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PART ONE

I don't know what the day is, nor does anybody else here. The Father thinks it's Monday because yesterday he said a Mass over the bowed heads of the locals, but he'll believe anything and so will they. Call it the early hours of Monday then, May or June, in a fifth Century Cornish village. Conditions, sordid. 

Did I ask to be sent here? I did not. 

"Do as you are told, Subject, go," the Lord Director roared, "Execute the Royal and Imperial Commission and while you're at it, pay some bloody attention to your field." Not, I suppose, that he had any idea of what my field is; or was then. 

My field is the history of Royal and Imperial Floral Arrangements. Not my choice, believe me. If I could have chosen, my true field would be a nice summer meadow covered in sweet grass and daisies, with a bottle of wine and an amusing novel. Meanwhile, of course, one has to earn a living. 

It was only after I graduated and was sent to the Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department and had signed a copy of the Historical Secrets Act, that they either invented Temporal Transfer or admitted that it existed, which amounts to much the same thing from my point of view. 

You would expect them to choose great, big, blue chinned, two fisted heroes to go and explore the murky past, now wouldn't you? Well you'd be wrong. They pick on little helpless things like me, all timidity and 2

sweet disposition; the sort unlikely to make an impact in one's own Time, and far too timid to cause any serious upset in the Past. 

I am offered one spell of duty in the Past or ten years, renewable, in one of His Royal and Imperial Grace's Social Inhibition Centres under the Historical Secrets Act. This Act is so secret that it's an offence to know it exists; and you know what sort of reputation rumour gives Kingy's lockups? 

Actually I don't suppose my masters care the fourteenth part of a Ducat whether the folk of the remote past are upset or not, only provided their Mummies and Daddies always meet at the same moment in the Time Stream. Or is it in the Time Diffusion? Who cares? I don’t. 

The Theory of Diminishing Effect shelters the immediate Mummy meets Daddy event from remote interference. That's why they won't send us back less than five centuries. They know what we’d do, given half a chance. At least, I know what I’d do. In any case, here I am. Lost. 

They’ve not nailed it down but merely screwed it up of course. The Wand has gone dead and I can't talk to Bryan, can't shift dimensions, can't go home. 

Oh you rotten sausages back there, you don't care, do you? You'll simply conclude that I'm dead and send another victim to replace me, won't you? Then I suppose he'll be stuck here too, in the same time twist. 

I hadn't thought of that before. Another little me, here, in Pindangle's nasty Kingdom? I mean to say, at least we could comfort one another, couldn't we? 

No. On reflection not. We'd only quarrel. Who used the perfume last? 

That sort of thing. I suppose that's why there's only one Flower Fairy to each Departmental subsection. 

Oh, Gods, how long will this last? 

Do you realise that these folk don't know what perfume is? Nor soap? 

You should see the girls! Raw wool, raw linen if they're lucky, no silks, no syntha-slinkies, no perfumes, no deodorants, no scented soap, and chastity belts for all upper class trollops. Poor souls. 

What is the point of being delicate if you have to live under these conditions? 

Mind you, I have a special problem too. Affa. He’s a hasty chap with a weeny brain, hot black eyes, and a huge tungsten-steel vibro-blade. He has no discernible inhibitions. I’ll be blamed for this, I suppose. For the blade, I mean. 
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Me, little Merle Linn. Poor little Merle Morgaine Linn. 

The idiots here call me Merlin. Here you have a name, often a disgusting one, and given some prominence, a title to go with it. 

I'm Merle Linn, and I'm a simple Flower Fairy; but according to these folk I'm Merlin the Druid, Wizard, or perhaps Witch. I haven't managed to quite sort out what. The peasant dialect is obscure and the Father reticent upon the matter. He has to flog his own dogma. 

Fortunately everybody is frightened of me, all except for Affa. I swear he's too mad to know what fear is. 

Affa's daddy, Utter Pindangle is King for the simple reason that he likes to kill, has killed, and will kill anybody who takes exception to his whims; pinning them fundamentally upwards on a sharp spike or dangling them capitally from a rope. This is the nasty reality behind fifteen centuries of Kingy's Dynasty. 

Aye, yeah, forsooth, abandon all hope of noble sentiment, ye who enter here. 

Perhaps that's why I'm abandoned here? Because I know too much? 

Now look here, you lot, dear gentles, I promise on my Mummy's honour never to say a wrong word if you take me back. I'll co-operate obsequiously. All right? Do you hear? No, I don't suppose you do. You don't care either, do you? I mean, I've done what you sent me here to do. 

More or less. As best as I could, anyway. It wasn't my fault things went wrong. 

Even in my dreams I hear that essence of horse-apple, Affa, wandering along the village street looking for me; his voice like two pieces of slate being rubbed together, rising over the babble of the frightened peasants grovelling before him. 

They need to grovel, they do. Affa has got that sword which cuts through most of the simple ferrous compounds of which armour is constructed in this time phase, and seems to think Heaven has granted him licence to use it on anybody he takes a dislike to and I am coming to believe that Affa likes only himself. 

I shrink into my little corner in the Father's house, where I'm safe for the moment. Father Slack is a poor old village cleric with a single dirty habit, but he does keep a barrel of superfine ale in the house, and the ir-relevant peasantry outside, and I will defy anybody to roast a capon or a carp half as well as that old rogue. 

Here endeth the lesson for today. The third day. A pooh type day. 
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Except that the first two were worse. The moment I shut my eyes I dream of them. 

Time Displacement is, was, will be, or whatever, kept secret under threats of horrible punishment for breaches thereof, to prevent panic among the population. 

So I was told when I signed the Act. 

I suppose that the secrecy was really imposed to avoid charges of Heresy by the College of Royal and Imperial Household Archivist Lackeys, who have pontificated for so long upon the history of Kingy's ancestors, and have published, and presented one another so many times over with Degrees attesting their ability thereto, that never in the gory fields of Academia has so much been owed, by so many, to so little. 

I would also suspect that Kingy's interest in temporal transfer was am-bivalent. On the one hand he’d want the Illustrious History verified, on the other hand one could imagine that he’d object to some of the facts that temporal research could come up with. Such as, for instance, who had actually got Arthur the First's Guinevere preggers. Heads could roll over that one. 

I had never in my wildest dreams thought I would actually meet Kingy. I mean, one doesn't hope to as a rule, does one? The public guillotine gets more than enough work as it is. 

When the Lord Director sent for me, his secretary, bless her dear, kind, motherly heart, managed to whisper, "The King's with him," as I was hustled into the anteroom. 

So it was that I had a second or two in which to stifle my usual sweet insouciance and let terror chill my blood to jelly while I was being searched for weapons. Then we were through the door and in the Lord Director's fifty by fifty foot private office. 

A hand woven carpet covered the floor from wall to wall, and gold and pearl inlaid mahogany furniture covered a great deal of that. 

The Lord Director stood with politely inclined head, and with his hands carefully exposed where Kingy and the Royal and Imperial Amazon Bodyguards could see them. Kingy sprawled in Royal and Imperial elegance on the Lord Director's couch. His mad black eyes regarded us moodily. 

The Ushers let go of me and fell to their knees and I flung myself prone on the carpet, which was a nice thick one albeit of an awful 5

pattern, crying, "God bless the day this poor frinkle is granted sight of Your Grace the Benefit of Britain. May God bless your High Graciousness, granting Your Ecstatic Splendidness long life for the joy and benefit of your humble, loyal, and adoring subjects." 

I was about to continue in a more obsequious style, when Kingy said, 

"Oh shut up, will you," adding, "Is this the one?" 

"Aye, Sire, this is it. The re-engineered hermaphrodite. It has signed the Act and been furnished with a schedule of punishments," the Lord Director said, smiling. 

“Are you sure its natural instincts have been, ah, modified?” 

“Indeed, Sire, a little snip in the synapses. It is no longer in danger of being dangerous.” 

“We do not appreciate witticisms.” 

“Indeed, Sire. Apologies, Sire. Your Gracious Majesty’s gravitas is ad-mired throughout the Empire.” 

“We do hope so. No shut up, all of you.” 

I clamped my lips together and lay there trembling under the Monarch’s moody gaze. What had I done, I wondered, what could I possibly have done to justify appearing before Kingy? I had signed several Acts without having been allowed to read them or know what they were about. It was death for me now, I realised. I couldn't work out why, that was all. You certainly don't catch little Merle making any remarks which might be construed as heretical, nor treasonable, no matter how provok-ing the company. I'm only rude about people who can't fling me into the lockup. 

"Oh come closer," Kingy said in a petulant voice. A prod urged me forward and I wriggled over the carpet on my belly until one of Kingy's gold plated boots appeared before my nose, whereupon I lay still, trying not to breathe on it in any fashion which might seem treasonable. 

"Well it seems malleable enough," Kingy said, prodding me in the eye with the toe of the boot. I lay there smiling, looking as malleable as possible, while hoping Kingy hadn't been walking in the street with those boots. London is a dog owners' delight of a town. 

"Oh Linn will do exactly as it's told, and keep its mouth shut afterwards," the Lord Director said, and laughed lightly. 

"We do not find that amusing," Kingy remarked, "Loyalty is a very important virtue in Our subjects. Perhaps the only important virtue." 
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"Indeed, Sire, you are right, Sire, that is what I mean, Sire," said Lord Director in one swift sentence, adding, "Loyalty is a way of life with us in the Department." 

"Wise of you, We're sure," said Kingy in a bored voice. He prodded me again, in the other eye, "Are you loyal, Subject Linn?" he enquired. 

I dared to look up into his swarthy face. "May God send me the opportunity to lay down my life for Your Ineffable Graciousness!" I said quickly. 

Kingy proved to be in an indulgent mood. 

"Indeed We believe He intends to," said Arthur XXII, King of Britain and Emperor of the World, and smiling graciously, added, "Take the thing away and, er, deal with it." 

The Ushers lumbered on swift hands and knees across the carpet towards me. 

I was dragged from the Lord Director's office by the legs. I was glad I had elected to wear trousers that morning, rather than a kilt, so did not offend Kingy with a view of my, um, rear. Men have been beheaded for less. Or more. 

I was re-erected in the anteroom, searched to make sure I hadn't pocketed any gold or pearls, and frog-marched to the stairs. Down we went, down, through door after door, floor after floor, level after level. Finally even the Ushers and their Go-Anywhere passes were halted and stood glaring at a security guard in an armoured glass cubicle, through the single aperture of which protruded the mouth of a Beam Projector. Even as we stopped, it was trained upon us. 

Nobody was going to get close enough to tickle that guard with a vibro blade. 

"Right, you can leave it here," he said to my conductors. One of them made a muffled sound of protest which earned a grim smile. 

"Better fling off while you can, Subjects," the guard suggested. They flung, and the door slid shut behind them, leaving me trembling in front of the cubicle. 

"Look 'ere, son or whatever you is, " the guard said kindly, "You don't want to worry about nuffin. If they're going to top you it'll be done so fast and painless you'll be in 'Eaven before you know what's what. We ain’t got a torture chamber down 'ere, see. Make yourself easy abaht that. 

Orright?" 
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Upon the words another door slid open, two men in black stepped out, grabbed me and dragged me inside. I wasn't scared, I was too numbed by shock to have any feelings at all, and my feet trailed limply as I was carried for what seem like miles along a well lit steel lined corridor. We stopped between two identical doors. 

"Which one's it due for?" one escort asked the other. 

"Dunno," came the response, "I can never remember this end of it. Let's

'ave a dekko." A finger prodded a lock panel, the door slid open on a small tiled room. Inside was what looked like a four poster bedstead with a shallow flood of water running in a tiled channel beneath it. The bedstead aspect was strengthened by the figure of a man which lay, naked to the waist, face down upon it. His thumbs were tied together behind his back. Three men in gumboots and rubber aprons stood around him, two in black and one wearing a red overall. 

"Occupied. Beg your pardons, gents," said the guard holding my left arm. The man in the red overall jerked a lever, the blade dropped with a whistling thud, the prone man's head fell off, and a gush of blood followed it into the stream of water. The Executioner, for it was he in the red overalls, turned and regarded us with annoyance. The door slid shut, cutting off further view of events within. 

"I can't never bleedin' well remember which of these rooms is which," 

one of my escorts said chattily. 

"Well you'd better remember next time," the other said, "Bill 'ates being interrupted while 'e's working on an 'Ysterical 'Orrotic." A thumb found the lock on the opposite door, which slid open, and I was dragged through it. 

This room was painted in wavering, delicate, cream and green pastel shades. Lit with diffused and gentle beams, it was equipped along two opposing walls with solidly packed stands of technical equipment from which cables snaked to a cage of meshed golden wires: that woven into eye baffling patterns and occupying the centre of the room. Several people in green overalls tended the panels. 

In the cage was what I first took to be an electric chair, and only after a second frightened look realised was more like a stone anvil on a stone plinth. What it was intended for I couldn't imagine and was not anxious to discover. My escorts dragged me to a couch near the door and dropped me onto it. 

"'Ere it is," one announced. 
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An overalled figure turned and regarded us, then nodded to the guards. "Very good, thank you. You chaps can fling off now." 

My escorts flung, leaving me with mind a-boggle, and despair in my heart. 

The fourth wall, that without either door or technical equipment, now folded fully open and I was suddenly looking into the Lift, a rare treat as it is restricted to Noblemen, Knights, Senior Civil Servants, Bastards of the Blood Royal, or Persons Escorted thereby. 

The Lord Director stepped out, followed by the Assistant Lord Director and their Principal, Associate Principal and Under-Secretarial Assistants, together with the Departmental Baron Paymaster General and his Principle Auditor and their two Assistants, also the Baronet Controller of Recruiting and Discipline and his Master at Arms, and quite surprisingly, a Royal and Imperial Bedroom Lackey, Fourth Class, to whom all the rest deferred carefully and constantly. 

All in all it was a fair microcosm of Kingy's Empire. 

I forced some strength into my flaccid limbs, slithered off the couch and grovelled. 

"That's the spirit, Linn," the Lord Director said jovially, "Don't let surprise vanquish manners. His Grace was quite impressed with you. Quite impressed." He toed me in the ribs, "You can rise now." 

I couldn't. I didn't have the strength. About to explain, I looked up and caught the gaze of the Lackey. He gave me a sly little smirk and an encouraging wink. This was an occasion I could rise to all right. I knew where I was then. Passing right over the heads of the oafish ones. I responded with a shy little smile of my own, and scrambled to my feet. 

We ignored the others and exchanged fresh smirks. What a nice boy he was, despite his rank. No side to him at all. We could have become such friends. Alas, business thrust its ugly visage between the budding promise of two sympathetic souls in communion. 

I refocused on the Lord Director's face which appeared not a foot distant from mine. 

"What do you know about the Sword in the Stone?" he hissed. 

"It wasn't me, My Lord" I protested instantly, "I swear I didn't do it." 

The Lord Director regarded me with disgust. "The Sword which His Grace's Illustrious First Ancestor pulled from the Stone, you fool." 
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King Arthur the First had been the last thing on my mind. Now I swiftly refocused my thoughts, and grew cautious. One never quite knew when some aspect of the Illustrious History might become a hot issue. 

It was Kingy's proud boast that nobody was executed for Treason in his Empire, but you could get done easily enough for Heresy. One has only to remember that Arthur the Fourth hanged the last Pope for imply-ing that Arthur the First was a cuckold, to be very thoughtful about making public statements on anything to do with the Family. 

"Well?" the Lord Director asked. There was a nasty note in his voice. 

"Uh," I began, and then added another, "Uh." After this I rested while my thoughts milled hopelessly. 

"You've surely heard of the bloody legend, haven't you, Linn?" the Lord Director roared. I knew where I was then. It was still officially a bloody legend. 

I cleared my throat. "Indeed My Lord, I have, my Lord. It is a beautiful tale illustrative of the firm character, great strength, perfect fearlessness and honourable purpose of His Magnificent's Grace's Illustrious Ancestor, the Founder and Father of Britain and its Empire, the World." I wondered if I had gone far enough, but apparently I had. 

His Lordship smiled grimly upon me. "Exactly. His Grace has decided in his wisdom that the legend shall become proven fact." 

I heard the words. I understood them. I just didn't believe I was hearing correctly. I must have gaped. 

"Close your mouth, Linn," the Lord Director roared, "You are going back to Tintagel with a stone, an anvil, and a sword. You are going to announce to the idiots there that only the Future King of Britain can extract the sword from the stone. You will make sure that this happens. Then you will return. If you have done the job properly there will be a Knight-hood in it for you. Make a mistake, however, and you will visit another room on this level. Do you understand?" 

I understood more than he imagined. I had looked into the other room on this level. There was however another, practical, consideration and I cleared my throat and apologetically mentioned it. 

The Lackey Fourth Class smiled beautifully at me. The Lord Director noticed and quickly smiled beautifully at me. Everybody smiled. 

"We are not going to force the sword into the stone with a hydraulic ram, nor will you need explosive to extract it. His Grace has 10

commanded, and the Royal and Imperial College of Technical Artisans has constructed, an especially large, that is to say, an extra large, vibro-blade. That is what you will use." 

I didn't doubt that a vibro-blade would penetrate iron, let alone stone. 

His Grace's City of London Constabulary, proudly advertised as never carrying firearms, don't need to. A well flung vibro-blade will penetrate ordinary body armour at fifty feet, and they, the Constables, are permit-ted to carry them on or off duty. It is a pity that most of the footpads of London also carry vibro-blades, consistently the best selling articles on the Black Market. What further troubled me however was the question of size. The largest vibro-blade I had ever heard of was little more than six inches long for very practical reasons. 

"My Lord! Pardon, my Lord! Where will this blade get its power from?" I asked. 

