even the most incompetent of bodyguards would regard a decrepit vehicle, illegally parked on the freeway constituting part of the designated route, with the driver standing on the roof, complete with binoculars and clutching a chicken—’


‘His lookout chicken, sir—’


‘To be an occurrence unusual enough to warrant attention. Nor was Mr Bashford’s attempt to escape deemed particularly helpful.’


‘They startled him and he fell off the roof, sir.’


‘He failed to respond when instructed to put his hands on his head and surrender.’


‘He was unconscious, sir.’


‘And then there was the matter of Angus’s subsequent attack, resulting in several dedicated members of the security forces incurring a severe beaking.’


‘Angus was defending her master, sir. As any right-minded chicken under the circumstances would. Really, a complete overreaction on the part of the security services. I feel a complaint should be made.’


‘A complaint has been made, Dr Maxwell. I have spent half the morning dealing with it.’


He paused. Here we go.


‘Putting Mr Bashford to one side for the moment, we return to the free-flying marquee, by now, I believe, halfway to Rushford, where it stampeded vast numbers of peacefully grazing cows and sheep – according to any number of complaints from local farmers – traumatised a group of worshippers attempting to access St Stephen’s, and severely impeded air traffic at the local RAF station where attempts to shoot it down were enthusiastic but unsuccessful, triggering yet another alert on the part of our already overstretched security services. After this small catastrophe, and driven by the strong winds prevailing at the time, I am given to understand the marquee flapped its way towards Whittington where half the residents assumed they were under attack from an unidentified flying object and locked their doors, with the exception of a Mrs Addlepate who immediately offered herself up for . . . probing. The other half of the population, I believe, were too busy uploading the phenomenon to something called . . .’ he paused and consulted his notes, ‘You Tube. Where it went . . .’ he paused again, ‘viral. Do I have that expression right, Dr Maxwell?’


‘You do indeed, sir. Well done.’


‘Leaving chaos in its wake, the marquee was then blown across country to Streetley, where it wrapped itself around the Number Twenty-nine bus, causing the driver to skid off the road and into a small and fortunately very shallow ornamental lake which, sadly for everyone, was heavily populated with over-wintering bird life, all of whom turned on this unexpected threat in something resembling a scene from the famous Hitchcock film. The driver and passengers were trapped inside for nearly two hours before sufficient man power could be diverted from all the other St Mary’s-triggered security alerts, and sent to resolve the St Mary’s-triggered avian apocalypse in Streetley. Do you have anything to say to this, Dr Maxwell?’


I slumped. ‘Actually, sir – no.’


He flourished a piece of paper. ‘An invoice from the tent hire people for their lost marquee.’


‘Don’t pay it, sir, it’s not lost – we know exactly where it is and—’


‘It’s still wrapped around the bloody bus, Dr Maxwell.’ He flourished another piece of paper. ‘According to the letter of complaint from the bus company.’


‘Do they want it back? The marquis, I mean.’


‘No. In fact, reading between the lines of their letter, I don’t think they ever want to have anything to do with us ever again. Ever.’


I sighed. ‘A bit like the catering company. They packed up and went home, sir.’


‘You bring me neatly to my next query, Dr Maxwell. Did this year’s Christmas lunch actually occur? And if so – where and when?’


‘Actually, sir, it did. Somewhat later than scheduled, but securing Mr Bashford’s release took longer than anticipated. However, thanks to the unparalleled talents of Mrs Mack – widely rumoured to be able to produce a six-course banquet for twenty in the middle of the Namib Desert and using nothing but a Bunsen burner and a teaspoon – St Mary’s – en masse – sat down for lunch at around twenty-five past two in the morning . . .’


‘On Boxing Day, in fact.’


‘Time is fluid, sir, as I have heard you say on many occasions. And as to the where – modesty precludes me mentioning that my own not inconsiderable organisational abilities were instrumental in ramming a quart into a pint pot and we dined in the Great Hall and around the gallery. A two-tier configuration, I might say, that lent the whole occasion an air of cosmopolitan sophistication sometimes lacking at St Mary’s, and will certainly return next year due to popular request.’


He drew breath to utter. The trick is to get in first. Attack is the best form of etc., etc.


‘The thing is, sir, and given our somewhat spectacular track record, I really don’t think this constitutes an unparalleled disaster and—’


‘Given the magnitude of . . . events . . . over Christmas this year, I can hardly wait to hear your personal definition of an actual unparalleled disaster, Dr Maxwell.’


‘Well, that would be failure of the chocolate harvest and the sudden and unexplained disappearance of Matt Damon off the face of the earth, sir, but I don’t think things are that bad yet.’


‘I await your ingenious assessment of our most recent catastrophe with bated breath, Dr Maxwell.’


‘Sir, the weather that day was awful – hence the low-flying marquis. Nothing was flying out of the airbase – not on Christmas Day. Not in that wind. Streetley is now a YouTube sensation – the pub’s crawling with UFO hunters and doing a roaring trade. Bashford’s unfortunate interaction with the security services caused the royal trip to be diverted, thus avoiding the bit of road that later crumbled away due to flooding – you know, where the road runs along the banks of the Rush. We could have had a couple of very soggy HRHs, which would have been embarrassing at best and tragic at worst, sir. Bit of bad planning on someone’s part, but all avoided thanks to Bashford’s selfless actions. We’ve even gained our own marquis since the tent people are making us pay for it, the acquisition of which will enable us to expand our range of social events greatly – because those always go down so well locally, don’t you think? Really, I don’t see this so much as a problem, but rather a series of opportunities. Golden opportunities, sir.’


‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said suddenly. I think both of us took a moment to wonder if we’d somehow fallen into an alternate universe. One where my skills and talents were more widely appreciated. ‘This is definitely a series of opportunities, Dr Maxwell. And more importantly – a series of teaching moments.’


He pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘You have a three o’clock telephone conference with our deeply unhappy chief constable, a series of placatory letters to write to the Lord Lieutenant, the bus depot manager, Streetley Parish Council, sundry farmers and smallholders, the police, and an RAF station commander, who swears all automatic targeting devices are now pointed directly at St Mary’s. Not to mention the disappointed Mrs Addlepate. I myself intend to meet Mrs Brown for afternoon tea at the Copper Kettle in Rushford. Don’t just sit there, Dr Maxwell – have at it.’


THE END


Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year to all my readers.


Matt Damon – please take care out there.
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DRAMATIS THINGUMMY








	
Dr Bairstow




	
Director of St Mary’s.









	
Dr Maxwell




	
Head of the History Department. Parent to Matthew. In loco parentis to Adrian and Mikey and the strain is beginning to show.









	
Dr Peterson




	
Inching towards the possibility of considering having an important conversation with Miss Lingoss but don’t hold your breath.









	
Mr Markham




	
What’s going on there?









	
Major Guthrie




	
His last jump. Surely it won’t all end in disaster? Not on his last jump.









	
Chief Tech Farrell




	
Appearing briefly and mainly in his role as something to do in a dark cupboard.









	
Adrian and Mikey




	
Missed the party. Fortunately.









	
Matthew Farrell




	
Manufacturing a very important Christmas gift.









	
Lady Amelia Smallhope




	
Second daughter of the Earl of Goodrich. Expelled from every top-class establishment that could be bribed to take her. All of whom forecast she would come to a bad end.









	
Pennyroyal




	
Former SAS. Crack shot. Explosives expert. Skilled thief. Butler.









	
Elspeth Grey




	
Got her mojo back. Yay, Elspeth!









	
Robert the Bruce




	
About to be King of Scotland. If he can keep his head.









	
Henry de Bohun




	
Sadly doesn’t get to keep his.









	
The Scottish army




	






	
The English army




	






	
Four utter pillocks




	
Whose lives are about to go right down the pan as soon as the Time Police turn up.



















