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			When my science teacher, Mr Johnson—Johnno as we students called him—asked me to explain Einstein’s theory of special relativity in a nutshell, I thought he was joking.

			First, he knows I’m no science nerd. And second, I was pretty sure that theory, which great scary-looking books had been written about, would not fit into any nutshell. Not unless it was a really, really big nut. He had to be kidding, right?

			So, I answered: “Relativity? Well, Mr Einstein was related to Mrs Einstein through marriage. And was father to Edwin, Edwina and, err, Egbert. They were his closest relative-ities.”

			A few seconds’ pause, then my class at Crows Nest High cracked up, hooting and howling—any excuse for a distraction from work. As usual, David Payne brayed like a donkey and pretended to fall off his chair. He always goes too far, that guy. 

			I am quite a funny girl, if I do say so myself. But even I couldn’t believe I’d get such a big laugh at what was such an obvious and, if I’m honest, rather lame joke. It must have been the way I told it. Unfortunately, not everyone found me so amusing.

			“Do you think this class is a joke, Madison?” Johnno asked, his lips pressed into a tense line. That shut everyone up. (Except Donkey Brain who hee-hawed several more times into the silence before, finally, ceasing.)

			“No, of course not, Mr Johnson,” I answered. 

			Well, paint my face pink and call me a lobster! He was serious! He expected me, playful, non-sciency, drama-loving Madison Bryant, to summarise Einstein’s theory? Even my mate, brain box Riley Sinclair, who’d won every science award in his age group and many beyond, would have trouble doing that. 

			“Okay, then,” said Johnno, “what’s your answer? I’m sure you have one as, no doubt, you worked diligently on it at home last night like you were asked to?”

			It had been a homework assignment? I missed that. It must have been given while I was thinking about something else, which was pretty much any time after Johnno’s “Good morning, class”.

			“What’s my answer? Umm...”

			At this point, I would usually have confessed that I didn’t have a clue. But I could see Johnno was in no mood for my brand of ignorance, charming though it might be. If I didn’t say something along the right lines, I would have detention for sure. Maybe a whole week of it. 

			I rested my chin on my hands and narrowed my eyes, as if thinking deeply. In reality, I was watching what went on behind Johnno’s back where Operation Save Maddy was underway.

			First, Riley used sign language to send the answer to Chi. She’s fluent in signing as she has a deaf brother. Chi muttered to Courtney, beside her, who extracted a mobile phone from her tightly twirled hair and, with the fastest digits in town, texted the answer to Lauren’s class email. When the message hit her screen, Lauren enlarged the text and swivelled her laptop around so I could read it over Johnno’s shoulder. All of this took about seven point five seconds.

			“Err, well...” I stammered, “basically time and length are relative to speed.”

			“That’s right, Madison.” Mr Johnson seemed surprised.

			I flashed Riley a grin of thanks.

			Then came the kicker: “But do you know what it means?” my teacher asked. “Can you elaborate?”

			Basically no and yes. No, I didn’t have the slightest idea what it meant. But could I elaborate? Could I what! Improvised elaboration in extreme circumstances was my specialty.

			“Well, as you know, that theory is one of science’s most important discoveries,” I began pompously. “It’s called Einstein’s theory. Because it was Mr Einstein who came up with it. And it’s a theory of relativity because, although a lot of clever brains have examined it, it’s still not proven beyond a reasonable doubt. And special...why? Well, if you have to ask that, you haven’t been listening to Mr Johnson’s fine lectures.”

			At this point, David spluttered into laughter again, setting off others around the class. Johnno looked irritated but it bought me more thinking time.

			“So, let’s see—” I counted off my answers on my fingers “—I’ve covered Einstein’s...Theory...Special? Sorry, I missed out ‘of’, which means...belonging to...or deriving from.”

			Cackling turned to full-on jeering around the class. Johnno closed his eyes, as if in pain.

			“That’s enough, Maddy,” Johnno said. “Riley, could you take it from there? Put us out of our misery.”

			I sat down, outwardly disappointed, inwardly delighted. Somehow, I had slithered out of that one. When it came to talking my way out of trouble, no-one could touch me. Except perhaps my gran, who was a gambler and taught me pretty much all I know. 

			Riley explained the complex science behind Einstein’s theory to the class. I tried to tune in, but it was drier than a camel’s top lip. Soon, the words blurred into one indistinct sound and I just focused on his face: his skin smooth and lightly tanned; his lips as red as a crunchy apple; his eyes dark blue and mysterious, like twilight. And the unruly golden locks. It was easy to see why so many girls and guys fancied him. Though not me, of course. We were just good friends. And when I got between him and those who went gaga over him—especially my best friend, Lauren—I was only trying to help him focus on science. For the benefit of all humankind. Not for any other reason.

			Riley was still talking. Around the room, the kids had zoned out and struggled not to doze off. Poor Riley. He had so much to give, but no idea how to give it. Then it hit me. Maybe one day there’d be a career in this for me. Riley and super-smart people like him had all the knowledge; I had all the chat. I could Help the Nerds with their Words. Mmm, catchy! 

			“Madison, what are you looking so pleased about?” Mr Johnson stuck a pin in my happy balloon.

			“Well, I was just enjoying Riley’s explanation, sir,” I said.

			He tilted his head. “Really? So could you summarise it for us?”

			“Ahhhh.”

			And then the buzzer went for lunch break. It zizzed the comatose kids back to life. They rocketed out of their chairs and crammed their books and devices into their bags. Most were halfway down the corridor before they’d fully woken up.

			I did the slow not-my-fault shoulder shrug to Johnno then began packing up, pausing briefly to touch fists with my friends in thanks for getting me out of a tight spot. I was about to step through the doorway to freedom when Johnno called: “See me after school, Madison. You can give me the summary then.”

			What? That sucked. Now I’d be late for hockey training. Which meant I’d be benched during the game later this week. All that hard work being devious and I was on detention anyway!

			Chapter 2[image: ]

			I had time for only a quick word with Riley at lunch, as he was off to play chess in a regional tournament our school was hosting. Most afternoons for the past week, the maths classrooms had been turned into brainbox central as the smartest kids in the area competed for the title of North Shore Chess Champ. Needless to say, Riley was in the lead.

			“I have to stay back after school and see Johnno,” I told him, pouting.

			“Why? He didn’t find out how you got that answer, did he?”

			“I don’t think so.” 

			I was ninety-nine per cent sure he hadn’t seen us—this time, or on the previous half a dozen occasions.

			“Riley, is it just me, or does Johnno seem different since we got back from…” I lowered my voice “...Ancient Egypt?”

			I was referring to a trip we’d taken in Riley’s time machine. We went back thousands of years to Ancient Egypt so Riley could introduce toothpaste to the world. While we were there, we were attacked by hippos and scorpions. We narrowly escaped a booby-trapped tomb and, worse, a teenage noble who fancied me! 

			I couldn’t tell anyone about our trip. Not even Lauren. For we’d learned the hard way that time travel was extremely sensitive. Any change to the past, even a small one, could ripple through the time continuum with huge consequences—not just for us but for everyone on the planet. Like the toothpaste Riley gave the Egyptians. You’d think something that insignificant would have zero impact but somehow it had caused a guy at school—one I sort of liked, named Jamie Fletcher—to vanish. And I don’t mean he was off sick or on holiday, but rather no-one at school even remembered his name. He’d been erased from the timeline. 

			Before we went on that trip, Johnno had been more like a friend than a teacher. He’d joked around as much as we had and given Riley and I some small considerations if we were late with our work. But since returning, he’d been distant and grumpy. In fact, now that I thought about it, in two weeks he’d barely cracked a smile. And, I swear I wasn’t being paranoid, but he seemed to pick on me more than anyone else in class. 

			“Is it possible something we did back in time caused his personality to change?” I asked Riley. “You know how these things work.”

			I’d mentioned Australia to the wrong Egyptian and our country and everyone in it had ceased to exist—until we went back and undid it. 

			“Is it possible not everything was completely fixed?” I asked.

			“It’s possible,” said Riley. “But unlikely. He’s probably just got some personal stuff going on.”

			We strode across the playground—a large rectangle of concrete and well-worn grass surrounded on three sides by dark, brick school buildings. At one end, the canteen shared space with a basketball court, which kids had to cross to collect their lunch. (They had a strict no-refunds policy for food hit by stray balls.) At the other, the single-storey demountable library building stood beside a giant fig tree which dropped squishy fruit on the concrete, making library-goers slip and books go flying. (“Who says reading isn’t a dangerous occupation?” the librarian always said with a twinkle.)

			Lauren hurried across the grass to catch up with us. She’d put her long auburn hair up in a twirl and reapplied her makeup. I noticed, but I doubt Riley did.

			“Hi, Riley,” she said coyly. “That was really cool—all that stuff you said in science about relativity. You’re so clever. If I tried to think about something like that, my brain would explode.”

			Oh no! Did she really say that? Lame, lame, lame! Riley seemed baffled, then super uncomfortable.

			“Bye Maddy, Bye...err...” 

			As we watched him hurry away, Lauren sighed. “He doesn’t even know my name.” 

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” I said to console her.

			“He called me Lorena earlier.” 

			Lorena? Where had he got that from? I wasn’t even sure it was a name.

			“Did I sound like a total loser then?” Lauren asked.

			Yes, with a capital T L. “No, of course not.”

			“Thanks, Maddy. It’s just, well, I don’t know how to get his attention.”

			Why don’t you just be yourself? I almost said it. Trouble was, I wasn’t sure who that was any more. She used to be smart, brave and strong. But sometime over the past year, she’d become obsessed with her “look”, changing it every few weeks and fretting about the number of likes each new picture got on social media. The rate of selfies she took went up in direct proportion to her confidence going down. 

			She was pacing dramatically as Courtney and Chi arrived. 

			“Let me guess,” said Chi. “This has something to do with Riley?”

			I nodded. Lauren had been moping around after him for months now. It was almost as painful for us as it was for her.

			“Did he like the Sassy Supermodel hair style?” asked Courtney. (Sassy Supermodel? I would have said Fright Night.)

			“No,” said Lauren. “He didn’t even notice. I might as well have been bald.”

			“What about that new perfume?” asked Chi. “What did the lady say—no red-blooded boy could resist it?”

			“Turns out there was one,” Lauren said. “Riley Sinclair.”

			“What about paying him lots of compliments?” said Courtney. “That’s never failed with a guy before.”

			“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” she said, smiling-not-smiling. 

			Perhaps this was the moment she should accept he was just not into her and move on. We all thought it. But saying it would be cruel. 

			“Perhaps you should try a new approach,” said Chi. 

			“Like what?” Lauren said.

			“You’ve done all the stuff suggested by the style websites and it hasn’t worked,” said Chi. “So why not try using your head instead of your looks and win his love through common interests?”

			Lauren’s emerald eyes doubled in size as that idea settled in her brain. 

			“You’re right, Chi!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been going about this all wrong. I thought I could win him over on purely physical appeal. But I should have tried to win his respect on his own intellectual terms.”

			On Riley’s intellectual terms? Yeah, right! The only way she’d meet him on those was if she had a brain transplant with Einstein’s great-great-grandchild. As far as I was concerned, that was that. 

			Lauren, however, bubbled with positivity. And she wanted my help. Perhaps it would have been kinder to convince her to give up there and then. But she was my best friend. Besides, she might have accused me of having an ulterior motive, like wanting Riley myself. Which I so didn’t.

			So, after a quick sandwich from the canteen, she and I legged it over to the portable maths classrooms where the chess tournament was being held. Competitors sat across from each other, staring at the chess board, and when they made their move, they whacked some kind of timer, which I guess was a way of limiting the game length (though not enough, if you asked me!). 

			Riley was at a centre table in the main room, with half a dozen students watching. It didn’t seem like much of a spectator sport to me. Whispered comments about why he’d done this or that just didn’t compare with a ball soaring heavenwards and the crowd roaring with excitement. But, hey, it worked for them. And not just them. Outside, we found a long line of people waiting for their turn to see Riley in action. 

			Lauren’s eyebrows fused into a caterpillar line of concentration as she formulated her battle plan. The old Lauren would have tried to wangle a place among the spectators, then posed herself around the chess board, hoping to catch Riley’s eye. 

			But this Lauren was different. She pulled all the bands and combs out of her hair, bent over and shook her auburn locks free. As she stood up again, the hair wild around her face like a lion’s mane, I saw something I hadn’t seen for a while—my friend looking natural and switched on. For some reason, this bothered me. 

			“Let me help you put your hair back up,” I said, reaching for a luxuriant strand. “I’m sure Riley would like it better that way.”

			She pulled away. “Forget the looks. We’re focusing on the mind.”

			“How, exactly?” I asked, scrambling after her. She strode so purposefully across the playground, I had trouble keeping up. 

			Lauren found the competition organiser and asked who was scheduled to play against Riley next. It was a boy named Jay, a year above us, quite tall and neat looking. I’d seen him around. He was always getting maths awards at assembly. Lauren and I found him meditating under the giant fig tree, psyching himself up for the gruelling match (and certain defeat) ahead with Riley.

			“How would you like three—no—six months’ mobile phone credit and the latest computer game on the market?” Jay looked up, suspicious but intrigued, as Lauren added: “All you have to do is drop out of the chess competition and let me play against Riley in your place.”

			When she saw my confused expression, she whispered: “If I can beat Riley at chess, he’ll have to notice me.”

			Yeah, and if she could come up with an Even More Special Theory of Relativity, he’d notice her then, too! But that wasn’t going to happen either!

			Jay shook his head decidedly. “No, I’ve been looking forward to playing Riley since he beat me in eight moves last year.”

			“Six,” I corrected him. That sort of humiliating news passed around a school faster than a nit with a rocket on its butt. 

			“All right, six,” Jay conceded. “But this year I have done a lot more practice. He won’t beat me so easily.”

			With that determined gleam in his eye, Jay wasn’t bad looking, I noted. In fact, something about him reminded me of the missing boy, Jamie Fletcher. Sporty, into maths and science, Jamie had eyes like a fantasy lake and smooth, strong arms from all the rowing he did. But I didn’t want to think about him now.

			“So, that’s that!” I said to Lauren. I grabbed her arm and tried to drag her away.

			Lauren pulled back, narrowing her eyes at Jay. “There must be something I can offer you, to convince you to give up your spot in the game?”

			And that was how, when the next competitor was called, it was Lauren who slipped into the seat opposite Riley. She had a determined set to her jaw and a date with Jay for Friday night—his price for giving up his dreams of triumph and revenge.

			Riley looked flummoxed. “But you’re not Jay Sarao. You’re...Laura.”

			Seriously! He was hopeless! But on the plus side, he never forgot the starting letter of her name. 

			“My name’s Lauren,” she said, eyes on the pieces. And as Riley watched her concentrating and looking more like my old friend than she had done for some time, I knew he would never forget it again. 

			Five minutes later we were back out in the playground and Lauren had set a new tournament record—she’d been beaten in four moves. 

			“You know that’s called a Fool’s Mate, don’t you?” I said, a tad unkindly.

			“Really? So, there’s a name for it? Which means I’m not the first one to fall for it.”

			Why was she so pleased with herself? Same reason I was so grouchy. She’d seen the way Riley’s eyes followed her as she left the room. 

			“You know, Maddy,” she said, “I think I’d like to learn how to play chess for real. Not just to impress Riley. I might get Jay to teach me.”

			Chapter 3[image: ]

			I was still kicking myself for allowing these events to unfold as I made my way to see Johnno after school.

			The trouble was, Lauren had caught me off-guard. If she’d told me she’d planned to verse Riley in chess, I might have been able to stop it somehow—by making an anonymous call to the school about a plague of funnel web spiders in the maths rooms or somesuch. But I’d stood by and done nothing. And Riley had noticed her. And now anything could happen. And Lauren fully intended it to!

			Crossing the playground, I saw Riley emerge from the chess room. He waved to me, but I pretended not to notice. Why? Don’t ask me why! I just didn’t feel like being sociable. 

			I’d just turned into locker row when I got a message from Johnno. He was down the road at the City Haven and wanted to meet me there.

			“What? No!” Now I’d never get to hockey practice.

			The City Haven was a derelict building site that had been an eyesore around Crows Nest for years. It was supposed to be a huge development with offices, cafes and a pool. But the developers had barely started work before they ran out of money. So, it stayed like that—a frozen horizon of churned-up mud, half-demolished brick rooms and human-sized pipes leading nowhere.

			The previous year, Mr Johnson had started a project to build a garden on the outer strip of land lining the road. It was supposed to hide the eyesore from passers-by and be a place to relax—a city haven. He roped Riley and me into helping him plant the flowers—mostly native bushes—and got the council to donate some benches, a bird bath and a couple of ancient-looking statues. 

			A year later, the garden was taking shape. With the help of Riley’s fertiliser—one he’d developed specially for the project—the plants were thriving. Some native lorikeets and king parrots had started popping by. It wouldn’t be long before the foliage obscured the wasteland behind it.

			But why did Johnno want to meet me here today? Maybe he had seen my friends and me cheating on the relativity answer and he was going to make me do some weeding as punishment. Just my luck. Everyone else got to be useless on detention, while I had to do something useful. Although, as I looked up at the grey clouds playing tip-chase across the sky, I doubted I’d get much weeding in tonight. A storm was on the way. 

			At least this meeting would give me a chance to find out why Johnno had been so cranky lately. While improvising was one of my special skills, my real talent was in reading people—what they were truly thinking, as opposed to what they said was on their mind. 

			Although one person had slipped beneath my radar recently, with almost fatal consequences. The guy’s name was Azizi. He was supposed to be a servant to the vizier in Ancient Egypt. But he was actually a time traveller trying to trap Riley and me in the past and steal the time machine. What was it he said? “History will record only one name as the inventor of the time machine. And that name is going to be mine.”

			Well, bad luck, Azizi! He didn’t trap us or get our machine. Though no thanks to me. Not only did I not detect he was bad, I was actually fond of the guy. My much boasted about powers of psycho detection deserted me just when I needed them most.

			I looked around the bush paths and in the Nook of Reflection—so named because of its seat beside a giant Buddha statue. I expected to see my teacher squatting down, digging in the dirt. But he wasn’t there. A chill wind hit my face, full force. I wrapped my school jacket around me as I retrieved my phone and texted. 

			“Where are you, Mr J?”

			“See if you can find me,” his message bounced back.

			A game of hide and seek? Odd, but it could be fun. At least it meant Johnno was in a better mood. Well, if he wasn’t in the garden—I’d checked that thoroughly—he had to be somewhere on the building site.

			Normally, he was strict about us not wandering out there because of the potential hazards—rusty nails, giant potholes and brickwork about to topple. But not tonight. Strange, but even teachers had to have some fun, right?

			“Come out, come out wherever you are,” I whispered as I strolled through the rubble. I stepped over a mangled bicycle, then skirted some dismembered car parts and a collection of torn garbage bags, their contents spilling out like intestines. 

			The clouds clashed above me, producing a thunder clap that made me jump. I scoured the bleak landscape. No sign of Johnno.

			I had an idea. By climbing one of the rubble mountains, I’d get an overview of the whole site. As I scaled the pile of bricks, rocks and miscellaneous rubbish, I slipped a few times, scraping my knee. By the time I made it to the top, my legs were sticky with blood and coated in dirt. This was no fun at all!

			I squinted through the darkness until I spotted my teacher, grinning and waving at me near some giant pipes. What was he doing there? Did he have some idea for turning the pipes into a crazy garden sculpture? 

			Oh, no, Johnno! Don’t go! Damn! He walked right inside a pipe. Would I have to follow him? Into that dark dingy tube, with who knew what scuttling about? 

			Large raindrops splodged the ground as I made my way over, cursing Johnno for his un-teacher-like behaviour. The pipe was tall enough for me to enter without stooping. I could just make out someone moving around at the other end. 

			“Mr Johnson, are you in here?”

			A few steps in, the smell hit me—urine. Someone had used the place as a toilet recently. Gross! I stumbled along in the dark, trying not to breathe or step in any puddles.

			“Mr Johnson!”

			“You found me,” came the reply up ahead. 

			As he moved my way, shining his torch into my eyes, a wave of unaccountable panic washed over me. I resisted the urge to flee but I didn’t fool Johnno.

			“Now, Maddy, there’s no need to be afraid,” he said. “You know I’d never hurt you.”

			Of course, he wouldn’t. This was my teacher. No, he was more like a friend, really. I had nothing to fear from him. So why did I feel like a mouse being coaxed forward by a python?

			Johnno gave me a smile, which I think was meant to reassure me but had the opposite effect. My legs lost their strength and I had to hold onto the wall as I realised where I’d seen that smile before. It was on Azizi’s face just before I danced at the vizier’s banquet in Ancient Egypt. Azizi, our enemy. 

			“You’re...you’re him,” I said. “You’re Azizi.”

			Johnno stopped dead. In the dim light, I could read the thoughts dancing across his face. Should I lie? Bluff it out? Finally, his cheeks stretched into a smile as he decided to come clean.

			“I’m not Azizi,” he said. “Azizi is me, in disguise.”

			Whoaah! Johnno was Azizi. But he’d looked so different.

			“You have to admit, it was a crazy good disguise,” he said. “Fooled you, didn’t it, Maddy? Even up close, you had no idea.”

			He’d worn special effects makeup, he said. A “friend” had helped him with it. Special effects makeup was much more than powder and paint, I knew. It involved masks and facial enhancements! No wonder I couldn’t read Azizi, or rather Johnno disguised as Azizi. All the revealing squints and tics had been hidden beneath rubber and resin!

			“But Azizi looked so much younger?” I blurted out. Johnno was in his late thirties/early forties, but Azizi seemed at least ten years younger. “How did you do that?”

			“That’s my little secret.”

			While he talked, he clutched a white cloth, which looked damp and had a whiff of hospital about it. Uh-oh! I’d seen films where villains clamped cloths like this, soaked in anaesthetic, over people’s faces, rendering them unconscious.

			I tried to keep him talking as I backed away. 

			“So, who put the makeup on you?” I asked. 

			“A friend with a lot of film experience.” Johnno edged forward.

			“It was pretty good. Maybe we could hook him up with the drama department.”

			And he lunged. Luckily, just before he did, I noticed him tighten his grip on the cloth, so I was ready. I jumped back, kicked at his hand, then dived through his open legs to the other side (grazing both of my knees), springing to my feet to bolt to the other end of the pipe. 

			I sensed him scrambling after me but he was taller than me and had to stoop, which gave me an edge. I was almost at the end—a few seconds more and I’d be out—when someone appeared, blocking my exit.

			An arm reached in, grabbed my hand and yanked me out. A slash of lightning behind him outlined a mass of electric blond hair. It was Riley and he was armed. Not with a gun but with a large plastic bottle of pump-action fertiliser. He sprayed it at Mr Johnson, who screamed in pain and retreated into the pipe. Which gave Riley and I a head start to leg it across the building site towards the garden on the main road.

			I had just passed a row of red bushes and could see lights from passing cars winking through the leaves when Johnno launched himself at my back. Boof! Down I went, face first into a rosemary hedge. By the time I got back to my feet, he had an iron grip on my arms. 

			“Let me go,” I demanded. 

			“I’d like to, sweetheart,” he said. His eyes were red and watery from the fertiliser. “But only you can get me what I want.” 

			He shoved the moist cloth into my mouth so I couldn’t scream and began hustling me along a side path. My eyes felt super-big as they searched the foliage for my friend. I was beginning to feel woozy when Riley appeared up ahead, clutching a garden rake like a weapon.

			“Let her go, sir,” he said calmly. 

			Johnno released me and reached for a shovel in the garden bed. I was beginning to sway, so I grabbed onto a nearby tree trunk to stay upright and spat out the cloth. 

			Riley and Johnno squared up to each other with garden tools—a sight that might have been funny if it hadn’t been so serious. 

			“Just give me the time machine and the blueprint for its design,” said Johnno, “and I’ll leave Maddy alone.” 

			“Sorry, but I can’t do that,” Riley said.

			They moved towards each other, rake and shovel clashing with surprising force. Bang, slam, crunch. Riley struck Johnno’s right arm.

			“Ahhh,” our teacher groaned before striking back at Riley, hitting him hard on the thigh. I heard my friend suck air through his teeth in pain. 

			By now, the cool air had begun to revive me and the raindrops washed away the cobwebs of confusion in my brain. What was I doing here, standing around like some damsel in distress, waiting to be rescued? I was no damsel! 

			Grabbing fistfuls of earth, I flung them into Johnno’s eyes. It blinded him long enough for Riley to land a blow on his torso. Our teacher doubled over, groaning.

			“Come on!” Riley dropped the rake, grabbed my hand and we bolted along the pavement by the road. We sprinted for a while, expecting Johnno to follow. When he didn’t show, we slowed to a fast walk.

			It was only when the danger had passed that the cuts on my legs began to sting and my head to throb. Riley winced and limped a bit. He’d have quite a bruise on his leg in the next few days. But it could have been worse. A lot worse.

			“Thanks for turning up like that,” I said. 

			“It’s okay.”

			“Why did you? Did Johnno text you too?”

			“No,” said Riley. “I don’t know if you noticed, but I tried to say goodbye to you at school.”

			“No, I didn’t notice,” I replied. Too quickly.

			“Well, I had this strange idea you were upset about something.” 

			I scoffed and shook my head. “What do you think I am—some moody girl who gets upset about nothing?”

			“No, of course not. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about it. When I saw you come in here, it seemed odd. If Mr Johnson wants gardening done, he usually invites me too. I thought I’d stick around and see what happened.”

			Lucky for me he had. If I hadn’t been kind of annoyed about Lauren and the chess match, and snubbed Riley so brusquely (which I would never, ever admit), where would I be now?

			“You know Mr Johnson was Azizi,” I explained as we walked home.

			From the comic-book shock on Riley’s face, I guessed he didn’t. “That explains a lot.” 

			“Like why he’s been so grumpy over the past week.”

			“But it doesn’t explain how he found out about the time machine,” Riley said.

			“Or why he would even need your machine when he must have had his own to travel back in time to Egypt in the first place.”

			Riley scratched his chin. “What was it Azizi said in the tomb? Only one person would go down in history as the inventor of the time machine and that was going to be him. He didn’t create the machine, so I guess I must have told him about it.”

			Whoaah. Riley could be forgetful at times—when he was absorbed in a scientific problem. More than once he’d turned up at school in odd socks or the wrong shirt when he was in the middle of a big project. But, surely, he couldn’t forget something as huge as telling Mr Johnson about his time machine. 

			“Riley, you don’t think time travel’s scrambling your brain, do you?” I asked.

			“No, sorry, what I meant was, I must tell Mr Johnson about it sometime in the future. And it was from that point he travelled back to Egypt.”

			Whoaah! Now it was my brain that was scrambled. “But the future hasn’t happened yet,” I said, stating what should have been obvious. “So how could anyone come back from it?” 

			“Well, that depends,” Riley began, “on whether you believe time is a linear or multi-dimensional phenomenon.”

			I knew where this was heading. To one of those talks about time where every answer only raised twice as many questions. They gave me a headache at the best of times and, after the night I’d had, where I’d been drugged and injured and almost kidnapped, I couldn’t face it.

			“Let’s save that discussion for another time,” I said. 

			Riley looked disappointed but agreed and walked silently alongside me.

			Despite my words, though, I couldn’t stop thinking about how weird it all was. Like, for instance, if Riley did tell Mr Johnson about the time machine in the future, how did this younger Johnno in our own time know about it? Could the older guy have somehow sent a message to his younger self? Did he, perhaps, travel back through time to speak to young Johnno? We knew more than one version of a person could exist in space and time, as we’d returned to Egypt and seen an earlier version of ourselves walking along the Nile. Talk about mind-blown! But could one version of a person actually talk to the other, or would one erase or absorb the other, like I’d seen in science fiction movies? And if so, which one would disappear—the earlier or later versions? The subject of time could seriously warp your brain.

			However, there was one question—unrelated to time—that seemed more baffling than all of this. 

			“Johnno wants the time machine and wants to claim credit for inventing it,” I said. “I get that. And to achieve that, he’d need your plans for how to build it, and then he’d want you to disappear. Right so far?”

			Riley nodded.

			“So why did he try to kidnap me—not you? What do I have to do with it all?”

			As Riley processed the question, two short lines of concentration appeared between his brows. That was the sign his scientific brain was working. It would be only a matter of time till the answer popped out. After several minutes, though, I was still waiting. And when the answer did finally emerge, it came with a shade of watermelon on Riley’s cheeks. 

			He cleared his throat as if some of the garden dirt had got stuck there. “Johnno must think that getting hold of you is a way to force me to co-operate.”

			“Why would he think that?” I asked. “You and I are just friends.” Johnno must have had the idea there was more between us. He must have thought Riley like-liked me so much he’d give up his time travel secrets to save me.

			“Well, that’s just silly,” I said, laughing nervously.

			“Yeah,” Riley agreed in a goofy kind of way. 

			“Shows how much he knows.” 

			“Yeah.”

			“We’re just friends.”

			“Yeah.”

			As soon as we got to my place, we called the cops. We couldn’t tell them about Johnno wanting the time machine, so we made up a story about Johnno kidnapping me for a ransom.

			The police officer they sent around to interview us was quite familiar with our family. He had called round for a “little chat” with Gran when her fellow card players accused her of cheating. 

			(For the record, Gran might be many things, but she’s no cheat. She is an exceptional card player, because she has an uncanny ability to tell when people are lying. Of course, that’s not the best sort of person to have around for a teenager who, from time to time, through no fault of her own, needs to tell the odd porky pie—or white lie. A touch of bribery and/or blackmail usually sorts things out between us. Gamblers always need money and have secrets they want kept—especially from Mum who goes ballistic at the mention of a bet.)

			We spent the next two hours going over the evening’s events for a formal statement. At some point during the night, one of the officers told us his colleagues had been around to Johnno’s flat but had found it cleared out. Johnno, it seemed, had bolted. Weird.

			Mum arrived home as the police were leaving. She was horrified by the news and fussed over me, ran me a bath and bandaged up my wounds with great care. For some reason, she blamed herself for the whole thing.

			“If only I’d been here, this might not have happened,” she said tearfully.

			“You couldn’t have stopped this,” I said. 

			“Maybe I need to make a change, scale back my work hours a bit so that I can be here for you more often.” 

			Half an hour later, I heard her on the phone discussing a client presentation she was giving the next day and she sounded so animated. She loved the cut and thrust of the advertising business. I would hate her to give it up because of something Johnno did.

			Even my dad put in an appearance—on a video call. He was in Dubai in the middle of a big boat deal. He wanted all the details of Johnno’s kidnap attempt and offered again and again to fly back home. When I assured him that I was okay, he frowned and said he might “pursue a few leads from my end”. I knew he had some powerful friends. By the next morning, Johnno would have not just the cops on his tail but some of Dad’s associates operating in the shadows.

			At the end of the night, I was so exhausted, it took all my strength to haul myself up the stairs to bed. I was about to close the door when Gran appeared.

			“Maddy,” she said, leaning on the door frame, “why would your teacher try to kidnap you?”

			I arranged my face into what I hoped was a befuddled expression. “I’ve got no idea.” 

			Her shrewd eyes burrowed into mine and I was sure she saw more than I was telling her. Thankfully, she didn’t push it.

			“If ever I meet that Johnson fellow, I’m going to take the kitchen broomstick and you know where I’ll shove it!”

			Yes, I was well aware of the intended destination as this was Gran’s solution to most problems. I gave her a hug. Her heart was in the right place—even if her broomstick wasn’t.

			Chapter 4[image: ]

			I got up early the next morning, had a quick breakfast and threw on some gym gear. I wanted a chat with Riley before school. 

			However, as I slipped out of the house, a surprise awaited me on the neighbour’s fence. 

			“Morning, Maddy. Where are we going on this fine day?” It was Anton, a “client” at the soup kitchen where Riley and I worked every second Tuesday. In his mid-fifties, though he looked older, Anton was an ex-ambulance driver who’d taken to drink after twenty years of life-and-death pressure on the job.

			His speech was slightly slurred—he’d already had a few. But, as a seasoned alcoholic, he still seemed quite alert.

			“Riley told me you had a bit of trouble last night,” he said, “and asked me to watch over you. I’m to be your bodyguard.”

			“My bodyguard!” I tried not to appear rude. Though I was less than thrilled at the prospect because, (a) with the police after him, I doubted Johnno would come after me any time soon, (b) I didn’t want a big brute with bad breath trailing me everywhere I went, and (c) I could look after myself.

			Anton sensed my lack of enthusiasm. “Don’t worry, Maddy. You’ll hardly know I’m around. But if this low-life teacher tries any of his tricks—” he punched his left palm with his right fist “—he’ll feel my sting.”

			His sting? Yeah, right! There’d be more sting in a junior school pillow fight.

			Still, Anton’s eyes shone with self-respect. After being down and out for so long, he was proud someone would trust him with such an important task. Awww. I couldn’t tell him to go away. But someone would have to. And I knew just the guy.

			“Okay, Anton,” I said. “We’re off to Riley’s place. To thank him for recruiting you.”

			I suppose it was a bit mean but I jogged all the way there. I heard Anton wheezing behind me for a block and a half before he called out, “Maddy, slow down!” 

			I pretended not to hear. It had been pretty quiet since that second turn. I must have lost him then.

			Today, Riley was staying with his mum and sister, Tanya, in their Crows Nest flat. It was small and hot with not much in the way of furniture—her divorce from Mr Sinclair still hadn’t been settled so money was tight. His mum was meditating in a sunny spot on the balcony. 

			“Hi, Mrs Sinclair,” I shouted. “Is Riley home?”

			“Hi, Maddy. He’s out back.”

			I made my way down the driveway alongside the red brick flats to the car park at the rear where I found Riley, armed with a wooden sword, battling what appeared to be a cardboard knight, which was attacking him with a similar weapon. The figure was as tall as Riley and attached to a rubber pole wedged into a garden bed. I watched as Riley grunted and threw himself into the battle, raining blow after blow upon his rival. The knight reeled back, then swung forward to parry each strike with more accuracy and force than I’d have expected from someone made of cardboard. 

			And what was Riley wearing? Bags filled with rocks around his chest and back. I stood, scratching my head, wondering how he’d done this and why, when I had a sinking feeling I knew what the answer was.

			“You’re practising your sword fighting,” I said, like an accusation.

			“I saw Peterson at the soup kitchen the other day.” Riley struggled to meet my eye. “He said we only had till the end of today to decide whether to go on the trip.”

			“I’ve already decided. I’m not going. Not to medieval England. Not anywhere in the time machine. And neither should you.”

			Riley pressed his lips together but made no answer. 

			“Why should I go?” I said, as if he’d argued with me. “For Jamie Fletcher? The guy was an egomaniac. Why should I risk everything to bring him back?”

			When Riley and I went back in time to Ancient Egypt, on our maiden journey through time, we met a few locals and tried to fix some of their problems. Our actions rippled through the time continuum, with the consequences building along the way, until we ended up erasing the whole modern world as we knew it. 

			We took a second trip to put things right, which we succeeded in doing—to ninety-nine per cent, as far as we could tell. The one per cent we’d failed to fix included Jamie Fletcher. He was no longer at the school, and there was no trace of him on social media that I could find. It seemed like something we’d done on our trip had caused him to be erased from the timeline. 

			Peterson, a fellow time traveller, told us that if we wanted to get Jamie back, we’d have to take another trip through time to medieval England. And we’d need to set off within two weeks so the changes didn’t become too deeply embedded. That two weeks was up tonight. 

			“Maddy, you don’t have to come with me,” said Riley. “But I’m going. Tonight, after dinner.”

			He struck the knight scarecrow super-hard. The creature went down and swung right back at him, landing a blow on his side that made him wince. 

			It got me thinking. Why was Riley so determined to go? It wasn’t as if Jamie and him were friends. I could understand he might feel responsible for the guy’s disappearance, but I suspected that wasn’t the only reason he’d take such a risky trip. 

			“Tell me you’re not going just because Peterson told you to,” I said.

			“I’m not,” he said, not very convincingly.

			“Because what do we really know about Peterson and his motives?”

			“I just want to fix up the mess we made.” Riley pounded his opponent with deadly force. The cardboard knight fell back then came at him again. It was definitely one of Riley’s weirdest, yet most awesome, creations.

			“Okay, so how did you make this thing?” 

			Riley explained that the vertical rubber tube attached to the cardboard knight had a metal pole inside with powerful magnets attached. These magnets were attracted to one he had stuck onto the front of his shirt. When he struck, the creature reeled back, and, by magnetic force, swung back at him with deadly accuracy. 

			“And the rocks in the plastic bags?” I asked.

			He explained they weighed about the same as the armour the knights wore.

			“Knights in medieval times were extremely strong,” Riley said. “They began training from about the age of seven. Wearing a heavy suit of armour would be quite natural to them. I may need to keep up.” 

			Only my friend Riley could devise something so simple yet so effective. 

			“And have you been practising your jousting too?” I remembered the term from some TV shows. 

			“Little bit.” He grinned and explained that he had a similar setup in the garage—a cardboard knight on a motorised skateboard, gripping a long stick with magnets in the tip.

			“You’re really going then?” I asked, feeling funny. 

			He nodded, but couldn’t meet my eye.

			“Who’ll help me with science and maths while you’re away?” I asked, trying to guilt-trip him out of it. 

			“You forget, this is time travel. If all goes well, it’ll be like I never went at all.”

			“But if it doesn’t go well?”

			As he turned to look at me, the knight scarecrow swung back at him with a force that knocked him off his feet. He picked himself up, pink-cheeked. 

			“Maddy, before I go, there’s something I need to tell you.” 

			“Yes, Riley?” 

			He reached out and took both of my hands in his. I felt strange, kind of like I had Johnno’s cloth over my face again. 

			“You see,” he said, “before I go, I thought I’d better tell you that I really like—”

			“There you are!” a shrill voice came from behind. Riley and I leapt apart as Anton staggered towards us. 

			“You are quite an athlete, Miss Madison,” he said. Rivers of sweat coursed down the guy’s face and arms. “Seems like I’ll have to get in training to do the job properly.” 

			Anton in training? That I’d like to see. But at another time. Any other time. Not when Riley had been going to say something interesting. 

			“But you two get on with your discussion,” he said. “I’ll just wait over here and make sure that teacher doesn’t come within coo-ee of you.” 

			He sat on a low garden wall near us, ready to listen to our conversation. Of all the times!!

			“You were about to say something, Riley?” I prompted.

			“Was I?”

			“That you really like…?”

			Riley kept his gazed fixed on his feet. “Oh yes, I really like...that top you’re wearing.”

			I looked down at my top. It was an old grey T-shirt with a picture of a green alien on it. My dad bought it in some duty-free shop on his way back from a trip once and it was so hideous, I immediately relegated it to “jogging wear”—for clothes I would NEVER want people to see me in standing still.

			“You like this top?” I asked.

			Riley nodded, his cheeks tipped ketchup red.

			“Come on, Anton, we’re finished here,” I said, huffing away in disgust. 

			Anton tried to follow but his legs had stiffened up. In the end, Riley had to call his dad and get him to drive the poor guy back to my place. Though he could barely bend, Anton resisted all my suggestions of a lie-down at the hostel. He insisted he stay propped up on the neighbour’s fence to guard me. 

			School was particularly tedious that day. Double maths, followed by the most boring geography lesson imaginable before lunch, with worse to come.

			At least Lauren had perked up. Though she wasn’t much company. She spent every spare minute playing chess with Jay. Yesterday, she was all about hairstyles and nail colours; today it was chess moves. I had the Greek gift sacrifice and Kotov syndrome at morning tea and, during lunch, the Bronstein delay. 

			The school was horrified to learn of Mr Johnson’s kidnapping attempt. They sent a note to parents advising that Mr Johnson was no longer a member of staff, pending a police investigation. I was glad they didn’t mention my name, so I didn’t have to answer any awkward questions.

			On the plus side, there wasn’t much chance the school would be able to organise a substitute science teacher for today, so I was looking forward to a free period. 

			Which was why it seemed odd, as I strolled to class a few minutes late, that the room seemed so quiet. Classes with no teachers were like circuses for the first ten minutes—people swinging from the rafters and acting like clowns till the teacher from the class next door popped in to spoil the show. Today, there was no noise. And, as I opened the door, I saw students sitting quietly in their seats, facing the front. What the—?

			“Madison, you’re late.” 

			I turned to see Peterson, our fellow time traveller, at the front of the class. Quite tall with sandy blond hair slightly longer than most other teachers’—like he’d missed his last haircut—and a close-cut beard, he was our new science teacher. He gave me his signature smile, like he was holding back laughter at some joke only he understood.

			“Hello Mr, err...”

			“Graves. Peterson Graves. Take a seat over there next to Riley.”

			I sat down, half-stunned, and turned to Riley for an explanation. He shrugged, as clueless as me. 

			“Did you tell him about Mr Johnson?” I whispered, leaning down to pick up the pen I’d “accidentally” dropped.

			“No.”

			“Then how did he find out?”

			Riley frowned. “Anton, probably.”

			Great. Not only did I have a bodyguard who moved like a slug and butted in at all the worst moments, but it seemed he was a spy for Peterson, a man who knew way too much but said way too little.

			Eventually, the lesson ended, but my bad mood didn’t. 

			Riley was slow to leave, hoping to grab a word with the teacher. So, I told Lauren I’d catch her up, that I needed to discuss the homework with “Mr Graves”—he’d given us so much, I considered changing my mind and going to medieval England just to get out of it!

			As soon as the classroom door closed, Peterson got to it. 

			“Are you ready for tonight’s departure?” he said. The guy was keener for us to go on that trip than a rat for five nights at Sewers Paradise.

			“I’m not going,” I said.

			Peterson seemed surprised at first but nodded acceptance.

			“Riley, what about you?”

			“Yes, I’m going,” he replied.

			“And you’re prepared?”

			“As much as I can be.”

			“Hold on!” I said. “Is that all you’re going to say about me not going? I suppose you think that by pretending to be cool about it all, I’ll be gagging to change my mind.”

			Peterson smiled. “No. If that’s your decision, Madison, I respect that.”

			Seriously! He respected my decision. That was pathetic! It was an obvious ploy to shame me into going! Or was he trying to stop me? Who was he to tell me where I could and couldn’t go? Did he think I couldn’t hack it in the time period? What an insult! 

			“Will you be there, Peterson?” Riley asked.

			“From time to time,” he said. “If you get into any trouble, leave a coin under a stone by the well and I’ll find some way to meet you.”

			“Whoaah!” I held a hand up. “Under a stone by the well? And what if there’s more than one well in the town where you’re going? And what stone would you put it under? There could be hundreds, thousands of stones around the well for all we know. And anyway, don’t wells tend to be busy places with people coming and going? The chances of doing anything in secret there would be extremely slim.”

			“Have you got a better idea, Maddy?” Peterson asked.

			“Well,” I began, “if Riley’s in trouble, he should leave the coin...under a pile of stones...arranged in the shape of an infinity symbol...under the largest tree in the church graveyard. If there’s more than one church in the town, he should use the most centrally located one.”

			This was more likely to be a quiet place where you could bury coins and dig them up again without being seen, it seemed to me.

			The guys digested this for a moment, then nodded in unison. 

			“Yes, that is a better plan,” said Peterson. “Thank you, Maddy.”

			Thankfully I’d been here to listen to their poorly thought-out scheme. 

			Then it hit me. If Riley got into trouble on this trip, he’d be on his own. He was clever in lots of ways. But there were definitely times in Ancient Egypt when it was my quick mouth rather than his big brain that had saved us. How would he manage without me? Just like that, I filled up with guilt about staying behind while he put himself on the line for Jamie.

			No, no, no. I couldn’t think like this. Time travel was too dangerous. End of story. I picked my bag up to leave. If I really wasn’t going with him, I should leave them alone to discuss their plans.

			“Hang on, Maddy,” Peterson said. “Before you go, there’s something I want to give you.”

			He attached a small clip, like a gold button, to my top. 

			“This is an alarm that will light up and beep if your old teacher comes within a hundred feet of you. That should give you enough time to get away and call for help.”

			“Did you make that?”

			“Yes.”

			“How? And why?”

			“Let’s just say I’ve been interested in Mr Johnson for a while,” said Peterson.

			“Really? Has he done this sort of thing before?” 

			“Some aspects of his behaviour are questionable.”

			It was his usual vague reply. But I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of showing how curious I was. I picked up my bag, wished them luck and forced my legs to carry me to the corridor outside the room.

			That night I scoffed my dinner without tasting it, watched TV without seeing it, and joined my friends online without adding much. I was distracted, thinking about Riley in medieval England on his own. With all those street urchins, highwaymen, entitled knights and damsels pretending to be in distress to get his attention.

			About 9pm, there was a knock on the front door. I raced downstairs to answer it, hoping it would be Riley telling me he’d changed his mind and was going to stay safe in the present. But it was Lauren, looking great in jeans and T-shirt, her hair loose, no makeup. 

			“I don’t want to worry you, but there’s a strange man sitting over there watching your house,” she said.

			Over her shoulder, I saw Anton was still at his post. And stiff as a post too, poor guy.

			“That’s no-one.” I waved it away.

			“I’m going over to Riley’s,” Lauren explained. “I’m going to ask him to be my chess tutor. Jay’s pretty good, but he doesn’t have all the moves, not like Riley.”

			Uh-oh. This was trouble. Big trouble. 

			“So, err, why did you come to see me?” I asked.

			“Two reasons. First, I don’t know where Riley lives.” Good reason. “Second, I’m nervous. I was hoping you could give me a pep talk for courage.”

			Now she wanted me to encourage her to “go for it” with him and tell her she and Riley would make a perfect pair. When I wanted to say the opposite, that she should forget him. He wasn’t her type. And even if he had been, it would be grossly selfish of her to take any of his focus away from science and solving the world’s big problems. I mean, if he was busy marvelling at how her fiery locks blazed in the sun, he might miss a clue as to the origins of cancer cells or some deadly virus. And thousands could die as a result.

			That’s what I wanted to say. But she was my best friend and she needed my help.

			“You’re gorgeous,” I said. “Inside and out. If he’s got any brains, he’ll realise that.”

			Lauren smiled and gave me a hug. “Thanks, Maddy. You know, I thought maybe you didn’t want him and I to get together because you had feelings for him?”

			“No.” I scoffed. “We’re just friends. Just. Friends.”

			I gave her directions and wished her luck. Then waited till she’d turned the corner and sprinted off to Riley’s. There was no chance I’d bump into her en route. I’d sent her the long way round. I should have a good ten minutes alone with Riley before she got to his street.

			As I left my house, Anton hoisted himself off the neighbour’s fence. “Where are we off to, Maddy?”

			“Riley’s place—he’s at his dad’s tonight. Got to run.”

			I took off at speed. 

			Jogging up to my friend’s place, I didn’t bother with the front door, just slipped down the side of the house. I had an idea where he’d be—in the herb garden behind the garage.

			When I turned the corner, there he was, astride a motorbike—all black with chrome pipes twisting back and forth and a funky sidecar. It was his version of a time machine. Riley wore a simple tunic of brown sackcloth, like a medieval peasant, as he pumped the foot pedal and the bike began to roar.

			“Riley,” I shouted over the racket. “I need to speak to you.”

			“Maddy, it’s started now, I don’t think I can stop it.”

			“Okay,” I said. “Well, you should probably get going before anything bad happens.”

			“Bad? Like what?” Riley frowned.

			Like Lauren turning up here in her switched-on state. Once he’d seen her like that, how could he not fall in love with her?

			A high-pitched beeping began. I thought it must be the time machine until Riley pointed to my top. “Look! The clip Peterson gave you is flashing.”

			 My shirt pulsed with light. “Johnno must be nearby,” I said.

			And Lauren’s close too. She’d be here any moment. In fact, was that a doorbell I could hear?

			Riley’s eyes slid past me to the side of the house, and he said something, but I couldn’t make it out as the machine’s pitch had climbed a notch. Departure was imminent.

			Then, round the corner came Johnno, looking as evil as I’d ever seen him (even more so than when he gave out our end-of-term exam!). 

			“There you are!” he cried. “And here’s the original time machine! Get off it now, Riley, and no-one will get hurt.”

			He lunged at me, his fingers clawing at my sleeve but losing their grip as I veered away. His face twisted in anger as he chased me round and round the herb garden. He grabbed at my hair, ending up with a handful as I pulled free. 

			Meanwhile, Riley watched, open-mouthed, half standing up on the bike, unsure whether to dive on Mr Johnson or launch himself through time. And then I definitely heard the echo of a doorbell. Lauren had arrived. She’d be talking to Riley’s dad. He’d lead her through the hall, lounge and kitchen. Any second now, the back door would open and my friend would emerge.

			Johnno grabbed my arm and tried to hold on, but I shoved him away, hard. As he propelled backwards, my fingers caught a chain around his neck, which came off in my hand.

			“Why you little—” he began. 

			“Get away from her, scumbag!” Anton, street warrior, charged into the garden, baring teeth as he flew at Johnno. My minder knocked my teacher off his feet, then sat on him. Johnno tried to shift him but couldn’t. 

			I glanced at the necklace in my hand. It had a shiny silver cross on the end. 

			“Give me that!” Johnno shouted.

			“I’m going in a few seconds, Maddy,” Riley shouted. “I’ll see you soon.” 

			A familiar voice drifted out to the garden. 

			“Hello! Anybody home!” 

			Lauren!

			“I’m coming with you,” I shrieked. 

			As I leapt into the bike’s sidecar, Riley’s eyes turned to circles of horror. I saw his mouth moving but couldn’t hear what he was saying.

			Then—thwap—we flew into the sky like we’d been rocketed from a slingshot. 

			My stomach lurched ahead. The rest of me was slower to catch up. 

			Here I was, again, travelling through time with my friend. Next stop, England, circa 1300.

			Chapter 5[image: ]

			My first impression of medieval England was, surprisingly, green and fresh. I don’t know what I’d expected—mud and grime and bad personal hygiene, probably.

			Instead, we’d landed in a pleasant forest. Beams of sunlight slanted through the tall trees. The air was perfumed with a cleansing scent of pine.

			“We made it,” I cried as the time machine’s high-pitched rev dipped in tone, then volume, then cut out completely. 

			Riley and I sat on the bike, kind of numb, listening to the silence rise around us—broken only by the radar-like pips of birdcalls and the crack and soft thud of a pine cone falling to earth.

			I did a quick scan of our surroundings—mossy tree trunks, bushes, rocks, leaf-strewn earth—squinting into the shadows for any sign of danger. But there was none. As far as I could tell, Riley and I were alone in the woods.

			The air was cool. And damp. Sunlight dappling the forest floor gave off little warmth but banished all gloom, making the scene feel more Robin Hood than Lord of the Rings. Epic relief!

			“So, where and when are we?” I said. (The silliest question ever. And not the first time I’d asked it!)

			“If my calculations are correct, this should be medieval England,” said Riley, getting off the bike.

			Stepping out of the sidecar, my legs were a little wobbly. It was nothing compared to how I felt on the inside. 

			“Is this Camelot then?” I said, trying to stop my voice cracking. Peterson had told us Camelot was where we needed to go to find Jamie Fletcher’s relations. Though, of course, I knew it wasn’t a real place.

			“We’re in southern England,” Riley said, “and we’re heading for a town called Donchester, which was thought to have been the site of King Arthur’s mythical kingdom.” 

			Here I was on another journey through time I hadn’t meant to go on. Once again, I’d jumped into the time machine, launching myself into a world of danger with no real knowledge of what I was getting into. I’d risked my life and future with those I loved—not to mention the fate of the world—on a whim. 

			Well, not exactly a whim. I had my reasons. (1) I wanted to get between Riley and Lauren to help them avoid an ill-fated romance. And, (2) I needed to escape from Johnno, who had been trying to kidnap me at the time. But did I really have to travel a thousand years into the past and 10,000 miles from home to do it? 

			One unplanned trip through time—to Ancient Egypt—could be an accident. But two? It was moronic, that’s what it was!

			I huffed. Was it too late to change my mind? How bad would it look if I asked Riley to drop me back home in Sydney before he got too settled?

			I cleared my throat. “Riley?” I began.

			“Yes, Maddy?” He was smiling in that high-on-scientific-discovery way he had, which was so annoying.

			“I wonder if you could do me a favour?”

			“Sure,” he said. 

			“Get me out of here right now!” I thought it, but I didn’t say it. 

			Instead, I said: “Could you, err, pass me a bottle of water?” I was here now. But I didn’t have to be dehydrated. 

			Riley reached into the sidecar, retrieved a plastic bottle and sent it spinning through the air. I caught it. Good, my reflexes are still working!

			“Better put it back when you’re done,” he said. “Plastic hasn’t been invented yet. If anyone sees it, they might freak out.”

			And we wouldn’t want that, would we? Someone freaking out!

			As I drank, I fretted. Last chance to speak up and say I wanted to go home. If I did, my image as a tough time traveller would be ruined, but at least I’d have a life. If I said nothing and stayed, Riley would continue thinking I was brave. But who knew what dangers we’d face while we were here or whether we’d make it back at all? 

			Once again, it came down to what I valued most—my life or my image.

			So that was that. I was staying.

			And, anyway, how bad could medieval England be? A few knights with shiny swords, some bad food, worse plumbing, no social media. A bit like school camp really. And we’d got through Ancient Egypt in one piece, hadn’t we? Though admittedly things did get a tad dicey when the world as we knew it ceased to exist because of something I said. 

			Still, it all worked out in the end.

			Though not for Jamie Fletcher. I guess we owed it to him to put things right. Give him a chance to re-exist, be un-erased. 

			And if I went back now, Riley would have to face whatever perils came at him with no backup. I couldn’t let him do that. He was brilliant and all but, in ways that mattered, he needed me here.

			“Oh, and could you do one more thing for me, Riley?” I said.

			“Sure. Name it.”

			“Stop grinning like that. People will think you’re the village idiot.”

			“Sorry, Maddy.”

			I might have been rash jumping into the time machine but the whole thing was Riley’s fault—for inventing the stupid machine in the first place!

			We dragged the bike into a patch of dense bushes and covered it with Riley’s invisibility cloak—that’s what I called it. Technically, it was a piece of cloth that reflected the light around it to create the illusion of invisibility. The machine appeared to vanish completely.

			Riley handed me a brown linen tunic—round-necked, long-sleeved with a rope belt. I put it on over my jogging gear. He wore a similar outfit.

			“Not exactly a high point in fashion, was it?” I said.

			“Not if you were poor,” said Riley. 

			“Hang on. How come you brought an outfit for me anyway?”

			He shrugged. “In case you changed your mind.” Am I that predictable? “And if you didn’t come, I’d have a change of clothes.”

			He had a point. If this was our only outfit, it was going to get quite a workout in the weeks ahead. Still, after weeks on laundry detail in Egypt, what I didn’t know about washing by hand wasn’t worth knowing.

			Riley gave me some pieces of brownish suede with Velcro tabs to cover my trainers so they looked like medieval boots but with the comfort only a trainer could provide. We looked the part, now the question was, could we act it?

			I’d seen TV shows set in medieval times. And I’d been to England once with my family. So, at least I wasn’t going in blind. Which was some small comfort.

			“I know I was initially a bit reluctant to come on this trip,” I said.

			“A bit reluctant?” Riley said. “You said you’d rather hack off all your limbs.” 

			“Yeah, well, now that we’re here and about to see real castles and knights and maybe even tournaments, it’s actually pretty cool!” 

			“Which part in particular?” said Riley. “The castles? Or the knights?” 

			Was he teasing me? Was my scientific friend developing a playful side?

			“Sorry, I’m grinning again,” he said. “I’ll stop now.” 

			Riley pulled out his pocket knife and began gouging a sideways eight into the tree trunk closest to the time machine. Good idea. It might help us find it again later. 

			As I watched him work, I noticed how the green of the forest set off his blond hair and pale skin. And how when he focused deeply, his blue eyes seemed darker than usual, like a lake at twilight. Just an observation.

			In the background, we heard a faint clip-clop, clip-clop of horses’ hooves approaching. Through the trees, I glimpsed movement on a strip of road near the forest. A few riders on horseback were passing by. I moved forward to get a better look but stepped on some dry branches, which crunched under my feet. It didn’t seem especially loud to me, but the riders must have been on high alert. Their heads snapped my way. They stopped their horses and jumped down, expressions stern. 

			Riley signalled me to follow him and we squatted behind a bush with tiny red berries on it. Thankfully, my outfit was earth coloured so it provided some camouflage.

			Peering between the leaves, I saw four men fanning out to search the woods, communicating through hand signals. I looked over at Riley, alarmed. These guys were serious. What would they do if they found us? Riley touched his finger to his lips in warning.

			A soft crunch and the lightest of footfalls told me one of the men was close. We waited, still as stones. The man got so close I could see his boots through the bush—ankle high and made of some kind of animal material. And, around eye level, I saw the gleaming tip of his sword. I held my breath for longer than I thought possible, until a distant clip-clop told us the guys were leaving. 

			I sat down heavily on the ground, relieved. “So you know how the Egyptians were welcoming to strangers?” I said. “I guess it’s not the same here?”

			“No,” said Riley. “People don’t like strangers here.”

			Given that Riley and I were much stranger than most, this was bad news. We’d have to find some way to fit in and fast.
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			We were more guarded as we emerged from the forest onto a dirt road and turned left. Walking along it, we dodged horse manure, and I checked behind us obsessively to make sure no-one was coming. Every so often, Riley carved the infinity sign on a tree trunk to help us find our way back to the time machine. 

			While he worked, I thought back over the pre-launch events in Riley’s herb garden with Johnno chasing me around the garden and Anton coming to the rescue. 

			“Anton totally rocked back there,” I said. “He saved me. What do you think happened with Johnno afterwards?”

			“Hopefully, Anton managed to hold him until someone called the police,” Riley said. 

			That “someone” might well have been Lauren, I knew, who was making her way through Riley’s house as we blasted off. What would she think when she found us gone and Anton sitting on Johnno? What would Anton think?

			Johnno would totally get it, of course. He was a time traveller himself. But Anton had seen Riley and me there one minute, and then…poof...we were gone.

			“If he tries to explain what he saw to the police—” I paused in horror as the scene took shape in my mind “—they’ll assume he’s back on the bottle again.”

			Riley grimaced. “After witnessing that, he probably is.”

			“Hang on,” I said, reaching into the track pants pocket under my medieval tunic. I pulled out the chain I’d torn off Johnno’s neck. It was silver with a strange cross at the end. 

			“Is it some kind of religious symbol?” I asked.

			“No, it’s a key. Not a house key, though.” Riley grinned. With a quick scan around us, he pulled out a similar chain from round his own neck. “This is my time machine key. What do you reckon?”

			Both keys had a tiny grey-green stone in the centre.

			“What is that?” I asked.

			“It’s a type of pearl, very rare.” Riley slipped the chain back under his clothes. 

			“So, if we’ve got his key, can he get another one?” I asked.

			“Unlikely,” Riley said. “The pearl’s hard to come by.”

			“So Johnno can’t come after us, then? He’s grounded?”

			“With a bit of luck, yes,” said Riley.

			That was awesome news. It was hard enough to come to grips with a new culture, with all its hidden dangers, without someone from another time coming after you. Especially someone like Johnno, who could disguise himself so effectively. Now, it seemed, we could complete our mission here without watching our backs. Speaking of which...

			“Riley, what exactly is our mission?” I asked. “I know it’s to get Jamie Fletcher back. But presumably there’s a reason we’re in this exact place and time?”

			Riley nodded. “Yes.”

			I waited expectantly. Still waiting. “Well, would you care to share that with me?”

			Riley explained that Peterson had researched the Fletcher family’s ancestry with the help of an expert on medieval history at the British Library. He learned that Fletcher was the anglicised name for the French word flèche, meaning arrow. So Jamie’s relatives were probably producers of bows and arrows. 

			I frowned. “What? Your name determined what you did for a living?” That couldn’t be right.

			Riley shook his head. “It’s the other way around. In old times, people didn’t have any surnames. They were just John or Robert. When there was more than one of them, they added something to make it clearer, like, if you were short—John the Short. Which became John Short. Or they might tag on the person’s job—like John the Baker, became John Baker.

			“So Robert the Farmer? Robert Farmer?” I said.

			“Exactly. Jamie’s ancestors would have been John or Robert or whatever ‘of the flèche’ which eventually developed into Fletcher,” Riley said. “The researcher went back through historical records and traced the Fletcher family lineage right up to this point. Where it came to an end.”

			“You mean...there were no more Fletchers after this time?”

			“We can only assume something went wrong around now for their timeline. Which may explain why Jamie doesn’t exist in the future. We have to find out what happened and fix it, if we can.”

			That made a kind of sense, but, like most things to do with time travel, every answer only raised ten more questions. 

			 “But how could our trip to Egypt have affected a family in medieval England thousands of years later?” I asked. 

			“It’s impossible to say,” said Riley. “I can only hypothesise that because of the changes we made—” 

			“You mean the toothpaste?” Which Riley had introduced to Ancient Egypt on our last trip. 

			Riley nodded. “Well, perhaps someone didn’t die of tooth decay like they had done on a previous timeline. And that person went on to have kids. And those kids had kids, and so on down the line, the changes rippling through time until Jamie Fletcher’s family were somehow affected by it.”

			Well, put me in a pointy hat and call me a damsel in distress! Time travel was super scary. If a small thing like dental hygiene could cause epic changes all over the world, then time travel really needed to be kept under wraps. Its secrets should never be shared with the likes of Mr Johnson.

			“The research turned up two young Fletcher men living in southern England at this time,” said Riley. “Neither went on to have any children. I guess we have to figure out why and see if it we can do anything to change that.”

			O-kay. “But how do we know they’re the right Fletchers? There must be more than one Fletcher family in history. If that line is broken in medieval England, how do we know it’s the one that would have led to Jamie Fletcher?”

			Riley twisted his lips, left and right, the dent of concentration on display. “I’m not sure. We’ll have to ask Peterson.”

			“When we next see him.” Whenever that was. “If we ever see him again,” I added. You could never be sure of anything with Peterson.

			So we had our mission. Find the Fletchers, fix the problem, if we could. With Johnno locked out of the time, the job might be more straightforward. A quick fix, perhaps? A mini-break rather than a marathon stay in medieval times. Not as bad as I thought. Things were looking up. 

			And then Riley stopped suddenly and did just that—tilting his head back and letting his mouth hang open. Uh-oh! Reluctantly, I followed his gaze…to a skeleton hanging from the branch of a tree.

			“Eeoo!” I covered my eyes. “What do you think he, or she, did to deserve that?” 

			Riley swallowed. “He probably stole something. As far as I know they didn’t hang women.”

			I’d heard of chivalry in this time, and courtly love. The delicacy towards women must apply to female lawbreakers too. Which was some comfort. Until Riley added: “Women who break the law are much more likely to be taken to the river and drowned.”

			Chivalry? Yeah right!

			The sky was slate grey—perfectly reflecting my state of mind as we tramped along the route. More than once, I leapt into the bushes imagining I’d heard the rumble of horses approaching. But it was only the wind through the trees. 

			After a while, I heard a tinkle of running water from a stream or brook nearby, swiftly followed by a smell that made me gag and cover my nose. 

			“Sewage,” said Riley matter-of-factly. “People dump most of their waste in local streams and rivers.” Then—and it’s almost too gross to recall—he took a couple of deep sniffs. “And from the intensity of the smell, I’d say we were close to a large town.”

			“I think it’s time you invented the flush toilet, Riley,” I said. “Or at least toilet deodorisers. No wonder they call it the medievil period.”

			I expected him to smile at my clever word play, but he was preoccupied looking around us—in front, behind, to the side. Two deep furrows appeared between his brows.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“Probably nothing,” Riley said. “It’s just this row of bushes seems to be very close to the road.”

			“Yes, and...?”

			He explained that medieval England had a lot of rules and one was about keeping the land alongside the road free of bushes. It was the responsibility of the local lord or baron—whoever was in charge in the nearest town. They could be fined if the vegetation grew too bushy too near to the road.

			I scoffed. “So what? I like the bushes. They give me somewhere to hide when I think someone’s coming.” I’d already leapt into them twice for false alarms. So what exactly was the problem? 

			“Well, if they give you somewhere to hide, they also give—”

			Riley froze mid-sentence, his mouth forming an O as he backed away, hands raised in surrender. At first, I thought it was a joke. But no.

			Two grimy men waved rusty blades our way. “Your riches or your life,” said the foulest of the pair. Almost toothless, with long stringy hair, the guy was covered in dirt from top to toe. His companion was just as wretched, with thin arms and legs like boiled chicken bones. 

			 “We haven’t got any riches,” said Riley. “We were robbed a few miles back.”

			That lie came swiftly and credibly from my friend. Clearly, he’d learnt a thing or two about lying from me. And lucky he had, as fear had turned me mute. The guys circled us slowly, slashing at the air around our faces, forcing us to reel back. 

			“Whoever robbed you before didn’t take everything,” said the leader. “For ye boys carry about ye something of worth to us.”

			Ye boys? He thought I was a boy?

			He lunged forward, wrenching my head back by the hair and running the tip of his blade lightly along my throat, giving me a full blast of his foul breath. Rotten fish, or rotten gums more like. I thought about begging for mercy but no sound emerged. The world seemed to spin a little. I remember thin jagged red lines on a yellowing eyeball way too close and then....

			 “Maddy, Maddy, are you okay?”

			I woke up to find myself slumped on the ground and Riley shaking me.

			“Yes, I....” It all came back to me. The bushes. The men. The stench. “What happened? Where’d they go?”

			“You fainted. And when they got what they wanted, they left.” 

			A tsunami of relief washed over me. Somehow we’d survived. I had no clue how. 