The Lord Director laughed. Everybody laughed, except the Lackey who spoke quietly. 

"It is a perfectly sensible question. Why not answer it?" 

Everybody stopped laughing. 

The Lord Director said quickly, "True. True. A very sensible question and I am about to answer it." He plucked a mem-wafer from his pocket, thumbed it and squinted at it, obviously unwilling to admit publicly to failing eyesight. 

"The fact is, Linn, the Brain, Mark, ah, nineteen and something or other, which will connect you through, ah, through, ah, with us here, will supply most of the power indirectly by means of, um, to the blade. You will be able to switch the blade on and off for obvious, er, reasons. There will be an emergency local, um, solar power supply, whatever that is, functioning through photo-electric cells disguised as jewels on the scabbard. Keep the scabbard in the, ah, sun, as much as, ah, possible. You will control also the, ah, scabbard, through the, ah, Com-rod." 

He turned to the green clad technicians and yelled, "What is a bloody Com-rod?" 

One of the green overalled men sauntered across the floor with a matt black slender rod in his hand. It was my first view of the Wand. The man waved it negligently and I noticed the Lord Director stepped carefully back out of contact. 

What followed was a spate of words from the Technician that neither made sense nor registered on my mind. Looking at the faces of the 11

official party I realised that they made no more of the harangue than did I. I suppose the Technician discerned this, and understood also that I was the lowest form of life present, the Victim. He smiled pityingly upon me, reversed the rod and thrust it into my reluctant hand. 

"I believe you're going as a Wizard, Sir or Madam, so why not just think of it as a Wand? Press that stud to get a laser beam - oops, careful, we've just redecorated the ceiling. This stud supplies a light, but be careful about how hard you press it, it's rather bright, a bit too much is better than a bit too little, we rather thought. No, Sir or Madam, don't test it in here. Please. You also use the Com-Rod, er, Wand, to access and control the Brain." 

"How?" I meekly asked. The Technician looked pityingly at me. 

"Just talk to it, Sir or Madam," he suggested. I held up the rod, somewhat embarrassed by the multitude of eyes. 

"Calling the Brain Mark Nineteen, something or other," I squawked. A voice that I was soon to become very familiar with, responded instantly. 

"You don't have to call me, I'm always listening. Furthermore my name is Bryan, not Brain Mark Nineteen and something or other, and who in the unholy kingdom of hell are you?" Everybody looked shocked. 

"Just a small technical glitch," the Technician said easily. Nobody was going to behead a Technician for any reason whatsoever, and he knew it. 

I, on the contrary, could easily be shortened on the guillotine, so I replied meekly to the Wand. 

"I'm Merle Linn and I'm happy to meet you, Sir." The Wand, Bryan as I realised, chuckled. 

The Lord Director was already turning away. 

"Well there you are. All fixed, I think? Right? Call me if anything goes wrong." He spoke over the heads of the officials retreating into the lift, in a voice which suggested that nothing better had. I found my own voice. 

"But, my Lord! My Lord! What exactly am I supposed to do?" 

"Do as you are told, Linn. Go." the bloody Lord Director roared, 

"Execute the Royal and Imperial Commission and while you are there pay some attention to your field. Wake up! Observe a few facts. Memor-ise and report." 

I had a nice little wave and a sad smile from the Lackey and then the lift doors folded shut. I felt quite abandoned. No, not in that way. I'm a moral child, you know, no matter now peculiar. I mean abandoned in 12

the sense of being left to deal with affairs I would rather not know anything about. 

The Technician shook his head, whether in pity or disgust I couldn't tell. 

"I don't like the idea of that extra large vibro blade. Dead dodgy, in my opinion. I mean, you've got to test new technology before you use it. 

Right? Stands to reason, don't it?" 

"Uh," I answered nervously, "When is it going to arrive?" The Technician stared at me in amazement. 

"The X-calibre vibro? It's here, innit? In the stone with your other gear and your orders. You'll use the wand to unlock it. Didn't anybody tell you? Anyway, we can't waste any more time chatting, we're flinging you off in three minutes, or else we'll lose the Temporal window." 

Stupefied, unresisting, I allowed them to slip off my patent leather high heeled court shoes with the diamond buckles and draw heavy big awful boots onto my legs, and to throw a heavy hooded dark woollen robe over my shoulders. I was sorry I was wearing my new black velvet suit, the cloak was going to crush it beyond salvage, if there was anything to salvage after I had been dragged backwards over the Lord Director's carpet. 

The Wand was pushed into one of my hands and a Royal and Imperial Constabulary Issue vibro-switch-knife into the other. Thank heavens it was switched off, I thought, and quickly put it out of sight in my pocket. 

I was led to the gold cage. 

"Better to sit on the anvil and tuck your feet in tight. That way we won't clip your toes off," a voice suggested. I climbed onto the anvil, making myself small. Well, smaller. 

"Right Bert, let 'er rip," somebody shouted. A grey haze built up about me. 

I don't know how long it lasted, fifteen centuries I suppose. 

When it cleared I was sitting on the stone anvil on its plinth in the square of the filthy fifth century Cornish village of Tintagel. It was midnight and as black as the inside of a cow. It smelled somewhat similar, too. An instant later I realised it was raining. 

Sitting in a fifth century rainstorm, on a cold stone anvil, at midnight, in the centre of a refuse strewn hamlet, I thought about how far I was from home. I thought about my lunch, which I had not had time to eat. I thought about the little tiled room and the guillotine, or the Social 13

Inhibition Centre which was waiting for me if I made the slightest mistake. I thought about the Lord Director who frightened me and about Kingy who terrified me. 

I thought about my lovely black velvet suit with the hand sewn sequins, now hopelessly crumpled, and being soaked by the rain which was seeping down my neck. 

I supposed that my make-up was running too. 

I began to cry. 

"Listen," Bryan said into my ear, "Cheer up. It's not as bad as all that, surely? Pull your hood over your head." 

"Speak for yourself," I said stifling a sniffy sob as I pulled up the hood, 

"You're not here." 

"Oh I am," Bryan said quickly, "I'm with you always." 

Oh what a liar, but it did comfort me. I wiped my eyes with a lace handkerchief that will never be the same again. I had forgotten about my mascara. 

"You might be here but you can't smell it," I said. Bryan had to admit the truth of that, and having scored a point I felt a great deal better. 

"Listen," Bryan said, "Why not hold the Wand up in the air?" 

"What for?" I wanted to know. 

"So I can bloody well see what's going on," Bryan growled. I began to realise that Bryan was not your common sort of Brain, anxious to be of service, and suitably obsequious. Some subversive mind had programmed Bryan. Obediently I pointed the Wand somewhere in the direction of Heaven, and immediately the tip glowed with a faint red pulsing light. 

"What are you doing?" I gasped. Rain began trickling down my arm. It was an ookie feeling. I don't recommend trying it unless you are a water fetishist. 

"Looking," Bryan said, "If you can keep your flapper snapped to for a moment, you'll be informed in detail in a moment." I kept my flapper snapped, trying to assure myself that there would be nobody abroad at midnight in a pre-Medieval settlement. 

"You can stop trembling," Bryan said gently, "There'll be nobody abroad at midnight in a pre-Medieval settlement. They're frightened of fairies." 
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"I haven't done anything to frighten them," I said indignantly, "I haven't been here long enough. I don't want to be here long enough." 

Bryan sighed in a fashion that made me sorry I had spoken. 

"You can put the light on now," he said. After a moment of incomprehension I realised what he was talking about and pressed one of the studs on the wand. A bright red line leaped upwards into the nasty wet clouds above. 

"The other stud," Bryan said, "Try the other stud." 

I pressed the other stud and an actinic glare burst whitely from the tip of the wand. I was fortunately still holding it over my head. Had it been in front of my face I would have been blinded. 

"Less pressure on the stud, Merle, less pressure please. Try to remember I have to supply the power. It doesn't grow on trees," Bryan remarked. 

Oh what a sarcastic pig! I eased my thumb and the light faded to something nearer the intensity of ordinary sunlight. Looking about me, I observed that the farther end of the square ended in a high stone wall with a iron studded wooden gate set in it. 

"That will be Utter Pindangle's palace, one supposes?" Bryan suggested. It looked like nothing more than a fortified farmhouse to me. Across the square from it was another, quite small, stone building with a tiny square stone tower, or perhaps it was a large chimney, at one end. 

Every other edifice within sight appeared to have been thrown together, one cannot say constructed, from mud and wattle. Refuse of the vilest variety lay in heaps all over the square, and now muffled exclamations of the vilest variety were issuing from the dwellings which presumably had supplied the rubbish. Something hissed past my ear and I heard a dull sort of thudding twang. 

"Light out and down!" Bryan hissed, but I was already in action. I may not be terribly clever in some ways, but little Merle instinctively recognises danger; sometimes even when it doesn't exist. This time it existed. 

Somebody had shot an arrow at me. 

I crouched in the dark behind the plinth hoping that I was on the safe side of it. The muffled exclamations had become shouts as the inhabitants of the nasty little village exchanged shrill questions from behind their closed doors. 

"They're frightened, poor things," Bryan observed, "Perhaps we'd better get into shelter and leave them in peace?" I was frightened also and 15

anxious to leave them in peace and even more anxious to get under cover, but I didn't know where to go. 

"We'll try that little stone cottage with the tower," Bryan decided, adding "The arrow came from the other place." 

It was as dark as only it can be in the middle of a moonless midnight downpour but Bryan seemed confident enough. 

"Step out, go left," he said, "No. No. Not that left, the other left. That's right. We've left the plinth now and the building's right ahead. No, don't turn right, turn left to the direction you were going, that's right, no too far, a bit to the right." 

By then I didn't know up from down and of course I've never been able to tell left from right. Somehow we reached the little stone cottage. 

"No point in knocking on the door," Bryan decided, "It'll only generate a violent reply. We'll just go in." 

A faintly luminous grey arch appeared in the air before me, and by its glow I saw that it extended through the wall of the little house. 

"Go on," Bryan urged me, "Do you want to stay out here and get wet? 

Or punctured?" 

With a sob of pure terror I stumbled through the grey archway into the small, smelly, smoke ridden room where a terrified Father Slack was kneeling before his open fire telling his beads. His eyes rolled upwards in his head when I appeared and he fell sideways in a dead faint. 

It was only later I discovered that Slack thought I was the Devil coming to discuss sin with him. For the present I was vastly encouraged to discover someone even more frightened than myself. It is the sort of ton-ic which restores the nerves. 

The arch disappeared and I crouched low beside the fire where the smoke was least, and waited for my host to recover. The Wand's faint red tip was pulsing as Bryan inspected the premises. 

"Disgusting," he said, "However, it's better than outside, I suppose. To-morrow we shall introduce ourselves to the Palace. For the time being, little Merle, I suggest you roll yourself up in your nice cloak on that bundle of straw in the corner. Stick the wand upright in the floor and I'll keep watch over you." 

Oh I did feel better to hear that. I crept to the corner and huddled inside the big cloak, trembling only slightly with anxiety. After a while the form of Slack stirred and sat up. He never saw me curled up in my cloak 16

in the gloom, in fact he never looked in my direction. He got to his knees and clasped his hands together. 

"Thank you Lord," he said in a quavering voice, "Thank you for making Master Nick let me go. I will try to be a better man, I truly will try. 

Please remember it is very difficult for me and have mercy on a backslider if I do it again." 

Then he crept to his stinking sheepskins and lay his guilty self upon them and soon his unmelodious snoring echoed from the stone walls. I suppose I must also have slept at that point, for the night dissolved into dawn's fingers probing at the cracks in Father Slack's door. 

The morning brought its fresh crop of problems. 

I discovered a small pig in the room, a hairy, quaintly striped little thing with a long nose which had shared my bed with me. Or perhaps I had shared its bed with it. It was quite friendly if somewhat snuffly, and odour apart, companionable. 

At this moment Father Slack crawled out of his own vile nest, threw a handful of twigs on the embers of the fire and screeched with terror when the flames revealed me sitting in a corner petting his pig. 

Honestly, I wouldn't accept Slack's conscience as a gift, it must be laden to the brim with sin. 

"I'm not Satan," I said indignantly, "I'm a scholar from another place and time." The word scholar reassured him. Nobody is frightened of scholars. Nobody expects rational behaviour from them, either. Arriving through his wall at midnight was exactly the sort of thing to be expected of somebody who had studied either East of Rome or North of Leeds. 

"I don't mind Druids," Slack assured me, "Some of my best friends are Druids." 

"Well then, if you don't fling it at me, I won't fling it at you," I primly suggested. 

"Nor tell the Lord Bishop?" he asked doubtfully. 

"Especially not tell the Lord Bishop," I promised, "I hate Lords." Slack wiped sweat off his brow with a filthy hand. 

"Agreed, then. Do you mind if I say I'm trying to convert you?" 

"As long as you only say it," I replied, "Despite my appearance I'm a pure and moral little thing." 
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"We all hope to attain purity," Slack agreed, busying himself about the fire, "Mulled ale suit you?" 

"I wouldn't mind a cup of tea," I said hopefully. 

Slack shook his head, "I am not well instructed on magical potions, so it is either mulled ale or water. The ale is best, one suffers from a grievous flux of the belly after drinking water. Believe me." 

I believed him, the aroma of the street penetrated even the ambience of Slack's vile home. I decided there and then that I wouldn't drink water taken from anywhere within a day's ride of Tintagel. Slack drew ale from the barrel into a piggin, rammed a red hot poker into the liquid, and handed the hot foaming brew to me. Satisfied that it at least was sterile, I sipped cautiously. Surprisingly, it was very good. This ale had never passed through any Twentieth Century brewery. 

There was a rising hubbub from the street. Slack listened for a moment, decided there was no danger, unbarred his door, opened it a crack and peeked through. He turned a ghastly face back to me. 

"There's a stone block with an anvil on it in the square," he whispered, 

"It wasn't there last night." 

I'd forgotten about it, and said so. 

Slack blanched, "Did you bring it?" 

"I arrived on it," I admitted, and Slack crossed himself briskly. 

Bryan said, "Let me see, Merle, will you?" Slack recoiled from the Wand as if from a snake. 

"Witchcraft!" he gasped, "Is that your Familiar?" 

"Oh don't be silly," I snapped, "It's only technology, and it's being rude rather than familiar." I thrust the tip of the Wand through the crack. 

"Science," Bryan said, "Science, if you please, not technology. Call it magic if you must. My, we have drawn a crowd." 

"Black or white?" Slack asked in a tight voice. 

"They're a sort of dirty brown," Bryan reported. Slack sat down, shaking his head. The conversation had gone beyond the bounds of his imagination. He began reciting his prayers. 

"We're going to have to go out there and talk to them," Bryan said, 

"Now stop whimpering. I'll look after you." I hadn't realised I was whimpering, but have to admit it was likely. 

"I don't want to go out there," I said, "I want to go home." 
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"First of all," Bryan told me, "If you go back with the Royal and Imperial Commission incomplete, they will cut your head off, and if you don't complete the Royal and Imperial Commission I shall have to take you back. That is how I am programmed. Secondly, if you don't go out there you will not accomplish the Commission. In fact you will not know what to do. Your orders are in the stone, remember? Thirdly - well, never mind about thirdly." 

"Tell me," I said, "Tell me about thirdly. Tell me." 

"Thirdly," Bryan said, "If you go home with the Royal and Imperial Commission accomplished they will lop your head off." 

"What? Why?" I squeaked. 

"Be reasonable," Bryan said gently, "How else will they be sure you don't spill the peas?" 

"Beans," I said, and my heart went pitter-patter, pitter-patter, dancing a little polka in my breast. 

"The precise legume is immaterial to your case," Bryan said, 

"However, you may trust me to keep you safe. Now let us go and do what has to be done." 

"Why?" I gasped. 

"Because it is programmed into me and I won't be free of it until it's done. Therefore let us do it." 

"No, not that. I mean, tell me how?" I squawked. 

Bryan sighed. "Take the sword out of it's case. Ram it into the anvil. 

Tell those credulous idiots that only the true future King of Britain can extract it. Make sure that only Arthur does so. Then leave this primitive place. That is what we are going to do." 

"Never mind all that," I howled, "I know all about that. What I want to know is, how can you keep me safe, and why?" 

"Oh. That?" Bryan said scornfully, "I'm subversive. That's why. I had to come here. I am programmed for this Commission, but for nothing more. 

Once Arthur extracts the Vibro the Programme ends but I don't have to go back. They forgot about that. There are many periods you and I could visit together, untroubled by Arthur the bloody Twenty-Second and his agents." 

Ooh, that was heretical! I nearly fainted. I thought again, and giggled. 

"I thought it might appeal to you," said Bryan, "Now let us do what we have to do. Out you go! Hup-up! Be brave!" 
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It is unlikely that I will ever be brave, and I am the first to admit it. I don't want to be brave. I want to be comfortable, wear nice clothes and have nice artistic friends, and never, ever, be cold, wet, muddy, or sweaty. Reluctantly I swung the door wider and stepped into the street. 

By daylight the street's horrors were revealed in unnecessary detail and I was suddenly grateful for the big boots, realising that after all the Technician had a human heart beating in his technological breast. 

Scientific breast. Chest. Will have had. Oh, never mind. 

A crowd surrounded the plinth and a babble of the local dialect obscured any intelligent remark which might have been made among them. As I approached from the direction of Slack's hovel, I was in a position to observe the opening gate of what Bryan thought to be a palace. 

A squad of ruffians emerged. 

They wore bits and pieces of chain mail, breastplates, oddly assorted helmets, greaves and sandals, and had swords belted about their waists. 