WHY IS NOTHING EVER SIMPLE?


Major Guthrie was leaving us. We all knew he would, sooner or later, but the confirmation was a bit of a blow just the same. He was as recovered as he would ever be. His leg had healed well but not well enough for him to resume his duties as Head of Security. And nothing could replace his lost eye. I believe the Time Police had offered him some kind of cosmetic prosthetic which, typically, he’d declined on the grounds he wasn’t Borg, and instead adopted a black eyepatch which he thought gave him a sinister and menacing air but actually made him look like a battered hero in one of those bloodthirsty online computer games. I’d mentioned this and he’d huffed indignantly at me and ten minutes later I’d caught him checking out himself and his eyepatch in the nearest mirror. We never spoke of that moment.


His leaving filled me with dismay. It wasn’t that Markham was doing a bad job as his replacement – he was bloody good at the job, actually – it’s just that . . . well, Ian Guthrie was Ian Guthrie and we all owed our lives to him many times over.


When he told me that he and Elspeth Grey were taking over the pub in the village, the Falconburg Arms, I was pleased for him because he would be so good at running a pub – and he’d be just down the road should we ever need him. Typically, Peterson and Markham’s thoughts were far more Peterson and Markham-centric. Free drinks for life. Or so they thought.


‘Not a chance,’ said Ian when they broached this pleasant subject. ‘In fact, my business manager –’ he nodded at Elspeth, who looked up from her laptop and scowled at them both in a way that made it clear that, while she might have attended the brewery’s official Customer Care Course, she hadn’t actually believed a word of it in general and certainly not in connection with two customers in particular – ‘my business manager has recommended I levy a St Mary’s surcharge of at least twenty per cent.’


‘What?’ demanded Markham.


‘Why?’ demanded Peterson.


‘Oh, all sorts of excellent reasons. Compensation against lost revenue because no one locally wants to share a bar with you lot. A deposit against potential breakages because you know what you’re like. But mostly because we’re the landlords and what we say goes.’


Peterson and Markham were convinced he was joking. I wasn’t so sure. And Leon was certain he wasn’t.


Anyway, Guthrie and Elspeth had done their training – although as Peterson said, ‘Putting liquid in a glass and handing it to someone – how difficult can that be?’ – and now they were all set to go. There was the official opening night – from which St Mary’s was banned – and it all went very well, apparently, although there was some St Mary’s muttering that we weren’t good enough for Guthrie now he had a pub. Which was definitely not true, he said. We hadn’t been good enough for him before he had a pub.


We were worrying unnecessarily. A week later, as part of our run up to Christmas, we were to have our own official St Mary’s dining-in night. The conservatory in which they served food had been reserved just for us. We responded by turning up in force because, as Markham informed him, they needed the business.


We began with cocktails – which, yes, with hindsight, might have been a mistake. There was a tab running for everyone because none of us could be bothered with money. Indeed, as Ian had cruelly remarked, most of us couldn’t count properly anyway. Everyone was colour-coded. I overheard Peterson charging his drink to green and promptly followed suit. I had a couple of margaritas which went down very well, let me tell you, and then we wandered – or lurched – into the conservatory to eat.


The food was gorgeous – they’d hired a new chef – and Elspeth showed she hadn’t wasted her time at St Mary’s by handing out the dessert menus first because there is nothing more heartbreaking than stuffing yourself on the first two courses and then realising you haven’t left room for your favourite pudding. In fact, after I’d given a talk about the Battles of Stamford Bridge and Hastings at a local school recently, one of the teachers had asked me if I had any advice for young people and I’d said yes, always eat dessert first, which I don’t think was what she’d meant at all.


Anyway, menus were carefully scanned and dishes carefully chosen. Everyone was in good spirits. We were all here. Even Kal, who had come down from Thirsk. I hadn’t seen her since the day she pushed me into the lake, an event she didn’t appear to remember at all, telling me I’d been pretty much out of things at the time and I must have imagined it.


It isn’t often most of St Mary’s is present and uninjured, but at that precise moment we were. All that remained of Dottle’s treachery was just a tree stump and a stain on the memory. Peterson had the steam-pump jump under his belt and seemed happier for it. He and Lingoss sat side by side, chatting away to each other and I was pleased for them. Bashford and Sykes sat opposite each other – he with the naked and vulnerable air of a man who has, reluctantly, had to leave his chicken at home and she with the cheerful chirpiness of one whose man has been induced to leave his chicken at home. And I had Leon with me which is always my definition of a perfect evening. And yes, all right, we might have been a little bit noisy, but we had a lot to be noisy about.


I ordered Leon a beer and then another. He commented on my generosity. I smiled benignly and signed the green chit with a flourish.


There were some absentees. Dr Bairstow wasn’t here. He tends not to frequent this sort of event, leaving us to let our hair down without embarrassment. It’s a shame because it was a good evening and he would have enjoyed himself. It occurred to me that he must sometimes be quite lonely and then someone said he’d gone into Rushford with Mrs Partridge. Everyone said, ‘Aww, that’s nice,’ and Peterson whispered to me that he probably just wanted to be as far away as possible when the obligatory midden hit the inevitable ventilation system.


‘Plausibuble deniabilility,’ he said, wagging a wayward forefinger for effect.


I ordered him another drink and winked at Lingoss whose seemingly casual attitude towards Peterson was fooling no one. Today’s hair was a festive red and green.


Mikey and Adrian weren’t here, either. Well, they weren’t old enough to drink for a start. Old enough to have built an illegal pod and gallivanted all over the timeline with it, endangering the lives of everyone with whom they came into contact, but not old enough to consume alcohol.


‘As if we would ever want to,’ Mikey said in disgust. We’d left the two of them babysitting Matthew. They’d turned up at our door, staggering slightly under the weight of pizza boxes and age-inappropriate holos.


Anyway, back to the battering the Falconburg Arms was taking. We ate well. We drank even better, but recent Atticus Wolfe events had rather taken their toll on me and I’d been under instructions from Dr Stone not to make too heavy a night of it, and anyway, neither of us wanted to leave Matthew too long with those particular babysitters, so Leon and I were among the first to leave. We – well, I – staggered into the bar where Ian was waiting for us, all ready to settle the bill.


‘Ah yes,’ he said, pulling out a tab as long as a toilet roll. ‘Green.’


‘No,’ I said, in some dismay. ‘No, no, no. Peterson’s green. Not me.’


‘Peterson’s blue,’ he said, consulting a multi-coloured chart of typical military complexity and thoroughness.


‘No, he’s not. I definitely heard him say green.’


He grinned. ‘No, sorry, Max. Far from you charging your evening to him – he’s been charging his to you.’ He scanned down the list. ‘Wow. Someone’s had a good night.’


‘Do you take credit cards?’ I said gloomily.


‘What? From you?’


I don’t know what was so funny about that. It seemed to me to be a perfectly reasonable request.


I turned to Leon who had wandered off and was, for some reason, examining the sign directing people to the Ladies and being of no use whatsoever.


Ian looked down at my giant tab again and said, slightly too casually, ‘They’re all right, aren’t they? Hunter and Markham?’


They were both still in the dining room behind me. That wasn’t what he was asking.


I got as far as, ‘As far as I know they’re both fine,’ and then I stopped talking and started thinking. Guthrie and Markham were close friends. He probably knew how things were going better than I did.


‘Actually . . .’ I said, and stopped and waited for him to leap into hasty indiscretion.


That never works with Ian Guthrie. He just looked at me. I was going to have to say it.


‘Actually, he got a letter.’ I looked over my shoulder. Leon was further down the hall reading the fire evacuation instructions. A bit of a busman’s holiday for him.


Guthrie cast him a glance and then said, ‘Is this the one he had back in the summer? After the steam-pump affair?’


I nodded.


He said quietly, ‘You doing anything tomorrow, Max?’