			“Is it okay if I smile now?” Riley asked.

			“Yeah,” I said. 

			Wait! Was it Riley? It looked like him, but something was different. 

			As he helped me to stand up, I checked myself all over for stab wounds. But there was no blood or gashes. 

			“How did we get out of that?”

			I looked down—I still had the brown outfit on, and the shoes—they weren’t after our clothes. Then I realised what was different about Riley. His hair. It was darker. And shorter. I felt my own hair. Or what was left of it. The shoulder-length brown strands had been hacked off. 

			“The guys took our hair,” said Riley. “Apparently, they’re going to sell it to some rope-makers.”

			“They’re making ropes out of our hair?” 

			I felt my head. My hair felt short and bumpy, little tufts popping up here and there. “Do I look terrible?”

			“No, you look...fine.” 

			The brief hesitation spoke volumes. I must look ridiculous.

			“They thought I was a boy?” I said.

			“That’s because girls in these times had very long hair.”

			“You know what?” I said. “Those guys must be highwaymen. Did you study that poem The Highwayman last year?”

			“By Alfred Noyes? The highwayman came riding, riding, riding.”

			“What sort of poem would he write about that pair of thieves?”

			He thought for a while, then said: “The highwayman came reeking...” 

			Together we said: “...reeking, reeking.” 

			Those guys were nothing like the highwaymen of fiction, with thigh-length boots, three-pointed hats and a winning way with the women. 

			“Riley, you don’t think everything we thought about this period has been romanticised, do you? Like the knights? Do you suppose they’re not chivalrous heroes at all, just bully boy show-offs?” 

			“Maybe,” said Riley. “But there’s only one way to find out!”

			How I hated him saying that!
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			It was dark by the time we reached Donchester. A stone wall ran all the way around the town, circular turrets rising still higher, like the tall kids in a school photo. In the fading light, I could just make out guards patrolling along the ramparts or peering down menacingly from the towers. When the moon emerged briefly from thick cloud, it spotlighted an archer, bow drawn tight, ready to shoot. 

			Riley and I observed this from our hiding place behind some bushes outside the town’s wooden gates, which were bolted shut. I didn’t think the guards’ arrows could hit us at this distance, but I wouldn’t bet my life on it. 

			“So this is Donchester?” 

			No sound came from within the walls, which seemed odd as it wasn’t that late. 

			“Do you think anyone’s in there?”

			“There’s probably a curfew in place,” said Riley. “Big towns forced people to stay home after a certain time so spies couldn’t move about freely.”

			“Spies?” 

			“Castles are always getting attacked and taken over by rival lords.”

			“Do you think the last of the Fletcher line is in there somewhere?” 

			“Possibly.”

			Darkness was closing in. The town’s gates were shut tighter than the Principal’s Office on Muck-Up Day. The roads were full of thieves with bad breath and skeletons swinging in the trees. 

			Where did that leave Riley and me? We were well and truly out in the cold.

			“We should probably get some sleep,” said Riley.

			Strange to think I’d woken up in Sydney this morning and I was about to bed down on hard ground outside a heavily guarded town in medieval England. I sighed and hoped we’d find a better place to rest tomorrow night.

			At least we were quite well-hidden here behind the bushes. Still, one of us would need to keep watch at all times. Riley volunteered for the first shift.

			 I flopped down onto the ground, which was hard and lumpy. My tummy grumbled. How many hours was it since I’d eaten? Still, as cold and hungry as I was, it was great to close my eyes and stretch out for a while. 

			I was just drifting off when I felt the rhythm of horses’ hooves through the ground beneath my ear.

			I sat up. “Someone’s coming.”

			We watched as four riders galloped into view. We could just about make them out in the spooky light of a nearly full moon. 

			“Oh dash it all, we’ve arrived too late,” said the lead rider, an older man, straight-backed and strong, in an impressive fur-lined coat. “Lord Hugo is a stickler for security. And who can blame him, times being what they are.” 

			“Indeed. Can you not ask the guards to open the doors for you, Sir Fabien?” another rider said.

			“That won’t be necessary. I know an inn not far from here where we may spend the night. It offers passable fare, though the inn-keeper is a rough sort of man.”

			“Lead the way, sir,” said another man in the group. “I dare say we will make the most of whatever we find. And if the gentleman of the inn is rough, well then, we’ll teach him some manners.”

			The four of them chortled as they turned their horses around and rode off into the night.

			I looked over at Riley excitedly. “He said something about an inn?”

			We hurtled after the riders. They were leading the way to a warm room and a hearty meal. Unfortunately, they went at quite a clip, so it wasn’t long before darkness swallowed them up, leaving us once more with the ground as our only option for the night. 

			“Oh, no, we lost them! We’ll have to find another place to—”

			Riley clamped his hand over my mouth and drew me back behind a bush. He watched the road, tense and alert. 

			A big horse, black and as shiny as an oil spill, rode by. Its rider wore a long, shimmering, black cloak. For a few seconds, the horse stopped beside us to snort and stamp, and I tried to peek beneath the hood to see who was there. I saw...nothing at all. As if it was a phantom rider on a ghost horse.

			“He’s probably going to the inn, too,” Riley said.

			We sprinted after them. Until we lost them too.

			“Oh no!” I cried. 

			“Look!” Riley pointed up to the inky sky where smoke billowed out like clouds. “Does that look like smoke? From a fireplace?”

			“Yes!”

			Ten minutes later, we stood in front of an old inn, which had loads of what my mother called “character”. Built of large stones haphazardly set together, it had a wooden sign over the entry that said The Boar’s Breath.

			A shiver of excitement shot through me. I’d been to England with my family when I was younger and we loved these old pubs. Dad liked the ales on tap, Mum loved the old-world decor. I was in a phase where I collected things (I was only eight!) and I kept all the pub names and photos of the signs. We’d been to The Dog and Bone, The Cock and Bull. There were lots of White Harts and Black Swans, The Angel, The Full Tankard. But I’d never come across a Boar’s Breath.

			Riley gave me a nervous grin. He was excited too. We were about to experience a real medieval inn with its famed hospitality, roaring fires, and intrigue. As we approached the entrance, the sound of voices grew louder. We took a deep breath and went inside.

			Burly men clanged tankards and goblets, frothy ale trickling down their beards as they talked and laughed. A huge fireplace at the end warmed the room and sent smoke billowing up to blacken the rafters. Hay covered the dirt floor, soaking up spills. Crudely fashioned candles cast the scene in a honey-golden glow. Ah yes, this was exactly how I’d imagined an old English inn.

			There was a scent of something pleasant—meat grilling over a flame?—with something unpleasant beneath it—the customers, probably.

			“Wow!” I said.

			Riley raised his eyebrows, excited but wary.

			Behind the bar, a stout publican chuckled heartily as he poured drinks and carried plates of food to the tables. The patrons called him Berenger. 

			“Hey, look who’s here,” I said.

			The four men we’d seen outside the town gates sat on benches at the side, eating dinner. They had stew and soup with hunks of bread and cheese. My tummy rumbled.

			“Wouldn’t I like a bowl of that soup,” I said.

			“Yeah. But we don’t have any currency.” Riley scratched his head.

			It was a problem. But not insurmountable. I watched the guys around the room for a while then popped outside to grab a few bits and pieces and decided to go for it.

			Striding up to Berenger at the bar, I tried to appear cheeky and over-confident like the others. “Excuse me, sir. Could we trouble you for some of that delicious-looking soup with some bread and cheese? And we’ll be needing a room for the night.” 

			“And how do you intend to pay, lad?” Berenger asked.

			Lad? So he thought I was a boy, too? I decided not to correct him—a girl on the road with a male unrelated to her might seem unusual in these parts. I lifted my foot and shook it mid-air. Berenger’s eyebrow shot up as he heard a clinking sound like coin. 

			“Fear not, good sir, we can pay you handsomely for your hospitality.” I gave him a wink.

			Berenger tilted his head, looking me up and down before his eyes flicked to Riley. “You two lads look like you couldn’t pay for a shovel to dig your own graves.” 

			Uh-oh. I’d been prepared for scepticism, but his choice of image made the lie catch in my throat. A dangerous pause followed.

			Filled by—of all people—Riley. “’Tis true, the journey has been long and hard,” he said, his voice cracking, “and we must look the worse for our hardship. But, err, we have come to town ahead of our master to pave the way for his business.” 

			Quick as a croc snapping at a careless swimmer, Berenger came back. “And what business would that be?”

			From the tide of pink washing over Riley’s cheeks, his lie bank was empty. Over to me again.

			I scanned the customers. There were a lot of big, beefy guys with booming voices scoffing giant mugs of brew, spittle flying as they talked. In the corner, one man shoved another and got shoved back twice as hard. As he stumbled, he knocked a bench over. Two younger men put themselves between the big guys, trying to calm them down.

			What did it all mean?

			I leaned closer to Berenger and curled my index finger at him. He moved closer. 

			“We really shouldn’t tell you this.” I kept my voice low. “But you look like a man who can keep a secret.”

			Berenger preened. “That be me. I’m as quiet as the town gossip what’s had her tongue cut out.”

			Eeoo. He had a way of putting things that made my throat close up. I cleared it. “Our master’s business is concerned...with the tournament.” 

			Berenger nodded slowly. “How, exactly?”

			Riley leaned in, intrigued to hear what I’d say too. 

			“It concerns certain wagers that might be placed on the outcomes by those wishing to make the games more interesting,” I said.

			Berenger’s eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead and he nodded slowly. “So your master is...”

			I winked again and touched my nose, urging him to keep our secret. Berenger gave me a knowing grin. “Take a seat, lads. I’ll get Bessy to bring you our best travellers’ fare.”

			Perching at the end of one of the long tables, Riley and I exhaled with relief. 

			“What was all that about a tournament?” Riley asked.

			“Well, this is medieval England, where they have tournaments, right? One look around this room at all these big guys showing off to each other gives you a hint something like that is about to happen.”

			Riley looked around. “But how did you come up with the stuff about the betting?”

			It was on account of Gran, I explained. She was a card player but, like most gamblers, she’d pretty much bet on anything. She taught me that wherever there is a competition, there’s always someone betting on the outcome. It stood to reason there’d be gambling at a tournament, but as it would involve winning money when noble knights were wounded—or worse—it would have to be done in the shadows, under the nose of the authorities.

			“Now, Berenger thinks we work for the man who runs those bets,” said Riley. 

			“Yes, and I’d guess a medieval bookmaker would be one tough dude,” I said. “You wouldn’t want to mess with him. Or his representatives.” 

			“Do you really have money in your boot?”

			“Of course not! I picked up some stones outside and put them in there, along with the key I took from Johnno, so it would sound like coins rattling.”

			Riley nodded. “I’m glad you’re here, Maddy. Is it okay if I smile now?”

			“Yeah, but don’t overdo it.”

			A commotion broke out as Berenger picked up a skinny man and carried him through the inn. “So you can’t pay? Then you can’t stay!” he bellowed. 

			Someone opened the door and he hurled the guy onto the road like a sack of dirt. From across the room, I heard the crack of bones as he hit hard ground. The man howled in pain. 

			Our smug smiles turned to horror as we realised this would be our fate if we couldn’t settle Berenger’s account by the morning.
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			As we waited for our meal, I looked around the room. There seemed to be a lot of goodwill as tournament contestants and their servants mingled with rivals. Laughing together tonight, skewering each other tomorrow. Civilised enough, in a bizarre way.

			In what I had thought was an empty corner of the room, I glimpsed something shiny and golden: a ring on someone’s hand briefly catching the reflection of the fire’s flame. Staring into the blackness, I made out the shape of a cloaked man against the wall.

			“Hey, Riley, is that the guy in the black cloak we saw on the road?”

			Riley squinted at the wall. “I don’t see anyone.”

			I was about to say more, but Bessy arrived with soup, some bread and a chunk of cheese. Yum. Just what we needed on a cold night.

			Looking into the wooden bowl, I saw a lumpy, whitish liquid with green and brown bits floating in it. Not the mouth-watering broth I’d expected. Still, I was hungry, so I picked it up and slurped some down. It was edible, but not like any soup I’d ever had before.

			“What is it?” I asked Riley, wincing.

			“It’s called pottage. It’s a mix of porridge oats and whatever vegetables and bacon they have to hand.”

			“Porridge and vegetables. Errrgh.”

			Flicking my finger around in the bowl, I saw peas and some kind of onion and a fatty-looking piece of meat. I tried a second mouthful. It was no better than the first. Perhaps I’d leave the soup till last and focus on the bread and cheese. The bread was dark brown with a rough texture. I smiled as I took a bite, anticipating the fresh flavours of a wholesome loaf. Instead, my teeth hit something hard. 

			“Ow!” I held my jaw. “I think there’s a stone in there.” 

			“White flour as we know it is not really a thing in these times,” Riley said.

			“Now you tell me.” I rubbed my jaw, seriously hoping I hadn’t broken a tooth. 

			“During the milling of these dark breads, small millstones sometimes broke off and fell into the mix,” he said.

			“Millstones?”

			I put the bread down. At least I still had the cheese. I picked up the chunk and turned it over. Just as I suspected. There was a big piece of blue mould on the bottom.

			“Maybe we should have ordered a pie.” I watched enviously as Bessy took a pastry-topped creation to a man at the other end of our table. The guy bit into it and some watery brown meat oozed out. 

			Riley recoiled. “No, we’re much better off with the pottage.”

			I ate most of the pottage and the bread—chewing slowly, to spit out the stones—and nibbled around the mould on the cheese. Then washed it all down with a goblet of very weak ale, which was the healthy alternative to water since all the sewage was dumped into the streams.

			As I finished my meal, a group of performers came in. First, a couple of girls, aged about twelve—one played some kind of wooden pipes, the other juggled multi-coloured balls. Next, a tall, skinny teenage boy cartwheeled and somersaulted across the room, followed by a boofy bloke with curly orange hair, banging a pair of drums tied to his belt.

			The group’s leader entered last, playing a sort of small guitar–a lute. A bit older than me—around eighteen—he had shoulder-length black hair and wore a mask over his eyes. His long jacket bore the black and silver diamond pattern of the harlequin, or jester. With it, he wore long boots and a black hat with a white feather. He looked like a cross between an entertainer and a highwayman.

			Within a few minutes, the troupe had everyone clapping, stomping and shouting. The jester picked up someone’s jug of ale, took a long slurp, then leapt onto a trestle table and strode up and down as he sang. I saw Berenger’s pained expression, but he didn’t try to stop him. As long as people kept refilling their tankards, it was to his advantage, I suppose.

			Everything was going well: the acrobat was impressive, the juggling cool, the music sweet in a medieval kind of way. But then the jester started on the jokes. The first few were funny. Things went downhill after that. 

			“During the crusades, our knights discovered that some of the Moorish men had more than one wife?” he said. “At that point, we should have let them be. Hadn’t they suffered enough?”

			A roar of approval from the men followed. 

			“If any gentleman here would like more than one wife,” he said, “let him raise his hand now. For there are villages nearby in need of an idiot.”

			Everyone fell about at that, thinking it oh so funny!

			But not me.

			I huffed and turned my back on him to let him know what I thought of him and his female-bashing humour. To be fair, although these kinds of jokes were old and boring in my time, they were probably cutting-edge humour here. After a while, the jester must have noticed as he made me the butt of his jokes. 

			“This young gent is doing us all a favour and presenting his best side—his back side,” he said.

			The crowd howled and hooted behind me. I rolled my eyes but didn’t bother turning around. 

			“I wonder who cuts the boy’s hair?” he continued. “Surely there must be better ways for a blind man to earn his living.” 

			Oh ha-bleeding-ha!

			I couldn’t resist then. I looked back and gave him the stink eye. 

			“And when you’re finished here, lad, do us a favour?” he continued. “The innkeeper has mislaid his broom. Perhaps we could turn you upside down and use your head to sweep up?” 

			My one consolation was that while he went to work on me, he gave the female-bashing a rest.

			It was while I was looking the other way, I noticed the golden glint again from a ring on the hand of the black-hooded rider. This time I could just about see him creeping along the wall. While everyone had eyes on the jester, he homed in on a goblet at the end of the table, clicked open a compartment on his ring and emptied some powder into the drink before disappearing into the darkness.

			 I watched open-mouthed, trying to process what I’d seen. Could that have been poison he’d put into someone’s drink? I was trying to decide what to do next when a hand grasped the goblet’s belly and moved the vessel towards an open mouth.

			“Don’t drink that!” I shouted and batted the goblet to the floor. It shattered.

			The music stopped. All eyes turned to me. “The drink’s been poisoned!” I said.

			The man holding the drink was one of the men we’d seen at the town gates. He looked from me to the goblet on the floor. 

			“The boy’s right,” said his companion. “Look! Purple berries from certain plants can be deadly.”

			“What scoundrel did this?” the man demanded. “Point him out to me, lad.”

			“He wore a black cape,” I said. “He went out the back way, I think.”

			Every able-bodied man—pretty much everyone in this pumped-up crowd—thundered out in pursuit of the would-be assassin. Meanwhile, Riley squatted down to study the poison—sniffing it, turning the goblet round in the candlelight.

			While I watched him work, I sensed someone watching me. I turned to find the jester, arms folded, glaring. “I don’t know whether to thank you for saving that gentleman’s life or run you through. For you have well and truly murdered my performance.”

			“You give me too much credit,” I said. “For you were managing that quite well without any help from me.”

			He frowned, perplexed. “You didn’t like my jests? Perhaps they were too clever for so simple a brain as yours.”

			“Oh pull-ease,” I said. “Those jokes were so lame, they needed a pair of crutches to stay upright.” 

			“Lame?” said the jester, not sure of my meaning. “So you think you can do better, do you, boy? Go on, then. Let’s hear it. Give me your best jest.” He stood, arms folded, eyebrows raised, waiting.

			Now there was a challenge. It should have been easy. I had a thousand more years of comedy to draw on. But at that moment, I struggled to recall a single joke. 

			“How about this?” I said. “You, sir, believe yourself to be a wit. Well, you’re half right.” 

			Boom, boom. The boofy drummer beat on his instrument. The jester’s troupe members laughed. It seemed they didn’t mind me making fun of their leader. 

			“Oh, very good,” said the jester. “You’re saying I’m a half-wit. Mind if I use that one in future? What did you say your name was?”

			“Madison,” I replied, without thinking. 

			“Mad...son,” he said. “Perhaps your parents were jesters, too? Or prophets?”

			To my deep annoyance, my cheeks heated up with embarrassment. But I couldn’t let him get the better of me with my own name. 

			“How about this?” I said. “Why did the chicken cross the road?”

			“I don’t know. Why?” the jester asked.

			“To get to the other side,” I answered smugly. I couldn’t believe I was the first person in history to tell a chicken-crossing-the-road joke. 

			There was no laughter. Not even a snigger. Just blank looks. 

			“Yes, and...?” the jester said.

			“And that’s the joke. Don’t you see? It’s funny because it’s so obvious.”

			“Hmmm. Let me try one of those.” He rubbed his chin. “Why did the spiky-haired dull-witted boy cross the road? Answer: The reason for his departure is irrelevant. We’re just glad he went!”

			Boom, boom went the drummer again. One to the clown, who looked super-smug now.

			“Well, at least it’s an improvement on all those jokes about females,” I said. “Bor-ing.”

			The smug grin faltered. Slowly and deliberately, he took off one of his black gloves and threw it down on the ground at my feet. 

			“You insult me and my work,” he said. “I demand satisfaction.”

			Oh great! He was challenging me to a duel. I’d got myself into a life-and-death situation on my first night. I looked at the glove on the ground. I knew what the young, keen knights in the room would do. Snatch it up and relish the chance to defend their honour or die trying. 

			I didn’t stand a chance in a physical fight against anyone from this era. I should apologise, humbly, and hope to live to tell the tale. But something about the mocking gleam in this show-off’s eyes choked the apology in my throat. I swallowed and leaned over to pick up the glove and accept the challenge. It seemed I really would rather die than say sorry to this guy.

			A hand snatched it away before I got to it—Riley’s. He gave the glove back. “Here, you dropped this.”

			“A man who picks up a fool’s glove—” his gaze slid from Riley to me “—has saved the fool the bother.” 

			He took the glove, smiled and bowed low to Riley, gave me a final death stare, then went to join his troupe. 

			That was close. 

			“The poison was definitely belladonna,” said Riley. “Whoever did it wasn’t fooling around. It wouldn’t have been a pleasant way to go.”

			I nodded, trying to focus on his words as my heart drummed its own rhythm of fear. 

			“It would not be a pleasant way to go at all.” Riley repeated his words, pinning me with his gaze. Was he still talking about the poison in the goblet? Or my near miss with the duel? 

			The door banged open and the men streamed back inside. 

			“No sign of the assassin,” said the older knight. “But we found this.”

			He handed me a torn piece of black material. It was a dark velvet, but it reflected the light in a strange way, sometimes appearing silvery, sometimes barely there. 

			“Yes, that looks like it’s from the poisoner’s cape.” 

			The knight picked up a chunk of the goblet, studying the purplish smear on the side. “If I’d imbibed but a few sips, those berries would have ushered me to the next life, for a certainty.” 

			And he’d come awfully close. If the jester’s jokes hadn’t annoyed me, I might not have turned around and I wouldn’t have seen the poison go into the cup. And then...? 

			“But where are my manners?” The man smiled warmly at me. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir Fabien of Donchester. And I owe you my life.” His long black hair had silver streaks at the side, his face was fine-featured with craggy lines from time spent outdoors. He smiled first with his eyes and made me want to smile too.

			“No, no,” I said. “Anyone would have done the same.”

			But perhaps they shouldn’t have. For it hit me—what if Sir Fabien had been meant to die today? I’d changed his future within a handful of hours of entering the time zone. I looked up to see Riley frowning over the guy’s words, probably thinking the same. No matter how carefully you trod through time, you always left an imprint.

			Riley and I introduced ourselves to Sir Fabien and assured him he owed me nothing.

			“Even so,” he said, “I would be glad if you two would be my special guests at the tournament tomorrow.” 

			I looked at Riley, who smiled and nodded.

			“We’d be honoured,” I said. 

			Special guests at a medieval tournament? That was cool. Even cooler, I found out later that Sir Fabien was the head knight to the lord of Donchester, Lord Hugo. And, according to some of the men I spoke to later, he was the favourite to win the whole tournament. 

			Was that why someone had tried to kill him, I wondered? A rival, hoping to smooth their path to victory? If so, a tournament was even more dangerous than I’d imagined.

			After that, the party really got going, with me at the centre of it all—a place I wasn’t that comfortable being. Everyone wanted to shake my hand and buy me a drink. I thanked them and accepted, but of course the drink was pretty revolting—some kind of home-brewed alcohol so hot it scorched my throat. I smiled and pretended to sip but, when they weren’t watching, I tipped the liquid onto the hay-strewn floor. 

			“Therrrrrrre he is,” a shrill voice said, cutting through the noise. Sir Fabien’s dark eyes swam in reflected candlelight as he beamed at me. “Such a funderful young wellow!” He shook my hand, his grip so strong I thought he might snap a bone. “Shame we lost the scoundrel.” He slurred as he spoke in a most refined voice. “What I desire most ardently is to see the soles of the villain’s feet swaying in the breeze.”

			I smiled and nodded.

			“A drink! For my fine fung yend!” Or young friend. “I’m Sir Fabien.” 

			I know. We shook hands. Again.

			“So this is your first visit to Donchester?” he asked. He talked especially slowly, trying to get his words right. “Two finer lads I’ve never seen. And if there is ever anything I can do to make your visit more comfortable, you have but to name it.”

			“Thank you, Sir Fabien,” I said. “We appreciate it.”

			Awww. Sir Fabien was so nice and not at all snooty as I’d expected—even if I did have to reel away from the alcoholic fumes when he came too close. 

			The crowd partied till late. And gambled—on anything and everything. There was arm wrestling—so intense they broke off a chunk of Berenger’s bench. And a contest to see who could hit the most rats scuttling around the tavern. They bet on who could belch the loudest, who could drink the most without vomiting and even which poor soul Berenger could hurl the furthest out of the tavern. 

			At one of the long benches, a chess match began. 

			“And suddenly, I’m no longer worried about how we’ll pay Berenger in the morning.” I was, of course, thinking of Riley entering the chess tournament and cleaning up. 

			Riley watched a few games intently. “They do a few things differently here. It looks like the Queen can only move one square in either direction.”

			“Figures,” I scoffed. “I’m guessing women don’t have the run of the town here.”

			As Riley sat down at the chess table, the man who’d organised the match—a jowly fellow with helter-skelter eyebrows—reminded him that only those with sufficient coin to cover their bets could enter. I smiled and shook my boot confidently (rattling the stones and key in my free hand). “Don’t worry. We’ve got that covered.”

			Riley really needed to win the game. It wouldn’t be good to lose and be unable to pay what he owed in this alcohol-fuelled crowd of killing-for-fun show-off knights. 

			But I wasn’t worried. This was Riley, boy genius, junior chess champion of the lower north shore. I sat down to watch long enough to see that he had the measure of the medieval game before I headed off to our room for the night.

			Chapter 9[image: ]

			I woke up in a grassy clearing behind the inn early the next morning. Though the sun had risen, it didn’t give off much heat. Everything around me was dusted with frost. My feet were frozen, as was the tip of my nose. We’d definitely need to buy a coat during our stay here.

			So much for a nice clean hotel room! I shook my head at how optimistic—or naive—I’d been the previous night when I asked Berenger to point me in the direction of “the amenities and accommodations”.

			“The amenities,” he said, “are through the first door as you exit. And you will find the accommodations at the top of the stairs.” I wondered why he gave me such a twinkly smile and made no mention of a key. 

			The “amenities” turned out to be an overly full stinky wooden barrel within the stables. The “accommodations” was just one room containing five straw mattresses with filthy covers. More than one man slept on each, limbs overlapping, snorting like a choir of pigs.

			Exiting hastily, I looked around till I found a flat, dry spot behind some bushes to lie down. It was cold, but at least the air wasn’t rank with body odour, bad breath and gas (you have NO idea!).

			I thought about leaving Riley a note. But I knew that, one look at that room, and he’d head straight back out, searching for the first flat, dry spot with some privacy. And there I’d be.

			Sure enough, when I woke up, Riley, sprinkled with frost, was asleep beside me. I stood up, stretched and stamped my feet to warm up. The countryside was a deep green. The inn, with its chimney puffing curly white clouds into a blue sky, was picture perfect. And, suddenly, I felt hopeful about the whole trip. We’d go into town, find the Fletchers, figure out what was wrong and fix it. We could be back home within a week.

			Riley woke up soon after and brought out a couple of bread rolls he’d snaffled at the chess tables the night before. I was pretty hungry but there was no chance of getting the traditional English breakfast with bacon, eggs, sausages and the like, as it hadn’t been invented yet. And, anyway, most peasants didn’t eat till mid-morning, Riley said. 

			“How did it go with the chess?” I asked.

			“Not bad.” He pulled out a few coins, then a few more, and kept going until we had a small hill of silver before us. Then came some gold buttons and a ring made of a dull silver—pewter, maybe?—with a green stone. It looked valuable. Hard to believe someone would gamble something so precious. Hard, but not impossible. After all, my own Gran had gambled away her home in one hand of poker and her life’s savings on the next. That was just the way with some gamblers. They couldn’t stop till they had nothing left to lose.

			“Very good,” I said. “So what’s all this worth?”

			“We should have enough to pay Berenger for his hospitality.” 

			“Hospitality! Yeah, right! I’ve known crocodiles in billabongs that were more hospitable!”

			“With a bit left over.” He grinned.

			“Enough to buy a coat?” I asked.

			Riley considered this. “Yeah, and to set ourselves up as a noble brother and sister to meet the Fletcher family.”

			I nodded. So far, so good. Apart from the unplanned haircut, things were going better than I’d hoped.

			Just then—whoosh—an arrow whizzed past our noses and lodged itself in the tree trunk nearby.

			“Damn!” A velvety voice came from behind. I turned to see the jester in his purple and black coat, clutching a bow. “Good morning, lads, I trust you slept well?”

			“You could have killed us!” I glowered at him.

			“Apparently, I couldn’t.” He yanked the arrow out of the trunk and slid it back into the quiver of arrows on his back, grinning. “Maybe next time.” 

			At that point, Berenger appeared, filling the doorway, his cold fish gaze trawling the green till he found us. 

			“Time to settle our bill.” Riley ran off to meet him.

			How much the guy would charge us for sleeping on the hard ground outside his inn was an interesting question.

			Turning back, I found the jester looking me up and down. “I trust you’ll be travelling to Donchester for the tournament?” 

			“Yes, we will. You?”

			“Performing at these events is how we earn our bread,” he said. “And we hope to have the pleasure of entertaining Lord Hugo in Donchester castle while we are here.” 

			“If you truly want to entertain Lord Hugo,” I said, “I suggest you get some new material.”

			I got more pleasure than perhaps I should have from the flash of anger that crossed his face before his lips slipped back into their habitual smirk. “So you don’t enjoy my jests?” 

			“Your jests about women are—how shall I put it? About as clever and fresh as the contents of that barrel in there.” I pointed in the direction of the “amenities”. 

			“I’ve never met a man who didn’t enjoy them before.”

			“Well, you know what they say. There’s a first time for everything.” 

			The wrinkle of confusion just above his left eyebrow made me think that was the first time he’d heard that. 

			“Tell me, what is it, specifically, you don’t like about my humour?” he asked.

			“Let me see,” I stroked my chin. “There was that bit about the husband who let his wife drown in a poo river? Poo was going into her mouth for a change, instead of coming out. What’s not to like about that?” 

			He nodded, perplexed. He genuinely had no clue what the problem was.

			“Tell you what, let’s turn the idea on its head,” I said. “Instead of the man pushing his wife into the poo river, let’s make it the woman pushing the man in.”

			Jester frowned as he considered this. “There’s nothing funny about that.”

			“Indeed.”

			“All men like my jokes,” he said, circling me like a cat around a goldfish bowl. “But you’re not a man, are you, Madison?”

			Uh-oh.

			“You’re just a boy.”

			O-kay.

			Riley came hurtling across the grass to us. “We’ve got a problem!” In a frenzy, he kicked dirt and mud over the stack of coins and jewellery he’d won. There was no time to ask why as half a dozen men brandishing swords and knives surged out in pursuit. 

			“There they be!” Berenger pointed a meaty finger at us. “The strangers!” 

			Two big guys rushed forward and grabbed Riley and me, yanking our arms behind our backs till I cried out in pain.

			Sir Fabien emerged from the inn. This morning, a clump of vomit clung to his fur lapels and his hair was crazily askew. 

			“Last night, some noble guests of the inn were robbed,” he said. “The scoundrels took a quantity of coin and, among other things, a valuable emerald ring.”

			An emerald ring? Uh-oh. 

			“If you divest yourselves of the stolen booty, here and now, we will make your deaths quick and painless,” he said.

			“Deaths? Now hang on, we didn’t steal anything,” I protested.

			“Silence!” Sir Fabien commanded. He turned to the two men with him. “Search them.”

			“Wait!” I said. They froze. “Please, Sir Fabien, what about what you said last night, about helping us if we were ever in trouble? May we call upon that help now?”

			“Do not compound your crimes with lies,” he said. “Why would I say such a thing to the likes of you—strangers to the town?”

			Riley was speechless with horror. I might have been too, but I had to keep talking or we’d be in deep trouble.

			“Don’t you remember? I saved your life, Sir Fabien, when the black-caped assassin put poison in your drink.” 

			Thought lines trenched his forehead as he took this in. I could see some distant bell ringing, but his eyes remained clouded. He must have been blackout drunk last night. Not good. 

			“And did we apprehend this so-called assassin?” Sir Fabien asked.

			“No, he got away.” 

			“Uh-huh,” he said. “And did anyone but you see this would-be murderer?” 

			“Well, err, no.”

			“Then how do we know that you yourself didn’t put the poison in the drink to ingratiate yourselves with your betters?” 

			What could I say to that? Not much. Especially, as, by now, my mouth was as dry as a hay sandwich. I looked to the half a dozen rumpled, bleary-eyed noblemen who’d gathered to watch. “But I didn’t try to poison anyone! Good sirs! One of you must remember the incident I’m talking about, where I saved Sir Fabien’s life?”

			Blank looks greeted my words. Whether they were still waking up or reluctant to disagree with such an important man, I couldn’t say. But no-one was coming to our rescue. 

			“Search them!” Sir Fabien instructed. 

			The two big guys patted Riley and me down roughly, peered into our mouths, our hair, our ears. How you’d hide money or a ring in your ears was a mystery to me, but I was in no position to argue.

			“This one’s wearing some kind of cross,” said one man, yanking the chain with the time machine key off Riley’s neck. 

			Oh no!

			He handed the key to Sir Fabien, who examined it. “It’s probably stolen. Vagabonds such as these two could not have come by such a piece honestly.” 

			Vagabonds? When last night he’d called us heroes for saving his life. More ruddy-cheeked men joined the throng, pressing forward for a better view. A younger guy with ears like table tennis bats caught my eye. “Hang them!” he shouted. 

			To my horror, others joined in. “Hang them! Hang them!” 

			Without even knowing the circumstances of our crimes, they chanted for our execution. As if it was a game. The same people who’d toasted us last night thirsted for our blood this morning.

			At the back of the crowd, I saw that the jester’s troupe had stopped rehearsing to watch.“Please, doesn’t anyone here remember the assassin but me?” I called. The men gawped, some bit their lips, struggling to find clarity in the fog of their brains. They all shook their heads—no. 

			Table Tennis Ears grinned. “Shall we prepare for their punishment?”

			Punishment? What?

			Sir Fabien nodded. It was small comfort to see him press his hand to his temple and grimace in pain from the killer hangover he must surely have.

			Riley struggled to swallow. 

			As a man slung two ropes over a tree branch and tied nooses onto the end of them, my voice returned. “No!” I shouted. “This is not right! We didn’t steal anything!”

			Riley looked over at me, as if he wanted to say something. I could guess what it might be—that he was sorry he’d brought me here. That it had been a mistake to come to this time period to try to fix Jamie Fletcher’s timeline. I agreed.

			A few men went round the bushes where we’d slept, searching for the stolen goods, I presumed. They returned to Sir Fabien and shook their heads. Our first piece of luck—they hadn’t found our stash. 

			“Where are the stolen items?” Sir Fabien demanded. “Speak up, and you shall die quickly. If you remain silent, we will stretch your necks for as long as they can bear.”

			Watching the man standing there, shifting his weight from his heels to his toes, I was reminded of our maths teacher, Mr Gleeson, demanding that anyone who hadn’t done the homework had better speak now or face detention for the rest of the week. Though I usually hadn’t done the homework, I didn’t crack at that point and mostly got away with it. Would I be as lucky here?

			“We don’t have any items.” My voice trembled. “We may be unknown to all of you—” drunken idiots, who were our biggest fans last night “—but we remain honest...men.”

			“Look in their boots,” Berenger called from back door of the inn. “That’s where they hide their coin.” 

			When a skinny servant squatted down to examine my shoes, I knew we were in trouble. If they found our trainers beneath the Velcroed covers, it wouldn’t go well. This crowd did not look like the sort to take to a new fashion. And particularly not one so other-worldly as a training shoe. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing all of this to un-happen.

			“Excuse me, but might I ask, Sir Fabien, what is going on here?” a sing-song voice enquired.

			Opening one eye, I glimpsed the jester’s diamond-patterned coat. 

			“These two are thieves and liars,” Sir Fabien explained, “and are about to pay the price for their crimes.”

			“And how, might I ask, have you come to that conclusion?” The jester’s voice had a sharp edge to it. “The facts, if you please.”

			“The fact of their being strangers in town with no-one of good character to vouch for them,” Sir Fabien stated regally, as though this made it an open-and-shut case. 

			“Then, sir, I have to advise that you are mistaken,” Jester said. “They are not strangers to me. For they are part of my entertainment troupe. I will vouch for them.”

			What the—? Members of his troupe? That was unexpected. Though very, very welcome. I felt myself nodding wildly. 

			Jester turned to the man fumbling with my boots. “Sir, touch no member of my troupe or we will not perform for you at the tournament.”

			Sir Fabien blustered forward. “Are you telling me these lads are entertainers and part of your group?”

			“Your ears are in good working order, sir,” said Jester.

			“Was that intended as an insult, fool?” Sir Fabien demanded.

			“I would be a double fool to insult you, sire.” Jester bowed low. “And the foolish fool is a fool indeed as you have named me.”

			Sir Fabien’s frowned deepened. He wasn’t sure whether this was an apology or a deepening of the slight. 

			 “If they’re members of the troupe —” Sir Fabien arched his right eyebrow “—let’s see them perform.”

			Jester bowed and smiled. But it was forced, I could tell. He was worried. And he had good reason to be. If Riley and I didn’t dazzle the crowd now, a third rope would be slung over the branch—for him. 

			So I cleared my throat and forced a song out—Night and Stars, a mellow jazzy number my choir, the North Shore Nightingales, had learned recently. Why that song? My head was filled with knights—it just sprang to mind.

			The crowd frowned at first. It was not the sort of music they were used to. For the first few bars, my throat was croaky and tense, making me slightly off-key. I saw one of Sir Fabien’s men edging forward to arrest me. But the knight put up a gloved hand, holding him back, to give me a chance.

			Night and Stars,

			To you I run

			Veiled by darkness

			Or lit by sun

			Though storm clouds gather

			Your light shines through

			In all climes, my love

			It’s you, only you.

			I’d never really paid attention to the lyrics before, but now I realised it was a romantic song. I had to think ahead to make sure there was nothing out-of-time in the lyrics that might make them suspicious.

			By the second verse, the flute player in the troupe had picked up the melody on her instrument and the drummer caught the rhythm. It might have been fun if my life and Riley’s hadn’t been hanging in the balance—literally.

			When I stopped singing, a tense silence fell. To my embarrassment, a few bulky men in the crowd sniffled and wiped away tears. This was the era of chivalry and romance, after all. Beneath the chain mail, weapons and bloodlust, these brutes were sentimental about love.

			“Very good.” Sir Fabien’s voice wavered. 

			Epic relief.

			“And what does the other lad do?” he asked.

			All eyes turned to Riley. He took two steps back, held out his palm, placed a silver coin in the centre. Then he clapped once dramatically and held his palms up to show the coin had disappeared. There was an intake of breath at this magic trick. 

			Then he held his index finger up, urging the crowd to wait. He walked slowly towards Sir Fabien and reached behind the knight’s ear. A zing of steel followed as swords were unsheathed and directed at Riley’s throat. Riley swallowed visibly before reaching behind Sir Fabien’s ear to retrieve the coin. A tense pause followed, all eyes on Sir Fabien to see how he’d react. 

			Once the shock had passed, the man roared with laughter. So everyone joined in. Riley looked over and slowly exhaled. He’d passed the test too.

			“Please accept our humblest apologies for an error honestly made,” Sir Fabien said. “And we look forward to seeing more of your performance at the tournament.”

			As the crowd dispersed, I heard someone ask: “Were there any other strangers at the inn last night?”

			“You weren’t joking about these guys being suspicious of strangers,” I said to Riley. “They were going to hang us just because they didn’t know us.”

			“Clearly, the boy is not as stupid as he looks,” Jester managed to splutter out, even doubled over and hyperventilating as he was at the time. He was as relieved as we were that we’d got away with it.

			“There is one problem though,” Riley said. “They took something of mine. Something valuable.” 

			Of course! The time machine key. In my joy at not being hanged, I’d forgotten that small detail.

			“That cross on the chain?” Jester asked. He waved his troupe over. The dark-haired juggler came forward and held out her palm with the key on the chain upon it.

			“How did you...?” 

			The girl, whose name I learned was Sash, smiled shyly. 

			“My troupe members have many talents,” Jester said.

			So they were entertainers and pickpockets? In times like this, I guess you did what you had to do to survive. And Sash had only stolen back what was ours in the first place. At least, that was all I knew about. And all I wanted to know.

			As Riley resecured the chain around his neck, I found myself alone with Jester for a time. 

			“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t know your name.”

			“My name is Jester,” he said. “Or, Chester, if you prefer.”

			“Chester the jester?” Seriously?

			“Jester will do. And you are Madson.”

			“Madison,” I corrected him. “But you can call me Maddy,” I said reluctantly.

			“Madd-eee!” He repeated my name with way too much emphasis and glee.

			“You saved our lives, Jester,” I said. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” He bowed theatrically. “You may do the same for me one day.” 

			“If you don’t kill me first,” I said.

			“You have no need to worry on that score,” he said. “For I would never harm a female.”

			What the—?

			“No man or boy has ever sung like that,” he said. “And now I understand why you don’t like my jokes.”

			Oh, the arrogant—! It wasn’t because I was a girl. It was because they were lame, lame, lame!  

			“I’ll see you very soon, Maddee.” He turned to leave. 

			“Not if I see you first,” I replied, hoping to get the last word in.

			He looked back, grinning. “You’re a member of the troupe now. Sir Fabien will expect to hear you sing at the tournament. And he does not like to be disappointed.”

			He tipped his head to me and headed off. 

			So Jester was forcing us to join his entertainment troupe? We’d have to sing for the knights and spectators at a medieval tournament. I couldn’t even pretend to be upset about that. 

			But as I watched him walking away, alarm bells clanged in my brain. I’d heard the way he’d spoken to Sir Fabien. Although I wasn’t an expert on the subtexts of this era, it seemed rash to mock the knight so openly. More than rash, it was dangerous. Like he had a death wish. I wondered if all fools and jesters were like this. Pushing their luck.

			I wasn’t sure it was smart to be joining a group with someone like that, much less have him know my secret. I had a feeling it might lead to trouble in the days ahead.
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			After retrieving Riley’s winnings, we made our way back to Donchester, where the town gates were open, with people streaming through. The poor came on foot in simple tunics of coarse brown. The rich rode on horseback, colourfully dressed, careless of those in their path.

			“Please sire, can you spare something for a poor wretch?” A small boy stretched his skinny arm towards a rider in burgundy and gold with a long billowing cape. The man’s mouth twitched into a wry smile before he tossed something towards the child. Whereupon several more dirt-covered urchins dived on it, pushing and shoving each other to claim the loot.

			Riley and I put our heads down as we passed the guards at the gates, though I struggled not to stare. They were the first real knights I’d ever seen, in  chain mail and helmets with long swords on their belts and surcoats bearing an eagle crest. 

			Their armour was not so different to the knight costume I got at the Easter show one year. I called myself Maddy, the warrior princess, and I fought epic battles with the evil Lauren Laughs-a-lot in our backyard. Of course, my “chain mail” was a cotton tunic with circles of silver sequins, light and easy to move in, while theirs was solid steel down to their knees.

			One of the guards caught me looking and eyeballed me back in warning. I dipped my gaze and kept it low as we entered the town. We’d had enough trouble today; we didn’t want any more.

			Barely a few steps inside the town, we came upon a sight that made me gasp—three heads on spikes, their eyes missing, the empty sockets black and crusty with blood. My legs instantly turned spongy. Riley gripped my arm to keep me up. 

			“Steady there, Maddy,” he whispered. “We can’t look surprised by any of this.”

			He guided me off the main path where we sat on a log on the side until I had overcome the urge to vomit. Riley sat beside me, his complexion a shade paler than usual. Of course, we’d heard about “heads on spikes”. But reading about them and seeing them IRL was gut-churningly different. Though, we were the only ones who seemed at all bothered by it.

			“What do you suppose those guys did to end up there?” I asked.

			“Murder, maybe. Or perhaps they stole something from a rich person.”

			Bile churned in my throat. “Riley, the ring,” I croaked. “The one you won, with the emerald in it.” 

			“The one that nearly got us hanged this morning,” he whispered. We looked around to make sure no-one was listening.

			“We have to get rid of it. If we’re caught with it on us?” I didn’t need to say that it could be our heads up there! Riley stood up and crossed the main thoroughfare, where he loitered around some flowering bushes on the other side to dump the ring. He tried to look casual as he did it, but, in my opinion, he might just as well have worn a sign Jewel thief stashing loot here. 

			A few minutes later, he returned. 

			I exhaled. Epic relief. “What next?”

			“We start looking for the Fletchers,” said Riley. “The researcher Peterson spoke to at the British Library said they lived near the church.”

			“Which church?”

			“He didn’t say. I’m hoping there aren’t too many.”

			We headed along the main road through the town, dodging horses, vendors’ carts and piles of manure. I jumped back as a pig shot across my path. Several of the creatures foraged on the street. Horses clip-clopped, carts clattered on the uneven surface. A strong scent of dung spiced the air. 

			We passed a row of narrow terrace houses, two or three storeys high, with steep roofs and wooden beams decorating the exterior. Shops occupied the ground level, one selling cloth, another ceramic goblets and jugs, shoes, hats, pottery. 

			Butchers hung animal haunches on hooks in the sun. An ironmonger laid hand-made scissors, knives and candleholders on a table, to the ting-clash of the blacksmith working a forge out back. Colourful wooden signs dangled above the shops with paintings of the goods for sale.

			“I’m guessing that’s because most people can’t read?” I said.

			“Correct,” said Riley, like a quiz show host.

			The sound of a clanging bell and a warbly voice drew people to the main square where a man in a red coat and tall black hat addressed the crowd. “Contenders are warming up for the tournament!” His voice cut through the street noise. “This afternoon Foragers Field will become an arena of war as knights from far and wide compete in tests of skill and strength in honour of Lady Isobella’s birthday.”

			“So now we know where the knights will be,” Riley said. “Somewhere called Foragers Fields.”

			“I think that man might be a town crier,” I said.

			“Like from the old nursery rhymes?” 

			Riley knew nursery rhymes? That was weird. I’d imagined baby Riley bypassing the rattles and soft toys, heading straight for the junior lab kit.

			“This must be how people got the news before newspapers and the internet,” I said.

			“Preparations continue for the great banquet of Lord Hugo,” the man roared. “As carts bearing supplies roll through town, please watch where you step.” 

			Riley and I moved on to check out some market stalls nearby. Tables and barrows displayed everything from silk, furs and jewels to pots and pans, fish and bread. 

			“We should buy ourselves some clothes, especially a coat,” I said. I was already feeling chilly. 

			“Hot sheep’s feet for sale,” a man shouted. 

			“People eat sheep’s feet?” I grimaced. 

			“Lovely hot pies!” called another. Now Riley looked grossed out.

			“What is it about medieval pies you don’t like?” I asked.

			Riley opened his mouth to answer but was drowned out by raised voices nearby. 

			“He’s a liar and a cheat! I demand justice!” A woman’s shrill voice rose above the general din. A circle began forming around a plump man in breeches, covered in flour, and a thin woman with a turned-down mouth. A well-dressed man stood by, listening with a raised chin and the air of someone official.

			“Look at that bread.” The woman held up a dark loaf for the official’s inspection. “If this dishonest baker hasn’t bulked it up with dirt and sand then my name ain’t Lucille the laundress.”

			“Well, maybe it isn’t!” said the baker. “Perhaps it’s Fiona the fool or Sally the straw-head. For this is a new type of baking, woman. Can I help it if you’re not abreast of the new way of doing things?”

			He spoke confidently enough, but his eyes darted all around as if searching for an escape route.

			The official tore off a chunk of the loaf and began to chew. We leaned in, along with everyone else, watching the cow-like machinations of his jaw. He stopped chewing and spat the half-chewed chunk on the ground, disgust twisting his features. 

			“To the stocks,” he said, wiping his mouth. 

			As two large men grabbed the baker’s arms and dragged him to the top of the square, the crowd cheered. They forced him to his knees before a set of wooden stocks, securing his hands in two holes on the side and his head in a bigger space between them. A young girl placed two pails containing vegetable matter beside him for people to throw at him. 

			The woman he’d cheated got things started. Perusing the mouldering veggies, she picked up a squidgy, rotting tomato and hurled it at the baker’s face. Splat.

			“Oooh! That must have hurt,” I said.

			“Wouldn’t taste too good either,” Riley said.

			She had two more goes, then stepped back to give others a turn. Pretty soon, the baker’s face was covered in icky goo, which streaked into his eyes, his mouth, his hair. With his hands locked up, he couldn’t do anything about it. I felt for the guy, but the thought of eating bread with dirt and sand in it was revolting. 

			“Riley,” I said. “You were about to tell me what was in the pies that bothers you.”

			Riley considered his words. “Let’s just say, compared with medieval pies, that loaf of bread was health food.” 

			Errrgh.

			We mooched about the markets and quickly realised that there was no ready-made clothing for sale—only fabric. We’d have to buy some of that and go to a seamstress to have the clothes made.

			“Is it worth it?” I asked. “Will we even be here long enough?”

			“We might as well start the process,” Riley said. “We have enough coin to get something made. And these things always take longer than you expect.” 

			“Do you mean the dressmaking or the time travel?”

			“Both.”

			I got that old slipping-into-time-quicksand feeling again. I really hoped Riley was wrong and that we’d find the answer to the Fletchers’ problem way before a tailor tied off the final threads on our new coats.

			I checked out the materials on offer. Rustic cloth, like sack material, and some coarse hessian weaves that looked scratchy and uncomfortable dominated the stalls. One stall, though, had softer-looking fabrics in a range of colours. And thanks to Riley’s chess game winnings, we could afford the better materials. 

			“Which one do you like?” I asked Riley. My friend shook his head, clueless. Okay, so this was down to me. Well, I’d been known to put together a stylin’ outfit or two. I might enjoy this.

			I approached the cloth vendor and pointed to some forest-green material. “I’ll take that, please,” I said. “Enough to make a coat for me. A long one. And—” I scanned the stall, until I found a dark brown that would look good with Riley’s blond hair “—some of this for my brother, also for a coat.”

			The stallholder looked the two of us up and down before his arm shot into the air like a kid about to dob someone in to the teacher. I looked over to Riley, whose brow creased with concern.

			“Is there a problem?” I asked.

			The trader looked past me as the official man who had adjudicated the bread dispute came over, flanked by his two beefed-up sidekicks.

			“These people—” the vendor waved at Riley and me “—want to buy this material.” He gestured to the table of fabrics.

			The official examined, first, the material, then us, his eyebrows climbing halfway up his forehead. “Now you two couldn’t possibly pay for a cloth of this quality, could you?”

			I opened my mouth to say, yes, we could, but he held a hand up and continued. “And even if, by some miracle, you came by the payment honestly,” he said, “you know the rules, lads. Those of your station are only permitted to purchase these materials.” 

			He waved to the sackcloth table.

			No, I didn’t know the rules. And I didn’t like them at all. But the heavies were moving towards us, so Riley and I headed out of the markets, back onto the road again.

			“Oh, yeah, I remember now,” Riley said. “There was something called sumptuary laws in this period, which set out what class of person could buy what material.”

			“Now he remembers!”

			“Only rich families are allowed to buy the best cloth. Lower classes had to stick with simple stuff.”

			“Itchy, you mean,” I said. “That’s not fair.” 

			“It’s something to do with noble families not wanting rich merchants to get too much status,” Riley explained.

			“So now what do we do?” I said. “Go back and buy more sack cloth to make us scratch all day? Or maybe we could find a few potato sacks somewhere and cut out holes for our heads and arms.” 

			“May I be of assistance?” a haughty voice came from behind us. 

			Riley and I turned to find a well-dressed man with sandy-coloured hair and beard, in short breaches, matching blue jacket with dark hose—stockings—and very pointy suede boots. The material in his outfit was top quality, indicating a high-born family. Or so I thought till I looked more closely at him. 

			“Peterson,” I said. “Keeping an eye on us, are you?” I was glad to see him but still couldn’t be nice to the guy. 

			“I brought you a few things,” he said. “You’ll need appropriate clothes and documentation to prove you are of noble blood and get close to Lord Hugo.”

			“And we need to get close to him because?” 

			“He’s the honey pot all the bees buzz around,” Peterson said. “The Fletchers included.”

			“Speaking of which,” I said, “how do you know we’re following the right Fletcher line—the one that leads to Jamie—and not some other branch?”

			Riley leaned in to hear his answer.

			“Well, because I had seen the history of this Fletcher line before your Egypt trip and it continued right up to Jamie Fletcher.”

			Riley nodded, content with that. 

			“But wait, why were you even looking at the Fletcher timeline before he disappeared?” I said.

			Peterson opened his mouth, then closed it and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I just came across it while doing other research.”

			Was that something you’d just come across? And what was he researching when he stumbled over this information? These would have been my next questions, only the pain-in-my-butt market official appeared just then, elbowing me aside to simper at Peterson.

			“Excuse me, sire,” he said, bowing, “but I hope this creature isn’t bothering you. He’s been a nuisance all day. If you would like us to remove him, just say the word.”

			A nuisance? Me? Peterson hesitated that bit too long, as if considering his offer. 

			“It’s quite all right,” he said. “I enjoy speaking with people of the lower orders.”

			What the—?

			“Very well,” said the man. “But if he gives you any trouble, just wave and we’ll remove him.” 

			Remove him? I glowered at Peterson, who smiled smugly until the man had gone.

			“I’ll have to make this brief,” he said.

			He’d buried some clothes in a sack in the cemetery of the local church, he told us. To find the spot, we’d have to look for some stones in the shape of an infinity symbol. He’d call again later to check we’d retrieved the clothes.

			“If you’re popping in and out of this time zone like it’s the local cafe,” I said, “why don’t you do this Fletcher mission yourself?”

			“Because I can’t save him. Only you can.”

			He swept away then, as mysterious and evasive as ever.

			“We should check out the cemetery while it’s light and see if we can find the stones he mentioned,” Riley said. “But we’ll probably have to go back after dark to dig up the clothes.”

			We’d be going back to the cemetery...at night?

			“Do you do everything Peterson tells you?” I said.

			“Why wouldn’t I?” 

			“For starters, do we even know who he is?” 

			Peterson first appeared in Sydney, pretending to be a homeless man. He turned up again in Ancient Egypt, blowing our minds with a two-dollar coin, before stealing our time machine only to return it to us, later, at a time of his choosing. 

			When we got back, he appeared at the soup kitchen with a new mission for us—to save Jamie Fletcher—which seemed dicey, to say the least. For we’d learned the hard way that messing with the time continuum was dangerous. I’d flirted with the wrong noble guy in Ancient Egypt and had wiped out Australia and the world as we knew it. But now, Peterson was happy for us to risk that again to save a boy who meant little or nothing to him? As far as I knew, he’d never even met Jamie.

			It just didn’t add up. 

			Peterson didn’t add up.

			Of course, Riley questioned none of that. He thought the best of everyone, imagining they were exactly who and what they said they were with nothing hidden beneath the surface. Leaving me to do all the dark, twisted thinking about people’s motives and what they might be hiding.

			“He’s a friend, I’m sure of it,” said Riley. 

			“How are you sure?”

			“It’s just a feeling I have.”

			“A feeling? Not very scientific,” I said. “If you ask me, Peterson is suspicious. He’s obviously a time traveller, but he’s never told us where he got his machine from. Or why he’s here.” 

			“He’ll tell us,” he said, “when the time is right.”

			“For him? Or us?”

			That was, of course, the question. I let it drop, for now. We needed to focus on finding the cemetery, digging up the clothes and contacting the Fletchers. But when the time was right—for me—I would solve the mystery of our “friend” Peterson and what his endgame might be.

			Riley and I made our way through the medieval streets, with houses so wonky they looked like they’d topple in a strong breeze. And streets so narrow, people could lean out of the upper-floor window and shake hands with their neighbours across the road. A peek through the doorways revealed dingy interiors with few furnishings. Barefoot children played in the road while women compulsively swept dirt floors. 

			“Gardey-loo!” came a shout overheard. We looked up as a woman threw a bucket of water out the window. Riley yanked me back just in time. The liquid splashed onto the road and trickled along a draining ditch in the centre. It was golden in colour and gave off a stale odour.

			“Oh yuck! That was urine, wasn’t it?” I said. “It almost hit me!” 

			“That must be where the word ‘loo’ comes from,” Riley said. “Gardez l’eau is French for ‘Watch out for the water’. But the English pronounce it Gardez loo when they throw out their...you know.” 

			A Play School joy washed over his face at this revelation. But once again he’d failed to read the room!

			“It almost hit me!”

			Chapter 11[image: ]

			The closer we got to the castle, the better the real estate. The streets were wider—making it easier to stay out of bucket range—with more impressive houses along them. From a high point on one road, we got our first look at Lord Hugo’s castle—a magnificent stone structure with crenellations and arched doorways. Wow. I couldn’t help smiling. Time travel wasn’t all bad, just mostly. 

			 Further along, we found a church and cemetery. But whether it was the one where Peterson had buried our clothes, we had yet to discover. 

			The pretty stone church sat in a lush, green garden. Ancient headstones tilted in crooked lines, like church patrons awaiting a service. Several people wandered among the graves beneath a sprawling oak tree. One woman in white headgear covering her hair, neck and chin kept a wary watch on us. I suppose, with our hedgehog hairstyles and potato sack suits, we looked like robbers or thieves. 

			“Over here,” Riley hissed.

			I hurried over and peered down. Among the white stones was a rough sideways eight made out of grey rocks. 

			“Okay, so this is the place then.”

			We looked up and found the woman’s suspicious gaze still on us.

			“We’ll come back later,” Riley whispered, “when everyone’s gone.”

			“When it’s just us and the ghosts, you mean?” I said. 

			Riley grinned.

			The street outside the church was picture perfect, with three-storey stone buildings covered in a purple flowering vine, just like a fairy tale. 

			I saw Riley turn back to scan the houses, frowning. “Peterson said the Fletchers lived somewhere near the church.”

			We walked up and down the road, peeking through the windows, which were little more than holes cut into the side of the building to allow light in, as glass wasn’t common here. I wasn’t quite sure what we were looking for, until...

			“Ah, Riley?” I pointed to a house with a metal arrow on the front door. 

			“Could that be—?”

			The click and crunch of a key turning in a lock made us scuttle away as the front door opened and two men emerged.

			The eldest, with bouffant hair and a pompous air, wore a blue and gold puffy jacket and matching short pants—way too short, in my opinion. The younger man, in his late teens, wore a plain brown coat and leggings.

			“Riley,” I whispered, “does the young guy remind you of anyone?”

			Riley tilted his head, watching him. “He does look a bit like Jamie Fletcher, if that’s who you mean.”

			Perhaps I was imagining similarities—the olive skin, dark, glossy hair, eyes framed by thick lashes. Though the medieval version was way more muscular. 

			A memory surfaced. Of Jamie, in class, hands behind his head, leaning back, his chair balancing on two legs. He glanced over at me and caught me watching.

			“You were checking me out, weren’t you, Maddy?” he said. 

			“Sorry, no. I was looking at that cockroach crawling up the wall behind you.”

			He turned to the wall—of course there was no cockroach—but as he moved, his chair tipped over backwards, sending him sprawling and making everyone in class laugh except the teacher, who was furious. Even so, Jamie smiled at me in that too-sure-of-himself way he had.

			“I guess you’re keen to get Jamie back,” Riley said as if vibing my thoughts.

			“Yeah,” I said. “No-one should have to miss out on having a future because of our trip to Ancient Egypt.”

			“I know you always say you don’t like-like Jamie Fletcher,” Riley began. “But do you?”

			Was Riley asking me about feelings?

			“Well, du-uh,” I said. “What’s to like? The guy’s got an ego the size of a small continent and is about as sensitive as a rhino charging through your kitchen.”

			“So you won’t be too disappointed if we can’t bring him back?”

			“I’d survive,” I said. 

			Riley nodded and continued observing our targets. But I wondered...would I survive? As I’d spoken the words, I felt a lie buried there. If Jamie was lost forever in time, well, I wouldn’t feel great, TBH. And it wasn’t just a general sense of injustice. It was more specific—because it was Jamie erased. Which meant, I suppose, that deep, deep, deep down inside me, there was a spot that wasn’t totally rock hard when it came to him. 

			The two men moved along the street and Riley and I followed as closely as we could to eavesdrop on their conversation. Ducking into doorways, slipping behind tree trunks, we must have looked like a couple of comic spies. Although, we needn’t have bothered. Dressed as peasants, like this, we were invisible to people of higher rank. 

			“So, Father, how much does Sir Fabien owe again?” the younger guy asked. 

			“How many times do I have to say it, Tristan?”

			Tristan. 

			“Let’s try again,” said his father. “Sir Fabien wants two hundred arrows at a price of two silver coins for five, with a ten per cent abatement for family and friends of Lord Hugo’s.”

			They sell arrows. Yup, these were the Fletchers.

			“Well, err, there’s two fives per hundred. And how many hundreds?”

			His father sighed. “How are you going to run the family business if you can’t do simple tallying?” Fletcher Senior shook his head. “You should spend more time at numbers and less at sword play. Try one more time to work it out.”

			Tristan stopped walking while he tallied up in his head. Clearly, walking and thinking at the same time was too hard.

			Meanwhile, I did the maths myself. It cost two silver coins for five arrows and they wanted two hundred. How many lots of fives were in two hundred? Answer: forty. Multiply that by two coins for each. Answer: eighty. Then minus ten per cent of the total—eight—Which left seventy-two.

			“Seventy-two,” Riley whispered as I thought it.

			“Err, seven hundred and forty?” Tristan guessed. 

			His father scoffed and walked on. Tristan, red-faced, scurried after him. 

			“I’m beginning to see what their problem might be,” I said as we hung back. “Perhaps, in Tristan’s hands, the family business fails and the line dies out. All because the guy is hopeless at maths. So perhaps we could coach him in multiplication and addition and—bam—Jamie Fletcher will reappear on the timeline.” 

			Riley frowned. “I’m not sure how open they’d be to maths tutoring from two peasants.”

			“I suppose.”

			“And anyway,” Riley continued, “Peterson said there were two sons in the Fletcher family. We should probably find the other one to get the full picture of what’s going on here.”

			By now, the guys had arrived at the markets in the town centre. We had to widen the distance between us and them, as the annoying official was still haunting the stalls. I didn’t want him to get all up-in-my-face again.

			Quite a few muscular men perused the merchandise. Knights killing time before they killed each other, I suppose. And pre-match nerves made them more than a little testy.

			“Watch where you tread, my friend,” said one fair-haired man, with a neck like a tree trunk.

			“I will tread where I want to,” retorted a second human mountain. “And anyone who tries to stop me will feel my blade’s bite.”

			As they squared up to each other, the official got between them. 

			“Now, gentlemen,” he said, “the time to expend all excess energy is this afternoon at the tournament. Until then, let us keep our tempers and the traders’ stalls intact.”

			With so many beefed-up, pumped-up guys to watch, he wasn’t bothered about Riley and me. Which meant we were free to follow the Fletchers more closely.

			Father and son stopped to talk to a group of men and I heard Fletcher Senior introduce Tristan as heir to the family business. The older man was as relaxed and charming with his customers as the younger guy was stiff and awkward.

			I hadn’t really noticed the hum of voices around us till it stopped. Looking about, I saw all heads turning to watch two girls, about our age, entering the markets. The girls’ clothes marked them out as being from a noble family. The level of attention they received suggested something higher. 

			One had deep red hair, barely contained within a golden hair net. She wore a long flowing dress of forest green trimmed with gold. Her dark eyes creased with delight at the trinkets upon the market table while she expertly avoided making eye contact with any of the bedazzled knights along her path.

			Her friend wore a pale blue gown, and her light brown hair was plaited and wound around each ear like rams’ horns. More than once I saw her glance at a gawping knight and her lips twitch into a smile. She wasn’t as used to the rock star attention as her friend. 

			I was watching the moment Tristan laid eyes upon the girls. His feet stopped moving, his mouth fell open, like the lower jaw muscles had been severed. His cheeks flushed pink as a lobster shell. Seriously!

			Then came the faintest of whistling sounds. I’d barely detected a movement in the air when Tristan thrust an arm out and grabbed an arrow mid-flight. One that would otherwise have hit the red-headed girl.

			Everyone froze, stunned, for a moment—Tristan most of all. Then the redhead exclaimed: “Oh, my good sir! I believe you saved my life.”

			“The shooter! Don’t let him get away,” a voice boomed. 

			As one, the bulked-up bunch charged off in pursuit. Tristan stared at the redhead for awkward seconds before bowing and hurrying after the throng.

			“Tristan! Wait!” his father called. 

			Too late. The pursuers vanished from view. 

			The older man huffed. “When is the boy going to stop dreaming of being a hero and start focusing on his trade?” He spoke mainly to himself.

			Those left behind—old men, women and peasants like us—crowded around the two girls. One merchant brought out some wooden boxes for them sit on while another gave them a drink.

			The light-haired girl’s hand shook as she accepted the cup. “Who would want to kill you, Lady Isobella?” 

			“My father has many enemies, Lia,” replied the red-haired Isobella, who didn’t seem nearly as rattled. “I heartily wish I could have joined the chase to catch the culprit.”

			That was interesting. And the last thing I expected to hear someone like her say.

			“Imagine you rushing about the countryside like a lost foal,” Lia scolded her. “What would Lord Hugo say? And what would you do if you caught the devil anyway?”

			“I would slice him into little pieces and feed him to the pigs,” Isobella replied coolly. 

			Interesting! Evidently, not all medieval girls were delicate flowers.

			About ten minutes later, the knights returned to the square. The rogue archer had escaped. One man roared and kicked over a display table in frustration. The merchant squeaked a protest but dared not say more as the man was twice his size. The official hurried over to mediate. 

			Tristan, head hung low, knelt, shame-faced, before Lady Isobella. “My lady, I’m sorry to say we let you down. The scoundrel got away.” He couldn’t meet her eye.

			“Please, arise, sir,” Isobella said. Tristan stood but kept his gaze on his feet. “You have no need to apologise. But for your being as quick as a cat, I should now be dead or injured.”