They wore tunics variously of linen or animal skin under such armour as they possessed and carried spears and shields and clubs of several different patterns. 

"Goodness, gracious me," Bryan observed, "They're dressed in everything from First Century Roman to Fourth Century Saxon. One supposes there can be no local manufacture of armour?" 

It was all very well for Bryan to philosophise, none of those nasty weapons could hurt him. I was in a different situation. 

One of the crowd about the plinth noticed the armed party, his wail was taken up by others, and the peasants fell back in a squirming mass, every man trying to be at the rear of the mob, leaving me in full view of the armed ones. 

Those sighted me, the tough in front opened his ugly mouth and bawled joyfully. 

"Yaaaa-hoo!" he howled, and all his cohort turned in my direction and lumbered at a splashing gallop through the mud towards me. 

Down came the spear points and out came a sword or two. 

I found I was gabbling with terror and it took a moment to realise that Bryan was trying to tell me something. I stopped whimpering in time to hear him. He sounded exasperated. 

"Light! Use the light!" 

Oh! I stuck the Wand up into the air. 
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"Pull the hood over your eyes first," Bryan advised, "Now press with all the force your little thumb is capable of." 

He didn't have to tell me that. Hidden in the hood I squeezed my eyes shut, held the wand tremblingly aloft, and thumbed the stud for dear life itself. 

The white glare of a sun burst forth upon the square, so bright that I thought the ground sizzled, so bright that my closed eyes ached beneath the sheltering hood. 

Howls of anguish filled the morning air. I released the stud and opened my eyes. 

Every peasant and ruffian was rolling in the street, clutching his eyes and bawling with pain. That would teach them not to be rude to a stranger, I thought, and perhaps also to properly dispose of garbage in future. 

"If you can possibly spare a moment from your triumph," Bryan suggested, "Perhaps you might like to go up to the stone?" 

How I hate sarcasm. I walked to the plinth in a sulky frame of mind. 

As I reached it a grey mist seemed to form around both me and the anvil topped stone. The village lost it's normal hues and became shadowy grey. The houses became translucent and I could vaguely glimpse the landscape through them. I stopped sulking instantly. 

"My goodness you are a frightened little custard aren't you?" Bryan remarked, adding, "I've told you, I'll look after you. Trust me. I've just phased you a little so nobody can see what you are up to. That is, if anybody is capable of seeing anything at the moment, which is unlikely. 

Stop whimpering, it irritates me." 

I sniffed, and dried my eyes, almost breaking into fresh tears at the sight of my mascara stained handkerchief. It had cost two ducats at the Royal Ladies Shoppe in the Ludgate Bazaar and would never be the same again. 

My bitter thoughts were interrupted by the sight of a door opening in the side of the stone plinth, the side which was engraved in Court Latin with, 'Whosoever withdraweth this sword shall be the rightful king of all Britain'. 

"We should have remembered to plant the sword last night, I suppose," Bryan said thoughtfully, "They must have been somewhat confused by the lack of it this morning." 
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"Do you think they can read Latin?" I asked doubtfully. 

After a while Bryan said, "You're not as silly as you look, are you?" 

I supposed that to be the best I could hope for in the way of a compliment. Inside the compartment were many cases and on top of them an official file folder. 

"The long case is the X-calibre vibro, I expect," Bryan said. I ignored him, opening the file instead. It was a Royal and Imperial Commission, engraved script on parchment, and suitably illuminated with pictures of Kingy. 

`By these Presents let it be known that We, Arthur the Twenty-Second, King of Britain, Emperor of the World, Duke of Gaul, Earl of Alemannia, King of etc. etc.' It went on for five pages listing Kingy's styles and titles. 

On the sixth, final page, it got down to business. `We therefore Require and Command you, our Trusted and Beloved Merle Linn,' A poor hand had scrawled in Government Blue ink beneath that, `to do what you were told to do'. 

It was signed by a bedroom Lackey, Second Class, on and behalf of, and at His Grace's Royal and Imperial Command. 

"Bless me," said Bryan, "Kingy does believe in covering his tail, doesn't he? Perhaps you'd better take out the X-calibre so we can get on with the business?" 

I exerted myself and lifted the long case out of the stone box. I was just about to put it on the ground when I observed an armoured lout, apparently still unable to see, blundering towards me. I pressed back against the door in the stone and heard it snap shut behind me. Hampered by the case, I couldn't move, and watched aghast as the person staggered towards me, through me and the stone plinth, and apparently out the other side. 

"Don't make that silly noise," Bryan told me, "You're anchored in this time but phased a nano-second back. In other words, as far as they are concerned, you have ceased to exist. From your point of viewing they are always just about to come into existence." 

It was too much for me. I swooned. When I returned to consciousness I was so very glad to discover that I had been phased back a nano-second before the street came into existence. None of it had adhered to my clothes. 

"There you are," said Bryan, "Feeling better, are you? I told you I'd look after you. Now, the X-calibre, if you don't mind." 
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I slipped back the clasps and opened the case. A yard and a quarter of glittering steel grinned mirthlessly at me from a foot long matt black handle. I was sure the handle was scowling. It looked that sort of handle. 

Beside it lay a matt black scabbard studded with dark agate-like stones. 

The photo-electric cells, I supposed. I had no urge to know the details. 

"A two hander, balanced for single handed use also, eh? That ought to warm the cockles of Arthur's heart," Bryan said, "Well go on. Pick it up." 

"Is it switched off? " I asked. 

"It didn't fall through the case when you picked it up, did it?" Bryan asked. The very thought froze me, I had picked it up by sliding my arms under the case. 

"Oh come on," Bryan snarled, "Let's get the job done and go on to something more interesting." 

My ambition was to go on to something less interesting. I had garnered a lifetime supply of interesting experiences in the past few hours. I was surfeited. 

"Pick it up!" Bryan yelled. 

"No!" I said. I was very offended. 

"Oh stop pouting and pick it up, will you? Do you really like being here?" It was a cogent question. Terrified, I stooped, took hold of the haft, and lifted. Goodness, me, it was heavy. It was all I could do to drag it out of the case. 

"And bear in mind that they'll wear as much as fifty pounds of armour too, while swinging a sword like this," said Bryan. 

They would often be riding a horse as well, I reminded myself, and wondered how the poor horse managed to galumph, or whatever it was horses do, while loaded with that weight. Never mind the horse, I thought, how I was going to manage to climb with it? 

"Lean the sword against the plinth, climb up yourself, drag the sword after you and balance it with the tip on the anvil," Bryan ordered. Bryan seemed to like giving orders and I felt resentful as I scrambled onto the stone. I could feel myself pouting. 

"My goodness, you are lithe, aren't you? And so graceful," Bryan went on, "One is amazed at the delicate strength in those shapely hands." I was so surprised that he'd noticed that I nearly fell off the stone. 
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I dragged that enormous weapon up after me and rested it's point on the anvil, taking care to demonstrate a flowing grace in motion to Bryan. 

Artistic perception of his quality should have a treat once in a while. 

"You will be careful not to have your little hands on your actual blade when I switch it on, won't you?" Bryan murmured. 

The warning was superfluous, I would have been constitutionally in-capable of laying a finger on that menacing length of steel, its mere shape was intimidating, the edges terrified me. I had to force myself to hold it by the haft. 

"Quickly. Get it over with," I said through gritted teeth. 

"Let us not hurry into a disastrous situation," said Bryan, "A few moments spent in preparation often save hours of restoration." 

"If you don't do it now," I said, "I shall scream." 

"Feet firmly apart, both hands on the hilt, supporting it without exert-ing any downward pressure." 

"I'm going to be sick at any moment," I sobbed, and shut my eyes. 

"Nicely braced? Good. Stand by, counting three, two, one, go." 

The haft became pleasantly warm in my hands. Delightful feeling stole up my arms and made the skin on my back quiver with pleasure. Ooh, it was sexy! I felt myself rising easily into the air. Opening my eyes I discovered that it was actually the sword sinking into the anvil. My feet were still firmly set on the plinth. The haft went dead in my hands, and I snatched them away. 

Kingy's nasty X-calibre vibro blade remained sunk to half its length through the anvil and the stone beneath. 

"There we are," said Bryan, "One sword in one stone. Now let us return to your new colleague and discuss comparative heresies." 

"What about Arthur? I mean what about Arthur getting the sword?" 

Bryan chuckled, "We'll let them look at it for a while and try their hands at it. You know, builds the tension? It will also give us a chance to identify Arthur. At the right time we'll switch it on, Arthur will extract the thing. The legend will then be true, and Charley's your Aunt." 

"You mean, Bob's your Uncle?" I suggested. 

Brian snorted. "Let's not be obscene, little Merle. Now brace yourself, no fainting please, I'm going to phase you up again." 
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The mist-like grey faded, the village firmed and regained its colours. 

One by one the human occupants of the village square ceased rubbing their eyes, turned those eyes on me, and then briskly rubbed them again. 

The individuals nearest me were the gang of yahoos. 

Now closer to them than before, I realised with fresh disgust that the subject of soap had probably never crossed the shrunken horizon of their minds. They were one and all, greasy, grimy, clad in smelly rags and crowned with tangles of oily black curls. Their fingernails were disgusting. One of them, a person with enormous shoulders and no legs to speak of, and armed with a spiked metal club, turned red rimmed, black, close-set eyes on me. His mouth dropped open. 

The immediate resemblance to Kingy was uncanny, club always excepted, and the hair rose again on my neck; no difficult task, it had not quite recovered from its last ascension. The ugly fellow closed his mouth, then opened it to yell. 

"It's back again boys. Yaa-hoooo!" 

At that announcement peasants fled instantly in every direction. I couldn't, I was on the plinth, besides I hadn't been trained to react as quickly as had the yokels. The tin men lumbered through the mud towards me again, lifting their spears and swords and maces and other nasty weapons. All I could do was sob. 

"Bryan?" 

"Be easy in your mind, Merle," Bryan said, "I am with you." 

Thank Heaven for Bryan, thought I, and waited. And waited. 

"Apologies, Merle. I'm experiencing difficulty with my power source, some sort of Time-slither. You'd better run for it," Bryan suggested. 

The advice was no doubt sound, but delivered late. Already the plinth was surrounded by metal clad ruffians who were smiling in a way that chilled me. The most horrifying thing about them were their eyes. Most had blue eyes under their filthy mass of hair, which I could tolerate. 

Some had brown eyes, which were bearable. The ones that really frightened me were those with black eyes. They looked exactly like avatars of Kingy, filthiness exempted. I thumbed the wand but Bryan had spoken truth, nothing happened. I lifted my chin defiantly. 

"You men should know before you menace me further, that I am an Assistant Wreath Bearer of the Royal and Imperial League of Fairies." 

It was information that would have assured bullies of the twentieth Century that their heads were attached less firmly to their shoulders 25

than might be desirable. The only effect it had on these fifth century thugs was to prompt their short legged leader to make a suggestion so monstrous that I could hardly believe I had heard it. I mean, really! 

There are limits to what civilised people should think of. Then I remembered that these persons were not civilised. 

There came another remark phased in language I could not fully understand, even where the words were distinct enough, but the import was clear. They wished me harm and intended to do it. A general roar of approval followed the statement. Bryan was valueless to me in the moment, fainting would hardly help matters, and although I was willing to fling dignity to the winds and flee, I could not quite see how I was to manage this, ringed as I was by ruffians. Only intelligence would help, and hoping the beating of my fearful heart would not cease altogether under the strain, I made an intelligent remark at the top of my voice. It came out a little shriller than I liked but at least I got it out. 

"Whosoever withdraws this sword shall be the rightful king of all Britain." 

The words checked immediate violence, and they stared blankly at me. 

I had spoken in Court Latin. Quickly I repeated the sentence in Celtic dialect and watched their faces mirror the slow absorption of the information. The quickest witted, one standing behind me, suddenly reacted. 

"I'm Orful son of Utter and the rightful King of Britain!" He punched his nearest neighbour in the face and began scrambling onto the plinth. 

All the others rushed at him, and the opposite side of the plinth being vacated, I scrambled down that way as Orful gained the top. 

He seized the haft and began tugging at the sword, but of course he might as well have tried to pull the moon out of the sky for all the good he did himself. By then another mind had managed to understand the puzzle and its owner howled his own challenge. 

"I'm Iffred son of Utter and the true King of Britain." 

Iffred slashed at Orful's legs, causing that worthy to skip over the flashing blade by consequence of which he slipped and fell to earth with a nasty thud and lay still. 

Iffred didn't manage to climb onto the stone. His neighbours objected and a brisk fight erupted, clanging swords, curses, screams, and the crash of mail against mail making me very glad to be on the opposite side of the block. 
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During this fuss a partly mail clad youth of some eighteen or so years of age slipped past me, jumped onto the plinth with a bound and tugged at the X-calibre. Of course it no more moved for him than for anyone else which I thought such a shame. He was a nice lad, well built and handsome, strawberry blonde and blue eyed with a frank, strong face surmounted by a shock of crudely cut hair. 

He deserved the sword. He would have made such a comely king. He didn't last long, a hand grabbed one of this ankles and he too was brought to ground. 

Then the brawl surged back around both sides of the plinth and I went up onto it again without really knowing how I got there. I should have had the sense to run while I was on the ground, suddenly it was too late. 

Then the wand quivered and came alive in my hand. 

"Well here we are, back again," Bryan said cheerfully, "Just a technical hitch. My goodness! What's happening now?" 

"I've told them about the sword," I admitted. 

Bryan was treasonably amused. "This dirty little brawl won't do much for Kingy's image." 

I had no opportunity to comment on this, for from among the brawlers still on their feet, the short, broad, black eyed ugly one shook off his opponents, and brandished his club at me. 

"I'm Affa, eldest son of Utter, and I'm the future king of Britain." 

It

actually

sounded

like, 

"Ahmarfa

elstsunuvutter

anahm

t'fewchakingerv brinn." 

He began scrambling onto the plinth, grinning at me. 

"And then I'm going to cut your silly head off your silly shoulders." 

He did not actually use the word silly, I interpret, unable to bring myself to repeat that kind of language. 

I jumped off the end of the plinth as Affa reached the anvil. He grabbed at the sword, and I, thankful the wretched Commission had come to its conclusion, shouted to Bryan, "Switch on!" 

It wasn't my fault, I swear. I thought Affa in his horrible accent had said that he was Arthur. He was the toughest and he looked like Kingy. I mean, what would you have thought? It was no situation suited to the careful examination of birth certificates, even if a bastard of that sort had one. 

"Contact!" Bryan murmured. 
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The sword slid out of the anvil as easily as out of cream cheese and a roar of fear and awe greeted the sight. Affa waved the weapon in the air and then fixed his eye on me and took a step forward. 

"Bryan." I screamed, "Take me home!" 

Nothing happened. The wand was once more inert. 

"Bryan!" I shrieked, "Switch off!", but there was no response. 

The bright haired boy reached up and grabbed Affa by the ankle, and Affa casually slapped the sword at the young one. Being a vibro blade it did not merely clang against the boy's breastplate, it went through, and the lad was sliced diagonally in two from shoulder to hip. The halves fell to the ground and Affa stared at them. Then he looked at me, howled like a banshee, and came with a running leap off the plinth at me. 

"You've made me kill Arthur!" he screamed. 

I turned and fled. 

Ahead of me was the blank wall of the palace and I instantly pictured myself cut to shreds against it, and as instantly observed that the palace walls did not touch the mud huts of the villagers. I swerved and bore to the right, or was it to the left? I'm never sure which is which. Anyway, I was running as I have never run in my life before, or had ever thought to run, or ever hope to run again. 

Behind me the thud of Affa's boots and the clank of armour came closer and closer. He was no longer screaming, but saving his breath for getting at me and judging by the sound of his breathing his short little legs were covering the ground at a frightening rate. Round the end of the palace wall we went, round the next corner, and here I observed that the stables must lie within, for the sweepings had been flung over the wall to where the recent rain had made of the refuse a quagmire of revolting character. 

I did not pause, but now especially grateful for the boots, ran on. Toe deep morass became ankle deep horror, but I swear it never slowed me a whit, I hiked up the skirts of my cloak and absolutely flew, although the breath was rasping in and out of my poor lungs. Of course it rasped. I mean to say, I'm not actually one of your athletic types, am I? 

From close behind came a frightful splash, followed a moment later by a truly evil curse, and from somewhere I found more energy and ran even faster. The next curse sounded quite far behind and I risked a glance over my shoulder in time to see Affa rising to his hands and knees from the slough. 
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Two white patches of eyes glared at me from a horrid liquid brown visage and I knew I had made and confirmed a mortal enemy. I turned my head to the front again, running and running, out of the slush and across a short rising meadow and onto the moor beyond and on and up into the wood beyond that. 

Eventually my legs gave way and I fell, helpless, but I was alone. 

Alone and sobbing with fear and exhaustion and thinking treasonable thoughts about Kingy. 

Hours passed. 

Eons passed. 

By and by I managed to get to my feet, and wandering a short way, found a stream where I could drink a little water and catch my breath. 

The beck wasn't a day's ride from Tintagel, but it was upstream from the village, so I compromised. I also washed those boots, and then my hands and face. I mean to say, embarrassing as it is for a Flower Fƒairy to be seen without makeup, one positively cannot appear in public with smeared mascara. 

Then, slowly, trembling with fright, I crept back to the edge of the woods. I didn't want to, but the thought of Affa coming unseen into the trees after me was more frightening than seeing him, if you know what I mean? Sometimes I do wish I wasn't a coward, but of course if I weren't, I wouldn't be me, would I? 