‘Well, yes, obviously. I’m massively busy. Always am.’


‘So no, then.’


‘Not really, no.’


‘Can you get away sometime?’


I nodded.


‘Come and see me. I’d like a quick word.’ He raised his voice. ‘Now, about this credit card of yours . . .’


I tugged out my wallet, pulled out my credit card, polished it hopefully on my sleeve – as if that would help – and handed it over.


It went through. Both Ian and I were utterly and equally gobsmacked and I whirled Leon out of the door before everyone could discover there had been a horrible mistake somewhere along the line.


We wandered happily up the road back towards St Mary’s. Christmas was only a week or so away but the night was quite mild. I didn’t even need my gloves.


I admired the pretty golden Van Gogh nimbus around each of the street lights – although that might have been my eyesight rather than actual atmospheric conditions. Or even that last margarita. We held hands – and not just because I might have been a fraction unsteady on my feet. We walked slowly, enjoying a few rare moments on our own, stopping at the little stone bridge over the stream to look at the black water flowing underneath.


I remembered this stream from six hundred years ago when it had been wider and shallower and there was no bridge at all. You got across by hopping from one wide, flat stone to another. Mostly but not always successfully in my case. And there had been bundles of willow twigs standing in the water to keep them supple enough to weave, and up there had been the mill with whatshisname the miller – Robert Stukely – who would rob you blind as soon as look at you, and over there had been the big tithe barns where the harvests were stored. And over there had been Pikey Peter’s mother’s house . . .


I was wandering happily through the past when Leon, who can be quite frivolous for a techie, suggested pooh sticks. The bridge was well lit at both ends – thank you, Parish Council – and Leon had his torch anyway. We could easily see well enough to break off a few twigs from nearby bushes. I accepted his challenge and away we went.


He won the first couple of tries because I had some difficulty getting my pooh sticks into the water – I think one went over my shoulder – but I soon found my rhythm and then it was a case of pooh sticks to the death.


We were still at it when some of the others caught us up and then, of course, because St Mary’s is very competitive, everyone wanted to play.


Leon and I stepped back and watched their efforts for a while until Leon suggested they might find the game easier and more interesting if they dropped their sticks from the upstream side of the bridge. There was a kind of collective ‘Ah’ of enlightenment, and then they all rushed to the other side. I’m surprised the bridge didn’t tip over.


Eventually everyone ran out of sticks and we decided to leave them to it before someone came up with the bright idea of playing pooh sticks with actual . . .


We were just moving away when there were two loud splashes and a lot of cheering and Bashford and Keller floated out from underneath the bridge, flailing and cursing, both locked in mortal combat. We discovered afterwards they’d both been volunteered to be pooh sticks by their colleagues who were taking the spirit of inter-departmental competitiveness just a little bit too far. It was fortunate for them the weather was unseasonably mild and they didn’t encounter an iceberg.


Anyway, they were beyond our reach and there wasn’t anything Leon or I could do other than abandon them to their fate and go to bed. As we left, I could hear Dieter and Kal wondering if they’d float all the way out to sea and would that be some kind of record?


They didn’t, obviously. They somehow made their way into the middle of our lake. No one’s ever worked out how they managed that because the stream actually flows out of the lake. It was really dark by that time and their pathetic cries for help went unheeded by everyone except Mr Strong, our caretaker, who was locking up for the night. He reported strange noises to the more responsible members of the Security Section who suddenly realised what – or who – it could be and wandered outside to mount a rescue.


Commandeering one of our old rowing boats, they all piled in and set off, torches flickering back and forth across the water. The search took some time and our two pooh stickers would probably never have been found if the boat hadn’t actually collided with them both before they completely disappeared beneath the storm-tossed waves, as Cox persisted in calling the lake’s placid surface.


There were already far too many of them in the boat to take on any more passengers, so singing loud-and-anatomically-impossible sea shanties, Security towed Bashford and Keller back to shore, taking the scenic route through the pond scum, weed and swan shit.


All was apparently going well until someone thought to look behind the boat and discovered they were being tracked by a dozen or so swans, drawn up in battle formation, necks extended, gliding silently and sinisterly through the darkness. Waiting to pick off the stragglers, as Evans said the next morning, shuddering at the recollection.


There’s a kind of unofficial agreement between us and our swans. During daylight hours St Mary’s can get up to more or less whatever it pleases – as long as that doesn’t include flames, explosions, dogs or music (no idea what the problem is with music – sorry) and St Mary’s doesn’t intrude on whatever it is they get up to in the hours of darkness. And now we’d broken the treaty. Things were not looking good.


Speeding up, our jolly mariners eventually collided with land and fell out of the boat. They all helped each other up because, as Evans explained afterwards, it was vital not to break ranks. The swans climbed silently out of the water and looked at them. It was at this point that the St Mary’s nerve broke and everyone ran. Evans later described it as, ‘A textbook tactical withdrawal in the face of avian incursion but with added panic,’ and Markham described it as the sort of thing that happened if he wasn’t there to keep an eye on things.


Whichever it was, they reached Hawking Hangar only just ahead of either two hundred swans – as Evans later described it – or eight swans, as the slightly less traumatised Mr Strong described it – where they were all rescued by Kal and Dieter who were in pod Number Six for reasons never satisfactorily explained.


Ian and Elspeth later said they were adding a new wing to the dining conservatory on the strength of what they’d taken at the Arms that night and that St Mary’s was welcome at any time and to bring our wallets with us.


Dr Bairstow and Mrs Partridge returned from a pleasant night out in Rushford. Neither was soaking wet or covered in swan shit.


Things were very quiet the next day which is always the sign of a very satisfactory night out and I slipped out for a quiet word with Ian.


He was waiting for me at the pub. ‘Have you had lunch?’


I shook my head.


He took me into the kitchen, made us both a round of chicken sandwiches and tipped some crisps into a bowl while I made us a pot of tea. We took the whole lot into his little office down the hall. I’d been in here once or twice before. Nothing had changed. It was a nice room with dark panelling and a cheerful log fire. Weak winter sunlight filtered in through the window.


I put a couple more logs on the fire while Ian laid everything out on his desk, saying, ‘You eat and I’ll talk.’


‘This sounds serious,’ I said, half-joking.


‘It is.’


About to sit down, I stopped. ‘Are you sure you want to tell me? Because I’m not sure I want to hear.’


He sat heavily. ‘We don’t always have a choice.’


I lowered myself into my chair. ‘Then why are you telling me now?’


‘Because I’m not at St Mary’s any longer and someone else should know.’


I put the crisp back on my plate. ‘Know what?’


He poured the tea, dropped in a slice of lemon for me and passed it over.


‘About Markham.’


It was a good job I’d already put down my tea. ‘What about Markham?’


‘He might be in trouble, Max. He may need help soon and he may need it quickly. There might not be time for him to explain so I’m telling you now. Don’t look so worried – you probably won’t ever have to do anything. Just park the information and forget it. With luck you’ll never need it. This is just in case . . .’


‘In case of what?’


He didn’t answer directly, sitting back in his chair and stirring his tea. ‘You said he’d had a letter?’


I nodded. ‘Yes. He didn’t say anything at the time, but it was very obvious he wasn’t happy about it.’


‘Then they know.’


‘Who knows? And what do they know?’


‘They know he’s disobeyed instructions.’


I was growing cold. This sounded bad. ‘What instructions?’


‘To keep his head down. To keep his mouth shut. And most importantly, to keep it in his pants.’


I swallowed. ‘You mean – not to get Hunter pregnant?’


‘I mean not to get anyone pregnant.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because of who he is.’


I was conscious of great gaping holes opening beneath my feet. Of a few of life’s certainties suddenly not being quite so certain.


‘He’s Markham. Isn’t he? For heaven’s sake, Ian . . .’