			“But your attacker may try again.”

			“As long as I have loyal knights such as yourself about me,” Isobella said, “I have no fear of him. I thank you for your service, and Lord Hugo will, I am sure, wish to thank you in person.”

			Tristan opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. So awkward!

			Lia, Isobella’s friend, stepped forward and curtsied to him. “I thank you, too, for saving my friend’s life.”

			As Tristan and Lia looked at each other, the air seemed to ripple around them. They stood, gazing at each other, forgetting to breathe. Church bells tolled around the square. They didn’t appear to hear them. Neither seemed inclined to draw their gaze from the other’s face. To a point where it became noticeable. 

			Fletcher Senior began clearing his throat, hoping to jolt his son out of it. When that failed, he elbowed Tristan in the ribs. “Thank you, Lady Lia,” he said. “My son was honoured to serve and protect the Lady Isobella.”

			Lia gave a single nod and moved off, but Tristan’s gaze remained stuck on her like a fly on sticky paper. 

			“What were you thinking?” his dad said. “Staring at that girl like a golden fish in a pond! And put those ideas of being a knight out of your head. There’s more honour in being a good merchant and feeding your family than swishing about the countryside playing at soldier. Do you hear me?”

			 But I’m not sure he did. Tristan was in a fog, following his father, murmuring “Lady Lia!” like a sacred chant. 

			If this was courtly love, well, I wanted to vomit.

			The church bells, however, had put a spring into the step of most young men about town. For it signalled that the hour had come to flex their muscles, polish their metal and get their armour on.

			It was time for the tournament.
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			Riley and I followed the hordes through town to a large open field at the bottom of the hill. A grassy space had been fenced for an arena with spectators seating on three sides. The fourth side would, presumably, be standing room only for the rest. Brightly coloured tents speckled the field above the arena for knights to change in, preparing for the bouts ahead.

			Townsfolk of all kinds hurried to the field, hoping to secure the best viewpoints. Peasants like us in simple coarse tunics made way for—or were shoved out of the way of—well-dressed nobles in rich velvets, linens or silk rushing to their seats. Descending the hill, I saw it was already four deep behind the peasant barrier. 

			“Guess we won’t actually see that much of our first tournament,” I grumped. We’d be head-bobbing all afternoon trying to catch even a glimpse of the action.

			“Not a bad thing,” Riley said. “It won’t be pretty.”

			A woman of mid-years elbowed me out of the way with no hint of an apology. She wore a long beige dress and a funky medieval headpiece—a scarf covering her hair at the back, rising to an under-wired U-shape at the front, almost like horns. 

			“How do you suppose she balances that on her head?” I said.

			“It would take practice.” Riley could barely contain his grin. “I wonder if Peterson has something like that for you in the clothing he buried for us.”

			“Like that?”

			Now I looked more closely, I saw none of the wealthy women wore their hair down. They all had complicated headwear of some sort. I’d have to as well, I supposed, to blend in.

			But my irritation turned to a smirk as I focused in on what the wealthy men wore. Coats with puffed sleeves, colourful tights, short breaches—and I mean really, really short. And the shoes! Long and pointy, to such a ludicrous extent some had to tie a string from the tip of their toe to their ankle to stop from tripping over.

			“I wonder how short your trousers will be,” I said, grinning at Riley. “And if your shoes will be pointy or really pointy.”

			Riley grimaced. For once, it would be the guys wearing silly shoes and wondering whether their thighs looked big in this.

			The arena was a riot of colour from the coats of arms on everything—the flags, the knights, the horses. They all bore the unique symbol of their house—a lion, a dragon, a cross, some fancy-looking arrowheads. 

			Around the field, a long line of stallholders had set up offering food and drink or knights’ supplies. 

			“Look over there.” Riley pointed to a stall on the right. “The Fletchers have a stall.”

			Fletcher Senior and Tristan showed their merchandise to well-dressed patrons. 

			“Do you see another Fletcher brother helping out with the stall?” I asked.

			Riley scanned for a while and shook his head. “Maybe the second brother is even worse at business than Tristan.”

			If so, there was no mystery at all as to why the family line ended.

			“Hear that?” Riley asked.

			Somewhere in the background, a tinkle of music and a familiar velvety voice floated above the general noise. Jester and his crew were nearby.

			“Stay down,” I said, pulling Riley lower. “We don’t want Jester to see us.” Not that I minded singing, but I didn’t want that show-off thinking he had any power over me.

			A trumpet blasted and the crowd rushed to their seats. In the peasants’ mosh pit, that meant lots of shoving, swearing and eye-gouging to get as close to the barrier as you could. Riley and I, way too polite, were pushed further and further back. By standing on tip-toe and moving left and right constantly, I could just about see the field and a man, resplendent in striped jacket with an eagle crest, walk to the centre. 

			“On behalf of Lord Hugo, I welcome one and all to today’s tournament,” he shouted.

			Whooping and cheering followed. Elbows dug into my ribcage as people around me clapped enthusiastically.

			“Today’s events are in celebration of the birthday of Lady Isobella,” the man said. “Please join me in wishing her the best on her special day.” 

			The crowd roared again as the red-haired girl we’d seen in the markets stood up in the middle of the front row and waved. Lia, her friend, was on one side of her. On the other was a smiley, older man in a fur-trimmed coat.

			“Do you think that’s Lord Hugo?” I asked Riley

			Riley nodded. “Good chance. He’s wearing fur so we know he must be someone special.” 

			Isobella waited for the crowd to quieten down before shouting: “Let the tournament commence!”

			Knights waving flags bearing their family crest lined up to enter the arena.

			“Look at that one!” Riley pointed to a rider near the back of the line. His flag had two silver arrows on a blue background. “Do you think that could be the Fletchers’?” 

			We looked back at the Fletchers’ stall. A banner with the same design hung over the display. 

			“I think we’ve found the second Fletcher brother,” Riley said. “He must be a knight. That’s strange. Merchants aren’t usually knighted.” 

			“You don’t suppose this contest will be the end of the line for him, do you?” I said. “We know something happens around now to stop them having a future.”

			Could this be the event we were meant to change?

			A couple of strong men wheeled a device into the arena. It looked a bit like a wooden tree with a dozen banners flapping like leaves upon it. Half the knights formed a circle around the tree. One by one, they skewered a banner, holding it up to cheers from the crowd. The remaining knights waited outside the ring, raising an arm in triumph as the contenders picked their emblem.

			“This must be how they choose who to fight,” said Riley.

			We watched as the knight in the Fletchers’ coat of arms rode up and skewered a red flag with a black cross in the centre. He didn’t manage to pull it off first time, nor second. It took six goes to wrench the flag free. By then, some people in the stands were laughing and pointing.

			“Uh-oh,” I said. “That didn’t go as smoothly for him as the others. You don’t suppose it means he’s not as good in other ways too, do you?”

			Then events took a strange turn. A few of the knights paraded up to ladies in the stand and bowed to them. The chosen ladies blushed or giggled, their female friends squealing with delight. Kind of cringey.

			“What do you suppose that’s about?” I asked Riley.

			“You really are strangers to town, aren’t you?” 

			We turned to see Jester, frowning. “I ask myself how someone from this country, or even from across the sea, would be so ignorant in the ways of tournaments. I can only come up with two answers.”

			Uh-oh.

			He pressed closer to whisper. “You have either lost your wits—and your haircut would attest to this. Or you are actually not from this world, but are a demon come to Earth to make mischief.”

			This was not good. Not when Jester looked deadly serious as he spoke.

			I cleared my throat. “What if I told you we’re so low born we have never been to a tournament before.” 

			“I would say, ‘I think not’,” said Jester. “Even the lowest born has a thirst for the tournament. And why not? Watching noblemen fly at each other with giant pointy sticks for our amusement?

			“Anyway,” he continued, “no person so very low born could play chess the way your brother played it last night. So, tell me—are you short of wits? Or should I summon the guards and have you burnt as demons?”

			I looked across at Riley and saw my panic mirrored in his eyes. We’d seen how this society dealt with strangers. I had no desire to witness how they’d deal with “demons”. 

			“You’re right, Jester,” I said. “Before the highwaymen cut our hair, they bashed our heads severely on some rocks. Since then, we have forgotten many things. Including, it would seem, the details of tournament procedure.”

			Jester raised a single eyebrow. “So you admit you are short of wits?”

			We nodded gravely. He scrutinised both our faces. Then cracked up laughing. Hooting, pointing at us, unable to speak. OMG! The guy had been joking and we’d fallen for it. 

			“You should see your faces!” He wiped away tears of amusement. When he’d calmed down enough to speak, he explained that the knights were pledging to fight the joust in honour of their chosen lady. I noted that Lord Hugo smiled benevolently as he watched the pledges but Lady Isobella’s smile seemed forced. 

			“Has anyone pledged themself to Lady Isobella?” I asked.

			“I don’t think so,” Riley said. Which was strange. She was hot in a medieval kind of way and from the most powerful family. Presumably, that made her the most sought-after.

			“Perhaps Lord Hugo frowns upon such closeness,” said Jester. “And considers no knight worthy of his daughter, no matter how far they go to demonstrate their loyalty or worth.” 

			I was surprised to catch a bitter edge to his tone.

			“Do you know Lord Hugo?” I asked.

			“No, I’ve just heard things,” said Jester.

			 He turned and began walking away.

			“Well, come along, you two,” he called back to us. “You’re members of my troupe. And it’s time for us to earn our supper.”
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			While the knights and their servants headed into the tents to suit up and psych up for the gruelling bouts ahead, Jester, Riley and I gathered the crew—Sash the juggler and Tash the golden-haired flute player, Jack the acrobat, as thin as spaghetti and as flexible, and Dean the drummer, shaped like his instrument with a shock of orange hair. 

			Tash blew a loud whistle and Jester paraded about, rattling a stick with bells to get people’s attention.

			“Come one, come all!” Jester cried. “Come witness the extraordinary arts of this most talented troupe. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry—and that’s just at his singing voice!” He pointed at me as—boom boom—Dean hit the two drums strapped to his hips. A few in the audience chuckled. I felt my cheeks heating up but tried to smile along. 

			“We have music and jests, jugglers of renown, acrobats. And...” he lowered his voice “…magic.” He gestured to Riley. A dozen pairs of eyes goggled at my friend with awe and fear. 

			Within minutes, the crowd around us was three deep. 

			Jester opened with a few obvious jokes about knights and their oversized weapons. Boom, boom, went the drummer. Then—and I loved this part—as Berenger the barman walked past, Sash followed closely on his heels, imitating his bear-like stride and grumpy expression while Jester made up a song about a man who looked like a boar but smelt much worse. The crowd fell about laughing. Berenger wasn’t sure quite what was happening but sensed that the joke was on him. He continued grimly forward. 

			“What do you call a knight who eats too quickly at the feast after battle?” Jester began, pausing briefly, before: “Sir Burps-a-lot.” Boom, boom. That got a chuckle.

			“What about a well-fed knight walking up a steep hill? Sir Pants-a-lot!” Ha-ha!

			“What do you call a lord who eats like a pig and drinks like a parched dragon?” Here he bowed low and theatrically. “My Lord!” 

			The crowd lost it at that, but I wasn’t sure it was such a good idea to openly mock powerful people.

			The rest of the troupe did their bit. Jack dazzled the crowd with cartwheels and hand balances, Sash brought sighs of awe for her skilful juggling. Tash played jaunty music on the flute with rhythms by Dean. I had to admit, it was a pretty good show. 

			Now all eyes turned to Riley with excitement and some trepidation as he performed the trick with the coin he’d done at the inn. He held it up, then clapped and showed his hands empty. 

			“Awww,” went the crowd.

			Then he held up a finger, signalling them to wait, took a few steps towards a rotund grinning man, reached behind his ear and produced the coin.

			Most of the audience stood mouths agape, too stunned to clap. Though one man pointed a trembling finger at him. “He’s a wizard,” he cried. “That’s what he is.”

			“We have something special for you today,” Jester said. “Our newest troupe member is a boy like no other—” he winked at me “—with a voice that could freeze the raindrops in the air or make the stars beg for human form. Good people, I give you...Mad Son.”

			With a scowl of annoyance for the name, I started singing Night and Stars. The first few lines squeaked out, reedy and shaky. But my nerves soon settled and I began to relax and enjoy myself. A few bars in, Jester pulled out his lute and played along with me, singing harmonies as fluently as if he’d sung the song his whole life. Between his velvety voice and Tash’s flute playing, I felt goosebumps on my arms. I braved a look at the audience. More than one was misty-eyed and swaying. 

			“Would you favour us with another song?” Jester boomed when I’d done. He encouraged the audience to clap and shout: “More! More!” 

			This time I chose something more upbeat. It was an old song Mum used to like, with a rocky chorus that went: Knock me down, but I get up again. Hit me to the ground and I rise up. Over and over and over again! Which seemed appropriate for a tournament. By the third time through, the audience had caught on and clapped and stamped and sang along. It was a lot of fun.

			A trumpet sounded across the grounds and people rushed back to the field for the first match of the day. 

			Jester paused to grin at Riley and me. “Well done, you two,” he said. “And welcome to our humble troupe.”

			Humble? Him? Yeah, right!
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			By the time Riley and I got to the arena, all we could see were the backs of heads and nit-ridden hair. I was moaning about this under my breath when I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see Sir Fabien, in his knight’s gear, helmet under his arm. Everyone around us stared, rotten teeth on display.

			“I’m sorry about that unpleasantness earlier,” said Sir Fabien. “Must have been something off in the ale. Anyway, since then, it’s come back to me that you saved my life, Madson. I am in your debt.”

			“It’s Madison,” I said. 

			He signalled we should go with him, so we moved away from the eavesdroppers.

			“To make amends, how would you lads like to sit in the stands to watch the show?”

			“We’d love to!” Riley said. I nodded excitedly.

			“The seats are reserved for squires, but I have a feeling the knights will be keeping them too busy to sit.”

			Sir Fabien led us to the tiered seating on the left side, packed with richly dressed spectators. He pointed to a small gap in the back seats.

			“I’m first contender. If you’ll excuse me?” 

			“Of course,” I said.

			“Good luck!” Riley shouted. 

			Horror rippled through the rows of puffily clad nobles as Riley and I squeezed past them to a space mid-row.

			The woman next to me scooped up the bulky folds of her dress and hugged the material close to her so no part would brush against me.

			As the first contestants entered the arena for hand-to-hand combat, the crowd fell silent. Chain mail and armour covered every part of them, providing few clues as to who was beneath. The knights carried shields as long as their body and weapons that looked lethal.

			Sir Fabien wore a metal cap with a nose guard. But his opponent was taking no chances—his helmet was Ned Kelly-style, whole head cover with slits for the eyes. 

			“Can he even see in that?” I asked.

			“If it doesn’t shift during the match,” said Riley. 

			Sir Fabien’s surcoat was striped with a large eagle as the centrepiece—Lord Hugo’s crest. Starbursts of light glanced off his polished armour as he moved about. 

			His choice of weapon was a long gleaming sword. His opponent had a flail—a rod attached to a chain with a spiky metal ball on the end. 

			At the herald’s signal, the pair launched at each other. Whoosh! The flail cut through the air, before—crack—it hit Sir Fabien’s shield with a force that made me wince. Sir Fabien retaliated, roaring as he rammed his shield into his opponent’s chest, pushing him off balance, before lifting his sword to bring it powering down towards the guy’s head. His rival raised his shield just in time.

			And the noise! Bang, clash, crack. As weapon struck weapon, or shield, or armour, we all flinched.

			“Hit him!” 

			“Pound him!” 

			“Knock his block off!” the crowd called.

			From the first few strikes, it was obvious Sir Fabien was more powerful. He moved about as easily in that heavy gear as if he was wearing jeans and T-shirt. Blow after devastating blow struck his opponent, who retreated the whole time and spent much of the match cowering behind his shield. I would not like to have been in his metal shoes.

			“I can’t look,” I said to Riley.

			“Don’t worry,” he said. “Knights use only blunt weapons in these tournaments.”

			That was a relief. But, blunt or not, a blow of that force would not tickle. Sir Fabien’s attack was relentless. And, although his opponent’s endurance was admirable, it was only about five minutes before he fell. The instant he hit the ground, Sir Fabien kicked his shield away, then his weapon. Then he offered the guy his hand and helped him back to his feet. 

			Side by side, the knights bowed to the crowd, which went crazy, before they bowed to Lord Hugo and Lady Isobella. Then they exited the field together, chatting and laughing like old friends.

			“Wow,” I said.

			“Yeah,” Riley agreed.

			And so it went on. Some bouts were short, if one knight’s skill way outstripped his rival’s or they got a lucky strike in. With two evenly matched fighters, the match seemed interminable and was more about endurance—for the audience and the contenders. I’m happy to say no-one was killed while we watched, though a few got some nasty blows. And one was carried off on a plank of wood—the medieval version of a stretcher.

			We were there for more than an hour and Tristan Fletcher’s brother had not appeared. Nor could we see the Fletcher crest on any of the knights waiting outside the arena.

			“Look! There!” Riley pointed to a knight in a red tunic with a black cross. “That crest belongs to Fletcher’s opponent.”

			We watched the knight moving from tent to tent, talking to people inside.

			“He seems to be looking for something,” Riley said. “Or someone?”

			“Could Fletcher, the younger, be missing?” I asked. “Perhaps something happened to him before the match and that’s why Jamie’s line dies out.”

			“Let’s try to find him.”

			We climbed down from the stand and threaded through the crowd to the knights’ change area. 

			“We’ll have to check the tents to see if he’s there,” Riley said. 

			But that was easier said than done, because peasants were not permitted in or around the knights’ change rooms. Still, the colourful coats of arms made it easy to identify who was inside even from a distance. Quite quickly we established that there were no Fletcher blue and silver emblems in any of the tents. 

			“Perhaps Fletcher number two has been killed or kidnapped and that’s how the line came to its end,” I said.

			“Let’s check one more time,” said Riley.

			We circled the field once, then widened the search area the second time. 

			And that’s when we found him, hiding behind a large pile of hay at the edge of the field, looking distinctly un-knightly. The two servants attending him were not happy.

			“Please, Sir Alistair, come to the arena with us,” said one. “To refuse the honour of fighting will bring shame upon your family.” 

			So Sir Alistair was the second Fletcher brother? 

			He shook his head. “I can’t. Leave me now.”

			“But what will we tell them?”

			“Tell them I’m not well. I’m not up to fighting today.”

			The servants left, dejectedly. And we heard him mutter: “Today, or any other day.”

			This was awkward. Not that there wasn’t good reason to fear fighting. Alistair was slightly built and did not look like a match for some of the bulked-up knights we’d seen around. His dark bowl-cut hair hung over his face. His grey eyes were misty with fear. I did feel for the guy and the dangers he had to face. Still, a trembling knight was a sorry sight. 

			Riley and I knelt down on either side of him.

			“Excuse me, sire, but what seems to be the problem?” I asked.

			“What concern is it to a couple of peasants, who have no greater worries in life than what to have for their supper?” he said.

			“And starvation! We have to worry about that,” I said. “And disease—there’s lots of it going round.” 

			“Starvation and disease,” he said. “Those things sound almost inviting at the moment. But why am I even talking to you?”

			“It can’t hurt,” I said. “And it might make you feel better.”

			Alistair sighed.

			“Can you tell us, sir, why you don’t want to fight?” Riley asked.

			“Why I don’t want to fight? Because I’ll be killed, that’s why! I’ve estimated my chances of survival and if I step into that arena, there are nine chances out of ten I will be maimed or killed.”

			 “So you think you have one chance in ten of success?” Riley’s brow creased.

			 Alistair looked up at the sky. “It’s a warm day. My opponent may overheat.”

			That much of a chance?

			“Let me tell you something, peasants. There are eighty-one knights out there today. Between them, they have over a thousand years of training. I’ve had only three months. Which is only one portion in fifty-six of the experience they have.”

			Well, this guy’s maths ability left his brother Tristan’s for dead. But Tristan’s lightning reflexes as he caught the arrow and his courage as he hurtled after the shooter were qualities his brother could only dream of.

			I was beginning to see what the problem was with the Fletchers. The one running the business would be better suited as a knight, while the one in  chain mail and crest quivering behind the hay stack should be in the arrow stall calculating change. 

			“Sir, err...?”

			“Alistair,” he said. 

			“Sir Alistair, we have recently encountered your brother, Tristan,” I said.

			“Oh, Tristan would love all this, you know. He’s very good at warfare.”

			“But not quite as strong as you in numbers?” I said.

			He explained that when he and his brother were small, his father encouraged them to learn figures and letters but also to practise a warrior’s skills.

			“A range of abilities is an honour to any man,” his father had said. 

			Young Alistair really took to the academic subjects but was hopelessly clumsy at fighting—with the exception of archery. Conversely, his brother, Tristan, showed real flair for anything physical but hated the brain work. Over the years, they had covered for each other so successfully their father had never detected their individual shortcomings.

			Although something told me Fletcher Senior was catching on quickly to Tristan’s lack of maths skill. And he was about to find out, in a very public way, what a poor knight Alistair was.

			“I might be blessed at figuring, but what good is that to me now?” Alistair sighed. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give for some of my brother’s courage and agility.”

			 “And your opponent?” I said. “What’s he like?” Perhaps if he was less than brilliant, Alistair might survive to fight another day.

			“He’s considered one of the top three knights in the tournament,” he said. “He’s fought in a great many wars and some say he’s had one too many blows to the head, so now he can’t tell a tournament from a real engagement.”

			“What?” I said. “Why did you choose to fight him?”

			Alistair shook his head sadly. “The other knights told me he would be a good opponent for my maiden joust. Afterwards, I saw them laughing about how they’d fooled me. I don’t think they like me very much.”

			Considering he had committed to a public battle with a deranged killing machine, that sounded like an understatement. Though I could well imagine why he might not be a knight’s favourite person.

			“So how did you get to be a knight?” Riley asked. “I thought only those descended from noble families were allowed.”

			“Usually,” said Alistair, “but my father is an arrow maker, and he’s sold many arrows to Lord Hugo over the years—arrows that have helped the lord win battles and gain power. To reward that service, he offered to knight one of his sons.”

			“Why didn’t Tristan volunteer?” I asked.

			“Tristan is the first-born,” said Alistair. “It is his duty and honour to run the family business.”

			“But Tristan doesn’t look like he enjoys the business,” I remarked.

			“No, he does not.”

			“Then why doesn’t he just tell your father?”

			Alistair looked at me as if I had a few links loose in my chain mail. “As a peasant, you do not bear the same burden of family responsibilities as we nobles. To say he did not wish to take over the business would dishonour my father.” 

			“So you kept quiet to please him?” I said. “But today he’ll discover the truth in a very public way.”

			“I will never be able to face him again. The shame will be too great,” he said. “I must leave Donchester and never return.”

			He was going to sever contact with his family and live poor and alone rather than have an awkward conversation with his father?

			“Perhaps you peasant boys could do me a favour,” he said. “Do you have a spare outfit you could give me so I may disguise myself and slip away?” 

			“Sorry,” said Riley.

			“We peasants have only one outfit,” I said. 

			“That’s the only garment you have?” He stared in horror at our clothing.

			“And what about Tristan?” I asked. “Will he be able to take your place as a knight if you leave?”

			“Oh, no,” said Alistair. “Too much disgrace will fall upon the family name. He and my father will have to leave town. The shame would be unbearable.”

			Well, that had cleared up one thing—the mystery of why the Fletcher line died out. With these twisted notions of “honour”, the only mystery left was how they’d lasted this long. 

			But what could Riley or I do about it? Nothing, it seemed to me. I looked over at my genius friend. A deep line of focus cut between his brows as he considered the situation.

			One of Alistair’s attendants bustled round the corner, breathless. “Excuse me, sire, but this is our last chance. If you are to fight, you have to go now.”

			A heavy pause followed. Alistair’s bottom lip trembled.

			“Your master will be along shortly,” Riley said. “Ask his opponent to wait.”

			The boy’s surprise at receiving orders from a peasant was eclipsed by his joy at hearing the knight he served would actually fight today and not disgrace them after all. He hared off to deliver the news.

			Alistair glowered at Riley. “Well, peasant, what do you think you’re doing? I won’t be fighting today. Or any other day.”

			“That’s right,” said Riley. “I’m going to fight in your place.”
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			“No, Riley. You can’t do that!” I said. “You could be killed out there!”

			“A peasant? Fight for me?” Alistair exclaimed. “Never.” 

			Still, he began removing his armour and handing each piece to my friend.

			“These are trained knights!” I said.

			“They use blunt instruments,” Riley said. “Do you want to see Jamie Fletcher again or not?” 

			“Not if it means losing you.” 

			In this light, Riley’s blue eyes seemed paler, more watery than usual. He might be a genius, but he was just a seventeen-year-old Sydney boy about to take on a powerful medieval opponent.

			“Please, don’t go,” I whispered.

			“I’ll be all right, Maddy,” he said. “I’ve been practising.”

			“For a couple of weeks! With rocks in bags! In your garage! These guys have been doing it for years. On battlefields! In real wars!” 

			“I don’t have to win the match, just stay alive for a few minutes.”

			Riley tried to swallow with difficulty, fear constricting his throat. But he continued putting on Alistair’s padded jacket, then his chain mail tunic and hood. 

			“Wait,” he said, reaching inside his mail and extracting a chain with his time machine key on it. “Keep it safe for me.” 

			I nodded and slipped it around my neck and under my tunic.

			I watched in a daze as Alistair showed him how to affix the metal leg pieces and arm guards. And metal gauntlets to protect his hands. He slipped the blue and silver tunic with the Fletchers’ crossed arrow crest on last. 

			Now, he was a knight. And Alistair was a humble peasant—though not nearly humble enough!

			“If you are killed,” Alistair said, “the consequences will be very bad for me and my family.”

			“And not great for Riley either!” I said.

			Riley walked around, frowning. “I don’t think I’ll wear the leg pieces, just the shoes.”

			“But what if he hits you on the leg?” I said.

			“I’ll be able to avoid the hit more easily if I can move faster.”

			“Don’t forget, if you do die, Riley, I’ll be stuck here. Forever.” It was a last effort to get him to rethink this crazy idea.

			“That’s not going to happen,” he said, though not as convincingly as I’d have liked.

			His face was pale and his eyebrows bunched together like frightened caterpillars. For a moment, he stared into my eyes, lips parted as though he was about to speak. Then Alistair placed the helmet on him. It had a bar to protect his nose, which meant not much of his face was visible. No-one would be able to tell it wasn’t Alistair inside unless they got up real close.

			“After the match,” Riley whispered, “I’ll show you how to use the controls on the time machine.” 

			“I don’t want to learn!” It came out violently, surprising us both. “I mean, all that boring tech stuff. That’s your job.” In truth, I hated thinking about a situation where I’d need to know any of that.

			Alistair handed Riley his shield with the arrow crest and his sword, which was longer and more unwieldy than any of the toy swords I’d ever handled. Riley grasped the shield and moved about with it, getting the measure of its weight and feel. Licking his lips, he carefully folded his fingers around the leather grip of the shiny weapon.

			He nodded to me, then started forward. I followed him at a half run. “Good luck, Sir Riley.”

			A tight smile appeared beneath the helmet as he continued towards the arena.

			I didn’t have time to get back to my seat before the match began so I pushed and elbowed my way to the front of the crowd at the fence, all the while cursing myself for what I’d said to Riley. Didn’t he have enough to worry about just staying alive in the ring with a medieval knight without me piling my fate onto his shoulders too? It had to make him more nervous, more likely to slip up. Stupid! Stupid! Why do I always say these things?

			Riley entered from one side of the arena, his opponent from the other. People all around me seemed to know the guy. 

			“Hurrah, Sir Phillip!” a few cried. Similar chants started around the crowd.

			“Hurrah, Sir Alistair!” I countered, a lone voice in support of my friend.

			“Hurrah, Sir Alistair!” came an echoing cry from the stands. Tristan and his father sat in the centre row. Fletcher Senior was smiling and looking excited, but Tristan gripped the railing like he was on a boat on stormy seas.

			He’d better hang on. Things were about to get rocky.

			Sir Phillip advanced like a Terminator upon Riley, pounding at him with his axe—which didn’t look blunt at all. Maybe he didn’t get the parchment about using dulled weapons. Each blow descended with potent force.

			Riley parried with his sword, as best as he could, or blocked with his shield. He swung his weapon at his opponent once, twice, three times. His blade sliced helplessly through the air each time. 

			After several sweaty minutes, Sir Phillip’s axe struck Riley’s arm. At my friend’s cry of pain, my legs lost their strength. I had to tighten my grip on the fence to stay upright. If it hadn’t been for the armour he might have lost a limb. As it was, Riley dropped his sword. Now, all he had was the shield to repel his opponent’s blows.

			“You will die at my hands, scoundrel!” Sir Phillip shouted. 

			Is that just for effect? I hoped so. But then I remembered Alistair saying the man had taken too many blows to the head so he couldn’t tell a tournament from a real battle. Did he imagine he was on a battlefield now in some far region, fighting for his country, his life? 

			The knight’s roars and grunts fuelled the crowd’s excitement. 

			“Hurrah! Sir Phillip!” they screamed. 

			“You’ve got him!” 

			“Finish him off!” 

			I gave a few of the shouters my darkest scowl, which didn’t help Riley much but kept them quiet for a time.

			Now, Riley changed his strategy. He parried the blows with his shield, but began attacking with his feet, his leg powering up to strike the side of Sir Phillip’s head in the style he’d learnt in martial arts training.

			Clunk. His metal shoe connected with Sir Phillip’s helmet. The crowd gasped. The knight staggered back, stunned by the contact and the unfamiliar move. This gave Riley the chance to advance and kick again—at the guy’s shield this time. A second kick and he’d knocked it out of the knight’s hands. 

			“Hurrah, Sir Alistair!” I called. 

			“Hurrah!” Tristan shouted. 

			My friend just had a shield and Sir Phillip, an axe. 

			They circled each other. We all watched so silently, I heard the creak of the older knight’s metal knee guards. Quick as a snake, he lashed at Riley. My friend dodged just in time and kicked at his face, his foot connecting with the helmet. Hard. Sir Phillip clasped the sides of his head and staggered back. Then, before he’d fully righted himself, he advanced again, swinging the axe in a wide arc towards Riley’s leg. Riley leapt clear.

			“Demon!” Sir Phillip bellowed. “Stand still so the hand of the Divine may smite you.” 

			Sir Phillip raised his axe over his head, grasped it with both hands then surged forward. Riley raised his shield, preparing for impact.

			But at the last second, Sir Phillip changed direction, thrashing instead at Riley’s leg. He leapt back, awkwardly, but the knight managed to nick his right foot. 

			Riley yowled in pain, and everything inside me turned into medieval soup as I watched him hop backwards, trying to balance on one leg while still holding the shield.

			His opponent came at him again—clang, clang, clang. Riley moved his shield to counter each blow. Sir Phillip raised his axe for a fourth attempt and, as Riley moved his shield to block it, the knight’s foot snaked out, tripping my friend over.

			He thudded to the ground—you really do thud in all that gear—and Sir Phillip kicked Riley’s shield out of reach. 

			Riley was now at the knight’s mercy. I expected that would be the end of it—and Sir Phillip declared the winner as in all the other matches. Instead, the old knight gave a terrifying howl and brought his axe down towards Riley’s head. My friend rolled clear, just in time. But the thud as it hit the earth made the crowd gasp.

			Tristan and Fletcher Senior leapt to their feet as did Lord Hugo. We watched in horror as the knight slowly raised his axe above his head.

			“No, Sir Phillip,” Lord Hugo bellowed. 

			Down it came again, with frightening speed. How Riley got away, I’ll never know.

			“Put that axe down now, Sir Knight!” commanded Lord Hugo. 

			Sir Phillip didn’t seem to hear. It was like he was in a trance. He hooked his shield, on the ground nearby, with his foot and clamped it down on Riley’s chest, holding it there. Now, Riley was trapped, unable to escape, as slowly, terrifyingly, the knight raised his axe for the third time.

			“No, Sir Phillip!” Lord Hugo shouted.

			“Stop in the name of God!” bellowed Fletcher Senior.

			It was then I remembered the time machine key around my neck. Pulling it out, I jiggled it about to catch the light. As Sir Phillip stood, brandishing his weapon, I tried to redirect the glare through the slit in his helmet. My hands trembled, I had only a narrow target. The speck of gold danced around the helmet at first, but I pulled my elbows in close to my side, steadied my hands and aimed it right into the man’s eyes. I saw him shake his head to avoid the glare but something about that movement brought him back to his senses. 

			The axe came down, hitting the ground beside Riley’s head. Sir Phillip kicked the shield off and offered Riley his hand. Riley took it, and his opponent lifted him to his feet. Both men bowed to the crowd, which went wild.

			Not me though. As people shouted and jostled around me, a wave of relief hit me so hard I slumped down to the ground, a human-shaped bowl of jelly. Riley had survived. Barely. I closed my eyes and took slow deep breaths to calm my racing heart. 
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			A break in proceedings followed and the crowd moved off to get some food and drink. But I couldn’t move at first. I could only breathe. In. Out. He was alive. In. Out. We’d be okay. In. Out. When I opened my eyes again, I saw Tristan and Fletcher Senior striding across the grass to the change tents. 

			I jerked to my feet, setting out to meet them on wobbly legs. I had to make sure they didn’t get to the tent before Riley and Alistair could swap clothes. I’d have to stall them for a few minutes at least.

			I rushed up ahead and planted myself in their path, holding my hand out. 

			“Alms for the poor,” I said. 

			I didn’t really know what “alms” meant, but I’d heard the phrase before. Evidently, they didn’t understand it either. Fletcher Senior knocked me down and walked right past. 

			The pair charged into the blue tent and, through an opening in the tent flaps, I glimpsed Alistair receiving the praise and congratulations that belonged to Riley. I bobbed about for a bit trying to see if Riley was with them. He wasn’t. 

			My eyes swept the crowd for a sandy head in a brown peasant tunic, without success. Where could he be? I had an idea.

			I raced to the outskirts of the field, back to the hay mound where we’d first found Sir Alistair. And there he was, a crumpled heap on the hay, asleep—his arm gashed and bleeding where the axe must have nicked it. 

			I knelt down in front of him and touched his hand. His eyes fluttered open. 

			“Riley, you were amazing,” I said. “You saved that no-good Alistair’s butt.” 

			“At least you’ll be able to see Jamie Fletcher again.” He half-smiled, then grimaced with the pain.

			I tore off a strip of cloth from the bottom of my tunic and bandaged his wound the way we learned in first aid at school—not so tight as to cut off circulation, but firm enough to slow the bleeding. 

			“Ah, my foot,” he said when I touched it. Of course, that had been hit during the combat too. Gingerly, I inspected the damage. There was no blood but I couldn’t tell whether anything was broken. 

			“You’re lovely, Maddy, I really like....” Then he dozed off. Seriously! Did the guy ever finish a sentence he began with “I like”?

			I watched him sleeping for a while. His skin was vanilla white, his lips almost translucent. He looked so frail. In the background, I vaguely registered the crowd cheering but I was focused on the soft rhythm of his breathing. 

			After a while, I saw that the bandage on his arm was soaked with blood, so I ripped off another strip of material and tied a new one. I felt dampness on my cheek and wiped away a tear. 

			What if he died here, in this field without his family around? The thought made several more tears follow the first. I wiped them away quickly and tried to get a grip on myself. Riley opened his eyes just then.

			“You’re crying?” he said. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing, I must be allergic to the hay.” I didn’t want him to know how worried I was.

			He tried to get up but winced. No doubt he’d have a few bruises as well as his other wounds after that fight.

			“We’d better go check on Alistair,” he said. “He might need help with the other events.”

			“You’ve helped him enough.” I encouraged him back down. “He can take it from here.” 

			No way would I let Riley be skewered in the lancing to secure Jamie Fletcher’s future. My friend’s own future was much more precarious at the moment.

			He leaned back, closed his eyes and dozed off quite quickly. So I took the opportunity to head back to the arena to find Alistair to ask for some help. If someone didn’t do something to stem the bleeding soon, well, I didn’t want to think about that.

			I arrived to catch the end of the archery competition which—surprise, surprise—Alistair won. Who’d have thought he could actually do anything? Then again, he was an arrow-maker’s son.

			After that, he was surrounded by a sea of well-wishers. I couldn’t get him alone. I was still trying to catch his eye when someone seized my arm and spun me around.

			“Ah there you are!” It was Jester. The troupe waited behind him. “We’re about to start the next performance. People want to hear more from the boy with the golden throat.”

			“I can’t right now.”

			“But you’re one of us now, Madison. You and your brother. Where is he?”

			I made no reply, but my face must have given something away.

			“Something’s amiss,” he said. “What is it?” 

			“Riley’s hurt.”

			“Lead the way,” he said.

			I led him and the others through the field to the haystack, where we found Riley still asleep, his bandage soaked with blood again.

			“What happened?” Jester asked.

			“Riley fought in place of one of the knights,” I said. 

			“Which knight?” 

			I shook my head—I couldn’t say who, not if we wanted to protect Jamie’s timeline. Thankfully, he didn’t push it. The twin girls, Sash and Tash, examined his wound.

			“The cut doesn’t look too deep,” said Sash.

			“Can you get something to help?” Jester asked. 

			The girls nodded and raced away.

			“Their mother was a healer and she taught them much.”

			The girls gathered herbs to stem the bleeding and kick-start the recovery process. Seeing Riley paler than the hay he slept upon, it wasn’t a moment too soon.

			Meanwhile, Jester sent Dean and Jack to fetch some water and a few other supplies. “Fear not, Madison. Your brother’s wound is not serious. As long as we prevent the fevers.”

			The fevers? I guess he meant infection.

			He gathered what looked like weeds and piled them into the wound and got me to tear strips off Riley’s outfit for more bandages. The boys returned with a large misshapen pan full of water, a grey flint stone and some metal squares. Jester clashed the stone and metal pieces together till sparks appeared. In a short time, he had a fire going and the water in the pot simmering over it.

			The girls returned soon after with purple and yellow flowers. They boiled the yellow for a short time before slotting them and the purple inside Riley’s bandage. 

			“It’s wolf’s bane and comfrey,” Tash explained. “It should dull the pain and make him heal more quickly.”

			“There’s nothing more to be done here,” Jester said. “What Riley needs now is rest. So why don’t we leave Sash and Tash to care for him while you and I, Madison, watch the jousting. To take our minds off our troubles.”
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			I was reluctant to go, but the girls promised to come and find me if Riley got any worse. And I wasn’t doing him much good hanging around all twitchy and mopey. So Jester and I headed to the arena. 

			Walking beside him, I stole a glance at the guy. With his jet-black hair, masked eyes and funky purple patchwork coat, he was strange and annoying. But he had saved our lives twice today. 

			“Thanks for your help with Riley,” I said.

			“Your voice and his tricks add much to the value of our act,” he said. “It is in my interests to take care of my performers.”

			He tried to make it sound like business, pure and simple, but I didn’t believe that. Beneath the irritation, I suspected he wasn’t a bad guy.

			Below us, the arena stood empty. Impatient spectators lined the fence, laughing and shrieking. Their excited cries drifted up to the tent areas, jangling against knights’ nerves, which were already as taut as lute strings as they prepared for battle.

			“It’s tight enough! Do you want to crush my bones?” one knight scolded a servant.

			We passed a large silver and green striped tent. A tall knight in a surcoat of the same colours, with a coiled snake in the centre, emerged in a fury. He had white-blond hair and blue eyes, pale as ice. As a servant tried to adjust his master’s left sleeve, the knight pushed him away. 

			“You’ve been worse than useless today, Frederick,” he scolded. “The scullery maid would have done a better job though she be but the size of a kitchen rat with no more sense than the cooked poultry she carries from the flame.” 

			The servant bowed low—a dog expecting to be kicked. “Excuse me, my lord. This is my first joust. Please forgive my many errors.”

			The knight flicked the guy’s face with the back of his hand before storming back into the tent. For a brief moment, before the tent flap closed, the knight’s gaze caught mine. The cold cruelty in that glance made me shiver.

			“He’s a bundle of fun,” I said.

			“That’s Sir Magnus of Wexfield,” said Jester. “He used to be one of Lord Hugo’s most admired knights. Until he travelled north to serve Lord Pearce, Hugo’s enemy.”

			“Do knights change allegiances whenever they feel like it?” I was surprised. I’d always imagined loyalty to be the cornerstone of chivalry.

			“Not usually,” said Jester. “That’s why he’s poorly regarded around here. Though, who knows, perhaps he had good reason to do what he did?” 

			Through a slit in the side of the tent, I saw Sir Magnus working away on the end of his lance.

			“Is he sharpening his lance in there?” I asked.

			“On the contrary,” said Jester, “he’s blunting it.”

			Knights in tournaments used special lances made of light, hollow wood, Jester explained. They either blunted the ends or fitted a wooden ball to the tip so as not to kill their opponent in duels. In a real war, they’d carry sharpened blades. 

			“You really did get a hard hit on the head during the robbery,” Jester said, “for even a child of two summers knows that much.”

			“Our mother did not wish us exposed to coarse violence as children,” I said. “She discouraged us from attending tournaments.”

			 Perhaps that would explain my lack of knowledge better than our story about being bashed around the head.

			Jester seemed to accept it. “Which is how you have grown to become such a delicate young lady. Fear not, I’ll be by your side to catch you if you feel faint during the more vigorous battles. You may lean on me if you find your frail legs wobbling or your heart beating weakly.”

			A glance at the guy, struggling to hold back laughter, confirmed that, yes, sarcasm was alive and well in medieval England. And the modern stink eye I gave him in response needed no translation either.

			I suggested we sit in the stands again but Jester wasn’t keen, preferring to watch the match “with the common people”. Jester tickled, taunted and tricked his way through the crowd till we were right up front. Jesters could get away with a surprising amount, it seemed.

			The first part of the competition involved novices, or those with less tournament experience. After that we’d see jousts with experienced fighters and, finally, battles between the fiercest knights in the land, Jester said.

			“Do I need to explain the rules of the joust to you?” Jester looked smug.

			“Of course not,” I said. “I know all there is to know about jousting. In fact, why don’t you tell me what you think the rules are and I’ll correct you if you’re mistaken?”

			He smiled.

			The long wooden barrier dividing the arena in two was called a tilt, he said. Competing riders charged from opposite sides clutching lances up to twelve feet long, trying to “unseat” each other—or knock each other off their horses. If they couldn’t manage that, the knights could gain points by breaking their lance on their opponent’s shield or helmet. But hitting the other knight’s horse or breaking their lance on their rival’s weapon was a foul—points were deducted for that. 

			“Have I got it right so far, do you think?” he asked.

			“So far, so good,” I said. 

			It all sounded pretty dangerous and I couldn’t imagine why a bunch of rich guys would want to put themselves at risk like that for fun. 

			“It’s how knights keep themselves ready for war,” Jester explained. 

			“Yeah. And how they show off too,” I said.

			“Show off?” he asked, his brow wrinkling

			“Preen and prance to draw attention to themselves.”

			He nodded. “Decidedly! But I like this expression, ‘show-off’. Your manner of speaking is strange, Madison. Many of your turns are unfamiliar to me. But I like them.”

			The herald called the first contenders. I was beyond amazed when the first knight to ride out was Sir Alistair wearing the Fletchers’ sigil of crossed silver arrows. He paraded proudly and confidently as the crowd cheered. Where had this new-found courage come from? 

			Sir Alistair’s opponent carried a yellow shield with two red V shapes and a star in the centre. 

			“The star means the knight is the third son,” Jester explained. 

			“Charge!” shouted the herald. 

			The knights hurtled forward, dangerously fast. I half expected Alistair to veer off at the last moment and gallop away—and who could blame him? But he kept going at full speed until they clashed with a force that made me shudder.

			I didn’t realise how tense I was till I found myself gripping Jester’s arm.

			“Be gentle,” he whispered. “I need that to play the lute.”

			I snatched my hand away. Awkward! He grinned and raised his eyebrows, which didn’t help.

			I couldn’t see what had happened, but no-one had fallen off their horse and no lances were broken. So both knights continued riding to the end of the barrier. 

			“Turn!” called the herald. With barely enough time to catch their breath, they swivelled their mounts around. 

			“Charge!” 

			They were off again.

			Clang. This time, Alistair’s lance struck the other guy’s helmet. As the riders separated, I saw the tip of Alistair’s lance was broken. A cheer went up. He’d won that round, but as he leaned down to his squire to get a new lance, I saw him clutch his waist in pain.

			“Looks like he got hit on the side.”

			“He will endure,” said Jester. “The knights wear extra padding in case of such blows. But why are you taking such an interest in this particular knight? Could he be the one your brother fought for earlier?”

			Jester watched my reaction closely.

			“No, I just wondered.” I tried to keep my face blank. 

			“Turn!” the herald roared. 

			How many times would they go through this—rushing towards these instruments of pain when the rest of us would run away from it, which was, after all, the sane option?

			“Charge!” 

			For the third time, the knights thundered along the path. This time Alistair thrust his lance hard at the other knight’s shield, breaking his weapon and sending his opponent sideways off his horse. 

			I couldn’t look. Falling off at that speed would be bad enough in normal clothes, but in all that gear? For several long seconds, the knight lay still. His squire rushed over to help him up.

			“The winner is Sir Alistair of Donchester!” the herald cried.

			I looked to the stands to see his family’s reaction. Fletcher Senior cheered and clapped alone. There was no sign of Tristan. Which was deeply suspicious. 

			“So, Sir Alistair has won your heart, has he?” Jester asked.

			“No.”

			“But you know the size of a knight’s sword is no indication of the size of his—”

			“Jester!”

			“—of his heart, I was about to say. What did you think?” 

			Later on, I saw Tristan sit next to his father. He moved gingerly and, once, I saw him touch his side and grimace. Mystery solved. Alistair didn’t do the jousting—his brother did it for him.

			The matches were a spectacle but, after watching a few, I found my attention drifting.

			“I want to go back and check on Riley,” I said.

			“Not necessary,” said Jester, waving at someone behind us. On tiptoe, I glimpsed Riley making his way through the crowd to us. Jester speared into the mass of people and forced a path to open for him to join us up front.

			“How are you feeling?” I was glad to see him on his feet but worried it might be too soon.

			“My arm’s a bit sore,” he said. “The comfrey helped with the pain. The twins stitched the wound up with some kind of needle made of animal bone. I made them boil it first.”

			Beyond ghastly. “Are you sure you’re okay to be here?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t want to miss this.” He smiled but still looked pale as a banana. We shuffled around so Riley could lean on the fence.

			The last match of the day featured Sir Magnus of Wexfield—the blond knight with the snake sigil—against our “friend” and Donchester’s lead knight, Sir Fabien.

			From the start, it was obvious whose side the crowd was on. 

			“Fabien! Fabien!” The cry echoed round the grounds. 

			“Magnus, Magnus!” His support was more a squeak from a few tiered seats. 

			“Not much love for Sir Magnus around here,” I whispered to Jester. 

			“The people take it personally when their protector abandons them to break bread with their enemy,” Jester said.

			The two knights did a lap around the arena, waving to the crowd. Magnus stopped at the stands and tipped his head to an older well-dressed couple—his new masters, presumably. The pair had puffier sleeves, taller hats and more curdled looks than the others.

			“That’s Lord Pearce and his wife, Lady Agnes,” Jester said. “They have a castle about an hour’s ride south. Sir Magnus is their hero now.”

			“You seem pretty well informed about all this,” I said.

			“We jesters talk,” he said. “Would you excuse me, Madison, Riley? As fascinating as it is to watch the wealthy skewering each other, I have to find us all somewhere to rest our heads for the night.”

			The battle was fierce and loud. I cheered with the rest when Sir Fabien emerged as the winner. Even better, with his winning stroke he knocked Sir Magnus off his horse so hard, the guy did a forward roll, before landing—splat—on his back, his helmet falling off, his blond hair spidering across his face.

			The squire rushed over to help him up, but his master knocked him down—again—for his trouble. With super-human effort, the white-blond knight stood up unaided. 

			“And the winner is…Sir Fabien of Donchester,” Lady Isobella shouted, beaming. “Sir Fabien is the tournament champion.”

			Sir Fabien smiled and waved to the cheering crowd. Sir Magnus scowled and walked away, visibly angry, his squire scurrying after him.

			“Wow!” I whispered to Riley. “And to think we saved Sir Fabien’s life at the inn.” 

			“You saved him, Maddy,” said Riley.

			When Lord Hugo stood up, everyone fell silent. “On behalf of my wife and daughter, I thank you all for attending the tournament. And I know I speak for the people of Donchester today when I congratulate Sir Fabien on his victory. I hope you all enjoyed—”

			A cry of surprise came from across the field as a rider pushed past the assembled knights and into the arena. He wore jet-black armour. His sigil was a fire-breathing dragon. The horse he rode was black, too. The rider sat tall in his seat. The last of the sun’s rays caught the edges of his armour, making it gleam.

			“Sir Knight, state your business,” said Lord Hugo, baffled. “For the tournament is over. It’s too late to take part.” 

			The knight rode in a wide arc around the arena, helmet swivelling here and there as if observing everything. He passed by us, close enough to touch. Like others around me, I reared back. After one circuit, he led his horse slowly through the centre to stand before Isobella. Then knight and steed bowed low, as if dedicating the match to her. There was a smattering of applause, a few shouts of approval, like they thought it was part of the show. But something felt off here. The black horse took a couple of steps sideways until it was directly before Lord Hugo.

			Finger by finger, the rider pulled off his glove and flung it to the ground. To a collective intake of breath. 

			“Is he doing what I think he’s doing?” It wasn’t the first time I’d seen that done in this time.

			“Looks like it.” Riley frowned. 

			The woman next to me clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes bulging like peeled grapes, she was that engrossed.

			When Hugo made no attempt to collect the glove, the Black Knight skewered it on the end of his long sword and offered it to the lord. 

			“I challenge you, Lord Hugo, to do battle with me here, now, as the people of Donchester bear witness.” His voice was deep and resonant. And somehow other-worldly.

			A soft hiss of whispers went around the arena.

			“Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Will he take it up?” The woman near us spoke to no-one in particular.

			“He has to, or he’ll be seen as a coward,” a male voice responded from behind. 

			Isobella whispered frantically to her father and the woman on the other side of him—presumably her mother. Lord Hugo’s gaze did not shift from the knight in black. The challenger’s horse snorted and stamped, as if impatient for an answer. But the rider sat as still as the toy knight upon my bookcase.

			“Do you think this is part of the entertainment?” Riley spoke softly. 

			“If it is, no-one told Lord Hugo’s wife or daughter about it.” The tension in their gestures and head shakes looked real enough.

			Lord Hugo reached out to take the glove, but before he touched it, another hand snatched it up—Sir Fabien, two seats along.

			“I accept your challenge,” Sir Fabien boomed, rising to his feet.

			The Black Knight turned his helmet to regard the speaker. “I have no quarrel with this man. My challenge is to Lord Hugo alone.”

			“You’ll have to kill me to get to him,” Sir Fabien said. 

			The Black Knight stood still for a full minute, as if considering this.

			“I will return, Lord Hugo, one month from today, before the sun sets on the eve of the full moon,” the Black Rider said. “I give you till then to hone the skills and valour for which you were once famous. At that time, we will battle, you and I. To the death.”

			And the black rider galloped out of the stadium towards town with a dozen knights, on foot and horseback, chasing him.
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			No-one moved from their seats until the last of Sir Hugo’s knights returned, shaking their heads. The Black Knight had appeared from nowhere and disappeared as mysteriously, it seemed.

			“I wonder if he means the ‘to the death’ part?” said Tash.

			“I truly hope we’ll still be in town in a month’s time to see how it ends,” Sash said. 

			I was pretty sure that by then, Riley and I would be back home and tucked up in bed in Sydney. Not that it wouldn’t be interesting to see how this played out.

			“Do you think the troupe will stick around town that long?” Riley asked the girls. 

			“It depends on Jester,” said Tash. “He’s at the castle now, endeavouring to secure our place here for a time.”

			Jester arrived soon after with good news. “I managed to talk to the head of the household, and we have been invited to perform at Lady Isobella’s birthday feast two days’ hence.”

			The troupe whooped and bounced about at that. It meant not only would we be paid for our show, but we’d eat and sleep in the castle. 

			“If they like our performance, they may ask us to stay longer.” Jester grinned.

			“And then we might get to see the mysterious Black Knight,” said Tash. 

			“The black who?” Jester asked. “Did I miss something?” 

			The girls talked over each other describing the final dramatic scene in every detail.

			As twilight faded to night, Riley and I stumbled along the darkened streets with the troupe on our way to Donchester castle. The same building that had seemed regal and grand during the day, now looked distinctly creepy—a huge lightless shape, outlined by the moon’s eerie glow.

			Jester announced us at the gates and, ten minutes later, a servant hurried us through a darkened courtyard to a large, cold stone room with hay scattered upon the floor. It wouldn’t be the most comfy bed I’d slept on, but it was better than the inn’s “accommodations” last night.

			“I’ll send cook down with some food directly,” the man said. 

			“I hope there’s an abundant supply,” said Jester. “Watching tournaments gives me a lordly appetite.”

			He puffed up some hay and sat down, then pulled off his hat—and his black hair along with it. So it had been a wig? His own hair was light brown and down to his shoulders. Then he turned his purple harlequin coat inside out; the reverse side was a plain brown quilted pattern. 

			In less than a minute, he’d transformed into a totally different person. No longer the striking, bold jester, now he looked fine-featured and kind of normal. Witnessing my open-mouthed reaction, he smiled. 

			“You thought the raven locks my own?”

			“I suppose. I mean, I had no idea. You’re so...”

			“....ordinary? Sorry to disappoint.”

			“I’m not disappointed,” I answered quickly and immediately felt the blush rising in my cheeks, especially as I saw Jester’s suggestive smile. “I didn’t mean that, what I meant was—”

			“If only you could change your hair so easily, Madison?” he said. 

			Everyone laughed at that. Including me.

			By the time the food arrived, I was so hungry even the pottage seemed appetising. I wolfed it down with the crunchy bread—no questions asked about the crunch—and flopped back on the pile of hay. 

			Jester checked on Riley’s wound, pronouncing it as “coming along well”, which was a huge relief.

			Sash played a haunting melody on the flute as we all settled down. And Tash picked up the juggling balls. 

			“Wait, wasn’t it Tash playing the flute and Sash juggling before?” I asked. They looked over and nodded. It seemed they were good at both things.

			As the music played, I watched the candlelight flickering on the stone walls. It was nice to have a moment to relax.

			“You know,” said Jester, leaning forward, eyes narrowed. “Anyone looking closely at you could never mistake you for a boy. Your features are too delicate.” 

			I wanted to respond, but I felt strangely tongue-tied. So I said goodnight and turned over, pretending to fall asleep. 

			It wasn’t long, I guess, before I did.
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			I awoke in the middle of the night with Riley shaking me. 

			“Let’s go!” He tipped his head towards the door. 

			It took a moment to remember where I was. In medieval England, and we needed to dig up the clothes Peterson had left us in the churchyard. It could only be done under cover of darkness. 

			We slipped quietly out of the room, crossed the courtyard to the front gates. We’d have to get past the two guards. 

			“Leave this to me,” I said. 

			I took a breath then swaggered over and told them we needed to leave, as we had “private business” to attend to. The head guard looked us up and down dubiously. “At this time of night? When there’s a curfew and discovery would mean being locked up and flogged?” News to me. Bad news.

			I hesitated, appearing to think over my options, before nodding: “Mmm-hhh.” 

			“And what business do you have at this hour?”

			I folded my arms and plastered on my most devious smile. “Let’s just say if we don’t leave now, there’ll be a couple of young ladies who’ll be very disappointed.”

			As the guards chortled, imagining a secret tryst, I struggled not to eye-roll and groan.

			“You’re a couple of cheeky young bucks, aren’t you?” one guard said. “Ah, it matters not to us who leaves the castle, only who comes in.” 

			The heavy gate creaked like the lid on an ancient coffin opening. 

			“Just mind the night watchmen as you go,” he said. “And, boys?” 

			We turned back. 

			“Don’t disappoint the ladies.” He clicked his tongue and winked.

			And we were back on the streets again. 

			“Night watchmen?” I complained. 

			“We’ll have to keep to the shadows,” Riley said. Which wasn’t difficult. The whole place was one big shadow. Street lights would not be invented for hundreds of years. 

			Luckily, Riley had an incredible sense of direction. He led us along the dirt roads as if he had Google Maps up his sleeve. Unluckily, we couldn’t see where we stepped or what we stepped in. I freaked out every time my foot had a soft landing—which was way too often!

			We did have to dodge a few night watchmen. At one point, I heard a snort and something touched my leg. “Please, sir, we, err, seem to be lost and just need to find our way back home!” I tried to sound scared and innocent. But it wasn’t a guard, just a pig running loose in the town. 

			Eventually, our eyes adjusted to the blackness and we could just about make out the shape of things around us and see a greyish light reflecting on the cobblestones.

			By the time we reached the cemetery, the moon was almost directly overhead. Its silvery tone gave the headstones a creepy glow. But it also made our job easier—finding the spot where Peterson had buried our medieval clothes.

			We squatted down, squinting at the earth, till we found the infinity stones. Riley could not do much with his sore arm. So I did the digging with my bare hands. The deeper down I went, the colder the earth felt. Mud clumped under my nails. A couple broke off.

			“Got it!” My fingers brushed the tip of a rope.

			But pulling a sack out of the earth was no easy task. I pulled and dug and pulled and fell backwards onto the dirt, exhausted.

			“What’s he got in there? Rocks?”

			“I think just clothes,” Riley mumbled, his head deep in the sack.

			It took every bit of our combined strength to bring up the bag. Inside were two long dresses for me—one dark green, with a fitted bodice and plaited belt, and a second loose-fitting blue pinafore with a plain white underslip. There was a separate nightdress, plus some headwear and two pairs of flimsy shoes.

			But if my clothes seemed strange, Riley’s were other-worldly. He had two sets of brightly coloured hose—like thick stockings. A couple of coats—one long, to his knees, in dark brown velvet and a second shorter one. To go with that were two pairs of puckered short pants and pointy shoes.

			We stood, aghast at what we’d have to wear around the castle. 

			“Thank goodness cameras haven’t been invented yet,” I said.

			Riley also had a tabard—sleeveless, knee-length, meant to be slipped over armour. It had a crest on it—a silver helmet above a shield with a black cross. I wondered how Peterson had hit upon this design for our fake family emblem.

			“Does he think you’ll be wearing armour while you’re here?” I wondered.

			“Maybe,” Riley grinned. “Hope so.”

			“I hope not. You can’t do many science experiments with your arms cut off.” That wiped the grin off his face. 

			I thought that was all there was in the bag but I felt something soft at the bottom—a long wig, chestnut brown. 

			“I think that’s yours,” Riley said, though he wasn’t that confident.

			I really didn’t want to wear a wig, but I could hardly rock up to the castle with my porcupine ’do. Perhaps if we’d touched down in the caveman era?

			“We’ll have to put your hair up in plaits or a hairnet,” said Riley.

			For the next half hour, Riley and I worked on our cover story—one that would give us access to Donchester castle and, with luck, the Fletchers, so we could sort out the problems with their timeline. Peterson had included some documentation in the bag proclaiming our lineage and noble birth. It looked aged and genuine to my eye, but would it fool Lord Hugo and his experts? 

			We couldn’t return to the castle at this hour. So we found a patch of grass behind an old headstone to spend the hours till daylight. It was seriously cold by now so we wrapped our new clothes around us. 

			“This is the first time I’ve slept in a graveyard,” I said, hoping it would be the last.

			“Don’t worry, Maddy,” Riley murmured. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

			“Are you sure? Just because we haven’t found proof yet, doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

			“True.” Riley smiled, then rubbed his arm. “But we have more to fear from the living than any of those buried here.”

			“What will Lord Hugo do if he discovers we’re not who we say we are?” I asked.

			Riley didn’t answer. He’d dozed off where he sat, which was no bad thing. Sleep would help the healing. I made sure the coat covered him, then leaned against the headstone to observe the horror scene we found ourselves in. 

			“Don’t worry, I’ll keep watch tonight,” I whispered—more for my benefit than Riley’s. I pulled my bulky dress like a blanket around me. “As for whether or not ghosts exist...I’ll tell you in the morning.”
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			At first light, we dressed in our new costumes. I wore the dark green dress, which fitted well enough, though it was far less comfortable than my normal clothes or even my peasant gear. Riley chose the longer of his two coats, but kept tugging at the hem to pull it down. I guess he felt self-conscious wearing tights for the first time in his life. Especially after the sleazy wolf whistle I gave him. 

			The clothes were the easy part. Getting my wig and cap on was trickier. It was a sweaty ten minutes to get the medieval effect we’d seen on other noble girls about town—my fake hair in a golden hairnet, cap on top, tied up with thick, white cloth under the chin. In the end we managed it. Though I reckon I looked like a head-injury patient.

			When we were sure no-one was watching, we slipped out of the cemetery onto the street. And, like two ordinary medieval nobles, we made our way to the castle.

			“Riley and Madison of Argent Lakes present our compliments to Lord Hugo,” said Riley. The gatekeeper from last night looked weary and disinterested as he sent a messenger to announce us. 

			While we waited for a response, Riley and I reminded ourselves of some rules of etiquette in this time and place. He’d done research, I’d watched some TV shows set in the period.

			“When we meet Lord Hugo, we have to kneel and say: ‘God speed my lord!’” Riley whispered. 

			I nodded. “Never turn your back on him or any superior.” I tried to recall the list we’d made. “And never sit until they’re seated.”

			Riley nodded, his eyes rolling upwards as if the rules were written on the clouds above him. “If he offers us a meal, we wash our hands first. And if he offers a drink from his cup—we wipe our mouths before lifting the cup to our own.”

			“Are you sure it was before? I thought we wiped it after drinking.” 

			Riley bit his bottom lip. “Better wipe it before and after, just in case.”

			I sighed. “Other than that we should just relax and be ourselves.” 

			Riley nodded, the irony in my remark lost on him. As ever. 

			The same servant we’d met last night with the troupe came to fetch us. I tried to keep my head down in case he recognised us, but I needn’t have worried. He barely glanced our way.

			Everything looked different in daylight. The man led us across a deep green grassy area where dogs, pigs and chickens roamed freely. We passed a vegetable and herb garden. A servant in a white cap draped wet sheets over the hedges and bushes to dry. 

			“Out the way, folks!” a gruff voice bellowed. “Show some respect for a soldier of the kitchen!”

			Three servants went by carrying a rough-hewn coffin. The servant with us put a hand on his heart and bowed his head. 

			Riley raised eyebrows at me. Soldier of the kitchen? I shrugged.

			Two young knights in chain mail and tunics bearing Lord Hugo’s eagle crest practised fighting with wooden swords. A servant with muscles on his muscles hauled a bucket of water from the castle well. 

			Across the grass, I spotted our troupe. Jester was in his purple coat and dark wig again. As he looked over, I turned away quickly. Although there was no chance he’d recognise us in these outfits—we barely knew ourselves.

			As we followed the servant into the castle buildings to meet Lord Hugo, nerves, like juggling balls, flew up inside me. Those heads on spikes with the missing eyes and surprised looks popped into my mind. But surely, curtsying at the wrong time wouldn’t be a crime? Though, if our error exposed us as a couple of frauds passing ourselves off as nobles? Better get it right, then.

			He led us through a low doorway, up a stone staircase. Our footsteps echoed in the stairwell. Along a wide corridor, we passed a well-dressed couple who nodded a greeting. 

			One more left turn and we were suddenly before the Lord and Lady themselves—in their high-ceilinged reception room. A tapestry of a hunting scene sagged on the wall. A fire blazed in a stone fireplace, the golden flames reflecting on a suit of armour in the corner.

			Lord Hugo and his wife were laughing about something as we entered. Dressed in gold-patterned coats lined with fur, they sat on high-backed wooden chairs, like thrones. Lord Hugo’s eyes swam with reflected light, his tanned face lined from a habit of smiling. Lady Cassandra was as delicate as he was sturdy, with white hair and alabaster skin. Two large hounds—Galahad and Gawain—lay at their feet. 

			“God speed, my Lord,” I said, dropping to one knee and bowing my head. Riley did the same. I really hoped our info on medieval manners wasn’t just Netflix nonsense.

			“Welcome to our home.” Lady Cassandra’s smile seemed warm and genuine.

			“Thank you,” said Riley. I half-curtsied and forced myself to stay quiet.

			“Please, sit.” Lord Hugo gestured to two empty chairs.

			Riley presented our papers to a servant standing nearby. The man examined our documents as my friend gave our cover story. He wasn’t nearly as fluent with the lie as I would have been. But in this time, it would have been odd for a female to do the talking.

			Our story was that we were a brother and sister from “up north”. Our family’s castle had been seized by a local baron, with our parents and servants killed during the takeover. Barely escaping with our lives, we’d travelled south with nothing but the clothes on our backs and a few possessions. We hoped, in time, to regain our fortune and take back what was rightfully ours. 

			As Riley spoke, Lord Hugo nodded solemnly. Lady Cassandra frowned in sympathy.

			The servant listened closely too. I found out later he was a herald and it was his job to verify the details of our story. How long would we have before he exposed us as liars? A couple of weeks? A month? We couldn’t be sure. But as there was no tech in this time, all his checks would have to be done old-school, with parchment and riders and careful enquiries. I just hoped by the time he learned the truth, we’d have sorted things out with the Fletchers and be safely back home in Sydney. 

			“And, before these unfortunate events befell you,” Lord Hugo asked Riley, “had you completed your knight’s training?”

