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Prologue

 

Greater London: June 1908.

 

Jeremy Sanders looked up from his paperwork as a soft knock fell on the kitchen door. Moving round a battered wood table, he turned up the oil lamp, flicked off the quietly murmuring radio and went to answer it.

“Mr. Sanders, this is Amy O’Neil.”

Jeremy inclined his head slightly as he surveyed the couple at his door. His colleague, Matt Smith, was a short man with a receding hairline. The woman with him was of medium height and rather muscular in build. She was unremarkable for the era, dressed in an ankle length woollen skirt and high neck blouse, but there was a certain confidence in her or perhaps hardness to her face, hidden under a wide-eyed look.

“Matt, always a pleasure, and Miss O’Neil. Please come in. I trust you had a good trip?” He stepped back to allow them to enter, and noted the way the woman looked him over. His face impassive, he caught Matt’s eye. Knowledge passed between them for a fraction of a second. 

Matt spoke again, “Thank you, yes.” He dropped back a pace behind Amy who continued into the kitchen and glanced about. 

Jeremy held out a chair for the woman, waited until she was level with him, and then, in one movement, jerked both her wrists behind her and handcuffed her, all in a matter of seconds.

“Amy O’Neil, you are in breach of the time continuum covenant of 2100. You will now be returned to 2112 and the custody of the state.”

For one moment all was still, and then, as though a switch suddenly flipped, she erupted in a tirade of rage, managing to kick the table leg and dislodging the paperwork before he could adequately restrain her.

Jeremy pulled a small device the size and shape of a mobile phone from his pocket, slid it open and abruptly vanished with the struggling woman.

Matt picked up the scattered paperwork, righted the tumbled chair and turned to fill the kettle. He sat at the table and flicked idly through his friend’s paperwork. When Jeremy returned, he barely glanced up. 

“I don’t know how you stand going through this. These figures would have me asleep in minutes.” He chucked the sheaf back on the table and linked his hands behind his head.

Jeremy shrugged. “It’s better than farming, at any rate.” He took tea and cups from a larder in the corner of the room. 

“Get her booked in all right?” Matt tipped back his chair on two legs, his coat falling open around him. 

Jeremy smiled faintly. “No problems. Dawson was glad to get her back. Armed robbery, apparently.”

“I didn’t hear it was armed.” Matt’s chair banged back to the floor. He cast an accusing look at Jeremy, but it faded after a moment. “Unsurprising, I guess. She would have eaten me for breakfast given half a chance.”

Jeremy glanced up, “I thought you liked your women fierce.”

“Fierce, yes. Nuts, no.”

“She wasn’t as bad as that blond you were dating last year.”

“Who, Stacy? She was an experience.” He sighed regretfully. “Before I forget—” he rummaged in his jacket pocket a moment before bringing out a folded slip of paper, “Here.”

“What’s this?” Jeremy unfolded the news article as he spoke, and a grin spread over his face at the headline. He read out “Jake Shorter: a length faster.” He scanned the article on McLaren’s latest star and let out a bark of laughter. “Looks like you owe me a drink.”

Matt grinned back, “Looks like I do.”

“You haven’t the rest of this, I suppose.”

Matt shook his head, “I forgot you don’t get much news here. Still, you must be due a visit back, soon.”

Jeremy shrugged. “No doubt Daniel will bring me a paper when he’s next around.”

“I’m glad I am not working with him at any rate. Speaking of which: when’s our next poker night?” 

“Adam has some work on at the moment, so it will be a while yet.”

“Let me know when you have a date.”

Jeremy lifted a hand to the kettle and stood grasping it, absorbed in journalese. “All right,” he said absently.






 

Chapter one

 

Greater London. June 2008.

 

Late afternoon. It was another blisteringly hot day and Freya was tired as she took the M4 towards London. Yawning widely she shifted gears in her rusted Transit.

The air-conditioning had long since broken and the breeze from the open windows was hot and smelled of diesel. Dust coated the van. The engine was an endless din and the road slid under her in continuous monotony until she felt in danger of falling asleep.

The thought prompted action. She abandoned the motorway at the next junction and took the first available turning. A few turns later, the road rapidly turned into a narrow dirt track. Hedgerows and trees cordoned off fields that stretched away in the distance. Baking in late afternoon sun, they were a mass of subtle colour; a blanket of tall, lilac tipped grasses looking unnaturally still.

Freya was beyond caring where she ended up. The relief to get off the motorway was immense, and if she could just find a place to stop for a while she would catch a nap and find her way back later.

The track twisted and widened. The Transit bouncing gracefully over tyre marks baked hard into mud. At least some kind of vehicle had made it down here before her. Following the winding track until it ended abruptly at a farm gate, she gratefully cut the engine and coasted to a stop. The handbrake gave a final grunt and all was blessedly silent.

Freya sagged forwards to rest her head against the wheel. The silence was a huge relief after the drone of the motorway, and she did nothing but drink it in for few moments. The sweet taste of the meadows flooded her senses and she yawned, feeling thirsty and light-headed.

She straightened and snagged her bag off the passenger seat. A quick search produced an empty water bottle, the last drops consumed earlier on. It was one more complication in what was beginning to feel like an endless day.

She huffed and regarded the fields in tight-lipped silence. In the distance lay a farmhouse, its grey brick blending subtly with the landscape. Perhaps she could beg some water. It was not something she felt altogether happy with, but she was uncomfortable enough to give it serious thought.

She passed her fingertips absently over the bumpy steering wheel, rubbing at the moisture from her hands on the hot plastic. She pictured going to ask to re-fill her water bottle. In her mind she saw a young family with a pack of rowdy kids, but knowing her luck it would probably be some nutter with bodies stashed in his cellar; seeking to add to his collection perhaps.

She grimaced and banished the thought. It was still relatively early and the day was uncomfortably hot. If she managed to put aside her irritation and doze off now she would feel a lot worse on waking. There was still another hour and a half until sunset. If she went to the house now, even allowing for a nap afterwards in the van, she could be well away on the M4 before dark. It would be cooler driving back around dusk too.

Making her decision, Freya craned forward to check her reflection in the rear view mirror. She looked what she was: hot and scruffy. Straight blond hair in a tangle, lip-gloss nibbled off hours earlier, foundation long since sweated away and face shiny from the heat.

Her suit jacket lay crumpled on the passenger seat and her grey skirt and white shirt were both horribly wrinkled. She sighed, dragged a comb through her hair and grabbed a much-favoured blue sweater to tie around her. The rich colour would bring out her eyes and detract from the state of her clothes.

She had been driving barefoot in defiance of the law, having forgotten to bring her pumps, and eyed her shoes somewhat dubiously. The shiny black stilettos were perfect with her suit, but not really the thing for tramping across fields. She toed them on anyway, jumped out and stumbled into a deep tractor rut baked into the hard ground.

A short distance along there was a gap in the hedgerow large enough to walk through, and she stopped on the other side to scan the meadow. She considered walking around the edge, but that lead away from the house and into a wood, set behind and slightly to one side of the property. Besides, the field did not look like it contained crops, just overlong grass and weeds.

Making her decision, she shrugged and began to cut through. The grasses were chest high and densely packed in places, but they were also soft and smelled fresh as she trailed her fingers through them.

It was harder to cross than it looked, mostly due to her impractical clothing. Her skirt was entirely unsuited to such treatment. Pencil straight and mid length, it impeded movement. Grass seeds clung to the fabric and the whole thing began to twist round. She tried once or twice to straighten it, but eventually gave up. Her spiky heels were useless on rough terrain and the long grasses caught around them making her wish for jeans and trainers. Now and then she stumbled; nearly lost a shoe.

The field was eerily quiet, with only bees and the distant motorway breaking the silence, and the heat was intense with no shade or breeze to disturbed the heavy stillness. Huge weeds loomed above the grasses and she stared in fascination at their giant leaves and dinner-plate flower heads.

The farmhouse was further than it looked, and she became strangely detached from the situation; the whole experience taking on an unreal quality. She zoned out with calm, her entire existence reduced to heat and field in front of her.

The sun sank lower in the sky and she lazily began to question the wisdom of what she was doing. Looking back across the field, she felt almost drunk with fatigue. She thought fleetingly of missing person reports on the news, and knew her actions were stupid. She should have looked for a service station instead of wandering alone through the deserted countryside.

The detached feeling persisted though and she shrugged. The people at the house were in all probability perfectly agreeable, and she would no doubt feel much more the thing for a glass of water.

On the other side of the field she came to a low fence. Two wire cables strung loosely between rusted poles separated the meadow from short rough grass.

Freya put up a hand to shade her eyes, and turned to scan the field she had traversed. Evidence of her path lay in a gentle curve cut into the meadow, and the only sign of the distant motorway was an occasional car roof flashing past. Sweat stung her eyes as she turned back, her movement causing her cardigan to drop unnoticed from her waist to the ground.

Having not paid attention to where she was going, she realised she had somehow ended up behind the house rather than in front of it as she had intended.

A shoulder of trees stood between her and the building; an inviting swatch of dappled shade that had crept away from the bulk of woodland.

Feeling a little strange, Freya gave a slight shake of her head, lifted her skirts and stepped over the rusted boundary fence.

The baked grass beneath her feet had given up its colour, and the landscape radiated heat. She slipped into the corner of woodland, feeling grateful for the shade.

The wood was ancient, containing massive gnarled trees; their huge roots breaking the ground. Their arms sweeping across the space, creating a canopy overhead that let sunlight through in random areas.

The atmosphere seemed to grow heavy, pressing down on her, making it hard to breathe, and the sun sank lower, gilding everything with purple shadowed radiance.

Feeling a little dizzy, she stopped under the dappled shade of a large tree, and a barely perceptible breeze skimmed away from her in all directions. It rippled over the field, sweeping through the straw and clover coloured grasses.

The breeze brought a silence with it that hushed the bees and quenched the distant traffic noise. Her vision blurred and she swayed slightly into cooler air. Suddenly feeling as though she were falling, she stumbled forwards blinking rapidly to bring back her focus.

Freya walked on towards the house, blowing irritably at a strand of hair stuck to her face. She was uncomfortably hot. The humidity had increased without warning, as though she had walked through a door into a greenhouse.

Coming out from the shade of the woods, the sun struck hot on her head. Surely it had been lower in the sky before she entered the tree line? She frowned and went resolutely on, covering half the remaining ground.

The distance to the house seemed suddenly immense and her steps faltered. A wave of light-headedness made her giddy enough to stop. She felt abruptly sick, burning hot and then suddenly chilled. 

Shocked to realize faintness was creeping over her, she stood still, willing it to pass, determined not to give in to it, but a buzzing had already started in her head and the tension began to ease out of her limbs.

Coming around the side of the house from the garden, Jeremy Sanders saw the girl at the edge of his boundary. She was swaying slightly, one hand outstretched as if she were blind and feeling her way. He realised the inevitable a fraction too late. Although he ran to catch her, she fell heavily to the ground.

He knelt on the grass next to her. Where had she come from? There was nothing but fields and woods for miles around here. The nearest town was Newbury, a good four miles south. He frowned and scanned the empty fields then shook her shoulder, “Miss? Wake up!”

Nothing. Heat radiated from her, despite the pallor of her complexion, and the sun beat down on them. He presumed she would come round quickly as soon as she was off her feet, but she showed no sign of regaining consciousness. Debating his options briefly, he picked her up and took her back to the house.

The lounge was east facing and the coolest room at this time of day. He placed the girl on the couch and went to fetch a glass of water from the kitchen.

The girl was still out cold, but her colour was better. He placed the glass carefully on the floor and, looking up, was satisfied to see her stir.

Freya opened her eyes slowly, wondering what she was doing on an uncomfortable sofa in a cool dim room. Memory returned abruptly. She turned her head and studied the concerned looking young man who was with her. Good looking with dark hair and eyes. Much too good looking, which made her current position all the worse. Still, there was nothing to be done about it.

“Thanks for um— catching me and stuff.”

“Don’t thank me. I couldn’t reach you in time. I’ve never seen anyone go out so fast. How are you feeling now?”

“I’m fine,” she said, quickly, and then grimaced. “Except for my pride, which may never recover.” She gave a half smile and then winced, “Did you carry me?”

“Well, not very gracefully, it has to be said; I hoisted you up and managed to get you in here. I’m not sure my pride will recover either, for missing the catch of the century.”

He winced on the words and some of her humiliation left her. She gave him a smile, trying to get past the rest. “Well, I guess we’ll have to sack you from the team then.” Freya sat up on the words and looked about. “Hi. I’m Freya.”

“Jeremy Sanders.” He passed her the water and returned her smile. “Drink that slowly.” He watched her down the water in two gulps, shook his head slightly and held out a hand for the glass. “Would you like some more?”

“Please. Think I didn’t get enough today.”

He left the room and she stood up carefully; fought back her giddiness. She was a bit wobbly, but determinedly followed him through to an old-fashioned kitchen.

The room was hot, despite the open window, and roughly made. It had whitewashed walls, a stone floor and a huge wooden table that took up most of the space. A ceramic sink under the window and a few base level cupboards made it look like something out of another century. The rustic look was currently fashionable, although the thought crossed her mind that he might have taken it a bit far, especially with that coal burner in the corner.

It was also really, very warm. Freya smiled a bit shakily as Jeremy turned with the glass. His eyes narrowed slightly as he surveyed her; then he pulled out a chair and set the glass on the table.

“Have a seat Freya.” His tone was mild, but some implacable quality in it made her anxious to do as he asked. She wondered about it even as she decided he was probably right. Sitting down, she sipped at her water and tried to pull herself together a bit.

Jeremy stood, hands on the kitchen top either side of him, leaning back slightly. “May I ask where you were headed? I would be pleased to convey you. I am afraid I do not yet have a telephone installed so you will be unable to call someone. It will be dark soon and we are isolated here. I do not like to think of you walking alone at this hour.”

His polite words and gentle tone put her at ease, and as she had already put him to some trouble, she was anxious to be friendly in return.

“Thanks, that’s really nice of you, but I’m just across the way a bit; I came through the field. For this, in fact,” she indicated the glass. “I was driving back to Reading, but got so tired I thought I’d better stop for a break. You’d think a flower seller would be the last person on earth to run out of water, but it’s just been one of those days I’m afraid.”

She worried that she was rambling in her attempt to be friendly. He was far too good looking, the classic embodiment of tall, dark and handsome, but there was something more there in spite of his gentle tone and calm manner. It had her shifting in her seat against an elusive feeling of danger she could not quite put her finger on. It didn’t make sense and she tried to shake it off.

Jeremy smiled slightly, dark eyes enquiring and head to one side, “You are a flower seller?”

“Yeah, Freya’s Flowers. It’s just me. Buying, sales and marketing, transport… the lot. I used to have an accountant for the figures, tax laws drive me loopy, but lately I just struggle through it.”

“And what constitutes a bad day for a flower seller? Pushy clients, unavailable suppliers? Or just a blisteringly hot day with not enough water.”

“All of that.” She sent him a warm smile, surprised at his insight into her world. “But today was exceptionally bad because I’ve had Martin on the phone six dozen times as well,”

“Six dozen times!” he said, lifting dark eyebrows at her words, “Whatever did he want? Roses, carnations— an opportunity to make a nuisance of himself?”

“You’re closer than you know, but to be honest I don’t know exactly what he wants because I haven’t answered any of his calls today. I think he wants to be friends,” she paused, “or possibly more, which is unfortunate because he creeps me out.”

“Ah. Not a customer.”

“Nope. The son of a very good client of mine, and that means his dismissal is gonna call for tact and diplomacy—which I’m gifted with, of course.” She gave him a quick grin and then glanced down, tapping her fingers lightly on the edge of her glass and trying to steady her nerves.

“Of course. Ignoring telephone calls takes the utmost in diplomacy.” Jeremy spoke seriously, but she caught the edge of his smile.

“Well, what would you do in my shoes? Imagine some stalker chick is after you, but she’s the boss’s daughter and you want that promotion. How would you play it?”

He laughed gently and a shiver went down her spine. “Stalker chick. What a frightening image that presents. Hmm… I am not sure I should answer that.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to be a bad influence on you.”

“A bad influence! What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind. I’m sure with all your tact and diplomacy you will have no problems sending him on his way.”

Freya smiled and placed her empty glass on the table. An earlier reference caught at her memory and she looked around the bare kitchen again. “You said you haven’t got a telephone yet. Have you recently moved in?”

“Yes. I have been here a little over a month now and things are slowly improving. I am hoping to keep some livestock and perhaps have a small vegetable patch around the side, although I currently know nothing of such matters. It would be good to be more self-sufficient as we are about four miles from the nearest village here. Furthermore, I am told that the last time the river flooded it took out the road.”

“Huh. You definitely don’t want to be reliant on getting into town. Next big storm and you’d end up having mouldy bread for tea, and getting drunk on last Christmas’ Vodka from Aunty Joan.”

“Quite. Romantically lit with tallow dips and feasting on leftovers from the Christmas hamper of dandelion preserve with pheasant and nettle pate.”

“And a dented tin of anchovies.” Freya snickered and they eyed each other for a moment before she broke the contact to glance down at the table.

Dusk had made the room dim. The whitewashed walls glowed faintly orange, the shadows deep blue; rough edges smoothed out.

Despite the friendly banter, Freya was aware of night falling and of being alone with a virtual stranger. She glanced up, met his eyes for a moment and caught the slight smile lifting his mouth.

The last golden rays found their way into the kitchen to touch Jeremy’s face, catching on the planes and highlighting his extraordinary beauty. His face might almost be feminine but for some acuity of expression. A sharpness or perhaps inflexibility that had Freya catching her breath on an unexpected thrill of fear.

“I’d better get going.” She looked back at her glass, feeling suddenly awkward. “Thanks for the water and sorry if I was a bit of nuisance.” She stood abruptly, uncertain what to do next, the sound of her chair scraping on tiles seeming overloud in the silent room.

Jeremy walked carefully towards her and brushed a strand of her blond hair over one shoulder, the back of his curled fingers trailing lightly down her arm.

She was not beautiful, but she was pretty in a girl-next-door way, and had a straightforward sweetness to her that he found engaging. She was also small and very young looking despite the smart business clothes and elegant high-heeled shoes. He wondered how old she was, she did not look more than eighteen, probably far too young for him.

He chose his next words with care. “You are not a nuisance, and you are welcome here anytime you are passing. I live alone here and work mainly from home so I am usually around. If I can assist you in any way, please feel free to stop by.”

Up close, he was a great deal taller and more solid than she had realized; someone she might have crossed the street to avoid late at night. She inhaled and looked up to meet his eyes. In this light you could not see the colour and they appeared black, but he was watching her closely.

She mentally stiffened her spine and tried to think of a way to dispel the disquieting feeling she had around him. Decided on a smile. “I was so busy talking about me, I didn’t even ask about you. What is it that you do?”

“Accounting for the most part, but I also keep books for a few firms, so if you need a hand with those loopy tax returns, I’m your man.” His tone was gentle, as though he could sense her unease despite her friendliness.

Was he flirting? No. She was misreading the situation. He was trying not to frighten her and she was— she grinned again; tried harder. “Definitely something to keep in mind. You shouldn’t tempt me. It wouldn’t take much for me to pass the whole lot onto you.”

“Any way I can help...”

Another minute and she would start to blush. She felt like a school kid with a crush. Something about him was making it hard to think, and for one breathless moment she thought he would kiss her. Then he turned away and she wondered if she was misreading him. They had only just met and in spite of her attraction to him, she did not know him at all.

“Is there somewhere I can take you?” he said. “It won’t take long to put Shorter in his harness.”

She hesitated at the mention of what was obviously a horse, but at least it was a distraction from her earlier thoughts.

“No. Really, I’m parked just the other side of the field and can easily drive back. Um…it wasn’t crops I walked through was it?” She asked a bit absently, her mind still on the issue of the horse. Maybe she had misheard the bit about the harness and he was referring to his car.

“No. It’s all right. I have not yet decided what to do with the fields. They are just wasteland at present.”

They walked in the gathering dusk back to the edge of the field. She turned to say goodbye and nearly ran into him. He caught her arm to balance her, hesitated, and then drew her closer.

Light glinted in his eyes and he paused, waiting for her to push him away. Then he closed the distance in a fleeting kiss.

Freya felt blood burn a path to her face and was grateful for the dim light. He pulled back slightly, his eyes intent on her face, trying to read her response.

Before her brain caught up with what was happening, he kissed her again and she stopped thinking. He tasted of coffee, warm and addicting, like a drug streaking through her blood stream. She pressed closer, not wanting him to stop.

He broke the kiss and she caught the edge of his grin before he released her.

“Drive safely, Freya,” he said, and stood back to watch as she somewhat unsteadily stepped over the boundary.

“Um… hah! Um… okay. See you then.” At a complete loss for words, she began to push through the meadow, trying unsuccessfully to find the path she had made earlier and not daring to look back in case she said or did something she would cringe over later. When she eventually glanced back he was nowhere in sight.

Freya stumbled through the field, going over her evening with him and trying unsuccessfully not to obsess over that last burning moment. “Jeremy Sanders,” she spoke his name softly, savouring the sound of it, and then grinned and shook her head.

She wanted to see him again. Then there was that kiss. She inhaled sharply and let out a nervous laugh. Was he just being flirtatious with no intention of anything more? Maybe he had guessed how she felt and was winding her up a bit. Gut instinct told her otherwise, but maybe she was reading too much into it. She hoped not because she was going to find an excuse to come back here. She sighed, thinking of the drive to Reading ahead of her.

She was relieved to reach the other side of the field. Her eyes felt gritty and hot; she was tired and itchy, as if bugs in the field had feasted on her skin.

It was now getting dark in earnest and glancing at her watch, she could see it was nearly quarter to ten. How come it was so late? It was definitely time to go home. She walked gratefully up the dirt track and stopped short.

Her van was gone.

For a moment, she thought she had somehow come out on the wrong side of the meadow, but it just wasn’t possible. She could see the glow of lights now on in Jeremy’s farmhouse across the field. The windows casting warm rectangles into the night, and here was the road where she had parked. It had to be right. She even recognized the sprawling oak tree at the edge of the neighbouring field.

Time to face facts: the van had been stolen.

The warm tiredness she had felt evaporated fast, leaving cold panic in its place. What should she do now? Why had she not she taken her mobile with her and what the hell had possessed her to leave it in the van anyway?

She could go back to Jeremy, but she cringed at the thought. What could he do after all? He had no telephone, and from what he had said about the horse, he had no car. Why he had no car when he lived practically on top of the M4, she hadn’t a clue.

Perhaps it was having a service or something, but why didn’t he have a mobile? Even if he had no landline installed, he should have a mobile. If he had he would have said, wouldn’t he?

He would probably give her a lift to the nearest town, but she could not reconcile herself to the idea of asking him. What if he thought of her as just another dumb blond for getting into this mess or, worse still, thought she was making a pass at him. After that kiss it was entirely possible that he would see her plea for help as something more, and she wasn’t ready for that, despite her earlier feelings.

No. She was definitely not going there.

After some thought, she decided to seek out the motorway. There would be breakdown recovery phones even if she had to walk a few miles to find one. She could report the loss of her vehicle and arrange transport home at the same time.

With a sigh, she began to trudge up the road. It might be a long walk and an uncomfortable night, but it was infinitely better than pouring out her troubles to a virtual stranger, no matter how attractive she found him.

Besides, it was humiliating to have her van stolen. As though it were somehow her fault: abandoning her van when wiser souls would not have done so. They would shake their heads knowingly as though she was some helpless woman with no sense. That last fuelled her determination not to go back to Jeremy.

She had already fainted in front of him and melted in his arms over a brief kiss. She cringed as she remembered it. She did not need to compound the image he had of her with this incident.

Three hours later it was pitch dark and Freya still hadn’t found the motorway or, in fact, any A road. She had found where she was sure she had turned off onto the track, but although there was a much wider dirt road, there was no sign of any tarmac.

Unbelievable. There was no traffic noise, yet she knew the motorway must be close. Weariness set in and replaced any panic of being lost in the dark. She had long since gone past feeling tearful over the injustice fate had thrown at her. The chaos of the situation sucked away any intelligent thought over direction, and she plodded on, convinced she would find her way soon.

A further two hours of trudging around lanes and Freya admitted she was done. The fields of sweet smelling grass were looking increasingly inviting, and it was now three in the morning. Freya finally gave in, curled up a few feet into the nearest meadow, and was asleep in minutes.

She had time to regret her decision when it began to get light, an hour or so later. The birds singing loudly, along with the hard ground and worry that returned, made further sleep impossible.

Freya lay still, looking up at the sky. It was a clear blue, with one or two cloud formations scratching an intricate pattern up high. She was cold and ached with stiffness when she tried to move. She realised her clothes were damp and wondered why she was not shivering.

It was going to be another hot day, and somehow she had to find the road and her way home. She was thirsty and hungry, and now that some of her exhaustion had left her, she began to feel panicked again. Supposing she was lost around these lanes for days? Gradually a sound began to impinge on her chaotic thoughts. A horse and cart.

Freya sprang up, oblivious to everything but the prospect of help after her fears of being alone. She scrambled out of the meadow onto the dirt road, jarring muscles and ripping the stitching in her skirt. As the vehicle came into sight, she began to half limp half run towards it.

Joseph Wilson was a skinny old man. Seventy-six this year and still going strong, he thought approvingly. He nodded at the greenery all around, absently enjoying the bird song. Empty milk churns clanked in the back of the trap, and his thoughts turned to his latest customer.

That Jeremy Sanders. Well mannered, well looking and well educated too. A young man like that living on his own ought to have a girl to keep his house for him.

Joe reckoned it was only a matter of time before he talked Jeremy into joining the town’s cricket team. If he managed to get Jeremy there on a Saturday afternoon, all the lasses would be out trying to catch the young man’s eye. He cackled a bit at the thought and rounded a bend in the road.

As he looked up, a woman came into sight. She was young and wild looking. Her hair was all over the place and bits of grass clung to her clothes. She ran helter-skelter up the road towards him. He pulled up Carter who, having no interest in the girl, started in on the roadside grass. The way she had come hurtling up to them made Joe glad for once that the beast was a bit of a slug.

Out of breath, she stopped next to the cart, tipped up an anxious face and began talking. Fast. Joseph watched her in some bemusement as she rattled on about not being able to find the M4, of her stolen van and something about a mobile phone.

She was upset and he did not follow much of what she was saying. She looked as though she had been running through the fields all morning. Trembling, her eyes shining with tears, she finished her tale of woe and blinked at him, clearly expecting help.

He recognized in her something of his late wife, despite the fact that she looked nothing like Marie. It was to do with her height and build, and an impression of sweetness, he supposed. He watched as her blue eyes glittered with the tears she was desperately trying to hold back and felt his heart soften.

“Eh lass, don’t take on so,” he said, scooting over and offering her a hand up. “Come, take a seat and we’ll sort it all out.”

“Thank you so much. If you could just take me to the M4, I am sure I can find a phone to call for help. Unless you have a mobile I can use?”

“Well, this road goes into Newbury. I’m headed that way so it’s no bother to take you along.”

“Thank you, that sounds wonderful. I am sure there will be a phone box I can use. I cannot believe someone stole my van! It’s only a rusted old Transit; I don’t know why anyone would want it.”

“When was it stolen?” he asked politely.

She hesitated a moment and twisted fingers in her tangled hair. “Last night. I only left it for an hour or two. I was so tired I thought I was going to fall asleep at the wheel. I saw the farmhouse and went to ask for some water. When I got back it was gone.” She squashed down a sob; hiccupped, “I guess I should have gone back to the house and asked if he could give me a lift into town, but he was so polite and I didn’t want him to think I was stupid or anything. I just thought I could find the road and call for help.”

Joseph picked through her words. He knew of only one person who had a house nearby. Mr Sanders also fitted the ‘so polite’
description, but Joseph was shocked that she would tell him she had considered going to see the young man by herself late at night. Then again, he was an old man now and perhaps equally old fashioned in his ways.

If her appearance was anything to go by, the girl had slept in the field. This would not have surprised him if she had been a farm hand, but her clothes told another story. The cut and fabric of her clothes were not those of someone who worked on the land, although both were now creased and covered in half the field.

She also came across as intelligent and well educated despite her chaotic manner. She was clearly a gently bred girl who had found herself in trouble. Joe wondered what her family were doing allowing her to go about alone, and had to remind himself again that times had changed since his youth.

“Maybe the horse wandered off. Did you tie him up well? We’d best make a search for him.”

“H-horse?” she stammered slightly, “I don’t have a horse. It was a van that got stolen.” 

“Where is it you live, lass?” Joseph asked as kindly as he could. She seemed a bit bewildered by his suggestion. Clearly, they were talking at cross-purposes.

“Just outside Reading; I was coming back from Hungerford. I went to see a new supplier. I’m a flower seller.”

Joseph backtracked once more through the conversation. He looked her over, noting the weariness and confusion. “You slept in the field, I take it.”

She looked down unhappily. “I was looking for the M4. I thought if I could find the main road, I could call from one of those emergency breakdown phones they always have, but it got so late and I was so tired. I just want to go home.”

Joseph hesitated at her words, a puzzled look crossing his face, but the gleam of tears in her eyes had him abandoning his questions. Instead, he put his mind to how best to help her.

Having spent the odd night sleeping in a barn in his youth, he had a good idea of what she would need now. He pulled Carter up by the side of his house. The horse’s ears were up in anticipation of his stable, and the girl was looking more lost than ever as she surveyed the quiet town with its water pump at the centre. Morgan’s chickens had escaped their coop again and were now parading around the pump, one having managed to perch on the top.

Joseph jumped down and held out a hand. “Come down, lass. Privy’s in there,” he indicated a door to one side of the house. “Kitchen’s round the back there. I’ll see to Carter and meet you inside.”

Joseph led Carter around the back of the building. He wondered about the girl as he looked after the horse’s needs. She seemed very young to have travelled such a distance by herself.

The Transit was obviously a motorcar, but what was the M4, and what had she said about looking for a breakdown phone? He raised his eyes briefly heavenward at the modern language of the young; expecting an old man like him to know of these new fangled things.

Still, whoever she was she clearly needed a friend. When she looked confused, she reminded him so strongly of Marie that he could not prevent his need to help her. He flashed on an old image of his wife, helplessly gazing at the sunken loaf she had pulled from the oven. Coming from a wealthy family, she had never baked in her life before their marriage and had not known she would have to leave the dough to rise before baking. He smiled and shook his head.

He was behind the times, getting on a bit now, with not much knowledge of modern ways. He thought carefully over the girl’s situation as he went inside, trying to decide the best way to help her.

Sitting at the kitchen table, she gave him a watery smile. “Hi.”

Joseph shook his head at her. “Where are my manners now? I haven’t introduced myself.” He grinned broadly and held out his hand, “I’m Joe Wilson. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Freya Keele. Glad to have met you too,” she said, taking his hand and smiling a bit at the silliness of  it, having come so far with him in the cart.

“And now we have done with the formalities, it is time to break our fast,” he said, and began to pull plates from a cupboard. “We’ll have ourselves a bite to eat, and then see about this van of yours.”

His mention of breakfast took Freya by surprise, and she suddenly realised how hungry she was. She felt close to tears again at his unexpected kindness.

“Thank you, but I mustn’t put you to so much trouble.”

“Ah, it’s no trouble at all. I’m hungry myself, and you must be starved after a night out in the field. We’ll both be better for some breakfast and then we can decide what to do next.”

“Thanks Joe, I can’t tell you how glad I am to have met you today.”

“It’s a pleasure to have you here. A proper treat for me to have company at breakfast. I am sure we will find your van. You most likely missed the road in the dark and went round in circles. Women don’t have the sense of direction men do, my dear.”

Freya’s curiosity pushed aside tears and questions for the moment. His casual sexism took her by surprise. It was an outrageous thing to say and she could only think he was trying to make her laugh, although she would swear he was serious. She smiled a little, accordingly, feeling confused. Still, aside from this lapse in manners, he was friendly and she needed a friend right now.

She watched as he pulled out a half loaf of bread from an old-fashioned larder. He also collected a small round of cheese, an earthenware jug full of milk, and a cube of butter wrapped carefully in waxed paper.

Like Jeremy’s kitchen, the room was sparse and quaint looking. The sink was a deep ceramic square trough with a thin-looking single tap connected to a pipe, roughly patched into the wall behind. There were no tiles. There did not appear to be a fridge; the food apparently kept in the larder. Perhaps the fridge was behind one of the low-level cupboard doors, and Joe was some kind of food snob who kept cheese in the larder to improve its flavour or something daft. On the other hand, maybe he was simply an old man who was disdainful of modern appliances. She shook her head slightly to clear it.

Freya had never eaten bread and cheese for breakfast, unless in the form of cold pizza, but had to admit that it was completely delicious. The glass of milk he offered her was not as cold as she might expect, but was very fresh and surprisingly creamy.

“Wow,” she said looking up, a faint milk moustache coating her lip. “Is this full fat? I’ve had semi-skimmed so long now I forgot how nice real milk is.”

“Aye lass. I milked Goldie this morning for it.”

“A cow called Goldie? Is that short for Goldilocks?” Freya snickered a bit. “Do you keep a lot of cows here?”

“I keep a couple of cows. I supply milk to a few folk here who trade goods or services with me. The market comes on Saturdays for the rest. I also do a bit of cheese and butter, but that’s for meself.”

Freya sat back with a happy sigh having finished her impromptu breakfast. She felt her spirits rise and welcomed the return of her sunny nature.

Joe looked up with a grin, “That’s more like it. You put me in mind of Marie when you smile like that.”

“Who’s Marie?” Freya asked.

Joe pointed out a photograph on the wall. “That’s my Marie there,” he said with pride. “Real stunner she was. That’s us on our wedding day. Think I was a bit of a looker an’ all in my day.” 

Freya studied the picture. “She’s beautiful.”

“That she was. When she passed on I had some bad times for a while. Had to pawn a good many things before her family came through for us. Still, that’s life. No point in regrets, have to live for the day.”

“When I lost Nathan, my older brother, for a while it was as much as I could do to get out of bed in the morning. Now I try to grab every moment.” She took a breath. It was still hard to talk of Nathan, but she made the effort now and then, in the hope that one day she would be able to remember him more naturally to other people.

Freya looked at the photograph again. “I think you look like movie stars. She must have been very special.”

“Movie stars eh? Well, I like that. Was Nathan blond like you? I bet he was a handsome lad.”

“He was dark, but his eyes were a beautiful blue. Everyone thought he had contacts, but he didn’t. He was cheeky too, and he had a shocking temper on him.”

She paused and Joe seemed to sense her difficulty because he suddenly said, “Now, I’ve one or two jobs to see to, and then we can have a look for that van of yours.”

“Thanks for being so nice to me, and for breakfast and everything, but I think it’s been stolen. At least I have my wallet.” She looked down and smiled ruefully. “If I’d had half a brain I wouldn’t have left the mobile behind. Are there any buses into town, or can I use your telephone to call a cab?”

Joe shook his head and said, “No buses round here, and I’m afraid I don’t have a telephone. I know the folk around here though, and I cannot imagine any that would go thieving.”

Joe ran a hand absently over his jaw and then said, “Mr Sanders is having a telephone put in today. The men from London are coming to sort it out before noon. Tell you what, we will have ourselves another lookee round for your van. If there is still no sign of it, we can ask Mr Sanders if we can use his new telephone. Bet he’ll be pleased to show it off. I know I would be.”

Freya couldn’t help the smile that came to her face at this artless speech. That Joe believed Jeremy would be pleased to show off a new phone struck her at once as ridiculous and sweet. He was a throw back to a generation long past.

Joe grinned and nodded, feeling pleased. “First though, I must see to my errands. I reckon you will be better for a clean up too. Can’t go visiting while covered in half the field. It’s not seemly.”

Freya put one hand automatically to her tangled hair, and pulled away some grass seeds. If anyone else had told her so bluntly she needed to clean herself up she might have been sorely tempted to give them an earful, but she could not deny that she must look a mess, and Joe was so kind, so obviously of another generation, she found it easier to excuse him.

Freya was grateful she had happened on someone so apparently caring; no matter that Joe was a little strange, there was no doubt he had her best interests at heart. Freya prided herself on being a good judge of character and she trusted her intuitive sense of Joe’s good nature implicitly.

She followed him up the stairs and into a small irregular room with a low ceiling, whitewashed walls and bare floorboards. It was very sparse, had a single bed made up with military neatness and a chest of drawers under a tiny window.

There was also a tarnished and age spotted mirror on the wall. In this, Freya caught sight of her dirty tearstained face and tangled hair that appeared to have most of the field caught up in it.

She quickly glanced away. The window was a quaint latticework of small panes with uneven lead holding them together, but the village outside held all her attention. She could not think of it as a town.

There was a group of small children chasing after some chickens, calling to each other and singing. They were different heights and, presumably, ages, but all were thin in the extreme and wore ill-fitting clothes. Some were barefoot, while others wore little black boots. The boys looked like miniature replicas of Joe, complete with cloth caps, and some of the girls had white pinafores over their dresses.

There were a couple of older women standing chatting by the pump, and with their long skirts and peasant style high neck blouses they looked like they could be straight out of a period drama. She felt that if she had gone back in time a hundred years or so she might have seen something similar.

Then she considered her own ankle length grey skirt that formed half of what had once been a smart suit, and Joe’s shirt and trousers were nothing out of the ordinary.

She was so absorbed, she hardly noticed Joe until he placed a large jug of water on the chest of drawers along with a bowl and a small cake of soap. He rummaged around in one of the drawers, muttering slightly, and then triumphantly held up a comb.

He indicated a small towel on the bed and said, “It’s a bit old and frayed round the edges,” then with a lightening grin, “A bit like me. I’ll be out back feeding the chickens. Come down when you’re done, and we’ll put Carter back in his harness.”

Without waiting for a reply, he ambled back down the stairs. Freya paused for a moment, taking in the small room with its sense of peace and silence. Then gratefully made use of the things he had provided. The cold water was lovely on her face and hands, and it was good to get the tangles out of her hair. She straightened her skirt as best she could and went back downstairs.

Joe gave her a beaming grin, “Eh lass, you look much more the thing now.” He then launched into a story of one of his chickens that had escaped the coop and ended up on his bedpost. He had awoken to the sound of clucking, and thought for a moment he was still dreaming. “Thing was a bugger to catch, too,” he mused.

Joe relished having Freya around, and seemed to get a kick out of educating her in the care of chickens, veggies and the herd of cows he kept. “Things a young lass like you ought to know about,” he said. Then with a somewhat sly look, “Mr Sanders is looking to do some bits like this so it can’t hurt for you to have some knowledge of these things.”

Freya wondered at his comment, but decided not to question it. She sighed and bit the edge of one finger. Although she was enjoying Joe’s company, she wanted to go home. The thought of the work involved in reporting the loss of her van, calling her insurance company, sourcing another work vehicle, plus all the other chores she had left to do was depressing.

Joe seemed to judge her mood. He quickly finished what he was doing, and started getting Carter speedily attached to the cart. While he was busy with the horse, a stout man wandered up. Dressed in shirt, grey trousers and waistcoat, he greeted Joe as if they were old friends. He doffed his cap somewhat absurdly at her when Joe made the introductions, and Freya gave him a shy smile. The two men chatted about farming for a while and Freya quickly lost interest.

She viewed the little town; watched as a man in a three-piece suit brought out a funny looking black box and rested it carefully on the top of someone’s garden wall. The man bent over the box, fiddling with something just out of sight.

A stiff looking man herded together a group of children, and cuffed one or two about the head until they formed some order.

The other man appeared to be engrossed in his contraption. He swung it around towards her, and she could see that it looked like an old-fashioned camera.

He was holding it in front of his waist as he bent over slightly, indicating that the viewfinder was on the top of the thing somewhere. It had a broad opening in the front revealing polished wood and brass, and some kind of maroon bellows arrangement, which Freya presumed controlled the distance between the magnifying lenses. She had never seen anything like it.

She watched in bemused silence as an odd-looking man came out from a nearby building. He attached a collar round his neck, which appeared to have been cut from a sheet of paper, before standing with the group of kids. That was it! He put her in mind of Abraham Lincoln, it was the beard and hat and everything.

It was a completely bizarre sight and she turned to Joe, intending to ask him about it, but Joe’s friend took his leave then, distracting her, and the moment was gone. Joe held out his hand, clearly waiting to help her up into the cart.

They spent the next two hours driving round all the roads Joe could think of where Freya might have left the van. Joe was sure that Freya had simply forgotten where she had left it, but after going down dozens of country lanes and larger dirt roads, with no sight or sound of the Motorway, Freya was more bewildered than ever.

The countryside was still and quiet. The M4 was either completely empty or simply not there. Perhaps the road was closed. That must be it, Freya reasoned, there must have been an accident and they had shut the road. She shivered a bit, and wondered how bad it would have to be for the road to close for so long, but it was a six-lane motorway. She still should have found it.

For one sickening moment, her thoughts turned to Nathan. She quickly banished the memories. It would do her no good to rake up the past in that way. Instead, she racked her brains over how she could have lost not only her van, but also all sense of direction and memory of where she had turned off.

Whenever she remembered the journey here, it was always with only one or two turns from the M4. She began to wonder if she had imagined being able to see the roofs of the cars from the field.

Joe was tactful about it and did not question her too closely. He seemed to presume that because she was a woman it was to be expected. His attitude might have annoyed her at any other time, but right now she felt too bemused to object.

Joe ran his fingers gently over the side of his jaw, “Well, I can’t think of any other roads around here to try. Looks like maybe someone did make off with it.”

“Yeah,” Freya mumbled, still lost in thought. They had stopped in the road where Freya was convinced she had left the van. She recognized the large oak tree on one side, and the field and Farmhouse on the other. She glanced accusingly at the house, and wished she had never seen the stupid place. Then she would not have been tempted to leave the stupid van to go and ask for stupid water.

“I think I’ll walk over to see Jeremy. He might have an A-Z I can look at. I can’t believe the road isn’t around here somewhere.”

“It’ll take a good half hour to drive round that way. I can take you, but we will have to come back later on for it. I forgot I’m supposed to meet Jean today.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I can just walk through the field again.”

“No, no, lass. I can’t have you paying calls on Mr Sanders on your own.”

“Why not?”

“Why not? It’s not seemly, Miss. That’s why not.”

“Come on, Joe, you’re not serious are you?”

“Certainly, I’m serious. You don’t want him to get the wrong idea about you, now. You just let me take you round there later.”

“Don’t worry, Joe. It will be fine, I promise. Jeremy won’t get the wrong idea about me. I will be extra polite. Anyway, he already said I was welcome to drop by whenever, so I’m sure he won’t mind letting me use the phone.”

Joe hesitated, but it was clear Freya was not going to be dissuaded. He was probably old fashioned in his thinking anyway. Young people often went their own way these days and no harm in it, but he still felt he ought to protest a little more.

A short while later Freya surveyed the empty road and field in silence. It was a relief to allow her thoughts their chaos. It had taken a surprising amount of time to convince Joe to leave her to walk through the field, and he had agreed only on the understanding that she come back to find him if she was still unable to get home.

She did not know why he was reluctant for her to visit Jeremy on her own. After all, Joe did not know about that scorching kiss. Unless Jeremy was well known for his flirtatious ways. Hmm, something to think about.

She was gazing unseeing at the dusty road when something else completely inexplicable occurred to her. The road was mostly flat dried mud. Very ordinary, until she considered that there had been tractor marks baked in deep enough for her to stumble over the previous evening.

There were still impressions baked into the mud, but they were of horses’ hooves. It must be a different road. There was just no other explanation. She had been so sure. Perhaps she had come back through the wrong field, and just the other side of the house would be another field with her van, and the road, and everything else waiting for her. Feeling utterly relieved by this obvious explanation, Freya began to push through the long grass once more.

As she got closer to the farmhouse, her gaze wandered over the impossible beauty of the surrounding countryside. It was a picture in delicate watercolours.

The fields baked gold and lilac under a sky that ranged from white-hot to an intense blue. The woods were luminous in the sunlight, and flickered with a multitude of emeralds that light and shadow produced. It was enticing, the dappled shade beckoning, making her long to sling a hammock underneath and while away the afternoon staring through the canopy at the clouds above.

Lost in daydreams, Freya crossed the meadow and entered the tree line. She picked the shortest path through, close to where she had walked the previous day, and it was some minutes before she noticed the irregular shaped heat haze, mostly hidden in the dappled shade.

It caught at her attention only because she happened to look directly at it. It obviously had nothing to do with heat rising off the ground, as this would be invisible in the wood, unless there was a vent of some kind in the ground. Furthermore, it looked oblong shaped and was difficult to see if you were not looking directly at it.

She scanned the ground as she walked up to it, but there was nothing visible to cause the ripples in the air. Up close, the ripples formed roughly the same dimensions as a doorway, although it was higher on one side, making a somewhat lopsided frame. She puzzled over it, walking around it as she did so.

From the side it was almost impossible to see. Knife-edge thinness made the thing similar to a large sheet of glass standing upright in the wood.

For the moment, she forgot her problems as curiosity took over. She had the uncanny feeling that she was Alice, and here was the looking glass. She touched one finger to the haze and was surprised to find it cool and not warm. She waved a hand through and then stepped into it. Her vision distorted for a moment, and a slight breeze seemed to push against her and skim away over the field. The sensation made her feel light-headed and she stepped hurriedly forwards, glancing up and out of the wood.

The flashing of car roofs going by on the other side of the field caught her immediate attention. Freya inhaled sharply, and stood in shocked silence viewing the road. She could hear the traffic. What was going on? Unbelievable. She had been searching for that wretched road for so long, and now she could both see and hear it.

There must have been an accident and the road had now re-opened. Freya felt her temper rise, everything else temporarily forgotten. Right. Great. Now she would find the road. She could see it, she could hear it, and she would now find it. She stalked angrily back through the field. When she finally reached the dirt road, she got another shock.

Her van sat parked exactly as she had left it. She stared for a moment in stunned bewilderment, walked slowly forwards, feeling tears of gratitude and disbelief welling up. She stroked her fingers wonderingly over the dusty door; taking in the familiar smell of hot metal and diesel. The sound of the motorway was louder here, and she stood listening to the traffic for some minutes, while looking blankly at the deep tyre marks in the road.

This could not possibly be the same road she had persuaded Joe to leave her on, yet how could it be otherwise. She had walked across the field, turned around, and walked back.

She had accepted that someone had stolen her van, yet here it was exactly where she had left it. Furthermore, the tyre tracks baked into the mud gave indisputable evidence that this was a different road from where she had left Joe.

All this could only mean that her van had been here all along, yet how could she have missed this road. The problem went round endlessly in her mind, until she wondered if she had fallen asleep and imagined the whole thing.

She leaned back against the hot metal of the van and frowned at the distant farmhouse. Her fingers brushed the pocket in her skirt and found keys. She climbed into the cab and located her mobile where she had left it, tucked into the side of the door. She glanced at the tiny screen. No signal. Well, no point in delaying things. She had her van back and needed to go home.

She felt a pang of regret that she had not said goodbye properly to Joe. She had thought to pass on her farewells through Jeremy, but, in the end, she had not seen him.

Freya backed the van up the narrow lane until she could turn and head for the M4. Her mind continued to play over all that had happened.

Finally, she decided that she would go back and see Joe another time. She wanted to thank him properly for his help and friendship. In truth, she just wanted to see him again. It was the first time she had been able to speak freely about Nathan with someone other than Janet, and it felt like another step forward away from grief. She wanted to see Jeremy again too, but for entirely different reasons.






 

Chapter 2

 

It was just over a week later before Freya gave much thought to Joe, or Jeremy and her night in the field. The whole thing seemed unreal, as if she had simply dreamed it, and her business was always busy in the summer months, leaving little time for introspection.

At the end of a long week, she curled up in an armchair in her small basement apartment to go through her monthly accounts. As always when she tried to do the figures, her mind kept skittering away from the work making it take far longer than it should. She thought a little longingly of Jeremy’s offer to look at her accounts.

Just then, her mobile interrupted her thoughts and she answered without checking the caller identity.

“Freya? It’s Martin. I’ve been trying to get you for days.”

“Oh. Hi, Martin, yeah sorry about that, it’s been a real week and a half. So, what’s up? Is Mrs Johnson okay with her order, are you helping her do the church? I didn’t miss anything out did I?” Freya was aware she was rambling, but she was still kicking herself for answering without checking the caller.

“Yeah, I mean, no, I mean it’s all fine. At least, mum hasn’t said anything’s missing so I’m sure it’s great.”

“Good. I’ve been so busy this week I haven’t had time to think. So what can I do for you?” Freya felt Martin’s pause and mentally cringed at her speech. She was doing her best to keep him at arms length, yet still be friendly and professional. Why was it so difficult to put across she was not interested without causing offence.

“C’mon, Freya, give me a break. We’re friends aren’t we? Friends call up for a chat now and then.”

His voice grated on her nerves, a stark contrast to Jeremy’s tones, and she gritted her teeth at his words. How could she say she did not want to be his friend without being rude?

“Of course, Martin, I didn’t mean to offend. I’ve been busy thinking in business terms all week. It can be hard to switch off. So. How are you doing?”

“I’m great, yeah.” He then spent the next fifteen minutes giving her a blow-by-blow account of his week. Finally, he said, “I got some tickets to see the Wasps play Saturday, d’you fancy coming along with me?”

No. Not a snowball’s chance in hell.

“Uh,” she paused and tried to force some regret into her voice, “I’m sorry, Martin, I’m a little busy this weekend. I’ve neglected these figures far too long and I really need to spend some time on them.” Freya cringed at her excuse despite the fact it was true.

“No, how can you turn down an offer like that? Best offer you’ll get for ages.”

“It’s really nice of you to ask me, but if I put off my accounts any longer they’ll take on a life of their own.” An image of her accounts growing sharp teeth appeared unwanted in her mind. Why were calls to Martin such hard work? She squashed the thought of her paperwork chewing the table leg and tried to concentrate.

“How about that?”

Martin was talking again and Freya paused, wondering if she’d missed anything important.

“Freya?”

“Uh…”

“What do you think?” Martin sounded impatient.

“Um, yeah, great,” she temporised, hoping she was not agreeing to anything she would regret.

“Great, see you.”

“Okay, bye,” Freya said. Well, that seemed to work out okay. Perhaps she was reading too much into Martin’s interest in her.

 

Late on Saturday afternoon the accounts finally drove Freya mad. She added up the same column of figures three times with three different results before lobbing her pencil across the room. She glared at the ceiling and then stomped off to the kitchen in search of something nice. The doorbell interrupted her and she swung back to the hall.

Opening the door, she offered a tired smile to her friend.

“Freya, you look shocking. It can’t be accounting time so soon can it?”

Janet was a welcome sight, a bundle of energy with a mop of curly brown hair. But, more importantly, her presence gave Freya the perfect excuse to take a break from the accounts.

“Hi, come in. I’m just making coffee, you want some?”

“You see, that’s why you’re my best friend,” Janet said, and then peeled back the lid of the tub she had brought to reveal a huge cake. “And this is why I’m yours.”

“Wow, cake, terrific. Is that chocolate?”

“Yep, and it looks like I got here just in time,” said Janet, surveying the mess on the coffee table.

Freya pulled a face, “I hate accounting.”

“No. You’re kidding, right?”

Freya laughed and picked up the pencil she had lobbed, tucking it behind her ear as she went to the kitchen.

“Maybe getting rid of the accountant wasn’t such a hot idea,” Janet said, with a grin.

“Too much cash, or should I say, not enough cash flow?”

“Are things that tight then?” Janet grabbed some plates.

“Nah, not really. The business can afford it. It’s just nice to have the extra.”

The girls wandered back to the lounge. Freya cleared the accounts from the table with one swipe of her foot, and they settled down to chat.

“Anyway, speaking of accountants…” Freya licked cake from her fingers.

Janet looked up, blowing gently on her drink. She met her friend’s mischievous grin with raised eyebrows and a smile.

“I had an offer from a rather delicious example of the genre to take care of my tax returns last weekend.”

“Now there’s an offer you shouldn’t refuse. How delicious are we talking here?”

“Flambéed Nutella pancake.”

“Wow, serious stuff.”

“Yeah, I’m getting flustered just thinking about him.”

Janet’s peel of laughter rang out, “You bad girl. So, give me the rest. You’re not gonna leave it there are you?”

“Hmm,” Freya said, and paused to pick cake crumbs delicately from her plate with the tip of her tongue.

“C’mon, I’m your best friend. It’s your duty to keep me informed.”

Freya grinned and gave in. “It was actually a bizarre experience, and I’m still not sure that I didn’t just dream the whole thing.”