He got up, opened the door, looked up and down the corridor, closed and locked it. Then he crossed to the window, checking it was closed. That done, he returned to his desk, clasped his hands and said, without any emotion whatsoever, ‘Markham is the establishment’s dirty little secret.’


My stomach knotted. Astonishment. Yes, a lot of that. Fear. Yes, some of that. And anger. ‘Don’t say that. He’s Markham. He’s one of the best people I know. He’s not anyone’s dirty little secret.’


‘Calm down, Max. You don’t have to tell me that. He and I have been friends for a long time.’


I reached out for my tea. My hand wasn’t quite steady and my thoughts were all over the place. I took a couple of calming sips and said, ‘Tell me.’


‘I can’t tell you much because I don’t know much.’


‘Tell me what you do know.’


‘I know he was still very young when he came to me and yet he’d managed to be in trouble nearly all his life. Whether he was the product of a broken home or the victim of a bad upbringing or anything like that, I don’t know. His file was short on personal detail but long on criminal record. He was just . . . when he came to me . . . when he was drafted into the army . . . he was so angry, Max. He was lashing out in all directions – hurting others, hurting himself.’


‘And you took him in.’


‘Yes. I wasn’t that keen, I admit. I had a pretty good set of people under me at the time and we’d worked hard together to achieve that and now they wanted me to take this bad apple. But, no one gives you any choice in the army, so grudgingly, very grudgingly, I took him on.


‘The first thing I realised was that I’d better ditch that attitude pretty quickly because I was just the latest in a long line of people who hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. He’d been shunted from pillar to post and back again. There was one year when he’d had four different homes.


‘Yes, I know,’ he said as I went to speak. ‘But, reading between the lines, he wasn’t doing himself any favours at all. People had taken him on with all sorts of good intentions but it never lasted. I decided I’d give him a month and if things didn’t get better, then I’d add my name to the long list of people who apparently couldn’t be bothered with our Mr Markham.’


He sipped his tea.


‘And then I walked around a corner one day and there was our hero having the living shit kicked out of him.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, no one ever said, but they were an unpleasant bunch of characters and I suspect, with typical disregard for the consequences, our hero had pointed this out to them and they hadn’t welcomed his constructive criticism, which was just so entirely typical of his . . . almost a death wish. Sometimes I was convinced he just wanted to cause as much trouble as possible for as many people as possible. Or, it occurred to me, as I stood wondering what the hell I was going to do with him, he was a deeply unhappy young man on a mission to make everyone else deeply unhappy too.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I yelled at them all impartially; no one was badly hurt so I sent them on their way. I gave Markham twenty-four hours to cool down and then had him in for a chat. I asked him straight out what the hell he thought he was playing at and he said he was making things easy for me.


‘That took me back a bit, I can tell you. I demanded to know what he meant and he said he liked me and was therefore making it easy for me to chuck him out. I said what did he think would happen to him if I did that and he said he didn’t know and didn’t care. It wasn’t important. Quite honestly, Max, just in that moment, I’ve never seen anyone look so lost, so unhappy, so alone, so . . . at odds with the world. It was him versus everyone else. He couldn’t possibly win and he was damaging himself in the attempt. I thought about a bird beating its wings against the bars of its cage, hurting itself, bleeding, not understanding what was happening to it . . .’


Ian tailed away.


‘Anyway, instead of giving him the traditional stiff bollocking, I actually talked to him. And I made him talk. He’s not inarticulate. I listened to what he had to say. I challenged him. I made him think. He soon lost his temper and started shouting – I think that was his favourite way of dealing with everything – but I kept plugging away. We were at it all afternoon. My clerk came in once to see if everything was all right. I don’t know what it was that I said to him – Markham – but something must have stuck because slowly, over time, I began to notice his first response to a problem wasn’t just to thump the nearest person present. He’s not stupid, our Markham. He just needed . . . I don’t know . . . I think, over the years, people’s responses to his behaviour had been to fence him in, to surround him with a list of things he couldn’t do, to make his cage smaller and smaller and I wanted him to see that suddenly, the cage door could be open for him.’


‘He started using his powers for good,’ I said, oddly touched.


He nodded. ‘Exactly.’


‘So what was his background?’


‘Well, there is virtually no information on him for the first ten or so years of his life. At that point he was farmed out to some posh family with whom he didn’t get on. I don’t know any details. They didn’t treat him very well and he went off the rails quite badly. And then from one home to the next, gradually sliding down the greasy pole of unacceptable behaviour. You name it – he was into it. Not drugs or violence or murder – but he was heading that way. And I have to say – a lot of it was his fault. We have to remember, Max, he wasn’t always as we know him today. Anyway – and he makes no secret of this – eventually he was offered the choice: the army or prison. He chose the army and came to me – trailing his extensive and imaginative criminal record behind him.’


‘I don’t understand. Why would he behave like that? Why wouldn’t he . . .’


I broke off, slightly unable to believe I’d asked such a stupid question.


Guthrie smiled and sipped his own tea. ‘Well, it’s Markham, isn’t it? I suspect he got fed up with people telling him he should be grateful to them because he was a problem and an inconvenience, so he decided to show them how much of a problem and inconvenience he could really be if he put his mind to it.’


I could identify with that. ‘But now he’s in trouble again?’


‘He was doing so well here, Max. Dr Bairstow gave him his confidence and trust and Markham’s more than repaid him. He and St Mary’s were made for each other.’ He grinned. ‘He’s a bit of a chameleon, our Markham, haven’t you noticed? Adapts himself to whatever’s happening around him.’


‘In what way?’


‘Well, you’ve noticed his accent.’


‘Bristol.’


‘He’s just taking the piss. He was a Geordie in the army.’


I was gobsmacked. ‘You’re kidding. Why?’


He shrugged. ‘Because he can?’


‘But what has this to do with him and Hunter? As far as I know, even the most dangerous criminal is allowed to breed. I know governments are always a bunch of suited control freaks hell-bent on bettering their own lot at public expense, but surely even they haven’t yet got around to telling people whether they can or can’t have kids?’


‘I don’t know. Perhaps he’s part of some social experiment – you know, weeding out the bad by not allowing them to breed.’


‘That’s . . . that’s . . .’ I was lost for words.


‘It is, isn’t it?’


‘Why are you telling me all this?’


‘Because, as I said, I’m not at St Mary’s any longer and I’m worried that one day he could find himself in need of help. Urgent help.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Nothing. Just keep an eye on things for me, would you?’


‘Are you expecting something to happen?’


‘I’ve no idea. He’s been keeping his head down and I was rather hoping they’d forgotten all about him. Now, of course . . .’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry to lumber you with this, Max.’


‘No, it’s all right. I think. I’m just a little . . .’


‘Taken aback.’


‘Yes.’ I had a thought. ‘Does Dr Bairstow know?’


‘Oh yes. I showed him Markham’s file.’


‘What did he say?’


‘He said it was a most unfortunate start to a young life and never mentioned it again. If it was anyone but Dr Bairstow, I’d say he’d forgotten all about it.’


He shifted in his seat. ‘If you could have seen Markham when he first came to me, Max. Angry. Defensive. Destructive. Self-destructive. Now look at him. A man with a child on the way who wants only to live quietly and probably isn’t going to be allowed to do so.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Nothing. Just be there. If you’re needed.’


I shifted in my seat. ‘Ian . . .’


‘I know, Max. I haven’t done you any favours today. I might have put you at risk as well. Which is why I’m saying – keep this to yourself.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I will.’ I think I was holding on to the hope that if I never ever mentioned it again then eventually it might slip from my not very capacious memory altogether. Fat chance of that.


Silence fell. I listened to the crackling fire. Felt the warmth from the flames.


‘Anyway,’ I said, more to push these recent revelations to the back of my mind than because he would have forgotten, ‘you haven’t forgotten next week?’