			Riley wasn’t prepared for this. “Err…no, my lord.”

			Lord Hugo stood so Riley and I leapt to our feet as well. He signalled us to sit again as he stroked his beard and paced. 

			“Well, in that case, I propose—”

			That was as far as he got before Lady Isobella burst into the room. “Father, I could have sworn I saw Sir Curtis crossing the courtyard. Is he here?” She turned to Riley and me. “Oh, excuse me, I didn’t realise we had visitors.”

			“This is Sir Riley and Lady Madison of Argent Lakes,” said Lord Hugo. “May I present my daughter, Lady Isobella.”

			What the—? Did he just say Lady Madison! I could almost hear my father’s voice saying: “She ain’t no lady!” 

			I wasn’t sure what to do here, so I curtsied anyway. I felt ridiculous but no-one laughed so I guess it wasn’t too far wrong. Isobella smiled tightly at me, her gaze snapping back to Riley. As her eyes trawled his face, a storm of emotions crossed her own—starting with hope, then confusion, then crushing disappointment. 

			“As you see, my child,” said Lord Hugo sadly, “Sir Curtis is not here. ’Twas merely a ghost you saw.”

			Isobella looked down, her features pinched with remorse for several seconds. But when she looked up, she smiled warmly.

			“Forgive me,” she said. “I see that Sir Riley bears a resemblance to an old friend. My apologies.” 

			Sir Curtis? Whoever he was, he was important to Isobella, judging from her deep crimson cheeks and her struggle to hold herself together.

			“Sir Riley and Lady Madison will be staying with us for a while,” said Lord Hugo. “While they’re here, Riley will continue his knight’s training under Sir Fabien.”

			Sir Fabien? The tournament winner? 

			“Thank you.” Riley didn’t have to fake his enthusiasm. 

			“And Isobella,” Lady Cassandra began, “how would you feel about another lady-in-waiting to attend you?” 

			“It would give me great pleasure to have Lady Madison attend me, Mother,” said Isobella, “if she wishes it.” 

			I nodded happily. “I would be honoured.” 

			Isobella smiled but the joy didn’t reach her eyes. Either she wasn’t keen on me waiting on her, or she was more upset about Riley not being Sir Curtis than she let on. 

			Well, if I was to be her lady-in-waiting, I’d have the chance to find out. As well as something else I’d always wanted to know. 

			What were all these ladies waiting for?

			Riley went to meet Sir Fabien, and I went with Lady Isobella to find my chambers. 

			Sweeping through the corridors, I peeked into the rooms we passed. Most had heavy wooden furniture, tapestries and coats of arms on the wall. The only windows in the rooms were narrow, glassless slits in the stone—a deliberate design to make it difficult for enemy archers to penetrate the castle walls.

			The most impressive room was the grand hall, which was as long as three rooms, with animal heads—stags, boars, antelopes—mounted on the walls. A giant stuffed bear stood silent and watchful in the corner. 

			“This is where my birthday banquet will be tomorrow evening,” Isobella said, almost sadly.

			“That should be very special!”

			“Yes,” she agreed, but it sounded more like “no” to me.

			“And how old will you be, Lady Isobella? If I’m permitted to ask?”

			“Of course,” she said, smiling. “Seven and ten years old.” 

			Seventeen. Only slightly older than me.

			We crossed the courtyard into another tower and climbed the windy, narrow stairs to a room at the top, which was to be my chambers while I was here. It had its own fireplace, a deer skin on the floor and a canopy over the bed. I was thrilled to have a room all of my own. Even better, through the slit in the wall I could see over the countryside.

			“And let me show you the garderobe.”

			The garderobe? 

			We descended a couple of levels to the ladies’ sitting room. A small door at the back led to a narrow space the size of a cupboard. A wooden seat with a cushion placed in the centre was the only thing in the room.

			“Do you need to...?”

			I nodded.

			“I will wait for you outside.” Isobella backed out.

			So this was the restroom? I closed my eyes and prayed it wouldn’t be as bad as in Ancient Egypt or, worse, Berenger’s inn. Lifting the cushion, I looked down the hole—a long, long way down—but couldn’t see the bottom. Presumably, there was some kind of pit down there or barrel. I pitied the poor sod whose job it was to empty it! 

			When I’d done, I found Isobella and Lia in the sitting room, peering through the window to the inner courtyard. Lia gave a sigh of rapture.

			“Oh, such fine features has he, and such grace in how he carries himself?” she said. 

			I glanced down to see Tristan Fletcher following his father around the castle grounds below. A couple of servants trailed behind, carrying baskets of arrows.

			“But you know you cannot marry him, Lia,” said Isobella. “He’s not a nobleman. Your father would never approve.”

			“Tell that to my heart,” she said, “which has lost itself in hopes for what can never be.”

			“What are we looking at?” I asked, pretending cluelessness as I peered over their shoulder.

			“We are merely observing some of the goings-on in the courtyard,” said Isobella. “It’s nothing of importance.”

			They’re blanking me out? Well, it was probably too soon to take me into their confidence. Still, it hurt.

			“Lady Madison, allow me to introduce Lady Lia, who is also my companion.”

			I smiled and half-curtsied to Lia, not sure what I should do.

			“It is good to make your acquaintance, Lady Madison,” said Lia. “And you have arrived just in time.”

			“In time for what?” I asked.

			“Today we’re going on a hunt.” 

			“A hunt?” I said. “Excellent!”

			Not!
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			The girls and I spent the next hour getting ready. We had to change, do our hair...well, that was it. In medieval England there was no throwing on the jeans and dashing out. 

			At least it gave me a chance to try to bond with my companions. But though I was as charming as I could be—and that is quite a lot of charming—I didn’t break through. They were polite but didn’t share any confidences with me. 

			So I tried a more direct approach.

			“When we first arrived at the castle,” I said to Isobella, “you said my brother, Riley, reminded you of someone?”

			“Just a knight who used to be in Lord Hugo’s service.” She waved the issue away. 

			But the tight set of her jaw and Lady Lia’s pitying glance told me there was more to this story. She just didn’t trust me enough to tell me...yet.

			I changed into my other outfit—the white cotton dress with the blue pinafore on top. Lady Lia did my hair in plaits at the back, tied up in a simple golden hairnet. Luckily, my wig didn’t slip in the process.

			The hunting party assembled on a wide grassy space inside the castle walls. Making my way there with Lia and Isobella, I was relieved to see Riley joining the group. Sir Alistair was too. He was the hero of the hour after his impressive performance in all three events at the tournament—though only one was his doing! You’d think he might have accepted the praise with some humility as, really, he had so much to be humble about. But, no! He gloated and showed off to a degree even Jamie Fletcher would have found hard to match. 

			“It was nothing, really!” he told a couple of young women fluttering at him. “I have barely a scratch on me!”

			It was definitely the last time I’d let Riley risk life and limb for him. 

			I was surprised to see Sir Magnus of Wexfield, the blond knight beaten by Sir Fabien in the final match, joining the hunt. With him were his new patrons, Lord Pearce and Lady Agnes, dressed to intimidate in fur and jewels, as if they’d been on their way to a ball and had taken a wrong turn. All three wore the same sour expressions, like they’d caught a whiff of something unpleasant—which they probably had done, surrounded as they were by horses and animals and medieval people who didn’t wash. 

			I remembered Jester said this couple were Lord Hugo’s number one enemy. And Sir Magnus, their head knight, was considered a traitor around town. Still, here they all were, guests on the hunt. Some kind of medieval politics was at play, I supposed.

			Sir Magnus was kind of hot with his bleached hair and ice-blue eyes. When he spotted Isobella, his scowl turned to an ingratiating smile and he pushed through the crowd to speak to her.

			“Good day, Lady Isobella!” He bowed gallantly. “Might I say you look lovely today, as ever.”

			Isobella was talking to Lia at the time and it was a full minute before she turned to acknowledge him. She gave only the slightest nod and a cool “Sir Magnus” before turning back to her friend. Uh-oh. Everyone saw it but pretended not to have done. 

			Sir Magnus’s nostrils flared, his jaw clenched. I thought he would walk away to salvage some dignity. But he was a knight with a reputation for bravery. And his next move did take some courage.

			“I hope the hunt will be a fruitful one,” he tried again, louder this time. “For my part, I will work hard to make a handsome contribution to the birthday banquet table. A woman of your standing deserves only the best at her celebration.”

			Again, he waited for a response. And waited. Just when I thought she was pretending she hadn’t heard, she looked over at him, nodded once and turned away.

			Fury swept across Magnus’s face as he glared at Isobella’s back, his lips twitching as if they had a life of their own. Finally, he huffed off, shouldering people out of his path. 

			Even then, Isobella didn’t look back. I wondered what the story was with them, whether it was anger on behalf of her family or something more personal with Sir Magnus. 

			Some two dozen nobles had assembled to join the hunt, with at least as many dogs and twice as many servants. And, at the last moment, a man with a giant falcon on his arm joined the group. I feared for the poor rabbits and deer who were running free now but who might be on our dinner plates tonight. I wasn’t a vegetarian, but killing animals was not my idea of sport or fun. 

			Though, as our group assembled, I had some hope for the creatures. We were so noisy, there’d be no sneaking up on anything today.

			 The volume rose still higher as two servants wheeled along a wooden cage with a boar inside. It snorted like a pig and looked like one, only bigger. Its skin was a grey-brown colour with coarse dark hairs, and tusks curling upwards from its snarling snout. 

			“Don’t worry, Lady Madison, the boar’s not for us,” said Isobella. “It’s for the men. It will be released in the southern part of the forest for some of the braver hunters to blunt their weapons upon.” We had to BYO boar because the creatures had been hunted almost to extinction, apparently.

			“We girls will be far away in the northern part of the forest,” Isobella said, “pursuing less dangerous prey: fox, deer, rabbit, wolves.”

			Wolves? That didn’t reassure me. Not to mention how I felt about slaying cute little foxes, deer and rabbits. 

			The main target for the day was a large red hart—a male deer. Isobella explained that one of Lord Hugo’s huntsmen had scouted it out the previous day. Like they don’t have enough deer heads on the walls already!

			As stable hands led the horses out for us to ride, my mouth turned dust dry. I hadn’t been horse-riding since I was eight. Mum used to take me to Centennial Park for riding lessons on Saturday mornings. As I sat on my horse and travelled around the four-kilometre circuit, I felt like Robin Hood in Sherwood Forest. Though I never rode without my instructor beside me. It was, therefore, by no means certain I would even survive this morning of “light amusement”.

			“Lady Madison, are you quite well?” Isobella asked.

			“Err yes,” I lied. “Just…looking forward to the challenge.”

			The things I do for Jamie Fletcher.

			And it got worse. I thought the horses’ saddles looked a bit unbalanced, like they’d slipped or something, until I saw Lady Lia take her place side saddle. Girls in this time learnt to ride with their legs neatly curled to one side. Would I even make it out of the stables before sliding off and breaking my arm? Or neck?

			A servant led a sleek horse over to me—brown with white patches on its front knees. The man held a hand out to help me to climb up onto its back. I knew all young ladies of my class would be able to ride. To say I didn’t know how would not be plausible. My eyes trawled the hunt-goers, looking for Riley. I tried to transmit my horror to him through my eyeballs. But what could he do? Unless...was it too late to get him to reverse time to my eight-year-old self and get the instructor to actually teach me to ride?

			“My lady?” the servant prompted, moving his hand closer to mine.

			I had no choice but to go for it and hope for the best. I took a breath and was about to step onto the stirrups when Riley appeared.

			“My sister is used to riding with a man’s seat,” he said. “Please bring us a new saddle.”

			Oh! Yes! I could have kissed him. (Because he’d saved me from certain death—not for any other reason!) The guy stared at Riley, unsure what to say or do. He’d never had such a strange request, I imagine. 

			“Is something the matter?” Isobella came over. 

			“My family trained me to ride like a man,” I explained. “One leg on either side of the horse.”

			Isobella frowned, puzzled but too polite to make a guest feel uncomfortable (unless they were Sir Magnus!). 

			“Well,” she turned to the servant, “please fetch a man’s saddle for Lady Madison.” 

			I thought Isobella might find me strange and distance herself from me. Instead, she smiled. And I had a feeling that, in that moment, I had become more interesting to her. 

			But not everyone was as open to new ideas. As the lady’s saddle was replaced by a man’s, the assembled women gasped.

			“A young woman riding like a man!” said sour-faced Lady Agnes. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

			“My father was of a modern mind,” I explained. “He always said a man’s saddle gave a more balanced seat. Why should a girl have to suffer the handicap of imbalance?”

			“Perhaps it is the girl’s father who’s unbalanced,” Lady Agnes muttered, prompting nasty laughter from Sir Magnus and Lord Pearce. 

			“Your father sounds like a wise man,” Isobella remarked loudly as she climbed onto her own horse. “Can you imagine, ladies, how hard the men would find it to keep up with us if we had such well-placed saddles.”

			I wriggled about, trying to get comfy on my horse, but it wasn’t easy given the hefty folds of material I had to manage. The servant handed me a bow and a quiver of arrows. I slung them over my shoulder like everyone else but hoped no-one’s life would depend on me using them.

			We had just started off when a servant at the rear shouted for us to wait—as two more wished to join the group. Sir Giles was in his twenties with an easy smile and only one arm. His sister, Lady Brigit, was about my age with pale blonde hair and deep green eyes, like a cat’s. Creamy-skinned and petite, she was exceptionally pretty. And, boy, did she know it. She fluttered her long eyelashes and giggled girlishly at the men, who rushed over to help her.

			When her foot slipped on the stirrup and she began to fall, several men leapt off their mounts to catch her. Riley got there first, scooping her into his arms like a helpless child.

			“Oh, thank you, sir,” she said, breathily. “You must think me terribly clumsy.”

			“That’s okay.” Riley’s cheeks heated up visibly. “Not at all.”

			Oh, please! She did that on purpose! 

			Then she sort of crinkled her eyes at him, which was bad enough. But what was worse—much, much worse—was the way he smiled back at her. 

			I did NOT like this manipulative newcomer, Lady Brigit.
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			We headed out of town in a sprawling group, dogs in the lead, several riders blowing horns. Turning right, we crossed open ground towards the Forest of Shadows.

			The group moved at quite a clip. Galahad and Gawain, Lord Hugo’s hounds, charged ahead. Somehow I managed to stay in the saddle, but no medieval poetry would be written about my elegant riding style. Just outside the forest, the guys peeled off to the left and we girls, plus the man with the falcon, turned right. I looked back and spotted Riley among the pack. We waved to each other before going our separate ways.

			The Forest of Shadows was mostly pine trees, the scent fresh and earthy. The sun outlined the leaves in gold and turned the moss on the tree trunks a brilliant green. Beams of light cut through the canopy, dappling the forest floor with light and illuminating tiny specks of dust, which hung mid-air like tiny sprites.

			Entering the forest, we slowed our pace to a walk. Dried leaves and twigs crunched under the horses’ hooves. Low branches cracked as we pushed them aside. Talk dropped to whispers as we listened and watched for our quarry: the red hart, foxes, rabbits, wolves. Basically anything that moved.

			“There!” Isobella pointed. 

			A flash of white shot through the green. A large white rabbit darted into the bushes. We charged after it, the dogs racing ahead intent on the kill. A chorus of barking began and the animals scratched at the ground. Ha! The clever bunny had escaped down a rabbit hole! Prey: 1, Hunters: Nil. 

			Further along, Isobella stopped and signalled for us to be quiet. She pointed to a spotted deer with to-die-for eyelashes drinking at a pool. The wind was so still, I could see the animal’s face reflected in the water. 

			Lia edged her horse forward till she was beside Isobella, then quietly raised her bow. The string creaked as she stretched it and squinted down the line of sight before letting her arrow go. It flew straight and sure towards the creature, but at the last second whizzed past its head. The deer looked up, startled for an instant, then bounded into the undergrowth. 

			Fantastic! I thought.

			“What a shame,” said Lady Brigit. 

			Soon after, Isobella spotted another small deer, took aim and—oops—my horse accidentally nudged hers, making her misfire. 

			“Sorry,” I said. Anything but. 

			“I thought that saddle was meant to make the girl more stable,” Lady Agnes muttered. 

			A fox crossed our path—a beautiful creature, with a reddish-brown coat, thick tail and a pretty face. Lia moved forward to shoot it.

			“Look, there’s a fox!” I shouted, hoping to alert the animal. Its head whipped around and it scarpered into the woods! Mission accomplished. 

			Or so I thought till—whoosh—an arrow sailed past me and hit the creature, full force, through the belly. 

			“Ooh, what a lucky shot!” Brigit let out a girlish giggle.

			Lucky shot? Yeah right! Hawkeye should be so lucky! Clearly, the girl was an expert archer but didn’t want to let on. Was it just modesty, not wanting to show up the lord’s daughter? Or something else? 

			After that, Brigit praised all of Isobella’s shots in the most flowery terms and made a great show of missing easy targets herself. Culminating in: “I do wish I could spend more time with you, Lady Isobella, and learn some of your skill with the bow.”

			Talk about sucking up! 

			The dogs caught two more rabbits. And, in a clearing, the falconer released his bird. It soared heavenwards, circling for a while, surfing the wind as it scoured the earth for signs of prey. Without warning, it plummeted back to earth, dropping onto a fleeing mouse. Its talons sank into the creature’s soft back, then it flew up and dropped the animal into its master’s hands. The bird was rewarded with mouse for afternoon tea.

			I was getting the hang of riding and didn’t need to concentrate quite so hard to stay in the seat. So, when Isobella and I surged ahead of the rest of the group, I ventured some conversation.

			“When we arrived this morning, I noticed a coffin being carried out,” I said. 

			 Isobella nodded. “One of the kitchen servants, I’m afraid.”

			“Someone old?” I asked.

			“Not very, no.”

			She bit her lip and looked around, checking no-one could hear. “It was the food taster,” she whispered, “sampling a meal intended for my father.” 

			That was all we managed before the others caught us up. 

			So someone had tried to poison Lord Hugo. And fired an arrow at Isobella in the markets. And the Black Knight had challenged Lord Hugo to a fight to the death. One way or another, the town’s leading family were under attack. 

			But who was behind it? Could it be Lord Pearce and his lead knight, Sir Magnus? Or someone acting for them? They’d be my prime suspects.

			As the afternoon went on, the red hart proved to be elusive. Isobella’s mother, Lady Cassandra, said she was tired and wished to return to the castle. Lady Agnes offered to accompany her and the older ladies said they’d had enough for the day too. The falconer returned with them. Which left just we four—Isobella, Lia, Brigit and me. Plus the servants and dogs.

			It was getting late now and quite chilly. As the sunbeams vanished, gloom filled up the spaces between the trees. 

			Without her mother around, Isobella ramped up the hunt. We chased furiously, twisting and turning at a reckless speed. Thankfully, all this racing about did not mean we were bagging more creatures, just working harder for each kill. Somehow, I managed to stay on my horse. Probably because I clenched every muscle in my body the entire time.

			Lia shouted that she’d spotted a wolf and she and Brigit raced off in pursuit. A wolf? I’d like to have seen that but only at a distance and moving around, not limp and slung over some servant’s horse

			Isobella stopped and gestured that I should stay quiet. Up ahead, I saw it—the red hart, striding towards a waterhole. Its antlers were long and twisted with at least six tines upon them. Its brown breast was furry, like a woolly scarf, its body was muscular and powerful. It was truly a magnificent creature. King of the deer.

			As Isobella reached over her shoulder to extract an arrow from her quiver, the deer’s head snapped our way and it took off, thumping away through the bushes.

			“Blast!” she said. She gave three sharp toots on her hunting horn. The dogs and servants caught up and then overtook us in pursuit. Ahead, I spotted the deer propelling through the air like it had springs on its feet. Go, Bambi! Go!

			Isobella explained the hunt strategy to me. The hunter had scoped out the hart’s likely escape route the day before. Now, three teams of dogs waited at strategic points along the route. The teams worked in relay—one stopping when they met the next and so on—to tire the creature out. When it was too exhausted to go on, it would turn to defend itself. At which time, the servants would call off the dogs and a noble would have the “honour” of slaying it. A nobleman would use sword or spear, a noblewoman, a bow and arrow. Later, the animal would be cut into pieces and the dogs rewarded for their effort with fresh meat. Utterly brutal.

			I did my best to keep up but Isobella was a better rider and pulled ahead. Through the foliage, I heard her high-pitched shriek and a dull thump. Quickening my pace, I arrived in a small clearing to find she’d fallen off her horse. She lay face down on the ground, her bow and quiver of arrows beyond her reach. In front of her was not the hart but something more dangerous—the boar. Though it had been released in the southern part of the forest, the creature had made its way north to us. Several arrows were wedged at angles into its coarse back, dark blood streaking the hide. Though it looked none the weaker for it.

			The dogs and servants were pursuing the hart, Brigit and Lia were chasing the wolf. Which just left the two of us with the boar, whose lightless gaze was fixed on Isobella.

			“Lady Madison,” she said, shakily, “I would be much obliged if you would shoot the beast.”

			The boar grunted and lowered its head. Oh no! It was preparing to charge. I had to do something!

			I slid off my horse to the ground and called: “Soooooo-eeee!” 

			The boar looked over.

			“Come on, little fella, come to me!” I shouted. 

			It regarded me curiously for a few seconds before turning back to Isobella.

			“Use your bow, Lady Madison!” Isobella said. 

			Slowly, I moved my bow from my shoulder, then took a few tentative steps towards the boar—and flung the thing at his head. It stepped back and snorted with irritation. One by one, I threw my arrows at it too. They bounced off its back as if hitting solid rock. But I’d achieved my goal. I’d annoyed the creature enough for it to shift its focus from Isobella to me. Snorting loudly, it aligned its massive body with mine and lowered its head, tusks positioned to slice open my gut. 

			Then charged.

			I stood there, stunned briefly, as it came at me. At the last second, I leapt onto the saddle, raising my legs high enough so that the boar ran right under them. The horse shunted sideways, shaking me off, not wanting any part of this. I landed—boof—on the ground. At the boar’s eye level. 

			The animal wasted no time, just turned and came at me again. The creature covered the space between us quickly. I leapt to my feet but knew it was too late to move out of the creature’s path. It was going to gore me and I could do nothing but watch.

			But it stopped before it reached me, staggering sideways, its head lolling back and allowing me to see that its neck was bloody and torn from an arrow freshly lodged there. With a sickly mewl, the boar collapsed at my feet and lay still.

			I looked up at Isobella, but she was loading her bow. She hadn’t made the shot. So who had? Through the trees, I made out someone on a black horse in full knight’s regalia. I thought I saw a black suit of armour and strained to catch the details. But the rider galloped away.

			“Lady Madison, are you well?” Isobella rushed over to me. 

			“Yes,” I said. 

			A lot better than the boar, which lay glassy-eyed at my feet, blood pooling under its head. 

			“Who shot it?” she asked.

			“Someone over there,” I pointed into the trees. “A knight in black.”

			 Isobella’s eyes widened at that. Neither of us said it, but we both thought it. Could it have been the Black Knight who’d saved me?

			“Why did you not just shoot the beast yourself?” Isobella’s brow wrinkled.

			“I, err, my bow hand is injured. I’m afraid I can’t really use it at the moment.” 

			Not my best lie but it would have to do.

			“Then I’m sorry to have put you in such a position,” said Isobella. “Though extremely grateful your brave actions saved my life.”

			It wasn’t just my bravery. A mystery shooter in black, with lethal aim, had finished the job.

			We had just got back on our horses when we heard someone galloping towards us and Riley and Alistair appeared through the trees. They did a double take at the dead boar on the ground but had more important news to tell us.

			“Lady Isobella,” said Alistair, “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings, but I need to tell you that your father has been shot.”

			“Shot?” Isobella went pale.

			“He’s not dead, don’t worry. Just injured,” Alistair added.

			“Who shot him?” asked Isobella.

			Riley and Alistair exchanged a look. 

			“We’re not sure,” said Riley. “In the heat of the moment, it could have been any one of our arrows.”

			Riley and Alistair rounded up the servants, who’d lost the red hart, and Brigit and Lia, who returned, wolf-less. Together, we rode back to the castle so Isobella could see her father. 

			Chapter 23[image: ]

			Our first castle meal was a quiet affair. Isobella and her mother had stayed by Lord Hugo’s bedside. Lord Pearce, Lady Agnes and Sir Magnus were off somewhere—sulking or plotting. So it was just Riley and I, one-armed Sir Giles and the lovely-not-that-lovely Lady Brigit.

			“Your supper will be in the family room,” a servant told us. From the way she said it, it sounded like we’d be slumming it at the kitchen bench. But the room was stacked with atmosphere. Black and white tiles on the floor, a carved fireplace. We sat on high-backed chairs at a table of thick polished wood. And although there were only four of us, five servants attended us.

			I racked my brains to remember the medieval manners Riley and I had discussed. But in the end, it was simpler to wait, watch and copy what our dinner companions did. 

			We discovered that people from this time were fanatical about hand washing. We had three servants to help with that—one to pour water from a ceramic jug, another to hold the bowl to catch the water, and a third to hand us a towel to dry off. This they did between each course. Which was kind of necessary, as we had only a spoon and knife to eat with. 

			I watched Brigit and Giles dig into the meat with their hands, scooping up the sauce with their spoon. I did the same. It got pretty sticky by the end of the meal.

			The menu was different from the previous two nights of peasant food. But, I didn’t like it much either. Rabbit stew was the first course, with roasted sparrow and baked apples to follow. The meat was tough and eating creatures that looked so much like what they were was off-putting.

			While we ate, we learned that Sir Giles and Lady Brigit were a brother and sister from down south, touring the country after Giles lost his arm.

			“It was at a tournament,” he said. “I was ahead in points with the lancing, but when we moved on to hand-to-hand combat, I was slow to block one of my opponent’s blows and....” He grimaced.

			“He cut your arm off?” The idea of limbs literally flying during a friendly sport was quite horrifying.

			“No, no,” he said. “I was struck on the arm and the wound became red and I got the fevers. It was either lose my arm or my life.”

			If he’d been in our time, with antibiotics and advanced surgical treatments, he might not have had to make that choice. 

			“After that,” Giles continued, “I thought I would travel for a bit around the country to see if I could find my place in the world.”

			Brigit squeezed her brother’s arm affectionately. “My brother can do most things as well with one arm as two.”

			Her sweetness to Giles was a pleasant side to the girl, I grudgingly admitted. But the looks she gave Riley all evening were not. Nor were the coy little smiles he gave her in return. 

			What was he doing? He knew the rules. Time travel and romance didn’t mix. For while someone was gazing into your eyes, they might miss The One they were supposed to end up with. And the changes would ripple through the timeline forever after. 

			I endured as much of their flirtation as I could take, then gave Riley a hard kick under the table.

			“How long will you be staying with Lord Hugo?” I asked, ignoring Riley’s wounded look.

			“We’re not sure,” said Giles. “Lord Hugo has offered us a place here for as long as we wish to stay. I was planning only a short visit. But, since meeting his family, I find I’m in no hurry to leave.” His eyes went all dreamy. “The Lady Isobella is someone I am most eager to know better.” 

			So he had fallen for Lady Isobella? Giles seemed a likeable enough man. But she was the daughter of the town’s most powerful family—young, beautiful and strong. I reckoned he’d have some stiff competition there.

			Meanwhile, Brigit continued sending helpless puppy looks to Riley. At least since the kick, though, my friend tried to avoid her gaze. 

			“So, Lady Brigit,” I said, “did you enjoy the hunt?”

			“Yes, it was delightful. There’s nothing I like better.” Than slaying helpless animals. “I noticed, however, Lady Madison, you did not indulge in the sport. You didn’t use the bow once today.”

			And here I thought she’d been so busy sucking up to Isobella she wouldn’t notice.

			“An injury to my hand, I’m afraid,” I said.

			“Perhaps some other time, when you’ve recovered, I will have the opportunity to pit my skill against yours and we will see whose aim is sharpest.”

			Bring. It. On. Lady Brigit!

			Chapter 24[image: ]

			In the morning, I looked for Riley but couldn’t find him anywhere. But I did see Isobella, who was in high spirits as Lord Hugo was much better. Thankfully, the arrow had missed his heart.

			Smoke billowed from the kitchen chimney all day as meats were roasted, baked and stewed in preparation for her birthday banquet that night. Messengers bearing gifts dodged servants hurrying through the corridors to prepare the great hall for the celebration.

			Despite my protests, Lia and Isobella marched me back to my room to inspect my wardrobe in search of a suitable outfit for the evening. It didn’t take long—I had only two.

			“What do you think, Lia?” said Isobella.

			Lia shook her head decidedly. “They won’t do.”

			“My thoughts exactly.” Isobella turned to me, “Lady Madison, you need a new dress.”

			Before I could reply, she clapped her hands twice and half a dozen men and boys trooped in carrying rolls of material. They were tailors and cloth merchants. One, I noted, was the dobber who’d called the authorities on Riley and me at the town market. Today, his scowl had morphed into a syrupy smile.

			“We are in dire need of a new outfit for Lady Madison,” Isobella said. “Do you think your seamstresses can manage something by this afternoon?”

			“For you, milady, they will sew until their fingers bleed,” Mr Two-Face replied. What a suck up! And how big of him to be so okay with the seamstresses’ fingers bleeding.

			When it came to fabric this time, the merchant laid out all kinds of silks and linens for me to choose from. Although fussing over dresses wasn’t really my thing, I enjoyed the morning as Isobella was so generous and in such a good mood. And Lia was really good at designing clothes. 

			We considered several materials but settled on a dark blue cotton, with silver trim, fitted sleeves to the elbow and laces criss-crossing the bodice—it was cutting-edge fashion apparently. With it went a hat—with a scooped “U” on my forehead attached to a pale silver veil cascading down my back. I wasn’t crazy about it but it was what all the young noblewomen were wearing. 

			“Thank you, Lady Isobella,” I said. “But you really didn’t have to do that.”

			“No, I had to do it.” Isobella grinned playfully. “You could not arrive at my birthday feast in one of those two garments.”

			“You’ll turn heads tonight,” said Lia with a twinkle. I tried to smile, though turning heads was the last thing I wanted to do when my goal had been to sneak into the time zone, help Riley do a job—sort out the Fletchers’ timeline—then leave again, making as light an impression on time as possible.

			“Is there anyone who has caught your eye around the castle?” asked Isobella. “Any young noble?”

			For some reason, Jester leapt to mind. I swiftly pushed that image aside. I mean, the guy had done us a few favours and saved our lives a couple of times, but I didn’t like-like him. And, as I recalled his caustic humour, his digs at my hairstyle and all females in general, I wasn’t sure I even liked him, singular.

			“There are so many handsome nobles in Donchester, I couldn’t single one out,” I said, hoping to end this awkward questioning. It didn’t. 

			Isobella and Lia exchanged sly looks. “What do you think of Sir Alistair?” Isobella asked. “He performed very well at the tournament the other day.”

			“Sir Alistair?”

			Well, put me in a pointy hat and stick me in a tower. Because now I truly was a damsel in distress. They wanted to match me with Sir Alistair of the Haystack! 

			“That’s a thought,” I said before batting the question back. “But what about you, Lady Isobella? Where does your heart lie?”

			At my words, the joy drained from the girl’s face. Lia put a protective arm around her friend. 

			“Let’s see what the evening brings, shall we?” Lia said.

			I spent the rest of the day—when I wasn’t being recalled for more dress fittings—familiarising myself with the castle and avoiding our entertainment troupe in case they recognised me. From a distance, I saw the twins practising their juggling and Jester roaming about with his lute making fun of people passing. From time to time, I thought I saw him looking for someone—Riley and me, probably. We’d just vanished last night, as far as he knew.

			Mid-afternoon, a set of stocks appeared on the lawn and a castle guard manhandled Jester into them. A bucket of vegetable peelings and squished fruits sat nearby for people to throw at him. No-one laughed harder at this than the members of the troupe. 

			I asked Lia what the fool had done to deserve this. It seemed he’d made fun of Sir Alistair, saying he had the courage of a nervous rabbit and that if he ever went to battle, people would call him Sir Wets-his-pants-a-lot.

			I couldn’t help laughing, but the sight of the arrogant jester with carrot peel in his hair and tomato seeds running down his face was even funnier. I would have loved to have thrown something myself, but did I dare risk getting close enough for him to recognise me? Yes, it was too good to resist. 

			As I walked towards him, he called out, “Welcome, my lady, I invite you to share some fruit and vegetables with me. Might I recommend the tomatoes. They make a satisfying sound upon contact and the visual effect is quite edifying.” 

			The guy couldn’t stop joking, even when the joke was on him. I did try a tomato, then I sprinkled vegetable peelings on his head. He was right, it felt good. 

			“Perhaps you will choose your next witticism with more care, Jester,” I said, disguising my voice as best I could.

			“You flatter me, my lady, suggesting I had more than one witticism at my disposal!”

			“Or maybe only half a one.” 

			I regretted my remark immediately when I saw his eyes widen and his mouth slacken. Oh no, had I given myself away with the old half-wit joke?

			“Have we met before? Stay a moment, my lady, for I desire a word with you!” he called at my back. I dashed away. That was close. But surely, he couldn’t have made me in that brief encounter? 

			Rounding the corner, I almost ran into a peasant in mud-spattered clothing. “Excuse me,” I said. It might sound mean but I have to say this guy stank. And I mean reeked. Later, Lia explained that the guy was a gongfermor. It was his job to empty the castle toilet barrels! And the mud spattered on his clothing? It wasn’t mud! Gross!

			I spotted Riley across the courtyard with Alistair and some other knights fighting with wooden weapons. Sir Fabien wandered among them, offering technical advice. Predictably, Riley was a natural and already showing Alistair up. When they stopped for a break, I managed to catch my friend’s eye and we snuck off for a quiet word in the herb garden.

			“You’ve been practising sword fighting, while I’ve been having a dress made,” I complained.

			“Not all morning,” said Riley, looking around to check no-one could hear. “I went back to check on the time machine and move it closer.”

			“Good thinking,” I said. “Wait. You didn’t just wheel it here, did you?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Good.”

			“I had it under the invisibility cloth.”

			“So people saw you walking along with your fists curled, arms to the side?” I said. “That must have looked weird.”

			“I guess so,” said Riley. “And the roads were pretty bumpy—it was tough going.”

			“Not to mention the tyre tracks you left in the dirt behind you.” I was horrified. 

			“In the end, it was easier to blast off and re-enter the time zone on different co-ordinates to land in the church yard.”

			“You what?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He’d blasted off from the time zone without me? “Bbbut...what if something had gone wrong and you couldn’t get back? I’d have been stuck here, by myself. Forever.”

			For all his cleverness, this possibility had never occurred to him. 

			“Don’t ever do that again!” I spoke softly but I think Riley sensed the primal scream beneath.

			“I won’t. Sorry, Maddy.”

			“Whenever we go, wherever we go, we go together.” 

			Riley nodded. “I promise.”

			“So where’s the machine now?”

			“In a quiet corner of the graveyard, under the invisibility cloth.”

			“The church where everyone comes and goes all day long. That doesn’t sound too safe to me.”

			“It’s just temporary,” he said. “We’ll have to find somewhere in the castle to hide it. In case we need to leave in a hurry.” 

			But he had more news. While he was on the road leading to town, he came upon a dead body on the side of the road. 

			“From the looks of the guy’s outfit, he was someone important,” Riley said. “He must have been killed some time the night before.” 

			“Do you think a highwayman could have done it?” 

			“Maybe,” he said, “although the man’s hair hadn’t been touched.”

			As we knew, hair was a hot item with thieves on the road. The man’s money was gone and his horse had been stolen or had run off, Riley said.

			“But the weird thing is he was carrying this leather satchel,” he said. “It was embossed with Lord Hugo’s coat of arms. And that hadn’t been taken.”

			“That’s strange,” I said. “Even if the thief couldn’t read whatever was inside, you’d think they’d find some use for a bag.” If they’d take greasy hair, you’d think they’d take anything.

			“I looked inside the satchel, and there was a letter addressed to Lord Hugo. It confirmed that Sir Giles and Lady Brigit were who’d they’d claimed to be.”

			“So, he must have been a messenger for Lord Hugo’s herald?”

			“Seems like it.”

			Was the man’s death just bad luck? A case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or was he exactly where he was meant to be?

			“You know Lord Hugo’s herald will be making the same checks on us as he did on Giles and Brigit,” I said. “How long do you think it will take him to find out we’re not who we say we are?”

			Riley chewed his lip. “It would be at least a couple of weeks, I’d reckon. Probably more.” 

			I hoped he was right. We were betting our lives on it.

			By late afternoon, my dress was ready. I had the unveiling with Isobella and Lia in our joint sitting room.

			“Oh, Lady Madison!” Isobella sighed. “You look beautiful.”

			“All who lay eyes upon you must be in your power,” said Lia. 

			As these dresses went, it was okay, I suppose. But it wasn’t that comfy and the hat made me look like a beekeeper.

			“Are you looking forward to your banquet?” I asked Isobella.

			“Yes,” she said, “and no. Now that I’m of an age, everyone will expect me to wed soon. I’m not sure I’m ready.”

			Wed? At seventeen? Who’d be ready for that? I tried to picture some of the boys in my class at Crows Nest High as marriage partners. It was absurd. Unless you wanted a husband who laughed like a jackass and whose idea of sophistication was throwing up in a bucket rather than a basin.

			But this was her world. All I could do was give a sympathetic smile.

			“Oh, and we have a surprise for you, Lady Madison,” said Lia excitedly, “regarding the evening’s seating arrangements.”

			Uh oh! The words were scary enough, but paired with those smug smiles, I knew I was in trouble.

			Chapter 25[image: ]

			Come banquet time, three guesses who I was sitting next to—Sir Alistair. As we went into the hall, Riley whispered to me: “I told Alistair I was the peasant who fought in his place. He’s agreed to keep our secret.”

			“Well, he can hardly expose us, can he?” I said. “He has a few secrets he wants kept too.”

			So Alistair knew. Still, in this wig and dress, I doubted he’d recognise me as the second peasant he’d met that day. His first remark to me confirmed it. 

			“Did you see me at the tournament?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “It was my first, you know.”

			Oh, no! Was he seriously doing this?

			I smiled tightly but must not have seemed sufficiently impressed, so he pushed harder. “Perhaps I should volunteer to fight the Black Knight in Lord Hugo’s stead, one month from today. Just give me the chance, I’ll send that black demon to the deepest reaches of Hell where he belongs!” 

			An evening of his bragging would definitely put me off my food. I needed to stop it now.

			“And would you fight him in the arena or behind the hay stack?” I asked.

			He goggled at that as I leaned towards him and whispered: “I’m Sir Riley’s sister.”

			“His sister?” He nodded and pressed his lips together. “And do the two of you have a close bond?” 

			“He tells me everything.”

			“Everything?”

			I watched a shade of beetroot rise from his neck to his cheeks. He chugged half of his drink to cool down and didn’t mention the tournament again.

			Sir Giles, on my other side, was easier company. Riley was across the table, next to Lady Brigit. Tonight, she wore a gown of pale pink that made her look like a spring blossom. Though she was more like poison ivy, if you asked me.

			Brigit leaned across the table to me. “Since you’re next to my brother, Lady Madison, I wonder if you would lend him a hand if he has any difficulty with serving?”

			“It would be my pleasure,” I said. 

			If she would return the favour and close Riley’s mouth once in a while to stop his tongue hanging out! Honestly! The girl wielded her eyelashes more skilfully than any knight with a sword.

			Lord Hugo and his family presided over the celebration from a table on a raised platform at the end of the room. Lady Lia and Sir Fabien sat at the top table with them. Lord Hugo looked well enough—though, I knew it might just be a brave face to deter his enemies. He seemed to have a smile for everyone, regardless of rank. As far as I could tell, he and his wife, Lady Cassandra, and Isobella were all genuinely happy.

			Nobles and knights sat at long wooden benches around the room. Many of the tournament contestants had stayed in town for the party, including the town turncoat Sir Magnus and his sour-faced masters, Lord Pearce and Lady Agnes. 

			A trumpet blasted and a dozen servers in Lord Hugo’s colours laid platters in the centre of the tables. 

			“About time!” a man on our table commented, patting his wine-barrel belly. “I could eat a horse.”

			A horse? Seriously!

			Thankfully, horse was not on the menu, though every other four-legged creature seemed to be. The first course was stewed rabbit in a rich sauce and meatballs in jelly—though nothing like the Italian meatballs from my favourite Italian restaurant. And sliced boar with apple sauce. 

			The boar’s head, decorated with fruits and nuts, went to the top table. 

			“Magnificent,” said Sir Giles. 

			I couldn’t help feeling sad for the creature I’d last seen with its head attached to the rest of it .

			 Lord Hugo leapt to his feet. “Before we begin, may I say welcome, one and all. Thank you for attending our celebration for our lovely daughter, Isobella.”

			A roar of applause and cheers followed.

			“We hope you’ll enjoy the food that our hunters have brought to our plates and our kitchen staff have worked hard to prepare.”

			“Hear, hear!” one noble called.

			“But...” Lord Hugo began, waiting until the room was quiet again, “…we feel the best of the dishes tonight should go, not to our table, but to that of our most honoured guests.” He gestured to Sir Magnus and his masters, Lord Pearce and Lady Agnes. “They have travelled far to celebrate with us. As a sign of our appreciation, I beg them to, please, eat from my plate.” 

			He signalled to the perplexed servers that they should swap the dishes on his table with those on Sir Magnus’s. While that took place, the trio’s expressions grew dark. 

			“Why are they unhappy?” I whispered to Giles. “They’re getting the best portions, aren’t they?” 

			“There has been a problem in the kitchen recently—food tasters poisoned while sampling dishes meant for Lord Hugo,” he said. “Well, tonight, Sir Magnus and his masters will act as the food tasters for the meal.”

			“Oh.” Now I understood. This was as good as publicly accusing them of the poisonings. Everyone in the hall held back from eating as we watched the three chewing through their food with as much relish as if it was the contents of the garderobe. When they’d done and enough time had passed without any of them choking or dropping dead, Lord Hugo and his family began eating. Which was our signal to do the same.

			Sir Magnus and his patrons claimed “fatigue” at that point and asked to be excused. As they stalked out of the hall, chins high, Lord Hugo shouted his wishes for their “refreshing night’s slumber”.

			They’d barely left the room before chortling around the hall began. 

			“If they didn’t have it in for Lord Hugo before,” Giles whispered, “they do now!”

			The family ate off plates while the rest of us had our dinner on square bits of stale bread called trenchers. 

			On one level the whole thing seemed elegant—the guests wore fine clothes, the food was artfully presented. But then everyone ate with their fingers and threw scraps to dogs who roamed freely about the hall. Lord Hugo’s hounds, Galahad and Gawain, were king of the scraps. I tried all the dishes, but the sauces were overly rich. So I mostly ate the bread on the side, which was lovely and fresh and stone-free.

			The second course was a mega pie for each table at least three times bigger than any I’d ever seen.

			“How are we going to cut that?” I asked Sir Giles.

			“This isn’t a course for eating,” he said. “It’s a subtlety.”

			“A what?”

			Before he could explain, the servers slashed open the pies’ pastry lids, and out flew a dozen blackbirds. It was quite spectacular, though extremely weird, watching the birds—who probably couldn’t believe their luck at still being alive after having been sealed up in a pie—darting around the room in terror. The servants leapt about theatrically trying to catch them.

			I leaned across to Riley. “Remember that nursery rhyme! Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie.”

			“Yeah, you’re right. Makes sense.”

			Next course was goose in gravy, a side of venison—deer—and roasted swan with the feathers still on. The sight of people ripping chunks of flesh off this beautiful bird had me reaching for the bread again. 

			Then pigeon and sparrow with baked fruits—very bony and messy. And eel pie. I could barely look at that. Thankfully, the fruit course was simpler—pears, nuts, strawberries and apples. And cheese with not a skerrick of mould.

			“The food was not to your liking, Lady Madison?” Giles asked.

			“I wasn’t that hungry,” I replied.

			As the guests rubbed their bloated bellies and belched long and loud, I felt like a hog at a trough. “With so many people in town struggling to get enough to eat, I feel guilty wasting food,” I said.

			“Nothing here goes to waste, Lady Madison,” Giles said. “Anything we don’t eat goes to the poor. On banquet nights, people wait outside the gates. Isobella likes to give the food out herself, I hear. The people will be grateful you have the appetite of a sparrow. It means more for them!”

			Giles beamed and I felt my cheeks stretch in reply before his gaze drifted over to Isobella. “I do admire the Lady Isobella so very much.” He sighed. “Do you think she would entertain an offer from someone with a physical impediment such as mine?”

			“I don’t think your arm is the problem,” I said.

			“Not the arm? But something else?”

			I wasn’t sure quite how to tell him or whether I should. But I liked the guy and didn’t want him to get hurt. 

			“I’m not entirely sure where her heart lies,” I said.

			“I see.” His smile ebbed away. “So, she loves another?”

			“I can’t say for sure. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up. Just in case.”

			Recalling her reaction when she mistook Riley for someone called Sir Curtis, I was pretty sure there was a guy on her mind. But, so far, I hadn’t managed to find out anything about him.

			 “I appreciate your candour, Lady Madison,” Sir Giles said. “I will proceed with my suit but with more caution for my own heart.” 

			A tap on my elbow came from the other side. “That was a delicious meal, don’t you think?” Alistair said. He had an alarming twinkle in his eye and a chunk of venison stuck in his teeth.

			“It was very good.”

			Then he put his hand over mine. “Of course, the company adds much to the enjoyment of a meal.”

			“Tell me, Sir Alistair,” I said, extracting my hand and checking no-one was listening, “have you made any progress with your father—in telling him you don’t want to be a knight and your brother doesn’t want to run the business?”

			Alistair shook his head and took a swig of ale. “I honour my father too much to do that.”

			“You honour him too much to tell him the truth?”

			“To tell him Tristan and I are both failures in our respective roles.” He hung his head.

			“But the pair of you would be great in each other’s roles.” 

			His grimace turned into a radiant smile. “Do you really think so? Just to know you believe that gives me courage to endure any fate!”

			What the—? No! That wasn’t what I meant at all. 

			I didn’t get a chance to clear things up, however, as music filled the room and the entertainment troupe entered, all in motion, juggling, playing music and cartwheeling between the tables.

			“I see Jester has got the tomato seeds out of his hair.” Giles chuckled as he clapped his hand on the table along with the rest.

			Jester bowed and strummed his lute, his eyes roaming the crowd. When he spotted me, he did a double take and winked.

			Uh-oh. Had he recognised me? Or was it just a random flirty wink at a young noble who’d shared vegetables with him?

			“Good evening, Lord Hugo, honourable ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “And felicitations on your birthday, Lady Isobella.”

			The troupe all bowed low and got another cheer.

			Jester paced up and down the hall, his black hair swinging, light glancing off the silver in his harlequin coat as he told his jokes. He strummed the lute between laughs.

			“I note you have rectangular tables,” he began, “not round tables as King Arthur preferred. By the way, did you know it was not a king but a knight who invented the round table? Sir Cumference.”

			Boom, boom. That was pretty bad. But at least it was safe and wouldn’t land him in the stocks again. 

			“How does one address the king of ducks? Mallard!”

			Oh groan! Still, the crowd loved it.

			“How does one address a bald prince? The Heir Apparent, with no hair apparent.”

			When he didn’t glance my way again, I felt myself slowly un-tensing. I was just being paranoid. In this outfit, no-one could recognise me as the short-haired “boy” from the troupe.

			When Jester finished, Sash and Tash took the stage. Sash threw all kinds of objects up—balls and colourful sticks and fruit—and she juggled them with such skill, they appeared to have a life of their own as Tash played the flute. Jack cartwheeled between the tables, so fast that his hands and feet barely touched the ground, finishing in a bow on one knee before Isobella. 

			A roar went up, and I knew the troupe’s position in the castle was safe for the near future.

			“I have heard rumours,” the Jester’s velvety voice cut through the dying applause, “of a disturbing nature.”

			He looked so serious, people fell silent to listen.

			“One of you here, tonight, has a secret. A secret it would be a misdeed to keep in this gathering of noble souls hungering for amusement, thirsting for diversion.”

			What was going on? Uh-oh. I had a sinking feeling.

			“There is a young woman here tonight who has built a reputation up and down the country for her singing voice. I’m speaking of the Lady Madison.”

			All eyes settled on me. My cheeks instantly ignited with embarrassment.

			“I know it’s not usual for a lady to sing at a public gathering, but as this is the Lady Isobella’s birthday, and she is such a music lover?”

			I looked over to Isobella, not sure what to do. She was beaming. “Lady Madison, is it true? Can you sing?”

			“Well enough to charm birds from their nests, my lady,” the Jester answered. 

			“I’d be honoured if you’d sing for me,” Isobella said.

			I could have killed Jester! Cut him up into little pieces and served him on a platter with one of those ghastly sauces. Instead, I forced my mouth up at the edges and stood up. The birthday girl wanted a song. How could I refuse?

			Jester offered me his hand, which I took, taking care to dig my nails into his palm as he led me to the centre of the room.

			“What am I supposed to sing?” I hissed through gritted teeth.

			“Anything you want. Just start and we’ll follow.”

			I couldn’t sing anything people had heard me perform with the troupe. In panic, my brain froze. Though I knew heaps of songs, I couldn’t think of a single one. Eyes all around the room—curious, amused, disapproving—set upon me like prey. A man with a grey beard ugly-belched into the silence.

			And then a song popped into my head—it was from a kids’ show about a young lady-in-waiting in a medieval court who trained secretly as a knight. And one day, she rescued the prince from a terrifying dragon.

			I started off a bit shaky. Tash on flute and Dean on drums followed the tune and rhythm. By the end of the first verse, it was coming together quite well. Jester joined in on lute and sang occasional harmonies. By the final verse, we sounded as if we’d been singing it all our lives.

			I was actually enjoying myself until one rude man began laughing like a kookaburra. A few others started cackling too. Had I done something funny? It didn’t help that as I looked to Riley for some kind of answer, I caught Lady Brigit smiling, genuinely enjoying my discomfort.

			Lady Isobella’s brow was crimped with anger as she eyeballed those laughing. 

			“Thank you, Lady Madison,” the Jester said. “Ladies training as knights!” He shook his head. “Not only can she sing, but she has a sense of the ridiculous that would put me to shame.” He bowed, mocking me in front of everyone. 

			“Jester, you don’t need me to put you to shame. You do it so very well yourself.” As I walked back to my seat, people cheered my reply. Isobella leapt to her feet, clapping. The fool tipped his head to me, enjoying the banter. 

			Oh, he was so annoying!

			I flopped down in my chair, and Giles patted my arm. “Well done,” he said. 

			But I didn’t get to relax for long.

			The troupe lined up and bowed, first to Isobella, then to Lord Hugo, then to the crowd, who gave a roar of appreciation. But as they turned to leave, Sir Fabien rose up.

			“What about the boy singer we met at the inn!” he shouted. 

			The boy singer? That would be me.

			For the briefest moment, Jester froze, before answering: “Our singer is poorly this evening and sends his most humble apologies.” 

			Sir Fabien’s forehead crumpled with displeasure. “Is that so?” He sounded suspicious. “Or is this the truth, that the boy was never part of your troupe and you lied at the time to save him from the noose when he was accused of a crime?”

			It was true. Jester had said we were part of his troupe that morning at the inn to save our lives. Now, he was in a tight spot. 

			“Did you lie to Sir Fabien, Jester?” Lord Hugo asked.

			“No, my lord,” said Jester. 

			“For lying to your betters would be viewed almost as seriously as the crime itself.”

			“I swear, I speak the truth.” 

			“Then prove it!” Sir Fabien said. “Bring the boy out now. If he’s not so gravely ill, perhaps he will manage a song for us after all?”

			“As you wish, my lord.” Jester bowed low. 

			He called Tash over and whispered something to her and she dashed out of the hall.

			Turning back, he caught my eye, just briefly. I knew why. If I didn’t do something fast, Jester’s head was spike-bound for sure. As pleasant a thought as that was! 

			I yawned loudly. “I hope you’ll excuse me,” I told my table companions. “I’m rather overcome with fatigue after the excitement of the night.” I got up to leave.

			“Fatigue? Now?” Alistair said. “But you’ll miss the boy singer.”

			Yeah, nah. No chance of that.

			Behind me, Riley said: “Wait, sister, I will accompany you.”

			Outside the hall, we found Tash wandering about, unsure where to go to find me. I told her to tell Jester the boy would be along in a few minutes. 

			“Thank you, milady.” Tash bowed and raced back inside.

			Riley and I hared across the castle lawn, up the stairs to my room, where I made him turn around while I did a quick change from lady to peasant singer. Or as quick as I could manage in this complicated dress. First, I had to loosen all the fiddly ties on the front.

			“So how are we doing, do you think,” Riley said, “in treading lightly through time?”

			When I’d undone enough, I yanked the whole thing over my head and threw it onto the bed. Now for the bulky under slips. “Well, if we don’t help Jester now, his future will change. His neck will be a whole lot longer.”

			I wriggled out of the last garment, then reached my arm inside my bedding until I felt the scratchy material of my peasant outfit and pulled it on.

			“Ready.”

			Riley turned around and frowned. “What about...?” He gestured to my hair.

			“Almost forgot.” He helped me remove the hat and hair pins keeping the wig in place.“What about Brigit then?” I asked.

			“What about her?”

			“What if she’s meant to meet someone around this time, but she doesn’t because she’s too busy flirting with you?” 

			We placed the hair on the pillow facing away from the door, and arranged the quilt so it would look, to the casual eye, like I was asleep. Then slipped downstairs.

			“Well, she might be flirting with me, but I’m not flirting with her,” Riley said. “She’s not really my type.”

			I looked over at him as we jogged across the green. Riley had a type? But there was no time to explore it further.

			Racing up another set of stairs, I ran towards the hall. Jester must be sweating by now, wondering if I’d show.

			Before I went in, Riley grabbed my arm and grinned. “Good luck, Maddy,” he said.

			“You’d better get ready too in case they ask for the magician next.”

			Riley nodded and turned to go. 

			“And Riley?” He turned back. “See if you can find one of Jester’s hats to wear, or people might recognise you.”

			He nodded and took off.

			I began striding towards the hall when I glanced down at my feet and saw I still had my fancy girl slippers on. That was close. It was too late to put my peasant trainers on so I whipped off my shoes and threw them through a window into a bush below, and ran, barefoot, into the hall.

			Relief flooded Jester’s face. Though he didn’t miss a beat. He leapt up and with as much strutting and bluster as ever, bowed to Lord Hugo. 

			“My lord, Lady Isobella, may I present our boy singer.”

			Jester raised eyebrows in thanks to me as I cleared my throat and began to sing Night and Stars, which the crew knew quite well by now.

			On the table beside me, a young noble whispered loudly to his companion. “Don’t you think the boy sounds a bit like the girl who sang before, that Lady Madison?”

			“Yes, now that you mention it.”

			Uh-oh. 

			“Thank you, lad.” Sir Fabien nodded to me. “We appreciate you leaving your sick bed to entertain us. I can hear from your voice you’re not well. You are excused from further entertainment responsibilities.”

			Not well? The guy might be a good fighter, but he knew nothing about music! It didn’t help that as I was leaving, I saw Jester pressing his lips together trying to hold back laughter. 

			Sure, I’d saved his life, but now I wanted to kill him!
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			Back in my room, I had to change yet again, out of my peasant gear into my white sleeping gown and wig, in case anyone saw me. I flopped into bed, utterly exhausted. But somehow I still couldn’t sleep. The events of the night kept whirling around in my head.

			I must have been there about an hour when I heard a noise at the doorway. “Pssst, Lady Madison, are you awake?”

			Rolling over, I found Isobella, dressed in one of her more casual gowns, clutching a lantern. 

			“Is everything okay?” I said.

			“Everything is fine. I wanted to make sure you were well.”

			“Yes, I’m well. I was just a bit tired.” 

			She sat on the bed. “I was concerned you might have been embarrassed about the reaction to your song.”

			“Well, I suppose it was a strange idea—a lady-in-waiting secretly training as a knight.”

			“For them!” she said. “But not for me. I do not share their view.”

			Whoaah! What was happening here?

			“In fact—” she bit her lip and regarded me intently “—there’s something I need to show you.”

			“What? Now?” In the middle of the night?

			“If you have the leisure.”

			I got up, threw my blue pinafore over the white gear and we slipped downstairs along the corridor as quietly as thieves to a grassy area behind one of the castle buildings. There, someone was waiting for her—Sir Fabien, and he looked more than a little on edge.

			“The words of that song,” Isobella began, “could almost apply to me. For I am undertaking a knight’s training in secret with Sir Fabien.”

			Well, tickle me with a feather and call me Sir Laughs-a-lot! I hadn’t expected that. The pair treated me to a demonstration of her progress so far and I was impressed. Isobella was strong and athletic and had great co-ordination with the blade. 

			“That’s fantastic!” I said.

			“You don’t condemn my actions as unladylike?” Isobella asked.

			“Of course not. But may I ask, why are you training like this?”

			“For two reasons,” said Isobella. “First, my father has no son, but clearly he has some most determined enemies. We have lost three food tasters over the past half year. I believe the time will come when the skills of every able-bodied fighter in his service will be called upon.”

			“And the second reason?” I prompted.

			“Why should men have all the enjoyment?”

			Good answer. And, of course, I agreed. “Does Lady Lia know?” I asked.

			“Yes, and she’s sworn to keep my secret. I asked her to join me, but Lia doesn’t have a warrior’s disposition. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before. But not everyone understands or approves of such activity.”

			My song had convinced her to take a chance on me. 

			“Now the question is, would you like to join me in my training?”

			Would I? Would I what!

			“Yes, please! If Sir Fabien is agreeable.”

			Sir Fabien’s face crumpled. “Lady Isobella, please,” he said, “if I were to be discovered teaching a young lady, and not just any young lady but the lord’s daughter, how to wield dangerous weapons in engagements where she might well be wounded or worse—”

			“Sir Fabien,” Isobella cut in, “if my father knew, I would be in as much trouble as you.”

			“I doubt that, my lady,” he said. “And now you’re asking me to teach another delicate noble lady arts that, were she to practise them in any serious way, might result in serious injury or worse.”

			“I’m not so delicate, Sir Fabien,” I said. Nor that noble. “And as I have no father to worry about me, I choose my own risks.”

			“Please, Sir Fabien,” Isobella said with such a pleading look, he gave in.

			First, he took me through a few basics, like how to hold a sword and shield. They were a lot heavier than I thought. And how to stand—knees slightly bent, weight on the balls of the feet—a bit like tennis. And to keep the elbow of the shield arm close to the body, forearm pointed upwards, almost vertical. He also demonstrated the best way to unsheathe the sword quickly and cleanly.

			When it came to striking and parrying, we switched to wooden swords and lighter shields. 

			“Always watch your opponent’s sword arm, not their eyes,” Sir Fabien said. “Aim to hit their body, not their weapon.”

			Even with the lightweight equipment, it wasn’t long before my muscles were screaming to stop. I flopped down under a tree to watch the rest of Isobella’s session.

			She took instruction well. As strands of her red hair fell loose around her face, she reminded me of Lauren. And that memory made me miss my friend, all my friends and my family, my home. 

			A sudden, intense wave of homesickness washed over me. Not just because I was so far from everything and everyone I loved but because I knew what pain they must be going through while we were here. Their pain would be erased, Riley had assured me, by returning to our time at approximately the same moment we left. But only if we made it back.

			For time travel wasn’t a camp or holiday by the beach. It was something else altogether. And unless you got it right, you put everyone and everything you loved in jeopardy.

			Ow! Something hit me on the arm—a small acorn fallen from a tree, perhaps? And then—ow!—I got another hit. I turned to look for the source. In the dim light, I saw someone moving behind a bush. Squinting through the darkness, I saw Jester signalling me to join him. So I said goodnight to the other two and followed.

			Jester led me to a garden at the back of the castle, full of flowers and sweet-smelling herbs, hedgerows and seats in concealed corners. I’d heard someone mention the Garden of Love at the banquet tonight. This had to be it. In a time where dating wasn’t permitted, a walk among the flower beds was as good as it got, I suppose. The question was why had Jester brought me here?

			“I want to thank you for getting me out of a close situation earlier,” he said, “which might well have quieted my jokes forever.”

			“Yeah, well, you’ve saved me twice, so I still owe you one.” I waved it off.

			He tipped his head and looked me up and down, smiling. “Lady Madison, hey? So which is the truth? Are you a peasant posing as a lady? Or is it the other way around?”

			Neither and both was the answer. I opened my mouth to speak but he put up a hand to silence me. “Quite clearly, you are a lady...with an unconventional hairstyle.”

			“Right again, Jester.”

			“Again?” he said with surprise. “And when have I ever been right before?”

			“Good point! But there’s a first time for everything.” We both laughed. And then there was an awkward moment where I noticed how the moonlight softened his features. What the—? I must have inhaled too many sweet herbs!

			“By the way, how did you know who I was tonight?” I said.

			He looked sideways at me. “Porcupine hair or not, your face is the same.”

			Fair enough. Though he must have looked at it quite closely.

			“And there was that incident at the stocks with the half-wit jest,” he added.

			I knew it!

			“So, Isobella’s learning to fight?” he said. “The lord’s daughter? And you too? But are you sure that’s wise? Once you raise a sword in battle, you had better wield it with skill. Your opponent will not temper their force because you are a novice.”

			He had a point. Most of these guys trained for years. What were we playing at with the odd lesson after dark? 

			“If anyone wants to kill us, isn’t it better we know something than nothing?” I said.

			He grinned and the moonlight seemed to settle on his bottom lip. Oh no! What was I thinking? This was Jester—an obnoxious smarty pants almost a thousand years older than me! 

			“Sir Fabien is not really challenging you,” he said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s doubtful any knowledge he imparts to you would assist in real battle,” he said. “Now, if Lady Adeline were reaching for the last sweet treat on a silver tray, perhaps you could challenge her, thus.” He picked up a stick and waved it like a fairy godmother. “Hands off, that cake is mine!” And cracked up laughing. 

			“He is training us.” I heard the steel in my own voice. “You didn’t see everything we did tonight.” 

			“He is indulging the whims of a noble woman who ranks above him. No more, no less.”

			“Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?” I said.

			“Will we?” he said. 

			I shot him my stinkiest scowl and strode off through the garden.

			“Wait,” he called. 

			I turned back to see him looking around the garden beds till he found a second stick of roughly the same length as the first, which he threw to me. “Why not show me now what you’ve learned.”

			He took off his mask and his hat with the wig, letting loose his wavy locks. It was disarming, like he was two different people. Though I guess you could say the same about me. I really didn’t want to do this, but to refuse would mean he’d won.

			So I adopted the stance Fabien had taught me, then lunged forward. Jester parried and knocked my stick clean out of my hands.

			“First lesson of the fight. Don’t drop your weapon,” he said.

			“Strangely enough, I think even I knew that.”

			He picked up my stick and threw it to me. “Try again,” he said. “Feet shoulder width apart, stand with your body side on to your opponent. Bend your elbows and hold them close to your side. Keep your balance at all times and present yourself as a menacing adversary.”

			I’d done a few fencing lessons in primary school so I adopted the starting pose I’d learnt then—a cross between Zorro and a ballet dancer. “Is this menacing?”

			“If you are a lady’s maid, perhaps. But not—” he flicked the stick out of my grasp “—otherwise.”

			Was it possible I preferred Jester as a sharp-tongued mocker than this belittling sword master! 

			“Look, it’s been a long night,” I said. “Perhaps we could do this again—whatever this is—when I’m not so tired.”

			His stick wedged threateningly under my chin. “Your enemy will not give up because you’re tired and neither should you.” He shoved me away with a challenging look.

			“So you think you can teach me more about fighting than Donchester’s head knight?”

			“Maybe not. But I won’t hold back.” I bet he wouldn’t.

			“How does a jester come to know about fighting anyway? Couldn’t you just joke the enemy to death?”

			I thought it was funny. He didn’t even smile. “Learning to fight is a serious business. Do you want to learn, Lady Madison? Or do you want to play at learning?”

			“I want to learn,” I said. “And Sir Fabien, head of Lord Hugo’s knights, is going to teach me.”

			He shook his head. “Fabien is no fool. He would never seriously challenge Lady Isobella. If she was hurt, his life would be forfeit.”

			His words made sense, not that I’d ever admit it. 

			“If you study with me,” he went on, “you will get hurt. How much and how often depends on how fast you learn. For I will not hold back. I value your life too highly for that.” 

			He would hurt me because he valued me?

			“If you are earnest in your desire to learn,” he said, “I’ll be here tomorrow night after dark. But I won’t think any less of you if you fear to keep our appointment.” 

			And he slipped into the darkness. Would I take him up on his offer? His dare? Because that’s what it felt like. If I said no, I’d look like a wuss. And that was one thing Aussie girls were not. 

			Still, I wasn’t looking forward to him telling me what to do, or the getting hurt part.
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			The next night, when the last candle in the castle had been extinguished, I stumbled through the darkness to the Garden of Love.

			Jester was already there waiting for me. He didn’t bother with banter, just threw me a wooden sword and gripped his own, ready to begin.

			“The cleverest of warriors will find a way to avoid fighting,” he said. “But if you can’t avoid it, remember this is not a game. The skills I’m teaching you are about life and death. Bloody, painful death.” 

			The way he said it—I was not likely to forget in a hurry.

			“Think of your sword as an extension of your arm,” he said. 

			During the night, he taught me to move with minimal energy—less bobbing about, more gliding. To maintain my balance at all times. “If your opponent catches you off-balance, they can knock you down and end you.” 