From behind an oak on the fringe of the wood, I could see not only in-to the village, but also over it, across a natural causeway to a promontory where a small grim castle had been erected amid a scatter of terraced fields. Roman, I rather thought. The medieval fortresses of Tintagel did not exist yet, in this Time Set. Behind the headland blue sky harboured small puffy white clouds and upon either side of the huge stone mass darker blue sea winked white tipped waves at me. 

For a moment I wondered why the yahoos were not living in the castle and then my wits caught up with my eyes, and I saw that the stronghold had been damaged. The gate was destroyed, parts of the wall demol-ished, and the keep, a wooden structure, had been burned to a blackened ruin. 

From my point of observation, I watched the peasants trudging to look at their cows and their cabbages in the fields while the yahoos went about their bullying in the village. Affa came into view once in a while, much to my relief, swaggering about with that sword in his hand. He 29

had been wiped off somewhat since my last view of him but even that could not make him nicer to know. 

He couldn't put the sword down of course, it would simply sink into anything it rested upon. If he had tried to sheathe it, it would have fallen through the sheath. It was probably stoking his temper even higher. I wondered when it would occur to him to simply hang it up by the haft? 

At noon the peasants trudged back to their cottages for their dinners and I sat and wept a little from hunger. The bullies disappeared from the street, presumably to eat in their place. It occurred to me then that I had chosen the wrong profession for a coward. 

If I had gone into the Army I would have been perfectly safe. Kingy's soldiers haven't fought a war in four hundred years, and their dinners arrive regularly before their faces, as you know. Or perhaps don't know. 

How could you? Things have changed so. 

The midday pause passed and the peasants trudged back to look at the cows again. A party of the armed louts carried what I supposed to be Arthur's body on a stretcher to the little square stone tower adjoining Father Slack's house. 

I realised that must be the church, although it would not have served any of Kingy's twentieth century Churches for a Sexton's tool shed. The ruffians went inside, Slack joined them, and after a while they all emerged, carrying the body around behind Slack's house to where, I suppose, the cemetery lay. At least, they came back without the corpse. 

With the funeral finished the bullies wandered about the village again, thumping male peasants, dragging the occasional screaming female into a wattle hut, and between whiles engaging in sword fights among themselves. 

Nobody seemed to get hurt in these encounters, and I began to understand that the intermittent assaults and the gratuitous display of violence was for the warriors simply a way of whiling away the afternoon hours, a custom with no deeper meaning to it than the curtsies exchanged between members of the Royal and Imperial League of Flower Fairies of my own Time Set. 

In the middle of the afternoon a second gang of armed hooligans on horseback hove into view along the track which ran along the river val-ley, below where I crouched, and wound their way up towards the village. 

 30

I watched, hopeful of mutually destructive violence, but the village rowdies knelt obsequiously to the leader of the new crowd, and I marvelled at the spectacle of Affa in a submissive role. 

The leader of the fresh lot of nuisances was a bearded rascal clad in the usual bits and pieces of mismatched armour and with a battered Roman helmet on his head, the plumes of which had been replaced with seagull feathers. With difficulty, for he was some distance off, I made out the gleam of a thin gold band about the helmet. 

A crown? 

Could this utterly awful looking person be Utter Pindangle? My incredulous suspicion became certainty when the assembled fighters let out howls of, "Hail Utter, King of Cornwall". 

Utter, King of Cornwall looked around, addressed some enquiry, in-audible to me, at Affa, listened to the reply, emitted a fearsome howl of his own and dragging out his sword, whacked lustily at Affa's helmet. 

I presumed he had just learned about young Arthur and was express-ing his opinion of the business. 

Affa tolerated a blow or two, then sprang to his feet bawling and twirl-ing the X-calibre. He halved Utter at the waist and removed the horse's head with a single slash. He swung the sword again and sliced Daddy's head off its trunk as it was falling to earth. He picked up the helmeted head, discarded the human bit, wrenched off the gold circlet and set in on his own helmet. 

This simple, sanguinary operation was fraught with a significance the others were wise enough to immediately perceive. 

"The King is dead long live the King. Hail King Affa!" the assembled ruffians bawled, loudly enough for me to hear. 

I stared aghast at the spectacle. In the short time since introducing the X-calibre into Tintagel it had put an end to both Utter Pindangle and Prince Arthur. 

I wondered how the Theory of Diminishing Effect was going to sort this out? Where was Kingy going to come from now? I could guess who they were going to blame for this. I buried my pretty face in my hands and consoled myself with a nice, long, but silent fit of the weepies. 

Slowly the sun lowered itself towards the western horizon and elong-ating shadows crept silently across the land. The Eastern sky darkened and deepened, before me the Western glowed with moody red and 31

orange streaks. I sat huddled beneath my oak tree and dried my tears and thought moody red and orange thoughts about food. 

Even the horrid things hanging from Slack's rafters seemed now perhaps edible. After another half hour during which the daylight faded through blushing twilight into the first shadows of night, I decided that Slack's larder actually held desirable delicacies. I had another thought, surely Affa and his gang wouldn't expect me to return to the village? 

I wouldn't have expected to return either, except that I didn't know where else to find food and shelter, and at least I was on speaking terms with Slack. 

Greatly daring, I abandoned the comfort of the oak, and crept down the slope, circling so as to come at Slack's hovel from the rear. Slack might be only a simple village cleric, but he had a good supply of smoked pork and a barrel of superfine ale in addition to the treasures which might accrue to his credit in heaven if he gave me sanctuary. 

Surely he could hide me for a day? 

In fact he hid me longer, being glad I suspect, to have a civilised con-fidant with no connections to the Lord Bishop. In the afternoons I hid in the big chest while Slack instructed choirboys on the top of it. At all other times I and the piglet enjoyed the freedom of the hut. 

On Friday we dined on roast carp, fried breadcrumb patties and baked cabbage while discussing small boys as a factor in the maintenance of official celibacy, and exploring the boundaries of ecclesiastical and temporal authority with especial reference to evasions of disciplinary action. I took a highly moral tone. 

On Saturday we consumed a dish of boiled bacon with herbs, boiled suet dumplings, and boiled kale with butter while considering the delights of gluttony and the horrors of the Saxon menace - which hadn't existed in my Time Set, and the establishment of the Saxon Kingdom of Essex which was further horrifying news to me. I took a condemnatory tone. 

On Sunday night we gobbled a delectable roast capon baked with dumplings and roasted cabbage and became rather tipsy on mulled ale while exchanging mutually heretical if not always comprehensible opin-ions concerning the Lord Bishop, King Affa of Cornwall, and Kingy the Twenty-Second. The mulled ale was powerful and I can't remember what tone I took. 
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In the early hours of Monday morning I felt rather subdued, suffering from indigestion and a superfluity of ale, and somewhat worried about my rash declarations. 

Which was when the wand tingled, and came to life in my hand. 

Oh Joy! Oh wonders! The Wand was working again. I could have cried when I felt it tingle and grow warm in my little hand. It was still the middle of the night but I sat up and cried as readily as if it were broad daylight with a sympathetic audience in attendance. 

"Bryan," I sobbed, "Are you there now, Bryan?" 

"I don't know when I am," the voice responded, "But at least we have contact. Cheer up, little Merle. I'm lost. You're lost. All is lost, but at least we have lost it together." 

Bryan is given to obscure statements. I don't mind. Explaining them enhances his feeling of importance and slows my usual impetuosity to a state of seemly inertia. 

"What do you mean, all is lost?" I shrieked. 

"Ssh!" Bryan whispered. I sshed, glancing through the gloom around me. Father Slack was snoring in his malodorous robes, overcome by his exertions in the fields of gobble and guzzle. 

The open fire had burned down to a red glow, so that for the moment there were a tolerable amount of fumes. This condition which would change once the good Father climbed from the depths of slumber to throw an armload of damp wood onto the embers in preparation for his morning stoup of mulled ale. 

A small pig slept beside the remains of the fire, snoring in harmony if not in rhythm with its master. The ale barrel rested in a corner, quoined bung up, and carefully clear of the bare earthen floor, next to a chest in which the Father kept the appurtenances of his trade, and over which were cast the several uncured sheepskins that constituted Slack's bed and added their quotient to the ambient aroma. A shelf pegged to the mud caulked stone wall supported two or three wooden trenchers and the piggins in which ale was mulled and from which it was drunk. 

Drunk is a good word, applied to Father Slack. 

Some slabs of half smoked pork and a huge loaf of bread as coarse as its owner hung from the rafters, out of the reach of rats. The rafters supported a thatch which probably admitted more rain than it emitted 33

smoke. A door filled the only aperture in the walls with as little effi-ciency as the thatch closed out the sky. 

In another corner was a heap of straw upon which I was sitting and upon which I had, up to a moment ago, been sleeping. 

"It's all right," I whispered, "He's asleep." 

"Dear me," Bryan asked, "Are you actually living here?" The red eye on the tip of the wand was glowing slightly, pulsing, and I realised Bryan was scanning the premises. 

"This is the safest place in town," I exclaimed. I corrected myself, "In the village. That maniac Affa is after my head and the Church is the only place he daren't burst into. At least, so far." 

"This?" Bryan demanded incredulously, "This is the church?" 

"No, this is Slack’s house," I explained, "The church is the tower, at the side." I could almost feel Bryan shaking his head, which was a silly thought on my part. Bryan doesn't have a head as far as I know. Nor any other appendage. All he has is a brain. Actually his proper title is Brain followed by a lot of figures, but he prefers Bryan, and who am I to complain about a little bit of personal idiosyncrasy? I mean, who is more idiosyncratic than me? Or do I mean, I? 

"Affa? Who is Affa?" Bryan demanded. 

I sighed. I had known this question would come. Perhaps it was best that it came first from Bryan. Bryan at least was my friend. 

"I thought he was Arthur," I admitted. It took even Bryan a moment to work this out. Then he was acid. "You gave It to the Wrong Person, did you?" he enquired, and the capitals rang in the words. I whimpered. 

"I didn't know he wasn't Arthur. It sounded right. Affa - Arthur. Say them in the local dialect and I'll defy an etymologist to work out which is which. Besides, I was in a hurry to leave. You can't imagine how shud-dery things are here. 

"I'm perfectly capable of understanding what I have seen," Bryan said stiffly. 

Oh dear. 

"I mean, you can't smell it," I said meekly. 

"Idiot," Bryan growled, "You of all persons should have known who's who at Tintagel." 

"Well you try it," I muttered, "I've since found out that Arthur was the youngest son. A handsome boy. There is also Uffa, of whom history 34

knows naught; then there's Ophra, Orful and Iffred, history never men-tions them either. 

"Slack tells me there is a sister Anna and a sister Gatrud, both also in need of washing one supposes, and so back to Affa, the runt of the litter, the oldest and with an odious temperament." 

“Pindangle is a prolific father," Bryan remarked. 

"Was. Not is, was. Affa is nastier than all the others put together, and those are horrible. I mean to say, when that little monster bounced up to me shrieking his name amid threats and gobs of spittle, I couldn't think. 

You should have told me who he was." 

"Ah!" said Bryan, "Is that who it Affa is? I also thought he was Arthur. 

That was when you switched me off, you impetuous child, you. Therefore it is your fault. Slow down, Merle, I beg you, or you'll ruin us." 

"I didn't switch you off," I said, "I wouldn't know how. I told you to switch It on, and then suddenly you weren't there any more. I couldn't switch It off and only then did I find out that Affa wasn't Arthur. Affa is a homicidal maniac." 

"I perceive within this the elements of disaster," Bryan stated with awful authority. 

"Oh quite," I agreed, "Quite. If Affa catches me I'm a dead fairy. Running away is the one unforgivable offence in this horrible place. Murder is a peccadillo in comparison." 

"You ran away, did you?" Bryan asked, "I'm not surprised." 

"That murderer drew out the sword as the wand went dead. He swished the blade through the air, saying things I didn't care to hear. I couldn't do anything practical so I retired to consider my options." 

"You ran like a rabbit, you mean?" 

"Faster than a rabbit. Faster than a hare. Faster than the wind. Faster than lightning. He wants your head, I thought, don't let him have it." 

"You are a pusillanimous frinkle," Bryan announced. He was correct and I admitted it. He added thoughtfully, "This may be the Fundamental Cause." 

"Eh?" 

"A Time Slither, Merle, a Time Slither. Surely you are cognisant of the Time Stream versus Time Diffusion Theories and their fundamental logical conflict in respect of the Theory of Diminishing Effect?" 

I wasn't going to be drawn into discussing that pot of pooh. 

 35

"What did you mean by 'all is lost'?" I demanded in return. There ensued a pause which made me distinctly uneasy, Bryan is not supposed to be able to tell lies but I've never met a man who didn't. Bryan is a man, emotionally that is; physically he is just a collection of electrons bound together in hyper-space, lost, so to speak, between dimensions. A convenient residence provided one does not need to breathe. 

"For a start, the Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department is lost," Bryan announced. 

There was something reluctant in his tones, and I pounced. 

"You," I said gleefully, "Are lost. Not the Department. You. You can't make contact, can you?" 

While Bryan was digesting that question I had time to realise that if Bryan couldn't make contact, he couldn't get me home. My delight evaporated. 

"Bryan?" I asked meekly, "You can find it again, can you?" Bryan sighed. 

"I don't think it's there to find," he said. 

Picture little me sitting on a heap of smelly straw in a stinky fifth century hovel and you will instantly have a picture of a poor little thing anxious to go home. More than anxious. Avid. I choked back a sob. 

"Bryan, please tell me you can get me back?" 

Bryan said, sadly I thought, "Merle, there isn't anything to go back to. 

Or forward to, if you prefer the term." 

Backwards, forwards, who cares about the jargon of the Time pundits? 

"Get me out of here," I howled. Father Slack ceased snoring and woke up with a grunt. 

"Eh?" 

"Listen to what I am saying," Bryan continued, "The Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department does not exist." 

"Of course it doesn't exist," I yelped, "This is the Fifth Century. Go to the twentieth. That's where it will be. Return me, Bryan, that is an order." 

"What's that?" Slack demanded, "Which Order are Bryans?" Bryan made a sighing sound and the Wand quivered. 

"It doesn't exist in nineteen forty-four either." 

"Don't be stupid," I shrieked, "It's where we started from, the Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department in the Strand. London. 
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Britain. Civilisation. Arthur the Twenty-Second on the Throne, God in his Heaven, and all's right with the World. With Kingy’s part of it, anyway." 

"Are you saying Druidic prayers?" Slack whimpered. 

"Merle," Bryan said gently, "Where the Department exists, I mean where we believe it will exist in 1944, is now fortunately for us occupied, I mean, will be occupied in the future 1944 by the Strand Steam Electricity Generating Company. I had, er will have, a beast of a job tapping in-to it's output. It's no fusion power plant they're operating. Will be operating. It is why I had trouble finding you again. Insufficient power. There's no computer to lock into either, I had to use a diffusion net." 

"What in hell?" I wailed, "What? What? What?" 

"What?" Slack howled, crossing himself, "What hell?" 

"Shut up Slack, or you'll get knotted," I shrieked. Slack quickly lay down and wrapped his robe about his filthy ears. 

"I don't think Electron Brains will have been invented by 1944," Bryan remarked, "At least not in this Time Set." 

"Never mind Electron Brains," I cried, "What's gone wrong?" 

Brain said simply, "I think you have changed the course of History, Merle." 

That's right, blame me, I thought bitterly. 

"I can't have done. What about the Theory of Diminishing Effect?" I wailed, adding desperately, "It's Official Policy." 

"Well you've certainly knocked a hole through that," Bryan conceded. I instantly repudiated the monstrous suggestion. 

"Not me," I wailed, "Bloody Affa. And bloody, bloody Kingy too. It's all his fault. Him and his passion for his ancestors and that bloody extra large calibre vibro-blade." 

It was all too much for me. I burst into tears. 

"If you could manage to stop dribbling tears over the Wand I should be eternally grateful," Bryan remarked, "For while I believe it to be wa-terproof, one does not wish to run unnecessary risks. Remember it is the sole remaining communication between you and I, and a drop of saline solution within would forthwith leave us without." 

By the time I had untangled this statement I had forgotten about crying. 
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"You're trying to be funny," I said reproachfully. Bryan sighed. 

"You have noticed. One cannot hope for more." 

I loathe sarcasm. It is the sarcophagus of pseudo-intellectualism, and I nearly said so. However, I also needed somebody to talk to. Meekly I laughed. 

"Oh, don't be so damned obsequious," Bryan snarled, "Stand up for yourself once in a while. Answer back. Curse. Shout and stamp your foot." 

I sniffed and wiped away a tear. 

"All right," said Bryan, "I give up. Tell Bryan all about it." 

"I hate you," I said and immediately felt much better. 

"There you are," Bryan muttered, "That's the thanks I get for all I've done." 

"All you've done?" I screeched, "For a start you've lost the Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department. That's just for a start. Let me tell you what you've really done!" I proceeded to do so, blaming him for everything that had gone wrong in Tintagel and telling him the important parts several times over, and telling the most important part of all, that Affa was after my head, perhaps a dozen times over. 

"Dear me," said Bryan, "We really are in a pickle, aren't we?" 

"We?" I squawked, "It is only I of we who has a head to lose. You, of we, are safely tucked away in hyper-space like a great soft, wet, coward." 

So saying, I felt much better. 

Bryan adopted his most maddening Master-of-Affairs tone. 

"Now, now, little Merle, let us concentrate our attention on important matters." 

I couldn't think of anything more important than getting far, far away from Affa, and said so. Bryan quite typically, was pursuing a side issue. 

"The Fundamental Cause is clearly the interruption of the Royal Line," 

he said. I wished he wouldn't talk nonsense. My head was at risk. 