‘No, indeed,’ he said, picking up a sandwich. ‘Looking forward to it.’


‘You do know it’s a record-and-document-only assignment. No interaction. In fact, I forbid you – any of you – to leave the pod.’


‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Don’t know if you’ve noticed but I don’t move as fast these days.’ He gestured to his eyepatch. ‘And I walk into things a lot, as well.’


‘Yes, I know. We all think it’s hilarious.’


He scowled at me and then picked up a copy of the menu.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Preparing your bill.’


‘What?’


‘For lunch.’ He nodded at my mostly undrunk tea and uneaten sandwiches.


I drew myself up. ‘It was the Battle of Culloden, wasn’t it?’


‘Bannockburn.’


‘No, I’m pretty sure the mission folder says Culloden.’


He replied in purest Caledonian. ‘Away, ye wee hinny. Yer bum’s oot the windae. Bannockburn.’


I replied carefully and in impeccable English, ‘Shut yer yeggie. Yer aff yer heid,’ and he was so appalled at this assault on his mother tongue that I was able to escape. But not, however, to have the last word.


I was halfway up the road when the window opened and a voice accustomed to being heard over battlefields and feeding time at St Mary’s bellowed, ‘Bannockburn.’


I made the Agincourt gesture and ran for it.


As it happened, I never made it to Bannockburn. Well, I did, but not officially. I’m accustomed to encountering obstacles during assignments but rarely beforehand. Today, however, was just Pelion piled upon Ossa.


I’m a mother. Not a particularly good one – no one’s ever going to nominate me for the Mother of the Year award – but, after a while, even a bad mother develops certain instincts. You soon realise that too quiet is a hundred times worse than too noisy. Too quiet is sinister. A clean and smiling child should be regarded with the very greatest suspicion and a thorough investigation carried out immediately. Likewise, obedience. An obedient child is a child who’s up to something. Obedience is not a natural state for the young. You need to get in and sort things out before events slide, inevitably, towards the catastrophic.


Strictly speaking, Adrian and Mikey weren’t mine. They were teenagers who’d turned up one day in their teapot-shaped pod in desperate need of assistance. They were attempting to evade the Time Police so assistance was enthusiastically and successfully provided. They’ve been living here at St Mary’s ever since. Mikey works in R&D, often with Matthew, and Adrian adds colour and variety to Leon’s working day in the Technical Section.


Just in case anyone from the Time Police is reading this, their pod very definitely does not reside here. Absolutely not. Never. Because that would be very, very wrong and we at St Mary’s are always very careful never to . . . no, I’m sorry – I can’t finish that sentence.


It wasn’t anything new to see Adrian and Mikey talking together in a corner. It was the way they were talking together that aroused my suspicions. Normally there would be laughing, a little bit of shoving, deadly insults exchanged – that sort of thing. But not today. The two of them stood, heads together, talking quietly, all of which was so wrong that my mother senses kicked into overdrive and – yes, I spied on them. No, I’m not ashamed and it turned out to be a bloody good thing that I did.


They’d changed into civilian clothing. Mikey has to change at the end of every working day anyway. It’s a rare day in R&D when they’re not covering themselves in something unspeakable. Or, worse, covering everyone else in something unspeakable. I still had vivid memories of being pursued around the gallery by R&D-manufactured ever-expanding exothermic foam. Seemingly possessed of a malevolent intelligence – which was more than could be said of anyone else in this unit, as Dr Bairstow had acidly remarked afterwards – it had surged and frothed its way massively around the gallery, swallowing up everything in its path. People fled before it. Except for Bashford who ran the wrong way – typical historian sense of direction – and ended up alone and cornered outside Peterson’s office.


His near-end was actually quite moving. Last heard shrieking, ‘Fly, my pretty one, fly,’ he’d attempted to fling Angus to safety over the banisters and into the Hall below. Sadly, Angus has the flying abilities of a brick and she’d been very lucky to be caught by an astonished Mr Sands. As he said later, one minute he’d been concentrating on avoiding certain death by man-eating foam and the next, a gravity-constrained chicken had dropped heavily into his arms.


People had scattered, running for their lives or shooting into offices and barricading the doors behind them. It was like being pursued by a giant Crunchie, said Peterson later as we recovered in the bar. An image that appears occasionally in my dreams.


Anyway, Leon and I had been in the corridor, amicably arguing over the pod schedule, when the giant Crunchie thing kicked off. He looked over my shoulder, shouted, ‘Look out,’ grabbed my arm and suddenly the two of us were in the airing cupboard. Trapped together in the warm, fragrant darkness. All alone and trying to think of a way to pass the time during what might be the final moments of our lives.


The foam surged along the gallery, wisely stopping short of Dr Bairstow’s door, and everyone assumed the danger had passed. Until it began to harden.


It took several hours to chip Bashford free. Fortunately, his head was still above the foam and he was able to converse with his rescuers and enquire after the well-being of Angus, who had not taken kindly to being hurled over the banisters by her idol and was sulking in the kitchen.


Anyway, back to being a mother – as if that’s something that ever goes away. The two of them – Adrian and Mikey – had changed out of their working clothes and back into what Adrian often referred to as their battledress. He wore his favourite black jeans and T-shirt with his long, leather coat over the top. He loved that coat and would frequently and dramatically swirl around the building like a villain in a Victorian melodrama.


Mikey also wore jeans, a St Mary’s sweatshirt and her truly dilapidated flying jacket, together with her Snoopy helmet and completely unnecessary goggles.


I watched them as they set off down the Long Corridor towards Hawking Hangar. Where we keep our pods.


Just a word of explanation here. Yes, I know it’s been a long time coming but it’s here now. Pods are our centre of operations. We use them to travel up and down the timeline as we investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Don’t call it time travel or Dr Bairstow will probably feed you to the foam.


I stood in a doorway and watched them. I would put money on these two being up to no good. It struck me now – and it should certainly have struck me long before this – that our Adrian and Mikey – long-time fugitives and accustomed to living exciting lives – might well attempt to alleviate their traditional teenage boredom by indulging in a few illicit jumps. Which was no huge problem for me. I’m not sure if anyone’s ever noticed but I myself am no stranger to the occasional illicit jump – especially at Christmas. No, the problem lay with the vessel in which they no doubt intended to make said illicit jump.


A mainstream pod wouldn’t be a problem – and Leon would almost certainly head them off at the pass anyway. My concerns lay with the teapot. A sentence not quite as surreal as might initially appear. Mikey and Adrian’s pod is shaped like a twelve-foot-high teapot. It also has one or two other interesting features – not least the ability to remove objects from their own time, which is very much a no-no and liable to lead to all sorts of trouble with the bastard Time Police – and since we’d told them we’d destroyed the pod and hadn’t, we really couldn’t afford to attract any attention.


I let them get to the end of the Long Corridor and then set off after them. I’ll use the time it takes me to get from one end to the other to explain about us here at St Mary’s.


We all belong to St Mary’s Institute of Historical Research – a small organisation outside Rushford where we live in peaceful rural seclusion – mostly – and hardly get into any trouble at all. We jump back in time to record major historical events. Sometimes we don’t always manage to return successfully, but mostly we do. So that’s quite clear, then.


I slipped quietly into Hawking Hangar and waited to see what would happen next. There was no sign of Leon anywhere – I suspected he was in with Peterson and Guthrie, prepping Number Four, all ready for the Bannockburn jump. Where I myself should be right at this moment.


I peered cautiously down the hangar because this was probably something that should be handled with discretion. Which is something I can do when I have to. Number Four was over to my left, easily distinguishable because, in honour of Ian’s last jump, someone had stencilled the blue and white cross of St Andrew – the Saltire – on the side.