			When wielding my sword, I should only move my wrist or elbow, where possible, he said. Using my whole arm should be a last resort. Flicking the wrist made for faster actions, less able to be anticipated and conserved your energy.

			We worked on a drill—parrying left to right, high to low and diagonally. Over and over, from all angles. Then we moved to backhand, plunging down from up high and thrusting up from down low. Then I held the sword in my left arm. I had to be able to strike from any and all positions, he said. 

			When I took a step forward to attack, he struck my leg hard, making me wince. “Do not present your legs as a target—a blow to your limbs will weaken you sufficiently for your enemy to make a fatal strike.”

			And so it went for the next week. During the day, I spent most of my time with Isobella and Lia. Isobella and I were growing closer. Any day now, she would take me into her confidence about what was troubling her, I was almost sure. 

			Riley spent most of his day at sword practice with the knights. When he wasn’t with them, it was hard to get him alone as Lady Brigit was always around.

			Our troupe performed for Lord Hugo and the family a couple of times during the week. On those nights, Lady Madison would ask to be excused just before the boy singer appeared.

			And twice, after dark, I went with Lady Isobella to train with Sir Fabien. He was amazed at how quickly I was catching on. 

			“I wish some of my knights had half your talent, Lady Madison.” No prizes for guessing who he meant. Alistair still sucked at fighting. His heart wasn’t in it. Although, I heard he’d helped Lady Cassandra with managing the castle stores and had given her some good advice on making expenditure go further.

			And every night, the Garden of Love became an arena of war for Jester and I. We fought each other, hard. Over and over again, Jester declared: “You’re dead!” 

			Who knew there were so many ways to die in a sword fight?

			One night, he pushed me back further and further until I fell into the rose bushes. I got half a dozen cuts and a gash on my cheek. But Jester had no compassion.

			“You’re dead,” he said coldly. “Again.”

			I was so tired lying there in the rosebush, I thought I’d never get up. Jester watched me struggle for a while, then grudgingly offered me his hand. When I took it, he yanked me up so hard, I stumbled right onto him—till our faces were almost touching. And for a strange few seconds, I was frozen, unable to pull away. I could only observe how the moonlight made his eyes seem like bottomless pools of pain. He made no attempt to move either. We both stood there, speechless, for once in our lives. 

			At that moment, I refocused over his shoulder and saw Riley watching us from the bushes.

			“Riley!” I leapt back, feeling oddly guilty though I’d done nothing wrong. “I didn’t see you there. Jester has been helping me with my sword fighting, haven’t you, Jester?”

			Jester still hadn’t shifted his gaze from my face. So I tapped him on the legs with my wooden sword. “You’re dead!” I said.

			That snapped him out of it. 

			“I have been teaching your sister what little I have gleaned through the years,” he said, picking up his weapon. “That’s enough punishment for one evening, Madison. I bid you both a good night.”

			He vanished beyond the hedges.

			Riley and I headed back to the castle in uncomfortable silence. 

			“What about your rule about not getting involved with anyone romantically while we’re away?” he blurted out.

			“It’s not my rule,” I said. “It’s just common sense. Anyway, I’m not the one getting involved with someone. What about you and Miss cotton-candy-on-the outside, folded-steel-inside?”

			He frowned and tilted his head like he genuinely had no clue who I meant.

			“Lady Brigit,” I said, flatly.

			“I’m only teaching her how to use a bow and arrow.”

			“Yeah, right!” I replied. “That’s like Aaron the armless teaching Hawkeye to shoot.” He looked blankly. “Riley, if Brigit lived in Sydney, she’d be on the Olympic archery team.”

			Riley was gobsmacked: “Then why does she want lessons from me?”

			I shook my head. Sometimes the guy was thicker than the Donchester town walls. “Maybe because she likes you?”

			Riley stopped dead, his face a picture of shock. Seriously?

			Behind him, I glimpsed movement in the dark. I pulled Riley to a crouch behind the well. Someone was coming. From the dim light bobbing through the dark, I guessed they had a lantern concealed in their clothing. Why would you do that unless you were a spy or a thief, or doing something you shouldn’t be doing?

			The soft footfall on the grass drew closer. When they were about to pass, I stretched my leg out and—boof—down they went. Riley and I leapt up, snatched up the lantern and waved it about their face.

			It was Peterson.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked.

			“I wanted to tell you not to change anything more than you need to,” he said.

			Well, du-uh! As if we didn’t know that already. We’d learnt it the hard way in Egypt when my brief conversation with the wrong person had ended the world as we knew it. 

			“Not to change what specifically?” I asked.

			Specifically, I knew, was one of Peterson’s least favourite words. Oracles were like that. 

			“Someone’s in the time period who shouldn’t be,” he said.

			“Who?”

			“I can’t say, or it could corrupt the time continuum.”

			“Is it someone we know?” Riley asked.

			Peterson’s head snapped Riley’s way but he didn’t answer.

			“Now that I’ve warned you, I’ll go. Watch your backs.”

			He slipped into the darkness.

			“Watch our backs? What’s that supposed to mean?” I said. 

			“Well, it means to look behind you,” said Riley.

			“I know what the words mean, Riley.” I gritted my teeth. “But what’s he really talking about? Who’s likely to be there, behind us? The assassin from the inn, getting back at us for ruining his plans?”

			“Maybe he means Johnno?” Riley said.

			“But we’ve got his key. He can’t use the time machine.”

			“Unless he got another one.”

			I stumbled over a rock that I hadn’t seen in the dark. Riley grabbed my arm before I fell.

			“Watch where you’re walking,” he said.

			“Watch where I’m walking, in the dark?” I shook my head at Riley. “Not helpful, Riley. And you know who you sound like?”

			 Like a certain person who’d sent us here, dropped us in the middle of this dangerous world under the care of a family with a target on their backs. We still had no clue who Peterson really was or where he’d come from.

			Or whether he was the one at our backs. The one we needed to watch out for.
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			Every morning, it was some poor sod’s job to draw buckets of water from the castle well for cooking and washing. It was tough work and the guys who did it had muscles like boulders. They could draw bucket after bucket without raising a sweat.

			But this morning, the servant on duty sweated profusely as he hauled up the first load for the day. For lying on top of the bucket was one of his fellow servants—the man who lit the castle fires. 

			The poor man got such a shock, he let go of the rope and the bucket with the dead body on it unravelled all the way back to the bottom. When he’d got himself together, he had to haul it up all over again.

			I’d just woken up when I heard the shouts. So I threw my dress on and hurried outside. A group of servants, trembling and whimpering, had formed a circle around the dead man. Pushing through to see, I reeled back at my first sight of the body. The man’s skin was sickly white, his neck a mass of blood and torn flesh. Ghastly! Riley was already there, crouching down to examine him. He had done a Crime Scene Investigation course in the summer holidays at a government lab while the rest of us were at the beach.

			“Cause of death—having his throat cut,” he whispered to me. 

			Well, thank you, Sherlock Holmes! I could have worked that one out on my own. He felt the man’s cheek and lifted the guy’s arm up and dropped it. It was already stiffening up and made everyone gag. 

			“Given the extent of rigor mortis,” Riley said, “he probably died round 5am.”

			Poor guy. My stomach churned. 

			The head servant questioned all the castle staff to determine whether any of them had killed their colleague in a fit of petty pique. But no clear suspect or motive for murder emerged.

			Who else might have done the deed? An intruder, who’d got past the guards and snuck into the castle during the night? Or someone living among us?

			“Why would anyone want to kill a guy whose sole purpose in life was to warm the rooms before we got up?” I said. 

			“Perhaps he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time?” Riley said.

			That sounded possible. “You mean he might have seen something he wasn’t meant to see?” I said. 

			Riley nodded.

			But of course, we had no way of knowing for sure. And the clue trail had gone cold—like all the castle rooms. I found myself shivering at odd times that day and not just because of the temperature. It was the thought there could be a murderer among us, smiling a good morning as they passed by. Hiding in plain sight.

			Around mid-morning, Tristan and Fletcher Senior arrived at the castle looking so grim I thought they must have heard about the murder. But that wasn’t it.

			The Fletchers were here for crisis talks, Alistair told Riley later. It seemed Tristan had nearly driven their arrow empire into bankruptcy when he’d omitted a zero on a quote for a consignment of arrows for a local noble. Word got around and orders for cheap arrows were flooding in. If the Fletchers kept their word and let the stock go at the bargain prices, they’d go out of business. If they went back on a promise made to noble clients, they might be publicly shamed. 

			If it were me, I’d admit I’d made a mistake, set the right price and be done with it. But in these times with all this “honour” around, it was more complicated.

			By now, though, with or without his son’s explanations, Mr Fletcher must have been catching on that Tristan was not the great maths brain of Britain. It didn’t help that the guy was at the castle every spare moment training with the knights or slipping off to meet Lia in the Garden of Love—when he should have been checking his figures.

			“We really have to do something,” I said. 

			Riley nodded. “The Fletcher boys need our help.”

			“And we need to get home ASAP.”

			The sooner we sorted out their mess, the sooner we could escape our own complications with Jester and Lady Brigit. Plus we’d avoid being here when the herald’s messenger arrived with news that Riley and I were imposters. Which was something I was keen to do.

			So I came up with a plan. We would get our entertainment crew to perform a play with a hidden message—a none-too-subtle one—for Mr Fletcher. It would be about two sons, one a knight, the other running a business empire—an armourer rather than an arrow seller so as not to be too obvious—who were in the wrong jobs and getting things all messed up. Until their clever father discovered the truth and got them to switch roles. After which they all lived happily, and profitably, ever after. 

			We would perform the play for the Fletchers and hope it sparked a few fires in the father’s brain that maybe he could do the same. It was a good idea in theory, but given how hopeless these guys were at managing their futures, I wasn’t too optimistic. 

			The entertainment troupe loved the idea. We called the play A Father’s Dilemma. I was to play a young woman in love with one of the brothers. Riley and Jack, the acrobat, played the brothers, while Jester was the hapless father. 

			In rehearsal, Jester portrayed the dad as such a buffoon, I worried it might put Mr Fletcher off. However, when I suggested he tone things down a bit, Jester gave me such a withering Who’s-the-king-of-comedy? look, I had to let it drop.

			The chance to perform the play came the next night when the Fletchers dined with Lord Hugo and a few of the knights. We coached Alistair to sit next to his father and help him draw parallels between the story’s characters and their own family situation. 

			All went well with the play, we remembered our lines, such as they were, and the audience loved it. Though later, when Alistair asked Mr Fletcher what he thought, his dad said it was enjoyable, “except for the father character who was a fool of the first order”. 

			“Yes, but it wasn’t his fault,” Alistair said. “The father was a most admirable gentleman. The sons were to blame for they had not told him what they truly felt in their hearts—albeit that they had the best possible motives for keeping their secret.”

			Fletcher Senior was not convinced. “Any father that blind and insensitive to his sons’ true talents and desires should be hung from the nearest tree by his own entrails and left there until his body rots and the crows feast on his pea of a brain.”

			That ended that conversation. Not even I would have had the nerve to say: “Yes, but does he remind you of someone about your height and weight?” 

			Now we were all back to square one, with one Fletcher bleeding family funds, the other just bleeding, until someone could devise another even less subtle plan to make their dad see the truth.

			After the play, Riley and I switched outfits and returned to the dining table as Lady Madison and Sir Riley. 

			“You missed a treat, Lady Madison,” said Brigit. “A comedy about two stupid sons and their oaf of a father. Very enjoyable. Although the boy who played the girl—” that would be me “—was quite awful.”

			“How so?” I asked.

			“He did not have the first clue about being feminine. And his imitation of a girl’s voice sounded like a boar with an arrow piercing its throat.”

			I stretched my mouth into a smile while secretly wondering what she’d sound like with an arrow in her throat! 

			As we ate the final course—my favourite, fruit and cheese—the entertainment troupe did their final song for the night. However, as they took their bows (with two members notably absent—Riley and me, of course), Sir Fabien leapt to his feet, outrage pinching his lips and furrowing his brow. 

			“You there, lad!” He glared at Dean, the drummer. “Let me see your hand!”

			Sir Fabien stormed out from the dining table, grabbed Dean’s arm to examine his hand—or more particularly, a ring he wore on his left hand, of silver with a large green stone. 

			Uh-oh. I’d seen that ring before! From Riley’s big-eyed look, he remembered it too. 

			“Guards, arrest this thief!” Sir Fabien shouted. Two knights stormed forward to restrain Dean, whose freckled cheeks paled. “That emerald ring was stolen from a knight at an inn near here the evening before the tournament,” Sir Fabien asserted.

			“Please, sire, I didn’t steal it,” Dean protested. “I found it on the ground near the town entry.”

			Riley was the ring’s true owner. He’d won it in the chess match at The Boar’s Breath. Only no-one but us seemed to remember that the next morning. And, after nearly being hung for its theft, we’d disposed of it near the town gates! Dean must have picked it up then.

			“I looked for the owner at the time,” Dean said. “I looked all around. I was only mindin’ it till the true owner could be located, I swear milord. If you know whose it is, here, take it!” He thrust the ring towards Sir Fabien, his face twisted with fear.

			“Perhaps you could take the ring,” said Lord Hugo, beside him, “and repatriate it to the owner? And that might be the end of the matter?”

			Lady Cassandra nodded her agreement.

			But Sir Fabien shook his head. “We cannot encourage theft in any form, my lord. The boy must be punished. To the dungeon with him.”

			“But Sir Fabien, he’s but a simple country lad with no real understanding of the value of such an item,” Jester said. “He just saw a pretty adornment to enhance his drumming performance.”

			Lord Hugo nodded yes, Isobella too. But Sir Fabien was having none of it.

			“Lies now, on top of theft? We cannot allow this sort of behaviour, sire. Take the rest of the troupe members in for questioning, too.”

			Now the whole troupe was frogmarched out of the room to the dungeon. Not good! Especially as Jester continued to tease the knights bearing him away. “Such big strong hands,” he said to one knight. “So this is what fills Lady Arabella’s dreams each night? And your wife’s nightmares.”

			For that he got a cuff round the ear. “Will someone cut the scoundrel’s tongue out and give us some peace?” Sir Fabien called. For a stone-cold moment, I feared he was serious. But, thankfully, nobody pulled out their tongue slicer to finish the job. 

			“How dreadful!” Lady Brigit exclaimed to Riley, hands on her cheeks. “To think, there was a thief in our midst all that time.”

			“As well as a murderer,” Sir Giles added. “You must have heard about the poor servant left for dead in the well.”

			“But it gives me so much comfort,” Brigit said, “to know there are brave men around to protect us from molestation and thievery.” And she gave Riley such a look of puppy dog devotion even I wanted to adopt her—or drown her. 

			I could only get Riley alone for a few minutes after dinner to discuss this development. 

			“Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Sir Fabien,” he said. “It’ll be okay.” 

			It was all he had time to say before Brigit slipped between us. So I headed back to my room with Isobella and Lia. We were all a bit glum after the Dean incident, but Lady Lia seemed especially downcast. I wasn’t the only one who noticed. 

			“Lia, is something the matter?” Isobella asked her. 

			“Nothing, my lady,” said Lia. “The dinner was lovely, the thief is locked up in the dungeon, I have your company. What could possibly be wrong?” Her chin wobbled and she sniffled loudly. Any moment now it would turn to ugly crying.

			“Out with it!” Isobella said.

			“It’s Sir Tristan,” said Lia. “What am I to do? I love him and he loves me. You should see the way he looks at me. He calls me his little flower.” 

			Like that was a good thing?

			“But the way things are going with his family business, he’ll never be able to ask for my hand,” she said. “And if he doesn’t find the courage soon, someone else might. Or they won’t and no-one will and I’ll grow too old to be married. I’ll be alone and friendless my entire life.”

			Isobella hugged the girl. “Friendless? Don’t be silly. Things seem difficult now, but I’m confident they’ll work out for the best.”

			“But they haven’t for you, have they, my lady?” said Lia. “Everyone said time would heal your pain. But the pain’s still there. I see it every day in your eyes.”

			“Don’t worry about me, Lia,” Isobella said. “The time of looking to the past is gone. From today, I look forward only. With hope.”

			“I know Sir Giles admires you enormously,” said Lia, “if you were of a mind to consider him?”

			Isobella nodded and smiled. But somehow the idea of marrying one-armed Sir Giles did not set a fire in her eyes. Just as I thought. The poor guy didn’t have a chance. 

			When we came to Lia’s room, she murmured goodbye and hurried inside. We hadn’t taken more than a few steps away before we heard her erupt into sobs. 

			“Poor Lia,” Isobella said. “And what about you, Lady Madison? Are you quite well?”

			“Yes, fine, thank you.”

			“It’s just I’ve noticed you hurrying out of the hall during the last couple of dinners. I wondered if perhaps the food was a bit richer than you’re used to.”

			How embarrassing!

			“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Sometimes I just need a moment to myself.”

			“Yes, of course,” she said. “You have lost your family and your home. That is a hard loss to bear.”

			That’s right! I’d forgotten those details from my cover story. Although, they were painfully close to the truth.

			When we arrived at Isobella’s room, she lingered at the doorway in no hurry to go in. “There’ll be no sneaking out for sword lessons tonight. Sir Fabien is busy questioning the performers and will not have the leisure to instruct us.” 

			Nor could Jester trample the pansies with me in the Garden of Love if he was chained up in the dungeon.

			“Another night then,” I said. “Well, good night, Lady Isobella.”

			“Wait!” Isobella said. “I really don’t think I could sleep just at the moment. And, if you were of a similar disposition, Lady Madison, what would you say about you and I training together?”

			I’d say that sounded like a plan.
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			On silent feet, Lady Isobella and I made our way to the secret training lawn, detouring past the armoury to “borrow” a couple of wooden swords. After making sure no-one had seen us, we adopted our most menacing postures and began. 

			Isobella was a strong fighter and moved quickly and lightly on her feet. But within a few minutes, I’d knocked the sword clean out of her grasp. “You’re dead, Lady Isobella! Ha-ha!” I said, holding the tip of my weapon against her throat. This was the first time I’d ever got the upper hand on her, or anyone. 

			“Well, Lady Madison, this is a side of you I have not seen before.” She pushed aside the wooden sword tip and reclaimed her own weapon. “Competitive, ruthless and apparently forgetting your place in our world.” Uh-oh. “I like it!” She grinned wickedly. “But now that I know you won’t hold back, I hope you won’t mind if I don’t either.”

			“Bring. It. On. Sister,” I said. And though it was almost another thousand years until the phrase would first be heard, I got the sense Isobella knew exactly what I meant. 

			We clashed and smashed each other’s swords and bodies. We attacked and defended and parried and pushed each other into the bushes. 

			When Isobella lunged forward, I whacked her on the calf and said: “Don’t make your legs a target!” 

			When I swung wildly, she shouted: “Keep your elbows in!” 

			We got scraped and scratched as we hit each other hard, over and over. And we loved every minute of it. There was nothing quite so bonding, I discovered, as a bit of friendly-not-that-friendly swordplay among girls. 

			When we were so tired we could barely raise our sword arms, we sank down onto the grass, our skirts billowing out around us like balloons with the air seeping out. 

			“That was fun,” I said.

			“We should do it again,” she said.

			“Definitely.” 

			We lay back and looked up at the stars, like diamonds scattered on a jeweller’s velvet cloth. The sweet scent of trampled herbs filled the air around us.

			“I wonder what he’d say if he could see me,” said Isobella.

			“What who would say?”

			Isobella sat up, plucking tendrils of grass and flinging them down. “Sir Curtis.”

			“Sir Curtis?” I sat up beside her. I’d heard that name before. When we first arrived in the castle.

			“That was the knight I once cared for,” said Isobella.

			I noted the past tense and was reluctant to ask any more questions. But she was in the mood to talk and needed no prodding from me.

			“About a year ago, one of the local lords attempted to seize our castle. He was marching his army towards Donchester when a spy we had in his camp sent us warning. My father and his knights rode out to meet our enemy. They defeated the invading force but many brave knights never rode home again. Sir Curtis was among the fallen.”

			“I’m so sorry, Lady Isobella,” I said. “Were the two of you engaged?”

			“No!” She blushed at this. “I doubt he even knew how highly I regarded him. That morning, before he rode off to fight, I almost said something. But my courage deserted me.”

			Sir Curtis had first arrived at the castle when he was ten years old, asking for Lord Hugo’s protection, Isobella explained. His parents, allies of Lord Hugo’s, were killed when a local baron took their castle and lands. Before they died, they arranged for their son to be smuggled out of the town with one of the kitchen staff.

			“Imagine taking over someone’s home by force,” I said. 

			“Yes, it’s terrible,” said Isobella. “To be cast out of your home, many of your knights held for ransom, some killed.” She looked thoughtful. “Of course, my own father’s force took this castle from Lord Bellamy, who’d taken it from Lord Aaron before him.”

			(Ah, now I got it! Snatching people’s homes and skewering their families was awful, rotten! Until it was you doing the snatching, in which case it was valiant, heroic!) 

			“In the seven years Sir Curtis lived at the castle, Lord Hugo came to think of him like a son,” Lady Isobella said. “And I, like a brother. By the time he completed his knightly training with Sir Fabien, he was the best in the garrison.”

			“But I thought Sir Magnus was the top knight here. Before he switched allegiances,” I said.

			“They were both good, but I believe Sir Curtis could have bested Sir Magnus. And if he had not been slain in battle, I’m sure we would have had the leisure to find out, too, as the pair were fiercely competitive. Especially after Sir Magnus proposed to me and I refused him.” 

			What the—? Sir Magnus had asked Isobella to marry him? 

			“Everyone expected me to say yes,” Isobella continued, “but I didn’t love him. His manner was that of a bully, particularly to those who had no power and could not answer back. My parents did not force my acceptance.” 

			Magnus was upset by her refusal, she said, and asked whether it was because her heart belonged to another—Sir Curtis.

			“The strange thing was that I’d never thought of Sir Curtis as anything more than a brother until that moment. But Sir Magnus’s words stirred feelings anew within me. It wasn’t long before I realised I loved Sir Curtis with my whole heart.” She swallowed hard. “By then he was leaving to fight. And it was too late.”

			The story didn’t end there, though. When the herald returned from battle and revealed Sir Curtis was among the fallen, Sir Magnus thought the field was now clear for him. So he proposed to Isobella a second time.

			Her second refusal sent the blond knight into a rage. He galloped out of the town gates straight into the service of Lord Hugo’s enemy, Lord Pearce. Some time after that, the food tasters in the castle began falling off their kitchen stools.

			“I have grieved for Sir Curtis ever since,” said Isobella. “But I have decided the wallowing must stop, for it brings nothing but pain.”

			She put her head into her hands and cried. I wasn’t sure what the rules were about laying hands on those of higher rank, but I hugged her anyway. Hang the rules!

			At least now I understood the bad vibes between Sir Magnus and Lord Hugo. 

			Would Magnus’s fury for the family have made him put on a suit of dark armour and issue a public challenge to Lord Hugo? I racked my brain to recall whether I’d seen his blond head around that evening as the Black Knight issued his challenge, but I had no clear answer. I’d have to ask Riley what he remembered. For now, Magnus was at the top of my list of suspects for the man inside the dark helmet.

			As Isobella and I got up to leave, I felt a sharp ping at the back of my neck. I looked around but couldn’t see anyone lurking in the bushes. 

			Could it be Jester? Perhaps the questioning was done and the troupe had been released from the dungeon? He might be waiting for me to bid Isobella good night and double back to meet him for our usual session. 

			Well, let him wait. I was too tired for any more sparring tonight—with weapons or words. 
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			In the morning, the troupe was back out on the green, laughing and juggling, with Jester taunting everyone who passed by. 

			“How did that happen?” I asked Riley.

			“Well,” said Riley, grinning, “an interesting story.”

			Riley had spoken to Sir Fabien on Dean’s behalf. He said that there were a lot of emerald rings around town, so perhaps the boy’s ring wasn’t the one stolen at the inn that night. Sceptical, Sir Fabien suggested they visit the home of the man who lost the ring to settle the matter.

			“To be honest, I was worried the guy would confirm that, yes, it was his ring,” said Riley. “Because, as we know, that was the same ring I won from him in that chess game.”

			“Which he conveniently forgot next morning,” I added. “So what happened?” 

			Riley grinned as he explained that, when Fabien showed the ring to the man, the guy licked his lips, like he really wanted to take it. But then his wife appeared behind him.

			“Inn?” she’d said. “When were you at the inn? You weren’t gambling again, were you? You promised!”

			“No, of course not, my love,” the man lied. “I haven’t been to any inn recently. And I’ve never seen that ring before.”

			So, Dean was off the hook. 

			“Riley, don’t you think we’ve done as much as we can for the Fletchers?” I said. “Saving them from themselves is proving harder than we thought. Maybe it’s time we went home.”

			“You want to leave now?” Riley seemed surprised. 

			“The longer we stay, the greater the chance we’ll never make it back.” We both knew how these things worked. 

			“Maybe we should give it just a little longer?” he said. “For Jamie’s sake.”

			I’d never thought of Riley as a liar before, but I sensed duplicity here. He didn’t care too much about Jamie. So why would he stay in the period, risking his own life and future with all those he loved for him? Was it the knight’s training he didn’t want to leave? Or his blonde shadow, aka Lady Brigit? 

			For some reason, I didn’t ask. Perhaps because I was afraid he’d bat the question back to me—about Jester.

			Was I dying to leave? I had to admit, I was enjoying my time with Jester and Lady Isobella. And it would be nice if my hair grew back a little so I didn’t have to explain the hedgehog look. All of which sounded like excuses not to go rather than reasons to stay.

			Especially when we knew our families would be crazed with worry right now.

			As if reading my thoughts, Riley said: “Don’t forget, if we return to the same night we left, we can erase all the pain they’ve suffered.”

			“But is it totally erased,” I asked, “or will they feel a ghost of the pain forever?”

			“That, I don’t know,” he said.

			“But you should.” 

			The top of his cheeks pinked up like he was under a heater. He was embarrassed, as he should be. When you created something as powerful as time travel, which could shake up the world and everyone in it, reshaping history and separating families by an ocean of time, you should think long and hard before pressing LAUNCH. But Riley hadn’t, and here we were.

			“We’ll give it another week, then leave,” he said. 

			During that week, we tried a new approach with the Fletchers. If we couldn’t convince the guys to speak to their father about switching jobs, we could at least try to make them less sucky at the ones they were in. Even a small improvement in Tristan’s maths might mean he didn’t decimate the family business, and a slight boost in warrior skill for Alistair might prevent him from seeking out a haystack at the next tournament. Maybe that would be enough to see Jamie Fletcher back in class on our return.

			It was sound in theory, except the guys were so bad in their opposite roles. Their hearts just weren’t in it.

			But Riley didn’t give up. He and Alistair trained with swords as often as they could and even began to practise lancing. For this they used a wooden target called a quintain, which was a wooden cross as tall as a person with a shield on one arm and a heavy weight on the other. Riding towards it at speed, they whacked the shield, making the arm spin around. If they were too slow to move off, the weight on the other end knocked them off their horse. 

			I saw Riley take a few tumbles and couldn’t help smiling; he was usually so co-ordinated. But poor Alistair never mastered it. We saw a lot more of the seat of his pants than I wanted to.

			During that week, Riley and I got to know everyone a little better. The more time I spent with Isobella and Lia, the more I liked them. Sir Giles was easy to be around. He’d reconciled himself to Isobella’s lack of interest and wasn’t bitter. He just prayed she might grow to love him one day.

			However, my feelings towards Lady Brigit did not improve. She clung to Riley like a barnacle on the bottom of a boat, making it all but impossible for us to talk alone. And she made poisonous little digs at me whenever she got the chance.

			“So, Lady Madison, I see you’ve been practising your archery,” she observed at dinner one night. “I’m pleased to note your skill is improving. For I was worried that if it came to a battle, our soldiers would be in more danger from your arrows than from enemy fire.”

			Our evenings were spent with the family playing chess or telling stories by the fire. Riley won all the chess games, of course. I was the hot ticket in storytelling. Although strictly speaking they weren’t my tales but the plotlines of my favourite TV shows adapted for a medieval audience. 

			About every second night, noble guests joined us for dinner so the food was richer and I had to slip out at the right time and reappear as a member of the troupe. That was the most fun—singing and performing. Sash even started teaching me to juggle. 

			After dinner, I would sneak out for sword practice, sometimes with Isobella and Sir Fabien, sometimes just with her. And every night, Jester took the late shift in the Garden of Love. I’d like to think I was improving with all the training. Though he wasn’t big on compliments.

			He always arrived with his motley coat turned to the brown side and his pale hair swinging free. His personality seemed to change with his clothes. As the sword master, he was serious and cracked few jokes. He didn’t even tease me much, though I made so many blunders he had plenty of chances to do so.

			One night, at the end of a gruelling session, I tripped him up and held the tip of my sword to his throat. “You’re dead, Jester,” I said with relish. It was the first time I’d ever beaten him.

			I offered him a hand to help him up. As he stood, he was so close to me, I felt his warm breath on my face. But he didn’t step back or release my hand. And he had this look in his eyes.

			“Well, Lady Madison. You really aren’t like any other ladies I’ve ever met,” he whispered. I expected him to make some kind of crack but he didn’t. Instead, his face began drifting closer to mine. Was he going for a kiss? I felt strange for a second, unable to move and not even sure I wanted to.

			At the last instant, I stepped back, tapped his legs with my sword: “Don’t make your legs a target!”

			Disappointment swept across his face before he smiled. “Tomorrow night, we train in armour.”

			I don’t know how he got hold of the armour. As he strapped it on me—the breast plate, the greaves on the legs, plates on the shoulders and arms—I expected more attempts at romance. But he was all business.

			The armour was unbelievably heavy. Even walking in it was an effort. I could barely raise my sword arm. It didn’t help that the suit was designed for a taller and broader person. I lumbered about like the abominable snowman. My fighting was abominable anyway. And the helmet kept sliding around on my head, leaving me fighting blind.

			After half an hour, I sat down and yanked off the helmet. It was a relief to breathe fresh air again!

			“You are quite a good student, Lady Madison,” said Jester. “Even though you had a fool for a teacher.”

			“How do you know so much about fighting anyway?”

			Jester smiled mysteriously. “I haven’t always been a jester.”

			“So you were a knight?”

			Jester bit his lip and looked thoughtful, as if searching for the right words. “Not in this lifetime.” I waited for more, but none came. “What about you? Who are you? Where are you from? Because you’re not from anywhere near here, that’s certain.”

			Uh-oh. I wondered what to say, then decided to try the truth. “I’m from the future. From a land where buildings rise so high, they scrape the sky. Where people ride machines rather than horses to get around, and humans fly through the air like birds.”

			I wasn’t sure how he’d react. He frowned and nodded. “Quite right. It’s none of my business. Though I sorely wish it were.”

			And there was that atmosphere again. He looked over at me, no trace of humour, his eyes reflecting the moonlight. And I felt…something. Quite a lot of something. 

			Oh, why did he have to be from medieval England? If we were in Sydney, I could have gone out with him, to the cinema or the beach. I could totally see him on the sand, checking out the surf. But acting on those feelings now would be a huge mistake. So why did it take every bit of my self-control not to reach out to touch his hand? 

			Before I could do anything I regretted, he jumped up. “On your feet, lady of mystery!” 

			I tried to get up, but felt like the Tin Man after a big night of drinking. He helped me up and unclipped the armour. 

			“That’ll do tonight,” he said.

			The next morning, Isobella came to find me. “It’s time you got something new to wear,” she said.

			“More clothes?” I said. “I’m not sure I need any—”

			“Not clothes!” She had a real twinkle going on. “Something better.”

			She led me out of the castle and through the town to a three-storey house near the market square.

			“Lady Madison, you need your own harness of armour.” She led me into the workshop of Donchester’s foremost armourer, a long-faced man with muscular forearms and teeth as grey as the suits he worked on.

			“I’m not sure I’m strong enough to wear armour,” I said. “I tried on some recently. I could barely move in it.”

			“Personal armour is quite different,” Isobella said.

			The designer’s forehead trenched with concern as he looked me up and down. It was clear he didn’t like making armour for a lady, but, as it was Isobella asking, how could he say no?

			During the morning, he took detailed measurements. Isobella explained that many different tradesmen would help create my outfit, including: a hammer man, to beat out the metal; a mill man, to polish it; and special locksmiths, to make the fastenings and hinges. A touch of anti-rust spray of the sort Dad sprayed on our door hinges wouldn’t go amiss either, though that wouldn’t be invented for hundreds of years!

			She ordered the full works for me. There was a short-sleeved chain mail tunic, hood and collar; a half helmet, with a nose visor; arm guards, with leather and metal gloves—or gauntlets; leg protectors designed to bend at the knee and ankle. Over the top was a sleeveless tunic to be emblazoned with my coat of arms, or the one Riley and I were pretending was ours—the silver helmet over the shield bearing the black cross.

			“I really don’t think I need this,” I said. “I mean, I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here.”

			“You’re not planning to leave, are you?” Isobella asked, perturbed. “Where would you go?”

			“No. No, of course not,” I said. “I just don’t feel comfortable with you spending so much on me.”

			Isobella put a reassuring arm around me. “You’re worth it, Lady Madison. Who knows, one day, you may save all our lives!”

			Now I really felt guilty. As soon as we sorted out the Fletchers’ issues, Riley and I would be off. Either that or Lord Hugo’s herald would arrive with news that we were imposters and we’d be thrown out. I was beginning to realise that, however we left here, it wouldn’t be without pain—on her side or mine.

			But for now, all I could do was smile and thank her. And hope that the suit would do for someone else when I’d gone.

			It was a market day in town so, on the way back, Isobella and I browsed the stalls, checking out the rich people’s material and jewellery. The official who had been so annoying when I was poor now simpered and hovered around us.

			A man was in the stocks and a few children had fun, medieval-style, throwing rotten food at him. I was about to ask what he’d done to deserve that when the words caught in my throat. For I’d seen a rider on a black horse, with a black surcoat bearing a dragon emblem, standing still on the entry road, staring our way. Like me, others around us stopped and pointed, wondering if it was the same black knight that had challenged Lord Hugo.

			“Isobella,” I began. My friend’s smile melted away as she followed my eye line to the rider. “Do you think it’s...?” The Black Knight.

			“Yes, I believe it is,” she said.

			“Although, the coat of arms doesn’t look quite the same,” I said. At one point in my life, I’d been obsessed with dragons—drawing them and writing adventure stories about them. I knew all the different styles of mythological beats. The one I’d seen on the rider at the tournament I’d vaguely clocked as a Western dragon, with four legs. This one was a wyvern, with only two legs.

			“Uh-oh, here comes trouble,” someone said behind us.

			At the sound of horses approaching, I turned to see Sir Fabien and a force of Lord Hugo’s top knights riding towards the newcomer.

			“You sir! Remain where you are!” Sir Fabien called. 

			The black rider watched them coming, only shifting his horse when they got real close. A chase began.

			Riders thundered through the town. The townsfolk leapt out of the path of pounding hooves. A horse clipped a cart of fruit, upending it. Street urchins materialised from nowhere to snatch the fruit and scarper before the barrowman could catch them.

			Isobella and I ran to the town’s gate after the riders in time to see the last of them disappear over the hill.
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			We ran back to the castle as fast as we could—not that fast, due to the flimsy shoes and folds of dress material that kept tripping me up—to wait for the knights to return and tell Lord Hugo what was happening.

			Haring round the corner, we came upon Riley and Alistair pacing on the grass.

			“We’ve just seen the black rider in town,” I said.

			Riley nodded. “Dean the drummer was there earlier and said he’d seen a knight in black armour, so we told Sir Fabien.”

			So, that was how the knights got there so quickly.

			“Why didn’t you two go with them?” I asked.

			“Sir Fabien requested that we remain behind to protect the people in the castle,” Alistair said.

			“Does my father know what’s happened?” Isobella asked.

			Riley and Alistair shrugged. So Isobella set off in search of Lord Hugo. The boys and I slipped in behind her, collecting Lady Lia and Sir Giles along the way. We visited all of Lord Hugo’s favourite spots around the castle—the garden, the knight’s training yard, the family sitting room. He wasn’t in any of them.

			In the kitchen, we met Lady Cassandra conferring with the cook. “Hugo was tired this morning,” she said. “He retired to his chambers for a rest.” 

			Alistair told her about the black rider and the knights chasing him. 

			“Let’s hope they catch him and end this villainy,” she said. “You’re seeking Lord Hugo? I’ll come with you.”

			Lady Cassandra held her skirts delicately as she moved like the wind across the lawn and up the stairs. “I was all for arresting this mysterious intruder and unmasking him and getting to the bottom of what it’s all about,” she said. “But Hugo feels he has to fight the man to prove something to the town.”

			We started down a long corridor towards the lord’s bed chamber. The closer we got, the quieter we became. We all felt it. Something wasn’t right.

			Lady Cassandra opened the door and she and Isobella went inside. The rest of us remained in the corridor. We saw Isobella follow her mother to the four-poster bed. As Lady Cassandra went to draw back the curtains, I had such a sense of foreboding, I almost called out for her to stop. 

			I wish I had.

			Lord Hugo lay there, eyes closed, rigidly still. 

			“Father!” Isobella said. “Father!” She shook him. His head wobbled but he didn’t stir.

			“My love.” Cassandra touched Hugo’s shoulder then gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Her eyes found Isobella’s, but she couldn’t say the words. The two of them fell sobbing into each other’s arms. Oh no!

			After a while, Isobella stammered through sobs. “Is he…?”

			Riley slipped into the room, put his ear to Lord Hugo’s mouth, then touched his neck to feel for a pulse. “He’s gone,” he said.

			“But how?” Lady Cassandra gasped out. “He had some slight fatigue but was hale and hearty otherwise.” 

			“Someone should be there to meet Sir Fabien on his return and give him the news,” Lia said. I nodded agreement. She and Giles dashed off.

			“Perhaps Lady Cassandra would like to rest in her chambers for a time,” Alistair suggested. “I’ll have cook bring some refreshment.”

			He steered the two women along the corridor, leaving Riley and I alone with the late Lord Hugo.

			“So what do you think happened here?” I said.

			Riley pulled the bedcovers right back, revealing Lord Hugo’s long nightshirt, as white as snow. “No blood stains or sign of an attack,” he said. He moved real close to Hugo’s face and sniffed. I winced and turned away. This was the closest I’d been to a dead body and I was struggling not to lose it. Watching my friend, so cool and comfortable with death, didn’t help.

			I glanced back as Riley forced one of Hugo’s eyelids open. 

			Bile surged into my throat. “Riley, what are you doing?” 

			“I’m checking a few things,” he said. 

			“I’m not sure the family would understand if they saw that.”

			He glanced towards the doorway. “Maybe you could keep watch?”

			I jumped at the chance to put some distance between me and whatever he was doing. Leaning on the doorframe, I had a clear view of the corridor. Plus, it gave me something to hold onto if I got the wobbles during his investigation.

			When I next looked over, Riley had moved away from Lord Hugo to examine a cup by his bedside. He put his nose into the cup and sniffed loudly.

			“Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Riley. What are you? Sherlock Bloodhound?”

			“Scent can tell you a lot at a crime scene.”

			“And what does your nose say about this?”

			“There was valerian in the cup. Either Lord Hugo put it in to help him sleep or someone else did to make him an easier target.”

			“You mean it could have been...?” Deliberate.

			He moved back to inspect Lord Hugo’s face and neck. I checked the corridor. No-one coming yet.

			I took a long, slow breath. I could do this. Whatever Riley did or said, I could hold it together. I snuck a peek and saw him stretching the dead man’s face skin this way and that in some kind of post mortem analysis and had to grip the doorway again. Breathe in, breathe out. In, out.

			“Death makes you a lot paler, doesn’t it?” I spoke through gritted teeth. I didn’t dare open my mouth too wide and give my last meal an easy escape. 

			“Not necessarily.” Riley took a few steps back to look. “But you’re right, Maddy. Lord Hugo was quite ruddy-cheeked in life. His complexion is quite vanilla now.”

			Vanilla? A flavour I used to enjoy. Not anymore. 

			“Which means…?”

			“This discolouration...appears to be from exsanguination.”

			“Sorry, what?”

			“Loss of blood. Look here.” Riley waved me over.

			“Why don’t you just tell me what you see.” I felt a tad dizzy. I couldn’t move or I might fall down.

			“There’s a tiny mark on the neck. Here.” He pointed just above Lord Hugo’s breastbone. “Probably made by a thin blade, like a dagger.”

			“A dagger? But if someone stabbed him, wouldn’t there be blood? Lots of blood?”

			“There should be. Unless the killer mopped up the blood as it bubbled out of his throat and disposed of the evidence later.”

			Bubbled out? The ground seemed to sway beneath me.

			“Maddy, are you okay?”

			“Fine.” It took an effort to swallow, as if I’d just downed an acid milkshake. “And would there have been much blood? Could they have mopped it up with a few tissues?” If such things had existed in this period.

			“No. They’d need a bed sheet or two.” 

			Errrgh. “So someone walked out of here with blood-soaked sheets?” I said. “It wouldn’t be easy to get rid of something like that.” 

			“No, it wouldn’t.” Riley frowned. “Maybe they burnt them? Or hid the load somewhere?” He leaned down to study Lord Hugo’s nightshirt and bed covers. “I see a few drops of blood here—” he pointed to the underside of the bed covers “—and here. And his nightdress feels slightly damp around the top, like someone wiped away the droplets.”

			When the dark red vortex swirling in my head subsided, I summed up the facts as I understood them, Dr Watson-style.

			“So someone knocked Lord Hugo out with a drug in his drink. Then, when he was unconscious, stabbed him in the throat with a fine dagger, soaked up the blood with sheets, washing away the stray droplets, then hiding the incriminating evidence. So we’d think this was a natural death...”

			“...when actually, it was cold-blooded murder.” Riley finished my thought.

			But the murderer made one big mistake. They committed their crime while Riley, a CSI expert from another time, was in town.

			“The killer went to a lot of trouble to hide their handiwork,” I said. “Why do you suppose he’d do that?”

			“So he could maintain his cover?”

			“Exactly. Which means…?”

			“He’s living in the castle, among us,” Riley said.

			It might be someone we knew.

			“Sir Magnus?” Riley suggested.

			“Or the Black Knight?” I said. Whoever he was.

			“It’s probably the same person who tried to poison Lord Hugo’s food and killed the servant in the well,” Riley said.

			“They could be acting as an agent for someone else,” I suggested. “Someone who had something to gain, like Lord Pearce?”

			“He’d gain another castle and a lot more wealth.”

			“But who do you think is their agent on the inside?”

			Riley shrugged. 

			“For now, at least, we have the advantage,” I said. “We know this was a murder, but the murderer doesn’t know we know. And it’s best it stays that way.”

			“You mean keep the murder a secret?” 

			I nodded. “We’ll have to tell Sir Fabien and Isobella the truth,” I said. “But we’ll be more likely to catch whoever it is if they don’t know we’re onto them.”

			“Smart,” said Riley. 

			I was relieved to be able to leave the death room. But walking down the corridor, my legs felt like cooked spaghetti. I’d held it together while Riley did the whole detective thing. But now the reality of it hit me. Lord Hugo, my friend’s father, a man who’d been kind to us, had been brutally slain. By someone in the castle, living among us.

			I felt myself tipping over and grabbed onto the wall as tears trickled down my cheeks. 

			“Are you all right, Maddy?” 

			Somehow I found myself in Riley’s arms, my face buried in his sleeves. I didn’t like showing emotion around my friend, who always seemed calm and in control. Though I hadn’t been in town that long, it was long enough to feel sad for Isobella and Lady Cassandra, who’d lost their dad and husband. And the townsfolk, who’d lost their lord and protector.

			Which was the whole point, I suddenly realised. Now there was no-one to protect them. 

			“Do you suppose the timing of the Black Knight showing up in town and Lord Hugo’s murder was just a coincidence?” I asked Riley.

			I didn’t have to wait long for an answer.
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			While we were all in pieces, Sir Fabien was galloping back into the castle—alone.

			“Secure the gates,” he roared at the gatekeeper. When the man was slow to react, he bellowed: “Now!” 

			Together the three gate staff unrolled the chains to lower the two criss-crossed portcullises at the arched castle entrance. Meanwhile, Sir Fabien rode on to the courtyard, calling: “Man the battlements!” 

			A great flurry of activity followed as knights raced about getting their armour on, collecting weapons and rushing up the stone stairs to the ramparts. The rest of those in the castle gathered on the lawn to find out what was happening.

			Riley and I hurried over to Sir Fabien—just in time, too. The knight slumped on his mount and would have slid right off if we hadn’t caught him.

			“Sir Fabien,” I said. “You’re injured. What’s happened?”

			It was an effort to speak. “I must report to Lord Hugo. Take me to him.”

			We were about to give him the bad news, that Lord Hugo was dead, when Isobella strode out, looking as strong and regal as I’d ever seen her. There was no sign of tears or weakness in the girl who’d just lost her dad. Though, behind her, Lia’s eyes looked watery and her cheeks were puffy from crying.

			“What is it, Sir Fabien?” said Isobella. “You can report to me.” 

			Fabien looked flustered. “I think it’s best if I speak to your father directly.”

			“My father is not well,” she said. “He’s in his chambers and has given orders not to disturb him. I will pass to him any news you have to tell me.”

			I was surprised at how calmly Isobella delivered this lie. Sir Fabien looked like he wanted to argue but pressed on. “The sighting of the Black Knight in town was a trap. When the knights rode after him, we found an army waiting for us, flying under Lord Pearce’s banner. Led by Sir Magnus.”

			For a moment, he faltered, his voice cracking as he added: “I regret to report all the knights accompanying me were...slain.”

			Oh no! They were Lord Hugo’s best fighters. Would the family have to deal with this threat with the head of the army and his top soldiers wiped out?

			At least Sir Fabien had survived. But he was badly hurt. He staggered and thudded to the ground, unconscious. Riley squatted down to check his pulse.

			“He’s still alive, but weak,” he said.

			Isobella frowned then called on some servants for help. “Please carry Sir Fabien into his chambers and summon the healer.” 

			The servants nodded. They removed the knight’s armour, then the strongest man put Sir Fabien over his shoulder and carried him into the castle.

			“Lady Isobella,” Lia began, “I’ll go with the servants and ensure your orders are carried out.” She curtsied and ran after the man.

			When they’d gone, Isobella looked around to make sure no-one could hear, then whispered to us: “Lady Madison, Sir Riley, I wish to thank you for your help earlier.” She closed her eyes and I thought she might lose the iron grip she had on her emotions. But she took a breath and continued. “For the time being, I think it’s best we keep the truth about my father’s condition to ourselves or I fear our people will lose heart when, doubtless, they have most need of it. And, if there are any spies in our midst, news we’d been weakened in this way might embolden our enemy.”

			“Of course,” I said. “But there’s something we need to tell you.” I looked to Riley and he nodded. Between us, we explained how her father had not died of natural causes but had been killed by a dagger to the throat. 

			“But wouldn’t we have seen blood then?”

			Riley went to speak, but I jumped in, concerned he might get too graphic in his explanation. 

			“I fear there’s been a cover-up,” I said. “The murderer concealed his attack so we would be unaware he was here among us.” I put forward my view that we should pretend we had been fooled so he wouldn’t know we were onto him. 

			Riley held Isobella’s arm as she absorbed this shocking news. She took a moment, then nodded. “Yes, we’ll keep that between ourselves.” 

			As she strode off, she stumbled, but righted herself quickly and began shouting orders to the soldiers to prepare for battle. I felt a surge of pity and awe for this teenage girl who was putting aside her grief to protect the lives of those around her.

			“An army of many hundreds besieges us!” a knight called from the battlements. 

			But who was he calling to? A group of four knights looked around, hoping to see a leader somewhere. But without Lord Hugo or Sir Fabien and his top warriors, it wasn’t clear who would run things. 

			Riley and I raced up the stairs to the ramparts to see for ourselves and reeled back at the sight. This was no spur-of-the-moment attack. Hundreds of Lord Pearce’s knights had advanced on the castle, some on foot, some on horseback. They carried axes and spears, lances and maces, and swords that glinted in the sun. Groups of knights pushed small catapults or carried enormous ladders between them. A team of oxen pulled a huge siege tower on wheels. 

			An early contingent had dug holes in the dry earth, into which they placed logs that had been sharpened, like giant pencils. Archers took up positions behind them.

			I’d imagined this scene many times as a child, playing with plastic knights and castles. Here, I felt none of my old excitement for the fight, only a dry mouth and paralysing fear.

			In the courtyard below, I saw Isobella talking to the herald as he mounted his horse. 

			“Open the gate,” she called. “Archers at the ready!”

			The remaining knights and squires took up positions on the battlements, their bows loaded and stretched taut. The portcullis creaked open and the herald rode out to the battlefield, dust like ghosts at his heels. He stopped to confer with a herald in Lord Pearce’s colours, positioned forward of the army.

			“Do you know what’s happening?” I asked Riley.

			“Our herald is talking to theirs to see if they can come to some sort of agreement, I suppose,” he said.

			Agreement? Yeah, right! I imagined Lord Pearce’s guy saying something like: “Surrender and no-one gets hurt. But my lord gets your castle and all your worldly goods!” And Lord Hugo’s guy replying: “Like that’s ever going to happen!” Or words to that effect.

			I couldn’t have been far wrong as our herald was only gone for a few minutes before he turned around and galloped back inside. The rattling of those giant chains as the gates closed behind him made me feel more trapped than secure. And watching what was left of our knights and soldiers, shocked and leaderless, scrambling into position to repel the invaders did nothing to dispel that. 

			No-one wanted this fight, but here they were, in a full-blown medieval battle. And Riley and I were right in the middle of it. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t get away. The castle was locked down and our time machine was in the church yard in Donchester town, where we couldn’t reach it. But I knew Riley and he knew me well enough to know that, even if we had the chance to leave, we would never desert our friends at this time. For all the good it would do.

			So now it wasn’t just Jamie Fletcher’s future hanging in the balance but ours as well.

			Tristan was suiting up below. He must have been in the castle visiting when it all began. And lucky for us he had been; he’d be an asset in a battle, as long as we didn’t expect him to count how many knights were on the other side! 

			We still had some strong fighters in the garrison and plenty of good archers. And of course, we had the advantage of being inside a castle. Soldier for soldier they might be able to beat us, but they’d have to get in first!

			“Look, over there!” I pointed to a cloud of smoke in one part of the town.

			Riley frowned. “Lord Pearce’s spies must be setting fire to anything they think we’ll need during the siege—like all the suppliers in town.”

			“Diabolical.”

			“He’ll try to starve us out.”

			I really hoped the castle’s stores had been replenished recently. There’d be no popping out to the markets for ingredients anytime soon.

			Isobella kept up a fierce demeanour, though she was far too young to be commanding a war force. Not to mention facing a crisis when she’d just lost her father.

			“I’ve been thinking Lord Pearce must be behind the attack on my father,” she whispered to us. “The timing of his death and the army’s arrival at the gates is no coincidence.” 

			“Do you think one of his agents snuck into the castle to carry out his orders?” I asked.

			“Either that, or they were already here, among us, like a scorpion waiting to strike.” So her thoughts ran along the same lines as ours. “I imagine Lord Pearce and the traitor, Sir Magnus, thought that if my father were dead, we would surrender quickly and easily.”

			“And will we?” 

			If she did, who could blame her? She might lose the castle but at least she and her mother would have their lives. 

			But Isobella didn’t hesitate. “Not until Hell turns to ice, like our enemy’s heart,” she replied. “Sir Alistair,” she cried as she caught sight of him climbing the stairs to the ramparts, his bow over his shoulder. “Will you please organise for a guard on our kitchen stores at all times?” 

			Good move, Isobella. If there was a spy somewhere, who knew what they might do to our precious supplies while our eyes were on the battlefield.

			Sir Giles rushed over. “Let me organise that for you, Lady Isobella,” he called. “I would like to help however I can. And I’m sure you have more need of Sir Alistair’s bow skills up top.”

			Isobella agreed and Giles began gathering a group of servants and soldiers to keep watch on our vital supplies. Alistair climbed the stairs two at a time and took up a position to shoot.

			Isobella called to the head servant. “Please bring up the animal skins. As fast as you can.”

			“Animal skins?” Why would they need them? Riley explained wet animal skins would be placed on the wooden awnings around the crenellations, to protect the archers from flaming arrows.

			That was clever. And it got me thinking—what would happen if some of those fiery arrows made it over the castle walls? Around the courtyard, I saw bedding draped over trees to dry, piles of rubbish ready to be removed, hay piled up for horses and barrels of alcohol.

			“Excuse me, Isobella,” I said. “But I see lots of things around the courtyard that could catch fire. Should I have them moved?”

			“Indeed.” Isobella gave me a grateful nod. “My thanks, Lady Madison.”

			While she rushed upstairs to keep watch on the attack, I got the servants to move everything flammable beyond the arrows’ reach. Then I went further and got people to fill as many buckets and containers as they could find with water in case fires started inside.

			Just as well, for barely minutes later, flaming arrows rained down on us.

			Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. 

			It all happened so fast I didn’t have time to be scared. Bright orange fires broke out everywhere. But my team of medieval fire-fighters put the lot out! And then refilled their buckets.

			Next came a loud whistling sound as a large missile flew over the wall. And—boof—down I went, something heavy landing on my back. I thought it might be a sack of something. But to my surprise, it was someone. Jester. 

			“What the—?” I began as he rolled off me. He’d tackled me to the ground. Over his shoulder, I spotted a bloody lump not three feet away—a dead cow. 

			“Don’t approach the animals,” Jester called out. “They’re probably diseased. Lord Pearce is hoping to spread sickness within the castle walls.”

			Now, I looked around. I saw a dozen dead animals. One had broken a cart. Another had smashed through the stable roof. Miraculously, none had hit any people. Though, that one had come close to me, and if it hadn’t been for Jester...

			Jester barked orders at the servants to burn the animals quickly. Evidently, it was not the first time he’d seen this sort of attack. Nor the first time he’d given orders.

			We had almost finished burning the corpses when Sir Giles appeared, looking wretched. “I’m afraid we’ve had some bad luck. One of the creatures fell into the well.”

			“Can we get it out?” I said.

			“Yes,” he said. “But I fear it has rendered the water undrinkable.”

			Great! Within half an hour of the siege beginning, we had no clean water. Still, at least we had the stores of weak beer people drank most of the time. So not a total disaster.

			I climbed the stairs to the battlements, careful to keep low so I wouldn’t get hit by one of the arrows whizzing overhead like mean crows. I couldn’t see Riley anywhere but Alistair was there, leading the archers. 

			“Load. Aim high. Fly!” The higher they shot the arrows, the further they travelled.

			A deafening thud and crack unnerved us all. From my position up top, I saw that a giant boulder had hit the castle wall, denting it but not breaking it. Yet.

			Then, a few soldiers along from me, came an agonised scream. A young knight—he couldn’t have been more than sixteen—staggered back, a fiery arrow through his neck. He fell backwards off the ramparts, crashing to the hard ground below, never to rise again. He was the first casualty on our side, apart from Lord Hugo and Sir Fabien’s knights. My heart sank as my stomach churned. 

			Sir Giles commanded the servants to carry the boy away somewhere, presumably to a space to store the dead till they could be buried properly. 

			“Load,” Alistair called. “Aim high and fly.”

			Another volley of arrows rained down upon our enemies. Several dropped where they stood. Leaning against the warm stone, I saw enemy knights wheeling a wooden contraption draped with animal skins towards the gates.

			“What are they doing?” I asked Isobella.

			She frowned. “There’s a battering ram beneath those skins and soldiers concealed there who will try to break down the gate. Sir Alistair,” she called, “take care of the ram, please.”

			Alistair yelled out new instructions to the archers, who repositioned themselves and waited. He whispered something to his squire, who raced off, returning a short time later with special arrows with animal fat behind the head. A group of servants carried metal buckets with fires blazing inside. By dipping the arrowheads into the bucket, the fat would catch alight and we, too, could shoot projectiles of flame.

			“And fly!” Alistair’s archers showered the structure with flaming projectiles, with little success. The wet animal skins quickly doused the flames. But when a soldier emerged briefly from under the cover of the skins—whoosh— Alistair shot him in the back. I winced. Sir Alistair might be a coward and a show-off, but he was a demon with the bow. 

			Sir Tristan bowed to Isobella. “My lady, we have gathered some rocks and hot oil which might be more effective with the ram.” Isobella nodded and the knights positioned cauldrons of hot liquid and heavy rocks over those attempting to ram through the gates.

			“And hurl.”

			I couldn’t watch as they delivered their load through a hole specially made for this purpose, called, appropriately, a murder hole. Crunch, bang, crunch. Quite soon, the wooden structure began to sag and enemy knights, red faced and screaming, fled across open ground seeking the safety of the log fence. Thanks to Alistair’s archers, most never made it. 

			“Excuse me, my lady.” I turned to see Jester kneeling before Isobella, head bowed. “If there is a spare suit of mail in the garrison, I would very much like the honour of wearing it to help defend the castle.” 

			“Jester, you are neither a knight nor soldier,” Isobella replied. 

			“But if I bring down one or more fighting on the other side, of what significance is that?”

			Isobella smiled. “I am grateful for your offer, but would not ask this of you. And, besides, there will come a time when we are in desperate need of the laughter you provide.”

			For a moment, I thought Jester would argue, but he bowed and backed away.

			I followed him down the stairs, making sure no-one could hear us. “Jester,” I said, “it’ll be dark soon. What say we sneak out of the castle and see if we can offer Lord Pearce’s soldiers some entertainment and find out what we can?”

			Jester gave me a grin. “You have a strategic mind, Lady Madison. I concur.” 

			“Oh, and thanks for before,” I said. “You know, for saving my life.” Again.

			“Saving your life? I was about to thank you for breaking my fall.” He grinned and winked. “I wonder, where is Lord Hugo? I haven’t seen him around.”

			“He’s in his chambers,” I said. “He hasn’t been well.” 

			I hated lying to Jester, but we’d agreed to keep Lord Hugo’s death a secret.

			Jester’s face creased with confusion before his gaze slid past me. “He’s been unwell? Then he must be feeling better?”

			I turned, following his eye line and felt my lower jaw fall open as if the muscles had been slashed. For standing on the battlements in full armour was Lord Hugo. 

			But...but...how? 
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			Amidst the thump and rumble of boulders pounding the castle walls, Lord Hugo paraded up and down the ramparts, inspecting his troops. He wore an impressive suit of armour, full-face helmet with the eagle crest on his surcoat. And wherever he went, arrows followed. I suppose his old ally Sir Magnus knew his old master’s armour as well as his own.

			I watched the man, stunned. Last time I’d seen him, he was most definitely dead. Or was he? Could the sleeping draft he took have just made it seem that way? Could CSI Riley have got it wrong? Lady Cassandra climbed the stairs to speak to her husband. As she went up, she looked sparkly eyed and excited. She stayed only a few minutes, but by the time she came down, her smile had changed to all teeth, no joy in the eyes.

			And then I knew. Lord Hugo wasn’t inside the suit. It was Riley, pretending to be him.

			What the—?

			“Ah, Lady Madison,” said Isobella. “My father has been unwell and has a sore throat so will be unable to speak.” Her eyes widened slightly as she transmitted what I interpreted as a signal to go along with her story.

			Whoosh. An arrow whizzed past Riley’s head, way too close. My friend was taking most of the battle heat. Not good. But if Lord Pearce had ordered Lord Hugo’s death and could now see him strutting along the rooftop, he must be feeling some heat as well. And the assassin, whoever they were, must be more than a little warm, too. He’d have some serious explaining to do when he next met his commander. 

			I approached “Lord Hugo” and curtsied. “My Lord, I am pleased to see you up and about.”

			He nodded regally and carried on. And, suddenly, I felt furious. Riley shouldn’t put himself at risk like this. It wasn’t just his life on the line here. If anything happened to him, I wouldn’t be able to get the time machine off the ground. I’d be stuck here forever.

			Below, in the courtyard, I saw Lady Brigit looking our way, her pretty mouth forming an “O” of surprise. When I descended, she raced over to me and linked her arm through mine as if we were best friends.

			“Lady Madison,” she whispered, glancing about to make sure no-one was listening. “My brother told me not an hour ago that Lord Hugo was dead. He’d seen the proof himself.”

			I wasn’t sure what I should say, but Isobella had created this fiction so it was up to her who she brought in on the secret. 

			“It turns out he wasn’t dead,” I said. “Just hurt. But he’s got a very sore throat. He can’t speak at all.”

			“I see,” she said, her pretty brow creased. “I’m heartily glad to hear that. Now, is there anything I can do to help with the war effort?”

			“You’re a very good archer, as I recall,” I said. “I’m sure Lord Hugo could use your skills up on the battlements.”

			“Up there?”

			As we looked up, a knight cried out and tumbled to the ground in front of us and lay still. Lady Brigit began sobbing wildly. She fell to her knees and buried her face in my skirts.

			“Don’t ask me to go up there,” she pleaded. “I would do anything to help Lady Isobella and her family. But I don’t have your courage. Please don’t make me go up there.”

			Her sobs were so pitiful, they brought Isobella down to see what was happening. Before I could explain, Brigit grasped Isobella’s hands and pressed them to her tear-stained cheek. “I’m so sorry, Lady Isobella,” she stammered. “Lady Madison believes I should go up there and fight. Oh, how I wish I could. But, alas, I’m too afraid. I’m so dreadfully ashamed.”

			Isobella’s head snapped my way, lips pursed in anger. “We are not all built to fight, Lady Madison. Shame on you for upsetting this poor girl.”

			My cheeks heated up at her scolding. But Isobella didn’t see Brigit the way I did. She saw her as sweet and soft. I saw her as hard and mean. And two-faced.

			“I could help with the wounded and the dying,” Brigit hiccoughed out between sniffles. “Lady Lia and I will do the best we can for our brave knights.”

			“I would be most grateful, Lady Brigit,” Isobella said with a last glare at me.

			Okay! So maybe Brigit wasn’t all that mean. It was an honest mistake. Well, honest-ish. The truth was, I wasn’t crazy about all the time she’d spent with Riley. There had been so many occasions in the past week that I’d wanted to talk to him but couldn’t because she was there. Always there. Like a pimple that wouldn’t go away, no matter how hard you squeezed. 

			From now on, I’d try to look past that. 

			But then I caught a gleam of satisfaction in Brigit’s eye as she glanced back at me, and the hint of a smile that did not fit the fluffy bunny image. She’d got one over me this time. She’d made me look bad in front of Isobella. Oh yes, Lady Brigit had more manipulative skill than a convention full of robotics engineers. 

			By now, it was getting late and the gaps between the poundings grew longer till they stopped altogether. In the twilight, I could just make out the enemy camp some distance away. Firelight speckled the darkening landscape as the soldiers began cooking their evening meal.

			Our force slumped where they stood, relieved to have lasted the day. It was only then the grief for those who didn’t make it hit us. All told, we’d lost eleven men. Which wasn’t a huge number for battles like these, but it was eleven more than I was used to losing.

			It was a sobering sight, watching knights carrying the dead to an old stable room as a makeshift morgue. Even those who’d survived seemed limp with battle fatigue. What we all needed was a good meal and a sleep. 

			A howling from the kitchen was the first sign there might be a problem with that. Isobella and I followed the sound to Molly, the castle cook, staring, horrified, at the cauldron hanging over the fire. 

			“What’s the problem, Molly?” asked Isobella.

			“Begging your pardon, my lady, but look at this.” She stirred the stew with a long wooden stick and we saw, among the vegetables and oats, the thin tails and hairy snouts of rats in the mix. “It wasn’t me that put them there. I swear it on my boy’s life.”

			Isobella pursed her lips. “Well, never mind,” she said. “It wouldn’t be the first time people round here have eaten rat.” Though I bet it would be the first time Isobella had. Or me. Though, come to think of it, I really wasn’t hungry!

			“You carn eat these rats, madam,” said Molly, scooping them up again to show us. “It’s the eyes. See ’ow they’ve rolled back in the creature’s ’ead. They was poisoned. We carn eat them.”

			So rat stew was off. That was the bad news. And the good. But there were other ingredients in the kitchen. Perhaps she could still whip something else up, even if we ate a bit later than usual?

			But when Molly checked her supplies, we heard her cry out. “What’s that powder on the food?”

			She reached out to touch it, but I grabbed her hand. “No, don’t.”

			“Shall I get the food taster, ma’am?” she asked.

			“No,” I answered. We’d lost enough people today. “My brother will know what it is. In the meantime, don’t let anyone touch anything.”

			A gagging sound came from a corner of the room. A skinny kitchen hand rolled around on the ground, white ooze dribbling from his mouth. 

			“Quick, give him something to drink,” Isobella said. Molly charged off, returning with a goblet full of weak beer. But by the time she put the goblet to the boy’s lips, it was too late. He gave a strangled gasp and lay still. 

			Molly went to pieces then. “What will I tell his mother? Poor boy! Who’d do this to us?”

			Isobella and I both had a pretty good idea who might—Lord Pearce. Though, as for who had sneaked past the guard to sprinkle poison over the supplies and slip the diseased rats into the pots—who his agent was inside the castle—we had no idea. Though we were very keen to find out.

			To sum up. On day one of the battle, our food and water supplies had been destroyed. This could be the shortest siege in history.
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			During the night, we tried to ignore the rumbling in our stomachs and get as much rest as we could. Riley reappeared around the castle, and “Lord Hugo” retired to his chambers for the night—or bundles of clothes shaped like Lord Hugo filled his place in the bed. Alistair and Riley took the real lord’s body to an unused storage room when no-one was looking.