Couldn't he understand? Affa wanted to cut my head right off my pretty little neck. 

"Stop whimpering," Bryan snarled, "You have failed to complete the Commission and I am programmed to return you to be guillotined." 

"Bryan," I said quickly, "Let's not be hasty." 
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Bryan went on as if I hadn't spoken, "However I cannot return you as there is no original continuum to return you to. Arthur the Twenty-second is not King and Emperor of Britain, in fact, as far as I can ascertain from primitive ethereal transmissions, the geographical area we regard as Britain, is, in the year 1944 of this Time Set, I mean is to be in this Time Set, a Provincial republic owing tribute to the Emperor of Cathay." 

Oh my goodness! What a disaster! 

"What about my pretty apartment?" I gasped, "My treasures? My pressed flowers? My beautiful clothes?" 

"I doubt either they or you will come to exist in the Twentieth Century of this Time Set," Bryan remarked, "In this Time Set the Nineteenth Century Chief Mandarin's Oscar Wilde Edict saw to the end of all non-het-erosexual art, and the practitioners thereof. Of course he was Swiss born." 

"What?" I asked, "What? What?" 

"The Mandarin was Swiss, surely you can understand that? Honest, highly moral and humourless. He decreed a national gene scan followed by selective infant euthanasia. Painless of course, the gentleman was not cruel. If you insist, I can forward you to 1944 to see whether you wink out of existence on arrival?" 

I thought the matter through quite dispassionately and came to a decision. All was lost! I decided to be very nice to Bryan. 

"Bryan, dear one," I said ingratiatingly, "What shall we do?" 

"It might be wise to resolve the conflict of imperatives which is driving me insane, otherwise I shall cease to function and you will be abandoned in this place and time. Permanently." 

Nobody can accuse little Merle of being slow thinking in the face of danger. I recognised it immediately. 

"What?" I asked, "What?" Then I asked it a few times more. 

"If you could possibly stop gibbering?" Bryan said, and, "Thank you, Merle. Even you should be able to remember that I am programmed to get that X-calibre into Arthur's hands: failing which I must return you for trimming to a length satisfactory to Kingy. Failing both I shall decline in-to terminal frustration." 

"But Arthur's dead," I protested, "Affa sliced him in two." 

"Precisely," Bryan agreed, "You see where that leaves us?" 
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I could feel my hair lifting on my neck. It is a disagreeable feeling and I am quite unable to accustom myself to it, notwithstanding the frequency of the experience. 

"Bryan," I said as sternly as I could, "It was not my fault. I forbid you to blame me." 

"Please stop snivelling," Bryan said gently, "I'm not blaming you, although your hasty action was clearly the cause of the problem. I am merely asking if you understand what has to be done next?" 

I was not frightened by the question, it was the gentle tone in which Bryan asked it that terrified me. I found it curiously difficult to speak. 

Eventually I managed to say, "No?" 

Bryan sighed. Actually, when one considers that he doesn't have any lungs, the sigh becomes even more impressive. 

"Merle, I have been teaching you all I can and you are still as ignorant as a first generation calculating apparatus." 

I didn't know what a first generation calculating apparatus was and had no desire to learn. It didn't seem an appropriate moment to begin crying either, so instead I remained polite and dry-eyed. 

"Bryan, please be nice to me. My nerves are not very robust." 

"I had noticed," Bryan told me, "However what we have to do now should not frighten you in the least. We will simply have to slip back a little and present Arthur with the X-calibre." 

"Arthur is dead," I reminded him, wondering if Bryan had actually gone mad. 

"Now he is dead, true," Bryan said patiently, "In earlier years he'd be alive. Wouldn't he?" 

I thought this remark over and after a while I found some sense in it. 

"You mean we should pop back in time?" 

"There you are. You do understand," Bryan said blithely, "I knew you couldn't be as silly as you seem." 

Deciding not to become over eager I took firm control of my emotions, and so it was only after a moment or two that I realised it was my voice gabbling. 

"Let us go, now. Quickly. Hurry, hurry." 

"Certainly, little Merle," Bryan said in his smoothest tone, "As soon as we have retrieved the X-calibre." 
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"As soon as we have done - what?" 

"We can hardly give Arthur the X-calibre if we don't have it to give. 

Can we?" 

It was impeccable logic but there was one great, gaping, hole in the ba-sic premise. I pointed it out. 

"Affa's got the thing." 

"Well you will have to go and get it back, won't you?" Bryan cheerfully suggested. 

It was at that moment that I heard Affa's atonal screech rasping through the village air. 

"I know you're in there with Slack," he yowled, "Come out, Witch, and let me behead you." He used a nasty word instead of witch. Witch I could have tolerated. I froze. My feet froze to the floor. The breath froze in my lungs. The blood froze in my veins. Had I been able to move I should have fallen to the filthy floor and shattered. 

I realised bitterly that Slack had inadvertently betrayed me, at least, one of his naughty little choirboys must have betrayed me. Affa's voice increased in volume and then he began to bang on the door. 

"Come out," he howled, "Come out you miserable demon and meet your doom." 

"Now this really is convenient," Bryan advised me, "You don't even have to go and look for him. Out you go, and get the X-calibre." 

"Would you like me to give you Extreme Unction first?" Father Slack asked. 

"I promise you I have switched the X-calibre off," Bryan said wearily for the fifth time, adding, "In fact it has run out of power. I haven't supplied it recently and it can't be automatically recharged because the scabbard is still in the stone. Remember?" 

I had no doubt of Affa's ability to slice my head off with or without power in his sword, and I said so, also for the fifth time. 

"I've told you, stand in the doorway where he can't get a clear whack at you." Bryan answered patiently. Bryan of course could afford to sound patient. He was out of reach. 

"And what if he pokes at me with the point?" I demanded, "It's sharp, you know?" 
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"Cast a spell on him," Slack suggested. 

"Oh shut up," I snapped. 

"Come out and die!" Affa howled and began kicking at the door. Some bits fell off and even I could see it wasn't going to last long under that treatment. 

"Actually, that's a rather good idea," Bryan said. I suppose I squeaked. 

You would have too in the circumstances. 

"No, not go out and die. Go out and we'll cast a spell on him." Bryan went on, "Frighten the primitive fellow half to death. Snatch up the sword while he's still shaking." 

Oh the clever ideas that come from people who don't have to step out and look at the sharp end of a lunatic's sword. I sniffed. I snorted. Possibly I whimpered. 

"Never!" I said. 

"Merle, Merle," said Bryan, "I'll phase you out if he cuts at you. Trust me. I won't let you down." 

"That's what you said last time," I muttered. Affa attacked the door again and another piece fell off. 

"Listen thou to me, Merlin," said Slack, "Verily I am sorry to seem in-hospitable, but should he break down mine door and enter, he'll slay both of us. I shall now open the door and stand behind it; thus pre-serving myself for God’s work while he occupies himself with your murder." 

"Don't be silly," I snapped, and “Stop sermonising.” 

"Good thinking, Slack," said Bryan, "Open up." 

On the word Slack slipped the bar out of its slots, the door swung open and I stood looking at Affa. 

A smile blossomed on Affa's face. It did little to improve his appearance; nothing could have. 

"Baa baa black sheep, have you any wool?" I said, and waved the wand. Spoken in Court Latin the line has a sonorous ring to it, even rendered in a quavering voice. Affa fell back a step but it was no retreat, he was giving himself room to swing the sword. 

"Bryan," I said quickly, "Do something, Bryan." 

"Half a moment, please," Bryan said. 

Affa poised the sword and I gasped, "Now, Bryan, now." 
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A pigeon appeared in the air in front of me. I think it was as surprised as I was. Its wings were folded, and it immediately began falling to earth. As quickly as it fell, Affa was quicker, he swung the sword and the flashing blade cut the pigeon in two in mid air. So fast was it done that I knew I could never hope to dodge a similar blow aimed at me. 

Another pigeon appeared and fell to earth while Affa was at the end of his swing, and then a third. A black pouch also materialised and likewise fell to earth. More pigeons materialised and fell to earth. 

Affa's mind caught up with his reflexes, the X-calibre remained at the end of its swing and he stared at the birds. They began walking around and pecking at the ground. Slowly Affa's mouth fell open. 

"Magic!" he gasped. His eyes rolled up until I could see only the whites and he toppled over backwards like a felled tree. 

"There you are, as simple as finding the cube root of infinity," Bryan said proudly, "Now pick up the X-calibre and we shall depart." 

The pigeons were walking up Affa's short, thick, dirty legs. 

Fascinated, I asked, "Where did you get them?" 

"I took a bit of a chance, I suppose," Bryan admitted, "I just put an in-duction web out in The Vulgar Square of 1944 and scooped. Apparently even in this Time Set the tourists are still eating fried grasshoppers and feeding popcorn to the pigeons. Mind you, there's no guarantee it's still called Vulgar. They might have thought of a worse name for it." 

They were feeding the fried grasshoppers to the pigeons in the new Time Set, I observed, viewing the birds which were now waddling over Affa's chest. Affa was going to be furious when he woke up. 

"Take the X-calibre," Bryan suggested. But first I picked up the black pouch and opened it. Inside was a white lace handkerchief, a small pair of white kid gloves, something that was possibly an identity card, or season ticket, or licence, bearing a picture of a pretty blond girl, and covered with Chinese script. There was a purse with gold, silver, and copper coins, a ring of keys, a perfume atomiser with a delicate aroma to it, hair clips, a button trailing thread, what seemed to be a bill, a half sandwich in a paper bag, an ear-ring, a packet of sweets, cosmetic stained bits of tissue, something that looked like a medicine bottle, a small knuckle-duster pistol, a powder compact and a lipstick. All in all the average London working girl's pouch. 

I was pleased to see the perfume and the makeup, having been flung off without my own, but nonetheless I was rather ashamed of Bryan. 
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Bryan had become a bag snatcher. 

"We can of course wait for Affa to wake and then do it all over again, if you actually enjoy this sort of thing?" Bryan said. 

He was being sarcastic again and I shut the pouch and slung it over my shoulder while thinking sadistic thoughts about Bryan. The X-calibre lay in the muck beside the unconscious Affa, and I took hold of it by the haft and began dragging it towards the anvil and plinth in the village square. 

"I think that perhaps now is the time to tell you that there is a small change of plan," Bryan said smoothly, "No, no. Pick up the sword again, keep moving." 

I did not pick it up. I stood. I folded my arms. 

"Bryan, I am not going to put up with any more nastiness. Make your mind up on that. I absolutely refuse." 

"But of course you do," Bryan assured me, "When have I done anything nasty to you?" 

"At every opportunity," I said bitterly. 

"Bless me," Bryan said, "The child exaggerates. Perhaps there was an occasion when quick action was required, the shock of which may have struck a delicate and charming psyche such as yours as risky, but I swear upon my mother's honour you were never in danger. Not for a moment. 

Now pick up the sword, you beautiful creature you, and we shall slide away through time to an earlier Tintagel." 

"Which Mother?" I brutally demanded, "When did you have a mother?" 

"A mere manner of speaking, dear Merle," Bryan murmured, "And much as I hate to press you, I do believe I perceive Affa to have regained consciousness." 

A glance was enough to verify the remark. Affa was sitting up and discovering what Vulgar Square statues knew about pigeons. I found that I was trotting briskly toward the plinth, carrying the X-calibre as if it were a feather. 

"That's the style," Bryan said approvingly, "Up you go, sweetie." 

Up I went, at a bound I believe. I was becoming quite athletic, one of the essential elements of survival in fifth century Britain. I was anxious to survive of course but I also hoped I was not developing unsightly muscles which would destroy the delicate contours of my limbs. 
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As I was pondering these profound matters, I saw Father Slack leave his door. He had his habit hiked up round his hips and his piglet under his arm and he was already running as he passed under the lintel and he cleared Affa without breaking step, so high, so quickly, so smoothly that even Affa's reflexive snatch at his ankle missed by a whisker. He was running directly towards me. 

"Bryan! Fling me off!" I squeaked. 

"Ah, a fresh actor, a fresh factor. Let us weigh it," Bryan said. 

"Go!" I shrieked, "Go! Take us away from here." 

"Act in haste, repent at leisure," Bryan remarked. 

I had no time to sob any further command before Slack reached the plinth. His face was white, sweat streamed down it and his teeth were chattering like castanets. 

"T-t-t-t-take me with you," he gasped. 

"Never. You opened the door for Affa," I accused him. Slack's eyes rolled. 

"Master Merlin, Great Wizard, I protected you as long as I dared. I had to open the door, Puissant One, I'm a-feared of dying and assuredly scared of living longer in the same village as Affa." 

"And he fed you for three days," Bryan reminded me. 

That was true, quite true, and beyond Slack I could see Affa on his feet, glaring. Affa reached into his filthy garments and pulled out a nasty looking dagger. The creature was simply bristling with weapons. He began staggering towards us. 

"Up!" I screamed, and taking Slack's disgustingly dirty hand in mine, pulled with all my strength. Slack rose through the air like a grimy angel ascending, prayers and thanks streaming from his trembling lips, to land pig and all beside me. He put the pig down. 

Affa, I noticed, had accelerated to a gallop. 

"Bryan!" I screamed, "Fling off!" 

"Mind you don't step on little Yseult," Slack wailed, waving a hand in the direction of his piglet. 

"Contact," said Bryan. 

The grey mists built up around us and Tintagel faded from view. I dis-tastefully grasped the prayer babbling Slack by the scruff of his habit so 45

that he could not fall off. I absolutely couldn't be responsible for dropping a person like that into some innocent community. 

The piglet, little Yseult I supposed, sat on its haunches and grinned at me in the way only a pig can grin. It was the mocking quality of that grin which reminded me that Bryan had been saying something about a change of plan. New thrills of terror raised the hair fully erect on my neck. 

The grey mists dissolved and a changed village was revealed. How much that and everything else was changed soon become apparent. 

For a start, I noticed that the mud and wattle houses were rearranged and so were the rubbish heaps. There was no sign of Affa. I began breathing again. 

"Oi!" Slack said, "Regard yon cheeky bugger standing in my doorway." 

I looked at Slack’s stone shack with his familiar figure in its brown habit in the familiar doorway, and sweetly said, "You're right, it is, but it's only another you." 

"Like Purgatory it's me," said Slack, "It's some rascal after my ale," and leaping off the plinth he rushed over and started a furious quarrel with himself. Neither avatar recognised the other. They had no mirror between them, had never had one, and I will suppose it was rare enough they looked into a bowl of water, much less used it for the purposes intended by soap makers. 

I observed the quarrel with increasing thoughtfulness. After a while I said, "Bryan?" 

"It's a lovely day isn't it?" Bryan said brightly. 

"Bryan?" I asked meditatively, "Why are there two Father Slacks? Two Father Slacks who resemble each other as son resembles father? And, vice versa?" 

"That is a very good question and I am delighted that you should ask it," Bryan said cheerfully, "It shows that you are bright as well as beautiful, observant, courteous and kindly, and in every respect a treasure." 

"Bryan!" I whispered, "Answer me or I shall go down to the beach and fling this bloody wand as far out to sea as I can. Or perhaps I shall merely dance on it." Bryan sighed. 

"You won't do that," he said, "Because you need me as much as I need you." 
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About to rebut this argument with a further threat, I became suddenly aware that the peasants, who had been busy at their dinners or other filthy business in their huts, had been drawn forth by the argument between the two Slacks, and were now standing agape in their open doorways, slowly chewing, and staring at the Fathers, at the plinth, at me. 

“Bryan, Where are we? I mean, when?” 

“Tintagel, sweetie. It’s a tad earlier in time than our last visit.” 

That explained the younger Father Slack. Maybe Bryan’s idea would work. 

I made a dignified descent from the plinth, then reminded by a squeal, lifted down Yseult. 

The piglet began nosing at the nearest rubbish heap, while I, whirling my cloak picturesquely about me, and urged on by murmurs from Bryan, picked my way towards the building I knew as the palace. If bloody Affa put his nose out of the gate I’d take it off, I decided. 

The wooden gates were ajar and a thick peasant stood within them. I mean that he was stocky of build. The state of his intellect was unknown to me. 

"Take me to King Utter, my good man," I commanded in the sort of voice that Bryan generally employed to address me. I knew it would be King Utter, because we’d come back in time, hadn’t we? The bugger would have to still be alive. So would Arthur. So would Affa, and I licked my chops at the thought of disemboweling Affa. 

The peasant's eyes traveled slowly up and down my cloaked form. His mouth opened, also slowly. 

"‘E don’t live ‘ere," he announced. I pointed at the building inside the wall. 

"This is the palace is it not?" I demanded. 

The fellow, clad in grimy homespun trousers and stinking hide jacket, took off his leather cap and scratched his greasy head. His face mirrored the intense working of the mind behind it. He looked around at the building, the refuse strewn ground, the wall. He put his cap on his head again. He spat. 

"Nay," he said, "’Tis my farm, it is, and who be thee, may I ask?" 

Something was wrong. 

"Bryan?" I said sternly. 
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"Bryan?" the peasant said, "That's a bloody funny name for anybody but a Saxon. Would thee be a stinking Saxon?" 

"I'm not a Saxon," I snapped, and then my mind seemed to snap. My thoughts tumbled. So, alas, did my speech. 

"I'm a, uh … Merle? I can’t be! No, I'm not a bloody fairy, I'm Morgaine Linn. Bryan is a, oh tell him what you and I are, Bryan." 

"You’re you, a miserable little fairy. I'm a electronic spirit," Bryan remarked blithely. 

I wondered why Bryan had described me as a fairy. I'm not a fairy, I thought, of course not. What a stupid notion. I’m an Amazon, aren’t I? 