There was a light on in Leon’s office at the far end. I could see Dieter and Polly Perkins bending over a screen, their faces lit from below and actually looking quite sinister. Otherwise, just for once, the place was deserted. Adrian and Mikey had chosen their moment well.


They paused just inside the hangar and then turned off and made their way quietly along the back wall.


I knew exactly where they were going. I slipped in behind them and followed them across the hangar to Tea Bag 2.


TB2 is our big pod. We use it for transporting large numbers of people or plant and equipment. Especially when we’re on a search and rescue mission. There’s a living area and a toilet that sometimes works, and it’s very big and really useful for storing things inside. Such as, for example, an illegal teapot.


This is complicated. Bear with me. We can’t use the teapot because as soon as we did, the Time Police would pick up the signature and we’d told them we’d destroyed it. It was part of a deal which they’d broken on their side and we’d broken on ours. Such are the levels of trust between St Mary’s and the Time Police. And now, it looked as if our two teapot tearaways had plans that were wrong on so many levels. I didn’t know what they were up to, but it wouldn’t be good and would almost certainly bring the Time Police down on top of us and then there would be all sorts of tears and trauma. And for us, as well.


I should have expected something like this. Adrian and Mikey were teenagers. The pair of them were geniuses. They’d had the freedom of the whole timeline. They’d come and gone as they’d pleased. Yes, they’d been pursued every minute of every day by the Time Police but it hadn’t seemed to cause them any problems. And yes, life here at St Mary’s could be exciting at times, but I bet it wasn’t half as exciting as their previous existence. I remembered their enthusiasm for bringing down renegade historian Clive Ronan. They’d allowed themselves to be captured by the Time Police and that couldn’t have been pleasant for them. Then there had been all the perils of the Cretaceous period and Mikey had nearly been washed away in a flash flood.


Now they were living a quiet-ish life at St Mary’s. Dr Bairstow ruled with a light hand and they weren’t prisoners but . . . I suspected they were bored. At some point they’d planned this illegal jaunt. I might have been tempted to let them go. They could more than look after themselves. Except for the teapot. The one we were supposed to have destroyed.


I stepped out of the shadows. ‘Good afternoon.’


They didn’t shriek or panic.


‘Bugger,’ said Mikey, accepting the inevitable. ‘Busted.’


‘More than busted,’ I said. ‘What’s going on here? – and I’m supposed to be on my way to Bannockburn so don’t mess me about. In fact, I shouldn’t be here at all, so make it quick.’


Admitting that was a mistake. I could see their thinking. She’s in a rush. We’ll fob her off with any old rubbish. Seriously? Did they think I’d never been a teenager myself?


I folded my arms. ‘But for this, I have all the time in the world.’


‘Well, the thing is, Max . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, and I can’t think why no one has ever done this before . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘In fact . . .’


Just as we were about to get to the good stuff, I had Peterson in my ear. ‘Max, where are you?’


‘I need a few minutes. Something’s come up.’


‘You should go,’ said Mikey, generously. ‘It’s Major Guthrie’s last jump and you wouldn’t want to miss that.’


Adrian nodded. ‘Yes, you’ll be late.’


‘They’ll wait for me,’ I said, without any hope at all.


Peterson spoke again. ‘Max, we’re not waiting for you. Get a move on, will you?’


‘I’ll be there in a minute. Right, you two, what’s happening here?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Stop saying “well”.’


‘Well, I mean – nothing. Nothing’s going on. We’re just talking to you.’


I narrowed my eyes. If that didn’t work, then I’d smile at them. That always works. People will do anything to stop me smiling at them.


‘Obviously I need to narrow the focus of my interrogation.’


‘Are you allowed to interrogate us?’ enquired Mikey. ‘I mean – we’re minors, you know. The law doesn’t apply to us.’


And there you have their entire attitude to life in a nutshell. I would bet good money they’ll still be using that excuse when they’re in their eighties. If they live that long.


Peterson was becoming impatient. ‘Max, where the hell are you?’


I looked at the two of them grinning at me. Just waiting for me to go away. I came to a decision.


‘Sorry, Tim. I’m not going to make it. Go without me.’


That wiped the smiles off their faces. But put the smile back on mine. ‘Give my regards to Ian. Have a good trip.’


Peterson was not impressed. ‘What’s the problem? Max, this is Ian’s last jump.’


‘Yes, I know,’ I said, with a nasty look at the two reprobates in front of me. ‘And I’m sorry to miss it but I’ll be here when you get back. All ready to review the tapes and point out where you went wrong.’


There was a pause and then Peterson said, ‘All right then, if that’s what you want. See you later this afternoon.’


He closed the link.


Lights flashed above Number Four’s plinth. Moments later there was the familiar wind in my face and then they were gone.


I turned back to Adrian and Mikey. ‘Right – I’ve missed Ian’s last jump and now, thanks to you two, I am highly pissed off.’


This was overstating things slightly. I hadn’t been that enthusiastic to begin with. Bannockburn was the battle that England lost. It’s not that I’m a bad loser – although I am – but we really should have won that one and we didn’t, thanks to that dipstick Edward II.


I’m sure I’ve mentioned him before. The job description for a medieval king wasn’t onerous. You kept the realm safe and sired the next generation. Fight and fu—well, you get the drift.


Young Teddy Two managed the next generation part – although he and his wife loathed each other so I bet that was fun – but his main problem was that he was rubbish at controlling his barons.


The whole medieval period was one long, bloody struggle between the king and his lords. Both were vital to the other. The king was the fount from which lands, titles and riches flowed. The barons were vital to the safety of the realm. In return for the aforementioned lands, titles, etc., they maintained the borders. And they were powerful clans. They had to be. The Percys and other northern lords maintained the border against the Scots. The western border with Wales was protected by the Marcher lords – among them, the Mortimers. Roger Mortimer would go on to become Edward’s wife’s lover and the two of them would eventually overthrow him.


London was a long way off back then; communications were only as good as the weather and the fastest horse, which rendered these families virtually autonomous. Not a problem if you had a strong king who could keep them all in line but definitely a problem if you were weak, ineffective Edward II, over-reliant on low-born personal favourites.


Possibly he was gay. Probably he was gay. And if he’d exercised a little discretion then things probably wouldn’t have turned out so badly for him. He certainly wouldn’t have been England’s first gay king. There was William Rufus, Richard the Lionheart, possibly William of William-and-Mary fame – perhaps even Queen Anne. There’s no reason to suppose people in the Middle Ages were any more or less gay than in modern times and he could probably have got away with it if he hadn’t flooded his favourite, the despised Piers Gaveston, with expensive gifts. If he hadn’t fawned on him in public while tough-as-shit border lords, who needed a firm but light hand, looked on in disgust and laid their plans accordingly.


Gaveston had been safely disposed of and Edward – whose survival instincts were slightly less reliable than Bashford’s – immediately took up with Hugh Despenser and his old dad, two utter bastards, who must have made Edward’s nobles long for the good old days of Piers Gaveston.


And – for those of you confused by my above rant, we’re now back to the reasons I wasn’t going on the Bannockburn jump – now I could perhaps spend some time wrapping presents with Matthew. Or rather, since I possess the ability to transform the rectangular shape of a book into an inter-dimensional, Sellotape-smothered, irregular dodecahedral lump of Christmas wrapping paper, Matthew would do the actual wrapping and I would be trusted to hold the scissors and sticky tape. And not to touch anything unless specifically instructed otherwise. I envisaged a quiet afternoon with carols playing and a steadily growing pile of neat packages around our Christmas tree while we scarfed down a plate of mince pies together.


Anyway, back to Adrian and Mikey after that scenic and informative digression. I think it was dawning on them that, like an STD, I wasn’t going to go away. Not without some sort of divine intervention. Or antibiotics.


They sighed. ‘Well . . . the thing is . . . we’re not doing anything wrong.’