			Isobella put a guard on her father’s bed chamber and instructed the knights to tell her if anyone showed interest in entering the room.

			“Do you think the murderer will make a second attempt to kill my father?” she asked Riley and me as we crossed the castle green.

			“I doubt it,” Riley said. “The murderer is the one person who knows this is a charade. But whether he’s got the message to Lord Pearce...?”

			“From the number of arrows flying at you today, it would seem not,” I said. 

			Isobella nodded. “Let’s hope, whoever they are, they’re tempted to peek into my father’s bed chamber tonight. For I would dearly love to meet the traitor who smiles to our faces while, behind our backs, they poison our food.” She turned to Riley, her expression softening. “What you are doing, Sir Riley, for my mother and I and the people of the town....we’ll never be able to thank you sufficiently.”

			“It’s okay,” he said. Typically modest.

			Passing the herb garden, we came upon Tristan and Lia in deep conversation. When he spotted us, Tristan hurried over to kneel before Isobella.

			“My lady,” he said, “would you allow me to lead a raiding party to attack our enemies tonight while they are asleep and unprepared?” 

			“Tristan, you’re very brave,” said Isobella, “but you’re not a knight. You are a merchant. Still, your plan has merits. I will ask the garrison to consider launching such an attack.”

			“Begging your pardon, my lady,” Tristan called after her, “but all our top fighters are dead or wounded. The few that remain are not used to leading. I have made the knight’s path my life’s study and I am ready for the challenge.”

			Behind him, I saw Lia was torn between being proud of Tristan and afraid of what might happen if Isobella granted his request. 

			“Very well,” Isobella agreed. “Take a dozen soldiers with you and God speed your return.”

			“Is there a secret way out of the castle, my lady?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she said, and described how to find it. 

			“Wouldn’t Sir Magnus know of this secret exit, as a former head knight of Donchester?” I asked. “If I were him, I’d have soldiers waiting there for anyone who came out.”

			Isobella sighed. “You’re right, Lady Madison. Well, it was a good plan. But I would not send you, Tristan, nor any of our knights, to certain death.”

			“Unless,” I began, “could there be another secret way out, one that Sir Magnus doesn’t know about?” 

			Isobella shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			So that’s that.

			“Wait!” Isobella said. She recalled that when Lord Hugo’s army took over the castle several years before, the previous lord’s family members had just disappeared. 

			“They were seen again in the north sometime later,” she said. “So I can only assume they left the castle via another secret route.”

			A route so secret that even the current residents knew nothing about it. Riley took off then, muttering about looking for “architectural inconsistencies in the structure”. While he figured that out, I went with Isobella to check on “Lord Hugo”, or the lump of clothing in his bed.

			The guards outside said no-one had approached the room all evening. Going back into that death room was an eerie experience for me and proved too much for Isobella, who dropped to her knees at the bedside and wept like her heart would break, burying her face in the bedding to silence her sobs. She’d held onto her composure all day but now a king tide of emotion came at her. While we sat, I studied the tapestry on the wall. It was a battle scene, like the one we were in, of an enemy force laying siege to a castle with an arsenal of weapons. In this picture, one of the walls had collapsed and the army was rushing inside. There was a sense of it being the last moments of the fight. Now I looked more closely I saw some noblemen and women fleeing out of the back of the castle. A dove flew overhead as if guiding them to safety.

			And I remembered something. All the fireplaces I’d seen in the castle had been decorated with doves perched upright. Except the one in the casual family dining room—it had a bird in flight, just like the one in the tapestry. Hmmm. It was a long shot but worth a try. Excusing myself, I raced through the castle to the dining room, arriving just as Riley entered.

			“I think there could be a secret escape through this fireplace,” I said. “The tapestry on Lord Hugo’s wall gave me a clue.”

			“I agree,” said Riley. “I did a brief survey of the structure and the room directly beneath this one seems much smaller than I’d have expected, which could be because a tunnel has been built behind it.”

			This was exciting. We stood before the dove carving on the fireplace. I pressed it firmly, expecting at any moment to hear a grinding of stone upon stone and the fireplace to open like in Scooby-Doo cartoons. But nothing happened. We pressed and pulled every conceivable bit of the dove and the fireplace, but it stayed in one piece.

			“No!” I said in frustration. “I was sure it was a clue!”

			Riley bit his thumbnail and stared at the animal skin on the floor.

			“You think there’s something under the rug, don’t you?” I said.

			He nodded. We pulled back the skin but—heart sink—there was no obvious hole or X marking the spot where we should dig. Riley knelt down and knocked and prodded the floor until he pulled up a well-concealed handle. As we hauled the trapdoor open, Isobella appeared in the doorway. 

			“I just noticed something on the castle tapestry,” she said. 

			“A flying dove,” we said together.

			Jester, Riley and I in our peasant gear, with Sash and Tash, Jack the acrobat and Dean the drummer, braved the dark stairs down to a tunnel beneath the castle. It was damp and narrow and seemed to go on and on. But eventually we came to a door, held our breath and pushed it open. We found ourselves outside the town walls. And, thankfully, no enemy soldiers were waiting for us.

			Keeping to the shadows, we made our way around to Lord Pearce’s camp where we discovered we weren’t the only entertainment troupe performing for the invaders (though we were the best).

			Jester spotted a group of soldiers relaxing and approached them, bowing. “Here are some hearty gents who look like they could use some amusement on this chilly eve.”

			The soldiers agreed. Jester began by poking fun, first at Lord Hugo and his “brave knights who wear a castle as their armour”, and then at Sir Magnus. “Some people say he’s two-faced, but I disagree. If he had another face, why would he wear that one?”

			The knights cracked up at that. Clearly, Sir Magnus was not a favourite with his troops.

			And then a clanger. “What sign does Lord Hugo put on the headstones of his slaughtered knights? Rust in peace.”

			That was bad. But the soldiers loved it. There’s nothing quite like the laughter of someone who thinks this might be the last show they’ll see. When we’d done, we prowled about the camp, ostensibly looking for somewhere to kip down but actually doing reconnaissance. 

			Each piece of war equipment had a guard on it to prevent sabotage. We all gathered around the man watching the big catapult. Sash began juggling, Tash played flute. The guard, bored from hours of uneventful watching, was hungry for diversion.

			Suddenly, Tash threw her flute down and starting grabbing Sash’s juggling balls mid-air. 

			“Sister,” said Sash, “they’re mine. Give them back!”

			“You want them? Come and take them,” taunted Tash. 

			Sash grabbed the balls off Tash mid-air. I’d seen the two of them do this before. It was a trick called stealing and it was great fun to watch. But I’d never seen the theatrics that went with it. Sash was hot under the collar. Tash answered back. Jester waded in to break things up. “Girls, girls! What seems to be the trouble?” 

			“She thinks she’s better than me,” said Tash. “But I can juggle just as well as her.”

			“Really? I’d like to see you try,” said Sash.

			And it was on—a juggling contest to determine, once and for all, who was the better juggler. Watching the two of them do tricks together as a double act was spectacular. The yellow balls flew about like corn popping in a machine. Soon they’d gathered quite a crowd.

			While everyone watched the show, Riley and I snuck in for a closer look at the catapult. It was an impressive piece of equipment. And huge. I was amazed that they’d managed to haul the thing so far over uneven ground.

			“Hey, Maddy,” Riley whispered. “Check out the rope.”

			“Is that...?”

			The ropes used to wind up the machine were made from plaited human hair! So that’s where my stolen hair went! 

			Riley and I cut the hair ropes and wedged rocks into whatever spaces we could find in the machinery. It wouldn’t stop them altogether but it might slow them down in the morning.

			We’d just finished when Tash and Sash took their bows to wild applause. Then we continued round the camp until we found the army’s supply tent. And while Riley performed his magic tricks to divert the audience, we made some bread and rounds of cheese “disappear” from the enemy’s stash. The girls also slipped some choice herbs into the supply of oats and grain—the kind to provide incentive for the soldiers to leave their posts on the battlefield in a hurry. I could imagine Jester’s jokes later about Sir Squitty or Sir Squats-a-lot.

			Looking across at the sea of tents, I spotted a bright green tent with a queue of soldiers outside. 

			“Look,” I said to Riley and Jester. “Isn’t that Sir Magnus’s tent?” I recognised it from the tournament. 

			The three of us moved closer and tried to peer inside, but the flaps stayed shut and we were too far away to hear what was being said. However, we were close enough to note that the knights in line looked tense before they went in and deflated when they emerged.

			“Sir Magnus really knows how to motivate his troops,” I said. “They’re all afraid of him.”

			“The man’s a bully,” said Jester. “But like most bullies, if you back him into a corner, he will reveal his cowardly heart.”

			“How do you know?” I asked.

			“Jesters see plenty of his sort of fellow travelling about the country.”

			Riley clamped his hand over my mouth and pulled me back into the shadows. I turned to see someone in a black cape with a hood over their face slipping into the tent.

			“Could that be our traitor?” Whoever it was, they were keeping their identity secret even in the enemy camp.

			“Isn’t that what the assassin was wearing at the inn?” Riley said. “The man who tried to kill Sir Fabien?”

			“Yes, you’re right. We need to hear that conversation.”

			But there were too many soldiers around Magnus’s tent to attempt that.

			“Damn,” said Jester. “We’ll need a diversion.”

			He’d just started planning one when a skirmish broke out on the edge of the camp. 

			“We’re under attack!” came a cry. 

			“Tristan!” I whispered. “I bet it’s him and the knights.” 

			The line dispersed as soldiers raced back to their tents to arm themselves and join the fight. Leaving the way clear for us.

			We moved as close to the tent as we dared. Words filtered out, just about loud enough to hear.

			“You told me Hugo would be despatched before we launched our attack.” Sir Magnus sounded angry. Yes, this sounded like our assassin.

			I couldn’t hear their reply—they kept their voice low. But Magnus’s response was clear enough. “Well, if you did kill him, how is it my troops have seen him leading his forces all day atop the wall?”

			I vaguely made out the word “trick” from the whispering killer. But Magnus was having none of that. 

			“You’d better find out whether it was a trick or do the deed again—and properly this time.”

			A knight rushed into the tent and we heard more mumbling.

			“Out with it!” Sir Magnus bellowed.

			“The enemy is attacking our camp, sir,” the knight said. “A force of about twelve strong.”

			“We have our whole army here,” bellowed Sir Magnus. “We should be able to put down a handful of hungry knights.” He stormed out of the tent, shaking his head, the knight running at his heels. 

			The three of us stayed where we were, eyes glued on the tent exit, waiting for the assassin to emerge. But the flap remained closed.

			“I’m going in.” Jester walked off.

			“No, wait!” I called. 

			Jester pushed the flap aside and entered the tent. So, Riley and I followed.

			But Jester was alone in there, scratching his head.

			“Where did the assassin go?” he said. “He couldn’t have just vanished in a puff of smoke. Could he?”

			“Look, there’s a concealed exit in the rear.” Riley drew back a hidden flap, a special modification allowing Magnus to sneak out the back way when he didn’t want to be seen. 

			“Did you hear them talking in here?” Jester asked. “It sounded like the man in black didn’t believe Lord Hugo was alive? Why would he think that?”

			Uh-oh. I almost forgot. Jester didn’t know what we knew. 

			“Well, that’s just silly, isn’t it?” I laughed nervously.

			“Yeah,” said Riley. “We’ve all seen Lord Hugo at the battle. I mean, if it wasn’t him, who was it, then?”

			“Who’d be stupid enough to wear his suit and pretend to be him?” I said.

			“Yeah,” he said.

			Riley and I were both nervous babbling. I think Jester could tell something was up as he looked from Riley to me, eyes narrowed.

			“Clearly, this assassin wants payment for work he hasn’t even done?” I said.

			“What a lazy assassin!” Riley exclaimed.

			“Yeah,” I agreed.

			“We’d better be getting back then,” Riley said.

			“Yeah,” I said. 

			Jester shook his head at our strange double act and turned to head back to the castle. We followed behind making you almost gave us away eyes at each other. Edging past the fence of sharpened logs, we saw a large hole had been dug beneath it.

			“What are they digging there?” I asked. “A grave?”

			“No,” Jester scowled. “It’s a tunnel. It seems they are attempting to burrow into the castle.”

			That was the bad news. 

			The good news was that Tristan’s men made it back without any casualties. And they’d disabled another catapult, a battering ram and wounded two dozen enemy soldiers in the enemy camp.

			I noted that their group included two young boys, no more than about ten. I was horrified such young children would be on the frontline. But Jester explained the boys were not fighters, they were “retrievers”. Retrievers? Their job was to foray out into enemy territory to collect the spent arrows to restock the arsenal! What the—? (I imagined the castle’s school teachers threatening this as a punishment. “Settle down, students, or you’ll be on retrieving duty all week!”)

			At least, now we had something to eat—bread and cheese, courtesy of Sir Magnus’s supplies. Shared with the hungry troops and castle residents, it was a meagre amount. But better than nothing.

			But what would we eat tomorrow? And the day after? And the one after that if the siege continued?

			Riley and I said goodnight to Jester and the troupe and went back to Lord Hugo’s chambers with Isobella to find out if anyone had tried to get in. 

			“It’s been as quiet as the grave,” the guard said, little knowing how close that was to the truth.

			We all went inside “to confer with Lord Hugo”.

			“I’d like to sleep here in the room in case anyone tries to come in,” Riley said. 

			That sounded dangerous. But if Riley was up for it...“Me too,” I said.

			Isobella chewed on that, reluctant at first. “Would you like me to remain here with you?” She looked quite spooked by the idea.

			“No,” I said. “Get some sleep. My brother and I will take turns on watch.”

			“We’ll report back if anything happens,” he said.

			Isobella wished us good night and left as we took up positions in opposite corners of the room.

			“Riley, what do we do if the assassin comes back?” I asked. “Remember, this is the guy who murdered Lord Hugo and poisoned all our supplies.” I couldn’t imagine he’d find it hard to despatch a couple of sleepy teens. 

			“We’ll have the element of surprise,” said Riley.

			Surprise. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Though, I wasn’t that worried. I mean, why would the killer come back? He was the one person in the castle in no doubt that Lord Hugo was dead.

			I leaned against the stone wall. It felt icy against my back, even as the fire scorched my cheeks. Meanwhile, Riley sat by the wall on the other side, looking as comfortable as if he was in his own room or lab at home. 

			“Riley,” I asked, “are we going to make it home?”

			“Of course we will.”

			He sounded confident enough. And I could have challenged him—I mean, we were in a medieval siege where our strongest fighters had been killed and our food and water supplies poisoned and where, by day, he wore the armour of the town lord, drawing enemy fire to himself. But I couldn’t face any more dark thoughts tonight. We’d made it through today, against the odds. Maybe we’d get through tomorrow, too, and the next day. And eventually retrieve our time machine and blast out of here in one piece. That was my plan anyway.

			I didn’t expect to sleep much. But as I sat there in the dark, my eyes began to close.

			“I’ll watch over you, Maddy,” Riley said.

			“My guardian angel,” I said. Or I meant to say. I fell asleep before I got it out.

			I was having a delicious dream about a barbecue on a beach, with lots of prawns and steak and potato salad, when I was suddenly awake. An inner alarm, like a sixth sense, had brought me back to the room where someone was moving quietly to Lord Hugo’s bedside.

			For several seconds, the dark form just stood there, looking down at “Lord Hugo” asleep, before reaching for the bed covers.

			“Who goes there?” Riley stood up and swung his hidden lantern forward. Light danced around the darkness before settling on a head of brown hair and a purple harlequin coat. 

			“Jester?” I was astonished. “What are you doing here?”

			The look on his face could have been a Google image of guilt. 

			“I just wanted to see Lord Hugo,” he said, “to assure myself he was still alive and well, after hearing the assassin’s claim he was dead.”

			“He’s fine,” I said, flatly. 

			“But he needs his sleep.” Riley stepped between Jester and the bed, his gaze locked on the fool. 

			“How did you get in?” I asked. This was so weird.

			“Through the door. How else?” Jester cocked his head to one side. “And what are you two doing in the lord’s bedchamber?”

			That was harder to answer. “We heard what that person said about him being dead, same as you,” I said. “We wanted to be here to protect him, in case anyone tried to hurt him.”

			“And to make sure he rests up for tomorrow.” Riley’s stance remained somehow threatening throughout towards Jester. 

			“Would you like me to stay and assist with that?” Jester asked.

			“No, it’s okay,” I said.

			Jester nodded goodnight and exited. Riley and I followed him out of the room and watched him vanish into the darkness along the corridor. The two guards outside the room were asleep and snoring on the floor, an empty drinking vessel beside each of them. Oh no.

			Riley picked up the cup and sniffed.

			“Please tell me that’s not valerian?” I remembered the name of the herb that had knocked Lord Hugo out. 

			“Just ale,” said Riley. “Though I’d need to do more tests to be sure.”

			So, Jester hadn’t drugged the guards? That, at least, was good. 

			At the sound of our voices, one of the guards blinked up at us. Rising unsteadily to his feet, he demanded: “Who goes there?”

			“What happened?” I asked him. “Did Jester bring you a drink?”

			“Jester? No,” he said. 

			I felt the corners of my mouth curling upwards. Jester wasn’t a murderer! It was just one of those things. The two guards happened to doze off as he was passing in the middle of the night, and he thought he’d pop in and check on Lord Hugo. Okay, look up “gullible” in Google images and you’d see my face.

			“Did anything happen before you went to sleep?” Riley asked.

			The guard twisted his lips and frowned. “Oh yeah, the fool came past. And showed us some kind of shiny thing he had on a string. Waved it back and forward and told us to watch closely. That’s the last I remember.”

			Not good.

			With a warning not to accept drinks from strangers or look at any shiny objects being waved around, we reminded him to come and get us if anyone showed up outside the door.

			The guard agreed, then kicked his sleeping buddy, who lurched to his feet. 

			“Get back, demon!” he said, looking around, trying to orient himself. 

			The first man rolled his eyes. “That means he agrees too.”

			We went back inside. I returned to my corner position and Riley went to his, arms crossed.

			“Riley, do you think Jester’s the traitor?”

			“I don’t know,” said Riley. “He was with us when we heard the assassin talking to Sir Magnus. So it couldn’t have been him.”

			Which was true. 

			“Still...” said Riley. 

			“Still, what?”

			“He could be working with the assassin.”

			“Oh, rubbish.” I couldn’t help myself. “We know Jester. He’s annoying and tells really bad jokes, but he’s no killer.” 

			“But he did use hypnosis on those guys,” Riley said.

			“Well, if he could hypnotise people that easily, why would he have bothered putting valerian in Lord Hugo’s drink?”

			I thought it was a winning argument, but Riley frowned. “I’m not sure Lord Hugo would be as easily hypnotised as those guys. And, anyway, what was Jester doing coming into Lord Hugo’s bedroom in the middle of the night? If the man had been alive, Jester would have been in serious trouble.”

			Good point, not that I’d admit it.

			“You know what,” I said, “you sound like you want Jester to be the assassin or his sidekick.”

			“No, I don’t,” he said. “But you really don’t want it to be him, do you? If we’d seen him standing over Lord Hugo with a knife, you’d probably say he was only giving the guy a close shave.”

			“That’s just stupid!” I said. “But you’re right, I don’t want Jester to be the assassin because he’s our friend. He’s saved us more than once. But that wasn’t what you meant, was it? Come on, Riley, what are you trying to say?”

			“Nothing,” he said. 

			“Spit it out.”

			“Just that you seem to be spending a lot of time with him.”

			O-kay. So Riley was jealous? This was strange.

			“But you spend so much time with Brigit, I’m surprised you even noticed!”

			Whoaah! Speaking of jealousy! 

			“I don’t spend time with her. She’s just around a lot,” he said. 

			“Well, if you want her to go away, you could say something like—I dunno—‘Go away!’”

			We stared each other down in the dim light. And there was this strange energy in the air around us, like we were daring each other to say more about feelings. And not just for Brigit or Jester.

			Riley took the dare.

			“Maddy, Brigit’s not the one I’d like to spend more time with.” I was really glad it was dark now. Though my cheeks felt so warm, they’d probably glow in the dark.

			“So, who would you like to spend more time with?” I asked.

			Riley slid across the room to sit right beside me. “I think you know the answer to that. You’re a smart girl.”

			“No, I’m not,” I said. “I mean, yes, I am, but, no, I don’t know who you mean. So why don’t you tell me?”

			We kept this eye lock on each other. 

			“Well, I—”

			“Madison, Riley, has anything happened?” 

			We bounced apart as Isobella entered the room.

			“What?” I said.

			“No!” said Riley.

			“I mean, has anyone tried to get into the room?” Isobella asked.

			I glanced at Riley and he looked back at me. 

			“No,” I said. “All’s been pretty quiet.”

			“Very well. You’ll need these.” She handed us each a blanket and left. “I bid you good night.”

			Riley moved back to other side of the room and wrapped the blanket around himself. “You didn’t tell her about Jester?”

			“I think we should find out more first,” I said. “Or Jester could be in serious trouble.”

			Riley nodded “Well, we’d better try to get some sleep. I have a feeling it’ll be another early start tomorrow.”

			I closed my eyes and tried to calm the worries fighting for space in my mind. Like how we’d get through the next day. The next week. Or however long the siege lasted. And what if we never made it home? Riley had promised we could erase our families’ pain by returning at the same time we left. But right now, they’d be sick with worry over our unexplained disappearance. 

			Then there was Jester. I really had no idea why he’d be in Lord Hugo’s chamber at night. Was he a murderer, planning to kill the guy again? Or just a curious soul? Or something else? Riley thought I had “feelings” for him. Did I? Here, in the dead of night, I asked myself the question I’d been avoiding since I’d met him. Did I like-like Jester? Well, maybe I did feel something. But, so what? Nothing can ever happen between us. To act on romantic feelings during a trip through time was too risky. The consequences would ripple through the time continuum for a thousand years, with potentially devastating effect.

			And what about Riley and Brigit? Was there more between them than he let on? As a scientist, he knew time travel and romance didn’t mix. But if he really liked her, would he act with his heart or his head? 

			As for him and me, he had almost said something tonight. I’d like to spend more time with...? If we hadn’t been disturbed, what would his next words have been? With...the sword master, to improve my backhand, or...the gongfermor to unravel the mysteries of medieval sewerage. Or was he about to say he wanted more time with me?

			Did I even want him to say that? I liked being Riley’s friend and having his back on these trips through time. Was that enough? And if we did try something and it didn’t work out, would it ruin everything?

			Doubts and uncertainty rained down upon me like poisoned arrows as I huddled under a blanket in the corner of a dead man’s room, awaiting a visit from a killer.

			I thought I’d be awake all night thinking things through. But I was so exhausted the questions turned to white noise and I fell asleep.
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			I awoke to a deep booming as boulders pummelled the castle walls. Candelabra on the mantel rattled at each thump. 

			Tuning into other sounds close by, I found Brigit and the two guards squabbling in Lord Hugo’s doorway.

			Still half asleep, Riley and I stood up, struggling to make sense of it. Brigit held a cup of something as the two guards tried to pull her out of the room.

			“Lady Brigit?” I said.

			“Lady Madison, Riley,” said Brigit, “would you please explain to the guards that I am no threat to Lord Hugo. I just want to give him this drink and wish him well for the day ahead.”

			“Drink?” I said. “What kind of drink?”

			“When I was little, I fell out of a tree and my mother made a mixture of healing herbs for me. They helped enormously. I wanted to share that with Lord Hugo. Is he awake?”

			Riley and I exchanged puzzled looks. Is she serious?

			“Lord Hugo’s still sleeping,” I whispered. “Perhaps we should...?”

			I pointed to the corridor and we all piled out of the room to talk. 

			“What were you two doing in there?” Brigit asked. 

			“Isobella asked us to be sure her father was not disturbed,” I said. “So, you’d like to give him a drink? That’s very kind of you, Lady Brigit. But Isobella wants all food and drink going to her father to be tasted first. So shall we find the food taster?”

			“The food taster?” said Brigit. “But surely that order doesn’t apply to me. I made the drink with my own hand.” 

			Brigit scowled, offended. I was happy to note that most of her anger and dark looks were directed at Riley for not defending her.

			“I’m afraid the rules apply to everyone,” he said.

			“Very well,” she said. “But there’s no need to disturb the food taster.” Right there in front of us, she drank half the drink herself. Then handed the vessel to Riley. “Here’s half a cure for Lord Hugo. Perhaps you can explain to him why it’s not a full measure!”

			And she flounced off, chin high.

			Back inside the room, we got Riley into Lord Hugo’s armour again. The guards bowed as he left the room and we strode off along the corridor, headed for the battlefield. There was no time for any awkwardness between us about the night before.

			As we emerged from the castle, all heads turned to greet Lord Hugo.

			“Good morning, Father!” Isobella waved from the battlements.

			Alistair and his archers were already up there, sending arrows whizzing towards the enemy. “Nock, pull, fire!” His voice was croaky from shouting.

			Tristan and his group of knights ran up the stairs, taking up positions to repel anyone who tried to scale the castle walls. 

			I climbed up behind Riley/Lord Hugo to peek over the top for my first look at the scene.

			Dust rose on the battlefield, sunlight flaring off the armour of hundreds of knights beneath us. The castle walls were already pockmarked with craters, cracks branching out from them like spider webs. It was only a matter of time before part of the fortification gave way and the enemy got in.

			Sir Giles called up to me from the courtyard. “Lady Madison, please tell Isobella that Brigit, Lia and I will take care of the sick today and render any other service she requires. And if she needs me topside, just give a hoy!”

			Giles was a good man. I hoped Isobella might take him seriously one day. Of course, first we’d have to get out of here alive, which didn’t look promising at the moment.

			Knights and soldiers swarmed over the land like insects on a carcass. Some distance away, I spotted a siege tower on wheels with a long line of men waiting to climb onto it. Groups of knights carried giant unwieldy ladders towards the castle wall. They swayed this way, then that, the knights scurrying beneath to keep hold. It might have been funny if it wasn’t so life-and-death serious. If one of those ladders became a bridge for enemy knights to breach the walls...I couldn’t think about that. 

			Riley signalled to Alistair and pointed to the ladders. Alistair re-angled his archers. “Nock, draw, fire!”

			I joined the servants ferrying baskets of arrows from the blacksmith’s up to those fighting. 

			By mid-morning—clang—the first ladder tilted onto the wall and enemy knights began climbing up. Though terrified myself, I marvelled at the courage of the men who climbed on first. Our soldiers pushed and shook the ladders violently and when that didn’t work, they poured hot water all over the climbers. Brutal!

			It didn’t deter them for long. Ladders and soldiers kept coming all morning. Like a stream of ants headed for the kitchen benchtop.

			Alistair and his archers did their best, picking off as many as they could. For a while it seemed to rain enemy knights, so many dropped off the rungs. Still, they came.

			Eventually, one fighter made it onto our battlements. The knight stepped up alone to face armed enemies left and right. But he wasn’t alone for long. One minute there was one. Then ten. Then thirty. Tristan and his knights fended off the attacks as best they could, cutting and thrusting and kicking. The sounds of a sword crashing on metal was a noise I’ll never forget.

			In full swing, Tristan was a star with the blade. One after the other, enemy knights roared towards him with explosive force. He took each fresh fighter on, never slowing or tiring. Now I got why he was so bad at maths. He must have spent every spare moment training to become so skilled. 

			Sometime around midday, though, he got struck on the arm. Though he tried to carry on, he had to withdraw for a time.

			“What think you, Lady Madison?” Isobella said. “Should we suit up and join the fray?”

			“Absolutely.”

			We ran off to the sick room where we found a couple of wounded knights about our height and “borrowed” their chain mail. Pulling our helmets down so the other knights wouldn’t recognise us, we climbed the stairs and took up positions. 

			Terror jellied my muscles, but I locked my knees and gripped my sword, adopting the menacing posture Jester had taught me. Just in time too. The siege tower stopped only yards from the wall. Planks thrust outwards to form a ramp between the two structures. Enemies flowed across like blood from a wound.

			My first opponent was at least a foot taller than me and twice as wide. I raised my shield and withstood his blows as best as I could. Bang, bang, bang! Who knew anyone could be so strong? Bang, bang. Each blow made my arms ache, my head ache, even my teeth ache. I parried feverishly. It was only then I realised Jester hadn’t yet taught me any attacking moves, only defensive. All I could do was keep going—bang, bang, bang—stay light on my feet—bang, bang—and hope I didn’t fall over.

			Lost in the rhythm of holding him back, I couldn’t believe my luck when my opponent left his legs unguarded. I whacked his front leg with the flat of my blade. Shocked, he stepped back and fell to the ground on our side. Sir Giles rushed over to him, knife drawn, in case he got back up. When he pulled off the helmet, we saw that the guy was unconscious. He ordered servants to bind the man’s hands and carry him to the dungeon. I couldn’t believe it. By some stroke of luck, I had actually survived a medieval fight. I looked up in time to see Isobella’s opponent plummet to his death over the outer castle wall. Our training had paid off.

			I didn’t get too long to savour my first victory before the next enemy soldier was upon me. He came at me from behind. Just in time, I turned and raised my shield. His mace crashed down on it with such force, it jarred my shoulder. I cried out and tried to keep hold of the shield, but the pain was agonising. I dropped my shield and focused on attacking with my one good arm.

			I remember everything as if it were in slow motion. I was so in the zone, I could predict where the blows would land—and jump back or duck down to dodge them. I got a blow in, and my opponent staggered backwards—another candidate for the dungeon. And the next knight, and the next. Then, on my fifth fight, the inevitable happened. I made my legs a target. Luckily, my opponent didn’t slash them, but kicked them out from under me. I went down, hitting the ground hard and losing my grip on the sword. Now I was at his mercy. 

			He altered his grasp on his weapon, clutching it with both hands and raising his arms above his head for the death blow. I was strangely calm as I watched this. I closed my eyes and had a vision of my grandmother at the kitchen bench, laughing with Mum over some joke. Then I heard a roar and a thump, but felt nothing. I looked up to find the guy had been knocked out cold.

			Standing over his unconscious body was a knight in black armour with a fighting dragon as his emblem. The Black Knight. He’d saved my life. Once from a boar and again, now, in war. But why? We’d seen him challenge Lord Hugo to a duel and then lead Sir Fabien and his knights into a trap that proved fatal. So was he good or bad? And was this even the same knight? The dragon emblem here was definitely a four-legged variety. The one in the markets had had two. Was there more than one of them?

			Too many questions. No time for answers. I watched as the Black Knight cut through the enemy soldiers like an ice-breaking ship through a freshly frozen sea. Enemy knight after enemy knight fell off the battlements—either to the courtyard on our side or to their death over the castle’s edge.

			Hurt and exhausted as I was, I could do little more than help Giles manage the prisoners and the wounded and shout warnings to those fighting above. Isobella didn’t last much longer but, thankfully, she wasn’t killed or seriously hurt. When she put down her sword and pulled off the helmet—oh, the looks of shock and awe on people’s faces Between us, we’d despatched ten armed men. Not bad for a pair of noble ladies. 

			Meanwhile, Riley was again the prime target for enemy knights invading the castle. They all wanted the honour of bringing down our leader. Watching him fight was awesome and scary. If he died...? No, I wouldn’t let my mind go there. He’d improved massively since his battle with Sir Phillip. It was only a few weeks ago but he was a fast learner. And it wasn’t his sword skills that saved him, it was the martial arts moves. The knights didn’t see those kicks coming.

			After several hours, there were no more enemies on the battlements. We’d repelled their ladders, they’d drawn back the siege tower. It was only a brief reprieve, but we were grateful for it. All fell quiet apart from the bang, crash of the catapult trying to split open the castle like a coconut shell.

			That afternoon, a kitchen hand had ventured, trembling, into the castle to speak to Lady Cassandra, we learned. Unable to meet her mistress’s eye, the girl revealed that she knew of a secret route from the castle into Donchester town. It had come to light recently when Roland, the tanner’s boy, found a hole in the back of the tannery behind the slops and crawled inside. 

			“He found a tunnel, part collapsed,” she said. “But he burrowed through the mud and muck until he emerged in the middle of the castle kitchen.” The kitchen hands had kept it a secret from Cook so they could make themselves scarce “when Cook’s temper grows as hot as her furnace”. 

			Lady Cassandra thought it might have been an old delivery route for the castle’s leather goods. So, that day, she sent servants to clear the way and secure more castle supplies. With those, Molly made fresh bread and pottage, which she served with hard cheese for our supper. 

			Everyone was silent as they wolfed down the food. It was, seriously, one of the best meals I’d ever had.

			I managed a quick word with “Lord Hugo” as I collected his plate.

			“Riley, you were amazing.” 

			“I just tried to stay alive,” he said. Typically modest. “And you fought brilliantly, Maddy! Jester taught you well.”

			We were both lucky to have survived that assault. But how long would our luck hold? 

			“Did you see the Black Knight?” I said. “He was up there fighting for us for a while.”

			“I thought I saw him. I wasn’t sure whose side he was on.”

			“He saved my life,” I said. “Who do you think he is?”

			We looked along the line of soldiers queuing for the bread and drink. The Black Knight was not among them.

			“He has to be someone living in the castle,” I said.

			“Or he knows how to get in and out whenever he wants to.”

			 It was a mystery but one which, for the moment, we were too tired to figure out. And, anyway, a few people were around now and we couldn’t risk them hearing Riley speak. 

			The knights filed past him, tipping their heads to their lord or giving him cheesy grins of gratitude for fighting alongside them. Riley nodded back in lordly fashion. 

			Lady Cassandra emerged with Isobella and the two stood with him, like any normal family taking a moment during a siege of their home. Even though they weren’t. 

			“Thank you, Sir Riley,” Lady Cassandra said. “You are doing a great service here.” 

			Riley nodded regally.
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			In the late afternoon, Riley—dressed as himself again—and I climbed the stairs to the ramparts for a look at the battlefield. Grey smoke billowed across the landscape from fires burning around the town. One black cloud to the west made me especially uneasy. 

			“That smoke, there. Where’s it coming from?” I asked.

			“Looks like somewhere around the cemetery.” 

			“But isn’t that where you left the time machine?”

			He nodded grimly.

			We snuck through the back of the kitchen and into the secret tunnel to town. It was narrow and damp. We had to hunch over all the way and kept banging into each other until we emerged by the slops at the back of the tanner’s. And the smell? It made my stomach churn and my eyes water.

			“No wonder no-one found it before!” I said. “Who’d stick around here?”

			“Hold your breath, Maddy,” Riley said. 

			The town square was all but deserted, except for foraging pigs. The locals must have been hiding in their homes. Rubble covered everything. Smoke choked the air. We hurried through as quickly as we could to the cemetery, which was a mess, with many of the headstones knocked over or in pieces. 

			“Oh no, no!” Riley rushed through the labyrinth of graves to the back row where few tombstones remained upright. He knelt down and scraped around the rubble-filled ground for a while, then stood up and went about kicking the air. A passer-by would have thought him insane, but I knew he was hoping to connect with the reflective cloth over the time machine. Finally, he stopped and turned to me, lips pressed together.

			Oh no. “It’s gone, isn’t it?” I said. 

			He nodded grimly.

			“We’re done for, then!” I yelled. “Finished. Kaput! It’s all over. The. End. Forget all the plans I’ve made to be an actress or a pop star. Or a psychologist—I had been considering that, only I was a bit scared about the prospect of getting to know people’s real thoughts. But none of it matters now. We’re stuck here forever! We’ll never see our friends or family again. We’ll never eat pasta again. Or chocolate. Riley, you’ve got to invent chocolate and the flush toilet. How will I survive otherwise?” 

			It wasn’t till I stopped for breath, I noticed Riley wasn’t a mess like me. He seemed quite calm and focused as he stared down at the space where the machine should have been. 

			“Riley, are you even human?” It was a legitimate question. “Because, I don’t want to be mean, but I’ve seen ice machines with more emotion than you.”

			“Cumulonimbus 17:10,” he said.

			If I’d had to guess what his reply would be, that would not have been it. 

			“Well, thanks for that comforting thought, Riley,” I said. “You always know just what to say in life’s darkest moments.”

			“Cumulonimbus 17:10.” He repeated it. And, nup, it was no clearer the second time. But now he was pointing at the ground. 

			I looked down and, at first, I didn’t see anything but stones and dirt. Then I realised the white stones had been arranged to spell out words.

			“Cumulonimbus 17:10,” I read. “Okay. What does it mean?”

			Riley smiled. “It means Peterson’s got the time machine.”

			Peterson had our time machine? It hadn’t been smashed or stolen after all? As much as the guy annoyed me, this was the best news I’d heard in...well, ever! But how had those strange words told Riley anything about our time machine? Or Peterson?

			He didn’t have time to explain. He was already hurrying away, shouting over his shoulder at me. “Quick, before it’s too late!” 

			When we got back to the castle, Lia rushed over to tell us of some excitement we’d missed. A handful of enemy knights had made it into the castle fortress. They’d tunnelled under the walls and come up right in the castle itself—via the garderobe! Yes, they came through the loo. But luck was against them. Their leader was just about to emerge through the toilet seat as one of our knights was preparing to “use the facilities”. 

			It was a confronting moment for them both, coming face to face—though, not exactly face to face. It took Lord Hugo’s knight a moment to recover from the shock. In that time, a few enemy knights slipped through. The rest, still making their way up the tunnel, were not so lucky. The knight raised the alarm and he and his fellow soldiers began dumping rocks and anything heavy they could find down the bowl onto the men clinging to the slippery brown walls. 

			The enemy knights who made it out were easy to spot. Their chain mail was tinged brown and you smelled them before you saw them. Sir Pongs-a-lot and his fellow attackers tried to fight their way to the gatehouse to raise the portcullis and let the rest of their garrison in. But our guys easily stopped them, as there was only a few of them and they were tired from the climb. Those fumes would have weakened anyone!

			Meanwhile, Riley called Isobella and I for an urgent conference. “I have an idea how we can end the battle quickly,” he said. 

			Isobella nodded, daring to look hopeful. Whatever his suggestion, it was worth a try. We couldn’t survive a long siege with our best fighters gone and supplies reduced. Plus, the castle walls could not take much more pounding. 

			“I plan to use the weather to help us,” Riley said.

			“The weather?” Isobella said. “But how can the weather assist?” 

			“I will explain,” he said, “but first I need the servants to collect as many buckets of water as they can carry and some shovels. And four of the castle’s tallest flagpoles. And we’ll be carrying them outside the town walls through the secret tunnel.”

			“We can do that,” Isobella said. “But I fear the flagpoles will not fit into the tunnel.”

			Riley frowned. “Then we’ll get the servants to drop them over the castle walls and we’ll collect them once we’re out.”

			Isobella gave her instructions and the servants got busy.

			“So, now, may we beg to know what your plan is, Sir Riley?”

			And he told us. When he’d done, Isobella stood scratching her head. This was way too scientific for a medieval mind. My own modern mind could barely take it in.

			“You’ve told us what we should do,” Isobella said. “But how do we lure our enemy to the position we wish them to take?”

			Riley’s mouth twisted left and right. 

			“I have an idea,” I said. 

			He had the science covered. For the devious people stuff, he’d need my input.

			To get inside our enemies’ heads, I thought about Jamie Fletcher. These knights were athletic show-offs, just like him. Really keen on winning. Like him. And they’d be just as keen to stick it to those they’d beaten. 

			Once I’d figured that out, I was confident I could lure them into our trap.
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			As darkness descended, storm clouds gathered overhead and we set to work. Isobella put on a deep green dress and brushed her fiery red hair free. We needed her with us to tantalise our opponents. I dressed in chain mail and “borrowed” a sword from a wounded soldier. Riley pulled down his helmet and assumed his role as Lord Hugo. 

			We gathered Alistair and Tristan and a few more knights, plus a line of servants with buckets of water, and slipped out into the war zone. Servants had already dropped the flagpoles over the walls to meet us and had secretly arranged for some horses from a stable outside town to be waiting for us. 

			We didn’t head to Sir Magnus’s camp but rode to a high hill to the south of his camp, where we watched the soldiers scurrying about, putting out evening fires and seeking the cover of their tents. 

			There, beside a tall, thin tree, Riley, disguised as Lord Hugo, had the servants dig holes in the ground and fill them with the water from the buckets. They jammed the flagpoles into the holes in a square formation around us.

			“I hope this works,” I whispered to Riley.

			He gave a small nod. I could picture his eyes inside the helmet, deep blue with intense focus.

			As lord of the town, Riley took his position at the front of our group. The rest of us fanned out behind him, like ten pins at a bowling alley. The wind gave a ghostly howl. Lord Hugo’s flags with the eagle crest billowed out. I took a deep breath to calm the nerves amassing inside me like an enemy force. 

			Glancing up at the clouds scudding across the grim grey sky, I really hoped Riley had got this right. 

			One of our knights blew a horn. Its jeering tones echoed around the valley, announcing our presence. And issuing our challenge. 

			In Sir Magnus’s camp, heads turned our way, fingers pointed up at us. Knights and soldiers who’d heard the call alerted others. From up here, we could see word of our presence spreading around the camp like gossip through a schoolyard. 

			Riley’s head turned briefly towards me. Though I couldn’t see his expression, I knew he could see mine. I stretched my mouth into a smile. It wouldn’t help if he knew how scared I really was. 

			Isobella was slightly behind him on the left, visible to our enemies below. Her red hair blew long and wild in the breeze, reminding me of a poster of The Lady of Shallot in my English teacher’s office. I’d never seen her look more fierce. Riley stood so still he could have been a sculpture.

			And then raindrops began to fall. Not before time. The question was what would happen next? If we didn’t time it just right, we could well be caught in our own trap. Even if we did get things right, events might not go the way we expected them to. 

			And if Lord Pearce sent a large contingent of soldiers to meet us, he’d take us easily. We’d be trapped and at his mercy. 

			But I was betting he wouldn’t do that. All our lives were riding on my presumption that Lord Pearce would want to be there at the end, to savour victory and gloat over his enemy in person. And that he wouldn’t want to appear a coward with an army of soldiers at his back. He’d take enough support to match ours, or just a little extra. 

			As a group of knights broke away from the rest, I saw that I was right. They were only a small group, with Lord Pearce and Sir Magnus up front. So far, so good.

			“Hold your ground,” Riley said in a deep voice, which didn’t sound anything like Lord Hugo’s, but with the wind and tension no-one noticed. 

			The rain came in large squat drops now and grew heavier as the enemy came closer. As they started up the hill towards us, it was coming down in sheets. We lost sight of them briefly in the mist.

			“Now, everybody, as fast as you can, ride down to the bottom of the hill,” Riley shouted. 

			We turned and galloped down. I kept close to Riley, making sure no-one could overhear us. 

			“Are we going to be okay?”

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“Are you glad we came to medieval England now?”

			I imagined him smirking within the mask. “Ask me that again in ten minutes.”

			There was more I wanted to say—much more—but we were already at the bottom of the hill and turning to face the enemy.

			When Lord Pearce’s men reached the peak, they looked about them, confused at first, wondering where we’d gone. Their first order of business—as I’d predicted—was to knock our flagpoles to the ground. And jam their own poles into the muddy holes we’d dug, so Lord Pearce’s banner, not Lord Hugo’s, would preside over their victory. It was only then they noticed us lined up at the bottom of the hill. I could imagine the names they’d call us, all medieval synonyms for coward or scum.

			Riley dismounted and so did Isobella, Tristan, Alistair and I. We began walking slowly up the hill to meet the enemy. So, Lord Pearce and Sir Magnus got down from their horses too. I imagined the splash as they dropped into one of the muddy, water-filled holes our servants had dug—which would fill up still more as the rain continued.

			The sky seethed. Tall clouds puffed up like bullies, limned by blinding moonlight. Thunder boomed louder than the rocks smashing the castle walls. Lightning flashes created horror snapshots of war moving ever closer.

			I moved nearer to Riley. “Are we sure about this?” I shouted it but, with the shhhsh-ing rain and the storm, no-one but Riley could hear me.

			“Not exactly,” he said. “But the signs are good.” 

			I counted the number of seconds between the lightning and thunder. For every three seconds, Riley said, the lightning was about half a mile away. I counted twelve seconds at the bottom of the hill, eight as we started walking up. Now there was barely two between them. The storm was close. But was it close enough?

			“Walk slowly,” I shouted to the group. “Keep your head down as though you’re defeated. That way they’ll make you do all the work and come to them.”

			I’d never felt so tense as I climbed that hill, which felt more like a mountain. Although both Lord Pearce and Sir Magnus wore full-face helmets, I sensed their smug smiles beneath the metal as they watched our cowed, rain-sodden crew plodding towards them. Somehow, even with all this water, my mouth felt super-dry as I considered that, if this didn’t work, we were walking “Lord Hugo” right to the enemy. Would they kill him, right here, right now, in some brutal power grab?

			Riley! What have we done?

			I looked up at the sky. Come on! We’ve done our bit! It’s your turn. And that was when I saw it. In the brief flash of lightning, I noticed Isobella’s long sleeves had ridden up to expose her forearms. And the hairs on her arm were standing up tall. It was the best thing I’d seen all day. Because now I knew the lightning was almost upon us.

			It came like a finger pointed from heaven, blazing a fiery trail through the black sky as it reached for the tallest objects nearby—the tree and the large metal flagpoles. Ricocheting off them, it zizzed right through Lord Pearce and his knights in their conductive metal suits standing in pools of water, which made the effects spread faster and more furiously. For several crazy seconds, the knights blazed more brightly than the lights on the Martin Place Christmas tree. Then came ear-shredding screams from the men being fried inside the suits.

			Meanwhile, we ran back downhill to avoid any flow-on. But, as Magnus’s men had drawn the strikes to themselves—with the metal poles and the tree and the water—none of us was hit.

			When the eye of the storm had passed, only two enemy knights remained standing. We raced up to them, brandishing weapons. But they didn’t try to fight, just laid down their arms in surrender. Isobella picked her way through the pile of collapsed soldiers to Lord Pearce. She yanked opened his helmet and I saw her recoil before she called back to us that he was dead. 

			In the centre of the pile of twisted armour, one knight stirred. He had a coiled snake emblem over his suit. Sir Magnus. Riley held the tip of his sword to his metal throat.

			“Do you surrender?” Riley asked in a deep voice.

			A grunt was his only reply, which we took to mean yes. But even if it didn’t, Sir Magnus was no longer in a position to resist. He’d be Lord Hugo’s prisoner and ransomed back to his family for a handsome sum to help pay for the repairs to the castle and the town.

			Without their leader, the remaining knights had little interest in pursuing the battle. By sunrise next morning, the army was packed and ready to begin the march home. 

			Watching the rump of a legion of horses retreat was “a sight most beauteous to behold”, Sir Giles said. I couldn’t agree more.

			In the end, “cumulonimbus” was the code Peterson had left for Riley. It meant that lightning clouds would be about. The number he’d written—17:10—was the time it would strike. Riley figured out that the tall trees and metal poles would draw the lightning, which would flow on to men in metal suits. 

			For once, it seemed, time travel had given us something—advance knowledge of the weather, which Riley was able to manipulate for victory—rather than just taking things away. 

			The next day, Lady Cassandra called Riley and me into the reception room. 

			“Thank you both so much for what you’ve done for this family,” she said. “If my husband were here, he would say the same.”

			Isobella smiled. “The day you two arrived at our castle was a lucky day for us.”

			“I know Lord Hugo would want to reward you handsomely for your bravery,” said Lady Cassandra.

			“We don’t need a reward,” I said. “You’ve been so generous with us. And you’ve lost so much.”

			 “But there is a gift we wish to give,” Lady Cassandra said, “which costs us nothing but only bestows more honour upon us in giving it.” 

			The two women smiled playfully as they watched us puzzling over what it could be. 

			And so, Riley was to be knighted, officially. As was Tristan, who had proven himself equal to the title in skill, loyalty and courage. Lia beamed as hard as if she’d received the award herself. Perhaps that meant the two of them would now be permitted to marry. Would that be enough of a change for Jamie Fletcher to reappear in the future? 

			While everyone crowded around to congratulate Riley and Tristan, Isobella drew me aside. “I’m sorry we couldn’t knight you too, Lady Madison. Of course, you deserve it. But being a woman has its drawbacks.”

			“Do you ever imagine a world where girls will be permitted to be all they can be?” I asked her.

			“It’s a lovely idea,” she said. “But it sounds like a tale for small children.”

			“One day it may happen,” I said. A long, long time in the future.

			“You deserve to be a knight too, Isobella,” I said.

			“I’m not sure I want to be one anymore.” She sighed. “After so much death, it seems to me we should seek other ways to resolve our differences apart from the sword.” 

			Though Lord Hugo had been murdered, the people of Donchester still had a brave and wise leader in Lady Isobella. 
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			The next few days were about restoring order within the castle, restocking supplies, burying the dead. 

			And Riley and Tristan got ready to be knighted. My friend and I agreed that we’d leave as soon as the ceremony was over.

			“We’ve done as much as we can for the Fletchers,” I said. “They’ll have to take it from here.”

			In the evenings, we had to endure some lame jokes from Jester during his nightly performance for the family.

			“Did you hear about Lord Pearce? He came to a shock-ing end.” A dreadful pun, but I couldn’t help smiling. 

			And: “Sir Riley’s knowledge of storms turned out to be en-lightening.” Boom, boom.

			When I could stand it no more, I shouted: “Jester, your jokes are re-volt-ing.” 

			I thought it was equal to his groan-worthy efforts, but no-one even smiled. Except Riley—the only one who got the joke, as electricity hadn’t yet been invented. And Giles, who was trying to save me from embarrassment.

			Fletcher Senior came to dinner for the victory meal. He was very much the proud father, basking in the praise heaped upon his sons for their bravery during battle. “Though we be but humble merchants,” he said, “I always believed my sons needed a more rounded education, with both figuring and fighting, in case the day ever came when our lord called upon them to take up arms.”

			It seemed to me the perfect moment for Alistair and Tristan to request a brotherly role swap. I eyeballed Alistair and jerked my head a few times towards his dad, giving him the hint. Alistair cleared his throat over and over till he had everyone in the room looking his way. His face turned ketchup red.

			“Pass the bread, please. Many thanks,” he said. Coward!

			Sir Fabien came down to dine with us one night. Though he smiled and laughed for a time, I could see he hadn’t fully recovered. Shortly after the main course, he begged to be excused. His exertions caused him to relapse mildly and the healer became a familiar sight around the castle corridors.

			Meanwhile, we kept up the pretence of Lord Hugo being alive but too weak to leave his chambers. Isobella and her mum thought it best until the castle was at least partly repaired and the knights’ garrison restored to strength. It didn’t pay to advertise weakness at this point in time. 

			I was surprised, however, that Isobella didn’t reveal the truth to her inner circle. She blamed her father’s absence each night on an injury sustained during battle “which might take some weeks to heal”. Guards were posted at his door and every night meals were sent in (which we secretly disposed of). But, since the battle ended, no-one had tried to visit Lord Hugo after dark. Not even Jester.

			He and I resumed our training sessions the night after the big battle. Although I asked him in a roundabout way why he’d gone to Lord Hugo’s room that night, he never gave me a clear answer. It did affect our relationship, which felt less open than before. I admit, I was disappointed. But it was for the best. Getting closer to him would only end in heartbreak. 

			Two nights after our victory, I spotted Giles on bended knee in the herb garden with Isobella and guessed what was happening. 

			Later I found her in our sitting room, looking glum. “Sir Giles is a wonderful man,” she said. “I like him a great deal, but it is not fair to accept him when I cannot forget Sir Curtis. Will his ghost haunt me to my dying day?”

			Giles was more upbeat about it. He called Isobella “a princess among women who deserved a prince with valour and honour, not a cripple with good intentions but no chance of heroism”. He was way too hard on himself. But I guess, when it came down to it, she didn’t love him. And if you don’t love someone, you can’t magic up that feeling, no matter how much you might want to.

			Tristan and Lia spent every spare moment together when he wasn’t with the knights. Alistair took on the job of restocking the castle as Lady Cassandra was still lost in grief. He negotiated with local businessmen and suppliers and worked out systems and deals and basically had the castle running more smoothly than ever. He might be a great shot with the bow and, surprisingly, not a bad commander of men, but business was his true talent. 

			So, with Lady Cassandra’s help, Alistair finally found the courage to tell his father he wanted to run the family business. Tristan supported his brother’s request and asked for permission to take up a post as a knight in the service of Lord Hugo.

			“Of course, if that’s what you want,” said the eldest Fletcher. “Why didn’t you boys just say so in the first place?”

			Ahhhh! 

			I’m sorry to say the general good mood did not sweeten relations between Brigit and I. And with Riley prepping to become a knight, she seemed even keener on him than ever, hogging his attention every spare moment. I could tell he enjoyed the attention, even though he pretended not to. After a while, even Isobella began to notice. 

			“Your brother and Lady Brigit seem inseparable,” she said. “Perhaps you can look forward to a time when you can call her sister?” 

			I looked forward to calling her a lot of things—“sister” was not among them.

			Her attention to Riley was so relentless that one day I had to borrow a suit of armour and pretend to be a messenger from Sir Fabien summoning Riley on important knight’s business to get him alone. Brigit seemed suspicious, but what could she do? I led Riley around the castle till I was sure we’d shaken her off, then slipped into the barn with him.

			“Crikey, Riley, that woman sticks closer to you than a polyester shirt on a humid day,” I said. 

			“She doesn’t mean anything to me,” he said. As if that made it okay.

			“Maybe you mean something to her, have you thought of that? What if she misses out on meeting The One she’s meant to be with because she’s with you all the time?”

			And one of the smartest minds in the world looked flummoxed. “Oh, yeah. That’s, err...I didn’t think of that.”

			Don’t get me started!

			“And what about the time machine?” I said. “We need to find Peterson and get going. We’ve fixed things here as much as we can.”

			“He already found us,” he said. “This morning, when I got up, I tripped right over the machine. He must have wheeled it into my chambers while I slept and put the reflective cloth over it. Come on, I’ll show you where it is.”

			He led me across the green, into the stables to a disused stall in the corner. Of course, it looked like nothing was there unless you stared really hard, as the reflective cloth confused the eye. Having the machine back was an epic relief. 

			“Can we go home soon?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How about right now?” I said. 

			Waves of homesickness washed over me as I said the words. How I longed to see my friends and family again! Plus I was keen to avoid the goodbyes with Isobella. And Jester. 

			“Well, yes, I suppose we could go now, but…” Riley began.

			“But what?” Was Riley also sad about leaving our medieval friends? Or just one in particular?

			“As soon as I’m officially a knight, we’ll go,” he said. “Promise.”

			“But every day we delay, there’s more risk something will go wrong,” I said. “Haven’t we pushed our luck far enough already?”

			“Just one more day?”

			I agreed, of course. It wasn’t every day you got to become a knight.

			“But straight after the ceremony, we go,” I said.
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			The next evening Riley and Tristan began the process of becoming a knight. It started with a bath—possibly the only bath most knights took in the year! A male servant filled a tub with buckets of warm water and then, as part of the cleansing ritual, washed Riley and Tristan with a rough sort of soap and some cloth. They dressed in simple robes and spent the night in church “praying for guidance”.

			After my training session with Jester, I snuck in to see how Riley was going. I found Tristan, collapsed on the floor in front of the altar, snoring. But I couldn’t see my friend anywhere. 

			“Riley,” I whispered into the echoing darkness.

			He rose up from behind a pew with a silly grin that made me bristle. Especially when, who should pop up beside him but Brigit, smiling like a snake who’d swallowed a mouse. 

			“Maddy, she came in just before you,” he said, responding to my dark stare. “Nothing happened, I swear. We were just talking.”

			With a headshake I’d given to quite a few guys at school before, but never Riley, I stormed out. The heavy door slammed behind me.

			I stomped across the castle green and had begun climbing the stairs to my chambers when I changed my mind, turned and went back downstairs again. I continued onto the Garden of Love. I hadn’t really expected Jester to still be here. But he was sitting on a seat, twirling the wooden sword in one hand while gazing up at the stars, his expression morose. 

			“Madison, what are you doing here? Did you forget something?” 

			“Yes, this.” 

			I walked right up and planted a kiss on him. Little more than a peck, really. Even so, he reeled back in shock and semi-horror for long seconds before stepping forward to pull me closer and kiss me back. Once, twice, three times, he kissed me, slowing things down and heating them up in a way I wasn’t expecting. 

			Suddenly, he dropped to one knee, taking my hands in his. “Lady Madison, I declare my love for you and only you for all eternity, as the stars and moon are my witness.”

			Uh-oh. That got real serious, real fast. Yes, he was cute and a surprisingly good kisser for someone who probably didn’t get much practice. And if we were in our own time, I would definitely have dated him or just hung out with him. He had those misty eyes and dark lashes. But undying love for all eternity? That was way too much. So what was I doing here? Kissing him because I like-liked him? Because I wanted to mess with our feelings and the timeline? Or was this some kind of payback for Riley and Brigit? 

			“My lady, I hardly dared hope you would give yourself to me like this,” he said. “Your letters were always so full of passion, but here in the garden you seemed so distant.”

			“My letters?” What’s he talking about?

			“I have kept every one and memorised each sweet word,” he said. “They gave me hope that one day you would reveal your love. As you have done this night.”

			“I didn’t write any letters,” I said. 

			Jester frowned, then smiled. “Modesty permits you from owning to missives of such ardour. I respect that. But here in the garden, where none but the roses will hear, we may speak freely between ourselves.”

			“How many letters were there? How did you get them?”

			“There were four in total. I found them tucked into my belongings when I retired to the stables for the night.”

			Someone snuck around the castle, leaving Jester love letters allegedly from me? Strange.

			“What did these letters say?” I asked, weirded out. 

			Now, I saw something I never imagined possible—Jester blushing. He couldn’t meet my eye. “You said you were dazzled by my wit and helpless before the strength and splendour of my form.”

			The splendour of his form? Okay, so he was not bad to look at, but you’d never catch me saying anything like that.

			“I’m sorry, Jester, I didn’t write any letters.” 

			“You said you dreamed of having a family with me, boys and girls that were small versions of me, which I thought was quite heart-warming.”

			OMG! “Someone’s been pulling your leg, mate,” I said.

			“Pulling my leg?” He looked down at his feet. Clearly, that saying hadn’t landed in the world yet. 

			“It means they tricked you.” 

			The question was—who would do such a thing? And why go to all that effort? What could they hope to gain? That was my question, anyway. Jester had a different one. 

			“But, even if the letters were inventions of a perplexing mind—”

			“Which they were.”

			He wrapped his arms around me. “I have the evidence of your own actions. Or are you going to tell me the kiss was a trick too?”

			It wasn’t a trick. It was a mistake—a terrible mistake, I wanted to say. But somehow, as his face drifted closer to mine, I didn’t say it. This time the kiss wasn’t about Riley but all about him—Jester, annoying, sharp-tongued man of mystery. His lips were so soft and warm, I never wanted to stop. But somewhere in my mind, a voice screamed that this was madness. I’d be gone in a day or two and would never see him again. 

			The sudden awareness of this made me draw back. Time travel wasn’t like a holiday romance. You couldn’t phone or text each other afterwards or imagine that one day you’d meet again somewhere. Once we left here, that was it. Forever. 

			“I have to go,” I said. 

			I ran across the lawn, through the corridors and up the spiral staircase to my chambers, where I threw myself on the bed, crazed with confusion and sadness. For Riley, Jester, all the people we’d lost in the battle, Lord Hugo. And those we missed back home—Mum and Dad, Gran, my friends, Jamie Fletcher. 

			What a mess!

			In the morning, I felt a little calmer. Jester would get over me. And I’d get over him. Eventually. The important thing was that Riley and I got out of here in one piece. And we didn’t mess up the timeline.

			But first, Riley had to be knighted.

			After a quick meal with the family, we all went into the castle chapel where Riley and Tristan were waiting. 

			Sir Fabien, still quite weak, stepped to the front of the church, sword in hand. “Tristan, Riley,” he said. “Lord Hugo sends his apologies. He’s not well today. But I am thankful the honour now falls to me.”

			Riley looked around at me and grinned. I grinned back, signalling, I hoped, that everything was okay between us.

			How could I stay mad at him? Just because he had terrible taste in girls? Speaking of which, I glanced across at Brigit, who was next to Giles, her face like fury. She’d seen Riley give me a special smile, while he hadn’t so much as nodded to her. Final score: Snake nil, mouse one.

			“Riley, Tristan,” said Sir Fabien, “by your deeds and devotion, your courage and your strength and your service to Lord Hugo, you have shown yourself to be noble knights.” 

			Riley knelt before Sir Fabien, who placed the flat of his sword on his shoulder: “May your deeds be honourable and chivalrous and may you bring glory upon yourself and your masters throughout your lifetime. Arise, Sir Riley and Sir Tristan, knights of the realm.”

			They stood up and we applauded. 

			OMG! Riley was a knight! 
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			After that, I tried to get Riley alone so we could start back to Sydney, but he was constantly surrounded by well-wishers with Brigit unrelenting in giving him her best.

			Finally, I gave up and headed to town with Lia and Isobella, who wanted to inspect the damage to Donchester. We’d leave for home when I got back. 

			The town was a wreck with buildings reduced to ruins and dust and rubble everywhere. 

			“It was to be expected,” Isobella sighed. “Well, we’ll just have to put it right again. Together.”

			“Excuse me, your ladyship.” A man in peasant sackcloth, dirt brown from head to toe, bowed to her. “I just wanted to say, on behalf of all of us—” he gestured to the group of dirt-smudged residents behind him “—we’re glad you triumphed over that u-souper.”

			“U-zeerper,” said a ruddy-cheeked woman who looked a bit like him. “He means U-zeerper, milady. Beggin’ your pardon.”

			“We’re just happy it’s you here, Lady Isobella,” the man continued. “Not that scoundrel, Sir Magnus. Your father, Lord Hugo, has ever been good to us.” The group nodded behind him, brimming with goodwill. “Anyway, glad you sent those stinking zurpers away with a flea in their ear.”

			“And a church dog hangin’ on their rear parts!” one man called. The others spluttered into laughter. It was hard not to join in.

			“Thank you,” Isobella said. 

			“Would you give our best to Lord Hugo, from all of us?” the woman added. “He’s a brave man, that one. And he makes us proud.”

			“I shall, with pleasure.” Isobella nodded and stretched her mouth into a smile but, up close, I saw a misty sheen on her eyes. Now that the crisis had past, Isobella would have to face the grief of losing her father. 

			Despite the damage, there was quite a party atmosphere about town. Men, women, children, hung out on the streets, chatting and laughing, glad to be rid of the invaders and free to step outside their homes again. 

			One group of kids played at sword fighting with sticks. The kid playing Sir Magnus went down and all the rest piled on top of him, shouting. “Get out!” “Die, maggot!” 

			We didn’t make very fast progress because everyone wanted to talk to Isobella and send congratulations to her father. Little did they imagine what a big part the sixteen-year-old girl before them had played in the town’s victory. Or how much she suffered each time they mentioned Lord Hugo.

			In a moment alone, I asked: “Isobella, when do you plan on telling people about your father?”

			Isobella frowned. “With our town still short on supplies and so badly in need of repair, our enemies will, doubtless, be watching with interest. It wouldn’t do for news to reach them too soon that we’d been further weakened in this way. We have to continue the illusion for a while longer.”

			She had a point. But how terrible, having to pretend your dad was alive when you were drowning in sadness at his loss. 

			While in town, Isobella wanted to call on the armourer to see how he’d fared during the attack. We made our way through the debris in the square to a narrow side street on the left. By some miracle, the blacksmith’s forge had not been harmed. And the man had good news. It seemed that while all Hell was breaking loose on the streets, he’d continued working away on his commissions, “to keep my mind off our troubles”. And he’d finished my suit of armour.

			“Would you like to try it on?” he asked.

			“O-kay.” 

			I thought it would be clunky and heavy and I’d struggle to move in it. But, compared with the armour I’d tried before, it was light and flexible. The man said it was a new technique of pounding the metal that made it thinner and lighter, though no less strong.

			“You really shouldn’t have bought this for me, Isobella,” I said. By this afternoon, I would be gone and it wouldn’t fit anyone else quite as well.

			“I beg to differ,” Isobella replied. “You’ve earned it. And one day you may have need of it.”

			“It looks good,” said Lia. “But ’tis a pity they couldn’t have made it in a nice pink or orange.” 

			“It doesn’t matter how it looks, Lady Lia,” said Isobella, “just whether it will save Lady Madison’s life next time she’s in battle.” That was indeed the question. But it was an enormous comfort to know I would never have to discover the answer to that. I’d be long gone by the time any more trouble arose.

			The armourer promised he would put the finishing touches on my suit and have it sent to the castle later that day. As we headed back through town, I found myself hoping there’d be time to show it to Jester before we left for Sydney. For good. 

			And then it hit me. Next time I saw Jester would be the last. The last time he’d knock me down with a jeery: “You’re dead.” Or tease me, calling me “Madd-ee by name, madd-ee by nature.” The last time he’d make me laugh or I’d see his eyes shining with amusement—usually at my expense.

			“Lady Madison,” Isobella asked, “are you quite well?

			“Yes, fine.”

			“You had a look on your face unlike your normal cheerful aspect.”

			“I’m just moved by the courage of the townsfolk.”

			“They are, indeed, brave,” she said, but her gaze stayed on my face, suspecting there was more to this.

			A familiar clanging saved me from further interrogation. I looked around to see the town crier ringing his bell among the rubble in the town square. Rumpled, but ready for work, like a modern-day war reporter, I suppose. Although, no matter what the disaster, those TV reporters always had perfect hair and makeup.

			“Celebrate! Celebrate!” the crier intoned. “For the enemy has been vanquished by Lord Hugo and the brave knights of Donchester!”