“Knowing you, I wouldn’t be surprised. So? Are you going to see him again, what’s his name, where does he live, when did you meet him? Gimme the goss.”

“Okay, okay. Give me a minute here will ya.” Freya took a swig of coffee. “Well, his name is Jeremy Sanders and he’s an accountant. He’s just moved house and I met him on my way back home last Thursday week.”

“Ooh, Jeremy Sanders.” Janet cocked her head to one side and began singing: “Freya and Jeremy sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

“Shut uuup. How old are you anyway?”

Janet laughed. “A good looking accountant, boy are you in trouble now.”

“I’m not that bad. I can afford an accountant if I want one, and I’ve managed perfectly well these last six months, I’ll have you know.”

“Uh huh.” Janet glanced at the mess of paperwork on the floor.

Freya rolled her eyes and reluctantly grinned.

“So. Are you going to see him again?”

“I’d like to.” She paused, thinking back on dark eyes and a solid frame. “Actually, I think I’d find an excuse to see him again even if he wasn’t a good looking accountant. It was,” she hesitated again. “He had a really nice way about him. I mean— he was polite, but not stuck up or anything. Then at the same time he was, I don’t know.” She stopped, lost for words. “Don’t laugh okay. He just seemed a bit dangerous.”

“Whoa, girl, serious stuff.”

Freya snorted with sudden laughter, “I think I just got off on the whole scary thing. I don’t know. Maybe I could just be passing and drop in. What do you think?”

“You’re gonna just be passing by— where was it anyway?”

“Off Junction thirteen, M4. I’ve been checking out a new supplier in Hungerford.”

“Well, I think you should go for it. I know you’re not the world’s best flirt, but a man can’t chase you if you’re not around.”

“Hah. Tell that to Martin.”

“You should tell him you’re not interested.”

“Yeah. Well, I think he might be getting the message. I told him I was too busy to see him this weekend and he seemed okay about it.”

“I think you should make it clear to him.”

“I know, I know. I just… it’s complicated.”

“Freya!” Janet rolled her eyes in exasperation, “What’s so complicated about telling him you’re not interested?”

Freya shook her head, “His mother’s really nice, besides being one of my best clients. I don’t want to go upsetting her boy.”

“She should think twice about her boy upsetting you, or she might find she needs to get a new florist.”

“It probably wouldn’t come to that anyway. I just don’t want to make waves if I can avoid it.”

 

Sunday morning dawned hot and overcast. The humidity was high and Freya woke early. Grateful to leave her hot, rumpled bed, she stumbled into her kitchen to set coffee going and rub the sleep from her eyes.

The tiles were deliciously cool on her bare feet and a bird was singing a repetitive bar outside the window to the accompaniment of a car sweeping past. The rooms in her flat were only a step from each other, and she grimaced at the mess on the floor of the lounge.

She had blown off the paperwork the previous evening in favour of going out for a meal with Janet. The pair of them had laughed themselves into stitches over all kinds of rubbish, and whilst Freya did not worry overmuch about the time spent, the accounts now most definitely needed attending to.

Her mind recoiled at the thought of a morning spent poring over figures, and she decided it was time to do something about it. “I’m gonna visit someone who’s gonna sort you out once and for all.” She snickered, and wondered if the person she had in mind to sort them out would also do the same for her.

Thinking absently of the women she had seen in Joe’s village, she trawled through her wardrobe. Long peasant style skirts were kind to her skinny frame. The swathes of fabric gave her curves a little help and the length gave her a few inches. She teamed the skirt with a white gypsy style blouse that made the most of what little she had, while keeping her fair skin well covered.

Debating the rival merits of tennis shoes over her favourite open toe sandals, she opted for the sandals in spite of the field she would have to cross. If she was going to see Jeremy again, she wanted all the extra height and confidence she could get.

She grabbed a plain fabric bag with a long strap to pack her accounts, diary and cardigan in. A quick drag of the brush through her hair and she was out the door.

It was still early when Freya found the M4. The breeze through the windows was lovely, and the sun was not yet high enough to make the humidity oppressive.

She found where she had turned off the road the week before, and coasted to a stop over the rutted track. Springing out she double-checked she had her mobile with her, tucked it into the deep inline pocket of her skirt where its comforting weight nudged her thigh and set off through the field.

Freya felt happy at the thought of seeing Jeremy again. A warm feeling, as if she were going home, which she tried not to think about too closely.

Instead, she rehearsed her speech about dropping in unexpectedly. She would sound him out first with a line or two about passing by that way. Then, if he was agreeable, she might mention the accounts she happened to have with her. Maybe.

She was a little embarrassed to have taken him up so literally on what was probably a throw away comment, but something had to be done. Anyway, since he did accounting for a living, it would probably take him a fraction of the time that it was taking her to go through the dratted things.

If she were better at maths, she wouldn’t have to go to these lengths. She shook her head slightly. She ought to be able to do the sums. It was not as if she didn’t get the practise. Never mind, she had done a good enough job over the last six months to hide how much she wanted his help.

Besides, she thought with a nervous laugh, if Jeremy had not wanted to see her, he shouldn’t have said she was welcome to come back, and he definitely shouldn’t have kissed her if he wasn’t interested.

Her long skirt and heels made the field hard work, but this time she did not mind. Deep in thought, Freya barely noticed the house until she was practically in front of it. Her gaze ran over the familiar grey stone, encountering boarded up windows and an air of desolation. She stopped short, staring blankly, uncomprehending at first, and then wandering closer to survey the building. It was cold and uninviting. Other than the obvious, it looked wrong somehow and it took her a while to figure out why.

The boarding was old and weathered; dark and buckled with damp as though it had been in place for years. The pieces of uncovered glass remaining in the door were dusty and some panes were missing, revealing darkness inside. The place radiated emptiness, as if it had been that way for years rather than just over a week.

Shock began to creep in, a horrible cold sensation. How could Jeremy have gone so fast? Something must have happened. He had said he’d only just moved in. The thought crossed her mind that only a death could have caused such rapid change.

She felt the colour drain from her face and abruptly halted her thoughts. No. Not necessarily. He might be absent for any number of reasons. Besides, it should not matter to her. She had only met him once and that was for a few scant hours over a week ago.

Unwanted memories began to surface. Of feeling like a nuisance, invisible, an unwanted addition to her parents’ home, and then, after her brother’s death, the bleak empty days that followed in endless repetition until she had finally broken free and moved out.

Her parents had helped set up her business and were obviously trying to make an effort with her now, but Freya was no longer sure how much she wanted to relate to them. Eleven years living in her brother’s shadow, a further six after his death, and they had finally recognised that she existed. It was nowhere near enough. She was not sure if things could ever be completely right between them. She straightened her shoulders. She would not dwell on the past. She would not.

She studied the house again. The paint around the windows was peeling and the grass in the yard was long and choked with weeds. How could that lot have grown up in a week? It had not even rained.

She had an uncanny ‘through the looking glass’ feeling and wondered if she had taken a wrong turning. Maybe she had simply dreamed the whole thing, a subconscious escape from her humdrum existence.

Freya turned slowly, her mind curiously blank as she scanned the field with its flashing car roofs at the far end. Quite by accident, her gaze came to rest on the woods again, and she remembered the strange heat haze she had discovered there.

She walked absently into the wood and found it again. It was rippling gently, inexplicably, under a sprawling tree a short distant into the wood, barely three hundred metres from the farmhouse.

The dappled light under the canopy made it almost invisible. She looked at the low boundary fence just outside. It was broken and mostly lying on the ground and a weird possibility crept into her mind to arrest her thoughts. She looked up again, and stared at the strange shifting of air.

Common sense told her that her imagination was getting away from her again and that she watched too much TV, but it didn’t make any difference. The idea was an irritating taunt that refused to be silent. After all the weird things that had happened to her around here, didn’t she owe it to herself to at least test her little theory?

She walked up to the rippling air and stepped boldly through. A cool breeze rushed away from her, there was a strange alteration in her vision as if things had gone out of focus slightly and then everything snapped back into place.

She was prepared this time for the weird feelings it caused, and stood still for a moment to realign her balance. Next, she carefully circled the rippling area noting the absence of traffic on the road and the suddenly upright boundary fence.

There were no windows on this side of the house. She inhaled, tiptoed alongside and peeked around the corner. It took a few moments for Freya to realize she was holding her breath. The house was as she remembered it, shiny new paint around the windows and clean leaded glass with no boarding in sight. The depth of her feelings took her by surprise. The rush of hope she felt, of happiness, seemed out of proportion.

She wandered back through the shifting air, noted the car roofs flashing by on the road, and then turning round went through once more, and back again, until she finally let go of her common sense and accepted she was not dreaming or losing her mind. She sat on the grass in front of the house in its boarded up state, and let her mind wander over her visit of the week before.

All the small strange incidences she had shrugged off previously began to look very different. The clothes, the way no one seemed to have a car or mobile, the absence of the M4, the old-fashioned kitchens; Jeremy’s offer to put Shorter in the harness for her. The way Joe asked if she had tied the horse up properly, his casual sexism and reluctance to let her visit Jeremy on her own, and finally, the complete absence of tractor ruts in the road.

She had not lost her van or her way. She’d stumbled on a doorway into the past.

Having admitted to herself what was going on, she allowed the rush of exhilaration to consume her. Jeremy was okay. She had not lost him. Her potential accountant, she corrected herself. Then quickly shook free of the rush of emotional truths before they could discomfort her. She didn’t believe in love at first sight anyway. It was a daft idea peddled by filmmakers. Lust maybe, but not love.

She would work under the assumption that she was going back in time and would do her best to fit in so no one would think she was crazy. She would also try to find out what date she was going back to so she could research it a bit. It would not do to be talking of something that had not yet happened.

She stood up, trying to tamp down her excitement. Were her clothes okay? She hoped so because she was going to see Jeremy and maybe flirt a bit. If he mentioned it, she might let him look at her accounting. With all this in mind she stepped once more through the time doorway, as she now thought of it, and walked round the house to the kitchen.

The door was propped open and Jeremy was sitting at the table, a mug in one hand. Freya knocked on the frame and watched his dark eyes smile a welcome.

“Hi,” she said, feeling a rush of emotion at the sight of him alive and well.

Jeremy glanced up at her soft knock on the frame and smiled automatically in welcome. Then he really looked at her and genuine warmth widened his smile. She was radiating happiness. Looking at him as if he were a long lost friend. He stood up, leaving the mug on the table, and crossed the room to her side.

“Freya. How do you do? It’s good to see you again. Please come in.”

Jeremy had not expected to see her again despite the fact he had told her she was welcome to return. He blinked as she reached up, placed one hand on his shoulder and ran it half way down his arm, almost as if checking he was real.

Her touch went through him like a premonition and his eyes widened. She caught his look, seemed to realize what she was doing, and stepped back, blue eyes uncertain.

Jeremy viewed her in silence for the second it took him to make up his mind. She looked like she wanted to bolt out the door again and he wasn’t having that.

He was sure she hadn’t intended to touch him. It had been an involuntary movement, which gave him pause for thought. As a rule, he did not date girls as shy as Freya appeared to be, but he accepted he would probably have to get used to it if he was to have any fun in this era. Freya had made her move, had come back to him, now how to lure her further without tipping his hand and frightening her off.

“Would you like some coffee?” he asked, “I am afraid I don’t have any tea in the house.”

She gave him a sunny smile, “Coffee sounds great, thanks.”

Watching her glance about, Jeremy had a subtle impression she had come to see him for a specific reason. He wondered idly if that impression was true and if so, what the reason might be.

He pulled out a chair. “Have a seat, Freya. I trust you made it home without incident last week?”

Freya glanced up and revised her impressions of him. He was older by a good few years she guessed, and shockingly good looking. She wanted to tell him how happy she was to see him again, and to ask if it was okay that she had just turned up, but the very fact that he was from a different time stopped any inane chatter she might have made and had her thinking carefully about what she should say to him. One thing was certain: she was not going to tell him she had slept in the field.

“Yes, thanks. I hope it’s okay to call in like this. I didn’t have anything on for today and wanted to thank you again for your help.”

“You are welcome. I am happy to be of assistance to you.” He spooned coffee grounds into two mugs and then turned to face her, leaning back against the stove. “Did you speak with Martin in the end? I must confess I’m curious to know how you handled him.” He grinned suddenly and it made him look more approachable.

“Oh. Martin.” She grimaced slightly. How had he remembered Martin’s name? It had been over a week ago. On the other hand, perhaps in this era it had only been yesterday that she had last been here. She hoped not. “I think it went okay. I mean, we spoke on the phone and he asked me to go see Watford play. I said I had too much work on and that was it.”

Jeremy watched her for a moment, a slight smile curving his mouth, “He was easily dissuaded then.”

“Well, he went on about something else, but I didn’t really hear it, and then we said bye. So I guess it’s okay.”

Jeremy glanced down at his feet, trying not to smile; his face was serious when he looked up at her, “Why did you not hear what else it was that he said?”

Freya hesitated, working through his formal way of speaking, “Um, well, I was, uh, distracted, and then he was okay and we said bye before I could ask him again.”

The kettle began to whistle and Jeremy took it off the heat, filling two cups.

“I see,” he said, his tone bland. “Would you like milk in your coffee? Sugar?”

“Milk, please.”

Jeremy placed Freya’s drink on the table and took the seat opposite her. She wrapped both hands around the mug and inhaled, grateful the kettle had prevented further questions over what had distracted her. She had a feeling he wouldn’t have left it there, and was not about to admit to missing part of the conversation through daydreaming.

She had just opened her mouth to enquire how his accounting was going when he leaned back in his chair and asked pleasantly, “What was it that distracted you?”

“Uh, someone was at the door?” She pictured Janet’s visit of the next day, only realising after the words were out that she had phrased it like a question.

He laughed quietly and shook his head. “You will have to forgive my bad manners in pressing you, but the last time we discussed this I had the distinct impression that Martin was proving difficult. ‘Stalker’ was the word I believe you chose. It does, therefore, seem somewhat surprising that you are not suspicious of his sudden amiability, but perhaps I misunderstood the situation.” He took a sip of coffee and looked up with a slight smile.

Freya blinked, taken aback by his direct approach. In less than thirty seconds, he had sliced cleanly through her dialogue to expose the finer detail she had been trying to fudge. “Um…I guess, I think…” She stumbled for words and then the humour of the situation had her snickering, “Wow. Don’t take any prisoners will you. Did I really call him a stalker?”

“That was certainly the impression I received, but my brother, Brett, will tell you that I am an amateur when it comes to perception, and I have to believe him as I have never beaten him on poker night.”

Appreciative of the distraction she said, “My God, if your brother thinks that, I don’t want to meet him any time soon.” She gave him a grin, “I’ve never played poker, is it hard to learn?”

“The rules are simple enough. It takes certain swiftness in mental arithmetic and Brett’s mind reading abilities are undoubtedly a bonus, but enough about my brother. We were talking of Martin. Has he been giving you trouble, Freya? I wish you will tell me.”

“Martin is a right royal pain, but he’s such a geek it’s hard to think of him as a bona fide stalker.” She smiled, but shifted in her chair; caught his flash of amused calculation.

“I’m sorry if I am making you uncomfortable.” Another pause, “What I mean to say is: if you need assistance dealing with Martin, you have only to ask. I am happy to be of service.”

“Um, thanks, um, that’s really nice of you, but I’m sure it will be okay.” Thinking it was a weird thing for him to say, Freya involuntarily pictured the two men facing off with handbags at dawn. She squashed the image before she could laugh. She really should make an effort to find out how far back in time she had come. “So. Um. How’s the accounting going?”

Jeremy sighed a little and took a sip of his coffee.

“It’s going well, thank you. I did have a slight difference of opinion with a London customer over a tax issue, but otherwise it has been uneventful.”

Freya grinned suddenly, “What kind of difference of opinion are we talking about here?” she leaned forwards putting both hands on the table.

Brightening, he said: “Are you offering your assistance?”

“Maybe.”

His smile widened. “We had a misunderstanding about the type of bookkeeping I do for companies. A small point regarding income tax.”

“Oh.” She paused, head on one side, “What happened?”

“We had a little chat about tax and the law and then he went on his way.”

“Rubbish.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“What did you do to him? I bet you dangled him off a bridge by his ankles until he promised to mend his ways.”

“Not that it wouldn’t have been entertaining, but sadly nothing so interesting happened. Matt, a friend of mine, tells me I have an unfortunate turn of phrase at times. It can make people uncomfortable, but I find they are often glad to comply with my wishes.”

Freya glanced away, unable to hold back her grin, “Remind me not to get on the wrong side of you. I had a teacher at school that could do that. In fact, he could stop us getting up to no good simply by quietly drinking tea in the staff room. We were all terrified of him.”

“I can well imagine, but I would not be at all surprised to find he was driven to being the terrifying soul he was.”

“Well, certainly not by me. I was good as gold.”

“Of course you were.” His voice was warm with laughter.

“So. Um,” Freya hesitated and then bit her lip a little, “You like the bookkeeping then? I guess you have to be pretty sharp at maths for that kind of stuff. I bet you were top of the class in school and made all the other kids look bad.”

Jeremy considered her. What was she after now? Comprehension came with a smile. “Ah, the dreaded tax returns, and I thought you wanted to see me for the pleasure of my company. Let’s see those figures then.”

Freya felt her eyes widen. How the hell did he get that so fast? She had prided herself on finding a subtle way of getting around to talking of the accounts but, apparently, it was not that subtle.

“I did. I mean I do and anyway, I don’t have any tax returns at the moment,” she stammered, suddenly unsure.

He inclined his head towards her bag where it lay on the table with the top edge of the paperwork just showing. “Prove it,” he said, and sent her a fast grin.

“Nuh uh. That’s just other stuff.”

“What other stuff might that be?”

“Stuff about, uh…”

“Freya, you are a poor liar.” Placing one finger on the top sheet of paper, he drew it swiftly out of the bag and across the table. Her messy scrawl of pencilled figures covered every inch.

“Well maybe a little accounting, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“In that case, you won’t object if I take a look?” He turned the sheet around, and taking another sip of coffee, began to read.

Freya felt heat sting her face. She had been struggling with percentage interest between this month and the last, and knew her efforts were bad.

He put the page down with a smile, took one look at her face, and sighed. “It was not my intention to make you uncomfortable. If you did not wish me to help you with this, then why did you bring it to me?”

“Um, I guess I did want to ask you to help.”

“Then I am more than happy to do so.” He reached across the table and took her hand.

She looked at their twined fingers. She had come here with the intention of getting a high similar to seeing a favoured pop star at a gig, but the reality of the situation was unexpectedly intimidating.

It was one thing to boast to Janet about casually coming here to flirt with Jeremy over her accounts, but it was quite another to actually do so and have him reciprocate.

He was obviously intelligent; had read her accurately and with astonishing speed. That time travel was supposedly impossible should prevent him guessing the truth of where she had come from, but would it be enough? It was a bit of a huge secret to keep around someone so apparently sharp.

She had the feeling it might be unwise to allow things to progress beyond simple friendship between them, but would she be able to keep that distance if he began to pursue her in earnest? It was not as though she was having much luck convincing Martin of her disinterest, and she didn’t even like Martin.

Jeremy watched emotions chase across her face and wondered if she might be thinking to keep him at arms length. It was unlikely to work. Freya might take a while to trust him, but he could read her clear interest in him and did not doubt that he could reel her in if he chose.

He smiled and released her hand to take another sip of coffee. “Are you interested in learning the figures, or would you prefer me to just take it off your hands?”

Freya took a breath and leaned back. She wanted to treat him as she would anyone else. “I don’t think you’ll get far with teaching me. I’ve been trying to learn for years.”

It suddenly occurred to her that she could not simply hand over money to pay him as she would to an accountant in 2008. Even in the relatively short time she had lived, some of the currency had changed. If there were no cars here then it was likely that money would consist of shillings and farthings and stuff.

Her mind gave a small glimpse of her cheque bouncing, as her account could not exist in this era, of handing across money that was not yet in circulation. Yet Joe had spoken of trading services rather than cash, so perhaps there was another way.

“Maybe I can do something for you in return.” As soon as the words were out, she bit her lip. It was a dumb thing to say, and Janet’s laughter echoed in her mind along with all the glib responses to such an open invitation. She mentally winced.

It didn’t help that she could hear the smile in Jeremy’s voice as he replied, “All right, we will think of something mutually agreeable. Let me have the rest of the accounts now.”

Freya slowly pulled her papers and the ledger book from her bag and passed them across to him. Jeremy smiled at her reluctance. He put the papers with the book on top neatly in front of him.

“I’ll look at these later on today. When will you next be down this way?”

“I’m only in Reading and it’s fairly flexible.”

“Can I expect to see you at the same time tomorrow?”

“Okay.” Freya glanced up, blue eyes meeting brown. “You said you were going to grow some vegetables; be more self-sufficient and all that,” she said, with a sudden idea of what to offer in return. She was not sure she wanted to wait for whatever mutually agreeable suggestion he might make. “Maybe I can supply you with some seeds for that. I’ve got some good contacts, being in floristry.”

“An excellent idea. That would be most helpful. Let me show you where I had marked out to grow them. You might have some other ideas for the garden too.”

He stood as he spoke, came round the table and held out his hand. Freya placed her hand in his automatically, feeling his fingers close warmly. He pulled her to her feet but kept her hand in his, leading her outside and round the house. She felt dumb walking around holding hands with him, but did not know what to do about it, entirely unable to think of what to say about it that would make any kind of sense.

On the other side of the house was a gate leading into a walled off garden. It was a large rectangular plot, a mess of weeds mainly, interspersed with a couple of fruit trees. Jeremy indicated a patch of earth he had obviously spent some time clearing.

“Here,” he said. He turned towards her slightly, standing so close she could feel the heat from his body. Her mind shied away from her feelings and she let the garden distract her, gaze wandering over the space and imagining it filled with flowers.

It could be lovely with a bit of work. If it were hers, she would put a bench against the west-facing wall to catch the afternoon sun; perhaps grow a rose over the gate at the entrance.

Jeremy’s hand on her arm had her glancing back up at him. He was looking down at her with an unreadable expression in his dark eyes. Her gaze dropped to his mouth; watched the corners lift in a smile as he shifted closer. She felt suddenly dizzy. She wanted to speak but was unable to form a coherent thought.

Into the silence a voice called out, “Mr Sanders? Are you there?”

Jeremy turned and let her go, answered, “Back here, Joe.” He sent Freya a look filled with humour and exasperation.

Joe appeared around the gate and his face lit up at the sight of Freya.

“Freya! How do you do? You got back home all right I take it?”

Freya drew a breath and stepped back; trying to calm her racing heart. Joe’s appearance gave her some much-needed thinking time and she was thankful for his sudden arrival.

“Yes thanks, Joe. It’s good to see you.” She caught Jeremy’s inquiring look, and quickly glanced away, silently cursing.

“Hope I’m not interrupting anything.” Joe gave the younger man a grin. “I brought the butter you requested, I’ve put it the larder for you, and Mrs Oakley asked if I would let you know she has a couple of bantams you are welcome to have. She said she’d keep ‘em for you if you want to see her later on in the week.”

“That is most kind of her. Thank you for letting me know. I will be going into town tomorrow, so I hope to catch up with her then.”

Freya glanced back at Jeremy. Any minute now, he was going to ask how she had met Joe. She knew it, and that would be a bad thing.

“Actually, I should really get going,” she said. She had wanted to see Joe to thank him again for his help, but did not see how she could without Jeremy learning of her night in the field.

She certainly did not want to talk about her ‘stolen’ Transit van. Jeremy would not only drag the entire story out of her, but also pick holes in any lies she tried on him. He would want to know why she had not gone back to him that night and how she had made it home in the end, and she was not ready for that.

An image of him insisting on escorting her through the field to her van flashed through her mind. It was more than likely he would do so if he learnt of her troubles getting back last time. She squashed the thought fast, but he was watching her again, making her anxious about what he would guess next.

Joe was speaking, making pleasantries, but Freya was too nervous of the subject of the Transit coming up to listen properly. She bit her lip and began to make more excuses to leave. Joe wouldn’t mention the Transit if she were not there. She caught Jeremy’s eye on her way out. Eyebrows raised, he was looking speculatively at her, but she clearly saw the glint of laughter.

Freya raced round the back of the house, diving through her time doorway and across the field to her van. She did not stop for breath until she had collapsed onto the seat.

The thought of what she had almost done in the back garden had colour stinging her face. If Joe had not interrupted, she felt sure Jeremy would have kissed her, and from the look in his eyes, it would have been no chaste brush of the lips.

He was several years older, with a confidence that spoke of experience, and she had never had a boyfriend. She wasn’t even sure if she’d have wanted to stop him. It was not just curiosity. She could not seem to breathe or think when he was that close. She closed her eyes, remembering the laughter in his.

She had been unable to think clearly, but that had apparently not been a problem for him. He must have known how he was affecting her. He had laughed at her rapid retreat, she was sure of it, and she was supposed to meet him tomorrow to collect her accounts.

She had gone to see him with the intention of playing, light heartedly flirting a bit, without much thought for where she was going with it. What she had not anticipated was his response. It was a little scary that he had reciprocated so rapidly. It made her intensely aware of her own lack of experience.

When she thought of her reactions to him she almost cringed. She had a huge crush on him that had her feeling a little out of control, and it didn’t help matters that he seemed to second-guess her so easily.

He had offered to deal with Martin for her and, although he could not do so without going through her time doorway, the thought of how he might have helped made her extremely uncomfortable. She might not always know the best way to handle a given situation, but she was no wilting flower, and Martin was going to be the first in line for a shock if he thought differently.

Then there was the fact Jeremy had taken her accounts before she was certain she wanted him to. She reminded herself that he came from a different time, when men would probably have viewed women as unlikely business people.

She really hoped that Joe would not mention her night in the field. She sighed again, and one or two thoughts struck in rapid succession.

Firstly, she had left her bag on the kitchen table. Her wallet, keys and phone were in her skirt pockets, but her work diary, sunglasses and cardigan were in that bag.

The glasses and cardigan were not too much of a problem, but the diary was a bit of a giveaway since it had 2008 emblazoned on the front. Still, she was headed back there the following day, and she could not see him going through her bag. He seemed too polite for that.

The second, more alarming, thought was the accounts themselves. She had not fully appreciated it before, but the value of money changed considerably over time. Her humble income could well appear to be a small fortune to someone of another age. Would shillings and old pence be represented differently in figures, and was it possible for the decimal places to be different? She hadn’t thought so, but she didn’t know.

Her first impulse was to run back for both, but if Joe had already left then she would have to explain herself to Jeremy and, after what had almost happened in the garden, she was not sure that she would even get to explain herself. She leaned her head against the steering wheel and tried to think what to do.






 

Chapter 3

 

Back in the garden, Jeremy gave Joe a warm smile. “Thanks for getting here so early. I’ll get your cash.”

Joe tipped his cap and followed Jeremy back around the house.

Jeremy noticed Freya’s bag on the kitchen table and frowned faintly. He moved it to hang over the back of a chair. She would shortly be back for it no doubt. He smiled to himself as he rummaged in the kitchen drawer.

If Joe had not disturbed them, Freya would have let him kiss her. She had no idea how to handle him, or the situation. Joe interrupting them had given her time to make her excuses. He wondered if she had forgotten that he kissed her last time and now, having remembered, would not be coming back.

No. She would want her accounts. He was certain from the reluctance with which she handed them over that she would be back for them. He might then have an interesting situation on his hands and wondered if she would bring someone with her to play chaperone when she returned.

Then again, she had left her bag here and would surely discover its absence before she left for home. Perhaps she would leave it until tomorrow. The thought of the possible chaos of her mind over that dilemma made him smile again.

Poor Freya, she was from a more innocent time. He had been born well over two hundred years after her and, despite the education and training he had undertaken, knew he would come across differently from the men she might have been in contact with here.

She would be much further over her head than she could possibly imagine. He would have to remember to go carefully over his research of the 1900s if he did not want to scare her off.

He wondered how Joe knew her and turned, wallet in hand. “Have you known Freya long?”

“Met her not long after you did, I reckon. A week last Friday morning, just after your delivery, in fact.” Joe took his cap off as he spoke, glancing toward Jeremy, “Came up to Carter at a run. Just as well he’s getting on a bit, because he wouldn’t have stood for it in years gone by. She was after a lift into town.”

“At five in the morning?”

Joe smiled wryly in response; waiting for Jeremy to catch up.

Jeremy frowned at the table as he reached the obvious conclusion. “She slept rough. She told me she lives in Reading.”

“Aye. Did you see her Friday? She was after using your telephone.”

Jeremy shook his head slightly, “No, as you said, I met her on the evening before you found her and I did not see her again until today. Why did she not come back to me that night? She knew I would have taken her home. I offered to put Shorter in the harness before she left.”

Having seen them together in the garden, Joe accurately guessed most of what Freya had left out and carefully hid his smile. He was not sure if Jeremy was talking to him or simply voicing thoughts, but he answered anyway, “Likely she didn’t want to trouble you. I suppose she must have found that Transit of hers. I didn’t like to leave her, but she was very insistent.”

Jeremy blinked and cleared the cups from the table to give his mind a chance to catch up; re-evaluate. “She didn’t mention such a thing to me,” he said slowly.

“She must have found it if she didn’t come to see you that day.”

“A Transit?”

“That’s it. She said her van Transit had been stolen and asked if I knew the way to the nearest town. I gave her a lift to my place. We had some breakfast and spent the morning looking for it.”

“Transit van,” Jeremy corrected absently, deep in thought.

Joe watched him closely. “I was surprised she’d have a motorised van. Her business must be doing well. Or her family.”

Jeremy had been lost in thought but he looked up at that, “How did you know it was motorised?”

Joe shrugged, “She said there was no horse. Sweet girl,” Joe grinned, “I expect she’ll make someone a beautiful wife one day.”

Jeremy’s eyes glinted in appreciation, “Don’t hold your breath, old friend.”

“Early days, and she did come back to see you. In my day, a girl would never have paid a call by herself on a single gentleman.”

Jeremy went over possibilities, “How did she seem to you that morning, Joe?”

“She was upset, if that’s what you mean, likely shaken up by it all. Silly girl should have gone back to you. Fancy sleeping in the field like that. Wonder what her folks had to say about it all.”

Jeremy seemed lost in thought again and Joe paused, head on one side, as he watched the other man. He did some speculating of his own. “Talked a lot of things I’d not heard of, but the young always know about new things. Morgan Freeman has sent off for a motorcar. Imagine that. I can’t see it catching on though.”

“No.” Jeremy mused, “I don’t suppose it will.”

After Joe left, Jeremy began to clear up the kitchen. The sun was climbing, but the kitchen was still cool at this time of day. He sat down to go through Freya’s accounts; waiting for her to return for her bag.

He opened her ledger book and paused, observing the dates above the figures. The accounts were a mess. She seemed to have little idea what was required of her, and he smiled as he read her attempts.

Freya’s accounts were dated some decades after decimalization had been rolled out, and he found it interesting to switch from a twelve base to a ten once more. Not for the first time, he wondered if the original was the better system.

When he had finished he checked the time and decided Freya was unlikely to return today. Shrugging slightly, he emptied the contents of her bag onto the table. The diary caught his eye immediately and he began to browse through it.

It was clearly a business document. Names of various suppliers, along with contact details, appointments and reminders filled the pages.

He turned to the flyleaf and found her address. Taking a notebook from the kitchen drawer, he began to copy out information from the diary. When he was finished, he replaced it in the bag along with her sunglasses and cardigan.

He stretched and stood; glanced at his watch. Then went upstairs and sat at a small desk. He pulled a slim metal case from its drawer. Blue ambient light projected against the wall under the window as he loaded up information on the year 2008. He settled down to read.

Several hours later, he put a call in to his colleague, Matt. Then, from the wardrobe in the corner, he drew out a lightweight coat and tossed it on the bed. Keys followed. Handcuffs, some sharps, a roll of lint, and lastly his notebook from the kitchen, were all slung carelessly onto the bed. Once the various items were stashed in his pockets, he flipped open his time device and vanished.

 

Freya drove back to London, and wondered what she should do next. Her mind refused to think of a solution and then, after a while, refused to think of the problem. She found herself blithely driving along with her head empty of everything but the road.

She was uncomfortable that she had run off having barely spoken to Joe. She had become close to him without realizing it. She wondered idly what it would have been like to have parents like Joe and Marie. Of course, she would then have grown up in another century. She thought of the thin, barefoot children she had seen. Maybe it would not have been so great.

In Reading, she parked up. Then picked past litter and the smashed glass from a nearby bus stop to her front door. The only advantage Freya could see to having a basement flat, aside from the cheaper rent, was its coolness when summer’s heat made most places unbearable.

Once inside, she phoned around her business associates, trying to cut a deal for vegetable seedlings, while thinking about her morning with Joe the previous week. The thin, ragged children stayed in her mind. Joe’s easy conversation hid the reality of a life lived barely above the breadline. No welfare state in those days.

Later on, she took a trip to the library to research different eras online, attempting to narrow down the date she was going back to. It was difficult to pin point because she only had the clothes and her general impressions to go on.

She guessed it must be before cars were around, as everyone seemed to have horses. According to her research, it should be no later than around the turn of the last century. She pictured again the children and women she had seen in Joe’s Village, looking closely at photographs on the Internet to try to compare clothing.

It would be easier if she had a picture of those kids in front of her to compare with. There were many different styles of clothing, and her memories were beginning to blur a bit. After much work, she narrowed it down to between 1890 and 1910, a time span of around 20 years.

Of course, it was possible she was miles out, but without more information to go on it was hard to guess. Clothing should be a good indicator, as fashions came and went, but she had to wonder how much ready cash the women of Joe’s village would have had for clothes if they could not keep their kids in shoes.

For all she knew they were wearing charity shop clothing that could be twenty odd years out of date, and that would bring the time frame forward considerably. In addition, the sites she was looking at were mainly drawings of fashion plates, or blurred sepia photographs that did not make for easy identification.

Her mind wandered over it all. The impossibility of it. As soon as she was back here, it became difficult to think of it as real.

Next time she went, she was going to bring something back to remind her that she had actually been there. It was too tempting to think of it as some elaborate fantasy her bored brain had concocted.

Sighing, she logged off and walked home thinking of what to make for lunch. The sky was looking grim. The hazy sunshine of the morning had turned into a masses of grey clouds. Their white tops were visible in places, flattening out ominously, but the heat still managed to be stifling.

 

The weather finally broke late on Sunday afternoon. The heavy atmosphere erupting in torrential rain that gushed from the sky, streaming down dirty buildings and fast forming puddles amid the litter and debris on the ground.

Down a deserted graffiti covered alleyway, a man appeared without fuss. Jeremy stood still for a moment, scanning his surroundings and then checking his time device. The wind whipped at his coat tails. He caught the dramatic image he made in the mirrored glass of a barred window and winced.

Emerging from the alleyway he set off in an easterly direction, hunching slightly against the rain, unfazed by the heavy traffic along the high street. He found shelter in a café to wait out the worst of the weather.

The coffee he purchased was strong and aromatic; he savoured it slowly. One of the delights of living and working in former centuries was the availability of good quality coffee. By 2112, coffee, along with many other things, had become scarce. Government solutions to global warming and war having all but destroyed those areas that grew such crops. Only the very rich could still indulge.

Jeremy sat at a tall table by the open doorway. The rich smell of coffee mixing with the musty scent of rain on hot concrete. Traffic was busy at this time of day. Cars sweeping over the rain-drenched road.

Murmuring at the edge of his attention was the grinding of beans, the dull metallic thud of strainer hitting bin, and the low din of conversation from patrons. Combined with the rain, it all conspired to have a soporific effect on him.

He absorbed the sensual tapestry in contented silence. Warm air clung to the windows, leaving raindrops as brilliant points of light on opaque glass; the aspect outside, dark with cloud cover.

It took effort to shake off the feeling. The waitress came to re-fill his cup, and he took the opportunity to beg an A-Z from the girl; then sat yawning over the pages, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. Finding what he was looking for, he compared the address he had noted with the map in front of him and a slight smile curved his mouth.

His time device buzzed in his pocket and he checked the caller ID, answered, “Sanders.”

“Jeremy. Greg Jones here, I heard a rumour you were around. Thought I’d give a call to see if there’s anything you need.”

“Jones, good to hear you. I’ve just arrived. Coffee’s good.”

“Yeah, you can’t beat the 21st century for coffee. You’re okay for money then?”

“Matt supplied me with a card from the office.”

“Speak of the devil, Matt tells me you’re hunting down a girl here. If you want me to run her through the system, I’ll need an address.”

“All right, but I doubt you’ll find anything. I believe she has happened on a device by chance and does not fully understand its function. In fact, she may not have realised she travelled at all.” Jeremy took another sip of coffee.

“Doesn’t hurt to be careful. You gonna DNA?”

“I expect so. In any case, I doubt she will give me any trouble. The only problem will be in not scaring her half to death. This kind of thing is what Matt is employed for; it is his area of expertise not mine. Unfortunately, he is otherwise engaged at present. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything like this. I only hope I can remember how to go about it.”

Greg laughter sounded down the line, “I’d offer to help you out, but I have to confess I’m curious to see how you get on.”

“Thank you. You certainly learn who your friends are.”

More laughter. “I’m sure you’ll do fine. What made you suspect her? Matt said you didn’t nail her on the first visit.”

“True. Her clothing was consistent on both occasions, but was nothing out of the ordinary for this era. However, having learned of my bookkeeping abilities, she came back to ask for help with her business accounts. The date was printed on every page of her ledger book and as if that were not enough, she left her diary behind. I cannot imagine someone who was not innocent making such a basic error.”

“Poor kid’s gonna get a shock when you catch up with her. I’d love to be a fly on the wall.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I suppose it is inevitable that she is going to be unhappy with me, but we don’t have a lot of choice in this matter. Unless you would like to assign someone else to this.”

“Sorry, all our operatives are otherwise engaged at this time. Besides, I think it will be good for you, Sanders. It’s a great opportunity to practise your people skills.”

“Somehow I doubt she will agree. Well, I will deal with this as best I can and hopefully it will be resolved amicably.”

“Drop in if you get time. It’d be good to catch up a bit. What’s Matthew working on that’s so important?”

“He tells me he has a new lead and does not want to arouse suspicion by disappearing at this time, but unfortunately it leaves me at a loose end to pursue this girl.”

“You never know, you might get to enjoy yourself.”

“I’m not sure that would be a good idea for either of us. I cannot see that she would want some jaded man from 2112 dictating to her, especially when I take her DNA and newest toy away. Try as I may, I cannot see that she will view me particularly favourably afterwards.”

“What’s wrong, losing your knack?”

“Give it up, Jones.”

“Maybe you could introduce me.” There was a telling silence then Greg burst out laughing. “I think I want to meet this girl. I think I’m going to teach her some karate moves so she can deck you when you get out of line.”

“Keep dreaming,” said Jeremy, but he was smiling as he hung up. He finished his coffee and as the rain had eased, he took his leave and walked briskly down the high street under a sky bulging with clouds.

Once he found Freya’s address he looked around the area carefully. He walked around the block, taking note of vehicles and housing, while watching out for anything that might be suspicious or out of place. Despite his attitude with Greg, he was careful.

Only when he had finished all his checks did he go down the steps to her flat. Standing slightly to one side, he knocked on the front door. Then waited a full five minutes before he used his time device to enter.

Her flat was small and cluttered, and he stood still for a moment breathing in her scent. He called out her name while making a quick run through of the rooms to ensure she was not there. While he waited for her to return, he began his search.

It did not take long, and by the time he had finished he was certain that she was from 2008. Her ID matched up perfectly for the era; her name coming up on the census he accessed from his time device. She had not one single thing from 2100, and all her documentation clearly showed a life lived in the 21st century. No one could manufacture such a history, right down to the faded ink on some of her older utility bills. She was no runaway from a future century, but a legitimate citizen of this time and place.

He would still need to discover where she had found her time device before he took it from her, and he was certain she would not want to give up either information or hardware. Still, it was not as if he had any choice in the matter. He sighed and sat down to wait, hoping she would not be too long.

That, of course, depended on where she was. Since it was late Sunday afternoon, he was working on the assumption that she would come home for dinner, or at least come back to change if she intended to be out for the evening.

He tried not to speculate over whether she had already returned and left. If that were the case, she could well be gone until late in the evening. Well, there was little else he could do now except wait. He flicked idly through his time device. Perhaps he would give Matt a call to keep him in the loop.

 

Freya eased through the pub on Camrose Street. The Ship was a favourite haunt for Freya and Janet, combining a dingy, comforting atmosphere with good food and crowds. She spotted Janet at a table to one side, close to the back door. Cigarette smoke drifted in from the patio garden where the door had been propped open to counteract the heat.

Despite all the Government’s warnings and legislation over tobacco, and the fact she had never smoked, or wished to, Freya found the smell immensely comforting. It was a piece of childhood, of history, the scent mingling with the rain, beer and chips to create a sense of belonging when she knew, in reality, she was alone. Then Janet caught her eye and smiled in welcome.

Freya felt herself relax as she acknowledged her friend, returning the smile and nodding. Janet had originally been Nathan’s girlfriend, and it was not until after his death that the two girls had become close.

Grief had sliced Freya’s family apart. Her parents, fathoms deep in mourning for their lost boy, had forgotten their daughter was still alive. Freya’s brother was dead and she could not help but think it should have been her.

Janet had been her anchor. Freya had taken it all out on her. Every last perceived betrayal and fractured piece of trust and, somehow, Janet had turned all that rage, hate and grief into friendship and love.

She had given Freya back her life and Freya still did not understand why Janet had wanted her. It was not as if Janet didn’t make friends everywhere she went. Whatever Janet’s reasons, Freya would never let her down. Would always be there for her, no matter what.

Freya pushed herself into a space near the bar. She placed her order, indicating the table where Janet was sitting, before taking her drink and joining her friend.

“Freya, can you believe this monsoon?” Janet gestured to her soaked jacket hanging on the back of her chair. “Have to say though, the relief from the heat is welcome. Anyway, how are you? How is the accounting going?

“Um, I got a new accountant.” Freya paused, “So how’s life treating you? Is Greystone—?”

“Whoa, girl. Not so fast,” Janet interrupted, eyes gleaming, “You can’t just drop that in and not give me the rest. It’s that guy you saw last week isn’t it; the tall handsome one with the dark eyes?”

Freya tried her hardest not to smile and completely failed. Her gaze tracked to the bar while she struggled to reply. Janet’s delighted laughter had Freya rolling her eyes.

“So what happened? Are you going out with him?”

Freya flicked another glance at her friend, “I don’t know, Jan, he’s freaking quick. Perceptive doesn’t even come close. I swear he has some kind of mind reading thing going on. No way am I going out with someone I can’t lie to.”

Janet choked back a laugh, “How many lies did he catch you in? You’ve always been shocking. Remember that fete thing you tried to get us out of?”

“Rubbish. I’m a brilliant liar, and that stupid project was doomed from the start. Anyway, the guy is far too arrogant for my taste. Fit but he knows it, and probably expects all the girls to chase after him just because he thinks he’s tall and good-looking.”

“I thought you said he was?”

“Tall and good-looking? Yeah, I’ll give him that. He’s one fine piece of eye candy. Just a shame that he probably knows it only too well.”

“Poor guy, he can’t help how he looks. You really shouldn’t discriminate against him because of it.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right.”

Janet laughed, and as their dinners arrived they both tucked in hungrily, conversation forgotten for the moment as they ate.

“What made you take your accounts to him, I thought you were doing okay on them?” Janet asked.

“I was doing okay. I only intended to sound him out a bit, see if he would be any good, but he guessed what I wanted. I mean, I barely said anything about it. We were talking about school days and I was saying how he must have been good at maths, and the next thing I know, he’s going through my figures and making me feel stupid if I say I don’t want his help. I don’t know, Jan, he’s really sharp and I don’t just mean at the maths. I think he’s properly interested in me, too, and I’m not sure what I want to do about it.”

“Don’t you want him to be interested? C’mon Freya, tell me this is not some psycho rubbish left over from your family. He’s good looking, intelligent, and he’s interested in you. What’s wrong with that picture?”

“Easy for you to say, but what if he turns out to be some psychopath? Then you’d be going: I told you not to get involved with that guy.”

“Why would he be a psychopath, honestly I didn’t think your taste in men was that bad?”

Freya rolled her eyes and threw a chip at her friend. Janet laughed and gave up for the moment, concentrating instead on her meal.

After a short space Janet began again, “Speaking of psychos, how’s it going with Martin? Have you heard anymore from him or has he finally taken the hint?”

“Oh, God, don’t. I had a dreadful phone call from him earlier today.”

“I thought you were avoiding his calls.”

“I am. He left a message on the answer-phone. Some rant about us being perfect for each other and, apparently, I’m just being coy and wanting him to chase me, which he assures me he is happy to do.”

“You’re joking!” Janet let out a shocked gasp of laughter, “What are you going to do?”

“I have no idea. I kid you not, it was the most cringe worthy garbage, and then something about me having stood him up for our lunch date.”

“What? What lunch date?”

“Exactly. What lunch date? And how he forgave me because he knows, get this, he knows how shy I am and that only he is capable of drawing out my true feelings.” Freya paused for breath and shook her head slightly in disbelief, “The cheek of it, thinking it’s acceptable to leave that rubbish on my answer-phone.”

“You’re going to have to deal with him.”

“Yeah, I’ll deal with him. I’ll kick his sorry butt from here to kingdom come.”

“Seriously, you need to tell him clearly that you’re not interested and that he needs to stop calling you.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ll tell him, all right, I’ll tell him while he’s hanging upside-down from his toes from the roof of my building.”

Janet rolled her eyes at her friend and took another sip of the drink they were sharing, “Maybe you could ask Jeremy to haul him up there for you.” She batted her eyelashes at Freya and crooned, “Jeremy, that nasty Martin is such a pain.”

Freya sputtered out a laugh, “Actually, I’m tempted just for the fun of it. He strikes me as the kind of man who’d rush to the rescue of his fair maiden. It might be a laugh to test out that little theory. Ah, I can see it now, handbags at dawn.”

“You would too. That poor man, don’t you dare do that to him.”

“Well, he offered!” Freya took another sip of their drink.

“He offered? What—when was this?”

“The last time I saw him. I was sounding off a bit about Martin being my stalker and Jeremy offered to deal with him for me.” Catching the look in Janet’s eye she said, “I know, I know. Am I exchanging one stalker for another, or is he a genuinely nice guy offering to help me get an injunction slapped on Martin?”

Janet shook her head. “Where do you find them?”

“Maybe he was just being polite, it’s hard to tell. I can’t read him at all. I just look at him and go phwoar! And then my brain takes a holiday. It doesn’t bode well for me trying to play it cool with him. Anyway, I think he already guessed I fancied him when he went in for that mind-melting kiss.”

“What mind melting kiss? You didn’t tell me you’d got to the kissing stage with him.”

“That was the first time I met him, and if we hadn’t been interrupted on the second time I think he would have done it again. I swear the man has an A-Level in kissing. The rat has obviously had lots of practise. Honestly, Jan, why couldn’t I fall in love with some shy sweet boy? Why did I have to meet him?”

“You know you just said you were in love with him, don’t you.”

Freya laughed again. “Not in love, but definitely in lust.”

 

A few hours and a shared pint of cider later, Freya and Janet wandered unsteadily through the pub and out onto the street. The temperature had finally dropped and the sky had cleared to a deep black with tiny points of light glittering coldly.

Freya sucked in fresh air after the stuffy heat of the pub, immensely grateful to feel cool for the first time in days. She stumbled a bit as she kicked at a stone; clung to Janet’s arm. “It’s just like me to fall for some arrogant jerk.”

“Thought you liked him? You said you liked him.”

“More than like him. I’m gonna kiss him brainless.” Freya stopped a moment to grin wickedly at Janet.

“Then he’ll be dumb and you won’t like him anymore.”

Both girls snickered at this.

“Martin is a dumb duck,” Freya pronounced seriously.

“You said duck! Hah!” Janet pointed in delight at her friend.

“I did not. I did not say duck.”

“Yes, you did. I’m gonna call Martin an’ tell him you said he’s a dumb duck.”

“You can’t, you haven’t got his number.”

“Oh. Give me his number then.”

“No. I want Jeremy’s number.”

“I reckon he’s got yours!”

More sniggering.

“You staying with me tonight girlfriend?” Janet asked, grabbing at Freya’s arm to keep her balance.

“Dunno. Gotta work tomorrow.”

“Less see if we can get you cab then.”

They wandered on up the road, the silent empty street sobering them. Most people were still in the pub or at home. Both girls stumbled to a halt as they surveyed the empty taxi rank in silence. The wind whipped around metal railings, making a mournful sound. Peeling paintwork and fag ends were scattered around an overflowing bin, and an empty crisp packet skittered along the street.

The dull sodium glow of lampposts seemed only to deepen the shadows and Freya shivered suddenly, not wanting to be alone. She caught Janet’s eye and gripped her friend’s arm tighter. Janet was frowning, looking seriously around her, the effect ruined somewhat by her slight swaying.

 

By ten-thirty, Jeremy was pacing restlessly through the small rooms of Freya’s flat. Where was she? Why was she not back yet? He remembered that she had slept rough in 1908, having been unable to get home, and wondered if she was having problems with her time device.

If it was faulty she could be in all sorts of trouble and, without knowing its ID number, he could not even ask his brother to track it. He ran a hand through his hair, frustration in every line of him. The thought of her being trapped somewhere did nothing for his peace of mind.

It occurred to him that she could simply be out with another man. He was surprised at the flash of anger the thought incurred, and paused a moment to think through his feelings. In spite of all he had said to Greg, he was interested in Freya.

Her shyness and inexperience had brought out a possessive side of his character that he was distinctly uncomfortable with, but he had never been the kind of man to go against his gut feeling and he fully intended to pursue her if she gave him the opportunity.

He knew she found him attractive. He also knew she was having trouble with another man. Martin. He sighed. Even though he was sure Freya disliked Martin, and he suspected she was not involved with anyone else, there were many obstacles in the way. The most obvious being that he had to remain in 1908 for now.

It was a little different from asking your girlfriend to accept that you lived some distance away. Jeremy’s family lived one hundred years in the future from this time, and his work was the same distance but in the past.

He shook his head at the ludicrous situation he found himself in. He had no right to involve her in his life, but he hoped that she was merely out with a girlfriend somewhere. At any rate, without the ID number of her time device, he could do nothing else but wait for her to return.

He dozed intermittently, waking only when someone walked by on the street above. The next time he woke it was seven in the morning and he’d had enough. He stood up, yawning. Time to make a move.

 

Janet was out the door early for work, leaving her friend to look after herself. Freya rolled off the couch still dressed in yesterday’s clothes and feeling grotty. She folded her blanket and stumbled to the hall, buttoning her raincoat wrong, too tired to be bothered to sort it out.

She caught the bus to Fore Street and glanced at her watch, six fifty-five. She walked the short distance home.

Once inside her cluttered flat she dropped her bag and unbuttoned her coat, letting it fall to the floor. She stood still and inhaled. There was an elusive scent in the air. Something slightly sweet, or was it spicy? No, it was citrus and fresh; it made her insides tighten. What was it? It was faint enough that after a few moments she could no longer smell it.

She shrugged slightly and went to the bathroom to peel off yesterday’s clothes. She climbed gratefully into the shower, revelling in the hot water, and then chugged down a cup of coffee while flying round her room looking for clean underwear.

She wondered if she had any appointments to dress up for today, and spent some minutes searching for her work diary before she remembered she had left it in Jeremy’s kitchen.

Thinking of the work diary had her stopping for a moment. Jeremy laughing at her across his kitchen table filled her mind. She still could not imagine that he would look in her bag, but he would guess something was not right with the accounts. Her small income would appear as a fortune to someone of his era.

She mused over how she could correct this impression. She was supposed to be going to see him this morning to collect them, and then it struck her that the accounts ledger had the date in it. On every page.

Not just the month; the year.

She froze in place, eyes widening in horror. How could she have forgotten and how would she possibly explain it? There was no way he would miss that. No one would, let alone him.

She tried to force herself to think through the problem, but her mind continually skittered away from it. Instead, she found herself going over minor issues of space for her flower stall. Eventually she decided that until she could think of something to tell him, she would have to put off going back.

With this temporary solution in mind, she peered out the window, craning up to see the sky. It was bulging with rain once more. Not a day for jeans or soft pumps, and since she was not going to see Jeremy anyway, she settled on a short red mini teamed with hold up stockings and mid-calf length boots. The boots had a three-inch stiletto heel and coupled with the short skirt, could look tarty. With this in mind, she donned a ratty old tee shirt and then pulled on a roll neck jumper for warmth.