‘In fact,’ said Mikey, apparently struck by a brilliant idea, ‘you could say it’s our duty to go.’


I folded my arms again. ‘And why would I say that?’


‘Because – well – we’ve been invited. We’re expected. It would be rude not to go.’


They looked at me triumphantly. Argument over. Whatever their intent had been, their actions were completely justified and I was being an unreasonable adult. I began to feel a very slight sympathy for the Time Police. No need to tell them that. Ever.


‘What invite? No one in their right minds would invite you two anywhere.’


‘That’s hurtful,’ said Adrian, hurt. Mikey contrived to look stricken. It’s her go-to expression in a crisis.


I unfolded my arms just so I could fold them again. With added menace.


They sighed. Just two misunderstood young people alone and defenceless in a cruel world. I prepared to make it even crueller.


‘The thing is, Max . . .’


‘Stop talking about the bloody thing,’ I shouted. ‘Whatever it is.’


‘But you asked us,’ said Mikey reasonably, effortlessly shifting the blame for everything on to my sagging shoulders. ‘You said . . .’


I can’t understand why more teenagers aren’t justifiably slaughtered by enraged adults goaded beyond human endurance. There should be awards. And an annual dinner. And a rewards system.


‘Listen to me very carefully. I’m an historian. I know a hundred and thirty-five ways of killing you without leaving any trace. I know where to bury your bodies so they’ll never be found. Just saying. Now, we can do this one of two ways. I can kill you – here and now – quick and quiet – and no one will ever know. Or I can rip you painfully to pieces, smearing your internal organs across the walls and tying your innards in a bow around the light fittings, before going off for the cup of tea I so desperately need. And if by some chance I am apprehended, I shall not only get away with my hideous crime but probably receive a medal and a small reward for services towards ridding the world of two really, really irritating smart-arse teenagers.’


Wordlessly, Adrian pointed upwards to one of the discreetly placed CCTV cameras with which Hawking is infested.


I moved a menacing step closer. ‘I no longer care.’


Nothing happened for long seconds and then, finally, just as I was thinking I was going to have to kill them after all, Adrian pulled out his scratchpad, brought something up on the screen and handed it to me.


It was indeed an invitation. Unbelievably, some idiot had issued these two – sight unseen, obviously – with a formal invitation to some sort of function.


With a plummeting heart, I read the words aloud.


[image: image]


My voice petered away. I looked up. They were beaming at me.


‘See,’ said Mikey. She pointed at the invitation. ‘We’re invited.’ She seemed to think this made everything all right. ‘In fact, we’re all invited. Why don’t you come too?’


God help me, I was tempted. I was very tempted indeed. Who wouldn’t want to go? The chance to meet Stephen Hawking. To talk with him. To see his face as we walked in. To see his face as he clapped eyes on Adrian and Mikey. It would be so worth it.


They were grinning at me. ‘There’s champagne,’ said Mikey, beguilingly.


‘Neither of you are old enough to drink.’


‘And horses doovers.’


‘If you knew what a horses doover was you wouldn’t be half so enthusiastic.’


‘But Max . . .’ she wheedled.


I rallied. ‘Where did you get this?’


‘It’s out there, Max. All over the internet and anyone with a pod can go.’ They beamed. Presumably access to the internet and possession of a pod made everything all right.


I shook my head. ‘I’m sorry, guys. I’m completely with you on this one, but no.’


‘Max . . .’


‘No. It’s not possible.’


Mikey pointed to the invite. ‘But . . .’


‘Look – it contravenes the Hundred Years Rule. It contravenes Ian Guthrie’s “No jumping back to irritate Professor Hawking” rule and most importantly, the party has already happened and no one turned up. You didn’t go to the party. You never got to meet Professor Hawking. It’s a shame because I think the three of you would have got on like a house on fire, but no. Believe me, I am sorry, but absolutely not.’


I felt bad. Really, really bad. But no contact with Professor Hawking was just about the first rule I ever learned at St Mary’s and one of the few I hadn’t yet broken.


They looked so upset that I said, ‘Come on. I’ll take you for a drink.’


They brightened up.


‘Nothing alcoholic.’


They drooped again. I felt like a kitten-murderer but just imagine if I’d missed them. If they’d gone ahead and made the jump. I could just see the teapot materialising in the middle of the room, the two of them throwing out their heavy ladder, hopefully not stunning one of the world’s leading cosmologists and Giant Brain. The implications were enormous but thanks to me, would never happen. I’d averted catastrophe. Never mind them – I needed a drink.


So that was how I missed the jump. But not Bannockburn. I didn’t miss Bannockburn at all.


Anyway, after all that, just to keep an eye on them for a while and not in the least because I needed a drink, we sat in the bar, talking of this and that, reminiscing about Atticus Wolfe and the Time Police. They regaled me with some of their more hair-raising adventures, all of which confirmed my belief we’d done the universe an enormous favour by removing them from general circulation, and the time passed really quickly.


Too quickly. It was a shock to look at the clock and realise that Number Four’s return time had passed more than half an hour ago. And at exactly that moment, Dr Bairstow requested the pleasure of my company.


I said goodbye to the teapot tearaways and trotted up the stairs. Mrs Partridge waved me through.


‘Good afternoon, sir.’


‘Dr Maxwell, we appear to have a problem.’


For one moment I wondered if he’d heard about Adrian and Mikey’s attempt to subvert the course of History, physics, cosmology and the universe in general, but no – we had another problem. Number Four had not returned.


In older, happier days, our assignments were open-ended. We could return any time. Now, however, in these more perilous times, we’d introduced specific return times. If a pod failed to materialise at the designated time, then we could safely assume something had gone wrong. It would appear the Three Stooges had encountered a problem at Bannockburn.


‘How late are they, sir?’


‘Nearly an hour, now. I am beginning to experience some concern.’


So was I. This was Ian Guthrie, our former Head of Security; Markham, our current Head of Security; and Peterson, our Deputy Director. It seemed unlikely they’d get themselves into difficulties, but this was Bannockburn, after all. It seemed much more likely difficulties had got to them.


I sighed. This is what happens if you let men out on their own without adequate female supervision. They just can’t handle it. Guilt kicked in. I should have gone with them. I could have just sent Adrian and Mikey on their way. I could have asked Leon to keep an eye on them. I was Head of the History Department and I’d let them go on their own. One civilian and a couple of idiots. Of course they were going to get themselves lost, injured or dead. And it was my fault.


Dr Bairstow was taking a less pessimistic view. ‘I feel sure there will be an adequate explanation, Dr Maxwell. They are probably stranded somewhere unable to return to their pod without assistance.’


I’d forbidden them to leave the pod. I’d suspected at the time they’d ignore that instruction and now look what had happened.


‘I’ll put together a rescue team as quickly as I can, sir.’


‘I think not, Dr Maxwell. Bannockburn is a battlefield. There are around thirty thousand armed men in the vicinity. We could not possibly compete. Therefore, I think, in and out, quick and quiet. A scouting party. Take a look around, locate our people and if you can’t immediately retrieve them, jump back here for reinforcements.’


I sat quietly and had a bit of a think. ‘In that case, sir, I think I’ll take Mr Evans – an obvious choice – and . . .’


I was hovering between Atherton and Clerk when Mrs Partridge entered. ‘Miss Grey is here and would like to see you immediately, Dr Bairstow.’


He frowned. I could see his thinking. He wouldn’t want Elspeth knowing we were having a problem. On the other hand, Mrs Partridge wouldn’t let anyone in without a very good reason.


‘Ask her to come in, please.’


Elspeth was pale but resolute. ‘They’re late, aren’t they? Ian said he would ring me as soon as he got back and he hasn’t.’


‘Good afternoon, Miss Grey. Yes, they are, but not hugely so. Dr Maxwell and I are just considering our options.’


‘I’d like to be included in any rescue mission.’