			People stopped whatever they were doing and cheered.

			He went on with other news about how Lord-this and Sir-that from elsewhere had sent supplies to the town to speed our recovery and about how word had been sent to market traders nearby that they could trade here as usual next week. 

			“The traders may be offering some special victory prices!” he added like a modern-day spruiker.

			I was amazed at how quickly it was business as usual after a battle. Though there was no doubt everyone round here needed it. Us included. We were still on rations after the poisoning of our food supplies. Isobella could have insisted the castle pantry be stocked first, but she was keen to make sure no-one in town went hungry. 

			“The day draws nearer for the revenge of the Black Knight!” the crier called.

			Isobella’s head snapped round to listen as he continued.

			“We all witnessed the shadowy figure issue a challenge to the lord of Donchester at the recent tournament,” the crier boomed. “And we gasped as Lord Hugo bravely accepted. The day named for battle is two days’ hence and, as the tournament field was largely spared the physical insult visited upon the town, the match is expected to go ahead! We can’t wait to see our brave lord make that shadowy villain rue the day he was born.”

			Isobella’s face blanched as people around her cheered and whooped at the news.

			“Isobella, what are we going to do?” I whispered.

			“The people need something to look forward to,” she said. “Lord Hugo will have to fight.”

			Hold on! When she said Lord Hugo, did she mean Riley would have to go up against the Black Knight? The same Black Knight who, fighting for our side, had despatched dozens of enemy? A virtual killing machine? Or was it the other Black Knight, who’d appeared in town and lured Sir Fabien and our top soldiers into a death trap? The people of the town might need something to look forward to, but did it have to be Riley being sliced up like sushi? 

			Before I voiced any of this, Isobella added: “Sir Tristan will fight as my father.”

			Sir Tristan? Well, that was a relief but not that much of one. I didn’t want Tristan to be killed either. For his own sake and Jamie Fletcher’s. If he fell, all the work we’d done to preserve the Fletcher line might be undone in the name of some light entertainment for the townsfolk.

			Or was this what happened first time around? Was this the event that derailed the Fletcher’s timeline—Tristan’s death at the Black Knight’s hand? With time travel you could never tell whether you were doing something new and unpredictable or exactly what was expected all along.

			When I told Riley about this later, he said: “Can we stretch our stay for a few more days? Until the Black Knight event has happened?”

			“Sure.” I was quite keen to see how this ended. Whether Tristan would win or...not. 

			But was that the only reason? Or did Riley and I both have other motives for delaying and delaying our departure?
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			Over the next two days, Tristan trained every hour of daylight. Riley sparred with him some of the time and, though he’d become pretty good with the sword and lance over the past month, he didn’t beat him once. Tristan had that bit more speed, strength and ability to anticipate Riley’s moves. Warrior skills were in his DNA.

			Jester and I met once more to spar in the Garden of Love but it wasn’t our best session. Not only was I distracted, trying to work out how to say goodbye, but he seemed especially grumpy.

			“You’re dead, Madison,” he said. 

			“And again.” 

			“And again.” 

			And finally: “What’s wrong with you? Tonight, you’re fighting like a girl!”

			“How dare you insult girls like that!” I said indignantly. “Most of them would fight much better if given the opportunity.”

			“Yes, I daresay they would,” he replied.

			That sucked all the sentimentality out of the situation.

			“And why are you behaving like a boar with a toothache?” I asked.

			Jester paused and a muscle along his jaw bulged in fury. I waited for the sharp response that would surely follow. Instead, he exhaled. 

			“Forgive me, Lady Madison. I am, as you say, out of sorts tonight, and I do appear to be venting my bad mood upon you. When, really, you are the last person I would wish to inconvenience thus.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say to that. An awkward pause followed, before he bowed. “I will say goodnight and return a few nights hence when, I hope, my good humour has returned. Once more, apologies.”

			And he left. Watching him walk away, I felt strangely bereft. A few nights from now, he might be in a good mood, but I’d be in Sydney. 

			“Pssst! Maddy!” Riley popped up from behind a rose bush. 

			“How long have you been there?” 

			“A while,” he said.

			“You saw what a bad mood Jester was in?”

			He nodded. “This duel tomorrow night has got everyone uptight. If Lord Hugo’s killed, another enemy might fancy his chances at invading. Jester’s troupe would have to find another patron. Maybe that’s why he’s cranky.”

			Yeah, nah! That wasn’t it. Jester wasn’t the sort to worry about a patron or security. Uncertainty was how he rolled. Something else was bothering him. But whatever it was, I wouldn’t be around long enough to find out what. 

			We decided to delay our departure one last time, just until after the Black Knight fight. Provided all went well with that, we’d head straight home afterwards.

			“Maddy, I want to show you how to operate the machine to get back home,” Riley said.

			“But why? We’re going together.”

			“Yes, of course. But just in case—”

			“In case what?” 

			We’d been through some risky situations during our medieval visit—the siege, the tournament, the hunt, a night at Berenger’s inn. But the danger had passed now, hadn’t it? Tristan—not Riley—would fight the Black Knight. So why the sudden need for precautions?

			Riley led me to the stables and pulled the cloth off the machine. He showed me the ignition key, the rocket activation switch, the craft-stabilising controls and time and navigation panels, with manual override in the event of a systems failure.

			I tried to take it all in but technical stuff had never interested me. Besides, I was more interested to know why he was doing this. 

			“Isn’t it a good idea that you know how to work the time machine,” Riley said, “even if nothing bad happens?”

			“Of course. But what’s made you think of this today?”

			He sighed deeply. When it came to me and secrets, he knew, resistance was useless. “All right!” He put his palms up in surrender. “Peterson gave me the idea!”

			Peterson? I didn’t like the sound of that. Did he know something we didn’t about how today’s events would unfold? And if so, why didn’t he just tell us what it was?

			“He didn’t say why specifically,” Riley said. “He just thought it would be a good idea for you to be able to use the machine.”

			“You didn’t ask him whether he knew something?”

			“Ah, no.”

			I shook my head, disgusted. That was the difference between Riley and me. I wouldn’t have let Peterson get away with that. I would have refused to do whatever it was he wanted until he gave me a good reason. Which was probably why he’d approached Riley with this idea when I wasn’t around.

			I was pretty tense about the fight till I talked to Giles over dinner. He said it was quite common for a knight to adopt a secret identity in a tournament. They did it to spice up audience interest. Could that be the case here? Was the Black Knight’s only motive to boost the excitement for a routine joust? Perhaps it would turn out to be an enjoyable end to our medieval visit after all?

			I told myself over and over that everything would be fine. It was just a show. And even if it wasn’t, the Black Knight was at least half good. He’d saved my life twice—once in the siege and when the boar attacked us during the hunt. It was the other half that worried me—the sneaky murdering half that had lured so many of Lord Hugo’s knights to their death. Which of these would be the one in the arena fighting Tristan “to the death”?

			By the afternoon of the fight, I felt quite churned up with anticipation. And I wasn’t alone. More than once, I’d seen Isobella stop dead, a hand on her chest trying to control her breathing before carrying on.

			“Who do you think the Black Knight is?” I asked Riley.

			“Someone with a grudge against Lord Hugo.”

			“Well, if it was Sir Magnus in that black suit the first time, I guess he’ll be a no-show for this event.” Magnus was safely locked up in the castle dungeon, where he’d stay until a ransom was paid.

			The atmosphere among the crowd as they headed down to the arena was much like it had been at Isobella’s birthday event. Knights and nobles crowded the stands. Peasants pressed behind a fence on one side. Only, instead of a rainbow of colourful tents dotting the surrounding field, there was just one tent—Lord Hugo’s. The Black Knight didn’t need a change tent because he was a phantom and phantoms appeared out of thin air. Though perhaps today he wouldn’t appear at all? I lived in hope. 

			Excitement crackled through the crowd. We’d been waiting a month for answers to our burning questions. Like who would win this epic battle—Lord Hugo or the Black Knight? Who was under that highly polished black armour? What was the cause of this extraordinary vendetta against the head of the town? And what would happen if Lord Hugo was killed? Would some noble watching from the stands raise an army to march on Donchester and take over the castle?

			Inside Lord Hugo’s tent, Riley, Alistair, Isobella, Lia and I helped prepare Tristan for combat. Or rather, we fretted and fussed and probably made him more nervous than he was already.

			Tristan paced, his breathing ragged from nerves and excitement. Lia’s face was as pale as uncooked pastry dough.

			“Don’t worry, Lia, Tristan will prevail,” Alistair said.

			“And if he doesn’t?” Lia’s voice was a touch shrill. “What will the black demon do to him?”

			“Let him try his mightiest,” said Tristan. “I will send him to meet his forebears in Hell before he lays lance or blade upon me.”

			“Of course you will, brother,” Alistair said.

			“I wish you well, Sir Tristan,” said Isobella. “I know you will bring honour to my father’s name.”

			Tristan bowed.

			“Good luck,” I said. “Remember, don’t make your legs a target.”

			Tristan did a double take, wondering where that had come from. 

			“Lord Hugo, Lord Hugo!” The crowd began to chant.

			If it had been me in that metal suit, I’d have lost it then. But Tristan was a knight who lived for these kinds of challenges. He fist-pumped the air and puffed out breath in short bursts, psyching himself up.

			“Right,” he said with finality, preparing to exit. “I will skewer this black devil as if he were a wild boar.”

			“A shame we cannot mount the fellow’s head on the castle wall alongside the other boars!” Alistair said, getting into the spirit.

			“Though there is a spike near the town gates that might suit him well enough,” Tristan said.

			“Please, my love,” Lia said, “before you go, will you take a drink? Something to give you endurance for the battle ahead?” She offered him a goblet full of dark liquid.

			“I don’t need endurance,” he said. “This battle will end quickly for the demon in black.”

			“Nevertheless.” Lia pushed the drink at him, brooking no argument.

			Tristan didn’t want to take it, I could tell. But he didn’t want to upset Lia. So he removed his gauntlet, lifted his helmet and drank the liquid down.

			By now the crowd’s cries had reached a terrifying pitch. “Lord Hugo! Lord Hugo!”

			Tristan licked his lips and focused once more on the exit, making last-minute adjustments to his armour and taking slow, deep breaths. He took two steps forward and reached out to grab the tent flap but over-balanced and pitched forward, thudding heavily to the ground.

			“Tristan!” Lia fell to her knees beside him and pulled off his helmet. “My sweet! Oh, no!”

			“What’s wrong?” asked Isobella.

			Tristan opened his mouth to speak but only managed a groan before passing out. 

			“What have I done?” Lia looked at the goblet in her hand. “Have I killed him?”

			Alistair squatted down and slapped Tristan lightly on the cheeks. “Brother, speak to me! Can you hear me?” Tristan’s head lolled alarmingly but he made no reply.

			Riley put his fingers to Tristan’s neck. “He’s still alive, but weak.” He took the goblet, stuck his nose in it and sniffed deeply. “I’m not sure. Could be valerian.”

			“Valerian!” Lia said. “But how would that get in there? I made the drink myself! There’s no valerian in the recipe.” 

			“What was in it?” Isobella asked.

			“A harmless mix of herbs,” Lia said. “I’ve prepared it many times. But never with this result.” 

			Tristan began to snore.

			“My poor beloved!” Lia cradled his head in her lap. “If I’ve done something to hurt him…?”

			“Don’t worry,” Riley said. “Valerian won’t kill him. But he won’t be able to fight today.”

			“We should call for Jester and the twins,” I said. “They have some knowledge of healing. They may be able to help.”

			Isobella nodded, popping out to ask one of the guards to track down the troupe members.

			“Lia, when you made the drink,” I said, “was anyone else in the kitchen at the time? Did you leave the cup unguarded at all?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “There were others around. The cook, people coming and going.”

			“We’ll get to that later,” Isobella said. “For now, we have more pressing concerns.”

			“Lord Hugo! LORD HUGO!” 

			The crowd’s chants reminded us they were expecting—no, demanding—that their lord appear to do them proud. 

			Riley knelt down and began removing Tristan’s armour. Alistair helped with that. Lia unbuckled and untied things where she could. 

			As the metal pieces and chain mail came off, Riley put them on. 

			“What are you doing?” I said. “You’re not fighting today.”

			“I have no choice.”

			I opened my mouth to say, yes, he did have a choice. We could leave right now, run to the stables and blast off in the time machine. We’d be back in class tomorrow, where our biggest problem would be staying awake in a boring lesson or getting an assignment in on time. This was not our fight. Riley should not die here today. But I couldn’t say any of it. All I could do was transmit my horror and fury through my eyeballs and hope he got the message. It was no time to be a hero. It wasn’t just his life on the line but mine too.

			But Isobella had her hand on Riley’s arm as she regarded him with watery eyes of gratitude. “Sir Riley, once more my family is in your debt. May God speed your victory, Sir Knight.”

			No, no! I wanted to shout. Hadn’t Riley done enough—taking the battle heat, fighting dozens of enemy knights who were after his head? It was a miracle he’d made it this far! But going out there today, up against the Black Knight? It really felt like we were pushing our luck.

			“Lady Isobella, the entertainers,” a guard announced.

			“Wait!” called Isobella. She made sure Riley’s head was covered by the helmet before admitting them. Sash and Tash stepped inside, looking deeply uncomfortable. They curtsied to “Lord Hugo”, then Isobella and the rest of us. 

			“Where’s Jester?” I asked.

			“He couldn’t come,” said Sash.

			“Why not?” I persisted. “Please speak freely.”

			Tash blushed and couldn’t meet our eye. “Pardon, my lord and ladies, but he said he didn’t want to waste his time watching a fool in a black suit out to prove his brain was smaller than his...”

			An awkward pause followed and Sash leapt in with, “His small toe. That his brain was smaller than his small toe.”

			Somehow, I didn’t think that was the body part Jester had chosen. He must still be in the peevish mood I’d seen him in earlier. Well, sod him! He’d refused our call for help when we needed him most.

			Isobella got the girls to examine Tristan and the goblet. They frowned and whispered among themselves, then slipped away to find ingredients to speed his recovery. 

			By now, Riley was dressed for the fight. Through the eyeholes in his helmet, I saw his wide, unblinking eyes. And, suddenly, I was no longer annoyed but scared about what might happen.

			Through a gap in the tent flaps, I caught a glimpse of shiny black armour at the end of the arena. 

			“The Black Knight’s here!” I said. 

			Isobella bowed her head to Riley. “Good luck, Sir Riley. If there is any justice under Heaven, you will triumph today.”

			Riley turned to me, and I had this feeling he was about to say something. Instead, he took a breath and strode out of the tent.

			The cheer that followed was so loud it made my ears ring. “Lord Hugo! For Donchester!” 

			As I watched the tent flaps settle, I felt utterly bereft. Time had tricked us again, lured us in, led us down its twisty alleyways into trouble. We were supposed to tread lightly through time. Instead, we were leaving giant yeti-like footprints in our wake. 
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			As Isobella, Lia and I headed into the seething mass, the crowd parted like a sea before us, with everyone wishing Isobella luck for her father.

			We headed for the grandstand and made our way to the centre of the front row, squeezing in beside Lady Cassandra, who nodded a greeting but looked as grim as I felt. Sir Fabien sat on the end of the row, thin and weak but determined to support his master.

			Isobella remained standing. 

			Meanwhile, Riley rode Lord Hugo’s horse around the arena, opposite the Black Knight. Cheers followed my friend like waves of sound while boos and hisses rose up to greet his opponent. 

			When Riley stopped in front of Isobella, the crowd fell silent.

			Clip, clop, clip, clop, clip, clop. The Black Knight’s horse was loud in the charged atmosphere as he finished his lap and pulled his horse up beside my friend’s.

			The jet-black horse snorted and stamped, impatient to begin, but the knight on his back remained still—unnervingly so. His armour seemed to glow as if reflecting a heat from within. The dragon emblem he wore—definitely the four-legged variety—looked more menacing than I remembered. In fact, everything seemed more sinister than last time we were here when, like most others, I’d found the spectacle quite thrilling. Of course, back then, there wasn’t as much at stake as there was today—Riley’s life, my return to Sydney to those I loved, Isobella’s castle home, the lives and freedom of everyone in the town. 

			Isobella addressed the two knights before her. “Do you, Black Knight, still challenge my father, Lord Hugo, to a duel?”

			“I do.” The knight’s voice was deep and rumbly, making me shiver.

			“And do you, Lord Hugo, accept this challenge?”

			“I do,” Riley replied. 

			Oddly like wedding vows, only here “till death do us part” had a whole different time frame.

			“Please, gentlemen, take your positions for the lancing.”

			Clutching their weapons, they headed to opposite ends of the long barrier and waited. Alistair, acting as Riley’s second, stood off to one side. A castle guard who’d been roped in to act for the Black Knight stood on the other.

			As the town’s herald strode across the field into position, Isobella squeezed my hand. 

			“Get ready,” he shouted. “And charge.”

			The horses thundered forward, the riders pointing their lances at each other. With a loud crash, they came together. Riley fell sideways off his horse. It looked like a bad fall. 

			And I guess it must have been, for Riley just lay where he fell, unmoving. A murmur rippled through the crowd as Alistair rushed to his side. He turned back to us with a look of such bug-eyed horror, I gasped. 

			Somehow, I lurched to my feet, barged past the people in our row and got to Riley’s side. Isobella arrived just before me. As she leaned over my friend, I heard her cry out.

			Surely it wasn’t that bad? But as I tried to approach, Alistair came forward to stop me. “He’s dead.” 

			“No! He can’t be,” I shoved him aside. Riley couldn’t be dead. He was brilliant and strong and…he wasn’t even meant to be here.

			I tried to stay calm. Kneeling beside him, I pulled his helmet back—making sure to keep his face hidden—and placed two shaky fingers on his neck, searching for a pulse. I felt nothing. Moving my fingers to several different spots, I still felt nothing. I tried again and again. Panic filled me up, from my toes to my eyeballs.

			Then boom-boom, boom-boom. There it was, a faint beat. Riley was still alive, but hurt. From the twisted angle of his body, I suspected he was very badly hurt indeed. If we didn’t do something soon, this could well be the end of my genius friend. But what could we do? Without him to direct me, I was helpless. 

			“Get a stretcher and take Lord Hugo back to the tent,” I instructed a guard. Turning to Isobella, I said: “Better get the twins to do what they can for him, too. And the healer.” 

			“And I will ask someone from the church to attend too,” Isobella added.

			I whipped around, fury thickening my throat. “Why would you need someone from the church? He’s not going to die!”

			“No, we earnestly hope he won’t,” she replied. 

			“He won’t!” As if saying it firmly enough would make it true. 

			I began pushing through the crowd. Behind me, I heard Isobella shout, “Lady Madison, where are you going?”

			I didn’t reply. I had to move quickly. I was going to the only place I could think of to help Riley—to the time machine. If I could jump back an hour in time, I would make sure Tristan didn’t have that drink so Riley wouldn’t need to fight in his place.

			Breaking free of the crowd, I moved as fast as I ever had, through the town, back into the castle to the disused horse stall in the stable. I felt around mid-air till my hand hit something, then I yanked off the reflective cloth.

			There it was, the time machine. I exhaled with relief.

			I threw my leg over the bike seat and tried to get comfortable. Since I was only travelling through time, not space, I only had to worry about the time reversal controls. It should be okay. As long as I don’t stuff it up!

			I kicked the ignition. Nothing. Again. Nothing. Gah! I should have paid more attention to Riley’s instructions. Yes, his techno-explanations were so tedious they made me give up the will to live. It had always seemed a funny thing to say, but now the laugh was on me. Because my friend’s life was in the balance and I couldn’t help him. 

			But, wait! It was coming back to me. Riley had said something about the ignition. What was it? I had to keep my finger down for five seconds for it to work. Before I did that, though, I leaned over, grabbed the invisibility cloth and shoved it under my dress. You never know when it might come in handy. Then pressed the ignition and held for one, two, three, four, five. The motorbike began to purr. So far, so good. Now for the time controls. Hmmm.

			There were the Time Forwards and Time Backwards buttons; I pressed the latter. A whirring began, but that was all. Nothing else happened. Hmmm. Perhaps it wasn’t working. Maybe I needed to hold that down for five seconds same as the ignition. I put my finger on the panel and pressed for five, then ten seconds, just to make sure. I couldn’t afford any delays.

			And then...everything began changing. I started in a barn. Then it vanished completely. I was in the middle of the woods and I couldn’t see a castle or town anywhere. I’d gone too far. Now the stop button wasn’t responding. I stabbed my finger at the panel over and over, hitting it harder and harder. 

			Suddenly, I was mid-air and falling. I landed with a thump on some rocks, rolling off the bike. Ow! My knee began to bleed but, thankfully, the rest of me was in one piece. Though, I thought I’d heard the tinkle of glass breaking. Oh, no! Had I broken something on the machine? Please, don’t let it be something important! 

			I picked myself up and looked around. Everything was different. It even smelt different. There were strong pine scents and something bitter underneath, like dung. Or death. The forest seemed bigger than before, the trees taller. Where was I? Or I guess I knew where I was. The question was when was I?

			A loud sound, like screaming, came from the trees and the ground rumbled beneath my feet. The noise grew louder and the shaking more violent, till I feared it might be an earthquake. And then I saw, hurtling towards me, a dozen dinosaurs. They were two or three times my height with duck-like bills and long tails. Total freakout!

			The good news was they didn’t seem to be after me. But the bad? Something was chasing them, something even bigger than they were.

			When I saw it, the bones in my legs liquefied instantly. I sank to the ground as a creature, as tall as a building, which looked a lot like a T-Rex, thundered towards me. It had enormous teeth and a mean disposition. Though, thankfully, it hadn’t noticed me; it was intent on catching the other dinosaurs.

			I squatted behind a bush and threw the invisibility cloth over my head and it ran right past.

			Limp with relief, I slumped where I stood and tried to figure out what had just happened. Well, du-uh! Obviously, I hadn’t listened closely enough to Riley’s instructions on how to work the time machine. So while he was dying in medieval times, I was stuck in the dinosaur era. By myself. And, as sunlight glanced off some broken glass on the ground by the fallen machine, I added “with a broken time machine” to that list of horrors.

			Could things get any worse?

			I got my answer much faster than I wanted to. The ground trembled as the monster returned. The smaller dinosaurs had outrun it, so it was back, looking for food—any food, even itty-bitty me-sized snacks. Its lambent gaze fixed on me for several heart-thundering seconds before it stomped away.

			I couldn’t move even if I wanted to, so I closed my eyes as I tried to calm my breathing. While I sat, I went over things in my mind. 

			After all that training with lances, Riley had been knocked off his horse on the first charge. Was the Black Knight really so much better at the sport than Riley? Did he just get a lucky strike in? Or had Riley been so nervous, he’d made a basic error? There was something about the whole scene that didn’t sit well in my mind. I went through it again. They thundered together. They clashed. He fell. What is it?

			Gathering my courage, I crept out of the hiding space and went back to the time machine, propping it upright to assess the damage. Broken glass tinkled as I shifted it. Not good. I sat down, staring hard at the panels. There was the year I was in! Whoaah! I’d meant to go back one hour but missed by 100 million-plus years! I must have kept my finger on the Time Back button too long. 

			This time I decided to set the year before I started the engine so I didn’t end up millions of years into the future. I started by pressing very lightly, exerting more pressure to make the decades fly, then the centuries, millennia, until I got to the point I’d begun my journey. And went back an hour. 

			With a muttered prayer, I pressed the ignition. Nothing. Then again. I held it down for five seconds. No hum, nothing. I tried ten seconds. Still nothing. Finally I pressed for a whole minute, but it didn’t move.

			Oh no! The time machine was broken. And I was stuck in the dinosaur period.
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			I walked about in a daze, trying to form some kind of plan. What do other people do in these situations? Oh, yeah, like there’d been heaps of people trapped in the dinosaur period with their time machine broken! I really was losing it. But what about people lost in the wild? What did they do? They tried to find food and water, that’s what. So I would too. I had to do something to keep my mind off the terror that was settling on me like salt after an ocean swim.

			I scanned the trees and the bushes at ground level to see if they had any recognisable fruit in them. There was nothing edible I could see. But who was I kidding? I wasn’t the slightest bit hungry. And even if I had been, I had no idea how to get food from the wild. The supermarket on a busy Saturday morning was about as wild as I got. Or wanted to. Though now I thought about it, a drink wouldn’t go astray. My mouth was super-dry. I would have to find some kind of water source or I wouldn’t last long.

			I tiptoed through the forest, careful to note where the time machine was so I would NOT lose it. Not that it would do me much good, broken as it was.

			It was then I had my first piece of luck as I came upon a large body of water. It was not big enough to be a lake or a river. I racked my brains for the technical name for it. My geography teacher had been banging on about it the other week but I wasn’t really listening. Which was precisely my problem. I hadn’t paid attention to my geography teacher in class or Riley at the stables. Now I was stuck in the dinosaur age in front of a body of water I couldn’t name. With a lump in my throat that I could name. It was choking sadness and fear. If ever I got out of this mess, I would listen to what people said in future!

			I was pleased to see the water looked crystal clear—an improvement on medieval times. Kneeling down, I took a few sips. It tasted okay. So I settled in and gulped down handfuls of the stuff. You never knew when you’d get your next drink. It was then I noticed the previously glass-still water quivering. And I felt a rumble deep within the earth.

			Uh-oh! Something was coming my way. Something big.

			Those duck-billed creatures and a few others thundered towards the water. Some went for a drink, others began chomping on the foliage. I hoped that meant they were herbivores and not interested in eating me. 

			A few minutes later, they froze. And then, as one, they scarpered. I wanted to run too, but I was scared I’d be knocked down and trampled. By the time they’d gone, it was too late. I was alone in an open clearing, and there, with its cruel eyes fixed on me, was the giant dinosaur.

			The beast came towards me, each step a mini earthquake. I had nowhere to go. And anyway, there was no way I’d outrun it. So this was it? The end. I wouldn’t get to save Riley or say goodbye to Jester. Or my friends, my family. 

			But if I was going to die, I decided I wouldn’t make it easy for the creature. “You wanna eat me!” I shouted. “Then come and get me!” 

			And I ran! Faster than I ever thought I could.

			I heard a couple of slow thumping steps behind me and a mighty roar. Turning, I expected to see massive jaws coming my way. But the dinosaur was looking back at something. Then came another roar—not from it, but more distant, from somewhere in the forest. Did that mean there were two of these creatures? Please, no!

			The beast turned and went off in search of the other creature—to my epic relief. 

			I ran back to the time machine, put my head in my hands and tried to think. What could I do? There was nothing, nothing I could do. I couldn’t get back. I couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t feed myself. My future looked dire.

			“Why so glum?” I heard a voice nearby ask. “Just because you missed your date by a hundred and sixty million years?”

			I looked up and was dazzled by the sun’s glare for a moment. The voice was familiar, but the speaker was no more than a silhouette. Then he took a step sideways and I glimpsed a smile. Jester’s smile. 

			What the—?

			But, no, a second look confirmed it wasn’t Jester. It was Peterson. 

			“What are you doing here?” I asked. Lamest question ever! 

			“Well, you know, I was just passing.” He laughed. I did too. One of those verging-on-hysteria laughs.

			“How did you find me?” I asked.

			“I have my ways,” he said. Normally, this mysterious non-answer would have irritated me, but I was just so glad to see him.

			“Is Riley all right?” I asked.

			“That, I don’t know,” he said.

			I recounted how lucky I’d been—that when a big dinosaur was stalking me, another one had turned up at the right moment and the monster had gone after it. Peterson listened, a wry smile on his face. 

			“Or was it luck?” I asked.

			He shook his head and explained that the roar had come from his megaphone, which could distort a voice so it sounded like one of half a dozen dinosaurs from the period. He’d flicked over to megalosaurus and the roar had sent it searching for a mate. Peterson never travelled to the dinosaur period without his megaphone, it seemed. 

			“The time machine’s a bit broken,” I said.

			“Let me see.” 

			Luckily, he’d brought his tool kit with him. He worked as I sat on a rock nearby keeping watch for critters. I took the opportunity to ask a few questions.

			“So, who are you?” Nothing like starting with the big ones.

			“A friend,” he said in his usual mysterious way. I couldn’t argue with that just now.

			“Were you there for the Black Knight fight?” I asked. “Did you see Riley get thrown off his horse?”

			“Mmm-hhh.” He nodded and kept fiddling with the time machine panel.

			I conjured up that moment again. A ghastly memory but somehow my mind kept boomeranging back to it. 

			“Something about what I saw there…bothers me,” I said. Apart from Riley almost being killed.

			“What is it, Maddy?” 

			The pair had lined up at either end of the tilt. On the herald’s command, they rode towards each other—fast. A crunch and Riley went down. “I can’t be sure. I just feel like there was something wrong about the whole thing.”

			I watched Peterson spray some sort of glue on the time machine’s broken glass. It was a clear substance that could be stretched and shaped, like toffee. After a few minutes, it set hard and clear, like glass.

			“Wow! I’ve never seen anything like it before.” And then I knew. “You’re from the future, aren’t you?”

			I could tell from his expression I’d got it right. Total. Mind. Meltdown.

			“Forget about me for now,” he said. “Let’s focus on the tournament and what you saw.”

			Gallop. Point. Crash. I went over and over it but couldn’t pin it down. But neither could I let it go.

			“Sometimes when you review things in your mind, it helps to imagine you’re seeing them from a different point of view,” Peterson said. “Try to picture it from higher up or lower down or from a different angle.”

			I tried to imagine the fight beneath me as if I was sitting on a cloud. The riders galloped, clashed, Riley fell. 

			I switched sides looking at it from the Black Knight’s point of view. Still nothing unusual.

			Then I imagined I was Riley, riding towards the lance. Getting hit. Falling. And I had it! 

			“Riley was hit on his left side—so he should have fallen—”

			“—to the right,” said Peterson.

			“He fell to the left.”

			Peterson and I looked at each other.

			“So what does that tell you?” he said.

			“That time travellers don’t follow the same rules of physics as everyone else,” I said.

			He tilted his head then shoved my right arm—I fell to the left. “I think we can rule that out.” He grinned. 

			“Well, then he had to have been hit on the right, by someone else, at the same time. The assassin, maybe?”

			“Very good. I think you’re onto something.” 

			Peterson patted the time machine. “But there’s only one way to find out. We’ll have to rewind time and replay it. And this time watch the audience on Riley’s right.”

			The machine was fixed and ready to launch. He checked the settings. I was due to arrive one hour before the lancing. It would give me time to talk to Riley about what was ahead. 

			“Will you be there?” I asked.

			“Wouldn’t miss it.”

			“Before I go, I want to thank you, Peterson, for saving my life.” He had really been there for me when I needed him.

			“Take care, Maddy. And if Riley doesn’t make it…”

			He went over the details of how to launch back to my own time in Sydney. I paid attention this time, though it wasn’t easy. I was tired and Peterson was no better at explaining tech than my friend. Besides, I didn’t want to believe there was any way Riley wouldn’t make it back home with me.

			Peterson waited while I took off. He was there one minute, then not. The landscape changed. Tall trees disappeared, replaced by medium-sized ones. The whirring noise dipped in volume, the light dimmed. I was back in the horse stalls at the castle, presumably an hour before I had left. The machine cut out. 

			I climbed off the bike and covered it with the reflective cloth. I’d have to work smart and fast to pull this off. 

			The first thing I did was look for the guys in our troupe. Jester was nowhere around—presumably he was off sulking somewhere. But I found the others and gave them a special task to do. 

			Then I went to the tent, where I knew everyone would be—getting Tristan ready. I’d have to stop Tristan having the drink. And if that failed, I’d stop Riley from volunteering to take his place.

			Isobella and Lia, Tristan and Alistair were inside the tent. But Riley wasn’t. 

			“Where’s my brother?” I asked Isobella.

			“Who?” Isobella replied.

			“Sir Riley, my brother.”

			“I didn’t know you had a brother,” she said. “I would be honoured to meet him some time.”

			Was this a joke? I looked around. No-one laughed They all seemed deadly serious as they prepared Sir Tristan to fight the Black Knight.

			“Have any of you met my brother? Alistair? Lia?” 

			“I don’t believe I have,” Alistair said. “Did you say he was a knight?”

			OMG. None of them knew him. But how could this have happened? Had Riley died while I was in the dinosaur era? But how would that cause all memory of him to be erased? It didn’t make sense. They were behaving as if he’d never existed. As if the last month with him hadn’t happened. But how? Had someone corrupted the timeline and erased him?

			I was desperately trying to figure it out when snippets of the conversation around me filtered through. 

			“Take this tonic, my love,” Lia said to Tristan. “It will give you endurance during the battle.”

			“I don’t need endurance,” said Tristan. “The battle will be short. I will destroy the Black Demon swiftly and completely.”

			“Nevertheless.”

			She insisted. He took the goblet and raised it to his lips.

			“No!” I slapped it out of his hands. The vessel shattered and the liquid splashed over his legs. Everyone looked at me as if I was a crazy person. I guess my actions would have seemed strange if you didn’t know what I knew. 

			“I’ve heard it’s bad luck to drink before a joust,” I said. The old superstition card had always worked in Ancient Egypt.

			A moment of confusion followed. But the chanting crowd reminded us we had more pressing concerns.

			Tristan stood in the centre of the tent, adjusted his armour and began striding forward. However, as he reached for the tent flaps, he staggered and fell to the ground...again. What the—?

			Lia ran over, crying, “My love! What’s wrong!?”

			The poison or whatever it was couldn’t have been in the drink Lia gave him. It must have been slow-acting and in the food he ate before the battle. 

			“We’d better get Jester, Sash and Tash in here to help Tristan,” I said.

			Isobella slipped out to talk to the guards, returning moments later.

			“I hope the entertainers can help Sir Tristan,” she said. “But right now, someone must fight the Black Knight in his stead.” 

			She stared at Alistair who looked up in slow-dawning terror. “You want me to fight?” he stammered. 

			When Isobella nodded, he slapped his hand over his mouth and ran out of the tent. We all heard his symphony of fear—three violent vomits in quick succession.

			Not good. Last time, I’d been keen for Riley and I to run away at this point, jump back on the time machine and go home. But now? I couldn’t say why, but I had the strongest sense that someone needed to fight and beat the Black Knight to get Riley back.

			And if it wasn’t going to be Alistair, that left only... 

			“I’ll fight the Black Knight,” I said. 

			Isobella reared back. “Lady Madison? You can’t fight.”

			“Why not? Haven’t you and I been training together over the past few weeks?” It was a genuine question—maybe everything was different now that Riley was gone. But Isobella nodded agreement.

			“Yes, but you’re a...”

			“A girl?” I said. “Isobella, you of all people know how strong we girls can be when we need to. Now, please have someone fetch my armour. Or shall I fetch it myself?”

			Isobella’s eyes held mine for a moment longer, then she nodded and popped out to talk to the guards.

			“They’re bringing the armour,” she said, licking her lips.

			“Unless...do you think anyone will notice that it’s not the same armour Lord Hugo wears?”

			Lady Isobella frowned and shook her head. “Most people won’t notice. And those that do will assume my father had a new suit of armour made especially for this fight.”

			I nodded. Okay then. No more excuses.

			“I don’t know how to thank you, Lady Madison. If there is any justice under Heaven, you will prevail today.”

			Yeah, yeah! Heard that before.

			Tash and Sash arrived. Jester was not with them, like last time. They examined Tristan, then left to gather some herbs to speed his recovery.

			By the time the messenger returned with my armour, the crowd was growing restless. 

			“Fight, fight, fight!” they chanted. “To the death, death, death!”

			“Let’s do this,” I said. 

			So Isobella helped me into my new suit of armour.

			First came the padded shirt or aketon. Over that, I wore a chain mail tunic to my mid-thighs with a chain mail hood. Then a leather collar—to stop a sword or knife taking my head off. As Isobella secured it, I cleared my throat to make sure I could still breathe. 

			Then the metal breast plate—a perfect fit—with shoulder guards. And greaves, or metal plates for my lower legs, and metal shoes called sabatons. To protect my hands, I had some shiny new gauntlets of metal and leather. 

			Over the top was a cotton tunic with Lord Hugo’s eagle emblem.

			Last came a thick leather belt to hold my weapons—a sword and a couple of knives. Noting how sharp the blades were, I shuddered. This felt too real. And not just for me. Isobella’s hand shook as she secured the belt to my hips. 

			“Are you certain you want to do this, Lady Madison?” she whispered.

			No. “Yes,” I said. “I’m ready.” As I’ll ever be.

			Isobella handed me Lord Hugo’s short shield. It wasn’t as big as the Black Knight’s, I noted. But I wasn’t strong enough to hold the bigger one. Isobella said Lord Hugo called it his “lucky shield”. Though, given the guy was currently lying in a makeshift morgue, awaiting burial, how lucky could it be? 

			“Thank you, Lady Isobella.”

			I really wished I had a mirror to see myself. When Lauren and I were younger, we used to play games where we pretended to be knights—always knights, never well-dressed ladies in towers awaiting rescue from a rider on a white horse. Be careful what you wish for. 

			Finally, I pulled my helmet down to cover my face. It was a full Ned Kelly headpiece with a letterbox view, but it fitted snugly, which meant there was less chance it would swivel around in a key moment and leave me blind.

			Standing in the centre of the tent, I licked my lips but found I had no spit. I tried to recall the main points to remember in a fight.

			“Above all, don’t get killed!” Jester’s words from one of our training sessions came back. Thanks for that! Today, I’d have to watch out, not just for the Black Knight’s lance and sword, but an assassin attacking from the side.

			O-kay. I gripped the tent flap with my gauntlet, turned back and nodded to my friends, then strode out.
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			Through the slits in my helmet, I saw heads turning towards me, like flowers towards the sun. So many smiles, bad teeth, discoloured gums and beads of spittle flying as they shouted encouragement. I saw it all as if watching from outside my own body.

			“Lord Hugo, Lord Hugo,” the crowd intoned. Excited faces closed in on me, jostling, shouting. 

			“Knock his block off!”

			“Run the devil through!”

			“There’s a spike with his name on it!” 

			Sure, they hoped I’d win, but they were mainly interested in a thrilling fight. Rich people killing rich people for sport was all good fun to them. Not for me, though.

			Alistair, acting as my second, helped me up onto Lord Hugo’s horse and checked the saddle was secure. Then it was time to enter the arena and parade around for a lap to cheers from crowd. That was when I got my first glimpse of the Black Knight. A shiny smudge of evil on the opposite side. He reminded me of a few Sydney spiders I knew—deadly ones that hid in your shoes or your washing basket. As I did my circuit, I tried to ignore him. Though I felt his eyeless gaze on me.

			From her central position in the stands, Isobella stood up and formally greeted us both, as before. And we prepared for the lancing. 

			When Alistair handed me the long stick, my arm sagged under its weight and I wasn’t sure how to hold it. Panic flooded Alistair’s face as he realised I didn’t have the faintest idea what I was doing. He readjusted my handhold on the weapon. 

			“Thank you,” I whispered.

			I looked to the right—wondering whether someone was there in the crowd, about to shoot me with something—a small poison-tipped blade or a dart, maybe? I saw a couple of heads—one red and curly—bobbing about in the crowd. The troupe was keeping a lookout, as I’d requested them to do, which was good news.

			As I began moving off, Alistair clutched my arm and whispered: “Please forgive me for being such a dreadful coward. For I will never forgive myself.”

			“It’s all right, Alistair.”

			I didn’t blame him for being afraid. If I wasn’t so desperate to get Riley back, I wouldn’t be anywhere near the arena.

			But here I was. And the herald was taking his position on the field ready to get things started. 

			What am I going to do? 

			“Get ready!” he called. “And charge!”

			I began riding as fast as I could. From the letterbox view through the helmet, I saw the Black Knight coming at me like a bullet. He raised his lance but before he could strike I made myself fall off the horse, controlling my descent as best as I could. 

			Boof—down I went. Oooh, that hurt. I checked my arms, my legs. I’d have some mighty bruises but nothing seemed to be broken. And now, thankfully, the lancing was over. To the audience, it would have looked as if my opponent’s blow had dislodged me. Only he would know he’d never touched me.

			In my dazed state, I noted some kind of commotion in the audience. People squealed as someone shoved them aside. A chase of some sort was underway. Had the troupe caught the assassin?

			I didn’t have long to ponder, though, as the Black Knight was off his horse and advancing on me fast. Clutching his sword, he came at me like a conqueror determined to end me. I leapt unsteadily to my feet. The crowd roared its approval. Then the Black Knight lunged.

			His force was strong—though not as powerful as some of the soldiers I’d fought during the siege. But what he lacked in brute strength, he made up for in skill.

			I was careful to keep my balance, watch his arm movements not his eyes, move my sword only from the wrist, not my whole arm, to maintain the element of surprise. Jester’s words thrummed in my brain. The guy was tricky, unpredictable, coming at me from all angles. Any lapse in concentration could be my last. Above all, I was determined not to make my legs a target.

			Bang, clash, bang, clash. Was I getting weaker, or was his force getting stronger? Either way, I would keep parrying, enduring as long as I could and resist going for a killer blow to end the match. For if I missed, I sensed my opponent would not. 

			It was hot inside the armour. I was amazed at how loud our swords sounded. Bang, clash, bang, clash. Then I realised the audience was silent, holding its breath. 

			Bang, clash, bang, clash. I was in the zone. It was like going through my drill—forearm across the body, thrusting downwards, then backhand. Once, twice. Bang, clash. We seemed perfectly matched in skill and stroke. The rhythm was almost hypnotic. For a brief moment, it wasn’t a black helmet but Jester’s face I saw, his golden hair swinging as it caught the sunlight. And, in the background, Riley watching with a wounded look.

			I put a foot wrong—he hit it out from under me. Down I went, heavily on my back. I was winded and his sword was at my throat. 

			“Do you yield?” he said.

			My answer was a hard kick at his legs. He didn’t go down, but it threw him off balance long enough for me to get to one knee. As he came at me, I ducked the blow and slammed my sword at his knee. It struck metal but I saw him reel back with pain, giving me enough time to stand and adopt my most menacing stance.

			Bang, clash, bang, clash. This could go on forever. Ahhh. He got me! On the arm above my gauntlet. It stung like mad. My arm felt fiery hot and wet with blood but I didn’t slow up. I’d been through hell today—I’d seen my friend almost die, I’d been chased by a giant dinosaur. No mortal man in black armour was going to stop me getting Riley back!

			I fought on, alert to his every swing and slash, awaiting an opportunity to strike the winning blow. And I noticed the knight’s movement had changed slightly. From fatigue or...? Bang, ting, crash. He wasn’t putting as much weight on his left leg but seemed to favour his right. The blow to his knee had wounded him. I’d found a weakness. 

			Gathering up all my strength for a final push, I gave a guttural roar and intensified my blows and speed, striking repeatedly at his right side, forcing him to spend more time on his painful leg. 

			“Go, Lord Hugo! Finish him!” The crowd was with me.

			I pushed him back, further and further back. And felt his blows weaken just a tad. But my limbs screamed a protest that this couldn’t last long. I had to strike soon. Did I dare risk going for a death blow? To miss might be the end for me, but I had to try. 

			So I made my legs a target—deliberately. As he leaned down to strike at them, I gave his sore leg a mighty kick.

			Arms windmilling, he staggered back and fell on his back. I stepped forward, planting one heavy boot in the middle of his chest, Lord Hugo’s sword at his throat.

			“Surrender, Black Knight,” I said in my deepest voice, “or prepare to die!”

			For a few seconds, he remained still, weighing his options. Then he dropped his sword. I kicked it away. 

			The crowd roared with epic relief. And the castle guards closed in on the Black Knight.
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			Alistair rushed over to me. And just as well too. He caught me as I fell and helped me back to the tent.

			“You take my breath away, Lady Madison,” he said. “A woman fighting a knight!” He shook his head, unable to find words to describe his surprise. I couldn’t blame him, I suppose. It would be another thousand years before people woke up to how strong females could be.

			I slipped out of my armour and back into my Lady Madison gear. Alistair put his armour on and Lord Hugo’s coat of arms and would appear later as the triumphant lord to shake hands with the townsfolk. Okay, that might be typical of the guy, shirking the work, basking in the praise. But I was grateful. I was too tired to keep up the facade. 

			Lia quickly bandaged my wound and I went back out to the bench seats to sit beside Isobella and watch the conclusion of the drama.

			Isobella turned to me, eyes shining with tears, hand on her heart. “Oh, Lady Madison. I will forever be in your debt.”

			The guards dragged the Black Knight to the centre of the field to boos and shouts of “Coward!” and “Hang him!” 

			As Isobella stood, the crowd fell quiet. 

			“Remove your helmet, sir,” she ordered, every inch the daughter of the lord. “Let us cast our eyes upon the man that would kill my father.”

			I was on the edge of my chair as the guards yanked off his helmet. Lucky I was sitting down, too. For who should be underneath but Jester.

			As the crowd booed, Isobella stood, breathless for a full minute. 

			“Sir Curtis?” she said.

			He nodded to her.

			Sir Curtis? What the—? Jester was a knight? And Isobella’s lost love?

			“Take him to the dungeon,” she commanded. 

			A group of six guards frogmarched him away, kicking his legs to make him stumble as he walked ahead of them. 

			I sat there, stunned. Jester was Sir Curtis? I didn’t see that coming.

			And then I realised—I’d beaten Jester in a fight! It didn’t feel as good as I’d thought it would.

			Isobella took to her chambers after that, giving orders that she didn’t want to see anyone—not even me. I got why. How strange would it be to find that the man you loved, who you thought was dead, was actually alive and he was the man who wanted to kill your father, who everyone thought was alive but was actually dead? 

			While Isobella got her head around that, I went to the dungeon to see Jester. 

			“I need to question the prisoner on behalf of Lady Isobella,” I told the guard.

			The guy was wary at first. But he’d picked the wrong day to mess with me.

			“Come, come, sir!” I said. “You’ve seen me with Lady Isobella?”

			“Err, yes,” he said.

			“Then you know she and I are close. Lady Isobella has been through quite enough tonight and has asked me to speak to the prisoner so I can apprise her of the facts. Would you like me to wake her from her slumber to allay your fears?”

			Scared now, he hurried down to the dungeon and unlocked the door with a giant metal key on his belt. I followed him down the stairs.

			“You’ll need this, milady.” He handed me his lantern. 

			I took the light and entered the damp and mouldy prison, struggling not to shudder as he twisted the key in the rusty lock behind me.

			I found myself in a rectangular room with a mud floor, chains nailed to the dripping, mouldy walls and a wooden bucket reeking in the corner. 

			In the lamplight, two sets of eyes blinked back at me—Jester’s and Sir Magnus’s. 

			Because Magnus was a knight, a few candles had been lit inside the room. Usually, the prisoners spent nights in total darkness until daylight appeared through a slit high up on the wall. Just them and their thoughts and the sound of rats scuttling about the cell with them.

			“Lady Madison,” said Jester. “I’m so glad to see you again.” He took both my hands in his and went to kiss them. I yanked them back so he caressed his own fingers.

			“You’re Sir Curtis?” I said. “Just answer one question. Why would you lie? To all of us? And why would you try to kill Lord Hugo? What has he ever done to you?”

			“That’s three questions.”

			I didn’t smile. 

			“I didn’t want to kill Lord Hugo,” he said. “I just wanted to talk to him.”

			“Did you ever think about just walking up and talking to the man?” I asked. “Where I come from, that’s what you do if you want a conversation with someone.”

			“And where is this wondrous place,” he asked, “where everything is so open and easy? Pray tell, Lady Madison! If that’s even your real name?”

			Okay, so he had a point. I wasn’t a truckload of truth either. We all had secrets.

			“Don’t change the subject.” I folded my arms. “You’ve been living under Lord Hugo’s roof, taking his food, his hospitality. But all the time you were planning to fight him to the death.” 

			Jester frowned. “It was never going to be to the death. Not for my part, anyway. I just needed answers to my questions.”

			“What questions?”

			“Like, why he abandoned me and left me to die when I most needed his aid.”

			Jester explained that he’d come to live with Lord Hugo as a small boy after his family was murdered and their castle seized by another lord. He’d grown up happily, with Lord Hugo like a father to him and Isobella a treasured sister. So far, so good—his story matched with Isobella’s.

			“But then, one day, I began to think of her as more than a sister,” he said. “I told Lord Hugo of my feelings. It was just before I went to battle to defend his castle. But he must have considered me an unworthy husband for his daughter. For when I was taken prisoner and a ransom demand was sent to him, he refused to pay.”

			“He didn’t pay the ransom?”

			“No,” he said. “He sent a note to my captor saying I was not worth a single coin. He wrote, and I quote: ‘Do your worst to him. With my blessing.’”

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “But that doesn’t sound like something Lord Hugo would say.”

			“I didn’t think so either,” said Jester. “But I saw the letter and Lord Hugo’s seal upon it with my own eyes.”

			“Could someone else have written it? Who else had access to Lord Hugo’s seal?”

			Jester frowned. “Few people had access to the official seal—his wife, daughter, Sir Fabien and—”

			A strange snorting started from the back of the room. Sir Magnus was doubled over with laughter. Jester and I exchanged confused looks.

			“By any chance, did Sir Magnus have access to the seal?” I asked. “The same Sir Magnus who asked Isobella to marry him the minute you were out of the picture?”

			“Why yes, I believe he did have access to the seal.” Jester turned to glare at Sir Magnus. “I didn’t know he’d asked Isobella to marry him.”

			“Sir Magnus, you wrote the letter to Sir Curtis’s captors, didn’t you?” I said. “It wasn’t Lord Hugo at all, was it?” 

			“What letter?” he asked, cackling his heart out now.

			Jester goggled. He had his answer. He regarded the knight for a minute, then knocked the guy out.

			Jester sat down with a sigh, all his fury turning inwards to himself.

			“All this time, I’ve had such hatred in my heart for Lord Hugo when really Magnus was responsible,” he said. “I am the most despicable fool. Please, Madison, ask Lord Hugo to meet with me so I might go down on my knees and beg his forgiveness.”

			“I’m not sure he’ll do that,” I said. How could I tell him he’d missed his chance to patch things up because he’d been too proud to ask the man a question?

			“Then, please, Madison, I implore you, would you talk to Lord Hugo on my behalf?” He put his hand on my arm—right on the sore spot. Blinding pain shot through my arm and made me pull back, sucking air through my teeth.

			His face filled first with concern, then confusion, then anger as he grabbed my arm and pulled back the sleeve to reveal the bloodied bandage. 

			“You?” he said. “It was you I fought today. Not Lord Hugo.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say. The absence of a denial he took as confirmation.

			“I thought I recognised your style,” he said. “You fought well, Madison. I am proud of you. But why would Lord Hugo let you, a girl, fight in his stead?”

			At that point, Isobella burst in, her face red and puffy from crying. Her bottom lip quivered. “Please leave us, Lady Madison.” 

			She didn’t need to ask twice. There would be accusations and confessions. I didn’t want to see this. Eavesdropping would be better! 

			Though, in the end, the whole Black Knight thing was a big misunderstanding. No real harm done. Now it made sense why the Black Knight aka Jester/Curtis had saved my life in the forest when the boar had me in his sights and again while I was fighting during the siege at the castle. 

			But there was the small matter of that appearance he made in town when he lured Sir Fabien’s knights to their deaths?

			“That wasn’t me,” I heard him say from my position below the glassless window in the dungeon. 

			“No, it wasn’t!” I whispered. I knew the two emblems had different dragons on them. It made sense that the other Black Knight was someone working for Lord Pearce and Sir Magnus. The black armour and the dragon emblem were meant to entice the knights away and put the blame for their deaths upon the other Black Knight—Sir Curtis.

			If Jester and Isobella could get past that, perhaps they would have a happy ending after all. I tried to be happy for my two friends finding each other again. What was not to like?

			I started back to my room. Now that it was done, I was keen to return to Sydney and see my family and friends—if I could remember how to drive the time machine. And I hoped, by some miracle, Riley would be home, waiting for me.

			My mind was so submerged in thoughts and schemes and what-ifs, I literally ran right into Peterson before I saw him. 

			“Riley’s disappeared,” I said, no preamble. “Do you have any idea why?”

			“I can only assume something the pair of you did here changed the past so when time realigned, Riley’s disappearance was the result.” 

			“But what did we do to wipe Riley out?” I asked. “And why can I remember him if no-one else can?”

			Peterson sighed. “Just imagine time as a straight road, a highway from one place to another, from the past to the future. Time travel is like a side route, a deviation from the main path. While you remain with your time machine, you can see the main highway and all the side roads clearly. But every time you set off in that machine, you make time realign. Everything you did on that side journey gets brought into the main path, altering its course slightly. This new re-set reality is the only one people remember—nothing that came before. But time travellers remember everything. Your connection with the time machine keeps the memory alive.” 

			Talk about a brain twister! 

			“So you and I are the only ones who remember Riley because we’re linked to a time machine?” I said.

			He nodded. “You’re linked because you were the last one to use the machine. If someone took it off you and went elsewhere, time would realign with you in it, the link would be broken and you, too, would remember only the new reality you were presented with.”

			That was scary! And it sucked! 

			I was more convinced than ever that time travel was dangerous and should NEVER be let loose on the public. Just imagine, you’d go to sleep at night not sure what the world would be like the next day. Reality would be constantly shifting due to stupid mistakes with unexpected and far-reaching consequences or—worse—because of corruptions, where someone manipulated the time machine hoping for a particular outcome beneficial to them.

			“So what could we possibly have done that made time reset without Riley?” I asked.

			Peterson grimaced. “I’m still working on that.” 

			Not good. If Peterson couldn’t figure it out—and he made Riley look like a mini-brain—what hope did I have?

			As Isobella came around the corner, Peterson slipped into the shadows. She looked far from happy.

			“Have you sorted things out with Sir Curtis?” I asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “It was Sir Magnus who created the rift between my father and him. It was someone else, disguised as the Black Knight, who lured Sir Fabien’s knights to their deaths.”

			“So Jester’s been cleared of all wrongdoing?” I asked.

			Isobella nodded. But if that was so, why did she look so crushed? 

			“And you and him?” I asked. 

			“My feelings for him remain unchanged,” she said. Which I took to mean she was still in love. “But he says his heart belongs to another.” 

			Uh-oh. “Did he say who?” 

			She shook her head. “He says he is unworthy of the lady. He doubts she will ever consent to becoming his wife. But his feelings for her are so strong, he could never marry another. Just when I thought I’d found him, I’ve lost him all over again.”

			Isobella headed along the path, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

			I felt weird. Could I be the one that had stolen Jester’s heart? Could an actual knight actually be in love with me? Madison Bryant, sometimes funny, frequently a train wreck, of Crows Nest, Sydney? I couldn’t help smiling. I mean, Jester was pretty cute. 

			But this was dreadful news. What was the first rule of time travel? No romance! Why? Because if someone likes you, they might not marry the person they were meant to be with. What if Jester/Curtis was meant to marry Isobella? Then they wouldn’t have the kids they were supposed to have, and so on.

			And if he did like me—a big if—could this be the change that had caused Riley to disappear? Surely not. Because how could it have anything to do with Riley?
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			I raced back to the dungeon to talk to Jester but Isobella had released him. Sir Magnus was still there, though. He pleaded with me to speak to Isobella on his behalf. But the guy looked good in a cell. Striped bars over his face as he peered out were an improvement, as far as I was concerned. Until Isobella claimed the ransom, he could use some time to reflect on what a creep he was!

			Now where would Jester have gone? I reckoned I knew. 

			Making my way through the castle to the Garden of Love, I found him moping among the marigolds. When he saw me, he rushed forward, took my hands in his and knelt before me.

			“Lady Madison, before another word is spoken between us, I must tell you how much I admire and adore you,” he said. “I have since the first moment we met.”

			“You mean at the inn when you made all those jokes about my hair?”

			“Well, maybe not then but not long after. And everything you have done since has confirmed my view that you are like no other girl I’ve ever met. A true princess among women.”

			A princess? That was more an insult where I came from. Though it wasn’t how he meant it. 

			“Would you make me the happiest of men and consent to becoming my wife?”

			What the—? No, no, no. This was a disaster. I wanted to say so, but for a moment, I couldn’t. I was stunned. It was so surprising. And flattering. That someone would be so open about his feelings and committed to me when we hadn’t really known each other very long. 

			“I know you are young,” he said. “Perhaps you wish to postpone our wedding until you turn seventeen and are able to take on the duties of a married woman.”

			Duties of a married woman? Suddenly, my words came back. 

			“Now, hang on,” I said. “Jester, Sir Curtis, I can’t marry you.”

			Two lines of pain formed between his brows. “May I ask why not?”

			I wanted to tell him that I liked him. Quite a bit actually. A guy who could fight like he did and tell jokes and, most of all, laugh at himself was pretty cool. But where I came from, we didn’t get married until much later. 

			That’s what I wanted to say. But I couldn’t. I had to say something to end all his romantic ideas about me. 

			“Because I love another,” I said as coldly as I could. 

			He staggered back, as though shoved by an invisible hand, with such a look of tortured disappointment I had to turn away.

			“Sorry,” I said off-handedly.

			I tried to appear casual though my throat ached with sadness. Just keep going. Don’t turn around!

			“Wait,” Jester shouted. “Before you go, can I at least know your real name?”

			I slapped a false smile on my face and turned to face him one last time. “Madison,” I said. “Not Lady Madison. Just Madison.”

			“Of what house? For I know the coat of arms you bear is not your real crest.”

			“How do you know that?” I asked.

			“Because it is of the same family I belong to.”

			I felt my heart thumping in my chest, though wasn’t quite sure why.

			“We come from up north,” he said, “but my forefathers are from France, from a town called Saint-Clair-sur-Epte.”

			“SSSSSaint…Saint Clair?” My voice emerged as a squeak.

			“Although the name has changed over time to become Sinclair. The Sinclair family.”

			I stood there, mouth open, like one of those clowns at the fairground you shove ping pong balls in to win a prize. 

			“That’s how I knew you were an imposter,” said Jester. “If you were related to me, I’d know it. So who is your family, Madison?”

			I reeled out of the garden, my head spinning. Jester was a Sinclair. He was meant to marry Isobella and have children. And their children would have children. And so on down the line until one day out would pop...Riley Sinclair.

			But now Jester no longer wanted Isobella. Because of me. And the Sinclair family line as we knew it was about to end, here, now. At my feet. 

			I started running. I had no particular destination; I just had to get away. 

			“Maddy!” A shout came across the bailey. It was Sash.

			I stopped and she and Tash came over, bubbling with excitement. “We did what you wanted,” said Sash. 

			What I wanted. What was that again? 

			“We found the assassin,” she said.

			“You caught him?”

			Tash shook her head. “We didn’t catch him. And we didn’t see who he was either. He wore some sort of hooded cape.”

			A hooded cape? Like the rider on the black horse we’d seen when we first arrived in the time? The same person who’d tried to kill Sir Fabien at the inn?

			“But we did stop him from shooting something out of a wooden pipe at Lord Hugo,” Sash said. “Dean bumped his arm and the dart went into the ground. And he took off.”

			“Thanks, guys,” I said. “Lord Hugo will want to thank you when he hears of this.”

			“But there’s more,” Sash said. “Dean didn’t catch him but he did mark him.”

			“Mark him? How?”

			“We made a powdered yellow dye out of the roots of sow berry,” Tash said. “Getting it off clothing or even your skin is difficult. The colour can take days to fade.”

			I shook my head, amazed. Street urchins and peasants they might be, but they had skill and smarts.

			“So our assassin has yellow powder on their clothes or skin?”

			The girls nodded.

			“Well done!” I said. The girls beamed.

			I’d ask Isobella to search the castle for someone with yellow powder on them and we’d arrest the assassin. One problem solved. An easy one, compared to the hot mess with Riley. For that, I needed to find Peterson. 

			I thought he might be waiting for me in the stables. Keen to find him ASAP, I legged it across the green and was passing the dungeon when I spotted Sir Giles talking to the guard. I considered carrying on, but I’d always liked Giles and knew this might be my last chance to speak to him. So I stopped.

			“Sir Giles, hello,” I said.

			“Lady Madison!” he said. “Wasn’t that all terribly interesting?”

			I agreed, though “interesting” wouldn’t have been the word I chose.

			“Lord Hugo is still a tremendous fighter,” Sir Giles said. “And who would have thought the Black Knight would have turned out to be Sir Curtis, a former knight of Donchester?”

			“What are you doing at the dungeon?” I asked.

			“I’m waiting for my sister,” he said. “She’s a very kind person. She’s visiting Sir Magnus. While he has done wrong to Lord Hugo, she was concerned about how someone of his noble birth would endure confinement.”

			Brigit was visiting Sir Magnus? Strange. “Yes, she’s very kind,” I lied.

			A protest of rusty metal and the squeak of a door opening drew our attention to Saint Brigit, climbing the stairs from the dungeon. When she saw me, she gave me that snake smile again—which made me want to flee into my mouse hole. 

			“Lady Madison!” She curtsied to me, tipping her head in mock-deference. As she did, I froze. For on her long, to-die-for eyelashes, I saw a hint of yellow powder. And, now I looked at her hands, she had yellow stains on the tips of her fingers.

			Well, load up the catapult and shoot rocks at my head! Lady Brigit was the assassin!

			But while it wasn’t much of a stretch to believe she was evil, surely her lovely brother, Giles, couldn’t be in on it. She must have done all those things without his knowledge.

			Giles put an arm around his sister’s shoulders and gave me a warm smile. “I bid you goodnight, Madison. Sleep well.” 

			Should I break the news to him now or later, when Brigit was asleep? He needed to know the truth about his sister. 

			As they walked away, he turned back briefly. “Oh, and where’s Riley? Haven’t seen him around for a while.”

			I looked up, overjoyed that someone still remembered my friend. But then bits of my conversation with Peterson popped into my head—about how the only people who could remember Riley were those with a time machine. As far as I knew, the only people in the world who had one were Riley, Peterson and...

			“Hello, Mr Johnson,” I said.

			For in that moment, I’d realised Giles was actually my science teacher in disguise. He was the only other person with a time machine. He’d used it to time travel to Ancient Egypt, where he disguised himself as the vizier’s servant, Azizi, and attempted to kill Riley.

			Sir Giles looked back quizzically, trying to keep up his cover. But not for long.

			“What gave me away?” He was grinning like an old friend playing a harmless game. 

			“No-one else can remember Riley. Only we time travellers.”

			“Who’s Riley?” Brigit asked him.

			So, she wasn’t a time traveller? That was good news, at least.

			Johnno frowned. “So Riley’s disappeared? Then my mission is complete.”

			“Now, stand aside and allow me to complete my mission,” said Brigit, “and eliminate all loose ends.”

			From her sleeve, she pulled out what looked like a wooden pipe and raised it to her lips, pointing it at me. I was a loose end. She was going to eliminate me.

			But Giles, aka Johnno, snatched the weapon away. “No,” he said firmly. “I don’t want Maddy hurt.”

			“Not even a little bit?” Brigit pleaded. She gave me a surly look and stalked off. 

			“You know she’s an assassin, don’t you?” I said.

			He shrugged. “She had her agenda, I had mine. We felt we’d do better together.”

			They’d met at one of Lord Pearce’s banquets, he said. The lord had tasked Brigit to murder Lord Hugo and undermine his castle’s defences. Johnno wanted to make sure Riley and I never left the time zone. 

			“Our brother-sister cover story helped us get into the castle,” he said.

			“So she killed Lord Hugo and poisoned our food supplies?”

			“Regrettably, yes,” said Johnno. “I wasn’t involved with that.”

			“And the guy we found in the well? The one who lit the fires in the morning?”

			Giles made a sad face as if he cared. “He saw me using both my arms. If he’d told anyone, our cover would have been blown.”

			“What made you pretend to be a one-armed man anyway?” I asked. 

			“If you were looking for me in this period, you might expect a disguise, but you wouldn’t look twice at someone with only one arm.”

			That was clever, though I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of saying so.

			But was this really our favourite science teacher? When did he become such a soulless murdering liar? 

			“I didn’t want to kill Lord Hugo,” he said, putting his hands up in surrender. “But she did. And you can’t argue with Brigit.”

			“You should never have got involved with her,” I said.

			“Maybe,” he agreed.

			He confirmed that she’d also murdered one of the herald’s messengers—the one Riley found dead on the road. The man had a letter that would have exposed the pair as frauds. Brigit swapped it for false documents verifying their identities. 

			And it was her in the shiny black cape at the inn who’d attempted to murder Sir Fabien. Sir Magnus wanted to be sure of winning the tournament. 

			“Brigit was very angry with you for stopping her that night,” Johnno said. “She wanted to kill you then and there. But I wouldn’t let her. I never wanted to hurt you or Riley. All I want is some of the credit for the time machine.”

			“Credit you don’t deserve,” I said.

			He pressed his lips together. “When it’s released to the world, there’ll be more than enough credit to go around.”

			“Are you sure the world’s ready for time travel?” 

			“If it isn’t, perhaps someone will pay me a nice fat sum to remove my invention from the public.”

			“Your invention?” I said. “In your dreams.”

			“Yes, I had dreams,” Johnno said, a tad bitterly. “I wanted to invent something that would make a difference to the world. Then a sixteen-year-old boy came up with the time machine for a school competition and blew my ideas out of the water. That wasn’t fair. When I was the one who taught him science, and if it wasn’t for me...”

			He stopped there and gave me an evil smile. “But Riley’s gone. And I’m here. So perhaps there is some justice after all.”

			No, there was none. Riley was not just gone, he’d been erased, as if he’d never existed at all. 

			It can’t end like this!

			“If only we’d never tried to fix things for Jamie Fletcher,” I blurted out. 