She swept her hair back in a ponytail and decided not to bother with make-up; the rain would only wash it off. Taking a last gulp of coffee, she snatched her coat up and bolted out the door.

 

Back in 1908 it was another beautiful day. Jeremy managed to get on with several jobs around the house as well as doing more work in the walled garden. Although he was disappointed not to have seen her the previous day, he was confident that once Freya turned up for her accounts he would straighten everything out and discover where she had acquired her time device.

By lunchtime, she had still not showed up and he was past believing she had used the device by accident. At first, he had wondered if she had tried to come back to him and been unable to, but he soon dismissed this thought.

It was far more likely that she knew how the device worked and had remembered her accounts had the date on them, or possibly thought he might have seen her diary. She was obviously not going to come back.

He cursed silently, thinking of her empty flat. The only other alternative, that she was stuck in time somewhere with a dodgy device, was enough to make his blood run cold.

Whatever way it had happened, he would go back to 2008 and try to find her. If, God forbid, she were lost in time somewhere, her flat and life in 2008 were as good a place as any to begin trying to figure where she might be. He would call Daniel then and have him track every damn last device that had ever gone missing if need be.

If he found her in 2008, he would have to admit that she knew what she was doing with the device, and had simply been careless with the diary and accounts.

 

By the time Freya arrived in London it was getting on for nine in the morning. Traffic had been heavy, but she eventually reached Portobello Road and began to unpack her stall from the van.

Her friend and fellow stallholder, Gus Celino, greeted her as she began to set up the metal buckets that would hold her flowers.

“Freya! Didn’t see you Saturday, everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure, just had some accounts to get through.”

“Ah, accounting time so soon?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” She sighed a little; everything seemed to come back to the accounts. She found herself half wishing she had never given them to Jeremy. Not that he had given her much choice in the matter once she had gone to see him. She unloaded flowers from the van.

“It’s no wonder you are looking glum today, and what of the infamous Martin?” Gus raised eyebrows towards her, wandering over, hands tucked into the change pocket he wore slung around his hips.

“Martin. God, do not remind me. He’s become a real pain in the neck.” Freya kicked one of her buckets into place.

Gus shook his head at her, “You need to make things more plain to him, yes?”

“Yeah, now you sound like Janet,” she sighed again, “He’s not my most pressing problem at present though.”

“No? What is the pressing problem?”

“Oh, just a miscalculation on my part. I’m sure I’ll sort it all out.”

A customer chose that moment to wander up to Gus, and Freya went back to unloading her flowers, ready for the day’s business.

By late morning, Freya was thoroughly fed up. The stall had been quiet and she had come up with no solutions to the problem of her accounts. Instead, her mind dwelt on happier issues. She thought of Joe and his cows and chickens. She wanted to see him and hear all about his veggies and funny views on life.

She stood still, growing increasingly damp in the drizzly rain. Some stallholders had awnings or used umbrellas when it rained, but Freya simply allowed herself to get wet.

In cold weather, she added a thick waterproof coat with a hood against the rain, but in the summer she was content to let it soak slowly through her old mackintosh and into her clothes. Her flowers didn’t mind the rain, and the hassle and expense of awnings had never seemed worth it.

She continually caught herself up daydreaming and had to force her mind back to the problem of Jeremy and her accounts, but no solutions were forthcoming and the problem began to take on gigantic proportions.

Feeling mentally drained, she glanced at her fellow stallholder, “Gus, I’m going to take a break. Will you watch the stall for me?”

“Of course, Freya. Go, it is not busy today. The rain is keeping the customers away.”

“Thanks, Gus. I owe you one.”

Hands in her pockets, Freya wandered away through the market. Portobello Road was jam packed with stalls. Striped awnings stood back-to-back and tall metal shelving racks formed aisles made cramped by overflowing summer bedding plants and herbs.

She walked between narrow rows as drifts of ivy and lobelia reached down from upper shelving racks to brush her head with raindrops. Water clung to small delicate petals and shone like diamonds. The flowers, brightly coloured miniature gems half hidden by leaves.

The smell of plants took her back to childhood. Running in the park after Nathan, crying out for him to wait for her, his arms scooping her up to hug her close and spin her round; she remembered his laughter and smiled. Good times.

There were stalls selling just about everything here. Jewellery nestled on beds of rich black velvet in glass cases, and china was stacked in regal array in front of tea-sipping headmistress types, while red-faced green grocers bellowed their wares.

Freya picked past upturned orange boxes and cabbage leaves. She breathed in the bustle and belonging of this place which, in some ways, was more homely than home.

She was not aware when she began to relax; only that she was suddenly calm. Her chaotic thoughts were finally silent leaving her in blissful peace. Her mind, blank as a missed slide in a projector show. She wandered aimlessly through the market, glad for the respite.

“Freya!”

She started at the sound of her name, and felt her heart sink as she looked up. She saw Martin bearing down on her, and tightened with stress, instantly. There was no escape. She would just have to make the best of it.

“Hi, Martin. What are you doing here?” Freya tried to sound cheerful; tried not to grit her teeth at the unwanted intrusion.

“Why didn’t you call me? I left a message on your machine.” His voice was both a demand and a whine, shattering the last remnants of the peace she had briefly felt.

That answer-phone message. What to say now? Come on, Freya, she told herself, be assertive; be diplomatic. Martin, your message was inappropriate, you are a schmuck, I hate you and I want to hang you by your ankles off a bridge. Hmm, perhaps that would be going a little past what diplomacy called for.

“Uh, I’ve been a bit busy.” And that wasn’t any better.

“I know you’re shy, but there’s no need to be, around me.” He stood close enough that she could smell toothpaste on his breath when he spoke. It was not a terrible smell; she just did not want to be that near to him. It felt like an invasion of her space.

She gritted her teeth, “I am not shy, Martin,” she said. They were walking past a pet stall now and the smell of dog biscuits and rubber was strong in the air. Freya had the horrible feeling that she was going to associate it with him for some time to come.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, you know, lots of girls are shy. It’s okay, I understand and I don’t mind waiting for you to grow up a bit, but it might help if you spent some time getting to know me better.”

Freya was at a loss for words. She felt her mouth drop open but was too shocked at the insult to respond to it. Grow up a bit. How dared he speak to her like that, and how was she supposed to be diplomatic when he was being so smug and patronising? Anger added to the knot of tension inside her.

He was pressing closer. Invading her personal space. “It’s not the end of the world for you to have feelings for me, you know.” He watched her closely.

A separate, analytical, part of her mind noted that when Jeremy had looked at her in that way, anger wasn’t what she had felt. On Martin, those assessing glances made her want to both punch him and get as far from him as she could.

She felt herself cringe away from him and something snapped. Rage blasted through her, cold as ice, taking her by surprise and waking her up.

Enough was enough. It did not matter if she lost a business contact. Martin had gone a long way beyond irritating and had crossed the line into creepy stalker territory.

Since subtlety and politeness clearly had no effect, she would no longer bother wasting any on him. Instead, she would do whatever it took to make him see reason, or get rid of him if it came to it. She would even get an injunction to keep him away from her if necessary, but first she would do as Janet had suggested, as any reasonable person would do.

She stopped and turned toward him slightly; drawing herself up and making her voice matter of fact.

“Martin, you’re being rude and obnoxious. I know you think that I am interested in seeing you, but you need to understand that I don’t feel that way about you.”

“It’s
okay. I know what it’s like for you girls. You don’t want to appear too keen. I understand that.”

Freya huffed, irritation making tense lines of her figure. “I’m not being coy or trying to play games. I’m just not interested in seeing you.” A brilliant line of Janet’s came into her head and she added, “What would your mother say if she knew how you are behaving?”

He laughed delightedly. “Oh, Freya, you are lovely. Okay, we’ll play it your way for now,” he said. He then began to bore her with an account of the football game she had missed, told her that he didn’t really mind eating the pizza by himself, and finally spoke of his mother and her flower decorations for his cousin’s wedding.

Freya stalked beside him, trying her hardest not to hear to any of it while seething silently. It was intensely frustrating that her attempts to be firm had so little effect on him. So much for diplomacy. Perhaps he would believe her if she kicked him in the shins and shouted that she hated his guts.

They had begun walking again and she tried once or twice, in vain, to interrupt his monologue so she could tell him to shut up and get lost. It was no use though, he seemed determined not to let her speak.

She eventually decided she would have to get lost herself, and sought a way to give him the slip. She watched him through narrow eyes until he threw his head back in laughter at some joke. Then she ducked round a stand of shirts, cast a quick glance around to ensure she was unobserved, crawled under a blue and white striped wall, and found herself in a tight corridor between back-to-back plastic awnings.

A moment later, she heard his puzzled voice calling her name, but with adrenalin at full flood she had no time for laughter and raced nimbly away.

When she judged herself to be far enough away, she crawled back through to the other side and made haste to lose herself in the crowds. In her rush, she went flying over an upturned crate, but luckily there were not many people around and she landed against the corner of a building. It stopped her falling over completely, but she skinned her palms against the rough brickwork before righting herself.

She let out a shaky breath, turned to leave and banged solidly into someone tall and warm.






 

Chapter 4

 

“Freya.”

She heard her name murmured and looked up straight up at Jeremy. She stood motionless with shock, staring at him, her mind blank. Was she dreaming? Everything felt slow, unreal, what was he doing here?

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I came to find you, of course.”

A sudden wave of giddiness had her swaying slightly. He turned to face her fully and slid his hands down her arms, steadying her.

“You came to find me. How did you g— I mean, why? What is it?”

“I needed to talk to you.” His expression was serious. “This doesn’t look good.” He took hold of her hand, holding it up high, and pulled a battered roll of lint from his pocket.

Freya watched him in puzzlement, distracted for a moment, because everyone she knew carried lint around. She shook her head slightly to clear it, and belatedly noticed blood beginning to pour from a gouge in her wrist.

In spite of Jeremy’s swift handiwork, bright hot colour ran up her arm under her sleeve. There was suddenly an awful lot of it. She blinked and tried to understand that it was real, when it looked like paint or something.

She was shocked to notice it was already beginning to spot through his makeshift bandage, and surely it should be hurting now. It was strange that she couldn’t feel much. There was pain, but not as much as she would have thought.

She hissed out a breath between her teeth and scowled. “What are you doing here? How did you know where to find me?”

“We’ll get to that in a minute. Who are you running from, Freya?” his voice was gentle, as if he expected her to be hysterical at the sight of a little blood.

It was at odds with his fingers, which had pushed her sleeve right up and now bit into her arm on the inside of her elbow.

He held her blood-streaked arm high, watching the bandage for a while. Then his eyes skimmed the market, looking for her pursuer.

“No one. At least… I tripped, that’s all.”

“All right, we will deal with this first.” His voice was quiet, but had an unnerving quality that she couldn’t quite place. He seemed nonchalant, distracted, yet Freya’s every sense was screaming danger. If it were not for his tight grip on her elbow, she might have been seriously tempted to make a run for it, and that was bizarre.

What was he doing here anyway, had she imagined the whole time travel thing? It had been a flaky idea to begin with, and her mind now scrambled in circles trying to make sense of everything.

She glanced up at him and felt a chill skim down her spine. Logic dictated the way he was holding up her arm, but the knowledge did not help much; it was, unfortunately, just how an adult might hold onto a recalcitrant child, and no amount of reasoning would budge the image.

“You could let go, you know. I doubt it’s that serious.” Freya was pleased with her tone, but it got her nothing more than a narrow eyed glance and a slight tightening of the fingers around her elbow. He had to be cutting off the circulation now and Freya scowled. Her wrist was starting to hurt and she was beginning to get annoyed.

Jeremy turned to run a hand over the corner of brickwork, found a nail sticking out half an inch and exhaled softly. Keeping tight hold of her arm, he fished inside his inner coat pocket and brought out what appeared to be a mobile phone. He slid it open and glanced around before pressing a number of keys with his thumb.

There was a sudden flash, a feeling of falling and they were standing in a room with rough looking walls and bare floorboards. A bed lay against one side and a wooden desk against another.

“What the—how did—?” Freya stammered, gasped and tried to step back.

Jeremy slipped the phone into his pocket once more and pulled her towards the door. “It’s this way.”

She glimpsed a leaded window with fields beyond, glowing in afternoon sunshine, and knew that somehow they had gone back in time to the farmhouse.

He pulled her into a small bathroom and began undoing the buttons on her coat. Feeling too bemused to stop him, she blinked as he pulled out her keys and mobile. He slipped them into his pockets.

“Hey! Give those back.”

“In a minute, we need to clean that cut first.”

He deftly striped the wet coat from her, tossing it casually into the bath, the lint followed, and then he caught her elbow again, fingers biting in as he turned her to face the sink. The blood had slowed somewhat, but the cut was deep and jagged. He forced it straight under the tap.

“Ow! What, are you nuts? Let go! That stings like hell.”

“Shh, soon be done.”

“You patronising—” she bit the words off and elbowed him half-heartedly in the gut. “Don’t shush me, I’m not a child.”

“Then behave like an adult and clean that.” He backed off to lean against the doorframe, watching her face while the water ran red down the sink and the blood slowed to a trickle.

Glancing back at him, Freya got the feeling he was trying not to laugh. She pulled her wrist free of the water and studied the sluggish blood flow. “I think I’m done.”

He took a first aid kit from a cupboard and led her back to the bedroom. At the desk, he pulled out a chair. “Sit down.”
His hand on her shoulder forced her compliance.

Freya felt her temper rise and then glanced at her torn open wrist. It hurt appallingly and she felt abruptly sick.

He dried around the cut, pulled the edges together deftly with Steri-strips and sprayed something from a can that took the majority of the pain. She felt relief flood through her as the pain receded and decided to let him get on with it as he clearly had some first aid knowledge.

“That’s better.” He straightened up allowing her to stand, while still not giving her a lot of room.

Freya got to her feet, surveying him warily as she struggled to contain a chaotic mixture of emotions. Relief at having the cut bound up contradicted with nerves over his sudden appearance and anger at his highhanded actions.

The loss of his body heat from her back made her feel suddenly cold and she looked up into dark eyes, serious on her face, and shivered. She blinked at him as her emotions took an unwelcome twist.

Anger followed swiftly, more than anger, sheer outrage at his actions in treating her as if she were some helpless fainting bit of fluff. She latched onto it immediately.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing grabbing me like that and where did you come from and how did we get here?” Her words ran together in a jumble and she scowled at him.

Jeremy exhaled and rubbed the heel of his hand briefly over his forehead. “Yes, I suppose it is now time we got to that. Where is your time device, Freya?”

“What?” she stared up at him, her mind blank with incomprehension. His words threw her off balance; not so much what he had said, but how he had said it. She had expected anger in response to her own and it was confusing that he wasn’t playing ball. She stared at him blankly.

“Do not try to tell me that you don’t understand what I am talking about. Just tell me where it is.” He took a step toward her, looking grim, and she involuntarily backed up.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, caution beginning to make an appearance.

He gave her a sharp look and took her mobile from his pocket. He looked it over for a moment, popped off the back, and had it dismantled and reassembled in seconds, before jamming it back in his pocket and hissing out a breath between his teeth.

“I’ll give you a clue, it looks like a mobile phone and you used it to come here to visit me.”

Her anger was arrested before it had even got going. She blinked at him, confusion taking its place. That Alice in Wonderland feeling was back with a vengeance.

Jeremy felt tired all of a sudden. He did not have Greg’s gift of the gab for getting people to open up and trust him. He could see Freya was having difficulty keeping up with her changing emotions, but he was not doing much better.

He had never gone in for intense relationships. All his liaisons had been easy; light. None of the girls he had dated had scrambled his emotions in the way Freya did. He was uncomfortable with the strength of his feelings. Uncomfortable with the whole scene. On top of all that, anger that she thought she could lie to him mixed with anxiety over her injuries, making him want to behave like someone from another century. This century.

Adrenaline had made dark pools of her eyes, the summer blue a glimmer around the edge. He inhaled sharply, trying to keep his emotions in check and then, seeing his way clear, pulled her into his arms. He knew she would not want to give up her time device, but he couldn’t let her keep it.

“Freya,” he murmured, and then took her breath with a kiss. He broke off to whisper softly, “Why don’t you tell me where it is?” Without waiting for a reply he kissed her again, silently thrilled with her response.

She tried to hold onto him to catch her balance, but it didn’t seem to help much. His hands slid down her back firmly then skimmed round her waist as he walked her backwards across the room.

“You are soaked through,” he said. The back of her knees hit the edge of the bed and he pushed her down. Stripped her jumper and tee shirt from her in one fluid motion. “Tell me where it is.”

Freya’s hands shook as he followed her down to sit on the bed. He found the zip on her calf length boots and stripped them off, tossing them carelessly to the floor.

“Wait, Jeremy, stop.”

He paused, his eyes meeting hers, filled with laughter. “Where is it?” His hand felt hot on her foot.

“Where’s what?”

“The time device you used to bring your accounts here. Where is it?” His hand ran up her leg under her skirt, stopping at the top edge of her stocking.

Freya was beyond thinking rationally. She tried to make herself want to push him away, but could not seem to manage it. His hand moved to her other leg, pushing her skirt up as he shaped her hip and waist.

“Jeremy.” Her forehead dropped into the hollow of his shoulder, and her hands slid down his arms.

He hissed out a breath and she caught his exasperation mixed with laughter. “You really don’t have it here, do you,” he said, and stood up abruptly.

Freya watched in bemusement as he picked up her boots one at a time, running his hands over them and dropping them to the floor. He snatched up her jumper and tee shirt next. Turned them through and shook them out before dropping both to the floor and striding from the room.

Freya caught her breath. Realised she was sprawled inelegantly on the bed in her underwear and hold ups, with her skirt rucked up around her waist. She straightened her skirt, pulling it down, and scooted off the bed to grab her jumper off the floor.

The rat had actually had the audacity to strip search her for something and, to make matters worse, she had let him; had melted into a puddle, unable to even make herself want to stop him.

He came back into the room with her coat in one hand, and she felt her face burn. She had not reached the jumper and now hovered, torn between wanting to run forward to snatch it up and standing her ground to prove it did not matter. She bunched her fists at her sides, her temper rising, she would not give him the satisfaction of knowing she was uncomfortable.

“Freya,” he said her name like a warning and walked slowly across the room towards her, watchful, as if waiting for her to make a run for it. She told herself to stand her ground, but he was intimidating and she felt herself move backwards involuntarily. “You are from 2008. This farmhouse is currently in 1908. You are one hundred years in the past. If you want me to take you back, then you will tell me where your time device is.”

An image of herself, sprawled on his bed, flashed across her mind and anger burned brightly. With it, she managed to get her shocked brain to function once more. It occurred to her that the mobile phone he had taken from his coat pocket had been responsible for transporting them here.

His words should have been incredible, but Freya had already let go of her reason when she had taken her accounts to him. He obviously did not know about the time doorway and thought she was using a device like his one. Ha! A lot you know, she thought, and if the rat intended to leave her stranded in 1908 he was in for a surprise.

He was far too good looking, stalking her across the room like some avenging angel, but although a separate part of her mind appreciated his beauty, Freya’s temper was easily winning against desire at this point.

He had kissed all sense from her and she had let him. Shame over her behaviour streaked through her, and mixed with anger and something worse. Of course he wouldn’t really be interested in someone like her. He was beautiful and she was— well, average.

The worst thing was that he must have known how she felt about him. He had coldly been searching her for this time device thing, while her mind had been on other matters. She scowled at him. His apparent calm only seemed to make him look more dangerous, but Freya was fed up with his arrogance and more than ready for an argument.

It was obvious that while her feelings were in chaos she would never best him. If she could wind him up, he would be thinking less clearly and she would stand a better chance of out manoeuvring him. She tried to think how to anger him but had a feeling it would not be easy. At least she had the time doorway. As long as he was unaware of its existence, she would be miles ahead of him.

He had backed her right up to the wall and she had to look up to meet his eyes. Without her heels she felt defenceless, insecure, next to his tall solid frame. Her hands clenched to tight fists at her sides. Watching as his mouth curved into a smile, she burned with a horrible conglomeration of anger, desire and resentment.

“I don’t have it on me,” she tried.

His eyes glinted as he scanned her, coming back to rest on her flushed face. “Yes, it is rather obvious that you do not have it on you. Now, where is it?”

Freya inhaled sharply as rage consumed her, arresting all other thoughts. The rat was going to get the shock of his lifetime. Everything was suddenly bright, clear, and an idea formed in her mind. She put her head on one side as she considered him.

“If I tell you where it is, will you answer a question I have about it?”

“Tell me where it is and I might answer your question.”

She watched his mouth curve in a smile that spoke of victory and her eyes narrowed. “No. Answer the question first.”

“What is it you wish to know?”

Freya stiffened her spine and met him look for look. “When you travel, can you come back to the same moment you left, or does time continue while you are away?” She caught the glint in his eyes as he considered her question, and hoped to God she had not given too much away.

“Why do you want to know that? Do you think to send me on some wild goose chase while you make your escape? Where did you get your device from anyway? I wish you will tell me if you are in some kind of trouble. I can help you.”

How did he get so close? “Just answer the question.” She made her voice as cold as she could manage.

He stared at her intently until she felt light-headed enough to press her palms into the wall behind her. She was almost sure he would not answer; then, “Time does, of course, continue when you leave a place, but it is possible to come back shortly afterward. It is difficult to get pinpoint accuracy, and the closest most have managed to return is about fifteen to twenty minutes after the time of leaving. However, some places are
consistently monitored to allow for greater accuracy.”

It would not take her five minutes to run out to the time doorway. She suppressed the feeling of triumph his words caused in case he guessed something of her train of thought.

“Now, I believe you are going to tell me where your time device is.”

“If I tell you, will you take me back to 2008?”

He smiled and rubbed her shoulder gently as if to offer comfort; reassurance. “Of course.”

He seemed sincere and, as far as she could tell, had no reason to keep her here, but she still could not shake the impression he was lying. Freya took a breath and let it out. She looked him dead in the eye, “It’s in the glove box of my Transit van on Portobello Road.”

“Thank you.” His hand slid down her arm to her elbow, and then he was pulling her across the room towards the bed. She stumbled after him on shaking legs. Before she could ask what he was doing, he pulled a pair of handcuffs from his coat pocket and cuffed her injured wrist to the top of the metal bed frame.

Freya gasped in shock. “What now? What the hell are you doing?”

“Just making sure you stay put. If you have lied to me, Freya, I will take you directly to the courts in 2112 and leave them to deal with you as they see fit. Now tell me the exact location of your van and I’ll be back with some dry clothes for you shortly.” He gathered up the rest of her clothes, and turned to face her once more.

Freya burned with the impossible injustice of it all and clenched her fists in anger, refusing to answer. Let him find the van himself. She was not going to give him any help. Jeremy took in her expression as they stared at each other in silence for a few moments. He shook his head as he left the room. It would not make any difference how long it took him to locate her van. He would still be back here within twenty minutes.

 

As it happened, it did not take Jeremy long to find Freya’s van. There were not that many flower stalls in the market and only one van with her name emblazoned on the side in pink lettering surrounded by flowers.

An Italian man was serving a woman who was buying roses. He spoke volubly, throwing his hands up at the story the woman was telling him. Jeremy watched as the man served someone else on the neighbouring stall. He had to be a friend watching out for Freya. Jeremy considered his strategy before going up to greet the man.

“Hello, my friend, and what can I get for you today,” Gus said.

“Hello. I’m looking for Freya’s stall, have I the right place?”

“Yes, of course, but I’m afraid she is on break at this moment. Can I be of assistance?”

Jeremy held out his hand, “Jeremy Sanders,” he said.

“Giuseppe Celino. You are friend of hers?

“Yes, I am afraid she has been taken unwell. She asked me to pack up her stall for her.” He pulled her keys from his pocket as he spoke.

“Ah, I am sorry to hear of it. What happened to her?”

“Nothing to worry about. She fell and has a suspected fracture in her wrist. She phoned me from the A&E to ask if I would help her out.”

“Ah, I am so sorry. I call her tomorrow to see how she is. It is only some few buckets of flowers here. You leave them with me and I sell what I can for her.”

“I am sure she will greatly appreciate it. She asked if I would collect her and drive her home in her van. I think she was concerned that she may not be able to manage without power steering.”

“Ah, she should have better van, no? Please pass my sympathies to her.”

Jeremy spent the next few minutes chatting and generally gleaning what information he could from the man. Eventually, he let himself into her van and leaned across to open the glove box, pulling out all the junk onto the passenger seat.

There was no device. He sighed softly. Making a thorough search of the van would have to wait. He would drive the van back to her flat and do his searching there, away from her friend’s watchful eyes.

As old and rusted as the van clearly was, it was still a pleasure to drive. Jeremy took it slowly at first, getting the feel of the archaic machine. London was something of a nightmare to negotiate. The traffic appeared to be a free for all for the most part, and he was grateful for his time device, which he used to help him navigate.

By 2090, large areas of London were clear of cars and only electric trams and bicycles remained. It was surreal to be able to drive past the ancient buildings, and he found himself continually distracted. The smell of the fumes was overpowering and he had to close the windows, but revelled in the funny handles that worked the mechanism. It was just as well the traffic was crawling though, because it took him some time to accustom himself to the old technology.

He had taken driving lessons as part of his skill sets for becoming a Field Operative, but the majority of the public did not drive. There were cars, but they were all automatic and pre-programmed to set routes. You paid your money at the meter, climbed in and the car took you at a steady 30KH to the pre-set destination.

With no steering wheel or pedals, most people had abandoned the idea in favour of bicycles. You might be restricted to slower speeds, but at least you still had the fun of being in full control of where you wanted to go.

Of course, people could still drive off-road on racing tracks, and with so few people driving, the ones that took up the sport were either viewed as crazy or revered as Gods. So to be able to drive yourself at twice the usual permitted speed on London roads was an incredible experience.

When he reached the motorway, it took all his nerve to merge with the traffic and drive at the required speed. Nevertheless, the rush had him wondering if he had picked the wrong century to work in. He was not altogether sorry to reach the street where Freya lived and, parking outside, he began his search.

The device was not in the van; he slammed the door and made for the flat. He could question Freya further, but he dismissed the idea for now. She was not going anywhere. He would search the flat again first.

He let himself in, this time using her keys, and began to search. A few hours later, he stood frowning in the small space. The device was not here, in her van or on her person, he had searched all thoroughly.

He considered again all he knew of her. She had been running from someone today. Perhaps that person had already taken the device from her. Then there was the fact that not only had she brought her accounts to him the day before, but also carelessly left her diary in his kitchen.

He had to consider the possibility that she had used the device unknowingly. It would explain why she had been unable to return home that night. It was also possible that she had returned the device to whoever had owned it, having never known it was responsible for her being able to visit him.

Jeremy was now certain she had told him the device was in her van simply to get rid of him so she could try to escape. She had clearly not expected him to handcuff her to the bed frame. He considered his options. He had not lied to her when he had said it would most likely take him twenty minutes to return.

He remembered his crack about taking her to the courts and flinched. She would now be extremely frightened. A situation he had feared might be the upshot of his dealing with her when he had spoken to Greg the day before. He sighed and wondered how he was to not only calm her down, but also gain enough of her trust to get the true story of what had happened from her.

There was a good reason for Matt taking on the job of investigating possible suspects and Jeremy transporting them. He shook his head and flipped open his time device.

 

Freya watched him go, utterly dumbfounded. What did he mean by the courts in 2112? What had she got herself into? Suddenly her plan to wind him up did not seem so smart, not that she had managed to anyway.

From the silence in the house, she guessed he had gone to check her van for the device. That meant she had twenty minutes at the most to escape from the cuffs and get away from here.

His threat about taking her to some court in the future scared the hell out of her. All this time she had thought she was the one from the future, and now it was looking like the other way around.

She studied the handcuffs; pulling at them automatically. Obviously, he was some kind of policeman, but she didn’t have a time device, had simply stumbled upon this place by accident, she hadn’t even believed what she was doing was possible. She wondered if Jeremy would hear out her explanations and decided she did not want to chance it.

If she could escape the cuffs, she could use the time doorway to go home. Jeremy would presume she could not get back to 2008 and would only look for her here. It was her original plan anyway. She just hadn’t anticipated the freaking handcuffs.

She wondered if she could pick the lock. After all, she reasoned, cuffs were designed for use with both hands behind the body so a complex lock should not be needed. She cast around her but saw nothing she could use.

He had even removed her shoes so she regretfully abandoned the idea of using her heels to smash the lock. She tried to squeeze her hand through the opening but, of course, the cuffs were designed not to allow this, and it only caused pain to shoot up her arm from the gash in her wrist.

She felt panic rising and gulped back tears. They would not help. Along with the pain in her wrist and scraped palms, her bra was digging uncomfortably into her skin and she tried to shift it a bit. Some of the under-wiring was poking through the stitching, leaving a small amount of sharp metal showing and she fiddled one-handed with it, trying to push it back in.

With blinding foresight, she realised she could use it to try to pick the lock. She tugged ineffectively at it with her free hand, but could not pull any more of it free and only managed to make her fingers sore. Finally, she decided the bra would have to come off if she was to make use of the small amount of wire.

Sweat coated her body in the fraught minutes she spent trying to pick the lock. It stung her scraped palms and her eyes so that she did not see the lock give, but there was a click and she felt the cuff spring open. Elation shot through her, laced with adrenaline.

She had some measure of comfort from putting her bra back on, and then rushed from the room to search for her clothes. She made a quick run through, but they were nowhere in sight and she did not know how much time had passed. The thought of Jeremy catching her here when she had so nearly escaped had her deciding to leave the clothes behind.

She darted across sun-drenched grass and stumbled through the time doorway into torrential rain. Her bra, stockings and skirt were soaked in seconds.

Great. Perfect. Just what she needed.

Freya sighed as she came to a halt in the downpour. The rain had lashed the grasses until they bowed over, and the tall weeds looked menacing as lightening lit the sky for a split second. The crash made her jump when it came almost at the same time.

She shivered and rubbed her arms. Trust her to stumble into this lot. Maybe it was bad karma for her lust for Jeremy and she had somehow ended up in Dante’s third circle of hell.

Something caught her eye and she looked down to see a bright blue swatch of wet fabric half buried in the long grass. A memory surfaced of her first day here, her sweater dropping to the ground to lie forgotten, only revealed by the rain half flattening the meadow.

She grinned at the memory of the fruitless hours she had spent searching for the thing when it had been here all along. The rain was useful for something at least; she doubted that she would have found it again otherwise.

She snatched it up, shaking it to try to get rid of grass seeds and mud. It was soaking wet and she wrung it out as best she could before putting it on. It might be cold, wet and dirty but it was infinitely better than walking around in her bra.

Going through the meadow was horrible without shoes on. The thought of what she might tread on had her cringing with every step. The grass was sharp in spite of being wet and it soon shredded her stockings. She peeled them off when she reached the other side, abandoning them at the outer edge of the field near the road.

Legs scratched up, feet bare, hands stinging and wrist throbbing again, Freya sighed as she realised she was also beginning a headache. She pulled the tie from her hair and massaged her scalp as she walked.

Her entire body was aching by the time she reached the M4. What had seemed a short distance by van was a long way in bare feet. The slip road alone was immense, and it felt like it took forever to reach one of the orange SOS phones. She sat down on the bank as cars whipped past, and finally allowed the tears she had been holding back to stream down her face, releasing some of the stress of the day.

It was early evening by the time Freya got back to Reading. She noticed her van parked outside her flat and had a bad moment thinking Jeremy might be there. She reminded herself that he would have gone back to 1908 shortly after she had left, and would spend at least the rest of the day searching there for her if not longer.

He obviously did not suspect at any point that she might be in the meadow in 2008 because, presumably, she would not have made it this far if he could go back in time to stop her, or could he. Perhaps her evening would alter at some point and she would find herself back in the field, facing him. The sheer tangle of possibilities this thought presented caused her to abandon it.

She let herself in using the spare key she kept buried in a flowerpot. Her flat seemed dull and quiet. She could tell that Jeremy had been here, obviously searching for the device. Freya limped to the bathroom and gratefully stripped off to take a hot shower. She could not seem to prevent the tears that rolled down her face the entire time.

She realised she had not eaten anything all day and heated up some soup; then ended up scoffing down microwave pizza and chips on top. She worried at the edge of the bandage on her wrist. It was still damp from the rain and her shower. Eventually, she curled up with a hot drink in her favourite armchair and tried to think over the events of the day.

 

Jeremy re-appeared in the farmhouse bedroom to see the open handcuffs dangling from the bed frame. He strode forwards and snatched them up. She had picked the lock; he could see the scratches around it. What had she used, a hairpin? Please. He pocketed the cuffs and then made a search of the house, beginning under the bed.

Her clothes and boots were where he had left them, hanging over a chair in the lounge. She had obviously missed them in her haste. She had had twenty minutes to get away and it must have taken a fair amount of that to pick the lock.

Without the transport of the 21st century, she would find it difficult to go far, especially on foot with no shoes and practically no clothes. He hissed out a breath between his teeth.

Rather than racing out to search the countryside for her, he put in a call to his colleague, Matt. With the call completed, he took a blanket from the airing cupboard and filled a flask with water before setting out to saddle Shorter.

He visited all the local people in the area, passing the time and gleaning what information he could. At around five in the afternoon, Matt arrived and they continued the search together.

Ten o’clock and the last of the daylight faded from the sky. Jeremy and Matt sat at the kitchen table over coffee.

“I should never have left her, Matt. What was I thinking?”

“You cuffed her to the bed and took her clothes. I have never heard of anyone being able to pick a lock on a pair of handcuffs. I thought they were supposed to be unpick-able.”

Jeremy sighed, and rubbed a hand tiredly across his face. “Jones gave me them,” he tossed the cuffs across the table, “Must be pre 2050.”

Matt shook his head as he studied the cuffs. “It happens to the best of us, and it’s not as though she can get very far in this century without clothes.”

“I never should have made that crack about letting the courts have her. I intended to frighten her a little, not terrify her.”

“You think she’s innocent then.”

“I went through everything she had, searched every inch of that flat of hers. Spent a good half hour chatting to her stall-holder friend. She’s from 2008. I’d stake my life on it.”

“Where would she have a device from?”

“She was running away from someone when I found her today.”

Matt blew out a sigh and let the cuffs drop back to the table. “All right. We need Jones in on this; 2008 is his responsibility and if she is there with a time device, he needs to know about it. You’re sure she couldn’t have the device on her without you finding it.”

“I stripped her of practically everything but her underwear, and there wasn’t room under that to hide anything. Besides, if she had a device she would not have needed to pick the lock. There’s no way she had a device on her, Matt, no way.”

“So. She is here somewhere. We just haven’t found her yet.”

Jeremy took another sip of his drink, looking calm, yet something betrayed him to his colleague.

“We’ll find her. I’m sure she’s fine; just hiding from us. The only way she would have escaped our notice is if she was moving around. We covered every inch out there. We can start again at first light.”

There was silence between them for a moment then Matt asked, “Did you take DNA?” He met Jeremy’s steady gaze and sighed. “You said she might have nicked an artery. Bring me the sample and I’ll take it across to Greg. He can check her for criminal, and anything else we should know about.”

Jeremy nodded tightly, rose and went to collect the discarded bandage. Coming back to the kitchen, he wordlessly passed the bloodied lint to Matt, who fished out a plastic sandwich bag from his pocket.

Jeremy stood, hands on hips, “I’m going back out there. She has to sleep at some point and I am betting that is when I will find her.”

Matt nodded his assent, “I’ll stay put for now in case she comes back here. We can take turns to sleep if you want to search through the night.”

Jeremy put a hand on Matt’s shoulder, squeezing his thanks for a moment before heading out the door.

For Jeremy, the next few hours were a sharp lesson in humility. He questioned his actions and the reasons behind them over and again.

Not wanting to terrify her, he had not bothered with the usual procedure for safeguarding his quarry. Now the irony was, in not securing her properly, he had put her in possible danger. It would be his fault if she were hurt running away from him. It did not help his peace of mind to know she would certainly be cold and tired, scared and hungry.

He was a Field Operative. In the farmhouse he had the means to contain her. In his arrogance, he had decided it was not necessary. Now she would suffer for it. It was not lost on him that she had already spent one night sleeping rough in this century.

 

On a grey morning, Gregory Jones sat in his office trying to get to grips with a fault on his laptop computer, while tuned to some rowdy station the radio played rock anthems against a background of relentless rain.

He was a tall man, built well enough to show subtle lines of muscle under his tee shirt. A mop of brown hair and two days worth of stubble completed the picture. He looked up as a knock sounded on the door.

“Matt. Hey, good to see you. What gives?”

“Jones.” Matt strode forward to shake hands. Greg half stood and leaned across the table before collapsing back ungracefully into his seat. He shoved the laptop to one side and swivelled round to grab a telephone off a nearby shelf. The action caused a heap of paperwork to drop to the floor.

He dialled and spoke, “Grace, can we get some coffee please? You’re a pal.” He slung the phone carelessly to join the heap of paper on the floor and turned to grin at Matt. “Thought I might be seeing you. How’s life in 1908?”

“Very well, thank you. Even after all this time, it is still something of a culture shock. I am not sure I will ever get used to it. There is so much space. London is this little city, filled with carriage horses, all green countryside around it.”

“Jesus, a world without cars, I can’t imagine it.”

“It will soon alter. Cars are now becoming more common and it will be a relief to all when the horses leave the streets. How have you been keeping, are you well?”

“Nothing to complain about. Oh boy, do I have some hot news for you though. Remember Adam’s feisty kid sister?”

“Vividly, what of her?”

“She’s joined Marsden’s team; been working with Kitter for the last six months. Word is she’s gonna be based here in 2008.”

“I would wager that raised a few smiles.”

“No kidding, the girl has the face of an angel. All us guys here are gonna be drooling from afar.”

“What is her role likely to be?”

“Field Operative. Kitter reckons she’s going to be a huge asset to the team. She’s one hot babe that no one in their right mind is gonna cross. We have a pool going here over who’s going to get their eye blacked first. So far Brannigan and Flyboy are neck and neck. You want in?”

Matt laughed softly, “Very well, put me down ten to one on Flyboy.”

“It’s where the smart money is, but you never know. Apparently, Brannigan has a secret weapon,” Greg winked, “He’s got connections to a chocolaterie and has some of the country’s finest stashed away somewhere. The office girls have been searching for weeks but so far, nada.”

“When will she begin her role here?”

“Nothing concrete yet. Supposedly in a month or two, and Kitter has been real close over where she’s going to be set up.”

“Hmm. Well, keep me updated if you get a chance, it is always useful to know who is around.”

The door opened and a comfortable middle-aged woman came in with coffees and a box full of doughnuts. Greg dished out the coffees while Matt made pleasantries.

Once the woman had left, Greg asked, “So what gives?”

“We have a situation. A possible Jumper.”

“Oooh, Sanders lost someone? Wait till I tell Daniel.”

Matt shook his head and quickly explained what had occurred.

Greg leaned back in his chair, laughter lurking at the back of his eyes, “Let me get this straight. Jeremy thinks Freya may have been running from someone who she possibly stole a time device from, who may or may not still have said device.”

“I am afraid that is the case.”

“Jesus, Matt, give me a break. He has no other information whatsoever on this, and he’s lost this girl, Freya, in a time when she’d have caused a riot going around in a short skirt and her underwear.”

“He’s fallen, Jones, I mean completely fallen for this girl. It has never made the slightest difference when I have brought even the prettiest girls to be transported. He’s never shown an ounce of compassion for any of them.” Matt smiled and shook his head, “I wish you could have seen him last night, acting like the world would come to an end if he couldn’t find her and look after her.”

“Think she could have jumped back here?”

“I believe it is possible. Jeremy reasons she would have no need to pick the lock if she had a device, and he is adamant, of course, that she had no such thing with her.” He shrugged, “Perhaps she did not know that the device would render handcuffs useless. Whatever way it happened, he has lost control of the situation.”

Greg grinned. “He’s always been a player. Lot of girls go for that caveman attitude though, and you said she came to see him twice. Perhaps she’ll go back to him anyway. It always amazes me the effect those Sanders boys have on the women.”

“Hmm, I am not so sure. Even if we do find her I would wager she never speaks to him again after being used in that way.”

Greg began to laugh, but Matt simply watched him, hands on hips, and shook his head, “It is no laughing matter, Gregory.”

“To think I’d see the day when Sanders messed up so spectacularly. The boys are gonna have a field day with this one.”

“Yes. Well. They have never had much sense.”

“Did he stick her with a sharp?”

“No. However…” Matt pulled the bag containing the blood soaked lint from his pocket. He tossed it across the desk to Greg, who grabbed it and hissed out a breath.

“What the hell is this? Christ, tell me this isn’t the girl’s.”

“From her wrist, she had torn it open when he found her and he patched her up. I am assuming it was serious from the amount of blood.”

“Okay, I’ll run her, but from everything you’ve told me I doubt we’ll find anything.” 

“What is your opinion Greg, do you think she could have jumped here?”

“Can’t see how else she would have avoided him. Sanders might have his faults but he is an excellent tracker. If he hasn’t found her then I’m guessing it’s because she jumped.”

“I would have to agree.”

“Okay. Now we’ll show him how the pros get the job done. You got an address for her, anything like that?”

“She works on Portobello Road, selling flowers. You might find her there.” He passed across a scrap of paper to Greg, “Her address.”

“I’ll get onto it today. Jeremy is going to owe me big time. Especially if he doesn’t want me to mention any of this to Daniel.”






 

Chapter 5

 

It was after twelve when Greg finally reached Portobello. The rain had eased up leaving it cold and overcast. He drove around looking for a parking space, finally getting lucky on a side street nearby. The market was quiet, stallholders looking like they had had enough.

He found Freya with surprising ease. He guessed her identity from the description Matt had given, plus the bulky bandage around her wrist. She was talking to a tough-looking skinny man and Greg followed her through the crowd; casually eavesdropping on her conversation while trying to confirm his guess.

“Look, Martin, I’m sorry I lost you yesterday. I stopped to look at something, turned around and you were gone, but you need to stop coming to see me like this.”

“I spent all afternoon looking for you, and you never answer your phone. I had to cancel the booking I made for us at the Red bar too.”

Freya gritted her teeth and tried to remember how to be assertive. “I’m sorry you were inconvenienced, but I never agreed to have dinner with you and, in fact, already had plans. I don’t know how else I can make you understand, I’m not interested in going out with you.” She wondered how many times she would have to say it before he finally believed her.

“I would understand if it was true, but we both know you have feelings for me, so why don’t we stop with all the pretence?”

Freya came to a halt, hands on hips, and blew out a breath. “I don’t have feelings for you, Martin, you’re mistaken.” She threw her hands up in sudden exasperation. “When are you going to get it through your thick head that I don’t fancy you, I don’t want to date you, and I’m not even sure I want to see you as a friend anymore.”

Greg narrowed his eyes as he watched the couple. Freya was slight. Her sneakers gave her no extra height as she squared up to the other man. He watched as the man stepped closer and grabbed her shoulders, aggression in his stance. “Okay, maybe you do need me to demonstrate how things stand,” he said, and leaned in close.

Greg decided he had seen enough. He stepped forwards, tucked his fingers in the back of the man’s shirt collar and twisted sharply, pulling the man backwards and sending him flying. He looked down at Freya. “I was right. You need some self defence moves.”

Freya stared up at the strange man who had come unexpectedly to her rescue. “What—”

“Who the hell do you think you are?” shouted Martin, fists clenched in front of him. 

Greg stared at Martin, and looked his contempt. “Someone who is going to make life difficult for you if you don’t leave now.”

Martin paused. All around them was silence, everyone nearby watching to see what would happen next. He shrugged and said tightly, “We’re not done here. I’ll speak to you later, Freya.” Then stalked off, anger clear in every step.

Freya shook her head in annoyance. “Huh. Next time I’m not gonna bother with assertive, I’m just gonna get straight in there with a heavy-based frying pan.”

The noise level around them returned to normal as people realised the show was over. Greg grinned. It was easy to see why Jeremy had fallen for this girl. She was not only pretty but was ready to laugh at a situation that might have daunted another girl.

“Gregory Jones,” he said and held out a hand.

“Freya Keele,” she replied.

He took her hand and instead of shaking it, brought it up to look at the grubby bandage. “You should change the dressing on this. Jeremy said it might need stitches. We’ve got a medic back at the office if you want a second opinion.”

Freya gasped and stepped back, colour draining from her face. She was surprised that he let go.

“Don’t run away from me, Freya. Jeremy’s not here and we need to talk.”

“H-how do you know him?”

“He’s a work colleague. He’s been beating himself up over what happened. I don’t think he meant to scare you. He’s never had much in the way of finesse. If you want to scare the bejeebers out of someone, he’s your guy, but a skilled negotiator he ain’t.”

“What do you want with me? I haven’t got a time thingy, I never did have. I don’t even know what one is.”

“That’s okay. I just want to talk to you.”

“Okay, so talk, I’m listening.”

“Not here. Come with me, we can talk back at the office.”

“No way. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Freya, if I wanted to trick you I wouldn’t have told you that I know Jeremy. Believe me, I could have talked you into coming with me. I’m not going to lie, I need to talk with you, but these are sensitive matters and the market isn’t the place for them.”

His words made sense but Freya was still uncertain. “How do I know you won’t take me back to Jeremy, or to that court thing he said about?”

“I promise I won’t take you back to him today, Freya, you have my word. Hell, I’ll even teach you some Karate moves so you can deck him the next time you run into him. What court thing did he say about?”

“He said if I lied to him he’d take me to the courts in 21 something and let them deal with me.”

Greg rolled his eyes and shook his head, “No finesse. I take it you lied to him then.”

“I didn’t mean to.” Freya almost winced at the whine in her voice, “He was so mean and I just got mad. Now if he finds me he’s gonna drag me off to jail. He’s a cop isn’t he?” she said with a glum look at her sneakers.

“Jeremy’s not a cop and none of us could just drag you off to court or jail. The courts give us specific people to chase; bail jumpers or known felons. We have to prove that we have the right guy before any dragging off is done. I already ran your DNA and you’re not on the list,” said Greg, raising his eyebrows in the direction of Freya’s bandaged wrist. “Jeremy knows this only too well. As I mentioned before, he’s not big on negotiation. In fact, he’s a bit of caveman, to be honest with you.”

His words made sense and Freya began to relax. “Why are you guys suddenly chasing after me?”

“I can’t speak for Jeremy, but I just want to talk to you for a while.”

Freya sighed and wrapped her arms around herself. She could see the reason in what he was saying, and she did want to know more about the situation. She would need her accounts and ledger book back at some point too, and Jeremy still had her phone and house keys.

“Where is the office?” she asked in defeat.

He gave her a warm smile in response and said, “It’s in W1, a short walk from here.”

She sighed again and began to walk with him. “Did you mean it when you said you’d teach me how to beat him up?”

Greg chuckled, “Sure, no problem. It’s about time someone taught him some manners. Have to admit though, I’m curious to know what you used on the handcuffs.”

Freya stopped in her tracks. “He told you about the handcuffs?”

“I had it second hand from Matt.” He held up both hands as if in self-defence.

Freya scowled, “What else did he tell you?”

Greg stifled a laugh and Freya’s scowl deepened. She turned to him again, “Well, what else?”

“Please don’t hurt me.” He shot her a glance, eyes dancing with laughter.

“Tell me, now!”

“Just something about the amount of trouble you gave him over cleaning that up,” he inclined his head towards her wrist, “Apparently you didn’t want his help.”

Freya narrowed her eyes at him and huffed again. Great. They had all obviously been laughing at her misfortunes.

“Don’t worry, Freya. I’ll teach you some moves and you can beat him up next time you see him. If it’s any consolation, the guys have all given him a hard time over letting you escape in the first place. His job is to keep people secure for transfer. He has to get all the hardened felons to the courts, and by losing you he’s made himself look incompetent.”

Great, that was really going to make him less angry with her. How had she managed to get into this fix? All she had done was forget to pack a bottle of water.

Greg’s office was in a narrow three-story town house. It had a fancy looking reception area where they signed in before taking the elevator to the third floor. His office was a mess. Paperwork slung over every available surface including the floor.

“Hey, you don’t know anything about programming do you?” he asked, inclining his head towards a laptop on the desk.

Freya gave him a look.

“Oh well, worth a try.” He pulled out a chair for her and wandered around to the other side of the desk, not waiting to see if she took it or not.

Freya sat down, smiling a bit at his easy manner. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

“I want you to start at the beginning and tell me everything that happened the day you first met Jeremy. Don’t miss anything out, even if you think it’s not important, I want to hear it.”

Freya put her head on one side, thinking over that day and debating how much to tell him. He looked easygoing enough, but Freya was not sure how far she could trust him. After Jeremy’s apparent duplicity, her trust in others had taken a bit of a knock.

It might be just as well to play her cards close until she figured out more of what she was dealing with here, and after everything that had happened there was no way she was giving up the location of her time doorway. If Jeremy tried to leave her stranded back in the past again, she wanted a sure way out.

She wondered about Joe, but quickly decided he was not any part of all this. His expression when she had mentioned things like the M4 had told its own story. He had been humouring her about the van whilst trying his best to help her. No. Joe had not been in on any of this, and would most likely make a good ally if she were stuck back there again. At least she would have one friend she could trust. She would keep quiet about Joe as much as possible.

In the end, she decided she would stick as closely to the truth as she could, and would only omit the bit about the time doorway and her time with Joe. She would make it sound like she still thought Jeremy was living in this century. Otherwise, why would she have left her accounts and diary with him, both of which had the date all over them?

When she was finished, Greg leaned back in his chair. “You had no idea he was living in 1908 until he told you.”

“I’m still not sure I believe that’s where he is. It sounds like lunacy and if it wasn’t for the fact that he teleported us from the market to his house, I don’t think I’d even be here talking to you.”

“I hear you. Well, I’m glad there isn’t another time device going around,” he paused and then looked her dead in the eye, “Who were you running from when Jeremy found you at the market?”

Freya squashed down a feeling of triumph. He was not nearly as sharp as Jeremy. “That idiot you pulled off me today.”


“And he is…”

“Martin Johnson. He’s been pestering me for weeks.”

“Okay.” Greg was certain she was not telling him anywhere near the truth, but he hadn’t really expected her to. He would play nice for now, win her trust and follow her around until he figured out for himself what had happened.

He suspected the rogue device was with Martin, but in case she had some kind of relationship going with the man, decided to throw her off the scent a bit. He cast about for something suitable and then remembered an old conspiracy theory about time fields that had done the rounds a few years back.

The rumour went that it was possible for a rip in time to open up near to the source of closely monitored time ports, thus making it possible to travel between two specific points without a time device. Nothing had ever been proven and no one really believed it was possible, but it would do for now and give him the space to do a little research on her friend Martin.

“Sounds like what we have here is a time rip. It’s like an elastic bit of time; a place where you can simply walk through from one era to another without noticing.” He wished he had paid more attention to the science bit, but looking at Freya’s serious face he could see she had bought it.

“Don’t worry, Freya. We’ll have a look for it and get it closed up.”

Freya thought about not being able to see Jeremy again and felt strangely cold. “Greg,” she paused, “What is Jeremy if he’s not a cop, what do you all do here, and is he really from 2100?”

Greg hesitated a moment too long and Freya, suddenly annoyed with the entire situation, narrowed her eyes. “Am I not entitled to ask a few questions? After all, you’ve grilled me this last half hour, and you’ve all been chasing around after me and threatening me.”

Greg sighed, “Yes, we’re both from 2100.” He rummaged around the mess on his desk, finally locating the box of doughnuts under a heap of paper. He offered the box, grabbed the phone off the floor, dialled and spoke.

“Grace, can I get a coffee in here? Yeah, wait a sec.” He glanced at Freya, who was eyeing the box doubtfully, and raised his eyebrows.

Freya looked up, “Latte?” she said, with a hopeful look.

Greg grinned in response, “Yeah and a latte, cheers.”

“Doughnuts and coffee huh?” Freya said, watching him dump the phone back in the mess on the floor.

Greg shook his head. “You gonna eat that or just look at it?”

There was only one doughnut in the box. Freya smirked at the hopeful look on his face, grabbed the thing, took a huge bite and got covered in sticky gunk. She licked jam and sugar from her fingers.

“Did Jeremy threaten you, Freya?”

She glanced up at the unexpected question, “You know he did. He said he’d take me to court in 2112 if I lied to him.”