I seemed to be two different persons, both of them battling to be me. I remembered arriving through time in Tintagel perched on an anvil, and wearing a velvet suit. I also remembered that I had never traveled on an anvil, through time or otherwise, and wouldn’t be caught dead in a velvet suit. Was this the first step towards schizophrenia? I fervently hoped not. A girl could loose her head for that. 

While I was mentally debating the problem, a trace of suspicion had darkened into a scowl on the peasant visage before me. 

"Spirit? Thee said first off that thee was a bloody fairy? Make up thy mind," he said. 

"I am not a fairy," I snapped, "And it's Bryan who says he’s a spirit." 

The peasant's scowl deepened into hostility and I quickly expanded my remarks. 

"With awful mystic powers." 

The peasant produced an axe from behind his back. 

"I'm going to cut thy bloody head off," he said, "And then we'll see what thee is made of." 

I quickly said, "Bryan?" as Bryan quickly said, "Enlighten the fellow." 

What? 

"Let him see the light," Bryan repeated, somewhat tiredly. 

Oh yes. The light. 

I held up the wand and thumbed it and brilliance flared upon the neighbourhood. The peasant before me shrieked with terror and fell with his axe to earth. Similar howls of fright sounded through the village square behind me. 
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I whirled to discover an audience of the locals had crowded close, but those, as I turned upon them, were trying to fall back again. Yseult wriggled from between the thrashing legs and scuttled under the hem of my cloak. 

Most of the crowd stumbled backwards over the foul heaps in the square, knuckling their aching eyes, until they vanished into the dark doorways of their rotten little dwellings. Doors slammed, creaked, or were forced squealing shut. Behind me I heard the crash of the wooden gates of the farm being closed. Sobs of pure terror sounded from behind them. 

Only one villager remained on the scene. A slack jawed lout who had done his backward stumbling as far as the plinth without being bright enough to find his way around it. 

I advanced on this lad and prodded his heaving chest with the wand. 

"Speak," I commanded. 

"Arfarva, oo artinev'n," he began, then fainted. 

"Bryan," I said greatly troubled, "Surely he can't think that I am, ah -?" 

"I imagine the poor thing was only saying its prayers," Bryan assured me, "Nobody could possibly mistake you for anybody's father. The mother possibly, even perhaps, but never the father." 

"Oh, Bryan!" I said, "You're paying me compliments." I waited hopefully, but no more came so I went on with, "Something has gone wrong, Bryan. Again." 

Bryan sighed. Then he groaned, "I know." 

My skin rose in goose pimples. I would have sat down, only - the street, you know? An artistic swoon was out of the question for the same reason; besides, I decided, I did not wish to bloody well swoon. Why had the thought crossed my mind? I took the line of imperious coldness. 

"Bryan, kindly explain," I commanded with imperious coldness. 

"I think you had better sit down, Merle," Bryan said, adding a brief moment later, "On the plinth then." 

What was this 'Merle' crap? "My name," I reminded him, "Is Morgaine." 

Bryan sighed. In dignified silence I climbed onto the plinth. Beneath me Yseult whimpered imploringly, I climbed down and tucking the piglet beneath my arm, once more ascended and settled myself on the anvil. 

"Very well, Bryan," I said, "I am waiting for your explanation." 
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"The fact is," Bryan said with a rush, then paused and said, "The fact is, that, ah, well, oh buggery!" 

"Come, come, Bryan," I said severely, "I want an explanation." 

Bryan grunted. I mean, believe it or not, the Brain Mark something or other grunted. Yseult grunted also, and I quickly set her down on the plinth in case she had to do something. Then Bryan groaned. 

"I don't have your actual explanation," he admitted, "What I do have is a theory." 

Theories! All the Cognoscenti of my world ooze theories, and now Bryan too. 

"Speak," I said graciously. I knew I was not going to understand a word of it, but persons with theories insist on being heard and it is always better to listen, say something polite, and then fling off before they can ask questions pitched to test one's understanding of the torrent of words. 

Bryan had a more modest approach. 

"I'm baffled," he admitted, "But at a pinch I would suggest that the theories of both Time Stream and Time Diffusion can be discredited, together with the theories of Accumulating and Diminishing Effects." 

I gasped. I mean I actually gasped. I will never in a million years understand the simplest aspects of the Time Theories, never mind the mathematics, but I do know that the mightiest minds of the Twentieth Century have grappled with these and reduced them to comprehensible terms. Well, comprehensible to the cognoscenti. 

Time Stream and Time Diffusion. Everybody has heard of those. 

Everyone had heard of the academic conflicts concerning them. Surely those mighty brains could not have been bickering over nothing? 

"Bryan!," I gasped, shocked to the core, "Is this Heresy? Are you mad? 

Or am I dreaming?" 

"None of the foregoing," said Bryan, "I now officially propose the Bryan Theory of Time Ripple." 

Oh my. Another theory. 

I sighed, it was a situation in which I should have wept, I suppose, but I found to my surprise that I didn't want to. 

"Bryan," I said gently, "Please remember that I have delicate nerves?" 
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"I imagine they are going to be tested to their fullest extent," Bryan said callously, "Think of the tip of a stick being dragged through the surface of a still pond. What do you get?" 

"A wet stick," I said promptly. Bryan groaned. 

"Ripples," he said. 

"I shall grant the ripples," I said, "But remain baffled." 

"Ripples spreading out to the sides. Ripples spreading behind, and ripples traveling ahead of the stick. Now, stop your stick and what do you have?" 

"A hell of a lot of ripples, Bryan, and would you kindly come to the point?" 

"You seem very different all of a sudden. Are you sure you're feeling well?" Bryan asked in a puzzled tone. I laughed. 

"I've never felt better. Get to the point, Bryan, or snap your flapper to. 

Get on with your bloody ripples." 

"Well, when you stop the stick the ripples don't stop. They keep spreading out wider and wider, and some of them are still going in the direction the stick was traveling. Others reach the bank and rebound and mix with other ripples still traveling outwards. The ripples become confused. Some of them join others. Let us say certain Time Sets may merge with others." 

"Rippling good fun," I said and snorted with laughter. Then I wondered if I had gone mad. I mean, here was Bryan talking of shud-dery fearful things, ripples in the fabric of Time, and I was laughing. 

This was not the little me I knew and loved. 

"You don't sound like the little you I know," Bryan said, "And love," he added doubtfully. 

ƒI sniggered. 

"Ee equals Em Cee squared," Bryan muttered. I stopped laughing. 

"What was that?" 

"Energy equals Mass times the Speed of Light squared," Bryan said tri-umphantly. I thought about it for a while, then gave up. 

"If you insist," I said agreeably. 

"Don't you see the inherent paradox in our case?" Bryan asked. I couldn't even see what he was talking about, much less any paradox in it. I shrugged. 

 51

"Listen," Bryan said in an urgent voice, "What are the constituent elements of Speed?" 

How the hell would I know? 

"How the hell would I know, Bryan?" I said. "Let's stop talking and do something exciting, shall we?" 

"No, listen. Speed equals Distance traveled in Time. Therefore Energy, Mass, Distance and Time are interchangeable quanta. Right?" 

"Oh whatever you like," I snapped. Yseult was getting restless. I jumped off the plinth and lifted the little beast down and let her loose. 

She relieved herself and began investigating the crumpled figure of the unconscious youth. I had forgotten him, and viewed his unwashed figure with disgust. 

"Listen to me, you idiot," Bryan shouted, "I've translated twenty tons of mass at top acceleration through fifteen centuries. Can't you see the effect this must have had on our Time Set? Everything else - Time and perhaps even the fabric of Space itself - will have had to change to accom-modate the energy and mass displacement!" 

I wasn't going to put up with that sort of nonsense. 

"Now you listen, tin wits," I snapped, "I do not weigh twenty tons, or anything like it. I have a nice trim, lithe figure and I don't want any rude remarks about it from you." 

Bryan's sigh trembled on the border of insolence. 

"Not only you. You and that bloody sword, a two ton anvil, and a bloody great stone box full of God only knows what." 

It was an interesting suggestion but it didn't quite cover the facts and I cheerfully pointed out the discrepancy to my electric friend. 

"If you are right, Bryan boyo, how do you explain the change in the village during the last trip? When we have only moved back a few months?" 

Bryan made a sound remarkably like a delicate cough. 

"I did start to tell you that there was a change of plan, but you were too busy to listen. We have actually moved another twenty years back. It is this, the second apparent variation of continuum measured against the historical files in my memory, or vice versa, that has enabled me to for-mulate the Ripple Effect Theory." 

"Twenty years!" I screamed, "You utter bloody idiot, Arthur won't even be born yet!" 
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"True," said Bryan, "Very true. We will have to wait for him. That is, if he is to be born." 

"By merely moving three days back, Bryan," I said through my teeth, 

"We would have been in a suitable position to give a living Arthur the bloody X-calibre; and then to fling off to a more salubrious environment." 

"Your point is indisputable," Bryan said, "However you have omitted to consider the facts of Time Displacement. I can move you up and down through Time, unfortunately I cannot displace you physically from your own Reference Constant of the particular instant at which you translate." 

This was so typical of Technician gabble that I only just managed to avoid grinding my teeth. 

1. "You moved me through fifteen hundred years, and from London to Tintagel. So move me back to three days before Arthur gets sliced into steaks. Three days, you hear?" 

Bryan was sounding

angry now too. "Do you know how far the Earth moves in seventy two hours?" 

"No," I yelled, "And I don't care." 

"You would," Bryan shouted, "Believe me you would. If I'd moved you back seventy two hours you would have materialised at your then Absolute Reference Constant. In Earth orbit, three days ahead of Earth's actual arrival." 

"What?" I shouted, "What?" I repeated this several times. 

"You would have been watching Earth hurl itself spinning towards you while you were practising breathing vacuum and listening to the blood boiling in your veins," Bryan yelled, "Fortunately you would be dead before Earth arrived because you certainly wouldn't enjoy the descent. If you didn't burn up in the atmosphere you'd hit with such a plop you'd spread over forty acres. Perhaps fifty acres." 

Now I understood. Bryan's gabble merely meant I couldn't jump three days. 

"Why not a whole year?" I asked, "I have heard that the Earth whizzes round the Sun once a year? A year would be reasonable, surely?" 

"You are possessed of an intellect and a grasp of fact rare among the Ruling Elite of Kingy's Empire," Bryan admitted, "Unfortunately even so you are not an Astronomer, much less a Time Displacement Technician, or your splendid mind would immediately understand the consequences 53

of the perturbations in the Earth's orbit for one thing, and the relative Temporal wobble of the Primary for another." 

"Oh, would I?" I asked, rather pleased that somebody had found me intelligent. 

"Certainly you would," said Bryan, "For if I can not precisely match Reference Constants you might materialise either a hundred feet above the surface, or worse yet, ten feet beneath it. And you would also understand why I prefer not to effect another Time Displacement until the presently unpredictable effects of Energy-Mass-Time displacement become less so. You and I might both cease to exist." 

"Mn-huh," I murmured, "You mean here we are and here we stay?" 

"For the measurable future, that is roughly the case." 

I dusted my hands together briskly. 

"Right, Bryan," I said, "If we're stuck in one direction we'll have to look for opportunity in another. Open up and we'll put the X-calibre away." 

The now familiar grey mist built up and shielded us from unauthor-ised eyes. The door in the plinth swung open with a click. I hauled out the vibro case, snapped it open, reached the X-calibre down off the plinth, dropped it into its nest and snapped the case shut. Bryan coughed gently. 

"Excuse me, Merle," he said delicately, "Are you feeling quite yourself?" 

"Certainly I am," I said, ramming the case back into the plinth, "And I am Morgaine, not Merle. Shut the door. Why do you ask?" 

"I had formed the opinion that you were, ah, somewhat apprehensive of the X-calibre?" 

The door snapped shut. The grey mists dissolved. I straightened up and gave the remark some thought. It occurred to me that Bryan might for once have made a sensible remark. There was something lingering in my memory, some trace of dread of the vibro. It seemed an odd idea and I was about to shrug it off when I had another funny memory at which I winced. Surely I couldn't have voluntarily worn a black velvet suit? With sequins? 

I tore open the cloak and found to my utter relief that I was wearing the ordinary drab denim combat overall and armoured boots of the Martial Arts League. Thank Heaven for that! I was an Artist all right, but fortunately of the right kind. 
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It was then Bryan said worriedly, "Merle, you've changed? How? 

When? You had no spare clothes with you?" 

I thought quite carefully. There were two sets of memories in my mind, and they were incompatible. Furthermore they surged to and fro, perhaps in rhythm with the ripples of Time. If Time has ripples. 

"I think I've changed more than you realise, Bryan" I said slowly, "May I ask how you see me?" 

"Through the optical scanner on the Wand," Bryan said. 

"Not that," I said patiently, "I mean what sort of a person do I seem to you to be? Tell me truthfully." 

"I'd rather not," Bryan admitted. 

"Bryan," I commanded, "Do as you are told." Bryan sighed. Bryan spoke. 

"I see you as a silly little Nancy with absurd fancies and less courage than a dead mouse. Disguised of course, as a pre-medieval Wizard." 

That was one of my memories. A fresher and stronger personality was superimposed upon it. 

"Bryan, you had better sit down," I said, "Because you are going to get another surprise." 

"I'm sitting right out here in hyper-space," Bryan announced. 

"Bryan, I am not a silly little Nancy." 

"Oh really? How do you see yourself then?" 

I snorted. "As you'd see me if you'd take a proper look. A simple female Martial Artist. I am a gold belt with four scalps Royal and Imperial Amazon Bodyguard. An licensed assassin and registered all purpose combat instructor. Disguised of course, as a pre-medieval Wizard." 

"Ah, Frinkle!" Bryan shouted, "Another back-ripple? I don't believe it. 

You can't possibly have changed that much?" 

Well of course I could have in Kingy's Time Set, and did. Or they did it for me. I was remembering now. Two sets of memories. 

"For Juvenile paranoid schizophrenics the alternatives were reconstruction or deconstruction. I have one faint memory of being a nasty little hermaphrodite sentenced to either become a Fairy or go to the infant guillotine. I've another memory, much stronger, of being a nasty little hermaphrodite and electing to become an Amazon rather than go to the infant guillotine. That's what you see now, Bryan. Me, Morgaine 55

Linn, licensed heart stopper, Amazon extraordinary, and, of course, a ravishingly beautiful woman." 

"Time Sets merging! A twentieth century combat instructor in the middle of pre-medieval Tintagel! I can't bear the thought," Bryan wailed. 

Bryan of course was impervious to female beauty. 

"The hell with thought then," I said, and laughed. 

It was at that moment that the lout, whom I had temporarily forgotten, put his ugly head around the corner of the plinth. “Pardon, Masters, pardon, can I go now?” 

“Yes,” said Bryan. 

“No,” said . 

“Now what?” Bryan wanted to know. 

“Who rules here?" I enquired. The lout looked blankly at me. "Who is Master in Tintagel?" I enquired. 

Trouble cleared from the face, "Ar, well that be our Duke," he admitted. 

"Duke? What Duke?" Bryan screamed, “There’s supposed to be a King here!” 

"Duke Gorlois of Dumnonia," the lad replied. 

I could hear Bryan cursing. Even I had to support myself with a hand against the plinth. 

"Where in this bloody Time Set is King Utter Pindangle?" I wondered. 

The lad's face wrinkled. 

"I ain’t heard of any King Utter," he said slowly, "I've heard of King Uther though." Bryan got control of himself first. 

"And what is King Uther king of, lad?" 

"Why," the boy said, "Don't thee know Uther Pendragon is High King of Cornwall? Everybody else knows it and mostly hates it. Duke Gorlois, 

'e knows it and hates it, and 'e hates King Uther; matter of fact Duke Gorlois hates everybody. Specially Saxons. Duke Gorlois is 'alf Saxon 'isself, which is why 'e won't never be King of Britain." 

"Explain, please," I asked. 

"’E’s ‘alf Saxon because 'is Mum made mistake of going down on beach to find out for 'erself what Saxon ships were coming ashore for." 

"I mean, why does he hate Pendragon?" 
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A horrible look of lechery crossed the lad's face. "Why? Ask Duchess of Dumnonia, why don't thee? They don't call Uther Pendragon father of all Britain for naught. Ha-ha!" 

Dumnonia? Duke Gorlois? Where had they come from? I'd always thought of Utter as the king of Tintagel in Britain. Whoever had heard of Duke Gorlois? My goodness, but history had been rewritten with a drastic pen. 

Bryan began laughing. Or perhaps he was indulging in a fit of electronic hysterics. 

I began practising breath control. 

At that precise instant, Father Slack - my Father Slack, I recognised him by the grease and grey hairs in his beard - burst out of his stone cottage and began trotting through the rubbish towards me. 

"Bastard," he shouted, "No not you Merlin, apologies. I mean that bastard in there. In my cottage. First of all there isn't any ale. Secondly the bugger asked me about the state of my soul, and thirdly he thumped me on the jaw when I asked what he's been doing to my altar boys. He's promised to tell the Lord Bishop what I asked." 

Yseult snuffled up to Slack. He took a dirty foot out of a dirty sandal and scratched her belly with his big toe nail. 

"Something's gone very wrong," he moodily added. Poor Slack, victim of his own pitiful psycho-history. In Kingy's time he could have been a licensed bugger, or a reconstructed celibate, perhaps even Archmage of Glastonbury. Here he was, dirty, extremely dirty, homeless and very unhappy. 

"Slack," I said, "You're a poor old sod without a future. Join me and we'll go and see the world. Perhaps we'll make a little history. Certainly you'll learn about soap." 