I frowned. I could understand her wish to be included, but I, for one, had several objections to this and I was certain Dr Bairstow would, as well.


There’s no nice way of wrapping this up: Elspeth Grey is pod-shy. It’s not her fault and certainly no one blames her, but it’s the reason she doesn’t work here any longer. She and her then partner, Bashford, had been snatched by that bastard Clive Ronan and dropped, defenceless, into the middle of Colchester, minutes before Boudicca turned up to massacre the inhabitants and raze the place to the ground.


We’d got there just in time to pull them out – another illegal Christmas jump – avoided a hundred thousand blood-hungry Brits and an enraged pig – and returned them safely to St Mary’s.


Alas for Elspeth, no happy ending. She just couldn’t rid herself of the fear that it would happen all over again. Her subsequent assignment had been a bit of a disaster and she’d quietly resigned. No one held it against her. I’m surprised it doesn’t happen more often. You could argue that Elspeth was actually the most intelligent person here. You could also argue that she must be really concerned to be volunteering to get back into a pod again.


I looked at her anxious eyes.


‘I know what you’re thinking, Max, but I have to do this. It’s Ian and I’d never forgive myself if . . . I have to stop running away. I have to deal with this.’


‘Elspeth, it’s not important. There are far more important things in this world than gallivanting up and down the timeline in an unreliable box accompanied by a bunch of lunatics.’


She shook her head. ‘I thought if I left . . . started a new life . . . but . . . don’t tell Ian . . . but it’s not working. It’s not St Mary’s that’s the problem – it’s me. I’ve lost my bottle and everyone knows it. Including me. And everyone’s been really nice to me and I don’t deserve it. And yes, I’m terrified but I have to get past this. So I can look myself in the eye every morning. I have to do this. I have to get out there and conquer my fears. For Ian.’


I should say no. A few Christmases ago I reunited her and Ian. I brought them together when everyone thought she and Bashford had been lost forever. And now this was Ian’s last jump before what everyone hoped was his long and happy retirement. We’ve all seen those films where the detective is killed on his last case. The racing driver killed in his last race. The soldier on his last assignment. It’s a kind of narrative imperative. And now, here she was . . . Had I brought Elspeth home one Christmas only to lose her during another? And then I looked at her face.


Turning to Dr Bairstow, I said, ‘I have no objection, sir. Mr Evans and I can take a quick look around and if Miss Grey is content to remain in the pod, she can monitor the situation from there, give us an overview and warn us of any impending situations. She could be very useful.’


He thought for a moment, staring out of the window, and then nodded. ‘Very well, Dr Maxwell. See to it, please.’


We kitted ourselves out in woodland-green camouflage. There was absolutely no point in wrapping ourselves up in contemporary 14th-century gear. For a start, whose side would we choose? Quick, quiet and invisible was the way to go on this one.


I toyed with the idea of taking Leon’s pod with its camouflage device but decided against it in the end. In a hazardous situation the last thing you need is to be racing around shouting, ‘Where the hell did we leave the bloody thing?’ And if we weren’t going to activate the camouflage device then there was no point in taking it.


I sighed. Best-case scenario – if they’d obeyed my instructions – and I think we all know how likely that was – they’d be safely inside the pod and we’d be talking about nothing more serious than a minor systems failure. Although don’t mention that to Leon. We’ve never yet had a pod fail, despite, as he often points out, the fragile state in which some of them are returned.


I thought we’d take Number Eight – my favourite pod. We’ve seen some exciting times together.


We drew weapons – even Elspeth. I took a stun gun, a pepper spray and slapped a small blaster to the sticky patch on my combats.


Evans took the same plus a massive blaster slung over his shoulder. Presumably he was hoping to subdue the Loch Ness Monster at the same time.


Elspeth took two stun guns and a pepper spray.


We surveyed each other outside the pod.


‘Everyone all set?’ I said.


They nodded.


Leon was just finishing laying in the coordinates. I’d asked for about an hour after their arrival and as close as possible to their landing site. There was a bloody great battle going on out there so I didn’t want to have to do too much running around outside the pod.


‘All set,’ he said. ‘Return coordinates laid in as well. Just in case.’


I nodded. Sometimes we have to leave quite quickly and you don’t want to spend time calculating the returns. We always set up as much as we can in advance. Plenty will always go wrong and it gives us a couple of seconds’ head start on whatever is trying to kill us all.


He smiled for me alone, wished us all good luck and left.


‘Right then,’ I said. ‘Off we go. Computer – initiate jump.’


‘Jump initiated.’


The world went white.


Well, here we were. Bannockburn, June 1314. The two-day battle which would ultimately result in Scottish independence. There’s a bit of a story behind Bannockburn. Well, there’s a bit of a story behind most events in History, obviously, but you know what I mean.


The English were occupying nearby Stirling Castle – it being a strategic point for everyone. Edward Bruce – brother of the more famous Robert – was laying siege to it. I suspect it was a bit of a miserable business for both sides – the Scots up to their waists in mud and the English facing the prospect of slowly starving to death – and so the two sides reached a kind of gentlemen’s agreement. If the castle wasn’t relieved by midsummer, it would be handed over to the Scots without bloodshed.


It is possible that hearing his brother’s arrangement – made without his knowledge – that mighty Robert Bruce fetched his younger and much dimmer sibling a mighty thump upside the head, because what Edward had done, in effect, was hurl down a challenge the English king couldn’t possibly ignore. A tiny Scottish army that had previously used only guerrilla tactics and avoided formal warfare like the plague suddenly found itself number one on the English summer fixture list.


Once he’d calmed down, however, some brave soul had pointed out to Robert Bruce that he now knew where the English army would be next midsummer and he could therefore lay his plans accordingly. He had time to shape the battlefield to his advantage and he did.


He had pits dug to break up the powerful English cavalry. He revived the fearsome Scottish schiltron – a mass of men welded together with long pikes bristling in all directions, disciplined and well trained and virtually invulnerable to mounted knights. Bruce was a canny man who used the time granted him to skew the odds in his favour.


I called up Number Four as soon as we landed. There was no response. We tried our individual coms. Nothing.


‘They’re about twenty yards away,’ said Grey, peering at the screen.


She was right. Number Four sat at the edge of our small clearing, just to the east of us. Unscathed and undamaged. I only hoped we could say the same of its occupants.


Both pods had landed in the Torwood, situated about half a mile to the south of the Bannock Burn. The English army lay to our right, camped along the Roman road, and the Scots had made their stand on the boggy ground on the other side of the burn, behind their ditches. We had quite a good view from here, which is why I’d chosen it, although tomorrow, when the English would move east to the Carse, less so.


Compared to the Scots, drawn up in four compact schiltrons, the English army must have seemed massive. At least ten divisions, their weapons glinting in a temporary glimpse of the sun, colourful banners and pennants everywhere and heaving with horses, they sprawled across the landscape.


The glimpse of the sun was very short. This was a typical Scottish summer – mild enough but very damp. There was a misty rain in the air. At least no one would have the sun in their eyes or find themselves slowly cooking in their own armour. The downside was that the going was soft. Very soft indeed. I could see puddles of water everywhere. There would be mud on an industrial scale. Actually, until very recently, most of History is mud, blood and pestilence. These days it’s greed, corruption and incompetence.


Evans unshouldered his elephant gun. ‘I’ll go and check the other pod. You two stay here. Keep checking the proximities.’


I looked up. ‘There are more than thirty thousand men here today. I’m not sure how helpful the proximities will be but yes, we’ll watch your back.’


Elspeth angled the cameras and we watched him approach Number Four. He circled cautiously. He’d left his com open and we heard him call for the door which opened perfectly normally. He disappeared inside. We waited, hoping – no, expecting – to see Markham or Peterson’s head appear, demanding to know what all the fuss was about.
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