Greg was relieved. Freya caught the look and quickly glanced away.

“So what are you, time-travelling cops? I feel like I am in a hammy seventies sci-fi drama here. I can’t believe I’m even asking you.”

“We’re an independent agency set up by the Government in 2100. Most of us came from a police background. Jeremy was a bounty hunter though. He was never a cop. As you may have guessed, we have some trouble with time devices getting into the wrong hands. Our jobs are to hunt down and take back the people and devices.”

“That’s what Jeremy thought I was, some thug with a stolen time thingy?”

Greg suppressed a smile at her words, “No, Freya. It’s obvious that you are neither a thug nor from the 22nd century. He believed that you had come across a time device by accident and might not have even realised that it allowed you to travel.”

His words made sense. If Jeremy had thought she was a criminal, he would not have wasted time patching her up or threatening her with the courts. He would have just taken her there. She felt a shiver run through her at the thought.

“Well I didn’t come across one, and I didn’t know I had gone back in time when I met Jeremy.”

“Don’t worry about it, Freya. We’ll sort it all out.”

“So. How come you have an office here and Jeremy works at home?”

“The office is for data gathering mainly. When we want to transport someone, we take them somewhere a little quieter.”

“Like the farmhouse.”

“Freya, he knows that you are from this era. Even if you had stolen a time device from someone else here, we could not transport and abandon you to a future justice system that you know nothing about. It’s prohibited, and every one of us knows it; you have nothing to fear from Jeremy, he won’t take you to 2112, Freya, and his job is based in 1900, so it’s not like you’ll bump into him in the supermarket.”

Grace interrupted with their coffee. Freya gratefully sipped hers. The hot milk radiated through her, giving comfort as it went down, and she felt some of the tension slide away. Things made a lot more sense now Greg had given her some information about what she was dealing with. He had been straight with her from the word go and she felt the tentative beginnings of trust.

She was unable to stop thinking of Jeremy though, and her feelings for him were chaotic. The need to see him again was insane given their last meeting. She now understood a little more of why she had such a feeling of danger around him. Subconsciously, her mind must have seen him as a possible threat.

She stared rather blankly at the window and spoke softly without thinking. “If you get the time rip closed I won’t see Jeremy again, will I?”

Greg gave her a wide grin, laughter starting to bubble up, and as he caught the frown on her face, it only made bad, worse.

“What’s so funny?”

“You like him, don’t you? After everything he did, you still like him. He is unbelievably lucky with women. Matt reckoned you’d never speak to him again after the strip search. What do you girls find so appealing anyway? The man’s a Neanderthal.”

Shock, quickly followed by temper, scorched through her. She banged her cup down on the table, stood up and began to stalk around the desk towards him. It was not easy given the mess on the floor, but she managed to do a good job of looking threatening even as her feet slid on heaps of paper.

“He told you and Matt about that. How many other people did he tell? He is a sneaking rotten pig and I don’t want to see him again, and if you keep laughing at me I’m going to hit you.”

Greg held up both hands in surrender and managed to swallow his laughter. “Hey, don’t kill me. You could do worse, you know. He earns a good wage, and he might be a bit of a caveman, but a lot of chicks go for that.”

“You said you would teach me how to beat him up. Well I think I want to learn now, so I can go and beat him up before you get this time thing closed.” Freya folded her arms and glared.

Greg glanced at the ratty bandage around her wrist. “We’ve got a medic here that can look at that first for you if you like.”

Freya began to fidget with the edges of the bandage, and Greg laughed. “I’m not Jeremy, you know, if you want to get that infected and have your fingers drop off, I’m not gonna stop ya.”

“Oh, all right,” she huffed, “if it makes you feel better.”

Greg got to his feet and held open the door, “Come on, we’ll do self defence class one afterwards.”

Four steps led down to a corridor that looked as though it were between floor levels. The building was a rabbit warren of rooms, with passageways leading off from one another, and Greg led her around corners and up stairs until she was thoroughly lost.

The whole place reeked of decaying grandeur. High ceilings were finished with intricately designed coving and ornamental centrepieces that framed bare bulbs supporting dusty webbing. The walls, sans paper, were simple pastel shades with streaks of dirt here and there along with some interesting patterns of flaking paintwork.

Freya tried to imagine how it might have looked back in 1908. Someone had added plasterboard walls at some point, to divide the space, which added to the bizarre nature of the place. The combination of grand old house and modern dirt filled office was strangely unsettling, making Freya anxious to stay close to Greg as he strode along. She felt like she could be lost in here for days if she weren’t careful.

Eventually, he led her to a galley style kitchen. A huge window dominated the room, looking out over the grey London street and the sink was piled high with empty coffee cups.

Greg pulled a first aid box from a cupboard and said, “Wait here a minute, I’ll just go and grab him.”

Freya leaned her elbows on the kitchen top and looked down at the pavement outside. The sun was making an effort to beat back the clouds, giving a more cheerful aspect to the street, but Freya’s thoughts were miles away from London.

 

A shrill ring replaced silence in the farmhouse. Jeremy stirred from where he was slumped at the kitchen table. He patted down his pockets; reached for his time device and slid it open.

“Sanders.”

“You sound terrible. Don’t tell me you were still asleep.”

Jones. Jeremy ran a hand through his hair and blinked to bring the kitchen into focus. “Jones,” he slurred and then cleared his throat, “Any news?”

“Yeah, she’s here. I made contact today.”

Jeremy straightened up in his chair. “She’s all right?”

“Yeah, she’s at the office here. I left her in the kitchen, so I can’t be long on the phone. I’m gonna have Bronson take a look at that cut, and then she’s requested to learn some Karate moves so she can beat you up next time she runs into you.”

“Are you serious, Jones?”

“Absolutely. I know you’ve always shunned Karate in favour of Judo, but I think she may take you by surprise.”

“Jones...”Jeremy used his most threatening tone, but only heard laughter in response.

“She’s safe, I promise you. She’s safe and well and in the kitchen here waiting for us to improve on your shoddy first aid.”

Jeremy felt the tension leave him. In its place, unsurprisingly, came a flash of anger. He squashed it. It would do him no good to blame Freya for what had happened. The situation was entirely his fault and he should be grateful that she had found her way home safely.

How she had managed to get home was another matter entirely. If he were ever to find out, he would need to think with his head in future, rather than allowing his emotions to make the decisions.

He blew out a breath. “Go ahead and teach her your best moves. I will happily demonstrate the rival merits of Judo should she decide to try any on me. Why does she want to beat me up anyway? I was most helpful to her, patching up her cuts, kissing her better and offering to bring her dry clothes. It must be your unhappy influence.”

Greg laughed, “Yeah, Matt told me about that and about your little strip search. I guess you were too busy admiring the view to pay attention to looking for a device huh?”

Jeremy grinned in spite of himself, “Believe me, Jones, there was no time device. She must have had an accomplice who came back to collect her.”

“It’s a possibility,” Greg mused, “I gave her the time rip rumour to be going on with. We’ve been getting along famously. She is bound to slip up and say something eventually that’ll lead me to her device. Then I guess I’ll nab it from her hot little hands and the experts will show you how the job gets done.”

“Right. Well, good luck with that. I wonder who it was that came back for her. Where did you find her anyway? She was running from someone when I last caught up with her.”

“Some chap named Martin, no doubt. I came across the pair of them in the Market today. She was easy to spot. Five foot of slim blond, squaring up to this lanky bloke. He was giving her a hard time so I got to play the hero, dusting down the villain and rescuing the girl. It’s only a matter of time before she falls for me, you know, you may as well give up.”

Jeremy laughed, “Keep telling yourself that, Jones, but I would be willing to bet she will be back here again before long.”

“Honestly, Sanders, I don’t know what she sees in you. When I told her we would get the time rip closed, she looks up, blinks these big headlights at me, looking like the world had come to an end, and says how then she won’t be able to see you again.”

Jeremy laughed softly, “It is obvious she would prefer my company to yours.”

“Sanders, you’re a caveman, and before you get too carried away, she also said you were a sneaking rotten pig.”

His eyes lit with laughter at the insult. “Many wish for that in their partners. You only have to look at Matt’s choices.” Jeremy could imagine Greg rolling his eyes, but before he could answer, continued, “All this is beside the point. What did you think of Martin, could he be our felon?”

“Unlikely. An angry youth with some amount of intelligence, as he chose not to make a scene, but coming from 2100? I can’t see it, unless he was faking the anger and has me completely duped. You get a feel for these things after a while and Martin didn’t smell like 2100.”

Jeremy sighed. “Someone came back for her.”

“Or someone who lives nearby is going under your radar.”

Jeremy grimaced, “That’s not something I want to hear.”

Greg laughed, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you in the loop.”

A short while later Jeremy wandered upstairs and crashed out on the bed to catch up with his sleep.

 

Freya fidgeted around the grimy kitchen for some time, but presently got bored and began to wander down the corridor. She got to the end and was about to turn back when a door opened to the left. A man walked out and away from her, not giving her a second glance, but a draft from the opening door caused another, opposite, to pull forward slightly leaving a gap through which she recognised Greg’s voice.

“Think I’m getting there anyway,” he said.

“What possessed you to let him go after her in the first place, Greg? We could have spared someone here, or you could have gone.” The unknown speaker sounded incredulous.

She could clearly hear Greg’s laughter. “Yeah, he messed up big time on this one. Looks like he’s in the right job after all. Good thing I’m here to sort it all out.”

“So what happens now?”

“Well, I gave her the old time rip rumour to be getting on with. If she doesn’t want to give up her device, there are other ways to get it. I’m not gonna go beating up little girls, especially if there’s a chance Sanders might involve himself.

“All I got to do is win her trust, and I’m halfway there with that. If she thinks I’m not looking for the device she’ll be friendly, and bang! Before you know it, she’ll say something that gives the game away.

“How did she manage to hide the thing from him anyway? I can’t believe he let her escape.”

Greg snorted. “Probably took his eye off the ball. You know the old saying: the hand is quicker than the eye. Well it’s especially true in this case.”

“What does he think happened then?”

“That someone came back to collect her; reckons it was some guy called Mark or Martin or something, but I met the guy today and he’s not 2100, not in a million, unless I’m losing my touch entirely.”

The other man blew out a sigh and said, “What’s going to come of all this, Greg? If Sanders has fallen for this girl he’ll want a transfer to 2008.”

“Nah, that won’t happen, he gave his word to Kitter that he’d do 1900. If he wants her, chances are he’ll get that device from her and then trap her there with him.”

“What? I don’t believe you, he’ll never get away with that.”

“Wanna bet? I wouldn’t cross him for any money and I don’t know anyone else that would, aside from his brothers, but they don’t count. Besides, he won’t do that unless she keeps going back to him.”

“Jesus, what a mess. I wish one of us had handled this. If he has some kind of relationship with her and it goes sour…”

“You know, if it was anyone else I’d be worried, but he is without doubt the coldest guy I’ve ever met. If she messes with him we won’t need to bother about…”

A sudden through draft down the corridor had the door pulling shut. Freya hesitated a moment and then scurried back to the kitchen, heart pounding. Going over all she had overheard, she paced off the distance. The small piece of trust she had felt for Greg splintered and she was glad she had found out the truth about him sooner rather than later.

It was incredible when she thought about it; they had given her a rumour about time rips to throw her off, and it was actually true. Now Greg was going to be friendly until she gave away the device. But she didn’t have one, and how long it would take before he got tired of waiting for her to make a mistake, she had no way of knowing.

Then there was Jeremy. It was laughable that they thought he could trap her in the past when she was using a means of travel they all considered a rumour, and why were they all frightened to cross him? Greg was easily as big as Jeremy and had not hesitated to confront Martin. It must be something else that she had not noticed.

At least Jeremy would have trouble trapping her in 1908 whilst the time doorway remained undiscovered. Then she remembered how he had handcuffed her to the bed frame and was suddenly not so sure he couldn’t keep her there if he wanted.

Not that she thought he would tie her up, but chances were good, if he wanted her to stay there, he would not take his eyes off her long enough for her to make a run for it. Greg had said Jeremy would only trap her there if she wanted him. It was a frightening thought that she did want him and he must know it.

 

It was after three in the afternoon when Jeremy next surfaced. He wandered down to the kitchen to think through all he had heard from Greg.

Of one thing, he was certain: Freya had not had a time device on her when he had left her. The fact that she had picked the lock on the handcuffs only underlined the point. He had been inclined to think that a friend had simply collected her, but he was still not sure.

The only person she had mentioned to him was Martin, and Greg was of the opinion it was not him. Jeremy trusted Greg’s view of this implicitly, which meant that the lie he had given Freya about a time rip could well turn out to be true.

He thought back through his last meeting with her; the bafflement in her eyes when he had demanded she give up her time device. Freya was a poor liar. She genuinely had not known what he was talking about.

He wandered outside, a mug of coffee in hand, and began to walk slowly around the farmhouse, scanning the area. He had no idea if it was possible to see such a thing as a time rip and had to consider that he could well be wasting his time, but the idea was intriguing.

The fields were drenched in sunlight and he scanned them carefully, not knowing what he was looking for. He began to wander around the perimeters of the field, passing the river and walking a little way up the lane towards the town. It was a lovely afternoon for a walk, but Jeremy barely noticed the beauty of the greenery surrounding him.

On his way back to the house, he looked over the well that supplied his drinking water. There were one or two bricks coming loose around the rim, and the wooden boarding that covered it was in need of replacing. Making a mental note to get to it in the next few days, he went back to the farmhouse. He sat at his desk upstairs and fired up his laptop hologram to do some research.

 

It was a sunny afternoon in London. Colours were vibrant after the rain of the past few days and Janet had spent the last half hour searching Portobello Road for Freya. She had seen her friend’s van parked up, but her stall wasn’t out, which was unusual.

The market was enjoyable to browse through, but eventually Janet became fed up and decided a phone call was in order if she was ever to meet Freya. The phone was picked up on the second ring which, for Freya, was almost unheard of. Generally, she either didn’t hear it or forgot to take it with her.

“Freya, I can’t believe you answered straight away. What’s the occasion, and where are you? I’ve seen your van and I’ve been searching this dratted market now for ages.”

Laughter met her baffled ears. “Hello, this is Freya’s phone. I am a friend of hers; she left it here the last time she came to visit. May I pass on a message for you?”

Janet abruptly stopped walking, she felt bewildered for a moment before her brain caught up. “Boy, has she got some explaining to do. That wouldn’t be Jeremy Sanders would it?”

Jeremy lounged back in his chair, legs outstretched in front of him. He had answered Freya’s phone out of simple curiosity, and now prepared to enjoy himself a little and find out more about his latest would be inamorata. Perhaps this was the person who had come back to collect her, although that still did not explain the handcuffs.

“Yes,” he replied, “And you would be…”

“Janet Green. I must confess I have been curious to talk to you. Freya’s told me lots about you.” Janet also decided she might enjoy finding out a little more about the man that had Freya in such a state.

“Ah. I trust she has been kind in her portrayal of my character, although it is nice to know I am of enough interest to discuss with her girlfriends. I have to say though: she has not mentioned you to me at all.”

“Obviously I’m not important enough when you are around.” She grinned. “I don’t think I have ever seen Freya in such conflict over a man before. You’ve certainly made an impression on her.”

“Hmm, I am not altogether sure from your tone if that is a good thing.”

“Not to worry, everything she’s said about you has been positive.”

“I am relieved to hear it. What has she said, if I may ask?”

“Hah! Not a chance. I would be careful if I were you though, Freya can be very single minded when she wants something. You might not escape from her if she gets a thing for you.”

“I may not wish to escape. Have you known her long, how did you meet?”

She hesitated, wondering how much to give away. Jeremy sounded well educated, intelligent, and Freya was already half way in love with him whether she knew it or not. 

Janet decided it would do no harm for Jeremy to have the bare facts in Freya’s history. It was not a bad idea for him to know of it anyway, if he was serious about her friend, and Janet wasn’t above giving him an advantage in pursuing Freya.

“I was friends with her brother; we were at school together.” She hesitated again.

“She has a brother? Is he older or younger?” There was clear interest in Jeremy’s tone.

“Nathan was five years older. He was sixteen when he passed on. I became close to Freya after we lost him.” She kept her tone neutral.

“Janet, I am so sorry to hear of your loss. He must have been a special person.” Jeremy’s voice was gentle with sympathy and Janet had an insight into why Freya had fallen so hard for this man.

She remembered Freya saying that Jeremy seemed to second-guess her easily and realised she had just had a first hand example of this. Not many people would have picked up from her tone how much Nathan had meant to her personally, especially as they had been speaking of Freya.

“Thank you, he was special to both of us. It was a long time ago now. A car accident,” she paused, “I only told you about it because Freya is unlikely speak of it, and if you are interested in a relationship with her then you should know that it might still impact on her decisions.”

“I appreciate you letting me know, Janet. I am interested in Freya, and I promise I will be careful with her. Even if it doesn’t work out between us, it will end amicably.”

Janet laughed unexpectedly at this. “My God, when she told me you seemed to second-guess nearly everything she was thinking I thought it was just Freya being herself. Now I’m not so sure. Have you got some kind of Vulcan mind reading thing going on?”

“Anyone would have drawn the same conclusion if they had been listening. It is obvious you are very close to her. I am glad she has such a close friend in you.”

Janet paused, her thoughts elsewhere for a moment. “You know, something she said to me has been on my mind for ages. Did you really offer to do her accounts? Are you an accountant, is that your living?”

“I do bookkeeping for small companies, yes. It was a pleasure to be able to assist Freya in this small matter.”

“Small matter? Be truthful now, those accounts did not look like a small matter when they were spread over her lounge floor. You must be mad to take on that lot.”

“What can I say? She’s a beautiful girl. Just very bad at maths. Perhaps if my charm fails to capture her heart then she will still return to make use of my mathematical abilities.”

“I don’t think there’s much wrong with your charm. I’m glad you’re not chasing me, I can feel for Freya being caught up with someone with your mind reading abilities.”

Janet had been wandering through the market as they spoke and now found she had circled back to stand a short distance from Freya’s van. As she looked up, she saw her friend standing next to the vehicle. Freya was talking to a tall man who was wearing jeans and a horrible pink tee shirt, with a Muppet emblazoned on the front.

“Oooh, I’ve just seen someone I definitely wouldn’t mind being charmed by, and he’s talking to Freya.”

“Oh,” Jeremy’s voice was crisp with interest, “and who is the lucky person who’s caught your eye?”

Janet laughed softly, “Jealousy is a bad trait you know. Anyway, no need to worry; I’ve decided that he’s going to be mine. I don’t care if she saw him first, I’m going to take him home and feed him.”

“And he is…”

“I have no idea. Tall, dark, and cute. Slightly scruffy and, hmm, about two days beyond a five o’clock shadow by the look of it, but wearing his jeans extremely well and a Muppets tee shirt too, which is always a bonus as it shows excellent taste.”

“Which Muppet, is it Gonzo?”

“No, it looks like Animal, playing the drums.”

“Is it in revolting neon pink and has he equally horrible pink tennis shoes?”

“You know him, don’t you?”

“Gregory Jones, I’ve no doubt.”

Janet stopped and surveyed the man, “How do you know him? Oh God, don’t tell me he’s your evil twin, that I couldn’t put up with.”

“Evil twin? Good grief, I can see your unhappy influence on Freya, or is it the other way around? To answer your question though, no. Although I have many brothers, Greg Jones is not one of them. He is a work colleague. If you want a tip for your pursuit, he likes his coffee strong enough to bend a spoon in and he once told me his ideal woman would be Miss Piggy from Sesame Street.”

“Now your lack of education is showing. Miss Piggy is from the Muppets not Sesame Street, but thanks for the tip. I think I am going to practise being charming to your friend. You want me to pass a message to Freya for you?”

“No, thank you, I will catch up with her soon, no doubt. It was a pleasure to speak with you, Janet.”

“Thank you, it was nice to hear from you too. I’ll let you know if my charm works on your friend.”

“Do. I shall look forward to hearing from you.”

Jeremy disconnected Freya’s mobile from his time device. He had been playing around with it, trying to collect her voicemail messages.

There had been several from Martin and one or two from her parents. He had been about finished when Janet called. Now he sat back and thought through all he had discovered.

The messages from her parents were pitiful to listen to. Their tone and content indicated people desperate to love their child and afraid of her rejection. He had wondered what could have happened to cause such a circumstance. Having talked to Janet, he supposed it could have its roots in unresolved grief.

He knew from going through her personal effects that Freya had recently turned eighteen. If her brother had been five years her elder when he had passed away at age sixteen, Freya would have been eleven at the time.

He could only guess at the mountain of grief Freya’s parents must surely have suffered, but would it have caused them to reject Freya? Perhaps their tentative messages had their roots in another cause entirely.

He had no answers. Janet had said that Freya would not speak of her brother. He could only presume this was due to her grief over his death. He knew little of grief or the counselling of others.

He had originally studied to be an actuary and then fallen into his current profession through his friends in the police force. Now he worked for his Government enforcing the removal of felons to the courts system, and covering his activities with a civilised veneer of bookkeeping.

He could only imagine how such a loss, at so young an age, would have influenced Freya’s ability to trust and form relationships. He guessed Janet had originally befriended Freya because Freya represented a living link to the boyfriend Janet had loved and lost; but whatever Janet’s motives might have been, she clearly loved Freya now and had a close relationship with her.

He sighed. Whatever the issue, he would try to be gentler with Freya because, clearly, it would take time to win her trust and he could not say he had done a particularly good job so far.

The messages left by Martin posed another problem. Freya had been dismissive of Martin when she had spoken of him, but it was clear to Jeremy that Martin was obsessed with her and might be more of a problem than she realised. He might choose to intervene in that, although Greg had apparently already sent the man packing. 

For now, he would give Freya some time to think through the implications of everything she had learned. She had been assured she would not be taken to the courts, and he still had her keys, mobile and accounts to give back. If she did not come to him within a week or so, he would return her paperwork and try to salvage what he could of his relationship with her.

With this resolution in mind, he decided to have another look around for the elusive time rip. He had reached as far as the road the other side of the field and now intended to wander further along it.

His research had indicated that time rips could be noticed by an anomaly in the area. So far he had not seen anything unusual and was still of the mind that someone had come back to collect Freya, but it did not hurt to look.

Some hours later, Jeremy wandered back to the house. He made a drink and strolled around the grounds once more. It was intensely frustrating to have no idea what he was looking for. He might walk right past the thing and not see it.

He sipped his coffee and narrowed his eyes against the afternoon sunlight, the sound of a bicycle bell intruding on his thoughts. A young boy cycled up to the house, leaned his bike against the wall and went to knock on the front door. Jeremy sauntered after him, choosing to meet him outside rather than walking through the house.

“Hello,” he called out, “What can I do for you?”

The boy pulled off his cap somewhat nervously and came to meet him holding out a small cardboard box. “Delivery for you, sir,” he said. “Well, for a Mr Sanders. Would that be you, sir?”

“Yes. I haven’t seen you around here before have I?”

“No, sir, I’m Jem Walker. It’s me brother, Jack, who usually does this round. He’s laid up with the measles today.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope he feels well again soon.”

“Aye, he’ll be fine. All me little sisters and brothers is laid up with ‘em, but the docs reckon they’re only a mild case and not to worry.”

“Give my regards to them,” said Jeremy absently. He wandered into the kitchen with the small box. It was from the London office and had “Confidential” stamped on the front in bold font.

Taking a large pair of scissors out of the drawer, he sliced through the string, unwrapped the box and pulled a pair of novelty handcuffs out. They were covered in bright pink velvet and had a pink key with a heart shape fob hanging by a ribbon from one bracelet. 

He rolled his eyes, chucked them carelessly back into the box and pulled out a computer generated delivery note. Scanning the page, he saw that John Kitter had apparently placed the order, and that it had originally been delivered to the London office in 2008.

Despite the reference to the head of the 2112 London police the prank had Flyboy’s name all over it, or perhaps Brannigan he mused, knowing the two were close in both friendship and humour.






 

Chapter 6

 

Back at the market, Janet tucked her phone away. Head on one side, she considered her approach. The man called Greg was laughing at something Freya was saying and glanced up unexpectedly to catch her eye. He looked her up and down, clear interest in his gaze.

Janet felt a smile curve her mouth as she walked over. “Freya, how are you doing?”

“Janet, hi, this is Greg Jones, a friend of Jeremy’s. Greg this is Janet Green, my best friend.”

“Lovely to meet you, Janet.” Greg smiled and held out a hand.

“Hello.” Janet gave him a happy smile, looking him over in appreciation, and clasped the hand he held out for slightly longer than politeness dictated. Greg’s smile widened in response.

Freya unconsciously claimed Janet’s attention by inching closer, and seemed so thrilled to see her that Janet instantly wondered if something was wrong.

She stepped up to give Freya a quick hug and sling an arm around her waist. “Freya, I’ve been looking all over for you. Where have you been?”

“I’m afraid, I’ve made her late,” Greg interrupted. “We were so busy chatting we lost all track of time.”

Janet turned back slightly to survey the man and decided he looked better than she’d first thought. A bit rough around the edges and not too handsome.

“I like your tee shirt. Is Animal a hero of yours?” she asked.

“Not as much as Kermit. I think he should run for Prime Minister; I’d vote for him.” 

“A frog as PM. Hmm, it would certainly grab the headlines. Still, I’m not sure I’d vote for him. I can’t be doing with all those green issues; I like my car too much.”

Freya groaned at this, but Greg didn’t bat an eyelid. “No, what slander! How can you diss Kermit? He’s the best.”

Janet flicked a glance at Freya and then said, “I once voted for the Monster Raving Loony party; in school politics, of course. I think they set it all up so as to give us kids an understanding of democracy and all that, but no one gave a stuff and all voted for the Loonies who had a landslide victory. Then again, I think it may have had something to do with their main representative, who was the belle of the sixth form.”

Greg tisked appreciatively. “Who did you vote for Freya?”

“They didn’t have the politics thing by the time I got there. There’s five years between us and I think after the disaster of the loony party getting through they thought better of it.”

“Probably a wise decision. Sooo, Janet…” Greg gave her a fast grin, “Can I buy you a coffee?”

Janet smiled politely in response, “That would be lovely. There’s a new place opened up down the road; it’s only a short walk.” She took Freya’s hand as she spoke, drawing it through her arm, and then reached for Greg so they walked away linked with Janet in the centre.

Freya relaxed, comforted by Janet’s gesture; an unspoken promise that Janet would not abandon her. That she would still be included.

She caught herself up on the thought. Janet always, unquestioningly, gave her this contact and had further disguised it by taking Greg’s arm, too. It was suddenly clear to her now that she knew what she was seeing. Greg and Janet were chatting again but Freya was not really listening. Lost in thought over her new found knowledge.

She didn’t want her friend to worry about her. She could see Janet was attracted to Greg, and while she worried about Greg’s apparent duplicity over the time device, her dealings with Greg had nothing to do with any possible friendship between him and Janet.

 

Late on the following afternoon, Freya wandered the market at the end of her working day. Having already packed up her stall, she was procrastinating going back home. She knew Greg Jones had told Jeremy that she was back in 2008 and, unfortunately, he still had her mobile phone and flat keys.

No matter what Greg had protested, she could not quite make herself believe that Jeremy would not come after her. She had bested him after all; in Greg’s own words, she had made him look incompetent. Somehow, he didn’t seem the type to take that lying down.

She walked round the edge of the market, deep in thought. Greg seemed more civilized than Jeremy, but still clearly believed she had a time device. Therefore, it was safe to presume that he would likely be watching her too.

“Hello, Freya, no muscle this time?”

Martin’s voice close by her ear startled her out of her thoughts and had her thinking fast. It was quiet here, away from the main market, and currently deserted.

“Martin, hi. Sorry about yesterday. Greg’s a friend and I have asked you repeatedly to leave me alone.” Freya felt her voice come out high and breathless; not the confident tone she heard in her mind. Martin might not be built like Jeremy, but he was tall and radiating anger.

He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her down an adjacent wide alleyway, slamming her against the brickwork and leaning close.

It was utterly deserted. A dead end between tall buildings with wheelie bins spilling litter and leftover food waste onto the ground.

Shock jarred through her at the impact, leaving fear metallic on her tongue. She tasted blood and there was a strange roaring in her ears. Her vision seemed to be darkening around the edges, as if she were watching the action from the mouth of a tunnel, everything moving in slow jerky frames. She heard his voice clearly above the rush of noise in her head.

“I think you need a lesson in manners, Freya.”

He produced a small flick knife, held it up for her to see, and her mind stopped dead, all thought banished. She could not move or speak, utterly frozen with dread.

The next few minutes happened as though on fast forward. A surreal nightmare quality infused the experience, adrenaline blocking rational thought as she watched light glint off the blade.

He suddenly shoved back from her, clutching his shin and stumbling, half-crouched over, the knife still fisted in his other hand. She must have kicked him, but she had no memory of it.

He was swearing, making guttural animal sounds, and she launched towards him, both hands outstretched, shoving him back hard. Off balance, he fell against the side of an overflowing bin. 

The action caused it to roll slowly backwards on its castors and he lost balance completely; one hand skimming along the disappearing edge as his head struck hard against the corner. He fell to the ground, the knife skittering away from nerveless fingers to the other side of the alleyway.

Freya started towards him and then froze. She was aware of her own harsh breathing and not much else.

Feeling faint and shaky, for a moment she couldn’t comprehend anything beyond her pounding heart. She should be running away, but her legs felt like jelly. Instead she sagged limply against the brickwork.

Her vision returned slowly to normal, like a camera lens widening to take more in. After a moment or two, she began to laugh in jerky bursts, her teeth chattering, and she realised she was crying.

Eventually she began to regain control and the analytical part of her mind, her dark subconscious, that had stayed quiet, detached and observant throughout, now put forward a suggestion.

The theory went thus: if she ran away, Martin would simply return another time and she might not be so lucky in getting away from him.

If he was insane enough to come at her with a knife, chances were good that a restraining order was not going to be much use. Not that she knew how to go about obtaining such a thing anyway, or that a piece of paper would stop someone with a knife, that she could see. She would have to deal with him at some point, so it seemed a good idea to do it while he was unconscious.

Next, both Jeremy and Greg Jones believed she or Martin had a time device that they wanted back. Therefore, if she kidnapped Martin, dragged him through the time doorway and left him to Jeremy’s mercy, she would effectively kill two birds with one stone.

There were many holes in this marvellous plan, the first being that Martin did not have a time device. Freya wondered whether this would matter. After all, the fact that she did not have one had not stopped Jeremy and Greg from stalking her.

Martin would be seriously freaked out when Jeremy detained him, and that, in turn, could be enough to make Martin leave her alone.

Freya’s fear over the attack was rapidly turning to anger. She surveyed Martin somewhat coldly, walking forwards on still shaky legs to nudge his arm with the tip of one shoe. He was still unconscious.

She would bring her van back here and if he had come round, she would simply drive away. If not, she would load him in the back and head straight for the M4. She bit the edge of one finger absently as she backed away from him.

It was a short walk back to the market to collect the van. She spent a few minutes chatting to Gus before saying her goodbyes, all of which increased the surreal quality of the situation.

She drove around the block feeling anxious. Suppose someone saw her? She would have the police after her if she were not careful. She backed the van into the alleyway. Martin was where she had left him and she wondered belatedly if she should call an ambulance for him.

She crouched down next to him, feeling for a pulse, thinking perhaps she should have done this in the first place, and was somewhat relived to find that he was alive and breathing shallowly.

He had a cut to the back of his head where he had struck the edge of the bin, but it wasn’t bleeding now. He also had a small string of blood leaking out of one nostril. She rolled him gently onto his back. He groaned slightly, making her jump.

She opened both back doors to the van and crouched behind his head, easing her hands under his shoulders, intending to lift him towards her. He was big and immensely heavy and she was not having any luck shifting him.

A door to the left opened and a grossly overweight, oily man heaved a black sack into the skip then turned and noticed her.

“What’s with him?” The man curled his lip at her, eyeing her in a way that gave her the creeps.

“He slipped and got knocked out. I need to get him to the hospital; give me a hand here, will you?” Freya was inwardly astonished at her coldly confident tone.

The man seemed to re-assess the situation and lumbered over to help. “He your old man?”

“Yep, and he’s gonna be my dead old man unless I get him to the A & E.”

“You have a fight?”

“Just get his shoulders.”

“Hey, girlfriend, chill. He’ll be cool.”

With the man grasping Martin to his chest and Freya lifting his ankles, they managed to heave Martin into the back of the van. Freya perched on the back of the van bed, pretending to fuss over Martin for a moment, bundling her sweater under his head and arranging his limbs more comfortably. She scooted back out of the van and shut the doors without ceremony in Martin’s face.

“If he don’t make it, give me a call.”

“You’ll be the first.”

Freya wiped her hands on her jeans, calmly got in the van and drove off. She stopped on a nearby side street and climbed over the front seats to check on her prisoner. He groaned again and moved slightly, his face frowning a bit.

She felt her heart lurch and scrambled to her toolbox, grabbed a handful of plastic tie wraps and joined them together. With difficulty, she rolled him onto his stomach and drew both hands behind him.

She did not want him to lie on his back anyway. The cut was to the back of his head and she thought he should not lie on it. Also, she knew unconscious persons were not supposed to lie on their backs or people wouldn’t bang on about the recovery position.

She made makeshift handcuffs with the tie wraps, securing them as tightly as she dared. She then bound his ankles and, as an afterthought, tied his shoelaces together.

He looked extremely uncomfortable, and she worried that his head would roll off her sweater so she tied it, carefully avoiding the cut, around his abused head to provide a cushion from the scuffed wood of the van bed.

He groaned again and, double-checking the sweater would not impair his breathing, she scooted back into the driving seat, heart pounding.

Freya drove cautiously, all too aware of her burden in the back. She was especially careful to drive slowly around corners. She might have taken advantage of his unconscious state, but she would not intentionally hurt him.

Her buckets and leftover flowers were secured in crates strapped to the side, but Martin had nothing to hold him in place and could not even put a hand out to save himself.

A part of her could not quite believe what she was doing. It seemed incredible that she could get away with it. The drive seemed to take forever but she did not stop, afraid that she would lose her nerve.

The M4 was a kind of nightmare, each minute dragging past as the road ground under the van. She was afraid to drive too fast, fearing the damage the bumps in the road would do to her prisoner’s head, and was grateful she was driving a van. Other road users would not expect her to make great speed, being aware, she hoped, of the possibility of a load in the back.

At one point she was sure he had regained consciousness, she even thought she heard him talking, but when she shifted to peer in the rear view mirror, he looked like he was still out cold.

Dark clouds had brought a false dusk as she turned down the rutted track. The van crawled and heaved through thick mud, finally finding traction for the last hundred yards or so.

Her palms were slick with sweat as she turned off the engine, every muscle screaming. She rubbed her hands on her jeans and sat for a few moments feeling slightly sick before clambering shakily out of the cab.

She fumbled with the back doors, her heart pounding, and took a nervous look around. It was completely deserted, the light draining rapidly from the sky.

The sweet smell of the meadows was almost overpowering after the rain, and Freya flashed back to the last trip she had made through here.

She was anxious about going near where Jeremy could find her, and had to remind herself continually that with his time device he could just as easily find her in 2008 as in 1908, yet had not done so.

She steeled herself for what was to come, and clambered somewhat clumsily over her seat and into the back of the van. Martin was lying as she left him, on his belly, head to one side wrapped in her sweater. He was motionless. Feeling like a murderer, she put her fingers to his neck, feeling for a pulse.

It took some time to get over the beating of her own heart before she could be sure she was feeling his. Relief helped steady her; he would be fine, he was just out. She shoved open the doors from the inside, hopped out and turned back to her prisoner.

She began to work her hands under his shoulders to try to lift him towards her. He was a floppy deadweight, but she managed to get both hands under his armpits and heave for all she was worth.

Absolutely nothing. She did not move him so much as an inch. She paused for breath and tried again. His position, on his stomach, made her afraid to lift his head too much. She re-adjusted her grip; her hands on top of him this time, she hooked them under his arms to pull but still could not shift him.

For a moment, she debated other ways of pulling him out, but her original idea of pulling him towards her, hands under his arms, seemed the most logical choice. She braced one foot on the van bed and tried again.

In her mind, she had seen herself struggling to pull him out, but hadn’t imagined that she would not be able to shift him at all. She’d had it all worked out, how she would drag him out and pull him through the field to the farmhouse. Now it was looking like she would not even be able to get him out of the van, let alone across the field.

She shook her head and huffed She would do this, absolutely would do this. She grabbed him less gently and heaved and heaved, and it felt for a moment as though he may have moved forwards a bit. Then she realised that his body had, in fact, stretched slightly, but he still had not moved forwards an inch.

She stopped, gasping for breath, red in the face with exertion. How did murderers do it? How did anyone lug bodies through fields?

It then occurred to her that if she could get him out of the van she could probably roll him, which would be easier than trying to drag him, at any rate. The only question was how to do it.

Her gaze wandered over the straps holding her flower stall contents in place and a horribly brilliant idea came to mind. She stood for a few minutes gazing unseeing at the peeling paintwork interior. Then closed her eyes, took a breath, and tried to harden her heart a bit.

Martin had come after her and threatened her with a knife. He may well have been prepared to carve her up with it for all she knew. She would not feel sorry for him. Anyway, it was well known that if you were to suffer a car crash, then you would be less likely to break bones or suffer serious damage if you were relaxed, and, really, you could not get much more relaxed than unconscious.

She took a quick look around the road, but everything was deserted. Leaving the doors open, she strode purposefully to the cab.

Her mind full of what she was about to do, she missed her footing and slid in the wet mud landing hard on her backside. The shock of the fall had her sprawling backwards before she could catch herself, and water soaked instantly through her clothes to her skin.

It was obviously bad karma to be considering it. She stood up slowly, her muscles screaming at this latest outrage. She wanted to cry again. Pressing her fingers onto her closed eyes, she stood still for a moment while she overcame the tears. Then walked round to the cab and placed a plastic bag on the seat with shaking hands before climbing in.

Freya sat at the wheel, cringing, her resolve shaking, before she made herself start the engine. She put the van in reverse, took another breath for courage, closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, revved the engine and lifted her foot off the clutch.

The van shot backwards and she slammed on the breaks. For one horrendous split second, she envisaged the wheels skidding in the mud but, by the grace of God, they bit. She cut the engine and put her face in her hands for a moment before going to assess the damage.

As she had known would happen, Martin had flown out the back when she hit the brakes, and now lay in the mud a few feet from the van. He looked horribly uncomfortable; his leg was lying in a way that did not look good at all. Freya stared at him in dismay. Unable to believe what she was doing.

One fist half stuffed in her mouth, she gave a choked off cry. Was she murdering him? What if he had broken his neck or leg? She felt sick and grasped one of the van doors for support.

“Freya?”

She was aware on some level of someone saying her name, but it took a while for her to react fully to the implications of this.

“Freya, what are you doing?”

At first she thought she was talking to herself. It was exactly what she was thinking, after all. Then dread and shock rushed through her and she let out a sound somewhere between a squeal and a shriek, whirling to face a tall tough-looking man with dark eyes. 

He looked eerily similar to Jeremy, and puzzlement overcame everything else for a few moments. It was not Jeremy, but closer to how he might look in five years or so, with a lot more muscle. She blinked; thinking of time travel and all its implications.

“Jeremy?” she said in a small voice.

The man smiled and stepped up to her, “It’s Brett. Are you okay? You look like the world’s come to an end.” He spoke in Jeremy’s voice, while his eyes tracked to where Martin lay in the mud. Then he crouched down, carefully running his hands over the other man. “My God, what did you do to this guy? Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

Freya was still trying to catch up. Who was this man? She had never seen him before, but he obviously knew her. He resembled Jeremy closely and sounded exactly like him, but she could now clearly see he wasn’t.

This man’s build was stockier and his features were rougher. He was handsome, but without the feline grace that characterised Jeremy.

Brett pulled a penknife from his pocket and sliced easily through the plastic tie wraps binding Martin’s wrists.

“Hey, don’t untie him! What if he wakes up?”

Brett glanced up, a smile hovering as he pocketed his knife once more. “What happened to him, Freya? Do you know why he’s unconscious?” He pulled Freya’s sweater carefully away from Martin’s head, found the gash and paused.

“I couldn’t lift him. I reversed up so he would come out the back. I was gonna roll him through the field.”

There was a moment of silence between them and then Brett burst out laughing. It puzzled Freya even as it broke the ice. “You shot him out the back of the van? My God, Freya, what were you thinking?” He suddenly stopped laughing as a look of incredulity crossed his face.

“This is Martin, isn’t it? I always wondered how you got him through the field, and how you knew who I was when I had never met you before. Now I guess I know.”

He stood up, wiped his muddy hand on his jeans and held it out. “Hi, I’m Brett Sanders, Jeremy’s older brother. Well, one of them. I know you because we have been friends for a while now. This time travel stuff is fun isn’t it?”

Freya choked out a laugh and took his hand rather limply. She tried to get her brain to function but it was having none of it.

Brett pulled her toward him and hugged her close for a moment, not seeming to notice her wet, muddy clothes. “It’s good to see you again. I’m glad I got the timing slightly out.” He then crouched down and lifted Martin in his arms as though he were holding a child.

Freya looked on somewhat enviously and Brett grinned at her, “You’re gonna have to work out some more if you want to make a habit of this sort of thing. Grab some more tie wraps and that jumper of yours for his head. Try to keep the mud off it. Jeremy’s gonna think you’ve got magic wonder woman bracelets for lifting Martin through that field.”

“You’re going to carry him for me, why? I mean, I am glad you’re helping me, but shouldn’t we take him to the hospital or something? He’s been unconscious for ages now. It can’t be good.”

“Don’t worry, Freya. Martin will be fine; Jeremy will take him to the A & E later on for his concussion. I’m helping you out because not only are you my friend, and that’s what friends do, but it’s fun to keep my little brother on his toes.” He paused while Freya scrambled in the back of the van for more tie wraps, and then continued, “Besides, I need to borrow your van for a bit.”

“Why? I mean, I’ll need it to get home again after I’ve dropped Martin off.”

“I’ll have it back for you in an hour or so. Will you let me borrow it?”

Freya bit her lip for a moment. She wanted to be able to make a quick getaway after dropping Martin off, but it would not kill her to hide in the darkened lane for an hour until Brett returned. After all, he was doing her a huge favour in carrying Martin.

“Okay,” she decided.

“So tell me what happened here. How did you get him in the van anyway if you couldn’t lift him out?”

They were walking around the edge of the field now and Brett spoke so quietly that Freya had to stay close to hear him.

“He got knocked out. He tripped over and banged his head on a wheelie bin and it knocked him out. Then some guy from the restaurant put him in the van for me. I told him I was taking Martin to the hospital. He wasn’t tied up at that point,” she added, as an afterthought.

Brett shook his head slightly and chuckled softly. “What are you planning to do with him now? And why did you bring him here?”

“Nuh uh, you’ll tell Jeremy and wreck my plans.”

Brett stopped at that and Freya, who was walking slightly behind, nearly ran into him.

“Freya, I’m aiding and abetting here. I’m not going to betray you to Jeremy, that’s not what friends do. You and Jeremy have to work out what you both want and I’m not going to interfere in that.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I’m a bit over my head here. I mean, I’ve never even met you before this evening…”

“Believe me, we’re good friends, and I’m hoping you won’t tell Jeremy I helped you out here. He was a bit antsy over it all as I recall.”

“What do you mean ‘antsy’ what happens, Brett?”

Brett began to laugh again, silent giggles shaking his body, “Hey, relax. Jeremy won’t be angry with you, I promise.”

“Tell me what happens!”

Freya’s fierce whisper made Brett stop laughing long enough to reply, “I already told you. He takes Martin to the A & E. I honestly don’t know more than that. He wouldn’t tell me so I’m guessing he wasn’t happy with the outcome, which probably means you bested him in some way, but I can’t be sure.”

Freya sighed, “I guess that sounds okay.”

“So what are you planning here?”

Freya hugged her arms around herself as they continued around the field. “How much do you know anyway? About how I came to visit Jeremy, I mean.”

Brett puzzled over her reticence before it all clicked into place. “The time rip. You’re worried about telling me the location aren’t you? I already know it, Freya. In fact I’ll take you there if you don’t believe me.”

Freya inhaled sharply and stopped in her tracks to look up at him with a glare.

“You didn’t think you’d keep it from him forever did you?” Brett’s voice was warm with amusement.

She shook her head, “I’m having a really bad day.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes for a moment and then dropped her hands. “When does he find it? What date are you on at the moment?”

He grinned again and Martin suddenly groaned. Brett crouched down and laid Martin carefully on the wet grass, rolling him on to his side just as Martin began to vomit. Freya crouched close by, anxiously watching.

“God, Brett, he’s really ill. We need to take him to hospital.”

“Don’t worry, Freya, I already know he makes it through this one. It’s a concussion. He’s going to be a bit sick with it. What is your plan anyway? Just knock on Jeremy’s door and tell him you’ve got him a present?”

“No, of course not.” Freya scowled. Then sighed and shook her head, “Jeremy still thinks I have a time device, or that Martin has one. When he finds Martin in 1908, he’s gonna think Martin’s got the device and it’ll keep both of them off my back for a while. Besides, Martin’s a pig and Jeremy offered to deal with him for me ages ago. I think it’s time he made good on that. He wants to play the hero and save the poor helpless girl from the villain; well, I’m gonna deliver up the villain for him,” she paused and then added as an afterthought, “Like a courier service. Villains Are Us.”

Brett frowned in apparent concentration as he listened. He thought Freya’s plan was completely insane, and had to fight to keep a straight face when he tried to imagine what Jeremy would make of it all, but the entertainment factor was hard to resist.

“I don’t want to rain on your parade, but are you intending to put him in the farmhouse? Because we don’t actually know if Jeremy is in right now, and he isn’t a good person to take by surprise after dark.”

“I already thought of that. I was going to leave Martin by the boundary so Jeremy doesn’t find him too soon. When Jeremy is in, I’ll chuck some pebbles at his window and when he comes out, he’ll find Martin.”

“What happens when he figures out Martin doesn’t have a time device and has no idea what he’s talking about?”

“He’ll think Martin’s lying and then he’ll take him to that stupid court in 2112 and I’ll be rid of the pig for good.”

Brett squashed his laughter at Freya’s optimistic plans. She seemed to have forgotten that he had already told her that Jeremy took Martin to the A & E and not the courts.

Martin groaned again and muttered something.

Brett leaned over Martin, speaking quietly, “Martin, you’re okay, you’ve got a concussion but you’re going to be okay.”

He straightened up and winked at Freya, “I think the vomiting is over for now, let’s get moving.”

“How far in the future are you from Brett?”

“I was born in 21—”

“Brett!”

“I’m actually from the past today.”

“What?”

“Don’t go there. It’ll only confuse the situation.”

Freya sighed. “You know, you scared the hell out of me when you showed up before, looking like an older version of Jeremy and knowing who I was. I think I’m going to return the favour when you first meet me.”

He chuckled but wouldn’t say anything further. It was just as well that Brett knew the location of the time doorway, because Freya would have struggled to find it in the blue light of the evening without the sun shining on the ripples in the air.

Brett arranged Martin carefully in the long grass by the meadow boundary some distance from the woods. He replaced the tie wraps and sweater while making sure Martin was lying as close to the recovery position as the restraints allowed.

The farmhouse radiated emptiness. Freya stood watching it while she considered the next part of her plan.

“D’you think he’s in there?” she whispered.

“Hard to say. It looks empty to me, but it’s never a good idea to make assumptions where Jeremy’s concerned. What will you do now?”

“I guess I hide out until he gets back, and then I draw him out to find Martin. You think Martin is gonna be up and about any time soon?”

“Unlikely, the tie wraps are probably unnecessary.”

Freya sighed suddenly in frustration, “What will I do if he takes more than an hour to come back, I won’t be able to meet you.”

Brett grinned again, “Don’t worry, Freya, if you’re not back in the lane in three hours, I’ll come looking for you. Then if Jeremy’s still not home, I’ll get Alex to help us stash Martin somewhere until tomorrow night and we’ll try again.”

Freya was suddenly speechless. She felt tears well in her eyes, and covered her confusion by giving Brett a hug. She took a deep breath; waiting until she knew her voice would be steady again.

“Thanks Brett, that’s fantastic. Okay, good. Martin is well hidden there by the grass. Here,” she pulled her keys from her pocket, “Hopefully I’ll be waiting in the lane when you get back.”

“Don’t untie him until you know Jeremy is here,” said Brett, his hand closing over the keys she held out.

“I thought you said he wouldn’t wake up!”

“I don’t think he will, but I don’t want you to take any chances. Take care of yourself Freya. I’m not going to be happy if you let yourself get hurt.”

“You take care of yourself too. I’m not gonna be happy if you’re not back with my van,” she returned.

Brett gave her a grin, and then was striding back along the boundary to the time doorway. Freya sat down cross-legged in the long grass close to Martin. They were now both hidden from view, but she could see the farmhouse well enough if she leaned forward and peered through the grass.

It had been easier to reconcile herself to the situation while Brett was with her. Now that she was alone, the stress of the last few hours began to re-assert itself. The isolation of being in a darkened field with only her unconscious attacker for company began to cut up her peace.

Images of Martin’s face as he came at her with the knife played repeatedly through her mind, and she determinedly thought of other things. She checked his restraints repeatedly, but still could not completely squash the panic that wanted to rise.

Despite all her efforts to the contrary, her memory continually flashed back to the grimy alleyway; to the litter and smell of grease and diesel. Tall buildings towering overhead, the distant roar of people and traffic, herself kicking Martin, shoving him backwards, and starting towards him to finish what she had begun.

Freya felt cold all over as the full implications of her reaction to the attack struck her. For the first time in her life, she questioned her belief in her own free will. She had been about to attack Martin further, and knew absolutely with a sick feeling of dread that she had been at the mercy of her subconscious.

The decision to fight had been automatic, a reflex. It made her shudder to think that at a critical moment of choice, in a potentially life threatening situation, she had had no control of her actions.

She would never have chosen to fight Martin, and would have sworn it was alien to her nature. She may have kicked him to save her own life; again, that had not been a conscious choice, but she would never have chosen to attack him further. If he hadn’t been knocked out, would she have stopped and run away as she should have?

Her mind played the scene over again, unable to leave it alone. She saw herself starting towards him, but this time he was only mildly stunned. This time he easily overpowered her and slit her throat with the knife. It was a horrible image, and all the more powerful because it could so easily have happened.

Again, she tried to squash the picture and think of something else, but her mind wasn’t having any of it. In desperation, she ended up doing mental arithmetic in the form of multiplication tables, and when those failed to occupy her, mainly because she found them too difficult, reciting as much Latin as she could remember from her school days. Going through declensions and tenses, ablative absolutes and perfect passives ad nauseam to keep her mind from going over the grisly imagined scene.

She did not know how long she had sat in the field, but she was getting steadily colder and her muscles felt stiff from sitting still. It was a bit late now to remember that she did not have a watch. Still, Brett had promised to come and find her after three hours, so it was not as if she would end up sitting here all night.

She wondered where Jeremy was. If he was in her flat looking for her while she was here. Dare she brave his kitchen for some water? She was incredibly thirsty, and the thought of what she had done to Martin, as much as the smell of vomit clinging to him, made her feel sick. He seemed a little restless and had mumbled a few times, making her heart pound. She had kept quiet, not wanting to help him regain full consciousness.

The images of what might have happened to her if things had turned out a little differently were not helping. Guilt and anxiety crawled through her and she shook with cold and leftover adrenaline.

The farmhouse was a dark blot on the landscape. No lights were on, in spite of the fading daylight. Thunder rumbled menacingly and, in the distance, small flashes heralded an approaching storm. Jeremy was obviously not in. Making up her mind, Freya crept quietly towards the house and tentatively tried the back door. It swung easily open and she stepped into the kitchen.

In spite of her fears of Jeremy returning, the dark silence of the house felt comforting, as if she had come home instead of being the intruder. She had meant to go straight to the sink, turn on the tap and gulp directly from the stream. Instead, she found herself pulling out a chair and sinking down at the table.

She rested her head on her arms, wishing that Martin was some place far away. Tears that she had beaten back in the field streamed silently down her face until her nose blocked and she gave up trying to stop her mind’s decent into chaos.

A waft of cold air intruded on her misery, and she suddenly found herself yanked backwards out of the chair, which landed with a crash on the floor. She collided with a body, and a puzzled voice said, “Freya?”

Jeremy.