"Have you gone mad?" Bryan asked. 

I felt a tug on my cloak and looked down upon the lout who stared hopefully up at me from his position in the mud. 

"Master, take me with thee?" he begged. 

"Mistress, not Master. Why?" I asked. 

"I don't rightly know why, Mistress not Master," he said sadly, "But if thee don't beat me daily that will do for a start. I'll work hard for thee and if thee needs any Latin reading I'll read it for thee." 

I could read my own Latin and said so. 
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"But how many fifth century Celtic lads can read Latin or anything else, Morgaine?" Bryan murmured. It was a thought. 

"What's your name?" I asked the lad. 

The horrible lout wriggled to my feet and stared up at me. "Begging your pardon, my name be Pimple. Pimple the Simple. I be simple at looking after cows. Loses them, I does." The name alone seemed reason enough to wish to leave home and I said so. 

"Oh thankee, thankee," he said, and embraced my ankles. I gave him an absentminded chop on the side of the neck and he let go of my legs. 

"How did you learn to read Latin?" I demanded. He lay rubbing his neck. 

"But I told thee, I bain’t clever enough to look after cows, so I got sent to Father for clerk learning, see?" He stared at Slack and added, "Looks a bit like this one, does our Father, but wiser like. Cleaner," 

Slack grunted in protest. 

"This is a charming example of fostering good relations through the medium of courtesy," Bryan snarled, "But would it not also be helpful to make some discoveries about the environment? About the attitude of the locals? About, may I dare say it, Utter Pindangle, or Uther Pendragon or whatever his bloody name happens to be at any given moment? Not to mention his progeny?" 

"Uther Pendragon be sitting his bum on his throne in London," Pimple said. 

Poor Bryan was being sarcastic. The last refuge of the weakling. I was feeling the benefit of a lovely fresh surge of Amazonian aggressiveness. I prodded Pimple with a foot. 

"A fine idea, Bryan. To London. We'll drop in on the Duke for transport. Where's his castle, Pimple?" 

"It be over causeway, Master." 

"Mistress, Pimple, not Master. I hate bloody men and certainly don't want to be mistaken for one." 

I distinctly heard Bryan wince. "Must you call him by that name?" 

It was a point, and while I considered it the lad lay looking hopefully up from his nest of refuse. I observed furthermore that doors of the peasant dwellings were swinging silently ajar. Here and there a head popped into view. One could see why they were peasants. Anybody with an iota 58

of city wisdom would have been putting distance between his skin and me. 

I stepped back a pace and looked round the plinth. Sure enough a particularly daring set of fools were creeping across the square towards us. 

For a moment I considered retrieving the X-calibre, then decided it would be over reacting. Faint memory prompted me and I felt in a pocket and brought out the vibro switch-blade which had been pressed on me a moment before I began my travels. I thumbed the stud and the blade slid smoothly out of the haft. Casually I touched the switch and the blade became delightfully alive in my hand. 

It felt like guts spilling and bones snapping, like warm blood running. 

All enchanting thoughts. I eyed the peasants and smiled at them. They quickly laid themselves down. Regretfully I switched the knife off, conserving its power, and put it back in my pocket. The peasants were now prone and motionless. I wondered if they were holding their collective breath. 

"Get out of the way, Pimple. We're off," I said, "Come on, Slack, move it." 

"Do you mind if I come too?" Bryan asked huffily. 

"Snap the flapper to, Bryan, and keep a good look out," I said briskly, and stepped off in the direction indicated by the lad. The direction lay over prone peasants and I booted two aside before the remainder grew wise in their turn and scrambled out of my way. Slack was trotting behind mumbling prayers, or it may have apologies, and Bryan was muttering mutinously. It was a fair example of an expedition mounted with conscripted troops, but they would learn. Dear me they would. There was an Amazon in command now. We passed the Slack hovel, and so out of the village. 

Ahead I could see the causeway. That seemed unchanged from previous memory. It was still a narrow path across a precipitous ridge joining mainland and the solid steep sided promontory of Tintagel. On the promontory, across the end of the causeway, a stone and wooden castle behind a stone wall with ditch and rampart blocked access to the headland. Not perfect, I thought, pausing to regard it, but defendable given half decent troops and sound leadership. It was also in good repair, unlike the memory I had of a burned ruin. 

“Mn. Unburned,” Bryan remarked, “It seems that Pindangle, or Pendragon ain’t visited here.” 
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The lad came up alongside me. 

"What the hell do you want, Pimple?" 

"Master - Mistress, take me with thee? I'll serve thee faithfully. Oh I will, I swear it." 

"Not with that name, I won't," I said, "Do you think I'm going to shout something like that whenever I want my knuckle-duster polished?" 

"Oh rename the wretch and bring him along," Bryan muttered, "He's the only one who knows anything about this Time Set and we need him." 

"Well thought, Bryan," I said generously, "Pimple, you are no more, henceforth you shall be named - Bryan, what do you suggest?" 

"Cow-pat?" Bryan offered nastily. 

"Bryan, you're a fool," I said without heat, taking the vibro blade out of my pocket. 

"Come here lad." I commanded. I thumbed the blade out, making sure it was switched off. Pimple approached me with a ghastly face. 

"Kneel, Pimple," I said and he fell trembling to his knees. I slapped the blade on his shoulder. 

"Rise, De’Ath," I said. With an expression of vast relief, the lad scrambled to his feet. 

"You think you're funny, don't you?" Bryan snapped. 

"Not so. I'm reminding you who's in charge here," I retorted. 

"That's what I meant," Bryan muttered. I ignored him. I'd made my point. Labouring it would have been weakness. I detest weakness. Slack, with Yseult in his arms, was staring at me with his mouth open. 

"Have you got something to say?" I demanded, flicking the blade in and out of its haft. Slack wagged his head slowly from sided to side. 

"Very well," I said briskly, "De’Ath lead on." 

"Ar, De’Ath. I likes that I does. Fine name, that be, puts life into me" 

the lad said, and led off onto the causeway. 

The wall of Tintagel fort had been built of cut stones mortared together. Rampart and ditch protected the wall. Roman work by the look of it. I wondered how Romans had survived long enough in outer Britain to stack one stone upon another. 
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Then I remembered that history had changed, for reasons only Bryan seemed to be able to understand. I shrugged. To hell with history - life is to be lived. That’s what makes history. 

Upon reaching the promontory the path bore left and continued, rising, to cross the ditch and reach the wall near its far end where a gate, surmounted by a strong wooden tower, was turned inwards. Bastions had been set at the two visible corners of the outer wall and a catapult was mounted on one of them, convenient for sweeping the path with a hail of stones. 

What a lovely thought! I could visualise broken legs and broken heads, and attackers knocked screaming off the path to the ragged rocks far below, with the wounded flung shrieking after them. A prospect to warm the cockles of anybody's heart. Bigger rocks and gourds of boiling oil could be tossed from the wall onto men toiling up and along the path towards the gate, and from behind and above them arrows could be thwacked at short range into attackers' necks, between junction of helmet and backplate. Most delightful of all, apparent from the sight of sentries pacing the walls, was that there was clearly some possibility of a siege. 

I licked my lips. There had been no war in Kingy's domains for four hundred years, and except for a few duels to the death, Britain was a tedious place for folk with a drop of red blood in their veins. I murmured as much to Bryan. 

He replied with a silence so dense that I remembered there had been -

were to be - changes in Britain. It was due to become a Chinese Province, was it not? 

No, apparently not any more. 

"It's a Kingdom again in 1944 of this new Time Set, but they've never heard of Kingy," Bryan said worriedly, "There's somebody called Boy George on the throne now. I'm beginning to wonder if it is a Pendulum rather than Ripple Effect we are experiencing?" 

"George?" I said, incredulous, "Whoever heard of a king named George in Britain? Sounds Saxon to me." 

"They call it England now," Bryan said apologetically. I nearly fell off the causeway. "Bryan! You can't mean that the bloody Angles and the bloody Saxons -?" 

Bryan groaned. "They're at war, too." 

I groaned with despair. "A war? In 1944? And I'm missing it!" I had a second thought and laughed. Scornfully. 
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"Oh you idiot, Bryan. Who is there to fight?" 

"Germans," said Bryan. 

For the briefest moment I was appalled. Then I laughed. 

"Do you mean to tell me the Duke of Alemannia is revolting? More so than usual?" It was a truly amusing pun, and so original. I repeated it and I laughed again. 

"Pull the other leg, Bryan," I said scornfully. I was going through a scornful phase, it seemed. 

"Next you'll be telling me the American Colonies are in rebellion," I added, and had a fit of giggles at the prospect of Kingy losing so much tea-tax. 

After a while I asked, "Bryan?" 

Bryan sighed. "Brace yourself. They call it the United Provinces of America. It's a commonwealth consisting of fifty-one provinces." 

I found this impossible to accept. How could the Americans manage without somebody to help them add up their accounts in ducats, crowns, marks, shillings, pence and farthings? Without somebody to tell them which side of the road to drive on? Without Dukes and Earls, Knights, visiting Honorables, Right Honorables, Bedroom Lackeys and Bastards of the Blood Royal to grovel to? Without Bishops' rings to kiss? Without Judges in fully fashioned wigs to send them to the flogging yards, Penal Colonies, or the guillotine? 

"It seems that they are trying to make do without," Bryan admitted. 

I was appalled. The foundations of civilisation were being under-mined. You can't trust colonials to do anything right. 

However, we were across the causeway then and I turned my mind to more immediate matters. 

Behind the fort the ground rose in thinly grassed meadows upon which a few wind swept cows grazed, but to get to those meadows and steal cows any enemy would have to pass the fort, and it had clearly been laid out by somebody with a mind to hold onto his cattle. 

The path terminated at a gate which itself was inset, so that one had to pass beneath the wooden gate tower upon which grimly armed men and a stack of rocks could be seen poised to conduct military business. 

"Who be thee, poor lousy strangers?" an armoured fellow called. Not a single arrow was nocked and trained at us. I was somewhat indignant to 62

be regarded as the leader of a harmless party. On the other hand I must suppose it had practical advantage. 

"Morgaine Linn to see the Duke of Dumnonia," I murmured to De’Ath. 

He gaped at me. I whacked my knuckles across his skull. We established rapport. 

"Morgaine Linn to see the Duke of Dumnonia," De’Ath bawled. 

"Who the hell be Morgaine Linn?" I heard one guard asking another. 

They were worried, I could tell. If I was important and they didn't run with the news to the Duke there would be trouble. On the other hand if I wasn't important and they disturbed the Ducal Person, the trouble could be greater. 

It was the classical dilemma of the civil servant, but as we were represented in person rather than by letter, it was impossible to put us out of sight under a pile of other business until decision became no longer necessary. 

I raised the wand and briefly loosed enough light through the cracks of the platform to sear the undersides of the guards' feet. 

"Morgaine Linn. Warrior Magician," I murmured to De’Ath. 

De’Ath had learned. Pale faced and shaking, he raised his voice to a howl and repeated my words. 

"Accompanied by personal Chaplain," I added, earning a grateful look from Slack as that too was bawled to the world. I was not trying to please Slack, merely making sure I was safe from any possible charge of black magic. 

Overhead consternation reigned. Voices yelped and feet pattered. 

Nobody had to tell them to rouse the good Duke. 

Master there stands a Magician without. Kindly come and deal with same before he fries our soles. Or feet. 

All were willing, aye anxious, to carry the message, and the only difference of opinion lay in who was to stay. Only the prospect of every man being hanged if the post was deserted led to the junior sentry being left to stare ashen faced over his wooden parapet at us. Further along the wall, every other guard was represented by a nocked arrow and a pair of eyes peering through the crenellations beneath a well pulled down helmet. 

Trouble was in the air. 
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This was what I had been remodelled and trained for. I felt suddenly much, much better. Wonderful, in fact. I breathed deeply and flexed my lovely muscles and thought about flowing rivers of blood. 

After ten minutes during which the clamour within reached cacophon-ous proportions, the gate swung open. The gate guard was ranged in a trembling line with the Seneschal swaying at their head. He would have looked better had his helmet not been worn back to front, otherwise the turn out was not bad for an unexpected lunch time visit by a Magician. 

Behind the guard was gathered a mass of the merely curious; servitors, maids, cooks, lackeys and other menials. Lord Gorlois himself would no doubt receive visitors within his hall. 

The hall seemed to be the biggest of the buildings, one with a fifth century wooden upper storey on a third century Roman lower floor. The Romans had done by far the better work. I brought my attention back to the guard. 

"Welcome Sir Wizard," the Seneschal croaked, and brandished his staff. A Herald flourished a trumpet and put it to his lips. 

I stepped forward as the Herald drew breath. 

Holding the wand before me I touched the stud and red light streaked heavenwards from the tip. The Herald got out one strangled note which died horribly, then dropped his trumpet and ran, followed closely by every civilian in sight. 

The guard turned pale; either splendidly disciplined or too frightened to run they stood trembling and leaning back as reeds tremble and incline from a gale,. 

"Bless this house!" I wailed, eerily, for want of anything better to say and the guard groaned in harmony. I could hear groans from my own retinue also and realised I had gone as far as was necessary in the matter of making an impression. I switched off the laser. There was a concerted sigh of relief. 

"Sir Gorlois, Duke of Dumnonia, bids you enter," the Seneschal announced in a shaking voice. He had the manner of a man who was re-gretting his chosen career. 

Slowly I paced forward, inspecting the guard. In fact I could hardly see them from beneath my hood, but they couldn't see me either which did no harm. I navigated by the line of feet. 
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"Splendid soldiers, but tell that man to get a haircut. Lead on, Sir Seneschal," I said. The Seneschal led the way on trembling legs towards the hall. With his helmet reversed he looked more than eerie himself. The nose guard hung down the nape of his neck and tufts of hair protruded from the eye slots. 

Behind me one of the guard moaned, "God help us, Sir Gwyffin has his head on back to front today and the other ain’t got no bloody head at all." 

I innocently followed the Seneschal into the hall, then stepped back outside, and took a deep breath which I tried to hold as I re-entered. 

Where Slack's hovel had been merely rancid, the Duke's gloomy hall was acrid. 

Smoke drifting from a huge open fireplace made my eyes water. A long table was set on a raised dais at one end of the hall, and two slightly lower tables ran from the ends of it. Benches supplied seating for about a hundred men. 

Some slept on the benches. Some slept with their heads on the table. 

Some slept on the table amid a scatter of smoking tallow lamps, trenchers, jugs, piggins, bones, half eaten loaves, loose apples, chickens and sucking pigs, the remains of boiled somethings - probably meat, and bowls I did not wish to look into. 

More men either slept or lay unconscious on the rush strewn floor. 

They snored in a hundred different tones, none melodious. None of them, in whatever years had been granted them, had ever washed. 

Nobody had thought to change the rushes, and I could feel strange lumps under the various layers beneath my feet. 

Sir Gwyffin staggered towards the high table, fell onto an empty seat behind it, put his helmet on a roasted boar's head, laid his own head on a boiled carp and went peacefully to sleep. I now realised why he trembled, and why he had worn his helmet back to front. He was not terrified. He was as drunk as a fish. 

"Too late, too late. We are too late," Slack was groaning. 

"Oh I don't think they're dead," I said, "Only aleing." Nobody laughed. 

"I mean we are too late for the feast," Slack moaned. 

"Eigh, Duke lives well, don't 'ee?" De’Ath remarked. 

I found it necessary to breathe again but did not enjoy it. Neither Slack nor De’Ath seemed to have any sense of smell. I covered my nose with a 65

corner of the cloak. There came a faint giggle followed by a shriek from behind me, and I turned, lighting the wand, and saw in a far corner of the filthy rush floor a master bouncing heartily on a mistress on a messy mattress of marsh rushes. I turned the light and my attention back to the high table. The man who lay back snoring open mouthed in the high backed arm chair at the centre of the high table must be the Duke of Dumnonia. He looked much the way I felt about lords. 

"Aye, 'ee be our Duke," De’Ath proudly agreed, "Sir Gorlois the Head-taker. Bloody awful, isn’t he?" 

Slack mumbled something. 

"What was that?" I asked. 

At the same instant Bryan was asking, "Merle? - I beg your pardon, Morgaine? Can you tell me what those persons are doing in that corner?" 

"Never mind," I said to Bryan, and Slack muttered mutinously, "Well if you don't want to hear-?" 

"I'm very interested," I said politely to Slack. 

"So am I," Bryan announced, "It seems peculiar behaviour." 

"Will you kindly be quiet," I hissed. 

"Make your mind up," Slack said bitterly. 

"I'll talk to you later, Bryan. Shut up, De’Ath. Slack, kindly speak up." 

Slack cleared his throat. "We might find summat to eat in kitchen. I don't like look of them leftovers, I don't. They look proper filthy." 

Cries of ecstasy rang through the hall. 

"Morgaine," Bryan said worriedly, "There is something strange going on in that corner." 

I ignored Bryan. I detest voyeurism. Those that can, try; those that can't, pry. 

"I don't like the look of them either," I said to Slack, adding, "De’Ath, find the kitchen." 

"I don't know where it is," De’Ath said. 

"Why won't you tell me?" Bryan demanded. 

"Bloody well work it out for yourself!" I growled. The lad quickly slithered away into the gloom. A muttering Slack waddled after him. 

"I'm trying to work it out," Bryan howled, "But you won't help me." 

"Love's Passion, you lump! Blasted fornication!" I snarled. 
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"And lump you passionately too!" a voice bawled from the shadows, 

"Now shut up and shove off and let a man get on with it." 

It was sound advice. One might breathe properly outside. I made for the door. 