			“Jamie Fletcher? What did you fix for him?” Johnno asked.

			“A researcher at the British Library told Peterson the Fletcher timeline was broken at this point in history. We came here to repair it, if we could.”

			Johnno frowned. “I wondered why you were here. I researched the period, too, and saw the Fletcher name in the record. Tristan marries Lia. Alistair will marry one of Lia’s cousins. As far as I can see, nothing you’ve done here will change that.”

			What? The Fletcher line didn’t end here? Could the researcher have got it wrong? Or Peterson?

			“I was interested in who else had ancestors in the time,” Johnno said. “Like Riley. My plan was to marry Isobella. That way I could make sure she never married Sir Curtis and Riley was never born.” 

			“But she didn’t fancy you, did she? Aww,” I said, with mock-pity.

			The smile curdled on his lips.

			“None of that mattered in the end, though,” he said, “because Riley’s relation—Jester—fancied you. Big time.”

			I felt my cheeks redden with shame at having been so stupid. I knew the rules. Time travel and romance didn’t mix. Why did I let things go so far?

			“Of course, I gave things a little helping hand,” Johnno said. “Once I saw how things were with you two, I nudged it a little. I wrote a few love notes to him on your behalf to stir up his romantic inclinations. But, really, they were redundancies. You won his affection all on your own.

			“In the end, it wasn’t me who wiped Riley off the timeline,” he went on. “It was you, Maddy. And your irrepressible charm.”

			Ow! That hurt. But I couldn’t deny it. Johnno was right. Riley’s disappearance was my fault. I’d been stupid and Riley had paid the price. 

			“But, but...what about the key to your time machine?” I said. “I ripped it off your neck in Riley’s garden. How did you get your machine started without it?”

			“I have my ways. And now I’ll return to the future and start preparing to launch my invention to the world.”

			There had to be some way to stop him. Could I knock him out right now—I was the champion of Donchester after all—and get him locked up in the dungeon with Magnus?

			I was gearing up for it—I think he could tell as he started backing away—when Isobella rushed out of the castle with Sash and Tash and a dozen castle guards in tow. As they drew closer, I saw they had a prisoner with them—Brigit.

			The soldiers formed a circle around Brigit and Giles, weapons drawn.

			“We have a pair of snakes in our midst!” Isobella said. “It seems Lady Brigit is not a lady after all. She is a deadly assassin. And Giles is her accomplice. What do you have to say for yourselves?”

			Brigit looked as sullen as any teenager asked to account for their actions in Miss Caraway’s detention. “Well,” she began, eyeing the weapons and Isobella and me, “nobody’s perfect.”

			With that, Giles wrapped his cape around them and they vanished. Everyone stood there, bug-eyed, wondering if they’d actually seen what they thought they had. My first thought was that they might be beneath an invisibility cloth. I moved to the centre of the circle and waved my arms about, trying to connect with someone or something. But the cape must have been a time machine—more advanced than Riley’s. 

			“Where did she go?” Isobella gasped.

			“I think I saw them over there,” I said, pointing to the other side of the grass. “They crawled out between us when they did that cloak thing.”

			The soldiers hurried off in that direction.

			I left them to it. I had problems of my own and I needed to find Peterson to fix them.

			Chapter 47[image: ]

			Peterson wasn’t in the stables, or the Garden of Love, or any place I looked. After a while, I gave up and went back to my room. 

			Lying on the bed in the dark, I thought through all that had happened today with Riley disappearing, me misfiring to the dinosaur era, then discovering he’d been erased and fighting in his stead. Then learning the Black Knight was really Jester who was really Sir Curtis. Who was now in love with me rather than Isobella—Riley’s ancestor. That Brigit was the assassin, that Sir Giles was actually our old teacher, Mr Johnson, who seemed content to have wiped Riley out of existence and leave me stranded in the medieval period so he could take credit for inventing the time machine.

			It was a lot. And all the heavier because I realised that, once again, it was all my fault—for falling for Jester and letting things go too far. 

			To get Riley back, I suspected I’d have to do something I really didn’t want to do. Just thinking about what that might be made my throat hurt again. And it would be so much harder, if I couldn’t find—

			“Maddy!” A tap on my shoulder almost launched me through the bed’s canopy. Peterson’s face appeared in the lamplight. “Forgive me for scaring you like that.” 

			“You’re forgiven.” I sat up. “Now what do we do?”

			I explained everything that had happened since I last saw him—with Johnno, Brigit, Isobella and Jester. Peterson listened, nodding.

			“So in this version of time, Riley was never born,” Peterson said. “Because he’s related to Jester, who never got together with Isobella as he was meant to. Because he was in love with you. That’s the change we triggered with the last trip through time.” He paused. “So we need to change that back. And make sure Jester never loses his heart to you.”

			Yeah, I guessed that. But when I thought about the guy’s declarations and the sort of thing I’d have to say or do to make him un-feel all that, I felt queasy.

			“You need to figure out the exact moment he fell in love with you and we’ll send you back in time to change just that, nothing else,” Peterson said. 

			“You mean we’ll be time travelling again? I thought I could fix it here and now, in this time.”

			Peterson shook his head. “He may be too far gone to undo it now. It would be much safer if it never happened in the first place.”

			“But hang on,” I said, recalling my chat with Mr Johnson. “Can’t we just go back and remove ourselves from this time period altogether, so things carry on here as they would have done if we’d never arrived? Because, as it happens, the Fletcher timeline was never under threat. Our information on that was wrong.”

			Peterson didn’t seem surprised by that. He sat on the bed and folded his arms as he considered our next move. “Undoing everything is not an option—not now that your teacher has inserted himself into the time. The only way we can restore Riley’s future is for you to change the one thing—Jester falling for you—while leaving everything else you’ve done here intact.”

			Aaargh. I felt like shouting! Only it was the middle of the night. Bloody time travel! It was like quicksand. The more you struggled against it, the faster you went down. 

			But sulking and pouting would do no good. The bottom line? I wanted Riley back. I’d do whatever was necessary to achieve that.

			“All right,” I said. “But, even if I succeed and Jester ends up hating me, how do we stop Johnno travelling back here and mucking things up again?”

			Peterson tapped his chin, frowning. “I’ll try to lock him out of the time zone so he can’t change anything.”

			“Lock him out? You can do that?”

			“Leave that to me,” he said. “You need to work on the other thing: finding the right moment to change with Jester. But remember, we want to change just one thing and leave everything else the same. Or we can’t predict how things will end.”

			O-kay. I thought back to our first meeting at Berenger’s inn. I’d been dressed as a peasant boy. He was doing a show and telling all those anti-women jokes. I turned my back on him mid-routine. Did he fall in love then?

			And then I remembered...it had been my disagreeableness when I saved Phoenix from drowning in the Nile in Ancient Egypt that had made him notice me in the first place. Could this be the case here, too? Had Jester fallen in love because I was the first girl who’d answered him back?

			Peterson thought it was worth a try. So, taking care no-one would see us, we slipped into the stables to the stall where the time machine was hidden. He set the time and location controls, we climbed onto the bike, then—whoosh— it flew up into the sky as before. We weren’t there long before we started descending, landing in the field outside Berenger’s inn on the night Riley and I first arrived in the period. 

			An old drunk relieving himself in the bushes witnessed our appearance out of thin air. His eyes boggled at first, then he shrugged and staggered back inside.

			“Don’t worry, if he tries telling anyone what he saw,” Peterson said, “they’ll assume something was off in the ale barrels.”

			Once again, The Boar’s Breath inn was heaving with pre-tournament excitement. We arrived just as Jester began his act and watched from the side of the room for a while. Boy, he was good! His tongue was sharper than a hunter’s arrow as he took apart all the knights around him with little care for who he offended. I really wished he was from my time and we could hang out for a while. Making him fall out of love with me was something I did not relish doing.

			I looked around at the same old faces—Berenger, a bear of a man; Sir Fabien, Lord Hugo’s lead knight who would defeat Sir Magnus in the tournament. And OMG! There was Riley, with me! Maddy Mark 2. We had our peasant disguises on. 

			“But, wait!” I whispered. “If Riley has been erased from the timeline, how is he here?”

			“He’s only been erased from a particular point in time later than this one. Everything before that remains as it was.”

			I stood scratching my head. “Then why don’t Isobella and the others remember Riley? If they’d met him in a part of the past before that point, and that hasn’t changed?”

			“Their recollection of him has been overridden by a new reality presented on the timeline—of Riley’s erasure. They accept the new reality and all their memories line up accordingly. From that point.”

			That was so weird and impossible to twist my brain around so I wouldn’t even try. And right now, I was much more interested in saying hi to Riley. I was just so glad to see him alive. But Peterson held me back.

			“When you know something of what the future holds, you never behave the same way,” he said. “And the consequences of even slight changes may mean the future you’ve seen never comes to pass.”

			Say again? No, don’t! It was bad enough the first time! Did the guy talk non-stop in riddles?

			“We only want to change Jester’s feelings for you,” he said. “Everything else should stay the same.” 

			As much as this frustrated me, I knew he was right. I’d learnt the hard way that time travel was weirdly sensitive. You could make huge changes that had absolutely no impact on things that followed. But then, a simple smile to the wrong person could ripple through the timeline with devastating effect.

			I’d have loved to chat with Riley and myself—if only to advise us not to go anywhere near the inn’s “amenities”! But that was not going to happen.

			“I’ll talk to Riley and you—the other you,” Peterson said. “You stay here.”

			I watched him approach the pair of us. As Maddy2 saw him, she shot him a dark look. I hadn’t really liked Peterson much at the start of this journey, it was true. I didn’t feel quite so hostile since he’d rescued me from the dinosaur era—that experience would soften you towards anyone. But I still found the secrecy and mystery about him very annoying.

			Jester’s act rolled into his anti-women jokes. This time, however, after Peterson’s little chat, Maddy2 didn’t look so openly unimpressed by the jokes, nor did she turn her back on Jester. (Though I knew she’d be fuming inside!) So he didn’t single her out. To him, she was just another peasant with a bad haircut.

			At one point, Jester caught my eye—this Maddy, dressed more like a lady—and gave me a mischievous wink. It wasn’t fair. I really liked the guy. Why couldn’t he be from my own time?

			I looked from Jester to Riley and back again. Yeah, now I did see a resemblance. 

			Jester’s anti-women routine was over and he moved onto the next subject—flatulence. Always a crowd-pleaser. As people fell about laughing, someone in a black hood and cape squeezed past me. I couldn’t see the face but I definitely recognised Brigit’s button lips under the hood. She was about to poison Sir Fabien’s drink. I wanted to stay and watch the drama unfold, but Peterson took my arm and led me outside.

			“But that was Brigit,” I protested. “I could have stopped her this time!” 

			“Change that, and you would change everything that followed in ways you can’t predict,” Peterson said. “You might expect one outcome—her locked up and therefore no murder of Lord Hugo, no invasion of the castle. But Lord Pearce would just send someone else.”

			“But because Maddy2 hasn’t turned her back on Jester,” I said, “she might not stop the poisoning when she needs—”

			As I spoke, I saw Maddy2 turn around and witness Brigit dropping the poison into the drink.

			“I told her to wait till after the sexist jokes, then look the other way,” Peterson said. “I didn’t say why.”

			And I bet that annoyed her—me.

			But I got what he was doing. He needed to keep the key events on track because we knew how they played out and could work with them to get Riley back. Throw in a new turn, an unexpected twist, and we might have no clear path to bring him back.

			“Don’t drink that!” Maddy2 slapped Sir Fabien’s drink out of his hand. “It’s been poisoned.”

			All was on track.

			“Now what do we do?” I asked.

			“We travel back to the future and, if that was the moment Jester fell for you and we’ve changed it, Riley should reappear in the time.”

			So we jumped forward to the evening of the Black Knight fight and crouched behind a rosemary bush in the herb garden. The fight had just finished. As long as all had gone according to plan, I’d have beaten the knight and unmasked him as Sir Curtis, just like before. We waited as the crowd streamed by, chatting excitedly about Lord Hugo’s victory. Lia and Tristan came out first, then Isobella with me. I looked pale and dishevelled after fighting the Black Knight. Alistair followed a few moments later. 

			But there was no sign of Riley. 

			From the look on Peterson’s face, this wasn’t good news. 

			“Well, Riley’s not here,” he said, “so the inn wasn’t where Jester fell for you. Think, Maddy. When else could it have been?”

			I bit the inside of my lip as I thought through all that had happened during our friendship—the sword training, the performances, the play. We’d known each other for only a short time but it was packed with memorable moments. 

			“Maybe it was the night of Isobella’s birthday banquet, when I saved Jester’s life,” I said.

			Peterson nodded. 

			“Were you there that night?” I asked.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Where were you sitting?” 

			“I wasn’t,” he said. “I was one of the servers. I served you that pie. And I remember Sir Fabien demanded to see the group’s ‘boy’ singer. When Jester said you were sick, he accused him of lying at the inn about you being part of his troupe.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “I was already at the banquet, of course, dressed as Lady Madison. So I went back to my room and changed into my peasant gear and returned as the boy to get Jester off the hook. I sang Night and Stars.”

			I smiled as I recalled how much the crowd enjoyed that song.

			“You sang so beautifully, Maddy,” he said, “and when you combine that with the gratitude he must have felt for saving him, it could well have made Jester fall in love.” 

			But if that was so, what could we do to change the moment? I still had to save Jester’s life and reappear as the boy in the band. That couldn’t change.

			Peterson had an idea. And it totally sucked. But as I couldn’t come up with a better plan, I had to go along with it!

			We lurked in the shadows on the castle green. We saw me—Maddy2—dressed as Lady Madison, rush across the grass with Riley beside her. She re-emerged a short time later dressed in peasant clothes to return to the party and sing for Sir Fabien.

			At that point, I stayed hidden while Peterson stepped forward to talk to her. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I saw Maddy2’s horrified expression. She didn’t like his suggestion one bit. I didn’t blame her.

			Peterson slipped inside the banquet hall to watch events unfold, but I could only hover outside in the corridor and listen. I heard my song begin—Night and Stars. Then yikes! Instead of being sweet and melodic, Maddy2 sang deliberately off-key. It was excruciating.

			“Thank you, lad,” I heard Jester say. “And if you’ve ever wondered what a cat with its tail stuck in a door sounds like, this young man has enlightened us!”

			I felt my cheeks burn in the cool night as laughter bounced around the hall. Bloody Jester! 

			It was all Peterson’s fault. His idea had been to “break the magic spell” I’d cast over Jester by singing badly. I was glad it was Maddy2 embarrassing herself in there, not me.

			Peterson emerged from the hall, looking pained. “Well, you’ve done your best. Let’s see what the results are.”

			Once more, we travelled to the future, to wait behind the rosemary bush on fight night. The crowd streamed by, chattering about Lord Hugo. Then, along came Lia and Tristan, Isobella and me. And Alistair behind. 

			Riley was a no show.
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			“So that wasn’t the moment he fell in love either,” Peterson said. “Can you think of a really standout moment? Maybe one that was special for you, too.”

			The kiss that I’d initiated out of spite after finding Brigit with Riley in the church before his knight’s ceremony. That was the moment we had to change. 

			“But one thing worries me,” I said.

			“Yes, Maddy, what is it?”

			“Well, I...” I struggled to get the words out “...I was just thinking about when Riley challenged the Black Knight. And he was hurt quite badly after the jousting.”

			Alistair had thought he was dead. And he was pretty close to it as far as I could tell.

			“You’re worried he might actually have died?” Peterson said.

			I nodded. “We don’t really know what happened to him then. I was in the dinosaur era, you came to help me. If he did die, could that be why we’re having trouble getting him back? Because, you know, death...”

			“...doesn’t cross timelines,” Peterson said. “Meaning that death is a fixed point on the continuum. Well, first, that’s just a working theory, though the anecdotal evidence is compelling. And, second, we don’t know that Riley actually died.”

			And I didn’t want to know.

			“Shall we give the Jester thing one more shot before we explore other options?” he asked.

			Other options? Like attempting to bring a time traveller back from the dead? 

			I nodded frantically. “I know which moment to try next.”

			So we went back again, but this time, instead of Peterson briefing Maddy2, I decided to do my own dirty work.

			As before, I found Jester about to leave the Garden of Love after our training session, while Peterson delayed Maddy2. 

			“Madison, did you leave something behind?” Jester asked.

			Last time, I’d walked up and kissed him—to spite Riley. Then I kissed him again for different reasons entirely. 

			Moonlight painted strands of his hair golden and made his eyes seem full of liquid light. Which didn’t help.

			“I lost one of my hairpins,” I said, lamely. “Ah, here it is.” I pretended to pick something up and press it into my hair.

			I turned to leave, feeling a complete idiot. If I could just walk away, it would end here. The moment would be gone. Any feelings that had been stirred up would stay buried. 

			Jester grabbed my arm and pulled me close to him. “Are you sure that’s the reason you came back? For a hairpin?” He made it sound as ludicrous as it was. 

			I felt his warm breath on my face as his lips drifted towards mine. I wanted to pull back but I was as helpless as a spaceship drawn by gravity towards an alien planet. Which is what the planet will feel like without Riley. Come on, Maddy! If I didn’t do something now to spoil the mood, it would be all over for my friend. 

			“No, you’re right,” I said. “The hairpin was only an excuse. I wanted to ask you something.”

			“Yes, Madison?” he whispered, dangerously close.

			“Sir Alistair,” I said. “Does he ever mention me?”

			“Sir Alistair?” Jester pulled back.

			“I’ve seen the two of you talking from time to time,” I said. “I wanted to know if he likes me.”

			“Why do you want to know about him?”

			“As we two are friends,” I said, “I can confide to you my deepest wish that one day I might become Sir Alistair’s wife.” My voice cracked on the word.

			Jester stepped back, regarding me like something unpleasant he’d stepped in. “Why would you throw yourself away on him?” 

			“Well, he might not be as sharp as you,” I said, “or as brave. But his family is wealthy and one day he’ll have a large share of that wealth. Which means his wife will have riches and gowns, maybe even a castle of her own.”

			Humiliation barricaded my throat trying to stop the words getting out. I HATED doing this, but I needed to appear as shallow as possible to destroy any trace of affection he had for me. And from the look on his face, I was doing brilliantly. The admiration in his eyes turned to something more like disgust.

			“I regret to advise I am not Sir Alistair’s confidante and have no information to give you about his feelings,” he said bluntly. “And if you covet his attention, I have been sadly mistaken about you, Lady Madison. If you’ll excuse me.”

			He bowed formally then pushed past me. Watching him walk away, I had to press my lips together to stop calling out that I was “only joking”. I’d succeeding in disappointing him and making him rethink his good opinion of me. I was not the girl he thought I was. Those words cut deep.

			But would that be enough? I thought I had better make sure.

			“Oh, and Jester!” I called after him. He turned back, his expression full of hope. “When I am a rich woman, I may hire your troupe to perform for us one day! Wouldn’t that be fun?” 

			Jester shook his head and carried on, his hands balling into fists as he walked away. Leaving me alone in the garden and feeling wretched.

			“Good job, Maddy!” Peterson stepped out of the shadows. “I know that couldn’t have been easy. But thank you, on Riley’s behalf.”

			“Will it be enough?”

			He shrugged. He didn’t dare say it, but I knew there really was only one way to find out.

			Once more, Peterson and I travelled forward in time and waited in the herb garden after the fight. The crowd poured past, talking of Lord Hugo’s win. Then Lia and Tristan. Then Isobella and me. Then Alistair. Oh, no! We’d failed ag—? Wait! Someone was running to catch up with them on the path. 

			Riley.

			I sank down onto the rosemary bush, dizzy with relief.

			“That was the moment Jester fell in love,” Peterson said. “You’ve erased it. And brought Riley back.” 

			A good and bad news situation then. I tried to be happy at my “success” while cursing our old adversary—time. It was tricky and deceitful and played dangerous games. But it usually got what it wanted.

			Peterson intercepted Riley before he caught up with the others. I saw the two of them exchange a few words, then Riley looked over my way. Checking no-one was around, I popped up behind the rosemary bush and waved to him, like a dork. I was that pleased he wasn’t dead, that he’d been un-erased. Riley came over to me while Peterson rushed off somewhere. 

			“Hey!” he said, a little weirded out. Especially when I launched myself at him in a big squeezy hug. He froze at first, then relaxed and wrapped his arms around me. “Good to see you, too.” 

			For him, it was like nothing had happened. No time had passed since he was here last. His brow creased slightly as he awaited my explanation.

			“Don’t ask,” I said.

			So he didn’t. See, that was the difference between Riley and me. If anyone said “Don’t ask” to me, the next words out of my mouth would be a question. How could he not want to know whatever it was he obviously didn’t know?

			Peterson came back then. He’d had a quick word with Maddy2 and discovered that events had unfolded just as before. No-one in the tent had recognised Riley’s name at the start, Tristan had collapsed before he could fight. And so on, until Madison suited up and won on the lord’s behalf and the Black Knight was unmasked.

			“But will our friends know Riley?” I asked. “Or will he be like someone new?”

			“Time realigned,” Peterson said, “from the moment we returned. So there’s a new reality. And they’ll accept that. And Riley as an old friend.”

			Yeah, nah. This was freaky stuff. I just had to be happy it had ended well with me as the hero of the day and Riley back in our lives. 

			Indeed, I’d done my job so well that when Isobella went to see Jester in the dungeon, she emerged with tears of joy to announce that she and Curtis still loved each other and that she was the happiest of women. I was glad it had all worked out for my friends and for Riley’s timeline. But losing Jester’s affection hurt more than I had expected it to.

			“Maddy,” Riley asked, “is everything okay?”

			No. “Yes, of course.” I wiped a stray tear from my cheek. “I’m just happy you’re back.” The truth, but not the whole truth.

			So now we’d fixed everything, we needed to leave before anything became unfixed! But we couldn’t go right away, as the time machine had to recharge first. What the—? 

			“It’s taken quite a lot of energy to do the back and forth you’ve been doing,” Riley said. “You went a long time into the past from the looks of it?” He looked up at me for confirmation. I shrugged. “Well, it’ll need twenty-four hours to reboot to make sure we don’t run out of power mid-way through the trip home.” No, we wouldn’t want that!

			So we’d have to wait here for another day. I sighed. O-kay. I could do that.

			“Oh, there’s somewhere I need to be,” I suddenly realised.

			I hurried back to the dungeon, expecting to meet Giles, aka Johnno, as I had last time, waiting for Brigit, his “sister”. She was supposed to be visiting Magnus to console a nobleman enduring hardship, but now I knew they were likely plotting together in his cell.

			I waited, and waited. But neither Brigit nor Johnno showed this time. I asked the guard whether Lady Brigit had already been to visit Magnus. He said she hadn’t. Strange.

			When I told Peterson about it, he chewed on his bottom lip for a time, then said: “Looks like your teacher scarpered.”

			“But how would he know to do that?” I asked. “At this point, we hadn’t yet had the conversation where I realised who he was, and the pair of them were exposed as traitors.”

			“Well, because Mr Johnson is a time traveller,” Peterson said, “he’d remember what happened first time through and know this was a replay. He and Brigit must have decided to get out before the trouble started up again. And he has somehow erased the imprint of their former selves. Like covering their footprints in the sand.”

			I didn’t dare ask how. It was enough to know Johnno and Brigit had cleared off to some other time and I didn’t have to worry about them. Good riddance!

			So Riley and I spent one more day around the castle. And we had dinner with the family for the last time. Knowing we’d never see any of our medieval friends again painted the evening in shades of melancholy. I was here with them, in this present, but, somehow, they already felt lost to me.

			The dinner was a low-key affair. A big banquet to celebrate the family’s victory over Lord Pearce was planned later in the week, as long as food supplies were back to reasonable levels.

			We ate in the family dining room. Jester/Sir Curtis sat next to Isobella and the pair smiled and laughed all night long. Lady Lia and Tristan sat opposite each other gazing into each other’s eyes. Alistair sat on one side of me, attempting to flirt whenever I looked his way. Fletcher Senior sat on his other side, pink-cheeked from the drink and the fire and pride at how well his sons had turned out. I liked to think we’d helped with that.

			Even Sir Fabien came along. He had a little more colour in his cheeks, I noted, as he sat down next to Lady Cassandra. 

			“And Lord Hugo?” he asked.

			Lady Cassandra studied the wood grain of the table and shook her head.

			“He’s fatigued tonight, Sir Fabien.” Lady Isobella answered for her mother. “But perhaps in the morning, if you have the leisure, you might take some refreshment with my parents and share words with them?”

			“I would be honoured.” Sir Fabien beamed. “Please send my warmest wishes to Lord Hugo.”

			So, Isobella and her mum would reveal the truth, at least to Sir Fabien, in the morning. The two women exchanged a look of resignation. They couldn’t put it off forever.

			But tonight was a celebration.

			“Sir Curtis, or should I say, Jester,” Isobella said, “I hear you have a good singing voice?”

			Everyone hooted and howled. Jester stood and bowed and a servant fetched his lute for him. 

			“What should I play?” he asked.

			People shouted out requests. But he held up a finger and strummed a chord, giving me a significant look before launching into the song I’d sung about a lady-in-waiting who secretly trained as a knight and saved the prince from a fire-breathing dragon. It felt like a tribute to our fight, though of course not everyone here knew the truth about Lord Hugo’s victory. 

			I was amazed at how much of the song Jester remembered from a single hearing. We laughed as he stumbled through the verse, making up words he forgot. 

			Better than knights, this girl learned faster

			In part, due to her skilled sword master

			I almost lost it at that. 

			At the end of the battle, the dragon bowed low

			In recognition of a most admirable foe.

			His eyes lingered on me as he sang the last line. And Isobella, Lia, Alistair and Tristan all clapped in my direction. I blushed so hard, you’d think an actual dragon had scorched me with its fiery breath.

			I thought Jester might call on Riley and me to perform, outing us as troupe members. But he didn’t. The politics of that was still too tricky, I guess. And I was glad. I didn’t feel much like singing.

			During the evening, I watched Jester and Isobella find their way back to each other with shy smiles and soft words. I tried to be happy for them. But a deep gloominess settled on me. 

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Riley asked.

			“Yeah, I’m fine.”

			But there was a moment, when Isobella leaned over to speak to Sir Fabien, and Jester’s eyes found mine. We smiled as we gazed at each other, recalling all that had happened, all that might have been. And for a moment, we were both in the grip of that moment, full of possibilities. Until I leaned over to speak to Alistair and fluttered at him, just a little. I sensed rather than saw Jester turn away from me for good.

			“How much longer till we leave?” I asked Riley.

			“The machine should be ready now,” he said.

			“Lady Isobella,” I said, “may we beg a word?”

			I explained that Riley and I had to leave for a time to visit a recently discovered relation in the north. It was the best I could do at short notice. I stumbled several times during the telling, my throat thick with emotion.

			“Oh,” Isobella said, “that’s good news.” The disappointment in her voice belied her words.

			“We want to thank you for all you’ve done for us,” I said.

			“Yes, thank you,” Riley said.

			Isobella shook her head. “It is we who are thankful. Madison, Riley, without the two of you, our family would not have....”

			She choked up. Jester came to comfort her and heard the news that we were leaving.

			“I’m sorry to see you go,” he said.

			“We hope you have a safe visit with your relatives and you return here very soon,” Isobella said. “For you are family to us now.”

			Jester stepped forward and took my hands in his. “You have been a fair sparring partner, Lady Madison,” he said. “And it was good to practise sword fighting with you, too.”

			Ah! He meant sparring with words. 

			We said our farewells to the rest of the group. 

			“You’ll return very soon, I hope?” Lady Cassandra said.

			“Yes.”

			“Promise?” 

			I nodded but couldn’t give voice to the lie.

			Then Riley and I hurried back to the stables, to the corner where we’d hidden the machine. Peterson was waiting to see us off.

			“Wait,” I said. “What happened to the other Maddy? Why didn’t we run into her tonight?”

			Peterson tipped his head to Riley, inviting him to explain. 

			“I developed a ‘merge’ button on the machine with a version override,” Riley said. “We activated the machine and that version of her merged with you. So only one imprint will be left in time.”

			A merge button? Wow! But don’t ask how!

			Riley straddled the bike to kickstart our journey while I settled into the sidecar.

			“Happy?” he asked.

			I smiled and nodded but, as the engine began to purr, I knew I was too full of all kinds of emotions to call myself happy. There was heartbreak at losing Jester and a deep shame that I’d had to do it in that mortifying way. There was epic relief that Riley was back and that we’d set everything right. And, of course, excitement at the prospect of seeing our families and erasing their suffering.

			But there was sadness too, at leaving the friends we’d made in this time. Time travel wasn’t like going on a holiday in another town, or state or country. It was a door closing that would never open again. 

			No matter how much you wanted it to. 

			Chapter 49[image: ]

			The warm bathwater soothed my aches; the bubbles tickled my nose. This was the most glorious bath I’d ever had. No, more than that—it was the best anyone had ever had in the history of baths. And that included those Roman baths, where servant girls replenished the hot water with shapely ceramic jugs and harpists played soothing music while you soaked. None of those were a patch on my wonderful tub here in Crows Nest, Sydney. 

			I wasn’t sure how long I’d been here, but eventually I opened my eyes and was surprised to see this was also the dirtiest water I’d ever lolled in. A visit to the dinosaur world would do that for you. 

			Riley and I had arrived in Riley’s garden to find everything quiet and still. We snuck into Riley’s dad’s house and glimpsed the time—almost 10pm. On the same day we left, only an hour later. 

			I thought back to the night of our departure from Sydney. Lauren had been on her way to Riley’s house to ask for chess coaching. Anton had chased Mr Johnson around the herb garden to stop him attacking me. I guess Lauren would eventually have emerged through the back door and by the time she got here, there would have been no sign of Riley or me. Just Anton wrestling Johnno in the sage bushes.

			“What do you suppose happened then?” I said. 

			Riley twisted his lips to the side. “Well, I guess Mr Johnson must have escaped and if Anton tried to tell anyone what happened...”

			We grimaced as we realised how crazy his tale would have sounded. With Anton’s history of drinking, everyone would assume he was back on the bottle. Poor guy. We’d have to visit him at the soup kitchen the first chance we got and make up some sort of explanation.

			Riley and I were both still in our medieval clothes. We needed to change. I borrowed a T-shirt and track pants from him. They were big on me, but they’d be easier to explain than a long flowing garment with crazy headwear. The alien T-shirt, which Riley had so admired before we left, I’d left in medieval England. I smiled as I tried to picture a young knight putting it on under his chain mail! 

			I filled Riley in on what had happened in his absence—how he’d disappeared after the fight and all the trouble we’d had getting him back. 

			“You did all that to save me?” he said.

			“It wasn’t just to save you. I needed to get home again, and my time travel driving skills were not exactly tip-top.”

			His brow wrinkled with concern. “And Jester was in love with you? And you had to destroy that? That must have been awkward.”

			I didn’t want to discuss it with him. Or even think about it. That part of me was still too raw. For now, I’d focus on being home and seeing my friends and family again. I wanted to see my room, all my things, enjoy a flush toilet, running water and a light switch in every room.

			“Oh, and Peterson said he was going to try to lock Mr Johnson out of the medieval period,” I said, “so he couldn’t go back and meddle with your timeline. Did you know you could lock people out of a period?”

			“No,” he said. And he got this faraway look as, doubtless, he made calculations for how it might be done on the white board of his mind. When he got that look, it could be ages before you broke through again.

			“Gotta go,” I said.

			“Before you do, Maddy.” Riley smiled and took my hand in his and ever so gently brushed his lips against my knuckles, like the chivalrous knight he really was. “Thanks for saving my life, Lady Madison.” 

			“I bid you good night, Sir Riley.” I curtsied in the style Isobella had taught me, conscious of my hand tingling. He bowed too and gave me such a cheeky smile that for a moment it wasn’t him but someone else I saw, from a different garden in a time long, long ago. 

			As I headed off, I thought about how much Riley had changed during our time away. His arm muscles were now more defined. And, something which was harder to see, he had more confidence, more ability to meet your eye and be playful in moments. I wondered how Lauren would react to the new improved Riley. My guess? She’d be even more gaga than before. Well, after Brigit, the viper, her attentions would seem harmless enough.

			Back at home, the first person I saw when I came in was Gran.

			“Hi, Gran. Still up?” I gave her a big hug before going to the fridge to get some apple juice. I drank it all down in one gulp. How good did it taste?

			Gran watched me curiously.

			“Can I pour you a glass, Gran?” I asked. “It’s delicious.”

			“No, thanks, sweetie,” she said.

			But her questioning gaze stayed on me till I asked: “Okay, what is it?” 

			“I just thought you looked a bit different when you left here tonight.”

			The clothes! Of course! “I was doing an experiment at Riley’s and my clothes got splattered with some acidic liquid. I had to borrow some of his.”

			“You were doing an experiment?” Gran said in disbelief. “And...?” She wiggled her finger around her temple. I was confused until I caught my reflection in the kitchen window. I’d grown used to my random hair and had forgotten it might shock some people.

			“Oh, my hair got a bit burnt in the experiment, too,” I said. “We had to cut it off.”

			“Really? Hair and clothes burnt? What a night!” 

			The way she said it and kept watching me, I was pretty sure she didn’t buy it. She was a human lie detector, that woman.

			Mum was in the study on a video conference. When I went in, she beamed and blew me a kiss. Then she sniffed the air. 

			“Sweetie, you need a wash,” she whispered.

			She didn’t have to tell me twice.

			I was sleepy when I got out of the bath, but I still wanted to check in on Dad. So I called him. He was in Dubai, finalising a sale with a client. His assistant got him out of a meeting to take my call. Since my near miss with Johnno, he insisted on talking to me whenever I phoned.

			“Honeyshakes, what’s up?” he said.

			“Oh, nothing much,” I said. “I just felt like saying hi.” 

			“Hi, darling!” He grinned. “Listen, while I’ve got you, I just wanted to give you a heads-up on something. I’ve had a few sources searching for your old teacher, Mr Johnson. And they’ve picked up a scent.” 

			There’d been a buzz on the internet, he said, that something “time-related and amazing” would take place on Bondi Beach the next day to turn the world of travel on its head. Although Johnno had done his best to disguise the source, Dad’s techie contacts had traced the message to him. 

			“But surely no-one will take that seriously,” I said.

			“On the contrary,” said Dad, “his claim was supported by some kind of ancient or medieval artefacts that impressed a few experts. So now there’s interest in him and his announcement from powerful people all over the globe.”

			Oh no. This was bad news. If he revealed the secrets of time travel to the world, nothing would ever be the same. 

			“Now, I want you to stay well away from Bondi Beach tomorrow, Madison,” said my father. “Don’t go anywhere near that man. Promise?”

			“Promise,” I said. Though I had my fingers crossed. And, as everyone knows, contracts made while in the presence of crossed body parts render them null and void. 

			Of course, Riley and I would go to Bondi Beach after school the next day.

			But I’d worry about that then. For now, I was happy to sink into my beautiful cotton sheets on my oh-so-comfortable mattress and fall asleep, dreaming of chocolate.

			Chapter 50[image: ]

			“Sweetheart, wake up.” 

			It was morning and Mum was sitting on my bed with a couple of slices of toast and Vegemite and a cup of warm milk. “You slept in. You must have been tired.”

			If she only knew.

			“Sorry I didn’t get to talk to you last night,” she said. “I know I work a lot, but I’ll be home about eight tonight. If you’re not doing anything, I thought we could watch something together.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			I got ready for school quickly, planning to head to the hairdresser’s for a trim before class. When I emerged from the house, someone was waiting for me.

			“Hi, Anton,” I said. “You’re starting early today.” 

			“Morning, Miss Maddy,” he said. “Nothing bad’s going down on my watch!” 

			“So, err, what happened with Mr Johnson last night?” I asked, bracing for his answer.

			“I’m sorry to say, your teacher got away from me. But it won’t happen again.”

			Anton explained that he’d had “a bit of a lapse”. 

			“The doctor said it was post-alcoholic reverie,” he said. “But it seemed so real. One minute Riley was sitting there on a strange sort of motor bike. You were running around his garden like a whirling dervish. Your teacher was chasing you and I was chasing him. The next, you and Riley and the machine vanished.” 

			Anton put the whole thing down to a kind of mirage or waking dream. And it had freaked him out so much, he’d vowed never to drink again. 

			“Miss Maddy, I’ll see you to school safely,” he said. “After that, I’ll see if your grandmother needs help with the shopping.”

			Was romance in the air? Between Anton and Gran? At their age? Eeoo.

			After my haircut, I went straight to class—Peterson’s class—and sat next to Riley. As we did the experiment, I told him about Mr Johnson’s plan to launch time travel on Bondi Beach this afternoon. We loitered around to tell Peterson after class, agreeing to meet him later at Bondi Beach.

			In what was left of recess, I went to find Lauren. When she saw me, she smiled and waved, somehow reminding me of Isobella.

			“Hey, Maddy,” she said. “Got a new haircut?”

			“Yeah, thought I’d try something different.”

			“I like it,” she said. “Hey, I went round to Riley’s house last night but he wasn’t there. But Mr Johnson was and some old bloke with a breathing problem. Johnno took off when he saw me.”

			Lauren was playing chess against Jay, the guy who’d given up his place in the chess competition for a date with her. Now that she’d started on chess, she was obsessed with it, which Jay was happy about. Though, from the looks he gave her, I suspected he was more interested in putting moves on her than on the board. For now at least, she seemed content to be adored by him. 

			So, Riley, who had been her sun and her moon, was forgotten. I only hoped I could move on as fast.

			After school, I looked for Riley—in the science labs, the library, by the lockers. I spotted him near the fig tree by the library, juggling. His style wasn’t perfect but he’d picked it up super-fast.

			I headed across the playground, a teasing remark bubbling on my lips, when I noticed some girls from my class sitting on the ground in front of him watching the show. 

			This kind of attention would have unsettled the old Riley, but this new version seemed to love it. Peels of tinkly laughter followed some murmured comment he made. I saw him flash a Jester-ish grin at them and felt my forehead tightening with displeasure. Sure, I’d teased him about being clueless and there were times I’d wished he was more switched on and socially aware. But I preferred the modest, awkward Riley to this show-off.

			“When you’ve finished dropping your balls,” I said harshly, “can I have a word?”

			I turned and huffed away. He scuttled after me.

			“Bye, Riley!” one of the girls called. A sing-song chorus followed. 

			“Bye, Riley!” I jeered and he blushed. Much better!

			Riley and I took a train and a bus to get to the beach. Standing on the hill looking down at the water, we saw a crowd gathering around a cordoned-off circle with a giant X in the sand. X marked the spot. For what, others might wonder. But we had a good idea. It meant Johnno would be appearing and disappearing on that spot as he launched time travel to the world. Then he would sell the technology—Riley’s technology—to the highest bidder.

			By the time we got down to the sand, it was ten deep at the barriers. Thankfully, Peterson had arrived earlier and waved us into a tight space beside him near the front.

			“What are we going to do?” I asked him.

			“That depends on what Johnson does.”

			I looked around at the crowd. Bondi Beach was usually all surfers and sunbathers. Today, the crowd was mostly businessmen and women in dark suits.

			“Who are these people?” I asked.

			“Some are Aussie scientists,” Riley said. “That man there is from NASA.” How did Riley know NASA scientists?

			“And there are quite a few investors and finance people,” Peterson said. “Some from security agencies.” 

			“You mean spies?” I whispered. 

			“And journalists.” Riley pointed to a group with cameras and microphones wriggling into position. 

			From nowhere, a strong wind rose and sand swirled in a vortex in the centre of the circle, drawing a collective gasp from the crowd. People all over the beach ran over to see what was happening. We covered our eyes as sand grains filled the air.

			And when we opened them—Johnno was there, right on the X. He’d appeared from nowhere. Gasps and cries of amazement greeted his arrival. And applause, which he lapped up, smiling and bowing as though he’d done something amazing and hadn’t just stolen my friend’s brilliance.

			In a flowing black cape that billowed out behind him in the breeze, he looked like a stage magician. When he spotted Riley in the crowd, his smile guttered. Ha! I guess he thought my friend had been eliminated as a problem. Well, stick it, Johnno!

			“Thank you all for coming. My name is Johnson and I am the world’s first time traveller.”

			Flashes from cameras turned twilight to midday for a time. Everyone wanted to capture this moment. Then came the questions.

			“How are we supposed to believe that?”

			“Is this some kind of trick?”

			“Where have you travelled?”

			“Is Johnson spelt with a ‘t’?”

			“Can you prove it?”

			Mr Johnson shouted, “No ‘t’ in Johnson, it’s not a trick. I’ve been to Ancient Egypt and medieval England. And I can most certainly prove it.” 

			A great murmuring followed, then the crowd fell silent. Johnno scanned the big-eyed faces watching him desperate to hear what he’d say next.

			“The artefacts I delivered to various cities all over the globe are proof I’ve been to the places and times I claim,” he said. “They’ve been authenticated by leading experts in the field.

			“I’m proud to inform you that now both the past and the future are within our reach.” 

			People applauded and cheered, snapping photos, elbowing and pushing to get closer. He was good at sound bites—I’d give him that.

			“Mysteries that have stood unanswered for centuries may now be solved. The knowledge we gain from them will help us build a better tomorrow.” 

			Yeah, right! The only better tomorrow he was interested in was his own.

			The crowd clapped and cheered. I struggled not to pick up handfuls of sand and hurl it at his lying, thieving face! 

			“Prove it!” came a shout. From Peterson. He started a chant which built to a deafening roar. “PROVE IT!”

			Riley and I exchanged worried looks. What was Peterson doing? If Johnno did prove it, as we knew he could, time travel would be well and truly out of the bag.

			“I have proved it,” said Johnno. “As I’ve just explained. The artefacts—”

			“You could have got those things anywhere,” Peterson jeered. “Give us a demonstration now. Take a trip here, now, in front of us.”

			The crowd got behind that idea, clapping wildly.

			Johnno’s frown turned to a smirk as he saw the possibilities and how much good a demonstration would do for him. 

			“This gentleman wants proof,” he said. “Very well, I’ll give it to him. But just to be sure I’m not faking, can I get a volunteer to accompany me? Who would like to be the world’s second time traveller?”

			Everyone shouted at once, raising hands to join him. Johnno smiled and scanned the crowd. Who would he choose? The woman with the super-white teeth and expensive watch? The hairy guy with rings on every finger?

			“I’ll go!” I said, launching forward.

			Johnno wanted to reject me. But the crowd gave a few whoops and claps in support. A smile dawned upon his face as he must have considered some advantage he could win in taking me. Like, leaving me stranded in another time zone?

			“All right, young lady,” he said. “Aren’t you the brave one?”

			The crowd parted for me to move forward, duck under the barrier and enter the circle of danger. Turning back, I saw Riley’s dark look. He wasn’t sure this was such a good idea. 

			“All of you here present are about to witness history,” Johnno said. “In years to come, people will ask where you were when you first heard time travel was possible. And you can say you were here. You saw it with your own eyes.”

			He gripped my arm tightly with one hand, while, with the other, he pinched the bottom edge of his cape. I was close enough to see he had a thin panel, about the size of an iPhone, strapped to his body. This must be a future version of the time machine. The cape wasn’t part of the device, just theatrics.

			“Farewell, all,” he said. “We’ll be back!”

			He gripped my arm and threw the cape around us. The panel on his chest lit up with colourful lights. It was a super-smooth ride. It hardly felt like we were moving at all.

			After a while, I heard giggles close by. Johnno lowered the cape and we looked around. We were still on Bondi Beach. As far as I could tell, we’d gone nowhere. 

			The crowd looked unimpressed. Some spluttered into jeery laughter.

			“Congratulations on the biggest fail of the decade!” one man shouted.

			Johnno frowned and fiddled with his panel. “I’m not sure what happened, but I assure you it was just a glitch. So, now, we are set to depart. Ready!”

			He threw the cape over us again. This time, I watched my feet on the sand. There they were one minute, and the next...still there.

			“What a jerk!” someone said. 

			“What a waste of time!”

			“Now we have proof that you’re an idiot.”

			Johnno’s cheeks pinked up as he fiddled with his controls. “I don’t know what’s wrong.” He glared fury at Riley, then Peterson. “What did you do? I know it was you two. Whatever you’re doing, stop doing it now. Or you’ll be sorry.”

			“I’m the one who’s sorry! That I wasted my time!” a voice came from the crowd.

			“Loser!”

			The men and women in suits broke away, heading back up the beach, phones hot against their ears as they reported back to base that the mission was a fizzer. 

			“The guy was a fraud,” I overheard one man say.

			By then, police had arrived. Johnno tried to run, but they crash-tackled him on the sand. Bystanders cheered as they handcuffed him and marched him away.

			“Have a great journey to jail, mate. Their bathroom facilities will make you feel like you’ve gone back in time!” one joker said. Me, actually.

			Chapter 51[image: ]

			Peterson, looking more than a little smug, drove us back home.

			“Okay, what’d you do?” I asked.

			“What makes you think I did anything?” He grinned at me in the rear-view mirror. “Okay, I jammed his signals so he couldn’t get off the ground.”

			“Wow! I didn’t know you could do that,” I said.

			“Neither did I,” Riley said. “How?” 

			“We’ll talk about that later.” Peterson grinned. “We don’t want to put Maddy to sleep.”

			That was fine by me. The fact they could do it was enough.

			“Do you think that’s taken care of Johnno as a future problem?”

			“Perhaps,” Peterson said. “I imagine he’ll be charged with attempting to kidnap you. As long as that sticks, we should be okay.”

			“How long do you think he’ll get for attempted kidnapping?”

			“A long time.”

			“Still, as we’re talking about time travel,” Riley said, “Johnno could still try again when he gets out. He could come back to that moment and try to change it.”

			“Unless I put a time net over it.” Peterson turned to look at Riley. “So he can’t get back in.”

			“Yes, do it,” I said. “Do the net thing.”

			We’d dodged a bullet this time. Just.

			“Something I don’t understand,” I said. “One of the reasons I didn’t suspect Sir Giles was Johnno was because he had only one arm. But another reason was that he looked so much younger. Was it just makeup or do you get younger when you jump back in time?”

			Peterson shook his head. “Ageing is linear no matter where or what period you travel to.”

			“So how was it that such a young version of Mr Johnson was in the medieval period?” Riley asked.

			“Well, as more than one version of a person can exist at any time,” he said, “Mr Johnson must have gone back in time to speak to his younger self and recruit him to the task.”

			“So that was a younger version of Johnno in medieval England?”

			Peterson nodded.

			“Well, that’s not good. Being able to have more than one version of a person in a time period—how messed up could that get?”

			“Generally, yes, I agree with you,” said Peterson.

			“But there are circumstances where it might be useful,” Riley said.

			“I suppose that’s what they said about the invention of the nuclear bomb too!” I added snippily.

			I think they could tell I was irritated, but they had no idea why. 

			But it seemed to me time travel was complicated enough without multiple versions of a person wandering around the continuum. And Riley should have thought of this possibility, and many others, before hitting LAUNCH on his first trip.

			I arrived home as Mum was popping the marshmallows into our hot chocolate. I loved the sugary-creamy scent and the tk, tk sound of the spoon on my favourite mug as she stirred them into the hot drink. How I’ve missed this. 

			I drank the heavenly treat in my PJs, watching a chick flick I’d seen a couple of times with Mum and Gran. Mum went to bed as the credits rolled, but Gran and I hung out in the kitchen a bit longer.

			“So you borrowed Riley’s clothes the other night, did you?” she said. “Because you ruined yours in an experiment?” 

			Uh-oh. I sensed an interrogation beginning.

			“Yeah, that’s right.” I tried to sound casual. 

			“And what experiment did you say it was again?” she asked.

			“I didn’t,” I said. She won’t catch me out that easily. “But it was something to do with fuel. Riley’s always looking for an alternative source, one that’s better for the environment.”

			“That sounds like a dangerous hobby—if he ever finds it. A lot of people would go to quite some lengths to make sure that one was never made public.”

			She was probably right.

			“It’s just, I thought the experiment might have something to do with time,” she said. “Or maybe...a time machine?”

			So she’d watched Mr Johnson’s epic fail on the beach. And she’d seen him pull me into his botched demonstration. “When he wrapped that cape around you, my heart stopped for a moment,” Gran said.

			“I was perfectly safe in front of all those people.”

			“Thankfully, the police have him in custody now,” she said. “Let’s see if he can time travel his way out of that.”

			“Yeah,” I said and tried to laugh. But I felt Gran watching me. 

			“Oh, well, better get off to bed,” I said. “Need to get up bright and early for all my lessons tomorrow.”

			OMG! What did I just say? If she had suspicions before, I’d as good as confessed that I was up to something.

			“But wouldn’t it be interesting if time travel was possible?” Gran said.

			“Time travel?” I said. “I’m not so sure. I mean, where would you go? Ancient Egypt? No flush toilets, sand in your food. Medieval England? No flush toilets, stones in your bread. Let’s face it, we’ve got a pretty good life here. Why would you want to go anywhere else?”

			“I’d go to the Wild West,” said Gran. “Now those guys really knew how to play poker.”

			“Yeah, and if they didn’t like the cards they got, they’d just shoot the dealer and get some better ones.”

			Gran scoffed. “Better to go like that—quickly, living an exciting life—than just fade away.”

			We stood there eyeballing each other warily, like gunslingers on a dusty street about to draw. 

			“You’ve travelled through time, haven’t you, Maddy?” Gran got the first shot off.

			I almost choked on my water, but I tried to look cool. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Time travel’s just science fiction. Can’t be done. As Mr Johnson demonstrated.”

			Gran nodded, but her big, slow head movements said the opposite.

			 “Anton is of that opinion too,” she said. “But then again, he thinks that when he saw Riley on a bike, and you jump into a sidecar, and the pair of you vanish into thin air, that it was some kind of delusion. I’m beginning to think he might have been more sober than he knew.”

			Oh, no! My grandmother was way too cunning. She calmly asserted her belief that I was lying and listed her reasons for this—Anton’s “delusion”. Mr Johnson’s beach claim. His mysterious attempt to kidnap me. Me leaving the house in one outfit and returning in another and hugging her as if I hadn’t seen her for ages.

			“Gran,” I said. “All those things, they’re just coincidence. Circumstantial evidence. Because no-one can travel through time.”

			She studied my face, but I held strong—on the outside, at least.

			Finally, she slumped. “Of course they can’t,” she sighed. “I’m just a silly, old woman, getting caught up in dreams.”

			She went into her room and closed the door. 

			I felt kind of bad. But could you imagine? My gran in the Wild West. Talk about high noon! We’d be lucky to make it to noon, I reckoned.

			Chapter 52[image: ]

			The next day a new student arrived in class—Jamie Fletcher. All the girls went silly over him with his shiny dark hair and expressive green eyes. I smiled and shook my head. That was when I noticed Riley watching me as intently as they watched Jamie. He wanted to gauge how happy I was that Jamie was back.

			And I was a bit happy. I mean, wasn’t getting Jamie back the reason we went to medieval England in the first place? Somehow we’d succeeded. Don’t ask me how. But I wasn’t loopy over him like the other girls, all fanning their faces because he was so hot.

			Which was probably why the teacher picked me to take him on a tour around the school. 

			Jamie seemed kind of quiet. I think he was nervous. He hadn’t built up his confidence yet, or his posse of idiot friends who laughed at his lame jokes and jeered at kids round the corridor. Maybe that wouldn’t happen this time around.

			“So what do you think?” I said at the end of the tour.

			“My last school had more cool stuff,” he said. “But it was a private school so it was pretty strict. They had a ‘no social media’ policy.”

			“Really? Isn’t that illegal or something?” I said. “So you’ve never been on social media?”

			“Well, du-uh, of course. I just had to use another name. Jimmy Archer, if you want to connect.”

			He gave me a slow-burn smile and I felt my own face warming up. 

			“So why did you move schools?” I asked.

			“Well, my parents didn’t send me here, because they thought there was a drug culture at the school.”

			“That’s weird,” I said. “Where’d they get that idea?”

			“A story they read in the local paper,” he said. “Or at least they thought they did. When they tried to find it again, it didn’t seem to exist. But, anyway, I heard there’s a good science department here and some sporting stuff I’m into, so I decided to switch.”

			“You’re a scientist then?”

			“I’m not a boffin, but science is the future,” he said.

			“Maybe you should meet Riley Sinclair. He’s not bad at science.”

			“Riley Sinclair,” he repeated. “And is he someone special to you?”

			“Yeah. We’re good friends.”

			The bell rang. Time for the next class. “Thanks, Madison,” Jamie said. “See you around, I hope.”

			I walked across the playground and turned back to find him still watching me. He raised an arm in farewell and went off.

			I told Riley later about the phantom newspaper article reporting a drugs culture at Crows Nest High.

			“Odd,” he said. “So him not being around was just a mix-up and nothing to do with the ripple effect from our trip to Ancient Egypt?”

			“And something else strange too,” I said. “Mr Johnson told me he’d researched the medieval period and that there wasn’t any problem with the Fletchers’ timeline. Didn’t that researcher at the British Library tell Peterson that the Fletcher line had ended then?”

			“Hmmm. I guess someone made a mistake,” he said.

			Accidentally? Or on purpose?

			After the break, we had science—Peterson’s class. Lauren plonked down at the desk behind me and leaned over. “So what’s Jamie Fletcher like?”

			“He’s okay,” I said. 

			He was quite cute, actually. I couldn’t help smiling as I thought about that last look he gave me.

			“Did you do the homework?” I tipped my chair back to talk to Lauren. “Mind if I copy your answers?”

			My voice seemed loud in the quiet room. I vaguely registered Peterson saying something but only tuned in for the tail-end of it: “...new student. Hope you’ll all make her welcome.”

			I looked up and who should be staring right at me but Lady Brigit, the medieval assassin. I nearly fell over backwards on my chair. She must have time travelled back to the future with Mr Johnson. But now he was in jail, and she was here in Crows Nest High uniform, her long blonde hair flowing freely and a wicked gleam in her eye.

			What the—?

			Peterson looked around and then pointed to the seat beside Lauren. “Plonk yourself down there. Lauren will look after you.”

			“Hello.” My best friend smiled warmly at the assassin. 

			“I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” said Brigit.

			But when Peterson began the lesson and all eyes were on the white board, I turned back to gaze at Brigit. 

			She gave me a sweet-not-sweet-at-all smile and a little wave. And, man, did she look like the cat who’d got the cream. With those green eyes and her feline demeanour, she was definitely the cat. And from the colour of my face—white with shock—to the wobbly feeling in my knees and stomach, I must be the cream!

			She leaned real close to my friend and I heard her whisper, “I think I’m going to like it here, very much indeed.” 

			Epilogue

			The man waited in the quiet street. He sat in the driver’s seat of a small van with North Shore Plumbing on the side. But he was not a plumber. He wasn’t even from the North Shore.

			He appeared to be reading the newspaper as the car’s radio played softly, though he didn’t register the printed words in front of him or the radio host’s witty remarks. All his focus was on a house, halfway along the road—two storeys high, an off-white colour, with an exuberance of red blooms in the garden. He watched it in the rear-vision mirror, paying close attention to the upstairs window on the right side, looking for movement to let him know the woman of the house was in her office. So far, though, all had remained still. 

			He’d been there half an hour and the delivery guy hadn’t showed. If he didn’t come soon, the man would have to move his car. He couldn’t afford to arouse suspicions in the street and have someone witness what he did with their neighbour’s mail.

			He’d just slotted the keys into the ignition when the guy came around the corner. Young, casually dressed, carrying a heavy satchel, he ambled along the street, stuffing a wad of leaflets into the opening of each mailbox.

			The man got out of his car. Pulling down his cap, he strode casually over to the house he’d been watching and yanked the junk mail out. With a glance at the office window to ensure no-one was watching, he removed the local newspaper from the pile and replaced it with one he had in his pocket.

			His paper was identical to the original—with one difference. An article about recycling on page five had been replaced by one headed: DRUGS IN OUR SCHOOLS. The story detailed an incident at Crows Nest High where police arrested two students for selling drugs. That the article was on page five should have been a clue something was amiss. Any local newspaper editor would tell you this was a front-page story. But the man was not an editor or a journalist, so he made this mistake.

			The next week, the mothers waiting at the local school gate to collect their children at the end of the day met a new “uncle” who said he was picking up his niece in the second grade. He struck up a conversation with a dark-haired woman waiting for her son, Jamie, in Year 6. 

			“Any idea which high school you’ll send him to?” he asked casually.

			“Crows Nest High, probably.”

			“Have you seen the article in this week’s local paper? About a drug culture at the school?”

			“Drug culture? No, I haven’t.”

			“You should give it a read.”

			Now, it was time for the man to leave—not just the school or the neighbourhood—but the time zone. He’d travelled back in time to make the switch here. Now he’d jump forward again to observe the results.

			When the new school year began, he waited on the street until Jamie Fletcher emerged for his first day of high school. He noted the boy wore the uniform of the local private school and not that of Crows Nest High. His parents had decided not to send him to the public school because, as they told anyone who asked, they’d read that the school had a drug problem. 

			The man smiled. 

			Phase one was complete.

			For the next part, he needed to jump forward several more years and manufacture a plausible reason to send Madison and Riley to the medieval town of Donchester in the right time window.

			He was sending them there because that’s where Mr Johnson had gone. He knew this because he’d planted a tracking device on the science teacher’s time machine. Why had he chosen that time? Doubtless, it was because Riley’s ancestors were there. The man knew the teacher would try to meddle with the Sinclairs’ time footprint to make Riley disappear—literally. It would be up to Maddy and Riley to stop him.

			But they’d have to do so without all the facts. Time was a tricky and unpredictable adversary. Even the most skilful manipulation of events didn’t turn out the way you planned—he’d learned the hard way. To know too much about what would happen in future made you more self-conscious in your approach and, ironically, less likely to tread the same path.

			The best he could do was send the pair to the time zone on another pretext and steer them in the right direction as events unfolded. Here, Jamie Fletcher and his family would prove useful as their history intersected with the Sinclairs’ timeline at this point. While Riley and Maddy were involved with the Fletchers, they would meet all the other players in the drama and be in a position to thwart Johnno’s plans.

			To the casual eye, the scheme might look vague and unfocused. But wasn’t that the thing about life? It was unpredictable. At any time, any decision or choice you made led you down a road whose end point you could not see. Not everything could be planned out. 

			Ultimately, the journey was everything. Especially for Riley and Maddy. And the more challenging it was, the more the events tested them, the closer they’d become. Which was one of the objectives, after all.

			And if somehow their actions messed things up for the Fletchers along the way—well, all the better.

			Peterson smiled. Phase two was complete. 
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			Chapter 19[image: ]

			And that’s how Riley and I ended up riding out as cowboys on a real cowboy trail with Ruby and our cowboy friend, Jasper McLean, as well as the three Bs—Butch, Ben and Billy. Earl came along as the boss of the round-up and Delilah as cook and minder of the chuck wagon—a cart on big wheels with a soft, curved canvas roof, pulled by two brown-and-white horses.

			The cowboys took heaps of horses from the paddock with us. There were at least twice as many horses as people. All the spares rode in a bunch at the side with Butch, who was the horse wrangler. Then we rode off through a green meadow, past a rocky outcrop shaped like a sleeping dog to emerge onto a flat, dry plain. 

			The pale yellow grasses swayed in ghostly waves, splashed here and there with vibrant purple, yellow and blue wildflowers. And everywhere I looked, in every direction, cattle. Big, brown ones, some with white spots, a few almost all white, with horns that shot out horizontally before curving up into a huge U. All these cows were in our care. And Mum thought a puppy would be too much responsibility!

			Earl wanted the three of us to “’prentice” with more experienced riders. So he took Riley with him to the front of the herd. I was at the rear with Jasper, and Ruby rode on the left side with Ben. Billy looked after the herd’s right side, Butch rode alongside us with the horses, and Delilah rode the wagon up ahead to find a spot to set up lunch. 

			As Earl and Riley thundered off, they took a group of especially big cows to the front of the herd.

			“Those dozen there—they’re males, steers,” Jasper explained. “It’s good to have ’em up front. They naturally take the lead and the girl cows and calves fall in behind.”

			“Yeah, well, that was cows, not people,” I had the strongest urge to say. But for once, I kept my mouth shut.

			It didn’t take long to realise that being at the back of the herd sucked. It was funny at first, watching all those cow bottoms rolling side to side. Not so funny when they released their bad gas and splodged the earth with cowpats. Jasper and I were engulfed in a permanent dust cloud from the stamping of thousands of hooves. I saw him pull his scarf up over his nose, so I did the same.

			Our job—Jasper’s and mine—was to keep the stragglers with the herd. 

			We’d barely started the journey when a brown spotted calf with legs too long for its body trotted off in the wrong direction. Jasper and his glossy black horse tore off after it, arcing around to block its escape. The calf darted right and he cut if off a few strides later. He seemed to anticipate the creature’s every move, zigging here, zagging there, until it was right-way round and back on track.

			I didn’t see him hit his horse once to get it moving or yank on the reins to turn it round. He must have controlled it some other way, with words or knee pressure. And he could spin his mount on the spot when he chose. With his rich brown hair swinging loose, his praline eyes bright beneath his cowboy hat, he seemed the essence of the Wild West cowboy. 

			I must have been staring because Jasper pitched forward in his saddle, grinning. “You want to try this, Madison?” 

			No, I do not! “Sure,” I said.

			“Over there.” He pointed to a calf with knobbly knees and a sad mouth. “See if you can get it back with the herd.”

			I took a deep breath then went after the calf the way Jasper had done, to head it off. But the animal spooked and bolted, surprisingly fast. I sat there goggling as Jasper raced after it.

			Taking a rope coiled on his saddle, he twirled it three times above his head and hurled. I watched the loop unfurl and descend neatly around the animal’s shoulders. Jasper yanked on the rope and the calf fell over mid-stride before a bigger cow—presumably its mother— burst out of the herd to moo in protest.

			As Jasper returned, calf in tow, he said: “Don’t worry. It takes a bit of practice to reel ’em dogies back in.” (Dogie? That meant a calf, I suppose).

			 He looked down at the creature. “Tricky girl, that one. Determined to go her own way.”

			I couldn’t resist. “So not all females fall in behind the boys, then?” 

			 He tilted his head and grinned. “Getting the difficult ones back into line, that’s the most fun part of my day.” 

			 Despite the dust stinging my eyes, the interminable flies and the revolting smell, I felt my mouth curl into a smile beneath my bandana. 

			The sun seared, like at a school swimming carnival in February. Everything in the distance wobbled in the heat haze. I now understood why hats were essential cowboy equipment—they were the only shade on these treeless plains. Dust took up residence in the back of my throat and cracked my lips. Licking them only made it worse. The thudding and shuffling of hooves, the clatter of horns, the constant mooing and the snap-crackle of the cows’ joints were our cowboy soundtrack. A drop of perspiration shot down the centre of my back, like a downhill skier, making me shudder. 

			 Chivvying the straggling cattle along or getting them out of prickly bushes—and getting prickles stuck in our leather chaps for our trouble—kept Jasper and me pretty busy. It took me five goes to get the hang of the cow retrieval thing and even then, I seemed to make a real production of it, while for Jasper it looked as easy as dozing off on a pile of hay.

			I glimpsed Ruby way out on the side of the herd but never got close enough for a chat. Once, as the land rose up slightly, I saw Riley up front. But for most of the day, cow butts and curly horns blocked my view of him. Even Jasper and I were too far apart to talk most of the time and I found the solitariness a bit unnerving. So I seized whatever chance I could to get some conversation.

			“We don’t seem to be going very fast,” I called out when Jasper moved within earshot. “If we got a bit of speed up, we might finish the round-up a week or two earlier.”

			“Then there’d be nothing but skin and bones to sell,” said Jasper. “We have to go nice and slow, let these critters chow down on the grasses and fatten up.”

			He began moving off, so I added: “How did you get the scar?” There was a jagged line on his left cheek. 

			 “Got a bit too close to one set of long horns. She left her mark on me,” he said. “As many pretty ladies have done.” 

			He gave me a playful look.

			Now, he turned his horse’s head to leave. How many hours till I’d use my voice again? “How did you end up in the west?” I shouted.  

			He rode round in an arc before returning, lips pressed together. “You really are raw, aren’t you? Don’t you know it goes against the cowboy code to ask personal questions?”

			Cowboy code? What was that? Like the knights’ code with slightly different rules, like...never brush your teeth, never wash your clothes. Store all food leftovers in your beard for later on? 

			“I know about the code,” I lied, not wanting to seem a complete tourist. “But it’s different in different parts of the west. What are some of the rules round here?”

			“Let me see.” Jasper scratched his chin. “The number one rule: don’t ask questions. Two, don’t steal another man’s horse. Three, always put cowboys with leaky lips at the back of the herd.”

			Did he mean me, that I had “leaky lips”? Just because I wanted to talk occasionally.

			“That enough for you?” he said.

			Well, no, it wasn’t. But I didn’t want him calling me leaky lips again.

			 Jasper showed me the back end of his horse, then spun back round again. 

			“Never stand downwind of a skunk,” he said. “Always check your boots for rattlesnakes. Keep some distance between you and your spurs in a lightning storm.” 

			“Are you sure they’re part of the code?” I said. “They sound more like common sense to me.”

			 “A cowboy’s code is whatever a cowboy wants it to be,” he said. “But seriously, you start asking folk too many questions, you’re going to bring a whole wagon-load of trouble down on yourself. People out here are runnin’ away from something as often as they’re runnin’ towards it.”

			Interesting. And on occasion, like Riley and I, they were running from one thing and towards something else.

			As I watched Jasper hurtle after another calf, I murmured: “What are you running from, Jasper McLean?”

			Great! Now I was talking to myself!
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