At that moment, she forgot all her plans. Forgot that he had cuffed her and threatened her with jail and that she was supposed to be avoiding him. He was warm and she breathed in the smell of him, burying her face in his shirt, embarrassed that he was witness to her misery.

“What’s wrong?” His hands smoothed over her head, fingers combing through her hair and tangling in half-dried mud; they slid free to draw her closer. “Shh. Don’t cry, Freya, I’m here now. Everything is going to be all right.”

“I’m not crying, I have hay fever,” she said in a muffled voice.

“All right.” He took her across the kitchen and opened a drawer, one hand warm on her back, holding her to him, while the other rummaged for something. He pulled her in closer, freeing up both hands, his chin resting lightly on the top of her head.

The unmistakeable sound of a match struck. The smoky smell reaching her as a warm glow lit her peripheral vision. She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead into his shirt.

There was a scrape of metal on glass and then he was turning her towards the light, tipping her face up carefully, his thumb brushing away tears; a slight frown touching his face as he tried to read her. “Freya, are you injured?”

“No.”

“All right. Is anyone looking for you, is there someone else here that I should know about?”

Freya sputtered out a laugh and swiped at her tears. “No one is after me, I had a bad day and I’m not crying. I have hay fever. It’s your fault for having that stupid long grass outside your door.”

“You’re soaked through,” he said with a sigh, and then a wicked smile curved his mouth, “Am I going to take your wet clothes off again?” He scanned her face, taking in more than she wanted him to see.

“No!” Freya gulped back tears in alarm, as she remembered why she had not wanted to see him.

He laughed, pulling her close again, and fiddled one handed with the lamp. The light got brighter and she squinted away from it, taking a shaky breath and trying to make herself let go of him.

“In fact,” his voice was warm now with suppressed laughter, “I think it’s mud that you are covered in. Really, Freya, have you taken up a new sport and not told me about it?”

She choked back a laugh. “I’m okay. I promise. It was just a crazy kind of day.” Freya took a breath and wiped her nose on her sleeve, still trying to control herself, immensely grateful he did not seem about to haul her off somewhere.

“All right. Come with me now.” He pulled her across the room as he spoke, leading her towards the stairs.

“Where are we going?”

“Up to the bathroom. You can have a shower and change into some dry clothes, and then we will discuss this crazy day that you had.”

The offer of a hot shower was too tempting to pass up, even as she recognised she would have to do some fast thinking to decide how much to tell him.

“I haven’t got anything to change into.”

“I brought clothes for you the last time you were here, but you left before I returned with them.”

“You bought me clothes?”

“Not in the sense you are thinking. The agency I work for provides clothing suitable to the era. I simply put in a request. I had to guess your size, so I hope they are all right.” He stopped to face her, “I am truly sorry that I frightened you, Freya. It was wrong of me.”

“You said you were going to take me to the courts, are you still going to?” Her voice hitched slightly on the last word.

Jeremy sighed and continued up the stairs, “That will teach me to make empty threats. I will never take you to the courts in 2112 because you have lived all your life in 2008.”

“That’s what Greg said, but it’s nice to hear it from you.”

“How did you get here? Will you tell me?”

Now was undoubtedly the time to cast Martin to the wolves. Unfortunately, he was in a somewhat compromising position, unable to play his role. Yet. Then there was the small matter of not having worked out the finer detail of her plan.

Still, there must be some way to sort this out to her advantage. After all, she had Martin where she wanted him, and Jeremy was right here being sympathetic to her plight.

All she needed to do was distract Jeremy long enough to enable her to untie Martin, whilst making sure Martin was still out cold, of course, and then drag him to Jeremy’s back door. Then Jeremy could pester Martin for the stupid time device and that would freak him out as well as letting her off the hook.

Yeah, right.

Freya sighed softly. She just needed some time to work out the kinks. It was a good plan and it had nearly come off. Still could if she played her cards right. Furthermore, if she could figure a way to make it work, she could just see Jeremy being the sort to rush to her rescue over Martin; witness his reaction to a few tears.

It was better than the truth at any rate, just thinking about her deplorable part in the situation made her wince. When she thought rationally about bringing Martin here, she could hardly believe she had done it. She had not exactly made the sanest choices available to her this afternoon, and embarrassment was fast catching up with disbelief.

Anyone else would have reported Martin to the police immediately. Only she would have thought kidnapping him and dragging him through a field would be a smart idea. Well, it was far too late now, and there was no way she was telling Jeremy the truth about this particular bout of madness.

It was not just about this afternoon’s mess either. If Jeremy knew about the time doorway, it might be possible for him to close it. If Freya told him the truth about what had happened today, and he believed it, then it was surely only a matter of time before he figured out that the time rip theory was actually true.

She heard Greg’s voice in her mind saying Jeremy could keep her in the past with him if he wished and no one would stop him. No matter how attractive she found him, staying in 1908 on a permanent basis was simply unacceptable.

She realised Jeremy was still waiting for an answer.

“I’m really cold,” she tried instead.

“All right, we’ll leave it for now.” He led her to the main bedroom, scooped up a heap of neatly folded clothes and pulled a key out of his pocket. The door he unlocked led into a small bathroom. It was still old-fashioned looking, but had a modern shower over the bath and a glass screen that surely could not have come from 1908. He pulled open a cupboard and indicated a heap of folded towels then passed her the clothing and the key. “Come downstairs when you are finished. I’ll be in the kitchen.”






 

Chapter 7

 

A short while later Freya headed downstairs. The hot water and
clean clothing had done much to restore her. Jeremy had provided an ankle length skirt in a beautiful deep blue and a long sleeve shirt in thick cotton, and if her hair was a little tangled, at least it was clean.

He had also thoughtfully provided a black, fine-knit cardigan that was beautifully soft and cosy. She wondered if he had chosen the clothes or if the agency simply gave out whatever was available. 

Hesitating at the kitchen door, Freya watched Jeremy stirring something at the stove. He turned and smiled as she entered, pouring hot milk into a mug and holding it out to her. “Here.”

She felt self-conscious as she walked up to him. She had left her wet shoes by the back door and was uncomfortable in her bare feet and borrowed clothes. She took the mug with a word of thanks, wrapping her hands around its warmth and trying not to react to Jeremy’s proximity.

He pulled out a chair for her and she sank gratefully into it, not wanting to be standing next to him without her shoes on. For some reason, having bare feet around him made her feel awkward and, considering everything else she had to feel embarrassed about, that was just weird.

She sipped her hot drink, settling her nerves so that she was able to meet his gaze more comfortably, and sat back with a sigh, feet tucked under the chair. “Thanks for looking after me again. I feel much better.”

“You’re welcome. Now, you can tell me about this crazy day you had.” His voice was low and soft; deceptively mild.

“Um, yeah.” She looked down at the table, biting her lip and sorting out her lies. “Well, it started when I was coming back from lunch.” She paused again and glanced up, meeting his eyes fleetingly.

“He— um, Martin came up, and I guess he was still mad about the other day because he wasn’t that thrilled to see me. He pulled a knife on me and said he was going to teach me some manners.” She stopped as adrenalin flashed a shiver along with the memory, and then gave a half laugh. “It freaked me out a bit.” She bit the edge of one finger, her eyes nervously flicking up to meet his once more.

Jeremy caught her hand and held it on the table between them. “You are not injured.” His eyes flickered over her, his face impassive.

“No. No, I’m okay.”

“What happened the other day to cause his displeasure, if I may ask?”

Jeremy was completely calm, his voice bland, as though they were discussing the weather. His attitude threw Freya off slightly. She had been expecting anger or disbelief and wondered briefly if he believed her, but it was clear she had all his attention.

“When I last saw him, it was at the market and we were having a bit of an argument. He wanted to see me for a date, and I said no because he creeps me out, and he didn’t like that. And then Greg found us, and he was a bit rough with Martin and told him to get lost. And I think maybe that’s why Martin was so mad today,” she finished in a rush.

“Why was Greg rough with Martin, what did he do to Martin, exactly?”

“Oh, uh, he just kind of grabbed him by his shirt collar and kind of threw him away somehow.”

“It seems a bit extreme, even for Greg. What was Martin doing that Greg felt he had to treat him in this way?”

Freya thought back to Martin’s face as he leered over her, going in for a kiss that she didn’t want and would have tried to dodge. The mere thought of it caused her to cringe, but she was too embarrassed by the whole sorry story to speak of it.

Besides that, she did not want Jeremy to think she had almost been the victim of what, to her mind, was a more serious assault than the knife.

On top of all that, Jeremy had also kissed her the first night she had met him, and how could she explain that one was a bone melting experience she craved and the other an assault, without getting hopelessly muddled and giving away far more of her feelings for him than she wanted him to know about.

She looked at the tabletop and mumbled, “I don’t know. Martin was loud and we were arguing. Maybe Greg thought he was going to hit me or something.”

Jeremy was silent, so Freya risked a peek at his face and found him unreadable. She didn’t understand why she suddenly felt so nervous. Jeremy was managing to freak her out without giving any outward sign of temper.

Something must be giving him away; she could almost feel the threat humming around him and understood why Greg had not wanted to cross him. She felt her face prickle, a strange sensation, and suddenly did not know how to tell the lies she had prepared.

Jeremy watched the colour drain from her face and reined in his temper. He let go of her hand and sat back. “So Martin pulled a knife on you. Where did this happen, on the street in full view of everyone?” he asked, his tone bland.

“N-no, he pulled me into an alleyway and said he was going to teach me some manners, and then he pulled out a knife. I thought he was going to kill me. He was freaking scary, but I got away so it was okay. I guess it just made the rest of the day seem bad too, and that was all.”

“All. Yes, I see.”
As though that was not enough. Frustratingly, it was not all because Freya had been caked in mud and crying at his kitchen table here in 1908, which meant there was more to this story than she was currently telling him.

He laughed softly, surprising her. “Is that it then, the whole of your crazy day?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“You came to see me to collect your accounts I take it.”

Freya gave him a relieved smile and said, “Yeah, that’s it. So were they okay?”

“Yes. A few mistakes, but easily put right.” He stood up as he spoke, walking over to the stove and taking the pan to the sink to rinse through.

Freya let out a silent breath and took her empty cup over to him, surreptitiously peering at the dark aspect outside the window, and trying unobtrusively to see if Martin was visible from here.

The kitchen looked different in the lamplight. It seemed more old-fashioned somehow, as if the sunlight had taken with it all possibility of not being in 1908. It seemed incredible now that she had not guessed the truth immediately, but then Jeremy had not seemed like someone from another century, he still didn’t, she reflected.

Now that she knew more about him, she felt a shiver run through her at the thought of how vulnerable she had been that first day. She had not realised she had gone back in time. Had not been at all careful of anything she had said to him, and all along she had been an illegal traveller of sorts; had unwittingly walked straight into the lion’s den.

Jeremy rolled up his shirtsleeves and ran water into the sink. She tried to drag her gaze from the muscles flexing in his forearms as he washed up her cup. She felt blood warm her face and forced her mind away from the direction it was taking. She studied her feet, praying he would not notice her high colour and guess the reason for it.

He turned then, wiped his hands on a dishcloth, and stood directly in front of her, hands on the kitchen top on either side of her.

She looked up, thinking to push him away, but his hands were suddenly on her back, one skimming around her waist while the other slid up to the nape of her neck, holding her steady as he trailed a path of kisses over her jaw line. She clutched his shirt, trying to regain her balance, unable to think of anything but pressing closer.

“Are you going to tell me what happened after Martin pulled the knife on you, or am I going to have to get it from you in other, more interesting ways?” His soft voice pulled her back to reality.

She tried to get her stunned brain to think as the implication of his words sunk in, and decided it was probably a good idea to tell him more of what had happened. She had all her lies worked out now anyway. “Okay! I’ll tell you. But let me go first, I can’t think straight like this.”

She felt his shiver of laughter, his arms tightening a moment before he stepped back again, caging her in once more with both hands on the kitchen top. “Now, where were we?”

Freya sucked in a breath. After all her other victories today, she was damned if she would let herself be intimidated by Jeremy, especially when she was beginning to trust him. 

“After Martin pulled a knife on me and shoved me against the wall, I don’t know how but I must have kicked him. I don’t remember it clearly, but he was hopping backwards and swearing…”

Freya hesitated, and then decided it was time to go with the lies. She only hoped they were close enough to what he might be expecting in order to ring true.

It was a risky strategy to let Jeremy believe she had a time device with her. She had not forgotten the lengths he had gone to the last time to take it from her, and was sure she wouldn’t escape from him again so easily if her plans did not work out. Well, it was now or never.

“I think it might have something to do with his mobile phone.”

Jeremy watched her intently, eyes narrowed, “Yes?”

“He grabbed me and I hit him with his phone. Then somehow I was in the field, and then I came here.”

She blushed and looked down, “Um, see, what happened was, he left his mobile at my place a few weeks ago. I would have given it back next time I saw him, but he called me and went crazy about it, saying I’d stolen it and other weird stuff. I was scared to meet him. Then all the rest of it happened, and now I think maybe the phone had something to do with how I managed to get here, if we really are in 1908.”

“Where is the phone now?”

“I don’t know. I dropped it when I hit him.”

Jeremy watched her closely. She was nervous, radiating tension, and it was not because she was remembering the attack. She was lying to him. It was all a little too glib, her sudden remembering of the phone. For some reason, Freya now wanted him to think she’d had a time device all along, but why and, more importantly, did she actually have one?

His eyes narrowed, “Where did all the mud come from?”

“I slipped and fell on the way here.”

Jeremy watched her flush slightly. She wouldn’t meet his eye and nibbled the edge of one finger. “Let’s try that again,” he said, and pulled her hand away from her mouth to kiss her. He broke off to whisper, “How did
you get so much mud on you?”

“I can’t think.”

“Let me help you.” He kissed her again, hands running down her back to pull her close.

She wasn’t going to tell him, she just wasn’t. In fact, she couldn’t quite believe he was arrogant enough to think this would work. She would tell him precisely what she intended and nothing more. She just wished it wasn’t so hard to think.

He broke off to murmur, “Did he push you in the mud, Freya?” His hands skimmed around her waist, burrowing under the shirt she was wearing, making her inhale sharply.

“No. I fell.”

“Where did this happen?” He didn’t wait for her answer but began to trail more kisses under her jaw line.

“Where was the mud, Freya?”

“The field. Jeremy—”

“Where is Martin now?”

“The field.”

He broke off again, “In 1908?”

“Yes.”

“He’s walking around out there in the dark in 1908?” He leaned back to view her better, eyes narrowed. “How long has he been out there?”

“He’s tied up, he can’t go anywhere.” She tried to pull him back but he was immovable, dark eyes wide with incredulity.

“He’s tied up? You have bound him?”

Oops. “Um…” She scrambled mentally for a way out, and suddenly found herself free as he stepped away from her completely. She grabbed the kitchen top with both hands to stop herself falling.

“How did you manage to bind him, Freya, did someone help you?” he frowned at her and she bit her lip, not knowing what to say.

She thought of his brother, Brett, who she was not yet supposed to have met. Then recalling her earlier lies about Martin’s mobile cum time travelling machine, and the demonstration Jeremy had given her of the real thing when he transported her from the market, saw her way clear and breathed silent thanks.

“When I kicked him he fell against the side of a skip and got knocked out.” That, at least, was true.

“So you brought him to me.”

Freya hunched her shoulders for a moment, “He pulled a freaking knife on me, he’s been practically stalking me for ages and you said you’d help deal with him…” she trailed off to study her hands and mumbled, “So, anyway, I thought you might help.”

“Why were you crying when I found you?” He had crept silently closer again, but after his burning kisses Freya was beyond feeling intimidated by his proximity.

She bit her lip again, “I don’t know. It’s been a long day. I don’t make a habit of kidnapping people. It freaked me out.”

He laughed and Freya stared up at him in bafflement.

“I think we had better find him.”

“I don’t know what to do with him now. I wish I had never brought him here.”

“Why did you bring him here? I realise that I offered to stop him pestering you, but I am not sure I would have tied him up and dragged him 100 years back in time. It does seem a little extreme.”

Freya huffed, “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Martin has been a monumental pain in the butt, and after the knife…” she glanced away.

Jeremy shook his head slightly in disbelief, but his tone held something else, “I must confess, I’m glad you brought him here. I will be happy to let him know what I think of those that threaten others with knives.”

“Don’t hurt him. It was bad enough that I tied him up and brought him here, I’m gonna have guilt for weeks over this as it is.” She wrapped her arms tight around herself as she spoke.

“Don’t worry Freya, I won’t hurt him today. Whereabouts is he?”

“He’s at the edge of the field nearest to the back door.”

“All right.”

Freya walked reluctantly by Jeremy’s side to where Martin lay in the long grass. So much for her plans. She could not see Jeremy letting her just walk away now. She had practically confirmed with her lies that she had a time device, even if it was supposed to be Martin’s. Jeremy would never believe she could have lifted Martin here by herself and there was no way she was going to betray Brett.

If she couldn’t escape from Jeremy, would Brett come looking for her? She didn’t want to be the cause of friction between the brothers, nor did she want Jeremy searching her for a time device she still didn’t have.

Freya bit her lip as she tried to decide what to do next. She sidestepped away from him slightly, trying to put a little space between them, but he caught her hand. 

She flicked a glance his way, met his look, and could have sworn his eyes glinted in the darkness, “Is he far from here?”

Freya pointed to the boundary fence, “Just the other side.” She led him up to Martin and stood, uncertain what to do. Jeremy crouched down and ran his hands over Martin, much as Brett had done.

Could she make a run for it now, she wondered, while he was distracted? She shifted her weight from foot to foot. No. He would be after her like a shot and she would find herself locked up somewhere in the farmhouse.

Jeremy glanced up at her, “How long has he been unconscious?”

Martin began to speak at that point, weakly demanding to know what was going on, saving Freya from having to answer.

Jeremy pulled a penknife, the replica of Brett’s, from a pocket and cut through the plastic ties.

Martin groaned and blinked, “What happened to me, was I in a car accident, am I okay?”

Apparently, Martin was not at his best. Freya winced. His gaze rested on Jeremy in bewilderment.

“You’re going to be fine. You have a blow to the head, likely a concussion. How’s your vision?”

“It’s fine.” His gaze tracked to Freya and he inhaled.

Freya could almost see his memory returning, working through the implications, wondering if she had told Jeremy of his attack on her. She felt hate burn through her. She would squash any hope he might have about that.

“He knows, Martin. He knows you attacked me with a knife.”

Jeremy glanced up to smirk at Freya. He turned back to Martin, “We’ll get to that in a minute. Can you sit up?”

Martin sat up carefully and Jeremy helped him to his feet.

“Do you know where you are?” Jeremy asked.

Martin looked around him in confusion, “No. Maybe you’d like to tell me.” He pressed one hand to his head and swayed on his feet, suddenly his knees buckled. Jeremy caught him and began easing him back to the ground.

Freya hesitated for a fraction of a second and knew she would not get a better chance. She hitched up her skirt and took off running flat out for the time doorway. Adrenaline flooded her, allowing her feet to fly over the rough ground. She heard Jeremy shout behind her but did not dare look back.

Not knowing how fast a runner she was pitted against, Freya wasn’t sure if she had enough of a head start to reach the doorway ahead of Jeremy, and even if she did, he would surely see her go through it and follow.

As she rounded the corner of the building she made a snap decision, stopped as suddenly as she could, and lay down with her back flat against the tall wall that encased the garden, doing her best to quiet her breathing. She prayed Jeremy wouldn’t look down; that he would presume she had vanished with a device.

It was an impossibly stupid plan and if it were daylight, if her clothes had been a lighter colour, or there were any lights on this side of the house she would never get away with it.

Freya could feel Jeremy running, the heavy pound of his feet vibrating through the ground. He flew round the corner seconds after her and jogged to a stop mere yards in front of where she was lying. Hands on hips, he stood looking straight ahead before stalking back the way he’d come.

She worried how long she should wait before trying to get to the time doorway, but then remembered Brett had said she must have somehow bested Jeremy.

Elation shot through her and she shifted onto her back to look up at the stars, feeling giddy with relief. Jeremy’s voice drifted over, Martin’s higher tones reaching her as he answered.

After her lies about the device belonging to Martin, Freya reasoned Jeremy would need to question the man well to be sure he was not from 2112. She wondered if Martin would end up handcuffed in a cell somewhere and decided it would serve him right if he did.

She grinned at the image. Martin’s bad day could be about to get a lot worse. Anyway, best not to push her luck hanging around any longer. There was a very real possibility that Jeremy might guess what she had done, from a brief chat with Martin, and come back to find her.

She got to her feet and crept silently to the time doorway. Almost invisible during the day, it was going to be tricky to find in darkness.

Although he would have to deal with Martin first, Freya had absolutely no doubt that Jeremy would pursue her, especially after her supposed escape with a time device.

As soon as he figured out Martin knew nothing of time travel, Jeremy would begin to hunt for his original quarry, namely her.

Having his own time device, he would probably begin with her flat, tonight, but he couldn’t wait there forever for her. Therefore, she would spend the night in her van and go back to the flat the following day.

Coming back through to 2008, Freya made for the edge of the field. She was not going to wade through a whole meadow of chest high grass in the dead of night, no matter what she might have done in the daytime.

It was creepy, her ears attuned to the slightest sound, and by the time she reached the far side, she was having serious misgivings about waiting on her own for Brett to show up.

She pushed through the hedge and saw her van parked up to one side, Brett pacing beside it. He saw her immediately and took two strides forwards to pull her into a hug. Freya clung to him, relief flooding her.

It was easy to be with Brett. There was no tension here. Even though he was Jeremy’s brother, he had said they were friends and Freya believed it. He was here, had kept his word and returned her van, and had obviously been worrying over her.

Freya sighed with relief. “God, it’s good to see you. I’m glad I met you tonight.”

Brett laughed softly, “I could echo that statement. So how did it go?”

Freya reluctantly let go of him and grimaced. “Not great. In fact only half my marvellous plan actually came off.” She looked around the darkened lane, “Can we get out of here? I think I’ve had enough of creepy fields and lanes at night.”

“Sure. I can understand you’d want to get home.”

“Actually, I think I’d like to postpone the going home bit. Maybe there’s a pub nearby where we can go for a drink?”

Brett smirked and said, “Got Jeremy hot on your heels, I bet. I have to say, I agree with you: the first place he’s gonna look for you is your flat.”

“Your brother is one scary man. I nearly peed my pants when he was chasing me. If I’d had to run any further he’d have caught me no problem.”

Brett’s eyes shone in the darkness, “You outran him? No wonder he was antsy.” He burst out laughing, “Tell me what happened, I gotta hear this one.”

Freya smiled reluctantly, “You want to hear what happened, I’m gonna need dinner.” She gestured to the van, “You can drive.”

“So what’s with the skirt?” Brett asked. They had been driving for a few miles, Brett taking the lanes in the darkness as if he knew them well.

“I had a shower at Jeremy’s. He got me the clothes last time I was there.”

“You had a shower while he was out?”

Freya snickered slightly, “No. I went in for a glass of water but he found me in the kitchen. He noticed I was covered in mud and he offered.” She sighed. “I was gonna tell him Martin was walking around out there then wait till he went to look for him so I could untie Martin and get back here, but I accidentally told him that Martin was tied up, so I had to make a run for it instead.”

Brett frowned in concentration as he unravelled Freya’s speech. “How did you accidentally tell Jeremy that Martin was tied up, did he guess?”

“Um, not exactly. It was just one of those things.” Brett gave her a look and she huffed, “He distracted me, okay. I had all my lies worked out, but I don’t think he believed me ‘cause he went in for this big lip lock and I couldn’t remember how to think. He might be an annoying man with a hero complex but he sure as hell can kiss.”

Brett smirked, “I didn’t think that stuff actually worked on girls. Then again, maybe my technique just needs improving.”

“Just me then. Great. The worst thing was that I don’t think he doubted for a second that it would, and what does that say about me? Honestly, Brett, he’s not that good looking, so how come I start behaving like a teenager with a crush every time he gets near me?”

“Must be chemistry going on. Chances are if you’re feeling that way then he’s no better off. It might explain the lip lock at any rate.”

“Holy cow! That’s not what I want to hear.”

“Why not? Don’t you want him to reciprocate your feelings?”

“Now you sound like Janet.” She sighed, “I don’t know Brett. Why are these things such hard work?”

“Relationships are never straightforward, but half the fun’s trying to second guess where you stand.”

“Huh, easy for him at any rate. I guess he knows where he stands.”

“Not necessarily. Fine, he knows you have some chemistry going on, but that’s the tip of the iceberg when it comes to feelings. I bet he’s completely clueless as to the rest, wouldn’t surprise me if you confuse the hell out of him.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Just what I know of him. He’s used to things being very casual in relationships. None of the women he’s dated have been interested in him on a deeper level. All players out to have a good time. Women who don’t like strings, brief affairs, that sort of thing.”

“So? For all he knows, I’m exactly the same.”

Brett gave her a grin as he pulled into a pub car park. “If that’s all you were interested in, you wouldn’t have come back to meet me tonight. You’d be curled up in his bed right now and I’d be having an uncomfortable conversation with my little brother. I doubt he’d waste any time where that’s concerned. I think he’s miles out of his depth with you right now.”

 

As soon as Jeremy rounded the corner of the house, he knew he was too late. Freya was nowhere in sight and had obviously used a time device to escape. He jogged to a halt, hands on hips, then turned abruptly and stalked back to where Martin was now sitting on the ground.

He couldn’t go after her with Martin sitting in front of his property. Not that he knew where to find her anyway. For a moment or two, he considered simply locking Martin up so he could go and find her immediately, but he knew he would never do it. His first priority was to deal with Martin who, according to Freya, had originally owned the device she was using.

She had obviously known he would not be able to follow her straight away. He shook his head slightly in disbelief at what had happened. Freya seemed to think she was doing him a favour by bringing Martin to him. Well he might have to enlighten her a little over that point when he finally caught up with her.

Normally, Matt would deal with this type of situation. A felon only arriving here once it was certain that transportation was required. Jeremy could not take Martin to the courts on Freya’s say so any more than he could have taken Freya there as he had threatened, and Matt wasn’t here to help. It looked like this one was up to him to sort out.

Martin was huddled on the ground but looked up as Jeremy approached, his hands had found the gash on his head, and he wore a glazed look as if he were in considerable pain.

“Where’s Freya?” he asked.

“She has left. How is your head, are you in much pain?”

“Some. Who are you, a friend of hers?”

“My name is Sanders. Freya is mine and you would do well to remember that.”

“What the hell century do you think you’re living in?”

Jeremy laughed abruptly. “You were extremely fortunate I was not present when you threatened her with a knife.”

“You’ll have a hard time proving that. Her word against mine and no witnesses.” Martin began to get unsteadily to his feet, but Jeremy pushed him back down.

“Stay sitting. I may not bother to catch you if you fall again and we have some business to discuss.”

Martin lowered his head to his hands, “What do you want?”

“I want you to tell me about the mobile phone that you left with Freya the other week.”

Martin looked up somewhat blankly, certain he had misheard. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Your mobile phone. Freya told me you left it at her flat. Where did you get it from?”

“You want to know about my mobile?” Martin face was a picture of genuine puzzlement. He groped in his trouser pocket and pulled out his mobile, staring at it as if it would tell him what was going on.

“The other mobile?” Jeremy said with a lift of his eyebrows.

Martin looked blank, “What other mobile, what are you talking about?”

Jeremy considered the man for a moment. He knew genuine astonishment when he saw it. Martin was in no shape to come up with lies and he had no idea who Jeremy was.

Jeremy held out a hand and Martin wordlessly passed the phone to him. It spoke volumes for the state of Martin’s mind that he didn’t say a word as Jeremy flicked through the address book before switching the phone off and deftly dismantling it. He put it back together, trying to hold back his exasperation, and passed it back to Martin. Someone had been telling lies, and it wasn’t Martin.

Martin’s face alone was enough to tell Jeremy that he had no idea what had happened to him, but this was the man obsessed with Freya to the point of chasing her through a market and holding her at knifepoint. Jeremy narrowed his eyes.

“You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you.”

“No kidding. Maybe that bang on the head is worse than I thought.”

“You need only remember one thing: Freya belongs to me and I do not take kindly to people coveting my possessions. You will stay away from her or you will have me to deal with.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Yes, very much so. You will not go near her again.” Jeremy reached out a hand to help Martin to his feet, adjusted his position slightly and, with the swiftness that helped earn him his current position, rendered him unconscious once more.

Catching Martin before he could fall to the ground, Jeremy pulled out his time device and flashed to a dark corner of the hospital car park in Reading, 2008. It was a judgement on the staff that Jeremy was able to take Martin into A & E, leave him on a couch in the waiting area and simply walk away without anyone batting an eyelid.

Jeremy woke early the following morning. After leaving Martin in the hospital, he had gone directly to Freya’s flat and then kicked his heels all night waiting for her to return home.

Now he stood in his back yard, coffee in hand, the morning sun already hot on his back. He ran over in his mind the events of the previous evening.

Freya running from him played over in his mind, creating a jarring note. Why would she run from him? If she had a time device, why had she not simply used it when he was crouched next to Martin, she had more than enough time to do so.

It didn’t make sense. Was it simply a reflex? Run until she realised what she was doing and then used the device to leave.

He found himself re-tracing their steps from the night before. Walking around the house, he wandered over to where he had stopped the previous evening. As his gaze tracked over the grass, he noticed it was flattened in an area along the back garden wall as though someone had lain there for a time.

Was it possible? Had she simply been lying down here when he had thought she had vanished with a device? He hadn’t actually seen her disappear. He had simply come around the corner of the house and assumed that was what had happened.

Good lord, he must have been standing only yards from where she had been lying. He shook his head slightly in disbelief that she could have got away with such a strategy, and looked around, almost as if expecting to see her hiding nearby.

What did it mean though? Did Martin have a device on him all along? Had Jeremy, in his arrogance, left Martin with a time device in his pocket when he had taken the man to the A & E?

No. Impossible. Martin had genuinely not known what Jeremy was talking about. There was no doubt about that, which meant that Freya could possibly still be here somewhere.

Who would have put her up here, Joe? No. He could not credit it and furthermore, there must have been a time device involved somewhere along the line. There was no way that Freya could have dragged Martin through the field, bound and unconscious. Unless…

Was there a time rip right here in front of the house? If so, how close to the rip had Martin been when Freya had left him at the field edge. Was that why she had hidden next to his house? Had she been waiting for him to leave with Martin so she could get back to the time rip without him seeing her? She must have known she could not outrun him, and she would need to stay close to know when he left.

Jeremy walked back to where Martin had lain. He scanned the area carefully. If Freya had somehow managed to drag Martin through the field there would be evidence of their path. The grass was upright though, with no sign of flattening anywhere.

He walked carefully around every inch of the short grass near to where Martin had lain, looking carefully for signs indicating where a body might have been dragged. There was nothing, no indication whatsoever of such a thing, and the ground was too hard to have left much impression outside the long grasses.

He remembered the first night he had seen Freya, how she had walked away from him through the field. She had said she parked up just the other side, and at that time, he had assumed she meant a bike or trap, but what if she had been talking of her van.

Jeremy walked back around the house to the field edge. He walked carefully around the edge of the woods and field to the other side, found the road that he guessed she had parked on and flipped out his time device, flashing across to 2008.

The road was more or less unchanged and he could hear the din from the nearby motorway. It was wet and muddy and there were vehicle tracks, but anyone could have used this lane.

There was a break in the hedgerow and he could see his farmhouse was still standing on the other side of the field. He studied the long grass but there was no flattening here, no indication that a body had been dragged through the field. He stepped through the hedge to take a closer look. The grasses were wet and somewhat flattened in places, but it was impossible to tell if someone had walked through.

If anything, she would have been more likely to walk around the edge of the field. Here, as well as evidence of footfalls, he could see vehicle tracks in the mud, as though a quad bike had been there.

He followed the tracks around the field. They led behind the wood and eventually joined the road on the other side of the property. A sign indicated a public right of way, back where he had just walked.

He shook his head impatiently. He had not really expected to find a flattened path either here or in 1908. Freya was small, slight. Barely came up to his shoulder in her ridiculous heels. It was simply not possible for her to have dragged Martin, a tall heavy man, through a field. On top of all that, Martin had been unconscious at the time. A dead weight.

Even if there had been a time rip right next to where Martin was lying, Freya would still have had to get him there in this era.

Perhaps someone had helped her carry him this end, or perhaps she had not needed anyone. Maybe the rip in this era was in the road here and came out on the other side of the field in 1908, or perhaps he was a fool and Freya had her own time device all along. 

He shrugged. Who knew what a time rip looked like anyway? It could be a tiny anomaly requiring you to step in exactly the right place in order to travel. This was the second unsuccessful search he had made and he was not going to spend all day looking for something that could be impossible to find without prior knowledge.

Freya would simply have to show him the whereabouts of the thing herself. If he was wrong, and she was still here somewhere, then he could console himself with the knowledge that she would probably come back to him if she found herself in trouble. She was nervous of him, but he had the feeling that she would trust him when it came down to it.

He judged her running from him to be reflex. It was a little tiresome, but she was young and obviously didn’t know how to handle the situations she found herself in.

He sighed as he flashed back to 1908 and headed for the house. If she had gone back to 2008, with or without a time device, she could look after herself for the time being. He would get on with his chores and read up on the conspiracy theories about time rips. 






 

Chapter 8

 

Clutching two large takeaway cups, Janet followed Greg through a maze of corridors, rooms and floor levels, while trying to take note of the general layout of the building. When Greg had offered to meet her for a coffee after work, she had not expected to have to pick up the drinks and meet him at his office.

“How much further?” she asked in her best whiny voice.

Greg glanced back in appreciation, “Not far now, just gonna drop by the kitchen. I think there are some leftover doughnuts from Flyboy’s birthday.”

“Flyboy?”

“His name is James. He fell out a window on a job.” At Janet’s incredulous look he shrugged, “It was on the ground floor and he more or less tripped over the frame and measured his length. He flapped his arms a bit on the way.”

The kitchen was a dingy galley style affair with long grimy windows looking out onto the rainy London street. Two men were leaning over a clunky mobile phone on the kitchen top.

“Brannigan— ” Greg got no further with the introductions as one of the men turned and made zipping motions with his hand across his mouth, beamed and pointed a stubby finger towards the phone.

There was a small click from the mobile and Jeremy’s voice could be heard, “Sanders.”

One of the men leaned forward, “Good morning, sir. How are you today?”

“I am very well, thank you. To who am I speaking?” Jeremy sounded surprised, indicating that the call was unexpected.

“My name is Webb and I’m calling from Stockovers, the army surplus suppliers. This is a quick courtesy call to see if you received the package we sent you.”

Greg frowned at the exchange and took his coffee from Janet, placing it on the kitchen top, before turning to rummage in the fridge. He pulled out a large box of doughnuts, chose one, offered the box to Janet and then slung it open on the kitchen top. 

“Package?” Jeremy sounded mystified.

“From a, uh, John Kitter.”

There was an ominous silence on the line for a few moments then, “Would that be Taylor or Brannigan?”

“Uh, sorry, sir, I have the name of John Kitter here.”

“Really? I think you may have delivered to the wrong address, in that case.”

Greg stood against the opposite wall, regarding his doughnut thoughtfully for a moment before taking a huge bite. Janet cast him a puzzled look and mouthed, “What’s going on?”

Greg just rolled his eyes and licked jam from his fingers. The two men crowded over the phone listening intently.

Jeremy continued, “What address do you have on your screen there?”

The man speaking cast a desperate look at his hapless colleague and then said, “Uh, I don’t have addresses here, sir, only names and phone numbers.”

“How inconvenient,” came the reply, “Perhaps you would like to send someone round to collect the parcel or better yet, why don’t I deliver it back to you? I’m sure I can spare the time. Tell me, would this afternoon be all right?”

“Are you sure it’s not for you, sir? We were given strict instructions, by this man John Kitter that the, uh, unpick-able cuffs were to be delivered today.” This was followed by a sound that was somewhere between a snort and a cough.

Janet glanced uncertainly between the men and Greg, who was shaking his head, sugar all down his front.

“That is Taylor, isn’t it? Did Brannigan put you up to this? He managed to get chocolate on the delivery note.” Jeremy’s tone was warm with laughter, “How are you both anyway?”

James Taylor rolled his eyes and gave in, “Yeah, sure. Weather’s lousy though. All this rain. Sheesh. I heard it makes cuffs easier to pick though.”

“How does one go about picking cuffs anyway?” Brannigan cut in, “I thought the idea was to cuff your quarry with both hands behind them. Is it a new way of doing things? Maybe you could show us since we seem to be a bit behind the times here.”

They started giggling and Greg snatched up the phone, cut off the loudspeaker and spoke a few words while shaking his head at the pair of them.

The man named James straightened up and grabbed the phone back from Greg, but he had already disconnected the call.

“Bad idea,” said Greg, “I’m not gonna help you guys out when he cuffs you to the fridge for the weekend.”

“Aw, Jones, you’re no fun at all.”

“It’s your skin. Anyway, this is Janet Green. Janet, this is Flyboy, aka James Taylor, and Michael Brannigan.”

“Hey, nice to meet you, Janet.”

“Good to see you, girl.”

Janet couldn’t help but grin back at Greg’s work colleagues.

“If you get tired of Jones here, sweetheart, give me a call. I’ve got some quality gear; I’m talking Lindt ninety percent coco solids.”

“I’ll bear it in mind,” said Janet.

Greg shook his head, “C’mon, lets move out.”

A short while later, Janet stood surveying the mess that was Greg’s office.

“What happened to the cleaning crew?” she asked.

“It was a Government secret, but leaked out to make a scandal; we haven’t been able to persuade any others to work here since.”

“Cleaner-gate, huh?”

“Damn, you’re good.”

“So what is it you all do here?”

“We’re a bunch of techies. We provide software and IT solutions to a court returns agency. Boring stuff to a jeweller huh.”

“Not at all. I studied software at college.”

“You did? Why did you give it up?”

“Didn’t like the long hours culture, and people think retail is bad. So tell me more about what you do, it sounds interesting.”

The door opened and a tall, balding man peeked in. “Jones, can I borrow you for a minute?”

Greg looked up and grinned, an edge of relief in his smile. “Sure, but I can’t be long. I’ve got some fine company here.” He turned back to Janet, “Back in a mo, make yourself at home.”

Janet wondered at his reaction as she looked around the messy room. He had obviously not wanted to discuss his work with her. Could it be that secret if it was IT support?

She picked her way to Greg’s chair to sit down. After tiring of the smoothness of the spinning action, she began to try the desk drawers. The first one was locked, the second held a variety of grotty stationery and, rather unimaginatively, two card keys for the third and locked drawer.

Janet tried both and pocketed one. The drawer contained a laptop and she pulled it out with a grin. Most of what she found made little sense. The programs were completely different from what she was used to seeing and interfaced too well for her to get down to any command line without a lot more time.

She tried several approaches, but nothing worked. The general format was similar enough that she began to pick up how to get about. General commonsense allowed her to get into some kind of e-mailing program and she recognised one or two words like Inbox.

Lazily, she opened the first message and started to read. It was immediately apparent that whatever other jobs Greg did, IT support wasn’t one of them. Most of the e-mails made no sense whatsoever, and she was about to give up when she came across a set of messages with some names she recognised.

 

 

Adam Tate           28/10/2166

to:      Michael Brannigan, James Taylor, Gregory Jones

cc:     

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Just to give you a heads up on Danny boy. He’s on the warpath over truth or jump. Alex has been getting antsy after she heard Flyboy planted one on Joan of Arc. She mentioned something about you boys being irresponsible while Danny was here with me, and he ran with it. She did her best to cover the slip, but you know what he’s like. You have been warned…

 

 

Michael Brannigan       27/6/2008

to:      Adam Tate

cc:     James Taylor, Gregory Jones

re:      Sticky situation 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Not good news. Thanks for the warning. We’ll have to postpone the next round until things cool off a little.

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Michael Brannigan, James Taylor

cc:     Adam Tate

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

You’re only saying that because it’s your turn next and you’re chicken. Where did you hide the device, Flyboy?

 

 

James Taylor                27/6/2008

to:      Gregory Jones 

cc:     Adam Tate, Michael Brannigan

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the desk on the third floor. I got you a fantastic grandad hat, Jones, for next time you go to see Matt, but you’re wrong about Danny boy leaving us in peace. Adam already told me he thinks the guy will hop centuries tomorrow. Weds at the latest, and Matt blabbed to Jer that he saw you with your device in hand, and that he thinks you’re getting lazy. No one has mobiles in 1908, and you know what Jer is. Sounds like you might be in for it more than Brannigan.

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Adam Tate, James Taylor

cc:     Michael Brannigan

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

A likely story, Flyboy.

Adam, you’re nuts. Danny boy won’t jump until Friday. Can you imagine how time-lagged he’ll be? He’s been in 1760 for the last six months then back to 2166 for a week and now to 2008? He’ll never do it. No one can survive on that little sleep.

 

 

Adam Tate           28/10/2166

to:      Gregory Jones

cc:     Michael Brannigan, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Don’t say I didn’t warn you, and don’t implicate me in any of this. I never knew about any of it.

 

 

Michael Brannigan       27/6/2008

to:      Adam Tate 

cc:     Gregory Jones, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Hey, I’m listening. Won’t catch me getting under Danny boy’s feet.

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Michael Brannigan

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Chicken!! Brrwarck Brrwarck!!

 

 

Michael Brannigan       27/6/2008

to:      Gregory Jones

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Takes one to know one. You just want to watch Danny boy take me to task. High entertainment, but I’ll take you down with me.

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Michael Brannigan

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Snitch.

 

 

Michael Brannigan       27/6/2008

to:      Gregory Jones

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Looser.

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Michael Brannigan

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Fancy a drink, Saturday?

 

 

Michael Brannigan       27/6/2008

to:      Gregory Jones

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Yeah ok. Which century?

 

 

Gregory Jones     27/6/2008

to:      Michael Brannigan

cc:     Adam Tate, James Taylor

re:      Sticky situation

------------------------------------------------------------------------

This one since you’re so chicken. The George. Seven O’clock.

 

 

The messages made little sense at first and she wondered if they were talking in some kind of code. It was as though there were something obvious going on that she simply couldn’t see, rendering all the messages baffling. She skimmed back through again and the dates caught her eye.

Adam Tate, 28/10/2166.

She straightened up, inhaling sharply, and studied the text again… “Imagine how time-lagged he’ll be?” and “He’s been in 1760 for the last six months then back to 2166 for a week, and now to 2008?”

What was she to make of it? Obviously, they were joking about time travel, but why? Perhaps they had all seen a movie together and it was all an ‘in’ joke, but that didn’t explain the dates. More than that, the messages seemed genuine. Impossible. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair before dismissing it.

Tiring of e-mail she tried to get online, but it was password encrypted and she couldn’t get past without knowing a lot more about what she was dealing with here.

She managed to find the control panel, labelled up as fixtures and fittings in a somewhat bizarre nod toward conveyance, but that would have to wait for a more opportune time.

She had been occupied for about twenty minutes now, and although she wouldn’t have been fazed had Greg walked in, she didn’t particularly wish to be caught nosing through his computer. She put the thing away, leaned back and sipped her coffee.

After another laborious quarter of an hour, Janet was tired of waiting. She stuck her head out of the office and was just in time to see Greg materialise out of thin air. He was absorbed in going through something on a funny looking mobile he held. Finishing up, he stooped down to tighten a shoelace.

The truth of the e-mails shot through Janet’s brain with a blinding clarity that was almost faster than she could follow.

A line from one of the e-mails came to her about no one having mobiles in 1908. Something about someone seeing someone else with their device in hand. Device, time machine, mobile phone? It wasn’t too far a stretch if you could accept one to get to the other.

The phone lay quietly on the floor by Greg’s side, but its apparent ordinariness couldn’t disguise what it actually was.

Wearing loose black jeans, a tatty suit jacket, waistcoat and old-fashioned cap, Greg Jones looked like a worker straight out of the 1900s.

He straightened up and pulled off the hat. Lifted the lid on what looked like a small telephone table or desk to reveal a space within, and chucked his hat, jacket and waistcoat inside. Then he grabbed a sporty looking sweater from the same place and hauled it on, going from looking like someone from an old sepia photograph, to a casual, if somewhat scruffy, example of 21st century fashion.

He rubbed a hand over his stubble, and chucked the little mobile/time machine in with the clothes, shutting the lid on the desk.

Janet wondered at him using his time machine so blatantly where she might see him, but almost instantly understood that had she not snooped through his e-mail, she would certainly have disbelieved her own eyes. She still wasn’t sure she believed them.

He had not seen her so she ducked back into his office. She was lounging nonchalantly in his chair when he came in, but her heart was hammering.

Before anything else, she wanted a look at that little phone, and that wasn’t going to be easy. Her mind raced through possibilities as Greg gave her a friendly grin.

He swigged the last of his coffee and said, “Did you think I’d abandoned you? I’m sorry I took so long. Got caught up. Shall we ditch all this and go catch a film?”

Janet shrugged, “Suits me. I’m glad you weren’t any longer, God only knows what I might have got up to.” She smiled serenely at Greg’s uncertain look, got up and stretched. Linking her fingers in front of her, she pulled out the muscles in her back then dropped her arms and stood for a moment, glancing once at her coat slung over the back of a chair and then up at Greg, with the slightest of smiles touching her face.

Greg blinked and rushed to snatch up her coat, holding it out for her to slide into.

“Thank you,” she said, keeping her eyes downcast as she buttoned herself in.

She transferred one of her mittens stealthily from her pocket to her closed hand and held back her smile, eyes demurely lowered, not wanting to give away the slightest hint of her intent.

At the lift, she glanced back making a show of patting her pockets. She held up her mitten rather helplessly. “Think I must have dropped the other. Wait here and hold the lift, I’ll only be a moment.” She walked quickly back as she spoke, turning the corner and making a beeline for the small desk.

Stopping only to cast a brief glance about, she opened the desk, located and pocketed the little black device inside, and hurried back to Greg, triumphantly waving aloft her mitten. “Found it!”

She followed Greg into the lift, burrowing her hands into her pockets. Her fingers clung to her prize and she gave a contented sigh.

At Janet’s request, they stopped off for dinner first. Greg suggested a pizza place he had recently discovered on the corner of Old Compton and Frith. It was crowded and they were given a too-small table in a draughty corner near the facilities.

Greg was disappointed, but Janet merely shrugged and took off her coat. She surrendered it to the waitress and settled herself in the better placed of the two chairs. The little device already palmed and resting against her arm in the bulky sleeve of her sweater. She left Greg no option but to take his seat and make the best of things.

Over drinks, Janet studied the decor of the restaurant, allowing her mind to wander until Greg claimed her attention by asking her if there was any film in particular that she wanted to see.

“Oh, I don’t know. To be honest, unless there’s something you especially want to see, I’d just as well give it a miss. Cinemas aren’t what they used to be.”

Greg smiled, “You mean the cost of the ticket? Things have gone up since I was a kid, but naturally I’ll pay for you, it is our first date. Unless you’re gonna get your feminist feathers ruffled.” This last, said with a grin.

“Thank you. I’m never a feminist when it comes to money.” She gave him a smile warm enough to steal any offence from her words, and reached across to give his hand a quick squeeze. “It’s not that though. I mean— remember the old style theatres that used to house cinemas?”

“Sure. They were stuffy and the seats were uncomfortable. Then when the film finished, you got vertigo making your way down to the exit.”

“I’d take all that over a comfortable seat in a freezing air-conditioned room with the screen too high and the volume too loud. Those lovely old theatres were marvellous in comparison.”

Greg nodded slowly. “Remember the funny ticket dispensers? Some old dragon would sit in a glass-fronted rabbit hutch at the entrance with a metal desk that popped out tickets like magic. Little paper things like raffle tickets.”

“Yes! That’s right, and you’d all pile in on a Saturday morning to watch cartoons. It only cost peanuts to get in.”

“They never had cartoons at the cinema that I remember. Films only, but I remember my best mate and me sneaked in to watch ‘Speed’ when we weren’t old enough. I think that was one of the final films to be shown at that old cinema on Chepstow before it got closed down and later turned into a gym.”

“I remember that place. Have you been there since? I wonder if they put loads of floor levels in or if they just took out the auditorium and left that huge ornate ceiling a mile above a load of running machines.”

“Yeah, with a swimming pool in the old orchestra pit.”

“Have you, though? Been there, I mean. I wish I could cop a look at it again.”

“No. Why would you want to? It’s probably changed out of all recognition and you’d be disappointed.”

“I guess what would be better is to have a time machine. Then you could go back and watch something there again.” She gave him a direct look on the words.

“What, a DeLorean, you mean, with a flux capacitor thingy-what’s it?”

“Isn’t flux that stuff plumbers use? I wonder if Marty’s DeLorean ran on gas and solder?”

“I don’t think that would work. You’d have the whole thing seize solid every time it cooled down.”

“Wouldn’t you like to see it, though?”

“What, a DeLorean running on gas and solder?”

“Don’t forget the flux. No, I mean 1996 or something, whenever that film came out. Wouldn’t you like to go back and see how 1996 looks and maybe catch a film or something? See how it all looks.”

“What, Back To The Future? That film came out in ‘85, and I know what ‘96 looks like and so do you, we lived through it.”

A half smile lifted the corner of her mouth and she wondered if he had lived through ’96. He seemed remarkably up on his pop culture, right down to knowing the exact year a random film she’d mentioned came out. He couldn’t have been more than four years old at the time, but perhaps he was a fan of the film. It was relevant to his life, after all.

“I know we lived through it, but it would still seem strange because we’re used to seeing things as they are now. I’d love to go back and take a look about.”

“Last of the great time travellers. Janet gets her hands on a time device and she wants to look at 1996.”

“A time device?” Janet gave him a gentle smile, which anyone who knew her well enough would have deemed dangerous.

“Device, machine, car, whatever. But seriously, why 1996? Why not 2166 or something?”

“Well duh, for all we know 2166 might be a barren wasteland. We might have had a nuclear war that’s wiped out humanity or an asteroid might have hit the earth and sent it spinning into the sun. Then you’d end up asphyxiating in your DeLorean, orbiting Jupiter or something, whichever planet is nearest.”

“Wow, what a way to go!” Greg shook his head and laughed. “You’re nuts, you know that?”

She gave him a smirk. “Maybe. So, what do you imagine the world looks like in 2166?”

Greg shrugged. “Probably much the same as it looks now, just dirtier and more expensive.”

“All the more reason to visit ‘96. It’s cleaner and cheaper.”

“I can’t fault your logic.” He shook his head. “Trust me. It would be a bad idea.”

Their food arrived then and Greg turned the subject so they spoke of other things for the rest of the evening.

Later that night Janet curled up in an armchair nearest the radiator in her sitting room, and studied the little device she had pilfered from Greg’s office.

It looked like a mobile phone, only it was a little larger and heavier than might be expected. She turned it over in her hands and ran her fingers over the battered metal casing.

It was a dull black. Heavy, as though made of lead, and scratched and pockmarked in places. It opened in the same way as her mobile, the front sliding upwards to reveal a wide screen that was lit with menu options. Dates, places and names met her fascinated gaze.

She wondered how long it would take Greg to figure out it was missing. The way he had shoved it in the desk and the state of the thing indicated it was used by many in the office, so she could possibly hang onto it for a day or so before anyone realised it had gone.

A heading on the screen caught her attention. Tracking. It was followed by a four-digit number and some basic instructions. Remembering something similar, she skimmed back to the other menus with lists of names and strange codes like FO. They were followed by four digit numbers too. She went quickly back to the tracking menu and read the instructions.

Fascinating. Not only could the little device travel through time, it could also find others, like itself, anywhere or when for that matter, simply by number. Greg would almost certainly turn up at some stage. The little machine had to be commonplace judging by the number of names in the address book.

Now she knew what she was dealing with, the next question had to be: was she game enough to try it out? Unable to sit still at this thought, she got up and paced about the room. Then realised her subconscious had already made this decision for her, some hours earlier in fact, when she had pinched the thing.

Of course she would try it out. Why bother taking it if not to use? Aware of the huge pickle she could find herself in if she wasn’t careful, she resolved to use it once only, and not go too far in either direction.

It would be better to go back rather than forward, that way she could ensure she didn’t bump into herself, a mind-boggling situation that she didn’t want to think about. In fact, her plan of going to see a film at one of the old cinemas was good. Grinning to herself, she left the little device on the coffee table and went to bed. Time travel could wait until the morning.

 

1996 was a strange place to visit. Even though Janet had lived through it and knew what to expect, she was still taken aback by how quaint everything appeared to be. There was no question that the little device worked.

She stood on Bayswater Road, looking about. Hands in her coat pockets, she felt her eyes fill unexpectedly at the sight of the old-fashioned cars and shops. The world had moved on far more than she’d realised in twelve years.

Getting her emotions under control, she sought out the old cinema on Chepstow she had gone to as a kid, and looked at the film times. There was a viewing of Independence Day, which might be fun, at 13:30. That gave her a couple of hours to kill.

While wondering what to do next, her feet took her unerringly to Portobello Road and the market. It was doing a thriving trade this Saturday morning. People bustled about among stalls. Plants and flowers jostled for space with clothes and rugs, china and vegetables.

Feeling isolated and anxious for no reason she could fathom, she stopped to gaze at a stall under a huge striped awning. It was selling mirrors. All sizes, large and small. Floor standing to handbag compact. Plain wood framed to ornately gilded. Round, square, hexagonal with blue stones embedded around the frame. Mirrors with bevelled edges; mirrors with pictures painted on the glass so you had to concentrate to see either the image or what they reflected.

They reflected sky, the awning, the crowds, and themselves, over and over. Some were bright rectangles, full of white cloud; others were wedged into corners, making tunnels stretching into green darkness.

She had a crazy moment when she wondered if she were seeing time travel. A world of doorways. Some leading into light and sky, others into dark fearful places, and then a familiar peel of laughter ripped her away from her increasingly confused thoughts and had her whirling around.

Sitting on an upturned crate some distance away, Freya was laughing. She looked about six years old, and was with a group of other kids gathered around an older teen. Money pouch slung around his waist, he was obviously working at the stall and entertaining the group with a story of some kind.

There was some noisy debate and then one of the kids hopped up and tugged at the older boy’s sleeve to gain his attention.

Janet’s heart contracted once and then she inhaled, wrapped her arms around herself and walked resolutely in the opposite direction.

Wandering the market, looking at the stalls, her heart began to slow and she allowed herself to be distracted by the wares for sale once more.

A jewellery stall caught her eye and she realised with another pang that the name was the same as the one on the specialist shop she worked for. She nearly walked away and flinched in her effort to stay still.

John Pearce’s was an exclusive outlet in 2008, selling speciality jewellery made by the original proprietor’s son. She had never met either father or son, but knew the father had passed on some years before she had joined as a sales assistant.

Now she studied the middle-aged man. He had a friendly manner, and was chatting to his fellow stallholder, a comfortable old lady selling china. He was perched behind a table covered in glass boxes inlaid with black velvet and sparkling gems.

For a moment, she wondered if her imagination was getting away from her, but then she took a closer look and saw a small piece of card standing on the tabletop, with the name John Pearce’s written in the same elegant flowing script that she saw every day over the shop in London.

She felt suddenly less alone and some of the original fascination and enjoyment of the trip returned to her. Here was something genuinely fun to do. A small piece of jewellery bought from this little stall, she could wear to work and always keep as a memory of this impossible jaunt through time.

She looked up, smiling warmly. “Mr Pearce?”

“Indeed. May I interest you in something?”

“Hmm, let me see.” She took her purse from her pocket.

At home, she had emptied her small change jar to pick through, looking specifically for all coins dated ’96 and before. There was surprisingly little of it and she had wondered if she would fall at the first fence, but then, at the back of a kitchen drawer stuffed with old utility bills, she had struck gold. A five-pound note dated 1990.

Now she unfolded the note. “Do you have anything for five pounds or under?”

“Why yes, Miss. All these silver rings here on this side are one pound.”

She studied the pieces and settled on a small band with a peculiarly beautiful little amber stone inset. It was a little oversized for her finger but she could easily get it adjusted. As she completed her transaction, she couldn’t help but smile and say, “It was lovely to meet you Mr Pearce.”

A while later, she entered the old theatre cinema with the small ring on her finger and mixed emotions in her heart.

The vestibule was chilly, painted a dark red with a wood parquet floor and a high ceiling. The film was showing in one of the smaller rooms, so she didn’t see the huge grand room in her memory.

Nostalgia was missing from the decay. Paintwork, chipped and peeling, and carpet worn thin. She had expected some bittersweet sensation to engulf her, but the reality was simply grimy and stuffy.

The film wasn’t of the quality she was used to, bearing more resemblance to a home slide show projected onto a white screen. Even her small TV at home was better quality. A smear of dirt on the screen continually distracted, and the film didn’t hold her attention, partly because she’d already seen it, but mostly because she couldn’t get her mind off seeing Freya as a little girl.

She ended up gazing around, wondering what she was doing here. The room was half-empty. A handful of kids sat further up, scoffing popcorn and giggling to themselves. Occasionally, a piece of popcorn would fly across the auditorium, lit like a shooting star in the projection.

She was considering going home when Greg showed up. Feeling relieved, she watched him flip down his chair and settle beside her. Isolation from everything familiar had been getting her down more than she cared to admit, and she welcomed his presence.

“How’s the film?” he asked.

“Not as good as I remembered.” She snuck her hand into the crook of his arm and shifted in her seat so she was leaning into him.

Greg gave her a smile. “They never are. Want to go for a coffee afterwards?”

“I’d rather go to the pub. I think I need to drown my sorrows.” After a pause, she added, “I saw Freya. She must have been six years old. A little girl sitting on an upturned crate and laughing; not knowing what hell lurked around the corner for her.” She sighed. “How can you bear it? I thought it would be fun, an adventure, but it’s more creepy than anything else.”

“I did warn you ‘96 was a bad idea. If you want to play, there are better places to visit, and it helps to go with a friend. Want to stick around for the rest of the film?”

“Not really.”

“Okay. Let’s go for that drink.” He held out his hand and pulled her to her feet. 

In the deserted entryway, he pulled a time device from his pocket and flicked them both to his office in 2008.

Janet handed her pilfered device to him without a word. He studied it with a small smile and then chucked it in the top drawer of his desk.

“You weren’t surprised to see me,” said Greg.

“No. I was expecting you, or someone else from your office.”

“I have a lot to learn, obviously.”

A faint smile touched Janet’s face, indicative of the mischief in her mind. “Well, I do think you ought to be a little more careful if you want to keep a lid on the whole thing, which I’m assuming you do.” This last said with a brief sidelong glance up at Greg under her lashes.

“Aren’t you at all concerned that you’re in heaps of trouble for this little stunt?”

“No. Not a bit.”

“Not a— you do realise that you’ve travelled illegally on a stolen device?”

“Well, I don’t know about stolen. Borrowed, I feel, is nearer the mark. I didn’t know it was illegal though, but I’m sure you wouldn’t be foolish enough to make a fuss about it, anyway.”

She paused to enjoy the effect her words were having and then added, “After all, you wouldn’t want Daniel to find out about Joan of Arc.”

Greg was stunned speechless for a moment and then exploded, “What do you know about Daniel, or Joan of Arc?”

Janet had guessed at Daniel’s name from Greg’s moniker of Danny boy in his emails and was gratified she had it right. “That Flyboy kissed her in a game of truth or jump, which you were also involved in.”

Greg recovered himself after a glance down at the mischief in Janet’s face and said, “I already figured out you saw me come back from seeing Matt in 1908 yesterday. That’s how you knew where to find the device, and when you rushed back for your glove, you were really going back for the device. You’re the only person I know who could work out everything from seeing me appear once. Anyone else would have denied it to themselves, but how you know about Daniel… Well, the mind boggles.”

“Oh, I probably would have denied all, and thought I needed more sleep, but I’d just got through reading your e-mails.” She gave him a saucy smile. “I don’t like to be kept waiting. I get easily bored.”

Greg gave her a look. “Something to remember.” He paused, eyeing her for a moment, and made a shrewd guess. “You couldn’t grass us up to Daniel anyway, you have no idea who he is or how to contact him.”

Janet smirked. “If it makes you feel better then by all means believe that, but personally I don’t think it would be too taxing to find out who the man is, especially as he seems to be some kind of authority figure here.”

Greg smacked the heel of his hand onto his forehead in mock defeat. “Well, I guess you’re playing with us next time whether you like it or not.”

“An excellent idea. By the way, if I’m to be complicit, I want to know who this feared high up rum-tiddly-poo is anyway.”

Greg managed a bland look. “It’s clearly your turn next on truth or jump, and I’ll be happy to introduce you to Daniel after you’ve played. How did you get into my emails, anyway? It’s all password protected.”

“I was a software analyst, remember?”

“A software analyst? No. I didn’t remember, because you didn’t tell me. Thank God the mainframe’s got better security than my laptop.”

“Oh, I’ll lay you odds I can crack that easily enough.”

“I’d like to see it.”

“Truly? Buy me a drink then and we’ll talk.”

They wandered down the corridor to the lift, Greg with his hands in his pockets, and Janet wriggling her hand into the crook of his arm and giving a contented sigh.

 

Martin Johnson sat at Marylebone concourse, gently nursing his rage over what had happened to him. It had been a long day and he had left work early. He idly flicked through a newspaper while keeping an eye on the departures board.

He watched a girl in a short skirt and long boots walk past, coffee in hand and mobile phone clutched to her ear, she was striding along, obviously giving some subordinate hell, demanding figures and firing questions out.

Martin slid baleful eyes over her perfect figure, clad in a bright red form-hugging business suit. She caught him staring, and sent him a look filled with scorn as if he were some office junior beneath her notice.

He smirked slightly, pleased as her irritation with him turned to nerves. He didn’t look away but stared her out until she scurried off.

Ball breaking bitch. These women acted tough, but it made him laugh how easy it was to unnerve them. It made him think of Freya and her gutsy attempt to kidnap him. He longed to confront her again over that, but it would have to wait.

He didn’t give much thought to Jeremy. When he had woken up at the A & E he wondered if he had imagined the whole thing, but the back plate of his phone wasn’t sitting quite right and the phone was switched off, not something he ever did.

Still, the other man had taken him to hospital for his bump on the head. Had obviously looked after him when he fainted again. As Martin would not have afforded the same consideration had the roles been reversed, he thought Jeremy weak and therefore brushed off his threats.

He turned back to flicking through the newspaper. He gazed at the news articles without really seeing them. His thoughts instead on Freya, and what he would say when he caught up with her.

He saw her face in his mind’s eye. The slightly puzzled frown she would wear when he told her that he knew she wanted him. Then he realised he was not seeing her face only in his mind but also on the printed page in front of him.

He stared in disbelief. How had Freya managed to get her picture in the paper? She was standing next to a horse while two old men chatted nearby. It all looked like something out of another century, except he recognised her work blouse and long grey skirt.

He had seen her in this outfit only the other week. Then she had worn a jacket with it. His eyes went to the text automatically and he began to read.

The article was about an auction in London. Up for sale were a number of photographs from the early turn of the century. Some famous and well-known images were to be sold by a descendent of the photographer. He did a double take, reading the article again, certain it was a mistake.

Either the girl in the picture was not Freya, or the newspaper had printed a wrong image. Perhaps the girl in the picture was an ancestor of Freya’s and, by some genetic freak, a strong resemblance had re-occurred generations later.

He ripped out the article anyway, carefully folding it into his wallet. Looking up at the departures board, he could see his train was due out in another few minutes. He left the rest of the paper on the empty seat next to him and sauntered off towards the ticket barriers.

 

Freya woke up to blinding sunlight. She blinked and turned her face into the fabric of the seat. The van smelled of diesel and was cold except for where the sun fell hot on her face and shoulder. She was horribly stiff, curled up on the grubby bench seat, feeling worse than after her night spent in the field.

Her mind played over the previous evening. Brett had not only bought her a drink, but dinner as well. They had chatted like old friends, Brett driving her back to Reading later on.

She had spent the night in a multi-storey car park while Brett had assured her he would have no problems getting back to where he needed to be. He had wished her good luck with everything and told her she would meet him again soon.

She stretched and sat up to rub the sleep from her eyes. Yawning widely, she started the engine, put the heater on and then, feeling in need, stopped off to buy takeaway coffee before heading home.

Later that day, Freya shivered as she stood in the rain in Guildford Market. She was doing a brisk trade despite the weather, but she missed Gus. She had told him she was taking a few weeks off but, in reality, she was afraid to go to Portobello Road, convinced that Jeremy or Martin would easily find her there.

She had spent the last few nights sleeping in her van on the roof of the multi-storey, going back to her flat at odd hours to shower and eat. She knew she was acting erratically, but didn’t know what to do about it.

It would have been good to talk to Brett about everything, but he was gone and she had no way of contacting him. She had also considered telling Janet, but so far had hesitated over whether her friend would believe her.

Then there was the fact that Janet was getting close to Greg and Freya desperately didn’t want to mess things up for her. Janet had never asked anything of her, and it was good to be able to give something back.

Now that she’d had some distance and thinking time, the full implications of what had happened were hitting home hard. She was uncertain what Jeremy would have done with Martin, but she was becoming increasingly convinced that Jeremy would not take him to 2112.

Jeremy would soon work out that while Martin was a monumental pain in the butt, he knew nothing of time travel. Unfortunately, she had managed to convince Jeremy that she did have a time device and she knew enough about it to transport Martin to him.

She remembered how kind he’d been to her when he’d found her crying in his kitchen, but that was before she had made it appear as if she not only had a time device, but also knew how to use it. The last time he had thought that, she’d ended up half-naked and handcuffed to his bed frame being threatened with jail.

All she had done was dig herself a larger hole with her attempts to deceive him. It made her uncomfortable and depressed. As far as he was concerned, she had lied to him repeatedly and then run off after he had been so kind to her.

Why wouldn’t he be tired with her behaviour? She was tired of it herself. She had coldly knocked Martin out, bound and dragged him a hundred years back in time to dump the problem on Jeremy’s doorstep.

She sighed as she thought about it all. It was hard to keep the situation in perspective when she had only her thoughts for company. She wished she had someone else to talk things through with.

She had no access to her future friendship with Brett, who would have been the best sounding board for the mess she was currently in. She was also anxious about seeing Janet in case she met up with Greg Jones, who would almost certainly have been appraised of the situation.

If she went to see Janet, she might find herself escorted back to Jeremy via Greg, or even interrogated by Greg, which, for some bizarre reason, was somehow worse than being left to Jeremy’s mercy. She shook her head slightly, how had she managed to get into such a mess? She was so alone. She could not even spend an afternoon with Gus to escape from her troubles.

The rain drizzled down and the morning wore on. Freya served her customers and had takeaway soup for lunch at a nearby café as she pondered on all the things that had led up to this point. She almost laughed when it occurred to her that she was on the run from the cops from 2112.

The whole situation was ludicrous. She tried to imagine what Joe would say to it all and then realised that here was someone she could go and see. Fair enough, she couldn’t tell him her troubles, but she could at least spend time with someone friendly and gain an escape from all her problems for a while.

Jeremy would be unlikely to look for her there. He would already have asked Joe about her and Joe would have told him that he had only met her once or twice and that she didn’t know him at all.

Jeremy would never expect her to go somewhere so close to where he was living. For the first time in days, she felt her spirits lift slightly and wondered if it was raining in 1908 today. The thought of a beautiful sunny afternoon away from all her troubles was incredibly tempting.

Her stall was doing well and she estimated that in another hour or two she would be able to pack up and make a move. She would have to be careful about going so close to the farmhouse. The time rip was only a few hundred yards from Jeremy’s back door and Freya was very conscious of the proximity.

She thought fleetingly that some camouflage gear would be handy and had to stifle a laugh. She did have a long greyish green skirt and a pale yellow shirt that ought to be good enough.

She thought of the women of Joe’s village. How some of them had long shawls over their hair and decided it would not hurt to blend in, in case Jeremy should see her from a distance, her straight blond hair was far too distinctive. Better to cover it up and look like everyone else.

It helped relieve the tedium somewhat to plan her afternoon and by the time she was down to her last two buckets, she decided to stop for the day and head back to her flat. 

The drive down was uneventful. The rain had more or less stopped and the roads were relatively clear of traffic. Once in the muddy lane, Freya took several deep breaths in an effort to calm down. It didn’t help much. Her heart was pounding in anticipation of sneaking so close to the farmhouse.

It was incredibly risky to come this close to where Jeremy lived, but Freya was sick of being alone with her thoughts. She needed a break from it all and she wanted to see Joe again.

With her heart in her mouth she crept around the edge of the field, looking warily around to make sure no one was near, before sneaking into the cover of the tree line.

The time doorway was nearly invisible without the sunlight, but she noticed that the grass and leaves were somewhat flattened around it and, uncaring of getting dirty, crouched down to rough up the grass with her hands so it stood up a bit.

 

Martin eased his four by four down the muddy lane. He didn’t want to get mud over the new paintwork and silently cursed Freya.

He had been driving past her flat looking for a parking space when she had come out and hopped into her van. Hanging an illegal U-turn at the lights, he followed her; being careful to keep a car between them as much as he could.

He’d been waiting days for another opportunity to see her. He’d searched Portobello Road for her several times and had started to get seriously annoyed that he could not find her. It was more risky going to her flat, much easier to remain hidden in the crowded market, but now it seemed the strategy had paid off.

He rounded the bend in the muddy lane, saw her van parked to one side and quickly reversed up out of sight around the bend, hoping he hadn’t blown it. Half the fun was taking her by surprise.

He looked out at the muddy lane in distaste. It was just as well he was dressed in old jeans and trainers. He locked up and crept carefully along the lane, keeping close to the bushes. With the mirrored glass on the back doors, it was impossible to see if she was still in the van.

He crept closer until he could see in her offside wing mirror. The van was empty. He walked up more boldly now. Trying the doors and finding them locked, he peered inside the window. Where was she?

The lane was a dead end leading to a cast-iron gate with muddy field beyond. It was a quagmire around the gate. He could see cattle in the field, but a person would have to wade through ankle deep muck to get anywhere near. He wondered briefly if Freya had picked through that lot, but there didn’t appear to be anything of interest in the field beyond.

The side of the lane next to her van was drier and edged with hedgerows. There was a gap halfway along leading into another field, with a farmhouse visible in the distance.

His gaze narrowed and something gleaming caught his eye. It was only a string of raindrops on a length of webbing and he nearly dismissed it, but then something about it made him take a closer look. It was not webbing but a fine strand of gold hair caught on the hedge.

He looked up at the farmhouse again and knew he had found where Freya had taken him the previous week. He still owed her for that and for setting her guard dog on him. Freya’s new boyfriend had threatened him for frightening her, but Sanders was obviously weak. Why bother threatening someone if you were going to help them out.

He dismissed the other man. His issues were with Freya and not some pretty boyfriend trying to impress her. It would be just like her to squeeze through the hedge instead of driving around to the front of the building. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the farmhouse where he had awakened after Freya had kidnapped him.

The gap was wide enough that he got through without difficulty and the field beyond wasn’t too muddy. It appeared to be wasteland. Long grasses and weeds covered the expanse, but did not look like crops of any kind.

Movement caught his eye. He could see Freya in the distance, her back to him as she walked around the edge of the field. He felt a smile curl his lips. Perhaps he would say a quick hello before she went to see her boyfriend.

Better yet, he would go and see the boyfriend too. Yes, that was more like it, wait for her to go inside and then pay a little friendly visit. Martin had no doubt that while Sanders might enjoy threatening him, the man would be unlikely to fight him.

People liked to think they were tough, but when it came down to it, few liked to get their hands dirty. Martin had met a few men who had built themselves up in the gym but could not fight their way out of a paper bag. Fighting was about more than muscle, ask any ten-year-old black belt.

He smirked as he followed Freya around the edge of the field, keeping well back and close to the hedgerows in case she should turn around. She seemed oblivious for the most part, only turning once when she was closer to the house. Martin ducked down out of sight as she scanned the field.

He could not see her while he was crouched down. The long grasses that hid him from sight also prevented him from seeing her. He waited through two long minutes and then cautiously rose to peer over the field.

He was just in time to see her disappear into the wood. Trust Freya to walk through that lot just to cut a corner. He strolled along the field edge, feeling more comfortable as he turned the corner and headed around the wood.

There didn’t appear to be any windows on this side of the house, so there was less chance of him being spotted too soon. It was a grey afternoon, but at least there was no drizzle. Walking around the house, he noticed the windows were boarded up.

The whole place looked deserted and he puzzled over it. He remembered clearly the evening he had woken up in the field. He was sure Jeremy had come from the house.

He replayed the scene from memory: Freya standing over him, anger and fear on her face, and then, after she had taken off, Sanders stalking toward him trying to look threatening. The house at his back, its windows shining with light. Casting bright gold rectangles across the yard.

Martin looked again at the boarded up windows. Had he been on the other side of the house? He walked around the building. Yes, he had been around this side, but the windows here were also boarded up.

Litter and weeds clung around the grass near the back door. Wrapping his hand in his sweater, he punched his fist through a small window next to the door, which had escaped the boarding. Then reached through and opened it.

He looked onto blackness, dust and grime. Nothing had been touched here in years. He pulled the door shut.

This couldn’t be the place. Perhaps there was another farmhouse in the vicinity. Martin scanned the fields and made for the nearest boundary where he had last seen Freya.

He spent an unproductive afternoon trooping around the fields. There seemed to be nothing else for miles around. He came across a disused barn, ravaged by fire, but there wasn’t a lot else. A modern farmhouse with dozens of outbuildings was the only other house, and Martin didn’t need to go anywhere near it to know this wasn’t where he’d been with Sanders and Freya.

Some time later, he stalked back to the abandoned building. It was the closest thing in his mind to where he had been, but it was clearly impossible. He was annoyed that he had lost Freya. He must have gone the opposite direction to her and by the time he had circled back, she was long gone. He shrugged and began to walk back to her van. He would catch her when she returned to it.

 

Freya spent a better afternoon. It had been nerve-wracking getting through the time doorway, being so close to the farmhouse, but she hadn’t seen any sign of Jeremy. The adrenaline rush was delicious and the walk to Joe’s had calmed her.

It was sunny in 1908, a beautiful afternoon, and Freya had drunk in every drop of it after the relentless grey skies of the past few days. Joe had been pleased to see her and it had been lovely to cement her friendship with the old man.

It was funny, too, that she was less likely to come across Jeremy in 1908, visiting Joe, than in her own flat and time. The irony was too entertaining to resist. She was feeling pleased with herself as she walked back round the edge of the field in 2008.

The smell of the grasses was lovely and, not for the first time, she wondered who the field belonged to in this time. The M4 was an annoying buzz of sound in the background. A reminder of how much change 100 years can affect on a place.

Her mind played over the events of the afternoon. Helping Joe chase a chicken that had escaped and, later on, sitting down to tea with him in his sunny little kitchen.

As she was approaching the lane, a stone lodged itself in her sandal. Freya shook her foot once or twice, trying to dislodge it, but nothing doing. With a sigh, she squatted down to deal with the thing. Sitting amongst the long grasses, she untied the strap and shook the stone free.

The grass felt lovely on her bare toes so she took off the other shoe and sat for a moment, looking up at the sky. She was near enough to the field edge that she could see the top of the hedgerow, although she was surrounded on all sides by the long grasses.

Freya pulled on her shoes and was distracted by a cough. She paused, listening intently; there was a scuffle and the sound of a throat being cleared. Freya got to her knees and peered through the grasses, trying to see through the bottom of the hedge.

She could see car tyres and crawled closer to the hedge to peer through. A large four by four was parked behind her van, completely boxing her in. She scowled, noting a pair of shoes the other side of the car. After a few minutes, the owner of the shoes strolled back towards her van and she got a glimpse of him. Martin.

She cringed back automatically even though he could not possibly see her crouched behind the hedge. She scuttled back to her nest in the long grasses, heart pounding. What was he doing here and how had he managed to find her? If she had not stopped to get the stone out of her shoe, she would have walked directly into him.

He must have found her van somehow and was now waiting for her to return to it. Maybe he had a tracking device on her van and had found her that way. Well, she was not going near him. She’d just wait until he got fed up and left.

It was a lovely afternoon, perfect for lazing around in a field and she would wait all night if she had to. It was not as if she hadn’t done it before. An hour later, Freya crept back to the hedge to peer through again.

Martin was talking on a mobile while pacing back and forth. She bit her lip. How come he got a signal in that dratted lane when she couldn’t. She scowled. She only caught a little of what he was saying. Something about having plans for the evening already.

Her eyes narrowed. He was standing, weight on one foot, and hand on hip with his jacket swept back slightly. Something yellow poking from his jeans pocket caught her eye and she realised it was a bundle of plastic tie wraps. Her heart seemed to squeeze and she felt cold all over.

Martin finished his call and leaned back against the side front of his car. He was facing the other way, so she snuck back to her nest in the grasses to sit and try to recover a little.

It struck her then how close to him she was. If he should walk through the gap in the hedge, he would surely see her. She had to move.

Creeping back out from the long grasses, she crouched by the hedge once more. Martin was leaning across the bonnet of his car now, reading a newspaper. She crept away, keeping close to the hedge, feeling relieved when she turned the corner and the long grasses hid her from view should he step out into the field.

Nearer to the farmhouse, she crept back into the grasses, going further in this time, although she had a feeling he wouldn’t stray from the car. He had blocked her in, but she could get out if she were prepared to gouge her paintwork.

She sighed. He couldn’t wait here forever for her and she would hear him start his engine if he left. The field was silent but for the birds and insects. She huffed and glanced down, then jumped up. Her skirt was covered in ants, millions of them. She had been sitting next to an enormous nest, almost as tall as the grasses.

Without thought, she lunged for the time doorway and then ran about madly, flapping at her clothing to get rid of the insects. She shuddered as she came to a stop and peered down at herself. She couldn’t see any more ants but it still felt as though they were crawling all over her. She huffed and looked at Jeremy’s farmhouse, feeling rather helpless for a moment. It all kept coming back to this.

She tried to think reasonably over her situation. She couldn’t run away from everything forever. It was stupid to keep avoiding Jeremy when he would catch up with her anyway eventually. It would be better to have the meeting on her terms.

If she went back to him and apologised for the previous tangle she had left, reasoned with him like an adult, perhaps he would help her. She’d only run off last time because she had not wanted to get Brett in trouble, and if she told Jeremy she’d hidden a time device in the field, then he wouldn’t search her for it.

She wanted to see him anyway. Maybe if she told him how sorry she was for running off last time, then things would get back on a more even footing again. It was not as if she could think of a better solution. She rubbed a hand tiredly over her face and dislodged another ant from her hair.

She shuddered and ran around to the kitchen door, knocking and then going quickly in before she could change her mind. The room was empty. She sunk her teeth into her lower lip then walked around to the connecting door.

“Jeremy?” Her voice was too quiet. She sighed and tried again, “Jer—” He came out of the sitting room and she almost collided with him.

“Freya.”

She inhaled and backed up a pace. “Hi,” she said, feeling breathless. “Um, sorry, I...” She stopped and took another breath then gave him a smile. “Bet you didn’t expect to see me, huh?”

“No, but I’m glad you’re here. How are you, can I get you a drink?”

She sighed with relief. It was going to be okay. “Yes, please. I wanted to see you again. Um, sorry I ran off last time. Everything got a bit freaky and I think I wasn’t quite myself after Martin and the knife and everything.”

He gave her a slow smile. “It’s all right. I’m glad you came back.”

She followed him into the kitchen. He got a glass from the cupboard and a jug from the larder, turned and found her standing closer than he’d anticipated. He hid his smile and put the glass on the table, pondering what had brought her back again. “Lemonade?”

“Please.” Freya made herself step back. She wanted to put her arms around him and hold on. She mentally shook herself. The lemonade was cool and sweet. “Mmm, did you make this yourself?”

“Yes. Here, have a seat.”

“Thanks. It’s good. So. Um, how’re things?”

“Very well, thank you, and you? I trust you are well?”

“Oh yes, fine.” She put her glass down on the table and bit her lip against the somewhat awkward silence. She glanced up and saw Jeremy focused on her shoulder with a slight frown.

He reached out and brushed something from her sleeve. “You’ve got an ant.” 

“That’s it! I’ve had it with them. I was sitting in the field and when I looked down they were all over me.” She twisted this way and that, trying to see if there were any more. She glanced back and found him laughing at her, but at least it had broken the ice between them.

She gave him a look. “Okay, stay right there and don’t move,” she said, meeting his eyes. She held up one finger, easing out of her chair, “I’m just gonna go in the other room and de-ant, so you gotta stay here and promise not to move, okay?”

Jeremy linked his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair. He flashed her a wicked grin. “Do you want some help with that?”

“No!” She backed towards the door, “Just stay. Okay?”

He laughed softly, “I’ll give you five minutes. Any longer and I’m coming to help.” He glanced at his watch and then linked his fingers behind his head once more.

Freya shot him a black look and scurried from the room. In her haste, she put her skirt back on inside out, but at least she was certain there were no more ants. Unless they were in her hair. She ran her fingers through the slippery mass, pulling out her hair tie and then went back to the kitchen and took the chair next to Jeremy. “Are there any in my hair?”

He leaned forwards, running his fingers through it. “No. Why were you sitting with the ants?”

Freya rolled her eyes. “How come you always do that?”

“What do I always do?”

“Ask me questions that I can’t answer without telling you everything else.”

“Do I want to hear everything else?”

She sighed. “Probably not. I was gonna work up to it all in a subtle way, but I think I’m too tired and fed up to come up with something plausible.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll ask you about something else instead and you can get the ‘everything else’ in subtly that way.”

She returned his smile, glad that she had decided to come and talk to him. It felt like a sensible choice: ask for help and talk through her problems like an adult instead of sitting in a field all night. “Okay, ask away.”

Jeremy ran his hands through her hair one last time and skimmed down to twine his fingers with hers. “How did you get here today?”

She met his serious gaze easily. She had already worked out this one. “With Martin’s time machine. I’ve hidden it in the field,” she added, before he could ask.

“Why did you hide it in the field?”

“Because I didn’t want you searching me for it.” Her tone was everything it should be, but Jeremy didn’t look convinced.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I haven’t got it on me!”

He shook his head with a smile, “Not that. I don’t believe you have a time device at all. You’re using a time rip to come here aren’t you?”

“No.”

“All right. Which setting did you use?”

“I just pressed the… No.”

“Why won’t you tell me?”

“Because.”

“Because you don’t have a time device and have never used one.”

“Lot you know.”

Jeremy shook his head. “Never mind then. Tell me why you were sitting with the ants.”

She paused then, “Martin’s out to get me. He’s parked behind me in the lane, blocked me in, and he’s got a load of tie wraps with him. I saw them poking out of his pocket. He must have stuck a tracking device on my van. I know he wants to get me for last time.”

Jeremy sat up straighter. “In 1908?”

“No! In 2008. I went to visit Joe and when I came back, I saw him there. He didn’t see me ‘cause I stopped to get a stone out of my shoe, but he might have done so easily. I don’t know what to do. Will you come with me to talk to him?”

“All right. What date and time 2008?” Jeremy got up and put the jug away.

Freya stood up and blinked. “Um, the uh… 25th June.” She looked at her watch. “About twenty past six.” Jeremy flicked open his time device and held out his hand. She stared at him. “What?”

He stepped forwards and grasped her hand. There was a flash, a feeling of falling and then they were standing in the lane. Freya jumped and snatched her hand back, causing Jeremy to give her a level look.

Her van and Martin’s four by four were still in the lane, but of Martin there was no sign. Freya scowled as she looked about her. “Look how he’s boxed me in. I’d have to wreck all my paintwork to get out of that.” She gave Martin’s tyre a kick.

Jeremy pulled her back, scanning the empty lane carefully. “Stay close to me, Freya.”

“He’s not here. He must have gone through the field looking for me.” She stomped over to the gap in the hedge. Typical. If she had know Martin would abandon his post, she’d have left, paintwork or not.

Jeremy stayed close on her heels as she stepped through the gap in the hedge and scanned the field. She paused, wondering which way she should go next. If she led Jeremy round her usual route, would he see the time doorway? She would go halfway around and then cut through the field, giving it a wide berth.

“Is the farmhouse occupied in this era?” Jeremy’s voice cut in on her thoughts.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been round that far.” Freya carefully kept her gaze level ahead, not daring to glance at him in case he saw through her lie. He was silent and she made herself wait a full minute before she looked up at him. Then was relieved to see he appeared lost in thought.

They were approaching the corner of the field when Martin stepped out from a gap in the hedgerow. “Hello, Freya, I thought that was your van I saw in the lane.”

“No kidding. You think?”

Jeremy grasped her sleeve, pulling her back slightly. “Martin, I’m surprised to find you here,” he said, “I thought we had agreed you would stay away from Freya.”

“I think it’s a little crowded here with the three of us. Perhaps you should leave now.” Martin pulled out a flick knife and appeared to study the play of light on the blade.

Freya stilled, her heart jumping in sudden alarm. Martin had to be out of his mind and she could all but feel the anger coming from Jeremy by her side. Wishing she could be anywhere else she watched helplessly, not knowing what to say to prevent the situation escalating further.

The knife held in a deceptively slack grip, confidence in every line of his body, Martin watched as Jeremy’s eyes narrowed and he began a slow advance.

“Is this why you stood me up, Freya?” Martin’s voice still held a smirk, but it was clear all his attention was on Jeremy.

Freya felt her heart slam as she realised Jeremy was stalking slowly forwards. He was unarmed and Martin was about to stab him. Freya was uncertain how she would get medical help here, if Martin didn’t kill Jeremy, it was not as if she could call an ambulance.

She took an involuntary step back, stumbled on the uneven ground and suddenly had an idea. She quickly pulled her sandals off, clutching one like a weapon, the stiletto heel facing out. She crept up behind and slightly to one side of Jeremy. Two against one should even up the odds in their favour.

The next few seconds happened almost too fast for her to follow. Jeremy lunged suddenly for Martin’s wrist, and missed, at about the same time as Martin stepped towards her.

She struck out with her shoe, managing to get a good thwack on Martin’s arm, had the brief satisfaction of seeing him flinch from the impact and then, in one heart stopping second, saw his knife hand flash under Jeremy’s arm towards her face.

She put up a hand instinctively to shield herself, but thankfully the knife didn’t make contact. There was no pain. The next instant, her arm was yanked back hard enough to send her sprawling backwards into the long grass away from Martin.

In the same fluid motion, Jeremy swung back to block the other man, and she felt the force of his blow shudder through the ground. Martin half fell backwards, the knife flying from his hand. He somehow regained his feet and staggered back further, looking shocked. He took only a moment to assess the situation before backing off further and then running full out around the field away from the farmhouse.

Jeremy watched as Martin made his escape. He silently cursed, knowing he could not leave Freya. This was the second time that Martin had come after her and the thought that she could have been assaulted or killed on his doorstep made his blood run cold. His mind was made up. He would hunt Martin down later on after he had secured Freya.

Jeremy watched him to see which direction he would take before stooping to scoop up the knife. He snapped it shut, jammed it in his pocket and turned. His grim gaze fell on Freya, who had shakily pulled herself to her feet, and skimmed her from head to foot. He stalked towards her, anger vibrating through him.

Freya stood frozen with shock and indecision for the few moments it took for Martin to leave and Jeremy to reach her.






 

Chapter 9

 

He grabbed her hand, locking his fingers tight, and flashed them both to the farmhouse. She found herself dumped into a chair and wrapped her arms tight around herself. It took a moment to realise he was angry with her and she blinked at him, trying to understand.

Jeremy leaned back against the kitchen door, arms folded as he surveyed her coldly. “Perhaps you’d like to tell me what the hell you thought you were doing trying to tackle an armed man with your shoes?”

Incomprehension flared to anger. “What do you think? I was trying to help you, you schmuck.”

“And you thought that was a good way to do so. Unbelievable.”

“What’s unbelievable is that you’d have a go at me for trying to help you.”

“It would not have helped for you to be injured.”

“It was two against one, and how exactly would it have helped if you’d got yourself stabbed? How was I to get help to you when I don’t have any freaking signal on my mobile in that field? If Martin had stabbed you, you’d have bled out before anyone got there, always supposing that he didn’t finish me off first.”

“More like one and a half against one, and if he’d managed to stab me he wouldn’t have lived long anyway, but thanks for the vote of confidence in my self defence abilities.”

“One and a half! I can’t believe you said that! You’ll be some big shot hero type right up until the moment you get yourself killed. Well I’m not gonna help you with that so don’t even think it. I don’t care how great you think you are; I won’t walk away. Not now, not ever.” She stomped up towards him as she spoke, stabbing the air in front of him with one slender finger.

Jeremy’s temper unexpectedly dissolved and a slow smile spread across his face. “Not ever?” He said.

Freya caught herself up and backed away. What had she just said? He followed her as she walked backwards around the table. “Stop it!” She glared.

“Stop what?” he spread his hands out in a gesture of false innocence.

“Stop stalking me.” Freya scowled and hefted one of the kitchen chairs up, holding it legs out to ward him off.

Jeremy laughed and backed up. “All right, enough.”

Freya lowered the chair and eyed him cautiously.

“Are you hungry,” he asked, “Would you like something to eat?”

“Starving.” She glanced up cautiously, wondering at his sudden change of tack, and then knelt on the chair, tucking her feet up under her and leaning her arms on the table. It was a warm evening, the sun still flooding the kitchen with orange light.

Jeremy took out a loaf of bread and began to slice it with precision.

“What are we going to do about Martin now?” she asked doubtfully.

He looked up from the bread, meeting her eyes, “I’m going to hunt him down and deal with him accordingly.”

“I don’t want you to be hurt.”

Jeremy shook his head slightly. “He lost his knife when I struck him. It will be easy enough to deal with him now.”

“I really don’t want to see him.”

“It’s all right. You won’t have to.”

“I guess I’m going to have to report him. Get an injunction or something to keep him away from me.” She sighed and rubbed a hand over her face. “Can I stay with you tonight? I don’t want to be alone. I’m all messed up over Martin. You have a spare room don’t you?”

Jeremy nodded seriously, “You are more than welcome to stay. In fact, I was contemplating how to suggest it without putting your back up.”

Freya fidgeted around for a few minutes, watching him work. “You wanted me to stay anyway?”

Jeremy sighed, “This is the second time Martin has come after you with a knife, and this time he had restraints to bind you with. What do you think?”

As she thought through all the implications of this, Freya felt slightly sick. If she hadn’t stopped to get that stone out of her shoe, things might have happened very differently.

“At least Martin can’t get back here. I’ll be safe from him here.”

Jeremy surveyed her evenly, “Why can’t he get back here?”

“Because he doesn’t have a time machine, of course.”

“And the time rip?”

Freya blinked, and then quickly looked down. “I didn’t use any stupid time rip, I don’t even know what one is.”

“What setting did you use on the device? Describe it to me.”

Freya was silent. He had neatly trapped her there.

Jeremy nodded once, “So. A time rip.” Freya made an annoyed sound and Jeremy sighed. “Do you think to convince me there is no time rip? I am going out to look for him. What if he stumbles across it and finds you here alone?”

She shook her head. “Don’t go. I don’t want you to get hurt on my account.”

“I won’t be hurt, and as there is a time rip somewhere close, I’ll leave someone here with you while I’m out. Martin is not getting another chance at you.”

“Who will you leave here?”

“My brother, Daniel.”

“There’s not a time rip and I don’t want to stay here alone with your brother. I don’t know him.”

Jeremy shook his head and took a can of baked beans from the cupboard. “You’re about to, and if I were you I’d make myself agreeable. Daniel is not someone you want to annoy. I can find it in me to feel sorry for Martin if he does manage to find your time rip and circle back here.”

“If that’s supposed to make me feel better, it hasn’t worked.”

Jeremy shrugged and said, “Right at this moment I don’t care how you feel about Daniel. He’s coming here and that’s all there is to it.”

Freya scowled, torn between wanting to storm out and stay to eat. Hunger was currently winning out so she stayed silent and reasoned that she could always do any storming after she had eaten.

Jeremy refrained from questioning her further and, tucking into beans on toast, she began to feel more reasonable.

She listened while he phoned his brother.

“Yeah, how are you?” Jeremy said. A pause then, “I need a favour. I’ve got a situation with a time rip here…Yeah, I know, what are the chances?” A longer pause, “Yes. I need to go hunting, but Freya’s here and I can’t leave her alone in case the quarry doubles back here.” Another pause, “A bigger problem than we’d initially thought…All right, I’ll see you shortly.”

Jeremy hung up and began to clear the dishes. The kitchen was glowing with light from the setting sun, and she thought back on her first visit here. She hadn’t had a clue that she’d time travelled, had simply been trying not to appear too crazy to a very attractive stranger. Everything had been so much simpler then. A sudden rap on the door banished the memories and made her jump.

Jeremy gave her a slight smile, “It’s all right. Your babysitter is here.” He opened the door to his brother.

Daniel was maybe late twenties with the same dark good looks. His build was close to Jeremy’s, unlike Brett’s stocky frame, but he too lacked the feline grace Jeremy possessed. His expression was flatter, difficult to read, and his eyes were hard. The dark brown that appeared almost black showing no glint of humour. A floppy raincoat hung open over faded black jeans and a grubby tee shirt.

“Daniel, good to see you, thanks for getting here so quickly.” Jeremy took the man’s outstretched hand and they had a one-armed hug.

“Jeremy.” Daniel’s tone was as rich and smooth as his brother’s. The resemblance between them was uncanny.

Jeremy gestured, “This is Freya Keele. Freya, my brother, Daniel.”

“Hi, I’ve heard lots about you,” he said.

Just how many brothers did he have anyway? “Have you? I haven’t heard anything about you at all.” She directed a meaningful look at Jeremy as she spoke, pushing her empty plate away from her.

Jeremy returned her look blandly. “You might have heard something if you’d stayed to talk to me instead of running away at every opportunity.”

She glared at him, arms folded. She was not impressed that he accused her of running away like some scared little girl, in front of his brother. “What did you expect? You handcuffed me to your freaking bed frame and chased me across the back yard and stole my clothes and threatened to take me to some freaking courts system when I haven’t done anything wrong.” She sucked in a breath, “And you’re arrogant.”

Daniel, who had looked blank throughout this explosion, now glanced at Freya and said, “What’s wrong with that?”

Jeremy spared Daniel a quelling glance and pursed his lips in thought. “Are you referring to the clothes you left here after you picked my handcuffs? Your boots are over there. The other items have been laundered and are upstairs.”

Freya followed his hand gesture and saw her knee length boots with stiletto heel by the coal burner. Daniel met Jeremy’s eyes and managed to suppress his laughter, but the look they shared spoke volumes.

“Didn’t say anything,” Daniel grinned.

“Don’t worry, you haven’t competition. They were 2008.”

Freya ignored this exchange and scrambled up to run and put her boots on. Unlike today’s sandals that were still outside somewhere, the boots had been here some time and were clean and dry, and the three inches added enormously to her confidence.

Daniel began to open cupboards and turned with a jar of coffee. Passing it carelessly between one hand and the other, he threw it in the air and stood, hands on hips, facing his brother. “Jer, you’ve got no tea.”

Freya realised she was waiting for the coffee jar to fall. It took her a moment to catch up that it had apparently vanished.

Jeremy shook his head, “Looks like I’ve got no coffee now either.”

Daniel sauntered over to Freya and she felt the weight of the jar in the pocket of her cardigan just before he pulled it out, “Look at that, she lifted your coffee jar.”

Freya gasped and then laughed.

Daniel lifted Freya’s empty plate and took it across to the sink. He smirked at Jeremy. “What was it you said the other week about Brett always buying dinner for his girlfriends? Something about his need to feed them?”

“Shut up, Dan.” Jeremy turned to Freya, “I’ll see you later. Daniel is going to stay with you while I’m gone.”

“Happy hunting,” said Daniel, already going through cupboards again. The door closed behind Jeremy. Freya watched his brother absently pulling tins out of the cupboard and slinging them on the table.

“What are you looking for?” she asked, wondering what she was supposed to talk about with Daniel.

“Jer’s brandy.”

“You’re gonna get drunk?”

“Never drink on the job. There’s more than one use for brandy.”

Not sure how she felt about being classed as a job, Freya watched Daniel pick through the ingredients on the table, chucking most of it back, and then begin to search out other items.

She surveyed those that stayed on the table. “Cake?”

“Nah. Pancakes.” He produced a jar of Nutella from the pocket of his huge overcoat and waved it in front of her, “Yes?”

“Cor, yes, brilliant. I want to flip first though.”

“You can flip them all if you like. The last time I tried this, I got one stuck to the ceiling.”

“Yeah? You’d better let me cook then. You’re gonna be in big trouble if you make a mess here, Jeremy’s pretty scary when he gets mad.”

“Nah, Brett’s the scary one. You don’t want to wind up my little brother, Brett. I’ll have to introduce you some time.”

“I’ve already met him and he wasn’t scary at all.”

“You’ve met him? Jer told me you hadn’t met any of us.”

Oops. She caught her top lip between her teeth for a second. “I forgot about that. Don’t tell Jeremy, Brett said he didn’t want him to know.”

Daniel grinned, “Why doesn’t he want him to know?”

“Well, um, see the thing is… he hasn’t met me yet.”

Daniel cocked an eyebrow. “How did he manage that, was someone else with him?”

Freya had to pause to catch up. Couldn’t. “What?”

“Brett doesn’t own a time device. Was someone else with him?”

She sucked in a breath. Apparently, lighting fast thinking ran in this family. “Not when I saw him, but he borrowed my van so maybe he went to meet someone.”

“Can’t get much from that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind. Tell me the rest.”

“I met the him from some time in the future, but if you ask him now then he hasn’t met me yet.”

“When was this exactly, and where?”

Freya looked into dark eyes sharp with interest and suddenly felt uneasy. “I can’t remember. It was a while ago now.”

Daniel snickered and seemed to change tack. “Jeremy has really got his hands full hasn’t he?”

Freya scowled, “What do you mean? It wasn’t my fault Brett recognised me. I thought he was Jeremy at first.”

“Bet that went down well. Never mind then, let’s have a go at these pancakes.”

Freya soon discovered that Daniel was a terrible cook, and as she wasn’t much better they made a mess of the kitchen anyway.

Daniel insisted on pouring brandy over the pancakes and setting them alight, which was fun, but left scorch marks on the ceiling where he was a bit over zealous with the stuff.

Later on, Freya sat at the table, deep in thought, pretending to sip her coffee. Daniel made horrible coffee, weak and watery.

The back door suddenly opened, and Martin strode in and walked up to her. Before she could think, let alone react, he had reached her and pulled her out of the chair by her arm. It happened incredibly fast. She inhaled to shout and Martin clamped a hand over her mouth.

His voice was a soft growl in her ear, “You make one peep and I’ll gut you.”

Freya couldn’t make a sound. The tip of a knife pressing against her skin robbed her of all coherent thought.

It took a few seconds for her to realise he had let go, she turned in time to see Daniel, face like stone, twist the knife from his hand and coldly slit Martin’s throat.

Blood gushed down Martin’s shirtfront in torrents with a sudden bang that made her jump and jolt upright.

Freya’s relief to find herself sitting at the kitchen table was mixed with horror over the dream and confusion about what had woken her.

She looked around the quiet, messy kitchen. Her half-cup of coffee was beginning to congeal and the dream felt horribly close. She drew in a breath, “Daniel!” her voice was high, more panicked than she had anticipated.

The back door opened and Daniel walked in with Martin slung over his shoulder. Freya made a noise that was practically a squeal and jumped up from the table, backing up so fast she rebounded off the wall behind her. Martin was obviously unconscious and Freya cringed inwardly over her reaction.

“Hey, Freya, look who I found outs— are you okay? You look really white.” Daniel dumped Martin unceremoniously on the floor and walked up to Freya. “Hey, you okay? What happened?”

“I saw… I heard a bang. There was so much blood.”

“Who’s bleeding?”

She choked out a laugh and said, “I was dreaming. It was just a dumb dream. Why is he out? What happened?”

“I was upstairs drawing the curtains and I saw someone creeping around out there, so I went to see what he wanted.” Daniel smirked suddenly, “Landed directly behind him. Scared the bejeebers out of him. God only knows what he thought I was. You twenty-first century lot watch far too much telly.” He gestured with a thumb towards where Martin lay, “Never mind. I guess we’ll stuff him somewhere until Jer gets back. That is Martin isn’t it?” he added as an afterthought, with a slight frown.

Freya began to laugh at Daniel’s sheer sangfroid over the whole thing. She laughed until she realised she was crying and wiping away tears said, “Where are you going to stuff him?”

Daniel watched her rather guardedly and shrugged, “Stone room. You know the house better than I do. Is there anything we can tie him up with? It would be a good start. I don’t want to have to cuff him or knock him out again.” He looked pained at the thought.

Freya wiped her face on her sleeve, trying to calm down. Daniel was watching her closely and she desperately didn’t want to be the kind of girl who cried over people all the time.

“Poor Martin. He seems to have fallen foul of two of you Sanders boys now. Not to mention being kidnapped by me.” This time the laughter was more genuine as she flashed on Brett’s face after telling him how she had managed to get Martin out of the van.

Daniel grinned, “I heard about that one. The elusive time rip. Are you going to tell Jer where it is?”

“Yes, of course.” Freya lied without compunction. If Daniel was insane enough to drop down out of a first floor window onto his quarry, he was not someone she wanted to mess with. Better if he thought Jeremy had everything in hand.

“How did you get him through the field anyway? The man weighs a ton.”

“He walked, well, shuffled. I tied his shoe laces together.”

“And he got knocked out, how?”

“He passed out, that’s why I couldn’t get him any closer to the house. I was gonna leave him tied to a chair in the kitchen or something, but it didn’t work out that way in the end.” She glanced about the kitchen as nonchalantly as she could manage, “Let’s see if Jeremy’s got any rope or something, although I think I’m gonna pee my pants if he has.” She crossed to the kitchen cupboards as she spoke and began opening doors at random.

“I’ll check things out here,” said Daniel, “You go and see if there’s a locked door on this level.”

“A locked door?” she said, head on one side.

“Get searching.”

Freya left the room, grateful to have some more time to pull herself together. The dream was still far too vivid in her mind. It was making her nervous of Daniel, which was just dumb.

She trawled through the rooms without really seeing them. Sitting room, dining room, cupboard under stairs, locked door. Bingo. She came to a halt, stroked her fingertips over the handle, then shrugged and went back to the kitchen.

“Found it.”

Daniel looked up from where he had Martin neatly trussed up on the kitchen floor. It looked like he had used parcel string.

“Will that be strong enough?”

Daniel shrugged. “Don’t know. Let’s have a look at the accommodation.”

Freya rolled her eyes and followed Daniel out of the room. She pointed out the door and he knelt in front of it, taking a slim velvet pouch from his coat pocket and producing a strange looking piece of metal.

Freya watched in fascinated silence as Daniel picked the lock in an incredibly short time. She shook her head in disbelief. “I could have done with you a week ago. I had to use under wiring to pick my handcuffs.”

“Under wiring from your bra?” He doubled over with laughter. “Does Jer know what you used?”

“No, and you’d better not tell him. If, God forbid, he ever does that again to me, I don’t want to find myself stripped of my underwear.”

“I’ll promise if you like, but he’ll never do that anyway. If it happened again he’d cuff both hands behind you, as he should have the first time around.” He got to his feet, pushed open the door and they both peered in.

He turned to her, “Of course, if it was me you’d run into, I wouldn’t have bothered with cuffs. I’d have put you in here.”

Freya didn’t know whether to be outraged or terrified. His tone held amusement, but his blank expression was truly scary.

Daniel managed to stay deadpan for a moment longer before he burst out laughing. “Your face! Classic.” He gestured, “One stone room.”

Freya surveyed the room doubtfully. It was bare of everything but a grubby mattress slung on the floor and a commode in one corner. There were no windows, carpeting, wallpaper or lights. It was essentially a concrete cell.

Freya shivered, “What’s it for, why has he got this here?”

“It’s for keeping people secure for transport. They’ll be electro-timetic stuff in the walls so you can’t use time devices in there.”

Freya stroked a finger over the metal door. It was a good six inches thick. “I can’t believe he’s got this room tucked away in his house. Your brother terrifies me at times, I think I’m gonna have nightmares over this.”

Daniel grinned at her, “So is Martin. C’mon, let’s dump him in here and then we can make coffee while we wait for Jer.”

 

Jeremy made a thorough search for Martin and unless the man had been continuously moving around, was of the opinion that he had used the time rip. He sighed as he reached the lane and walked past Freya’s van with Martin’s four by four tucked up behind.

He peered in the window but it was empty. He knew from first hand experience that the time rip wasn’t easy to locate. It looked like Martin might have managed to find it though.

Jeremy reappeared in his kitchen and surveyed the mess with a resigned sigh. There was flour everywhere and the whole room reeked of chocolate and brandy. His eldest brother had his uses, but he came with a price. He peered briefly at the remains of pancake batter in a bowl and followed Freya’s bright laughter to the sitting room.

Freya and Daniel sat cross-legged opposite each other on the floor, engaged in a game of cards. One of Daniel’s appalling games that relied on speed rather than cunning and usually ruined the deck.

“Hello,” Daniel looked up with a grin as Freya took advantage of his distraction to slam both hands on a pile of cards and haul them towards her.

“You really shouldn’t have done all that cleaning up, there wasn’t the least need,” said Jeremy.

Daniel’s grin widened. “We needed to replenish our strength after ushering your guest into the stone room.”

“My guest? I see. Martin did circle back. Well I can’t say I’m particularly sorry that he came across you. At least he still needed to be locked up.”

Daniel gathered up his cards and yawned, “Well, I guess I should be getting back. I’ve got a date tonight with the lovely Sarah and need to get my brain in gear.”

Freya looked at her watch. It was half past eleven at night. “You’ve got a date now?”

“Jer called me at one in the afternoon. I’m on a different time zone to you.” He got to his feet and held out a hand to help her up.

Jeremy looked tired, and Freya walked over to him, “Will you take me home? I don’t want to drive tonight and there’s no need for me to stay now Martin’s locked up.” She smothered a huge yawn on the words.

Jeremy reached out and she took his hand trustingly. She turned and smiled at Daniel, “It was good to meet you. Maybe we can see each other again some time.”

Daniel grinned and said, “Count on it.”

“Are you tired, ready for bed?” Jeremy asked quietly.

She nodded sleepily, “Yeah.”

“You do know that you’re staying here tonight, don’t you.”

“I thought you said you’d take me home?”

He shook his head, “No. You said I’d take you home. I have no intention of doing so. You’d spend the next week avoiding me and we still have much to discuss, but it can wait for the morning now.”

“What do you mean? What have we got to discuss?”

“The location of the time rip, for a start.”

“I told you already, there isn’t one. Martin must have taken the time machine from my van since he found his way back here.”

Daniel laughed outright. “He’s not going to buy that, Freya.”

“Be quiet, you!”

Jeremy shook his head. “I’ll tell you what. You tell me the location of that time rip and I’ll take you home now.”

“I don’t know where it is!”

“Fine then, you can stay here tonight and we’ll talk about it in the morning.”

Freya turned shocked eyes on Daniel as if to ask for help. He laughed and shook his head, “Don’t look at me.”

“You,” Freya turned back to Jeremy, lost for words, “You’re not really gonna keep me here against my will!” She tried to pull her hand back, but Jeremy kept tight hold of it.

“All right.” He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose with finger and thumb. “Perhaps you have a point. Will you wait for me while I take Daniel home?”

Daniel cocked an eyebrow, but Freya missed it. She breathed a sigh of relief, “Sure, no problem.”

“Come upstairs then and I’ll find your other clothes for you. I’ve laundered them so you may as well take them with you.”

She walked with Jeremy from the room, while Daniel snickered quietly. She bit down on her temper, not wanting Jeremy to guess she wasn’t entirely happy with the arrangement.

He led her upstairs to the bedroom and she went meekly to the window to glance out. He pulled a packet of matches from a pocket and reached for an oil lamp.

Freya stood quietly as he lit the lamp. He turned the wick down low and placed it on a high shelf in the corner of the room. Then he quickly walked out shutting the door behind him. Freya stared at the door. She heard the lock turn, realised what had happened and ran to the door.

“Jeremy! Open up! Don’t lock me in here.”

He spoke through the door, “I’ll be back later on. Don’t bother trying the lock, it’s from 2112 and, unless your name is Daniel, is secure. Unlike Greg’s duff handcuffs. Try to get some sleep because you are staying here tonight. We will talk about all this in the morning.”

“Jeremy, you rat! I can’t believe you did this!” She rattled the door handle but he did not reply.

She stomped over to the window again. It had small panes of leaded glass, but all looked particularly sturdy and had the kind of locking mechanism more usually found on modern double glazed units.

The window looked out onto total darkness. The only light coming from the small oil lamp in the corner of the room. It was too high up to reach and didn’t give much light, leaving the room very dim. Freya huffed and flopped onto the bed to try to think.

 

Daniel regarded Jeremy with raised eyebrows as he re-entered the room, “I’d imagined a more tidy solution.”

Jeremy grimaced. “It’s not ideal. I need to get that time rip she’s found closed, but first I need to find the damn thing. Freya doesn’t want to co-operate with that.”

“What about Martin?”

“He may well have stumbled through it, but I doubt he knows its location and the less he knows, the better. Let me contact Matt. If we can’t solve it between us, I’ll let you know.” He sighed and fished out his time device.

 

Matt knocked at the back door some hours later as Jeremy was looking over Martin’s flick knife. Matt raised eyebrows at Jeremy who shook his head, slung the knife on the table and said, “We have a problem here.”

“Is this something I’m not going to like?”

“I have Freya’s stalker in my stone room.”

“Let me guess. He’s followed her here, and now wants to know where here is.”

“More or less.”

“Where is Freya?” Matt asked, looking around.

Jeremy grimaced, “Upstairs.”

“Is she all right?”

“Yes.”

Matt waited a second or two then half smiled. He indicated the stone room with a nod, “Why did you put him in there? We are talking about time rips here are we not?”

“It was Daniel’s decision. Besides anything else, it was a convenient place to detain him. The less he knows of this situation the better and if I am wrong and he has a device, he won’t be able to use it in there.”

Matt narrowed his eyes. “You’re still uncertain then.”

“They’re rumours for a good reason, and Freya is denying all knowledge at this point.”

“If Martin followed her here, I think we are going to have to accept that the rumours may well be true.”

Jeremy shook his head. “Kitter is not going to be happy, and Daniel has his own unique way of dealing with problems like this.”

“I’ve got a better idea than that.”

“Oh?” Jeremy raised his eyebrows.

“Get the kettle on and I’ll run it past you.” Matt settled himself at the table, “Let’s hash out the preliminaries first. What made you originally suspect there’s a time rip here?”

Jeremy sighed, “I may not have your finesse when it comes to talking to suspects, but I know when I am being lied to.”

It didn’t take Jeremy long to update Matt on all that had happened. Matt frowned over his coffee, silently processing all he had heard.

“I have to say, I agree with you. It does sound like it. We have a problem with Martin though. We cannot leave him with the knowledge he has. He is going to make trouble any way you look at it.”

“Which brings us to your idea.”

“I think we should give him to Thomas to play with.”

“How could he help, he doesn’t even work for the firm?”

Matt shrugged. “Hypnosis.”

“You’ve got to be joking.”

“Last time I caught up with him and the others down the Green Man, he was telling one of his tall tales about the latest girl he’d chatted up.”

“Exactly my point. Tall tales.”

Matt smirked. “What about Daniel? He threatened to leave Thomas to rot in one of his stone rooms if he ever attempted anything like that on him. For Daniel to make threats like that there must be something in it.”

Jeremy shook his head. “Daniel’s never hesitated with threats or violence.”

“At least give it a chance. Far better to let Thomas enjoy some mischief than deliver Martin up to Daniel’s mercy.”

“I can’t see it working. You cannot possibly erase Martin’s knowledge of all that has happened, and what of Freya? She has been intertwined with his life for far too long for that.”

“We need only erase one or two key facts, add a small suggestion here and there. Then we can deliver Martin back to his home and leave him to get on with his life, none the wiser.”

Jeremy shook his head. “What if it doesn’t work?”

Matt shrugged, “The result’s the same. You’ll have to give him to Daniel.”






 

Chapter 10

 

Freya surfaced slowly from sleep, revelling in the clean smelling warmth of the bed, not wanting to wake up, certain from the light on her closed eyelids that her alarm clock would be sounding shortly.

Her body felt heavy and achy. She wondered idly if she were coming down with a bug, rolled over onto her back and opened her eyes to gaze at the ceiling.

Her eyes wandered around Jeremy’s bedroom in puzzlement. Memory returned in a sickening rush and she sat up abruptly, gasping. Jeremy had already risen and she was torn between gratitude that she didn’t have to face him right now and embarrassment that he had seen her sleeping.

Her mind flashed back to the memory of him coming to bed. He had returned hours later when she had already been half-asleep. She had assumed when she climbed into his bed that he would be sleeping in the spare room and had woken up to find him getting in beside her.

She cringed as she remembered her conversation with him. She had demanded to know why he wasn’t sleeping in the other room. He had laughed and said if she wanted to go down and sleep on the couch then she was welcome, but there was only one bed in this house.

Before she could think up a suitable retort, he had settled down and was already drifting off. The bed was warm and the dratted couch uncomfortable, so she had grumbled a bit and turned her back on him to sleep.

She scooted suddenly off the bed, looking about for yesterday’s clothes. Her blouse was okay as it was mostly smocking anyway, but the skirt was beyond help without an iron. Then she noticed a soft cotton skirt hanging over the back of a chair. It was similar to the ones she had seen on the women of Joe’s village. The material was a dark grey and felt cool and heavy. It draped around her figure, only just missing the floor.

She looked down dubiously. The wooden boards were cold on her feet. She searched out a pair of thick woolly socks from a chest of drawers. They were far too large, but toasty warm and would do for now.

She found Jeremy in the kitchen. Sunshine had already painted the land with warm colour, but the kitchen was cool; the whitewashed walls looking almost blue.

She lounged in the doorway, watching him whisking something in a bowl. Then he was turning to fill the kettle, his movements graceful, dark hair tousled as if he couldn’t be bothered with a comb, and a slight shadow on his jaw. Freya realised she had never seen him anything other than clean-shaven and the stubble made her suck in a breath. He was far too good looking.

His shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal tanned forearms, was un-tucked from trousers that bore an uncanny resemblance to jeans in their cut, although they were clearly not denims.

She was still annoyed with him for keeping her here though. He had taken advantage of her tiredness by sleeping beside her, but she had to admit it was her own fault for being too tired to care. She could have said she wanted to sleep on the couch and made her escape, but it would have been a rotten drive back up the M4 in the dark.

When she really thought about it, he had only once come after her. Every other time she had come looking for him. She felt like an addict around him, constantly thinking of the next fix.

It was just as well he had needed to sleep last night, because if he had wanted something else she wasn’t sure she would have stopped him. She studied his perfect profile. The sudden thought of his kisses had faint colour rushing to her face.

He turned slightly then, noticed her standing in the doorway, and gave her a warm smile. Freya searched for a distraction before he guessed at where her thoughts were going.

“What happened to Martin, did you take him back last night? You didn’t hurt him, did you?”

“Martin is not going to be bothering you again, Freya.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, is he okay?” Freya feigned annoyance to try to cover her confused feelings.

“He’s fine, I have taken him home. Fortunately, he has suffered a slight memory lapse. I don’t believe he’ll be bothering you again, but it would be as well for you to stay away from him.”

“Memory lapse? What—”

Jeremy chuckled softly and the sound shivered down her spine. “Don’t enquire too closely. Matt came up with a solution that is highly illegal. The less you know of it the better. Just trust me that as long as you stay away from him, he won’t come near you again.” He placed a mug on the table, “Coffee for you.”

Freya was half-tempted to demand exactly what had happened, but the sound of his gentle laughter made her hesitate. She sat down at the table with a word of thanks and cupped her hands around the mug.

Having learned of her preference for latte, Jeremy had begun to concoct his own version for her, warming milk on the stove and adding the coffee shot afterwards. 

Freya had lived most of her life taking care of her own needs where possible, knowing that her happiness depended only on herself. The care he took to please her was unsettling. She did not want to need someone.

He began to make toast and soon the table was cluttered up with breakfast things.

She watched him whenever she thought he was not looking, wondering when and how she could make her excuses to leave. Not that she even wanted to leave him; it was just that she knew she had to.

Jeremy looked up from his toast, eyes narrowed thoughtfully for a moment. “Wondering how soon you can make your escape?”

She jolted and glared at him. “Stop doing that.”

“Stop doing what?”

“Reading my mind. It’s really unsettling.”

He looked up at her, a smile playing around his mouth, “I have decided that you need to learn how to play poker.”

“What? Why?” What was he getting at now?

He nearly laughed at her baffled expression. “Don’t worry, it’s a fairly easy game to learn. The trick is in keeping your expression from giving away your hand. I think some practise bluffing at cards will help you immensely in keeping your strategies from me. After all, you should at least have a fighting chance.”

Freya’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. “Does the word arrogance have any particular meaning for you?”

He grinned and said, “Perhaps we should discuss the time rip that you have found.”

Freya stiffened slightly and then forced herself to relax and take another sip of coffee. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He laughed at that. A sunny sound that filled the kitchen and his dark eyes with warmth. “That was much better. Freya, you do not have a time device, you said as much last night. Your van is parked the other side of the field in 2008. Therefore the time rip is somewhere in the fields around this house. I understand if you do not know its exact whereabouts, but perhaps you could retrace your steps from last night for me.”

Freya put her head on one side. “Okay.”

She had her lies all worked out this morning, and she fully intended to lead Jeremy on a wild goose chase far away from the doorway.

Breakfast finished, Jeremy stood and held out a hand. He drew her towards the back door. “Just show me where you walked last night. Don’t worry about the rest.”

They wandered through the yard to the low fence and Freya breathed in the sweet smell of the meadow. It was another beautiful day. The sky unmarred by plane tracks. The air was fresh and clean and Freya ran her hand through the grass at the edge of the field for a moment, forgetting what she was supposed to be doing.

Looking up, she saw Jeremy watching her with a half smile and quickly set off through the field. Jeremy followed her as she waded through the long grasses. Her ankle length skirt made walking difficult and she stumbled frequently, nearly falling once or twice before he caught her.

She glanced up and her heart rate accelerated. In the bright sunshine, she could see the colour of his eyes; a rich brown, like dark chocolate. Perhaps her feelings were not as obvious as she had feared though, because he didn’t appear to notice. Merely preventing her from falling and walking with her as if they were old friends. After a while, Freya began to relax with him and allow her thoughts to wander where they would.

His voice interrupted her: “Have you always wanted to sell flowers, or was it something that you fell into accidentally?”

Freya pondered the question as she ran her fingers through the long grasses. “Um, I guess it just happened. When I was much younger, one of my girlfriends had an older brother who ran a plant stall at Portobello Road. We’d take the train up there on Saturdays, and buy chips.

“We’d wander around the market and spent hours just sitting about with this guy and his friend. Mike, I think his name was. He’d get us kids helping out when it was busy and one thing just led to another, I guess.” She grinned up at him after a moment, “I did employ an accountant at one point, to do the books for me. I guess trying to keep them myself wasn’t the best decision I’ve ever made.”

“Oh, they were not that bad. I have seen plenty worse.”

“Good to know. I spent far too much time doing them, and they wound me up too. I’m glad I gave them to you, now. I can’t imagine doing maths all day for a living. It would drive me nuts. How did you get into it, did you go the university route?”

“Yes. I was an actuary for a few years after I left education.”

“So how come you got to go to work in 1908? I mean, it’s a little weird when you think about it. If someone offered me a job selling flowers in 1808 I don’t think I’d want it.”

“After Black Friday, many things changed considerably in the world. In fact, the financial collapse was the tip of the iceberg. I took a job as a Bounty Hunter to make ends meet, and got involved with a branch of the parent organisation. They were setting up offices throughout time to police the illegal travellers. It is only really criminals and bail jumpers that come back to past eras.”

“What made you decide to work for them?”

“My brother, Brett, suggested it. He was working for a charity at the time, an organisation that hunts down missing kids, and crossed paths with the agency I now work for. He tracked a lead down that suggested the kid he was after had been taken back in time.”

“Did they find the kid?”

“Yes. Daniel decided to involve himself, took a look at their procedures and decided they all needed a new boss. Him.” Jeremy shrugged.

Freya paused to assimilate all this. “Does Brett still work for them? Is he time travelling too?”

“I’m not sure what he’s up to at the moment, but he doesn’t tend to stay anywhere for too long, so I’d be surprised if he’s still tracing lost kids.”

“And Daniel?”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Daniel is my boss.” He shook his head in disgust and glanced down at Freya who grinned.

“I can’t imagine time travel being the norm. Don’t you worry that some nutter will go back and try to change things, like go and assassinate some big wig?”

“History isn’t changeable in that sense, because it’s self correcting. If someone were to go back and murder, let’s say Churchill, then another would simply take his place. The outcome may then have been slightly different. Things may have happened in a different order, slightly better or worse, but make no mistake, it would still have happened more or less the way you know it.”

“How do you know?”

“Oh the scientists tell us these things, probably on the basis of first hand experience. It’s why no one bothered to go back and stop Black Friday.”

“Black Friday. Was that like the Wall Street crash or something?”

“No. It happened in 2099. Some lunatic nuked one of the guardian countries on the exchange. The devastation and backlash cost the world greatly. The long and short of it was that the remaining Governments managed to salvage the situation.

“They bought out the strongest of the uprising Armies and peace was restored. However, the cost to the common people was horrendous.

“Your famous old dictators, like Stalin, have nothing on the current Governments, and many people wonder if we would have been better off with the crime networks controlling things. People have very little in the way of freedom of speech or movement now.”

Jeremy gazed out over the fields as he spoke and Freya stopped walking to stare up at him, watching his expressionless face as he described the grim world to come.

“So how come everyone doesn’t want to live in the past?”

“Jeremy shrugged, “Fear of the diseases that were prevalent. The cancers that are unknown and incurable. There are many who place modern day luxuries over issues such as freedom. People are afraid of change and many know nothing of previous eras. They don’t teach history in schools anymore. Only propaganda.”

“Your family are still there, and you only come back here for your job. What happens when you change jobs or retire?”

Jeremy ran his thumb gently over the back of her hand. “It is not all bad. My family are happy where they are. Besides, agents and their families are well looked after. They are often offered the opportunity to locate permanently in the past if they wish.”

“Will you do that? Live here always I mean?”

“I have considered it. There are pros and cons, of course. We are only a few years away from the World Wars that dominated the first half of this century.”

Freya sucked in a breath, “I had forgotten about that.”

“Don’t let it worry you. It is not a situation that will impact on us very much here.”

It was Freya’s turn to gaze over the silent fields glowing in sunshine. She imagined planes roaring overhead and bombs dropping.

Jeremy’s voice brought her attention back to him. “Tell me about your family. Do your parents still live around here?”

“My parents? Um, yeah, they live in Redhill. Why?”

 He ignored her question and asked another, “Do you see them often?”

“Not really, we’re not that close. What about you, do you see your family still? I guess it must be difficult if they all live in the twenty-second century.”

“I come from a large family, five brothers and a sister. I go often to see my parents, sometimes as much as two or three times a month. Although I don’t see all my siblings that frequently. We usually all meet a few times a year to catch up.”

“Five brothers! You have five brothers.”

Jeremy smiled at her disbelief. “Naturally they all believe they are far better looking than me, and now and then we dispute this. However, it is my sister, Louise, I feel most sorry for. It cannot be easy for her to have six older brothers. Imagine what she goes through every time she brings a boyfriend home.”

Freya smiled as she looked down at her hands. They had stopped in the middle of the meadow. She looked at the beauty all around and it struck her that here, in 1908, Nathan was yet to be born. It gave her a strange kind of peace to think that he was not dead here, because he had not yet been conceived.

Grief struck her a transitory blow and then Jeremy reached for her hand. She looked up feeling connected again. “What are your brother’s names?”

“Daniel is the oldest at thirty; then we have Brett at twenty-eight. Rory is three years younger; then Seb and Ethan, twins, who are two years younger than me, closest to me in friendship and who I see most of, and finally we have little Louise who has recently turned sixteen.”

Freya bit her lip. She didn’t know what to do with the chaos of her thoughts. No wonder she had thought Brett was an older version of Jeremy. “You’re twenty-what then?”

“Twenty-two. An old man compared to you. There are what— four years between us?”

A small smile twisted her mouth, “More like a hundred and four.”

Listening to his laughter, Freya was unable to stop herself voicing a thought she wasn’t certain she wanted to say. “Jeremy,” she hesitated and looked away across the field. “Can I meet your family some day? I’d like to meet your other brothers.”

Freya could not meet his eyes as she spoke. It was an innocent enough request. The implications behind it were what made her hesitate to ask, that and Jeremy’s perceptive nature.

The whole time travel issue had opened up a dark well of grief over Nathan that Freya had thought long buried. She needed to move on from her brother’s death, and forming new friendships and putting herself out there a bit more seemed a better idea than thinking of Nathan every minute. He was long gone and she should try harder to let him rest.

Since learning of the time device, she had instinctively avoided thinking about the possibility of going back to save Nathan. To prevent his death. She could not allow herself this consideration, even were she crushed under the weight of her guilt.

It was wrong, wicked, that she should not wish to go back and save him, but after all the years of grief, she saw a dark road that way. As much as she wanted him, his memory had become more distant now, and if she went back and changed things, would she still have Janet?

If Nathan had lived, Janet may never have been more than one of his many friends that touched her life fleetingly. The thought that she might have to choose between Nathan and Janet was horrifying.

How could she contemplate swapping one for the other? Impossible. After all the years of coming to terms with Nathan’s death, if she went back to prevent it, would she regain him only to lose Janet?

Jeremy’s hand was warm in hers. If Nathan had lived, would she have even been on the road to Reading that day? She thought of Brett. Of him telling her they were good friends, and fleetingly, of Daniel who had taught her an atrocious game of cards and spent all evening laughing with her.

Then there was the issue of fate. Karma. Freya did not believe in any particular deity, but she could not rule out the possibility of such a thing, especially after Nathan. If she prevented Nathan’s death in the car accident, would he then die in some other, more horrible way? Would she have to go through the whole thing again? Jeremy had said as much about larger events in history. She shuddered.

Jeremy’s family were a different matter, independent of her past and friendship with Janet, and she felt a thread of hope unfurl that the grief and guilt she was bleeding might begin to heal more fully.

Jeremy looked down at Freya. She looked almost ethereal to him. She was clutching his hand tightly and gazing out over the field, the sun touching her blond hair making it gleam. A straight curtain of silk shot through with gold, as though she were an angel with a halo of sunlight. He felt his heart lurch at her request and wondered at her single-minded strength: that she had never mentioned her brother despite all she now knew of time travel.

He waited until she looked up at him, her tumbling thoughts having reached their conclusion. “Of course I will take you to see my family. My brothers will be delighted to meet you.” He grinned wickedly, “When they embrace you as another little sister to boss around, you may, of course, regret it. Unfortunately it will be far too late by then, and if you think I second-guess your thoughts a lot, you will get a shock when you meet Brett. He has an uncanny ability to know not only what you are thinking, but also what you are about to think and do as well.”

After spending the morning trooping through the fields, Freya was feeling a little out of her depth. Jeremy had been consistently kind and patient with her, and had not appeared to mind about not finding the time doorway. Instead, he had asked her about her life, her job and her friends. Holding her hand and teasing her over small details; drawing information from her with subtlety enough that she was unaware how much she had told him.

By lunchtime, saying he needed to look at some accounts, he led her back to the house. Freya agreed readily and then hovered, biting her lip, as he put paperwork and bound books on the kitchen table. She watched him uncertainly for a minute.

“Um, I have a few things I should be getting on with, too. Maybe you could take me home with your time device?”

He looked up, dark eyes shining with warmth. “Freya. Make no mistake, the only way you are going to get home is through that time rip, and I am going to be there with you. So until you can remember where it is, you will simply have to stay here with me.”

Freya stared at him in dawning comprehension. Of course he knew she was lying about not knowing its location, he always saw through her lies. It occurred to her that he had not let her out of his sight all morning. He had effectively trapped her here since last night and she had only just realised it.

Unbelievable. The rat had second-guessed her thoughts, and was effectively keeping her prisoner until she did as she was told.

It was unnerving that he not only seemed to know what she was thinking, but also coolly planned ahead of her. She tried to do the same.

Why would he want to know the location of the time doorway? The only possible reason that presented itself was that he wanted to get it closed. What would he do after that? The options weren’t great: not see her again, trap her here permanently, or control her travelling himself.

Freya did not like any of the above and so decided, in this matter, she would have to outsmart him. But how to do it? She surveyed him for a moment. Her first priority was to gain some time to think without him watching so closely. She rubbed her forehead and sat down opposite him. “Mind if I sit here?” she asked, trying out a wide-eyed look on him.

He smiled in response, “Not at all.”

Half an hour later, Jeremy was deep into accounts. Freya had watched him work in silence for a while and then put her head down on her arms, closing her eyes and allowing her thoughts to wander.

If she waited long enough, there was bound to be an opportunity when she could make her escape. He could not watch her every minute of the day. If she kicked up a fuss, she had the feeling he would only keep tighter control over her movements.

If she asked him out straight, would he tell her his intentions? Why hadn’t he talked to her last night? Why had he kept her here? The questions went round endlessly. She sighed. Watching him work, she felt her heart speed up. She did not want to feel this way about him. What if he didn’t feel the same way about her, or more terrifying, what if he did?

“Jeremy,” she paused, waiting for him to look up, “Why do you want to know where the time doorway is?”

“So that I may monitor it with a view to getting it closed. It is dangerous for such a thing to be here. If you managed to slip through then others might, too. However, they may not be so lucky as to be able to return.”

She was right. He did want it closed.

“So, um, why didn’t you insist last night? Why did you keep me here?”

“Would it have done me any good to insist?” he said on a slight smile. “Besides, you had a tough day. I didn’t like to think of you driving back to Reading, at God knows what hour of the night, when you were already tired and upset.” Jeremy watched her closely and saw her accept the truth of his words. A minor success that she recognised he might worry over her safety.

“What about Martin, didn’t you ask him?”

“Martin was unaware of how he managed to get here. You appear to be the only one who knows the location of the thing. At present.”

Freya sighed. For all his gentle words, his agenda hadn’t changed, and as she could only sneak off when he wasn’t looking, he was unlikely to make it easy for her. Obviously, his current plan was to bore her into escaping. He would then, presumably, allow her to think she had given him the slip and simply follow her to the time doorway.

Well she wasn’t having that. She would scupper that little plan and bide her time until he was genuinely distracted. She would get back without leading him to the time doorway. Absolutely. It was a matter of principle as much as anything else. He would not best her in this.

She would simply not allow him to discover the location of the time doorway, but even as the thought formed, she remembered Brett telling her the location and implying that Jeremy knew. It had to be only a matter of time before Jeremy discovered it. He was already aware it was close by.

If she managed to get back, she would need to make the trip worthwhile. She was confident she could manage to escape undetected once, but Jeremy would almost certainly come after her.

The ideal solution would be to have her own time device, especially as Jeremy now believed she didn’t have one. Then if he dragged her back she would still have her own means to return home, but where would she get one. The only people she knew who had access to such things were Jeremy and Greg.

Greg. He lived in 2008. She had been to his office, seen the mess, it must surely be possible to obtain a device from there. What was she thinking? That she would steal a time device? Surely that would make her no better than the felons Jeremy was here to collect, but what harm would such a device cause in her hands. It was not as if she was hiding from the law. She would not even use the thing unless forced to, and only then to return to her own time. It would simply be a guarantee that she could get home. Like a car, it would give her independence. Surely that was not such a bad thing.

So. She would do it if possible. She would use the time doorway to go back to 2008, go to Greg’s office and steal a device. Then it would not matter if Jeremy discovered the time doorway.

Perhaps she could stay with Janet whilst she finalised her plans. Jeremy didn’t know about Janet, he would not think to look for her there. So. Possibly.

She glanced up. Jeremy was absorbed in accounting once more, so she leaned her arms on the table, chin resting in one hand and watched him work.

He had a strong face and his shock of dark hair was in need of a cut, it curled around messily, making her want to run her fingers through it. He was frowning slightly, pen scribbling away covering page after page in his neat scripted figures.

It was quiet. The sun just beginning to creep across the kitchen top from the window frame, and she felt a sense of peace here that she was beginning to recognise with each visit.

Here all the rules were suspended. It did not matter if she had chores to do because she could not deal with them. They did not exist here, none of the normal rules applied. There was only the quiet house and calm, capable man who she was beginning to fall in love with.

She had finally admitted it. She would not lie to herself. Just because she had feelings for him, it didn’t mean she had to act on them. She wondered idly if Jeremy felt the same way, or if he would have flirted with any pretty girl who crossed his path. He must know how she felt about him and clearly, he was not above taking advantage of her feelings to get what he wanted, but he had not pressed her further than a few kisses.

Before he had realised she was not from 1908 he had been flirting with her and offering to give her a lift home. Now having scared her half to death by transporting her here from the market, and everything else that followed, he was obviously trying to slow things down between them, to give her a chance to view him as a friend.

She remembered Greg’s words to his colleague that if Jeremy wanted her he would trap her here in the past with him. He had effectively done just that, but only because he wanted the location of the time doorway.

Then she remembered his expression in the field when she had asked to meet his family, and all the times he had been gentle with her. He had asked her endless questions about her life. Drawing information from her and teasing her about some of her replies. Surely that indicated a more personal interest. If so, it made sense that he had not gone further than those few kisses. He was smart enough to take things slowly with her.

She was watching him speculatively when, as though feeling her gaze, he suddenly looked up. His eyes rested on her face, warm with amusement, a half smile curving his mouth. Freya could see affection and calculation in his gaze. Jeremy did feel the same way about her. His feelings had lit up his face in the instant he looked on her, before other emotions showed as he began to guess at her thoughts.

With that realisation came another: she did not want to escape from him. The peace and sense of belonging she felt with him was beyond anything she had known before. She squirreled the idea away in her mind, unsure what to do about it. She wanted to be glad, but the idea of a permanent relationship was a little scary. It was one thing for her to feel the beginnings of love, but quite another to have those feelings reciprocated.

She had learned a hard lesson with Nathan’s death. Life was transitory; fleeting. For a long time she had known this, had known she could not hide from life but had to grab on to everything it offered her. To love where she found it and not step back from fear of loss, but knowing something intellectually and actually putting it into practise were two entirely different matters.

Aside from Janet, she had not wanted to feel such intense emotion for another being, had been too afraid of losing someone she loved, as she had lost Nathan. As far as she knew, Jeremy had not suffered such a loss in his life, but at the back of her mind she recognised his more perplexing behaviour for what it was. Fear of loss.

When she had sensed his violence after hearing about Martin and the knife, when he had locked her in the bedroom the evening before and even now, keeping her here until she showed him the time doorway. It wasn’t just about finding the location. He was trying to spend more time with her and get to know her better. He was afraid of losing her.

She wondered what it would be like to have a serious relationship with someone like Jeremy. She already knew he wouldn’t be easy to deal with. That he would want to control their relationship and be involved in all aspects of her life. Taking on her accounts hadn’t been the huge act of altruism she had believed. It had suited him to take on the responsibility. 

What if he wanted her to live with him in 1908? Even if he allowed her visiting rights, if you like, without her time doorway they would be supervised visiting rights.

If she managed to get past that and committed herself to a relationship with this man, would she ever be truly free again? She had enough of her own experience of loss to know how it could control you.

 

Late afternoon. The sun beat down on Jeremy’s walled garden. On the earth and weeds, the rust speckled dock leaves, and on Freya as she crouched down, separating grass, dandelions and buttercup roots from the clods of earth Jeremy was turning with a large garden fork.

She stood up too fast and swayed slightly as the blood left her head. Jeremy’s arm went instantly round her waist, steadying her. “Perhaps we should go inside for a while.”

“Nah, I’m okay and it’d be good to get this bit done.”

The gate opening had them both turning. Jeremy stepped forward automatically, half shielding her from whoever was coming in.

Now that she was beginning to recognise his actions for what they were, she wasn’t so intimidated by him and even began to find it amusing at times. He really was well suited to this era.

Freya winked at Joe who was shutting the gate behind him. Joe tipped his cap at Jeremy, holding out his hand to shake and returned her wink, lightening fast, when Jeremy took a moment to glance back at her.

“Joe, good to see you.” Freya stepped forwards to greet Joe, avoiding getting within Jeremy’s reach instinctively. “Can I get you a drink?”

“That would be most kind. A glass of water would be just the thing.”

He turned to Jeremy and said “Garden’s coming along well, any ideas on plants yet?”

Freya walked casually out the gate, letting it click closed behind her. She hesitated, waiting for Jeremy to come running out after her and then listened intently for a moment. She could hear Jeremy clearly, as he spoke to Joe.

This was it then. She took a breath and found her heart suddenly pounding. Quiet as a mouse, she raced around the back of the walled garden and made for the time doorway.

It was only that she knew the location of it so well that she was able to find it so fast. She stepped through feeling the familiar rush of air away from her. Freya knew she would not have long to make her escape. As soon as Jeremy was able to get rid of Joe he would use his device to come after her, and this time he would begin with the field she was in now.

 

She took off running around the meadow. The wellies Jeremy had provided her with for the gardening were overlarge, but much easier to run in than her heels. She ran full out towards the road and felt joy rush through her at the site of her van, still parked where she had left it the day before. Of Martin’s four by four, there was no sign.

She slid around a bit in the mud as she made for the driver’s door, and sputtered out a sound somewhere between a whoop and a laugh of delight as she fished out the key.

Shucking the wellies into the passenger foot-well, Freya lost no time reversing up the lane and heading for the M4. It was immensely fun to be on the motorway once more, and she felt an incredible sense of freedom. The sky was overcast with clouds, just the kind of day she would have loathed previously, but it only seemed to add to her sunny mood. Here, doing sixty between junctions, Jeremy could not possibly find her. For these few miles, she was safe. She had done it. She had escaped.

Although it was fun to have outsmarted him, Freya was certain she had nothing to fear from Jeremy and, if she were completely honest with herself, she hadn’t really wanted to leave. It was more about being uncertain if she was ready for a relationship with him. One where he held all the cards.

The idea was a little freaky. Even worse was the knowledge she was already obsessed with him to the point that his mere proximity could obliterate rational thought. So it was with some caution that she drove into Reading.

It had been two hours since she had left Jeremy and he would now certainly be looking for her. Parking in a nearby multi-storey, she walked nervously to her friend’s home. Janet answered almost straightaway, gave a beaming grin and grabbed her by both arms to haul her into a hug.

“Where have you been, I haven’t seen you in ages?”

“Oh, here and there,” back and forth through time, “you know how it is.”

Janet let go of her long enough to shut the front door and drag her to the kitchen.

Freya sighed as some of the tension left her. “It’s good to see you, Jan. You are never going to believe what’s happened, but you’re gonna have to try ‘cause it’s all true, I swear.”

“Uh oh, that sounds like trouble.” She flashed Freya a grin over her shoulder as she pulled out a couple of mugs. “I’ve got a few unbelievable things to tell you, too. A real eye opener about Greg, that guy in the Muppets shirt I had my eye on the other week. Anyway, it’s brilliant to see you, tell me your news first. Where have you been and what have you been up to?”

“I’ve been with Jeremy.”

“Oooh.”

Freya grinned. “It’s not like that.”

“Really? How disappointing for you.”

Freya burst out laughing. “I’m not on that page yet, Jan. I’m still content to drool from afar.”

“So tell me, what’s been going on with you?” Janet pulled out a tin of cake and put the kettle on as she spoke.

Freya settled down as it began to rain. The sound was soothing on the windowpane, creating a sense of isolation from the rest of the world. When she had finished her rambling tale, Janet was looking thoughtful.

“So you can just walk into 1908, just like that?”

“Uh huh. I thought I was going crazy at first. If I hadn’t actually done it, I’m not sure I would have believed it was possible.”

“You know, before I met Greg, if you’d told me all of this I’d have been smiling sincerely while reaching for the number for your GP, but now I know as much as I do about him, I have no problem saying I believe you.”

“You do?” An astonished smile lit Freya’s face. “So how come? Does Greg have a time machine?”

“Not only has one but left it kicking about in an unlocked desk. I snaffled it and went to see a film in ‘96.”

“What!”

Janet laughed, “I know, but it was nothing less than he deserved for being so careless about what was going on.”

Freya was practically hopping up and down, “Do you still have it? Do you—”

Janet shook her head, looking amused, “I had to give it back.”

Freya’s look of disappointment made Janet smile. “I actually saw him appear out of nowhere when he thought I wasn’t looking, and that was after all the stuff I saw on his laptop.”

“Why am I not surprised you looked at his computer?”

“I only read a few e-mails.” She grinned and held up a hand so she could continue, “Even before that, I knew something was off about him. All that rubbish about being an IT specialist when it was clear he didn’t have a clue about computers. People think because I’m a jeweller I won’t know about stuff like that.”

“If he only knew…”

“Enough about me. What are you going to do? I am not at all sure about your plan to steal a time device. Maybe you should have talked things through with Jeremy.”

“I can’t believe you just said that when you already went time travelling with a nicked time machine.” She shook her head slightly, “I can’t believe I just said that.”

“Seriously, Freya, you like him and you think he returns your feelings. Why didn’t you talk to him about being unable to get home? He would have to be a monster to keep you from your friends and family.”

Freya bit her lip, looking anxious for a moment. “I don’t know, Jan. I don’t think he would expect me to stay there all the time, but if he closes the time doorway, I would be dependent on him bringing me back here. It puts all the power in his hands and I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that. However nice he seems now, I can’t just allow him the ability to restrict my movements. It’s not like I could walk out if we had a fight.”

Janet paused as she considered her friend. “Do you think he would keep you against your will?”

“He did keep me there. If I hadn’t escaped I’d still be there now.”

“You didn’t tell him you were unhappy with his ultimatum, and you ran away rather than talk to him. Do you think he still would have kept you there if you had made your feelings plain to him?”

Freya ran a hand through her hair and then hissed out a breath in exasperation. “I know what you’re getting at, but it’s not that simple. I know he is interested in me; I would have to be blind to miss it. I’m just not sure what I want to do about it.”

“All right, answer me this: has he ever done anything that has been detrimental to your health and well-being?”

“Yes! He handcuffed me to his stupid bed.”

“He handcuffed you to his bed?”

“Um…”

“Are you sure this is something you want to tell me about?”

Freya huffed. She had, admittedly, left out some of the finer detail. “It wasn’t like that,” she said in a small voice.

“Did he hurt you, Freya, physically or emotionally?”

“Probably. I’ll probably have issues over it all for the rest of my life.”

“Poor Jeremy has no idea what a mountain he has to climb with you does he.”

“What do you mean, poor Jeremy?”

“If you weren’t blinded by fear over your feelings, you would have talked rationally to him, and—”

“And if I want to give this relationship a chance then I need to have some control. I can’t give that up.”

“Well, at least you are admitting you’re in a relationship with him.”

Freya scowled at her friend.

Janet rolled her eyes and grinned. “Jeremy has a lot to answer for in not being up front with you. I know you are incapable of keeping things straightforward, but I would have expected better of him.”

“Well I can’t go back now and undo everything that’s happened. I don’t have a time device. So. What would you do in my shoes?”

“I guess I would want to have a time device of my own,” she said, but on seeing Freya’s triumphant face added, “But I would have talked to him about it, and you’re still going to, Freya.”

“Does that mean you’re gonna help me?”

“Of course I will. Tell you what, we’ll go steal a time device for you and you can put it in a plastic bag and bury it near Jeremy’s house somewhere. Then you go back to him and tell him how sorry you are for walking out like you did. You can have it all out with him, see what he says, and work on your trust and commitment issues safe in the knowledge you have a fail-safe backup plan.”

“I love the way you put that. We’ll just go steal a time device. Do you think it’s even possible? I mean, I can’t see that they’d leave something like that lying around, especially after you nicking Greg’s. I know it was my original idea, but the more I think about it, the more nuts it sounds, and don’t suggest we take a look around during the day while paying a friendly visit, because I don’t want to go anywhere near Greg while I’m effectively on the run from Jeremy.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll go when the office is shut and we can search properly, and if we don’t find one, we’ll come back here and think again.”

“How will we get in, do you have a key?”

“No, and I’ll have to disable the alarms first, but it shouldn’t be a problem.” She flashed Freya a grin and jumped up to grab her laptop off the desk, hugging it to her chest and turning a neat two-step circle. “Project!”

 

It was after three when Freya woke up. She had tried to take an interest when Janet pulled out her laptop, but found her eyes kept drifting closed. Now she allowed them to wander around Janet’s small sitting room. The rain had turned heavy and the room was dim from the downpour.

Janet sat close to where Freya was curled up on the sofa. Her face, bathed in the glow from the screen, was a mask of concentration. Fingers flying over the keys then stopping abruptly and tapping absently at the sides of the machine.

The rain pounded against the windows; gusts of wind echoing mournfully through the chimneybreast.

Freya yawned and straightened up. “Any luck?”

“Hmm, yeah, nearly there now. Aha, gotcha.” A lazy grin curved Janet’s face as her fingers went into overdrive flying over the keys.

Freya shrugged, stumbled out to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face to try to wake up a bit. She felt empty inside. Strangely cold. She wanted to run back to Jeremy, wrap her arms around him and feel warm again; tell him it was only a joke when she’d run off and that she hadn’t meant it.

What was wrong with her? When she had been with him, she had thought only of escape. Now she had managed it, she wanted to run back to him.

She heaved a sigh. This was a crazy plan. What had she been thinking anyway? With hindsight, it was easy to see that she shouldn’t have dementedly run away. Jeremy wasn’t her enemy; he would worry over her going missing, and might spend hours searching for her.

Suddenly, what had seemed like a rational decision to get herself home, now looked childish and stupid. She didn’t want Jeremy to worry over her, or think she was so messed up that she ran at the first opportunity, even though it hadn’t precisely been like that.

She hadn’t exactly made a great impression on him. Perhaps he would get tired of her stupid behaviour and think she was more trouble than she was worth. She closed her eyes at the thought. How had everything escalated into this mess?

Freya wandered back to the sitting room, to the large bay windows and looked out at the rain-slicked street. Janet was hacking into the security system at Greg’s office and occasionally gave a cackle of joy and said something like: it’s child’s play. Freya felt a smile twist her mouth. Janet was enjoying herself anyway.

It sometimes made Freya laugh that Janet had chosen to work for a small jeweller in town. Although the long hours and overtime culture in Janet’s software job had been horrendous, Freya couldn’t see that retail was all that much better. It just paid a lot less. Especially as Janet still spent a large amount of her free time keeping up with the latest technology and languages anyway.

Janet looked up suddenly and grinned. “I’m in. You would not believe how basic their security is. It’s a joke, considering what they have to hide there.”

“It’s only a joke to you because you’re a genius, Jan. Everyone else would consider it Fort Knox.”

“What can I say? I’m talented. Now that I’m in we have to decide when we want the alarms disabled, and for how long.”

“I reckon we should do it at one in the morning, not too late for us to stay up, but far beyond time anyone would have stayed late working.”

“Good idea. We’ll give ourselves a good few hours to look around and have it all re-alarmed by, say, four? Make sure we’ve got plenty of time to do a thorough search and still be far away before the alarms come back on.” Janet transferred her attention back to the screen. “What the—?”

“What is it?” Freya hurried over.

Janet shook her head, a reluctant smile on her face. “Nothing, just a screen saver.”

Freya peered over her shoulder and saw an image that made her grin too. Two men were sitting back to back, on what looked like a boardroom table. Their hands appeared to be tied together behind them with pink restraints of some kind.

One of them had his tie around his head, school-kid Rambo style, while the other had 'Eat Me' painted on his forehead. Both were laughing and the image itself was slightly blurred, indicating camera shake on the part of the photographer.

Janet turned to look up at her friend, “Just the boys playing tricks on each other. Now for those alarms.” She flicked through other screens and was soon deep in some odd-looking text. Freya was bored and wandered to the window to look out at the sheeting rain.

Finally, Janet closed the laptop and stretched, giving a happy sigh. “We’ll take my car. It’s quieter than your van. I’ll lend you a black pullover to cover that white blouse of yours. The skirt should be fine though. We don’t want to look like burglars, after all.”

Freya gave a nervous giggle. “D’you think this will work, Jan. I mean, we won’t get caught will we.”

“Don’t worry, Freya, it’s an office in town not a Jewellers or Bank. The alarm will disable, no one will be any the wiser, we will have a look around and scurry off home before you know it.”

Freya took an excited turn about the room. “I can’t believe we’re really going to do this. I feel like I’m in a Bond movie.”

Janet snorted with laughter, “Bond, Janet Bond, and her trusty sidekick Freya Keele. Oh, wait a second.” She darted up, and Freya followed her to the bedroom. Janet knelt on the floor, upending a handbag and pawing though the contents. She muttered quietly and then gave a yip of triumph, turned and waved a credit card aloft.

“I forgot I had this, it’s a pass key for Greg’s office. I lifted it last time I went round there. I figured it’d come in handy at some point, just didn’t know it would be so soon.”

“A pass key, I thought you were going to disable the alarms?”

“I am. This is for the drawer where he keeps his laptop. As we’re going there anyway, I may as well install a little bitty piece of software on his machine for him. Just so I can keep an eye on things.”

“I can feel it in me to be sorry for Greg.”

“All’s fair in love and war.”

“I can’t believe you spouted all that rubbish about trust to me when you clearly don’t intend to trust Greg.”

“Hey, what can I say, I care about your welfare and will always advise you to do the most sensible thing. Besides, Greg doesn’t second-guess my every thought. He’s not quick enough to catch me in a lie. My ideal man, really.”

Freya folded her arms and had to admit that Janet had a point. Jeremy did second-guess everything she was thinking and he put ideas together at surprising speed. If she tried to lie to him and he guessed, then it would not take him long to work out the truth.

It occurred to her that if she managed to steal a device she would have to be extremely cautious in its use if she was to keep it from him. It really would be a last resort and she would have to find a good hiding place for the thing.

Freya had to admit she was nervous about going back to Jeremy. She wondered if he would be angry that she had run off.

Still, he did not know she was stealing a time device. He would think she simply did not want to show him the time doorway. She would have to keep up that pretence if she did not want him to guess what she had done.

As evening came round, the rain clouds lifted slightly and pale sunlight filtered through the little flat. Janet ordered a pizza and a bottle of cola. Freya tucked into her share of pizza gratefully, orange grease dripping down her chin.

“God, I love pizza,” She said between mouthfuls, “What am I going to do if I can’t have pizza anymore? Suppose he makes me stay there and I can’t have pizza again.”

“It would be a most cruel fate, but there must be stuff he misses too. From his time, I mean. You already said he still sees his family, and he must go back to get stuff. I’m sure he’ll be fine about it all. You just need to talk to him.”

Freya washed down her mouthful with some icy cola, revelling in the sparkling coldness, “I hope you’re right.”

“I’m always right. Now, we need to talk through our plans for tonight. Between the left side of the building and the underground car park, there’s a service door. I used it a lot when I went to see Greg. It’s better than the reception area because there are no cameras there. I think it was designed to be a fire escape. It’s just a narrow staircase with windows to one side, but it goes up to all the floors. Once the alarms are off, I’ll use a card to get the lock.”

“Is that possible?” Freya interrupted, “I thought that kind of thing only happened in the movies. What if the card snaps off?”

Janet just shrugged, “Then we’ll use another one. Relax, Freya, the cards are freebies that come with junk mail. It doesn’t matter if they get wrecked and anyway, I know it’ll work ‘cause when I was at IBM we had a break in and the police said that was how it was done. The lock on the service door is the same kind we had back then. It’s not a deadlock and there are no bolts on the inside so, in theory, it should work. Once we are inside, we’ll go straight to Greg’s office. I’ll sort the computer and you can search for your time machine.”

Freya sat back. “So simple,” she said with a roll of her eyes and reached for another slice of pizza.

“C’mon, Freya, it was your idea to nick a device from the office. I’ll get us in and help you search, but I’m not gonna pass up the opportunity to keep tabs on Greg. It might help us if you can’t find a time thingy and Jeremy really does decide to keep you in 1908.”

“Janet!” Freya choked on her cola, spluttering as the fizzy went up her nose. “I thought you said he wouldn’t do that!”

“Well I don’t think he will, but it doesn’t hurt to have a back up plan. Better to be prepared.”

“How will putting stuff on Greg’s laptop help?”

“It’s a kind of monitoring software, but with a few extras. It means I can dial in when he’s online and see what he’s up to. Besides, I’ll have access to the main frame and can hack in while he’s playing online.”

Freya sighed. “What if I can’t find a device? What am I going to do then? What if he does keep me there?”

“Well,” Janet paused and considered Freya. “Why don’t you tell me where the doorway is, then at least I have a starting point if he manages to close the thing.”

Freya nodded her agreement, still looking worried. “It’s just inside the wood about 300 metres from the back wall of the farmhouse. The wood sticks out on a corner and when I cut through that bit to get to the house, I found it. It’s weird, like a narrow sheet of glass, but quite tall and higher on one side. You can hardly see it from the side, and it’s tricky to find unless the sun’s on it, reflecting in a weird way.”

Janet frowned in concentration for a moment as she committed the instructions to memory. “Okay. Good. You know, the more I think about it, the more I think they won’t be able to get it closed. You said Greg and all believe it to be a rumour anyway. How will they go about getting it closed when they don’t even think it’s real?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think about that. I hope you’re right.”

Freya bit her lip. The pizza she had eaten was feeling heavy in her stomach. Why was it that when she was with Jeremy she felt certain he wouldn’t be angry with her, but as soon as she was away from him, she was plagued by doubts.

Would he keep her in 1908 just to teach her a lesson? She remembered the cold look he had worn briefly in the kitchen the evening before. Perhaps he would be angry with her if he found out she had broken into the office.

It would be her fault, too, if Janet were caught hacking into the alarms. Janet would never have done it without her influence. What if it stuffed things up between her and Greg?

Freya sighed. She certainly wouldn’t get another opportunity to use the time doorway. Jeremy would watch her even closer when she returned. She would almost certainly have to have that discussion with him.

She felt panicky at the thought of Jeremy voicing his feelings for her, but at the same time, she was mentally kicking herself for being afraid to talk things through with him.

She could tell him she wasn’t interested, but she had a feeling he would easily pull her lies to bits, and if he kissed her again she would be lost. She could simply show him the doorway, knowing she had her time device as a back up, but if she then ever used the thing, he would be bound to find out and she’d be back where she started. Of course, all this was dependent on her finding a device. If she didn’t…

It was too late. She would have to at least attempt to steal a device now that she had come this far.

 

At 12:55 a small black hatchback pulled up on a side street in W1. Freya was jumpy with anticipation, Janet calmer. She cut the engine, yawned and fluffed her brown curly hair, pulling it out from her shirt collar.

Janet insisted they not break in until ten past one, to allow plenty of time for her watch to be slightly out from the alarm’s inbuilt clock. Freya had an odd feeling the air was too thick in the car and fidgeted the whole time, grateful when Janet finally declared it was time to go.

Janet’s door closed with a thunk that seemed unnaturally loud, despite the traffic noise from the A4. Freya winced and shut her door gently as Janet reached onto the backseat for her laptop bag.

Janet seemed incredibly blasé about it all, and Freya wished she could claim the same confidence, but she was shaking in her shoes.

Watching nervously, Freya blocked the view from the street with her body as Janet slotted plastic between door and jamb, just above the lock.

It took five tense minutes before the lock suddenly gave; both girls breathed out and grinned at each other. Shutting the door carefully behind her, Freya followed Janet up the narrow stairs. A streetlamp shining through a high up casement threw yellow and black stripes over the walls and Freya struggled to see the steps in the dark.

Having not been home since the previous day, Freya was still wearing the soft floor-length skirt Jeremy had provided for her. The fabric was heavy cotton and she had to gather up the front of it as she climbed. It swept gently over the steps behind her, making a soft hushing sound.

The stairs were brighter higher up, and the third floor corridor felt somehow less intimidating than the stairway, giving a boost to Freya’s confidence.

Janet led the way, having been to see Greg a number of times now. They slipped into his messy office and Janet picked past the piles of paperwork to sit at his desk. She used her key card to open the drawer for his laptop and soon had both hers and Greg’s machines booted up. She became quickly absorbed in her work and Freya flitted about uncertainly for a while until her restlessness impinged on Janet’s concentration.

“Freya,” she whispered, “Get searching.”

Freya nodded and swallowed her nerves. She began with Greg’s office, going carefully through the junk on the shelves and delving into filing cabinets. Having no luck, and feeling a bit calmer, she whispered to Janet that she would be back soon.

The office was three stories and, as she was at the top, Freya resolved to be systematic in her search, taking one floor at a time. It was harder than it should have been. The building appeared to have been an old rambling house originally. There were odd corners and stairs giving the impression of floors in between where you would expect to find them.

The ceilings were high and had some impressive looking plasterwork going on. Freya could almost imagine the rooms hung with huge oil paintings and silk drapes around the windows. Floors were covered in peeling carpet squares, but there was evidence of scuffed parquet around some odd corners.

It was weird to see desks and filing cabinets surrounded by worn grandeur. The semi darkness made it easier to imagine how it might have looked in another era, and Freya found herself daydreaming instead of concentrating on her search.

The third floor seemed to be all offices, some messy like Greg’s and others clean and empty. She did not worry over locked drawers and cupboards, simply leaving them and searching where she could.

It was strange to be walking through empty offices lit only by the sodium glow of streetlights, and Freya wondered idly why they didn’t have blinds. She was much calmer now. The unreality of the situation made it seem as if she were simply dreaming.

Walking through shadowed offices streaked with dim yellow light and brown black shadows, she opened cupboards and drawers full of paperwork and staplers.

She came across someone’s stash of chocolate and absently broke off a few squares from a giant half-eaten bar of Dairy Milk. Whoever it belonged to obviously had a thing for chocolate. There were all kinds of dark bitter chocolates as well as the more standard fare.

The sweet chocolate was lovely, but only added to the dreamlike quality of the experience. By the time she reached the first floor, Freya was getting tired. It was half past three and she had not seen anything remotely like a time device.

She came across various papers and, half-curious, lifted down a lever arch file to peek at the contents. It was all meaningless business stuff. She recognised enough from running her own business to see it was nothing special, simply the daily correspondence and invoicing of a million similar offices all over the world.

Having worked her way down all floors, she was now back up on the third level. The tiredness and surreal feeling continued to grow as she walked through an empty quiet kitchen area that she had somehow missed earlier on. She was about to go back to Janet, to tell her it was no good, when she recognised the room where she had overheard Greg say Jeremy could trap her in the past.

It appeared to be a boardroom. She skirted around a huge table with chairs tucked in all round and leaned back against a deep windowsill, putting her head in her hands and closing her eyes for a moment. 

It was hopeless. Why had she thought there would be a time device waiting to fall into her hands? She had a sneaking feeling that Janet had probably figured this would be the case and had decided to get them in here simply so she could have a go at Greg’s laptop.

Freya sighed, wondering what she was going to do now. She could not stay with Janet forever and she could not go home to her flat or get on with her life without Jeremy finding her.

It had seemed like such a good idea to use the time doorway and come here to steal a device. She should have known it would not be that simple.

Her eyes were gritty with tiredness, and fatigue was an ache that ran throughout her entire body as the last few days began to catch up with her.

It all seemed like madness: being attacked by and kidnapping Martin and then being kidnapped by Jeremy. Making a manic escape to Janet’s and now, stuck in an empty boardroom at half past three in the morning, searching through an office building for a time device she would not know how to use, even if she managed to find one. When had her ordinary life spiralled so far out of control?

Her gaze wandered over grey carpet squares, scuffed chair legs and something small and shiny. Someone’s mobile. She crouched down to get a better look. It was a mobile. Small, shiny black metal with a screen and slide up panel. It felt heavier than it should be, as though it was made of lead or something. She turned it over in her hands. Something about the shape of it seemed strangely familiar. The buttons looked standard, but had odd symbols above the numbers.

It was like any other mobile phone in size and shape, yet unlike any that she had seen before. A slow awareness of what she was holding seeped through her like ice water, making her hands tremble slightly. What were the chances?

It was almost ludicrous. She had come here in the hopes of finding this little box, and as the evening wore on, she had been certain she would never succeed. That her plan was flawed from the beginning.

Now that she had found what she was looking for, it seemed too incredible. Almost as if strangers, who were even now rubbing their hands together as they viewed her on CCTV, had planted it just to catch her out. Of course, that was impossible. No one knew she planned to do this, she had only thought of it herself this afternoon.

Good grief was it only this afternoon. Or rather, yesterday afternoon she corrected herself absently. It felt like a lifetime ago. It was too dark to see properly and the darkness seemed suddenly overbearing. Her palms were sweaty and she felt threatened in some way, as if someone were sneaking up on her. She suddenly didn’t want to be alone in this creepy place any longer, and pushed the little device up her sleeve to look at later on with Janet.






 

Chapter 11

 

She straightened up too fast, felt a wave of dizziness swamp her, and then turned bang into a warm body, and nearly jumped out of her skin. She looked up to see Greg Jones shaking his head at her.

“Freya. I won’t say it’s a pleasure because it’s the middle of the night and I’ve been dragged out of my bed to come here.”

Freya simply stared at him at a loss for words, while fear caused a sick, sinking sensation in her gut. “Jan— Janet,” she managed.

Greg took her hand and said, “Don’t worry about Janet, I’ll look after her. Jeremy is going to owe me big time for this one. What were you girls after anyway, a time device? You don’t think we’d leave one lying around an unguarded office do you?”

Freya fought back unexpected laughter, the weight of the small device up her sleeve not helping to slow her heart rate. “How did you know we were here?”

Greg gave her a grin as he rummaged in his jacket pocket. “Sweetheart, you girls tripped every alarm in the place the minute you entered. You’re lucky I was on call tonight, or you might have been doing your explaining to the police instead of Jeremy.”

“Jeremy?” Freya looked up as he pulled out what was clearly a time device. She sucked in a breath, to shout and shove. There was a bright flash and they were standing in the farmhouse kitchen.

Freya blinked as she tried to adjust to the sunshine streaming through the window. She squinted around in horror, feeling the blood drain from her face. At that moment, Jeremy walked through from the hall, his dark eyes instantly meeting hers, amusement lighting his face.

“Jeremy.” Greg held Freya’s hand out towards him, “I found your little friend here engaged in a spot of midnight B&E at the office. I’d stick around to chat, but it’s 3:30 in the morning for me and I still need to deal with Janet before I can get back to bed.”

Freya wrenched her hand free and made a dash for the back door. She got halfway across the kitchen before Jeremy’s arm snaked around and hauled her back to him.

Panic slithered down her spine before she mentally shook herself. She felt embarrassed that she had been surprised into making a run for it. Stupid reaction. She flicked her gaze heavenward. She was where she needed to be, after all, just not quite as she’d planned it.

“Greg, this is a surprise, what date are you on at present? I will meet you at the office in the morning to discuss this.” Jeremy wrapped both arms around Freya as he spoke, holding her close.

“The sixteenth, but don’t come before ten thirty or I’ll be a gibbering wreck.”

Another instant and Greg was gone. “Freya,” Jeremy said quietly, his hands turning her to face him, one arm still wrapped around her. He sighed and said, “Why were you in the office at three thirty in the morning?”

Out of everything he might have said to her, he had to pick that. She knew he would easily get the whole story out of her if she attempted to talk to him now. She needed time to work out her fibs. After all, she hadn’t anticipated mentioning any of it to him.

Fatigue was making her feel slow and it occurred to her it might be her best defence. She pressed her face into his chest, wrapping her arms around him, and sighed.

His hand cupped her chin, tipping her face up to him as his mouth brushed gently over hers. “You and I need to have a talk about all this, you know. Mmmm, chocolate.” His tongue tasted the corner of her mouth and her legs felt wobbly. She leaned against him and had an idea.

“I’m so tired. Can I sleep here? Is that okay?” Her voice was barely a whisper, eyelids dropping, hands sliding from him, apparently nerveless, even as her pulse accelerated and she wondered if he would buy her little act.

“All right.” He took her hand and she followed him up the stairs. “Get some sleep, Freya. We’ll talk in a few hours when you’re feeling better.” He tossed a blanket carelessly to her, and she caught it with a lazy grin, then he crossed to the window to draw the curtains.

The door closed softly behind him and she cautiously eased the little black device from her sleeve where it had fitted so snugly. She’d bought herself some time to think. Now all she needed was a suitable hiding place for her newest acquisition.

Jeremy walked slowly down the stairs. He shook his head slightly, Freya had been dead on her feet and he should have taken the opportunity to question her, but when he had seen her looking so tired he hadn’t been able to bring himself to.

Greg had deliberately chosen to bring Freya here at a time that would cause a jet lag effect, but Jeremy wanted to win her trust, not bully her into submission. He would get further by looking after her needs and talking to her when she had rested. She could sleep the afternoon away and wake in the early evening. In the meantime, he would chat to Greg and get some answers.

He flashed into W1, 2008, straight into Greg’s office. His colleague was sitting at his desk, his laptop open in front of him and a scowl on his face. To one side sat a pretty woman with rich brown ringlets tumbling around her face.

She was dressed in Jeans that were several sizes too large, turned back hugely at the cuffs, and an equally large green tee shirt with Kermit on the front that Jeremy recognised instantly as belonging to Greg.

The girl was smirking as he flashed into the room. She glanced up, not at all startled by his sudden appearance, and gave him a big friendly smile. “Hi, Jeremy, how’s Freya?”

Jeremy returned the smile. This could only be Janet. “Janet, good to make your acquaintance at last. Freya is sleeping at present.” He turned to Greg and said, “I suppose you could not have brought her to me at a time closer to the one she was occupying. She is going to be severely time lagged now and most likely will not sleep well tonight.”

Greg grimaced, “You seriously expected me to bring her to you at three in the morning? You probably would have shot me before you realised who I was. No way in this world would I disturb your beauty sleep.”

He turned to Janet as he spoke, “A word to the wise: if you like the skin you’re in, don’t take Jeremy by surprise, especially at night. He’ll have you flat on your belly with your hands cuffed behind you or a gun to your head before you have time to blink.”

Jeremy shook his head at Greg, “No, that’s not true, Greg, I only do that to you. Everyone else gets offered tea and cake.”

Never one to miss an opportunity, Janet said, “See, I told you that you need to work on your social skills. For a man employed to finesse people, you have a lot to learn.”

Greg merely rolled his eyes. “Janet is on a drive to improve our procedures. She has most kindly begun with our computer system, which she informs me is in need of updating.”

Janet shrugged, “Well, it’s true. I was able to hack into the main frame in less than twenty minutes this morning. Which reminds me, you still owe me a tenner for betting I couldn’t do it.”

Jeremy smirked and said to Greg, “I can see you’ve got your hands full here.” Then turning back to Janet, “Does Freya have software skills I’m not aware of?”

“I guess you’ll have to ask her. But seriously, Jeremy, if you ever have problems with your computer, I’ll be more than happy to be your IT support.” Janet looked up at him, straight-faced, sincerity in every nuance of her voice and expression.

Jeremy gave her a lazy smile, “You put me in mind of Daniel when you talk like that. My brother,” he added, on seeing her enquiring look. “Perhaps you would like to inform me what you and Freya hoped to achieve with your midnight excursion.”

“I was installing some software for Greg while things were quiet. It’s always hard to find a time when people aren’t accessing the system so it can be re-booted. Freya was kind enough to keep me company.”

Greg looked up, “She was searching for a time device. I was watching the cameras and she went through every room here, looked in every drawer and cupboard that wasn’t locked. She even managed to find Branigan’s chocolate stash, and we’ve all been looking for that for weeks. Don’t tell me she wasn’t looking for a time device, Janet, because I won’t believe you.”

Janet scowled suddenly. She ignored Greg and leapt to her feet, crossing the room to Jeremy and sliding a bit over the paperwork on the floor. “Well, she wouldn’t have to if someone wasn’t keeping her a prisoner in another era.”

She glared up at Jeremy, not in the slightest bit intimidated by him, hands on hips. “You can’t keep her there forever, and you’re going to have me to deal with if you upset her. I don’t care who you are, if you hurt one hair on her head I’ll write a bug for your computer system that’s so vicious you’ll be reeling from the impact for the next ten years.”

Jeremy fought to keep his laughter from spilling over into his eyes. “Is that what she thought, that I would keep her there forever? Then she misunderstood the situation she found herself in. I never expected her to believe that I would not take her home, or that she would be so reticent to show me the location of the time rip. Besides, I don’t know why you are so worried, she has twice outsmarted me, my reputation is in tatters from her endeavours.”

Greg chuckled softly and glanced up from his laptop. “Face it, Jeremy, you’re not as good as we’ve all been led to believe. I mean, she can’t be more than five and a half foot, probably under eight stone, and she’s got the better of you twice.” Greg shook his head sadly.

A smile twisted Jeremy’s mouth at this, “That’s all right, Jones. I’ll be happy to demonstrate my lack of ability any time you’d like to drop by.”

Janet sighed and looked across at Greg. “You said you’d get me a coffee and doughnuts if I was good. Well I’ve been good for two hours now.”

Greg rolled his eyes, “High maintenance. You women are all the same.” He got to his feet and waded through the mess to the door. As soon as it clicked shut behind him, Jeremy turned to Janet with raised brows.

She perched on the edge of Greg’s desk and swung one bare foot while she thought.

Jeremy suppressed his laughter at her lack of attire. Obviously, Greg was having much better luck than he.

She narrowed her eyes and glanced up at him. “How can Freya hold onto any independence in a relationship if she is reliant on you to bring her between time zones? It’s not as if she could get a bus home if you have an argument.”

Jeremy let out a breath between his teeth. This was always going to be the sticking point. “I cannot allow her to have access to a time device, Janet. It would be far too dangerous.”

“And she can’t continue to use the time doorway because…” Janet looked at him pointedly.

“Do you know whether the farmhouse is occupied in this era?”

“No,” Janet said slowly. “You’re worried someone else may stumble on the doorway.”

He shrugged. “It’s already happened, but even were the house available, there would be problems in setting someone up. It is possible one of my brothers could be persuaded to live there in order to keep an eye on the thing, but whoever took on the house would need much support before they could live in this era without causing suspicion.

“We generally train for around six months before undertaking a job. To put someone in there who knows nothing of this age and expect them to blend in seamlessly is rather naïve. So even if one of my brothers were willing to do this, who would train him? As a company, we do not have endless resources. I am based in 1908. I cannot spend my time here in 2008. As it is I have to inform my colleague every time I leave. There are also a set number of times per month that one is allowed to travel, for continuity reasons. It takes twenty minutes out of my day every time I leave 1908, and all those minutes add up.”

Janet bit her lip and then looked up at him, her face set with determination. “Okay, take us across to the farmhouse now and we’ll see if it’s occupied. Freya said it’s empty, but I’d just as soon check first. If it is, I’ll find out who owns it and get the paperwork started. You persuade your brother to buy the house, I presume it won’t be too large an expenditure if inflation over the next hundred years is anything like the last, and if you want, I will go over there every day to train him up on 2008 and help him settle in. Who better for him to learn from than someone who was brought up in this era?”

“It may take months for a conveyance to go through, even if the property is empty. Do you understand what you are proposing? It might mean a complete disruption of your life for the next year.”

Janet shook her head. “I’d do anything to help out Freya. It’s not a problem for me.” She gave him a challenging look.

Jeremy nodded once, pulled his time device from his pocket, and held out a hand. “It is necessary to have skin contact in order to take another through space and time. Janet eyed him a moment and he grinned. “Don’t you trust me?”

Janet shook her head on a slight laugh, reaching out to take his hand. “No, but I trust Greg.”

There was a blinding flash, a feeling of falling and they were standing at the edge of the field looking onto the farmhouse.

Jeremy viewed the dilapidated property dispassionately. Janet stepped forwards to get a better look and he glanced down at her. “Don’t wander off, and watch where you are treading.”

They made a rough circuit of the house. The glass on the back door was already broken, the boarding missing, so Jeremy carefully put his hand through and opened the door.

He held up his time device and shone a bright light around the empty room. The floor immediately in front of them was littered with shards of glass, and dust lay thick all around, but the rest looked in surprisingly good shape.

Janet shuddered suddenly. “D’you think there’ll be rats?”

“I thought you said you would do anything for Freya?”

“How gentlemanly of you to remind me.”

“Come here. I’ll lift you past the glass and we can see what the rest of the place is like.”

They explored the dark building quietly, Janet making the odd threat about what she would do to Jeremy if she happened to step on a spider in her bare feet. The boards across the windows let in very little light and Janet clutched Jeremy’s arm, making him laugh again.

“Quit laughing at me, you rat, this place is freaking me out.”

“You are the one who suggested we come here now,” he said, “Since you may be visiting one of my brothers here, you may as well get used to it.”

“Yeah, but it’s not gonna be in freaking darkness. Why do we have to look round all the rooms anyway?” Janet winged, “It’s obvious it’s uninhabited, let’s just go, huh?”

Jeremy shook his head. “Wait until I tell Greg what a chicken you have been.”

Janet merely snorted. “That’s not gonna work. I’m a girl: we’re supposed to be scared of creepy places.”

“This from the woman who broke into Greg’s office at three in the morning.”

“Hey, it was dark, but it wasn’t creepy.”

They reached the top of the stairs and began to look around. “I’m getting a real bad feeling here.” Janet whispered, curling her hand involuntarily around his arm. A slight shuffling noise in the next room had her gasping and digging her fingers into him, “Jeremy!” she whispered in a squeak.

She felt his laugher as he made for the door. He shook his arm free and gripped her by the hand, forcing her behind him. He turned slightly to whisper back to her, “Stay close to me, Janet, and don’t make a sound. If there’s trouble, I will flash us back to the office.”

He turned off the light on his time device and waited a moment for his eyes to adjust; then walked casually out to the upper landing and entered the next room as if he were merely out for a stroll. He could feel Janet’s anxiety as he surveyed the room. Suddenly he laughed and pulled her forwards. “It’s a cat. Look, it has kittens here.”

He held up his time device as he spoke, turning on the light so she could see for herself the scrawny tabby surrounded by kittens. The cat mewed and looked up at them, light reflecting off its eyes.

Janet gave a shaky laugh and said, “Can we go back now? I think I peed my pants.” She felt his laughter and there was another flash of light.

Greg was sitting behind his desk, several takeaway cups in front of him along with a bulging paper bag. Janet rushed to his side and cast herself upon his lap saying: “I think I’m going to just stay here for the rest of the day now.”

“How about a doughnut?” Greg said.

She sat up, instantly revived, and reached eagerly for the bag, “Doughnuts. Now I’m okay.”

Greg looked up at Jeremy enquiringly.

“Janet suggested we take a look at the farmhouse in this era to see if it is occupied. It was boarded up and we had a bit of an adventure which turned out to be a cat upstairs.”

“Ah, baby, are you okay?” Greg asked, looking almost sincere.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Girls are supposed to be scared of dark, creepy places. You’ve been watching those wonder woman reruns again. And you,” she looked up at Jeremy as she spoke, “I can’t believe you kept me there while you went on your little superhero crusade. Obviously, chivalry is dead where you come from. Poor Freya must need her head examined to have fallen in love with you.”

Jeremy laughed and said, “Janet, I would never have allowed you to be harmed, Greg would have had my head, and what do you mean that Freya is in love with me?”

Janet sighed in exasperation, “Of course she is in love with you, why do think she runs a mile every time you are too nice to her. Knowing Freya, she is probably running like mad from the thought of commitment. God forbid she comes to depend on someone. It might mean she has to face the fact that life is uncertain.”

“Oooh, you really did get a scare didn’t you,” Greg interrupted, “I’ve only ever seen you this acidic when you’re covering your fear.”

She shook her head at him. “You’ve got to stop believing all those movies you watch.”

Jeremy reached for his coffee and took one of the others. “I’m going to see Brett. I may need the coffee as a bribe. Janet, I trust you will make enquires about the house? Greg will give you the address. I believe we should purchase the property regardless. See if you can find out how much of the surrounding land is up for sale as well.”

 

Brett walked with Jeremy into the dark silent kitchen. He listened with half an ear as Jeremy talked of the advantages of living in 2008. The coffee, the better weather, the economy. He could hear the note of desperation buried in Jeremy’s smooth voice.

He considered his little brother as he looked around the empty kitchen. Jeremy might not have realised yet how deep his feelings for Freya ran, but to Brett it was obvious.

He pictured the kitchen as it could be, sunny and warm. A place of peace. Then there was this woman, Janet, who was willing to come over here to teach him the ways of this era. She lived in Reading, a good distance from here, and she worked in London. Jeremy had told him she was Freya’s friend and it said a lot that she was willing to disrupt her life to such an extent.

They walked around the rest of the house. Jeremy doing the social bit while Brett made enough enquires to keep him going. He wanted to live in the twenty first century and Jeremy was giving him the ideal opportunity.

Peeking into one of the upstairs rooms, Brett saw a tabby cat stretched out in one corner and surrounded by kittens. He tuned back into the conversation.

“—here. I don’t think Janet was too impressed with me. Nonetheless, we can get the animals removed easily enough. Janet tells me the auction is for tomorrow. We were lucky that it had not already happened.”

Brett approached the cat, who mewed pathetically. He crouched down, putting out a hand cautiously before gently scratching the animal behind her ears.

Jeremy watched his brother with affection. Of course Brett would stroke the cat, he loved animals; seemed to have an affinity with them. He would likely keep the cat as a pet.

Brett stroked his hands over the thin furry body. The kittens were fluffy balls, curled up sleeping. “We need to get her some food,” he said glancing up. He noticed Jeremy’s smile and returned it with one of his own. “Are you laughing at me?”

Jeremy looked down, still smiling, and shook his head. “I’ll tell Janet to buy some cat food and a basket. We’ll come back.”

Brett gave the cat a last gentle rub and stood up, following Jeremy from the room.

“Here, let’s see if the water is still connected.” Jeremy was standing just inside the doorway of what looked like a small bathroom. He turned the tap on the sink, but nothing happened. He shrugged, “Hardly surprising. We’ll have a look for the well, afterwards. See if it’s still useable. I’m sure your furry friend in there would appreciate a drink.”

They wandered back through the house and out into the sun-drenched field. Jeremy stood side by side with Brett as they viewed the farmhouse. Brett, hands on hips, allowed his gaze to wander over the weeds and long grass; the house with its boarded up windows.

He let out a breath between his teeth, “Lot of work here.”

Jeremy glanced at his brother, “Janet is going to sort out the auction and we aim to complete as soon as possible after that.”

“What about Greg, is he okay about Janet coming over here every day? If they’re just starting a relationship he may resent her spending all her time down here.”

“I am not sure how serious they are about each other. You know Greg. He wants Janet on board, says her software skills are first class for this era. As for their personal relationship…” Jeremy shrugged.

Brett looked again at the weeds and boarded up windows. He shook his head slightly, “I must be mad to even consider it. And you say there’s a time rip here somewhere that comes out in 1908.”

“Yes, although Freya has still not revealed the exact location.”

“Do we know when it opened up?”

“Kitter believes it would only have happened once they began to monitor the kitchen of the farmhouse in 1908. He tells me it will be within a quarter mile radius of that point and may close up again if they stop monitoring.”

“That’s close.”

“Precisely.”

“So, why me? You’re not gonna tell me Kitter couldn’t spare someone else for this job. What about your man in the field, working alongside Greg?”

“I need someone I can trust implicitly. The W1 office will be there as back up for you, and Janet will give you the information you need to settle here and help you blend in.”

“You think Freya will give you the location?”

“I cannot imagine why not, once I have explained to her that she can come and go as she pleases. What would stop her?”

Brett shrugged. “You’re serious about this girl, aren’t you?”

Jeremy sighed. “The first few times I saw her I thought she was a sweet little girl, fairly typical of 1908, a girl who needed looking after.” Jeremy paused but Brett didn’t speak.

“I started to get serious about her when she was hurt running from a guy who was pestering her. She just seemed to run from one catastrophe to the next and I wanted to keep her safe.”

Brett grinned inwardly and pretended an interest in his feet while Jeremy spoke.

“But that’s not all, by any means. She has this undercurrent of steel running through her. I think she’s an incredibly strong person, someone who’s going to be a force to be reckoned with in a few years time. Right now, she’s this chaotic mixture of confidence and uncertainty. I just hope she still wants me around in a few years.”

“Why would you think that she’d not?”

Jeremy shrugged. “I know she has emotional issues to deal with. Janet told me Freya lost her elder brother when she was just a kid. I think there is friction with her family, possibly over his death, but I haven’t gone there.” Jeremy shuffled his feet. “She wants to meet you, all you lot, in fact. I thought I was going to cry when she asked me. Knowing about time travel, how much strength of character does it take to ask to meet our family and yet never mention her loss?”

Brett nodded somewhat absently. He wondered how deep Freya’s feelings ran for Jeremy. He had never seen his little brother display such interest in a girl. All Jeremy’s previous relationships had been care free and short-lived. He hoped Jeremy didn’t get his heart broken. It was interesting too that Freya had requested to meet him and his other brothers, and that she had tried to steal a time device. That certainly showed backbone, and might be about her brother.

Jeremy wanted him to keep an eye on the time rip to make sure no one else discovered it, but Brett was uneasy with the fact of its existence at all, so close to where he was expected to live. Jeremy had presumed Freya would be happy to give up the location once he had assured her that she could still use it, but Brett was not so sure it would be resolved so easily.

“Jeremy,” Brett said, his voice low and smooth like his brother’s, “I’ll take it on. It would suit me to live here. I do have a couple of conditions though.”

“Of course, what is it that you wish?”

Brett grinned and shook his head. “I never get used to that 1908 speak. It sounds so formal, so wrong.”

“So polite,” Jeremy interrupted with a grin, “All right, I’ll ask you in the 2112 manner. He paused for effect and then said, “Wa ya want?”

Brett snorted a laugh out, “Uh huh, that’s more like it.” His smile faded as he surveyed the boarded up house once more.

“I want to know the location of the rip when you manage to find it. I also want training on the use of a time device.” He held up his hand before Jeremy could interrupt him, “I’m not asking for a device, but it occurs to me that if a felon were to escape your clutches and somehow make it through the time doorway, or others like Greg are to visit me, then I at least need to know what I’m dealing with.”

Jeremy nodded slowly, “That’s not unreasonable.”

“As well as that, I want to be kept in the loop about any suspected felons from our time in this era, as well as those from 1908, and also any personnel such as Jones from our time.”

“Done,” Jeremy nodded again.

Brett smiled slowly, “So. When are you going to introduce me to Freya?”

 

Janet huffed as she parked her small hatchback down Merrywether Lane. Jeremy had called her with directions, instructing her to meet Brett at the house. Greg had promised to join her later on but had work to do in the meantime, and Jeremy had said he needed to get back to 1908.

Janet knew they all had jobs to do. This was why she had stepped in to train up Brett, but she huffed anyway. Jeremy hadn’t been joking when he had said the company could not spare anyone to see to Brett’s needs. He had taken her at her word and left her to find and introduce herself to Brett.

She was annoyed with this apparent lack of courtesy, even as she acknowledged she had volunteered for this job knowing they were busy. Jeremy still could have found time to introduce her to his brother, though. She got out and slammed the door. Then had to open it again to pop the boot.

Jeremy had given her a credit card that apparently worked in any time zone from 2000 onwards, and Janet had been sorely tempted to add one or two items for herself to the list he had given her. They had decided that Brett would sleep in the farmhouse overnight and then, all being well with the auction, would stay there permanently even though completion of the sale would not take place for another month.

Janet surveyed the car boot filled with carriers containing clothes, sleeping bag, food and a cat basket, of all things. Fair enough, the man wanted a pet, but was it so essential to have these things on the first night? Jeremy had not bothered with any explanations, simply giving her the list and saying Brett would need it all this evening. She had driven back to Reading to do her shopping and from there it had been a hot uncomfortable drive to the farmhouse.

She wondered how she was going to lug all this junk to the house, and then simply decided she would take only one bag and get Brett to come back and help her carry the rest. With this happy thought, she chose what she saw as the useless bag: the cat stuff.

She had even added a shiny red collar with a little gold bell, for good measure. Snickering slightly, she locked the car and walked up the tree-lined dirt pathway. As the boarded up house came into sight, it occurred to her that Brett might have wanted the pet supplies for the cat she had seen with Jeremy.

She shook her head slightly. No, the cat had been a stray and was probably feral. Brett would have to be an impossible optimist to think he could keep the animal as a pet. But enough doubt remained that she began to wonder it might be fun after all to watch some dopey brother of Jeremy’s play at Dr. Doolittle.

She began to hum a happy tune as she neared the house. She swung the carrier bag gently, looking around to see if there was any sign of Brett. There was no way she was going back inside that creepy house on her own.

She hesitated a moment near the boarded up door. It was utterly deserted. The only sound came from the wind rushing gently through the long grasses of the nearby field. Then a man walked around the corner and started as he saw her. He smiled in welcome and came forward saying, “Janet, hello. I’m Brett Sanders.”

He held out a hand and Janet took it as she quickly revised her opinions of him. Like Jeremy, he was tall and dark, with the same dark chocolate coloured eyes. And more than that, there was a definite resemblance, but Brett had clearly been cut from a different mould than his younger brother.

His face was rougher and shadowed with stubble. Where Jeremy looked seraphic with an almost feline grace, Brett looked like the kind of man you would expect cast as an action hero in a film. He had a more elemental look, stockier in build than his brother, and less perfect in both feature and form.

“Hi, I’m glad I didn’t have to go looking for you inside that creepy place.” Janet held out the bag with a sunny smile as she spoke, “Here are your cat things. The rest of the stuff’s in the car.”

He took the bag from her and peered inside, “Excellent.” He lifted out the red collar and raised eyebrows at her.

“It’s not for that manky feral thing in there is it?”

Brett grinned at her. “Unfortunately, yes. You’re not a cat person then?”

“I don’t know. I’m not a feral cat person, at any rate.”

“I don’t think she’s feral. Just in need of a little affection. Did you see the kittens? I thought all girls loved kittens.”

“I think at the time I was a bit freaked to be endeared by kittens. I don’t really like dark creepy places.”

“Let’s get the tools and get started then.”

It did not take Brett long to prize off the boarding with the crowbar Janet had picked up. Brett set her to work with a claw hammer, carefully taking out any leftover nails from the wood.

Janet surveyed the grimy windows around the ground floor and said, “Are you sure we should be doing this? We haven’t even bid on the house yet, let alone get the offer accepted.”

Brett just smiled. “Once Jeremy sets his mind to something, nothing on this earth will stop him and with his time device, it’s entirely possible to manipulate the outcome. Besides, I’m not gonna spend the night on my own in some dark creepy house, so these boards have to go.”

Janet laughed and said, “It’s gonna be dark anyway later, I doubt there’s any power here, it would have been cut off ages ago.”

Janet had to admit it did look better inside without the boarding blacking out all the light, but it was still dusty and grimy everywhere. She began by sweeping up the broken glass from the kitchen floor, while Brett went in search of a fuse box.

Brett was not as Janet had thought he would be. Unlike Greg, he didn’t chatter, didn’t say anything much at all. A snap startled her out of her thoughts, with a flash that lit dusty cobwebs before dying with a slight pinking sound. As Brett came back in, she looked up and said, “Bulb just blew, we can pick up some more later.”

“This is going to be more fun than I’d thought. Everything is so quaint. I’ve only seen stuff like that fuse box in history books.”

“Don’t you have electric in 2112 then?”

“Sure, but everyone has their own generator run on hydrogen. The consumer units are a bit different as they’re not connected to a main grid or anything like that.”

“What no electric bills?”

“Hydro-tax.”

By seven, the kitchen was warm with sunlight and looking much cleaner. Brett had found the well Jeremy had told him was on the property. It was half hidden by long grass, but still in good condition. Using water drawn from its depths, they were able to wash down floors and windows.

Janet had taken a drive into the nearest superstore, realising that Jeremy had forgotten quite a few essentials on his list. She picked up a small barbeque set and a novelty fridge, supposedly meant for beer cans, but it would do at a pinch for a pint or two of milk and any other small items. Then, for good measure, she bought him a basic pay-as-you-go mobile.

Brett was immensely pleased with the items and declared that he would cook them all dinner on the barbeque later on when Greg was to arrive.

After what felt like endless work, Janet flaked out in the rough grass outside the back door. The sun beat down making her drowsy and it felt like it was still the middle of the afternoon.

Brett was setting up the barbeque. Arranging charcoal and firelighters carefully. She watched him as he went back around the side of the house, wondering why he would choose to live 100 years in the past of his own time.

Janet could not comprehend it. There was no way she would consent to live in 1908. She felt for Freya, wanting a man who may well expect her to do so. Still, apparently the plan now was for Freya to use the time doorway.

Her thoughts wandered to Brett. He was light on his feet for someone so stocky, and moved with the same grace as his brother. To Janet’s eyes, Brett was the nicer of the two. He appeared kinder than his younger brother.

She remembered how gentle he had been with the cat earlier on. She had not wanted to go near the animal, and Brett had left her to wait in the doorway while he took food and water in. She had crept slowly closer, fascinated by the gentleness of this large man. As it became clear that the cat was quite tame, he had held out a hand to her, drawing her down next to him so she could stroke the animal.

He had not once teased her over her misgivings about anything. Janet found this slightly odd. With Greg, she expected to get and give in return as hard a time as possible. She liked Brett well enough, but he wasn’t fun like Greg, he was far more serious.

Leaning back on her elbows, she let her gaze wander over the sun-baked field; the dark velvet shadows under the woods set back from the house.

Her fingers found a round pebble, smooth and warm from the sun, while her restless gaze followed the heat images rising off the ground, and then tracked over the broken boundary fencing. It separated the long meadow grasses from an area around the property that was roughly 300 metres wide and mostly covered in dried short grass and mud. A few strands of green mixed in here and there gave evidence of the recent rains.

Her line of sight followed the fencing. It went around the front shoulder of some woodland and she idly wondered if the whole wood was fenced or if the boundary cut through the woodland at some point.

She sat up and looked about, noting the fields and other more distant woods. This front shoulder of woodland must be the location of Freya’s time doorway.

Well, well. It wouldn’t do to stumble upon it accidentally. Better to know the exact location of the thing, then she could choose how best to proceed.

If Brett was to live here on the understanding that he was to somehow prevent the use of the doorway by unknowing others, then fencing off the wood that contained it might be a good start. However, Janet was aware that Freya was antsy over the location of the thing being known and wasn’t about to give it up to anyone just yet.

Reconnoitre was the first order of the day. She got up and looked about for Brett. Presumably he was still inside. She tracked him down in the walled garden, eyeing the remains of what must once have been quite a pretty swing seat.

“I’m just going for a bit of a walk,” she said, “I won’t be above half an hour.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Oh, not far. Freya mentioned something about a river near here so I thought I might see if I can find it.”

Brett put his head on one side, “Want company?”

“I’d rather go alone,” she gave him a grin, “I need a while to get my head around all this stuff. I won’t be long.”

“Okay, see you in a bit.” Brett lifted a hand and went back to studying the swing seat.

Making her way around the back of the property, Janet followed the boundary fencing around the shoulder of woodland to where it cut through. It ran straight to the other side of the wood then turned a sharp left along a main road, back toward the house.

The fencing had all but rusted away here, bar a few posts and a length of wire. She followed its meandering line away from the road and back out of the woods, stopping when she could see the back wall of the farmhouse garden.

The fencing would eventually lead around the front of the house and in full circle back to where she had started. Turning left again, she followed the line of the woods this time. Not going into them, but walking back toward the shoulder of woodland that contained the time rip.

She looked around frequently, checking to make sure she was alone, then entered the woods just short of the shoulder. It was slow going as she didn’t want to miss the thing or go through it accidentally, as Freya had done the first time.

She almost looked past it and then frowned and looked again. It was extremely difficult to see, as though someone had stood an absolutely clean slice of fine glass upright in the wood. Except there were no reflections as with glass. Instead, light rippled ever so faintly through it.

From face on, it was mainly visible by its edges, the distortion identifiable more by the lack in the surrounding area than of itself, but from the side, it was practically invisible.

Janet walked carefully around the doorway in a circle, noting its exact position in relation to the other trees. She put out a hand and cautiously touched the surface of the rip. It was cool but not cold and other than the faint temperature change, didn’t feel as though she were touching anything at all. She pulled her hand back and stood for a moment, thinking it was time she returned to Brett.

“Amazing, Janet.”

Brett’s voice by her ear made Janet jump half out of her skin. “Where did you come from?”

Brett put out his hand, but she sidestepped away from him and he dropped it. “I followed you.” He half smiled at her cold look and continued, “I wasn’t going to let you wander around empty woodland alone, supposing you’d come across some nutter?”

Janet rolled her eyes and relaxed a little. “I guess I’ll excuse you, since you had my best interests at heart, but what are we to do now?”

“Go and scare the bejeebers out of Jeremy, of course.”

“Somehow I just knew you’d say something like that.” She shook her head. “Freya is not going to be happy with me. She told me the location of that thing in confidence, Brett.”

“And you did everything you could to keep that confidence. Let’s go and scare the hell out of him,” he said, eyes gleaming.

Janet shook her head. “How old are you?”

“C’mon, it’ll be fun. Jeremy has this thing about being a superhero, but I was always a better fighter. It’ll be a laugh to wind him up a bit, especially as he didn’t have the manners to introduce us to each other.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

“We’re not really going through that are we?”

Brett reached out and this time she let him take her hand, “We’ll go together.”

“I suppose I may as well confess to Freya now as later.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll explain how it was.”

Janet shook her head, “I think I’ll do my own explaining, thanks.”

The air felt weird to walk through and on the other side, the wood looked more or less the same. Janet glanced around, puzzled. It was no wonder Freya hadn’t realised what had happened at first.

“Did it work then?” she asked.

“Only one way to find out.”

“You’re not really going to fight him are you?”

Brett squeezed her hand, his dark eyes warm, “Brothers always beat each other up, and there will be no contest anyway. Now stick close to me and don’t make a sound,” he said, unconsciously echoing Jeremy’s earlier words.

As they crept slowly up to the house, it was obvious the time doorway had worked. Jeremy’s house looked neater in ways that went a lot further than clean windows and short grass.

Brett ducked down low and Janet crawled after him past the windows, keeping close to the house. He put his ear to the hinge of the kitchen door, listening intently, before slowly rising up enough to peek through the glass. He stood up, motioning Janet to do likewise.

She followed him into the quiet kitchen, heart pounding. Greg’s words of not taking Jeremy by surprise came unexpectedly to mind and Janet found herself genuinely spooked. Brett crept along the hallway, keeping close to the wall. He stopped just outside a doorway and motioned Janet to stay where she was.

The next few moments seemed to happen with incredible speed. Jeremy walked out the door, was instantly tackled by Brett, and the two went down in a mess of flying limbs. Janet backed up rapidly as Brett managed to pin Jeremy down for a few seconds before being thrown off.

Unfortunately, Brett began to laugh so hard he could not adequately defend himself and soon found himself in a headlock while Jeremy laughed back delightedly at his apparent victory.

“Brett, you idiot, I bet Greg put you up to this.” He turned to look up at Janet and said, “Where is he?”

Janet suppressed her own laughter, “Hey don’t look at me, this was entirely Brett’s idea. Greg is supposed to be meeting us at the house.” She looked pointedly at her watch, “About now.”

Brett extricated himself from Jeremy’s hold and turned to face him, “We found it, Jer; we found your time rip.”

A shocked gasp from the bottom of the stairs drew their attention. Freya stood for one moment, colour draining from her face, before she bolted past them to the kitchen door. Janet winced, but Jeremy was already moving. Brett pulled him back. “Let me talk to her,” he said.

Jeremy hesitated a moment then nodded, watching his brother saunter out the door after Freya as if he had all the time in the world to catch up with her.

Janet watched Jeremy’s grim face and was profoundly grateful that she had Greg, a happy soul with no hero complex or hangs ups to deal with. The corny drama of the situation made her want to laugh and she sought for a way to lighten the mood.

“I’m surprised you let the silent cave man go after her,” she tried, “I’ve been trying to get him to open up a bit for the last three hours.”

Jeremy glanced across at her, his face softening with a slight grin. “I bet he knows far more about you now than you could say of him. He has a gift for getting people to talk.”

Janet grinned back at him, “The mood Freya’s been in lately I think he might get an earful.”

Greg flashed into the room then and Janet cast herself on him saying, “My hero!”

He looked down at her in surprise, “C’mon, Janet, I don’t have any more doughnuts, you ate the last one, I promise you.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “You two are well suited.”

 

It did not take Brett long to find Freya, she had raced up to the field boundary and then simply stopped and sat on the ground. The tall grasses of the meadow a backdrop to her figure. Brett walked over and sat next to her.

She looked small and forlorn, a lost little girl, until he looked at her face. She was wearing a thoughtful expression, half-rueful, half-amused.

“Janet didn’t tell me where it was,” he said, “she went to take a look and I followed her. She specifically asked me to leave her alone.”

Freya swiped a hand under her nose and looked up at him. “It’s all right, it doesn’t really matter now, anyway.” She sighed and seemed to gather her thoughts. “When I first met you, you swore you wouldn’t rat on me to Jeremy. You said we were best friends.”

Brett eyes widened and he laughed somewhat nervously. “Oh my God, what have I walked into. How have you already met me?”

“You helped me with something, um…” Freya suddenly grinned, “Actually, you said Jeremy was antsy over it all and you asked me not to tell him what you did, so I guess we’re even anyway.”

Brett blinked, “You want me to swear not to rat on you to Jer about something,” he tried.

“Yeah.” Freya sighed and stared unseeing over the field. Eventually she spoke, “It’s a bad habit of mine, you know.”

Brett waited, refusing to be drawn; then understanding struck, “Legging it when you hear something you don’t like?”

A shiver of laughter shook Freya and she grinned again, “That’s one way of putting it. I guess I freaked when you said you’d found the time rip. I don’t know why, I knew anyway that it was going to be found. It was just a bit of a shock after everything else.”

“Dare I ask about the everything else?”

Freya paused and drew a breath, gaze skittering away.

“You want me to swear, I’m happy to.”

She bit her lip and wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “I stole a time device and I need somewhere to stash it so Jeremy doesn’t find it.” It was Brett’s turn to shiver with silent laughter, and Freya looked up at him sharply.

“Fantastic. Jeremy promised to train me up on using the thing, but he won’t let me have one. I’ll look after it for you and in return, if he ever discovers it, I won’t tell him I got it from you.”

“I’m not sure. I mean, if you keep it in 2008, I won’t be able to use it if I need to.”

“How about if I promise to visit every week.”

“Done. Jeremy will do his nut if he ever finds out, you know.”

Brett laughed softly, an eerie imitation of Jeremy, “Don’t worry about that. I can deal with my little brother. Besides, it’s not Jer who’ll give me grief over it anyway.”

Freya smiled and then rubbed her hands over her arms as if suddenly chilled. “He’s going to get it closed now isn’t he,” she said quietly.

Brett guessed they were back to the time doorway. “Why don’t you want him to close it, Freya?”

She looked up and huffed, “Because…” she hesitated, conflict running over her face. “Because, it’s just— he just can’t okay.” She fidgeted for a moment, fingers finding short blades of grass and pulling them up.

Brett was silent, watching her with Jeremy’s dark chocolate eyes. She tried again, “It’s just…I need to come here.” She paused and suddenly realised the truth she had suppressed. “It’s that Nathan is…” she stopped again, “My brother’s not dead here, because he’s not born yet. I can have him and Janet here.”

“And if Jeremy closes the time rip and things don’t work out between you, then you won’t be able to come back here.” Brett spoke softly, his tone low.

Freya exhaled sharply and said in a rush, “I know it’s dumb. It was six years ago. I should be well over it by now. I know, intellectually, that it makes no difference that he’s not born yet here. I can’t even go back and save him, because to do so would mean I would change history and I might lose Janet, not to mention Jeremy.

“I know it’s all academic anyway. Here, there, wherever, he’s still gone and he’s not coming back.”

“Freya, there’s nothing dumb about how you feel and there’s no time limit on grief. Jeremy was right about you. He told me you were an incredibly strong person.”

Freya stared at him, stunned, “He said that?”

“He’s worried that you’ll grow out of him in a few years time and not want him around anymore.”

Freya could only blink at Brett in astonishment, but he did not say anything further; simply staying quiet and waiting for what he was sure was coming next.

“He wants some kind of commitment from me. I can’t, I don’t.” She broke off and looked away, shocked by the tears that suddenly ran down her face. She gave a choked gasp half-laughing and holding out a hand as if to ward him off. Brett took her outstretched hand and pulled her towards him, hugging her carefully.

Freya laughed and swallowed her tears, hugging him back, suddenly glad for the comfort when she felt so mixed up. “Christ, Brett, I’m a mess.” Reluctantly, she straightened up, wiping away the last of her tears with her palm, leaving a streak of mud over one side of her face. “Commitment’s a dirty word.”

Brett shook his head, “You’ll sort it out.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as he spoke, “Maybe we should go back and let him know you’re okay.” He stood up as he spoke, pulling her to her feet. Freya rubbed her hands over her arms, not wanting to walk back to the house yet. Brett turned and waited.

“Brett.” She hesitated and looked away across the field for a moment. Here was yet another person that she cared for, who she didn’t want to lose. When had she gained so many friends? There had only been Janet for so long now, and suddenly she had all these people to think of.

She sighed and looked back at him. “I always wondered what Nathan would have been like if he’d lived to grow up. I like to think he would have been something like you.” She spoke the words quietly, wanting to say them, but embarrassed at the same time.

He walked back to her and took her hand, “That’s the nicest compliment I’ve ever had,” he placed her palm against his heart and said, “I promise you, whatever happens with Jeremy you won’t lose me from your life. I think we’re gonna be good friends.” He grinned suddenly and said, “As you’re seeing my little brother, that makes you a sister by association. I think my other brothers are going to want to meet you. They are going to be thrilled to have another little sister to boss around.”

Freya allowed herself to be drawn back to the house. As they entered the kitchen, Jeremy looked up from where he was lounging against the sink. Brett gave Freya’s hand a reassuring squeeze and said to Jeremy, “Where did Janet get to?”

Jeremy studied his fingernails for a moment, “Greg turned up and decided he would be better at cooking than you. Apparently, he’s taken Janet to the shops.”

“Greg said that did he? Excuse me.” Brett stalked out the door, leaving Freya to face Jeremy alone.

The kitchen was suddenly silent. Motes of dust played in a clear rectangular beam of sunlight from the open window, their chaotic movements in accord with Freya’s thoughts.

Jeremy had not approached her. Had not said one word. He just watched her intently, making her pulse scramble. She attempted to sort through her mixed thoughts and feelings. Jeremy wanted her. Brett had confirmed it and given her a small insight of his brother’s feelings. She wanted him too, far too much. Her feelings for him were bordering on obsession.

She wanted to watch his beautiful face all the time, to try to read his emotions as he so easily read hers. She wanted to listen to his voice, the gentle inflections in it, and she wanted the calm she felt around him; the capability he seemed to wear like a second skin.

Clear as a bell, the knowledge sang through her that she wanted him for all time, not just a passing relationship. Somewhere along the way she had fallen hard for him, and now she was damned if she would let him get away. But all that was for the future.

She wanted Jeremy and he wanted her. Why couldn’t it be as simple as that? She slowly crossed the room to stand in front of him and hesitantly wrapped her arms around him, resting her face against his shirt.

Jeremy held her close to him, allowing hope to burn bright inside. He stroked his hand over her head to feel her silky hair. His fingers reached the nape of her neck and burrowed under the golden mass to find soft skin.

“Freya,” he said quietly, “I won’t try to close the time rip. Brett is going to live here, but in 2008. Between us, we should be able to monitor it well enough. You can come and go as you please through the rip, or I can transport you with my time device.”

Freya looked up at him in shock. She had never expected anything like this; he was contradicting everything he had previously said.

“There will be conditions, of course, but I hope you will hear me out.”

Freya looked into his eyes, studying the dark chocolate colour, trying to see what was behind the change of decision. Now that he was saying she could get herself home, perversely, she was happy to let him transport her. She smiled and almost shook her head at her contrariness. “What are the conditions?”

His fingers left her neck to stroke through her hair, gently combing out tangles. “I cannot allow anyone to know I am not from 1908, and if you are to visit me here, then you also need to give the illusion that you are from this time. I can provide you with suitable clothing, but you will need to know the laws and customs here.” He shrugged, “I can train you in these matters easily enough, but no one from either 2008 or 1908 should have knowledge of the time rip, or the work my colleagues and I do here. For others to know could put our lives at risk.”

This was going to be easier than she had expected. “Okay, I promise not to say a word, and I’ll do my best to learn the stuff you tell me.”

Jeremy smiled gently at her. “There are other matters that you should be aware of. In this century many diseases are endemic, such as TB, or consumption as it’s known here. I would like you to consider being vaccinated against anything you may come across.”

“I’ve already had my BCG at school, that’s the one for TB, but you can never get enough immunity in my opinion.”

“Good, I will ask Matt to set it up.”

Jeremy had obviously been thinking this through for some time and Freya felt herself relax as the full implications of it all struck her. Jeremy was giving her space to make her own choices, to take things at her own pace. She smiled a bit shyly up at him.

“Does this mean we’re going out?”

He looked down at her in puzzlement for a moment or two before understanding crept over his face. “You will have to forgive me for not having much knowledge of twenty first century slang; it is not a period I have studied. Are you saying that you want to be my girlfriend?”

Freya glanced away from him as a smile curved her mouth and her teeth scraped across her lower lip. “Maybe,” she said, still not looking at him. She felt his laughter.

“Maybe? Perhaps I need to remind you of my attributes.” His palm edged around her neck, thumb forcing up her chin, and she felt a familiar dizzy breathlessness as his mouth hovered a whisper from hers. She waited for him to close the distance, but maddeningly he remained motionless.

“Jeremy,” she said, and then when he still didn’t move, “Please.”

She expected laughter but it didn’t come. “Please be your boyfriend, or please kiss you?”

“Both.”

“All right.”






 

Epilogue

 

Freya sighed and, dropping her head back, gazed up at the stars. The sky was inky dark, a rich void with sparkling points of light. The swing seat creaked gently as she caught the ball of one bare foot on the grass. Jeremy had designed it with Joe, and she had helped sand and seal the wood. It had taken all of the remaining summer to complete it and the garden that was still a riot of colour.

It was early October now, and they’d yet to have a frost sharp enough to wither the summer bedding plants. Freya stroked a hand unconsciously over the slight bump in her belly. She could hardly believe she was carrying Jeremy’s child. A son or daughter with his beautiful dark eyes and sharp intelligence.

They’d had a quiet wedding in the local church and visited their families afterwards. Freya had not wanted a big fuss made and with Jeremy’s job, it was as well to keep a low profile. She had worn a blue and white sundress and Joe had given her away. Matt had been best man, with Janet and Brett their witnesses.

Afterwards, the six of them had gone back to the farmhouse and had champagne in the back garden. Matt had begged a smart carriage from the London office in 1908, and Joe had handled the team that drove them between the church and farmhouse.

She remembered the laughter they had shared, the bright sunshine sparkling off cut glass and white wine. The small blue butterfly that had clung unnoticed to the back of Matt’s jacket and the night that had followed; holding hands with Jeremy, up the stairs to his bedroom, the dark glint in his eyes a promise of what was to come.

Visits to her family had been somewhat strained. Her parents had naturally been disappointed that she had married without their knowledge. Jeremy had helped smooth things over and their acceptance and desire to welcome him had done more to warm Freya towards her parents than anything had for many years. She slid her hand over her slight bump once more and felt hope burn bright that they would all step closer to burying the past.

Freya was still working out the details with Jeremy. Now that she had a child on the way, certain things had to change. It wouldn’t be easy bringing up a child with grandparents in 2112 and 2008. Freya still didn’t know how they would manage, but Jeremy had a quiet confidence that was somehow contagious.

He’d already started fashioning a cradle out of the left over wood from the swing seat. Joe had been an unexpected source of information on carpentry and Jeremy an eager pupil.

Movement near the gate caught her eye; Jeremy had come to find her. He sat beside her and she leaned into his warmth, suddenly realising how cold it was.

“Still out here dreaming?”

“It takes my mind off feeling sick.”

He smiled ruefully, “Poor Freya. Dinner is nearly ready now. Do you want to come in?”

“Okay.”

The grass was cold on her feet. Jeremy’s arm a warm contrast around her waist as they walked slowly back towards the house. Freya paused outside the gate, scanning the dark quiet meadow.

Memories of the first time she had been here flooded her mind. Hot and filled with weeds and a very disturbing man. Incredible to think she’d spent so much time running from this place, and now it was home.

She had wasted years of her life running, and for what? A handful of empty years enlivened only by Janet’s fierce refusal to leave her alone.

Her hand went unconsciously to her belly, her mind backing away from the thought of losing what she now carried. Lightening fast, an image of her parents after Nathan’s death followed, and a little more acceptance crept into her soul. She still couldn’t understand her parents behaviour towards their remaining child, but something closer to forgiveness crept in.

She glanced up at Jeremy and smiled, her face lit with love and knowledge. Jeremy lifted one hand to stroke her cheek and, returning her smile, guided her on towards the house.
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