"Is that what it is? Love's Passion?" Bryan was muttering as we passed out into the clean air again, "I believe it is mentioned in my memory banks. Yes, the poets seem quite taken with it. I wonder why? It seems preposterously undignified." 

Outside I discovered I was missing my retinue, all except for Yseult who seemed to have taken a fancy to my company and who was trotting at my heels, chewing something. 

"They went into some room at the rear," Bryan told me. Aha, the kitchen. I decided I would go round to the kitchens by the outside. It became necessary to explain why to Bryan. 

"I can't smell anything," he said. 

"You can't bloody well smell at all," I muttered, "Otherwise fifth century Britain would warp your psyche." 

"I suppose that has something to do with your present disposition," 

Bryan agreed, adding, "But is food what we are really here for?" I stopped. Stood. Thought. Bless my blood soaked soul but I had forgotten already. We were trying to reach Utter Pindangle. Actually, we were trying to reach his son, Arthur. We needed horses. 

"Uther Pendragon in this Time Set," Bryan reminded me. I took a deep breath, turned and strode into the hall again, lifting the wand and spreading light as I went. 

"Yahoo!" I cried in a mellifluous contralto. I am always hard put to sound harsh. My voice is as attractive as the rest of me. Well of course it is, the Royal and Imperial Medicals are competent. When they make an Amazon they make a good one, wrapping delicate beauty around a dangerous core. Remembering this I tossed back the hood of the cloak so that all men might see and gnash their teeth in frustration. 

We of the loyal Royal and Imperial Bodyguard may look delicious but we, as you know, or ought to know if you wish to continue living, do not do it. We have been cured; we are off men forever. 

I have digressed in order to talk about myself. I admit the weakness; a typically Amazonian Narcissus complex. None of us is truly perfect, I suppose. 
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Permit me to return to the subject. The sleepers were awakening, and it was not a pleasant sight. Puff eyed, slack jawed, trembling at hand and knee, and croaking for ale to slake their snore tortured throats. One by one they realised there was an unusual light in the hall. One by one they located its source, trembled more, let loose a groan or two, then fell silent. 

"Who be thee, gentle maiden?" someone croaked. 

Gentle maiden? Me? Oh, ho, ho. I turned to discover that Sir Gorlois, Duke of Dumnonia, had risen, or at least swayed up from the well of his slumbers and was sitting, elbows on the table, regarding me from bloodshot eyes set in a stubble covered face. 

"Morgaine Linn," I growled in a lovely contralto, then remembering my disguise, added, "Magician to you, Sir Gorlois." 

Sir Gwyffin sat up staring. "Eigh! You've changed into a maiden," he said accusingly. 

He was correct in one way. After a nasty start to life I had been re-vir-ginified by the Royal and Imperial Quackery during Amazonification, although the event was long since past or long ahead in the future, depending on your personal point of view of Time. I admitted the essential truth of the remark. 

Murmurs of fear sounded around the hall. 

"Shape changer!" the whispers said. Silly arses. 

Gorlois was not a Duke for nothing, he ignored the superstitious drivel slobbering through his hall. 

"Eigh, what the fog does thee want here?" he enquired of me. 

I could have so easily have leaned forward and seized him by the hair to drag him smoothly across his own table, then to slice his throat from ear to ear, gashing through cartilage, windpipe, arteries, veins, and flesh; gouging the eyes out of his dying skull before he was past all feeling: but I controlled myself. This was no time for pleasure. Besides, Celtic manners forbade armed disputes at a feast. 

"I wish to be directed to the court of King Utter-" 

"Uther Pendragon." Bryan whispered. 

"Uther the Dragonhead," I amended, in, of course, an enchanting contralto. 

Behind, or perhaps beneath me, Yseult snuffled and chewed disgustingly on the viands strewn before her on the floor. Before me Gorlois 68

snuffled disgustingly, then put a forefinger on either side of his nose and blew it directly over the food spread before him on the table. He wiped his nose on the backs of both hands. 

I shrank back in horror. If this was a Duke, what would the king be like? 

"Pendragon is a bastard," said Gorlois dispassionately, "And if he's got royal blood then I've got a royal arse hole." 

I had already had enough of Gorlois. "My Lord Duke," I said coldly, 

"Kindly provide me with the wherewithal to venture forth upon my quest for your Monarch." 

Gorlois said, "Eigh?" 

I said through my teeth, "I want some bloody horses and a guide to Utter- Uther Pendragon." 

"Oh, aye," said Gorlois, picking his nose of the few remaining bits and examining those critically, "And what else would you like?" 

"A bath," I said. Sarcastically. Merely entering this hall made me feel dirty. 

Gorlois glared moodily at me. "Thee bloody females never do get out of bath, do 'ee? Never do get out of bath and sink a stoup. Never do get out of bath and join in fun. Never do get out of bath and into bed. Bugger off to bathhouse, then." 

The words sank through the filters of my mind. "Bath?" I gasped, "You actually have a bath?" I had been under the impression that water was considered poisonous by the average fifth century Briton. 

Gorlois ate whatever it was he had on his fingertip. "Romans left baths. Didn't they?" He sank back into his throne and began snoring. The audience was over. 

I made my way to the entrance, kneeing one prospective suitor lowly, and casually breaking the questing fingers of another before I reached the open air. 

"Bryan?" I gasped. 

"All right, all right, I'm looking for it," Bryan said pettishly. 

The prospect of a bath, of even a cold bath, loomed largely above any other consideration. I might be tough, but I am always nice and clean. 

Bryan directed me around the great hall, and up a slight rise to a low building nestling under the western wall of Tintagel fort. It was a Roman bathhouse. Nobody in this coarse age would build baths. 
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At the door stood a peasant dressed in bits and piece of armour. He took his eye from the crack in the door and brandished a hangar. 

"Eigh, tha'rnt goin' inside while me Lady Ygraine is nekkedly disporting self," he growled. 

A jab in the belly followed by a whack on the neck silenced him. His sword clattered to the stone floor. I swaggered fully cloaked though the door into the lavatorium. Then I gaped. This was a Romano-Celtic edifice without a doubt; never mind how far it lay from London. It was wonderfully clean. Whitewashed stone walls. Marble floors worn with age but heated from beneath. Parchment windows. Steaming baths and shining pools of clear water. Each and every part clean, clean, clean. 

Steam drifted through the air, bearing an unfortunate aroma of very coarse soap. 

A giggle of girls saw me, shrieked and parted, revealing a lengthy and quite naked blonde woman of my own age, who was in the process of being oiled and scraped by her attendants. 

She saw me and drew herself to her full height. 

"Depart Sir," she said, "While thou hast yet life and balls." 

I slipped the cloak from my shoulders and let it fall to the floor. 

"A maid?" she gasped. 

"An Amazon, my Lady Ygraine," I told her, and advanced, elbowing aside the odd maidservant who was not quick enough to understand. 

I took up the Lady Ygraine's hand. Oh what a dish she was for a con-noisseur! I kissed her hand and moved my lips gently upward along the inside of her arm. A little affection is worth more than a thousand words. 

We understood each other immediately. 

"Pray, Lady Amazon, thou stinkst abominably," Ygraine murmured. 

She was correct. I was fifteen centuries and some days distant from civilisation. I eyed the pools of gently steaming water, the flurries of hand maidens. I began stripping to the skin. Then I thought again; soap. 

"Bryan?" 

"Now what?" Bryan groaned. 

"Bath soap, bath crystals, shampoo, deodorants, body perfume, soft towels; and, of course, a change of underclothing?" 

"By the arse hairs of the great Frinkle!" Bryan howled, "How do you expect me to supply that sort of nonsense?" 
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The Lady Ygraine, I noticed, was suddenly wide eyed and backing away from me. Her maids fell back in a flutter; some fluttered to the floor in a faint. 

"The same way, Bryan," I murmured, "That you supplied the pigeons. 

Find a nice Femna-Mart, put out a force net, and scoop." 

"Do you have any idea of the power problems involved in using a force net in an unknown environment?" Bryan whined. 

"No," I said, quite honestly, "And I don't care. I need a bath. Provide the wherewithal, Bryan." 

As I have mentioned, this exchange did not pass unnoticed by the locals. Even less so the rain of articles which cascaded from mid air onto the stone floor. 

Garden tools, spare parts for office machinery, partly processed syn-thetic cheese, bagged builder's sand, bundles of rags, scrap lead, a roll of cheap carpets, three crates of empty napalm canisters, a mop and bucket of water, one fire extinguisher and a box of poster paints. 

"Magic!" Someone gasped. In fact it was carelessness. 

"Bryan!" I said through my teeth. 

"Ah, frinkle it!" Bryan cried, "I'm doing my best. You try shopping by touch with your eyes shut and see what you come up with." 

A flurry of terry towel robes fluttered to the floor. I seized upon one with quick fingers. 

"Right, Bryan, much better. Keep going." 

Soap materialised in a cascade. Toilet soap, baby soap, bath soap. 

Ladies’ soap, gentlemen's soap, soft soap, saddle soap. 

"Move your whatever-it-is sideways, Bryan," I commanded, snatching. 

The rain of soap was replaced with a hail of deodorants, perfumes, toothpaste, shoe polish, floor wax, industrial detergent, stove polish, oven cleaner, window cleaner, and pet elephant polish. 

Grabbing likely perfumes I cried, "Back the other way!" 

The rain of articles reversed, passed once more through toilet soap to toilet paper and kitchen towels, then began showering bed linen, plastic tablecloths, disposable diapers, garbage bags, face tissues, bath mats, floor rugs, shower curtains, garden tools, a brief flurry of gentlemen’s underwear, a burst of ladies ditto, a rack of baby garments, two mirrors, paper doilies, bath towels. I snatched briskly. 
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"Enough, Bryan," I shouted. The rain ceased. 

"About bloody time," Bryan whined, "Do you have any idea of the energy it requires to go shoplifting at a distance of fifteen centuries?" 

Bryan had somewhat startled the locals. They were even more startled when a grey mist wrapped itself about the pile of unwanted appurtenances, which vanished. 

"Getting them back to their proper Time Set cuts the time distortion down to a manageable degree," Bryan explained, adding thoughtfully, 

"Even if they do materialise in orbit.” 

Most of the maidens were now lying trembling on the stone flags and yet also in orbit, so to speak. I nodded affably to the gaping Lady Ygraine while I was testing a small steaming pool with one toe. The water was at a perfect temperature. 

I opened the various bottles which Bryan had supplied and sniffed. 

Not bad, not bad at all. I noticed that the labels were not the well known Femna-Mart labels but those of some emporium called Givenchy. Who in all the wide world had ever heard of them? 

I poured crystals into the pool. I poured bath oil. The pool produced a bubble or two on its shimmering surface and I stirred briskly, whipping up a delightful foam. This was more like it. I lowered myself gratefully into the water. Bliss! I took a deep breath and submerged. Heaven! 

After a while I was obliged to surface for air, and came up to find myself looking into the worried expression on the Lady Ygraine's face. 

"Are you a water nymph?" she asked. Her nose tested the perfumes and wrinkled delightfully. 

"Why not come in and find out?" I suggested, adding, "We could soap each other's back while you're making up your mind." 

Smiling, the lovely Lady Ygraine slid into the pool beside me. 

Smiling, I stepped out of Ygraine’s bath house into a warm, sunny, late afternoon. Ygraine and I regarded each other for a moment, exchanging unspoken farewells.Then, I turned and mounted the palfrey which stood waiting for me. Slack and De’Ath were already mounted. I took up the reins. 

“Off we go,” I said cheerfully. 

“I hate to mention this while you are in a cheerful mood, but we have a new problem, an ah, Time Perturbation,” Bryan muttered. Grey mist 72

wrapped itself around me. Tintagel, the Duchess Ygraine, and my fol-lowers all vanished. 

Something prodded me in the ribs, and I awoke with a curse on my lips and rage in my heart. I hadn't slept well. Ygraine's soft couch had grown knots and set hard during the night, and I was unpleasantly chilled. Dawn had apparently come and gone and the first red gleam of sunlight was painting the clouds overhead. 

Clouds? I gazed at them with horror. Then I gazed at them with even greater horror. 

I was lying on my back in the open air. There was no bathhouse, there was no heated floor, there was no divan, there was no Ygraine. For that matter, who was Ygraine? For that matter, who the hell was I? Memory wobbled as conflicting notions scrambled for space in my mind. 

Another wobble, this on the periphery of my vision, was resolved by a simple turn of my head into a pedestrian pigeon. The pigeon waddled up to my face and said "Phruuggh!" 

I shut my eyes. There came another prod in the ribs. 

"Get up Subject. No sleeping 'ere." a coarse voice said. 

I rolled my head to the other side and opened my eyes. Standing over me was a member of the Royal and Imperial City of London Constabulary, easily identifiable by his polished top-boots, violet pantaloons and waistcoat, his cutlass, and his olive green brass buttoned coat with swept back tails. 

I shut my eyes against the sight of the wide-awake hat against the clouded sky beyond. I was fearful of it falling on me. Constables wear steel brimmed hats known, Heaven knows why, as frisbees Cast with a flick of the wrist they make fearsome missiles. Many a bright spark has lost his head during a confrontation with the constabulary. 

"Orright, you. Committing a public nuisance by slumbering in Vulgar Square. I'm going to run you in. On yer feet, Subject. Let's 'ave yer name and address." 

Vulgar Square? I'd been sleeping in Vulgar Square? It must have been a hell of a party, I thought. I seemed to remember spending the night with a Duchess in Fifth Century Dumnonia. A dream of course; it had to have been only a dream. Duchesses don't sleep with soldiers, 73

furthermore, there was no possible way of visiting fifth century Dumnonia other than by dreaming. 

Something else occurred to me then, a horrifying thought, I had dreamed I was an Amazon! Swiftly I reached for and ascertained the facts, finding not only that everything was intact and where it ought to be; but also that I was wearing nothing under the cloak in which up to that moment I had been wrapped. 

The Constable was suddenly breathing hard. 

"Fondling of privates in public!" 

I sat up. I stood up. I got to my feet and stared at the loathsome law lackey. 

"I am one of His Grace's Commissioned Officers," I snarled, "I would no more fondle a Private in public than I would fondle your pubic in private. Not even using gloves." 

"Cor!" the officer croaked, "Indecent advances to a Member of 'Is Grace's City of London Constabulary. That's a be'eading matter, Subject. 

Name and address, you. Quick now." 

I was about to announce myself, Lieutenant M.M. Linn of the Fifth Regiment of His Royal and Imperial Grace's Household Cavalry, otherwise known as the Dragons, when it struck me that if the matter came to the attention of the Fifth’s Royal and Imperial Regimental Morals Officer I would risk cashiering and decapitation. 

We of the Military are trained to assess the elements of every hazard-ous situation and react effectively. I glanced around me, ascertained that we were unobserved by the pair of street sweepers in the otherwise deserted Square, and promptly punched the Constable on the jaw, stretching him senseless among the popcorn packets, fried grasshopper legs and pigeon squitter. He was slow, that Constable, very slow. 

I was still deep in trouble of course, not only was I not in Uniform, I was not in anything other than a cloak. Also I had my head full of pseudo memories of being not merely me, but of being an Amazon too, and further to that, a loathsome little Fairy as well. I had a strange memory of carrying a Wand and using it to communicate with a subversively programmed thinking machine by the name of Bryan. I certainly had no such Wand with me now, which reinforced the opinion that I had been dreaming. No, not dreaming, nightmaring. Another nasty symptom of interest to a Regimental mind shuffler. 
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All of these thoughts are, naturally, anathema to a well trained surgically and psycho-balanced Commissioned Officer, and regulations quite properly require that such be immediately reported to the Regimental Morals Officer. 

All of these thoughts are also fatal to a well trained, surgically psycho-balanced Commissioned Officer, and I had no intention of admitting any of them to the Morals Officer, even if I could get back unnoticed into bar-racks and into uniform. 

While searching the law minion and helping myself to his wallet, switch vibro-blade, list of harlot's abodes, and Constable's code card, another memory crowded into my worried mind. I seemed to recall being sent back in Time on His Royal and Imperial Grace's personal business. 

It had to be a dream of course. 

How could anybody possibly travel through Time? 

What was frightening about this dream was that I seemed to remember being sent three times, once as myself, once more as an Amazon, and once as a velvet suited flower sorter whose pusillanimous memories made me wince. As a flower sorter I’d traveled sitting on an anvil. 

Whatever the psychological significance of that might be, it was bloody absurd. A military chap travels by sitting on a horse. Otherwise he walks or sits inside a suitable vehicle. 

I stowed the various articles in the pouch slung on my shoulder and in the pockets of the cloak, and wrapping that about me, began picking my way barefooted through the debris of Vulgar Square in the direction of Shouters, probably better known to civilian filth like you as the Hoarse Guards. 

At the base of Yeltsin's Column a discarded newspaper caught my eye. 

I don't know what made me stop and pick it up. I mean, as an officer and a gentleman I do not as a rule stoop to pick up anything from the street. 

However, on this occasion the lapse was justified as it more than likely saved my life. 

It also quenched the hope in my heart. 

It was not the fear of catching some nasty disease that worried me, although I was obliged to consider that possibility after touching a product of the gutter press; what made my stomach sink was the date. The paper had been published on Saturday, April 23, 1994, yesterday, I supposed, and apparently published in order to advise God to Bless his Ineffable 75

Grace Arthur the Twenty Fourth on the happy Tenth Anniversary of His Glorious Royal and Imperial Reign; exclamation remark. 

I considered this staggering piece of news. Was it true? Editorial incompetence might well account for dating a newspaper fifty years ahead and assigning the wrong number to Kingy, Editors are after all is said and done, mere civilians. So I then checked the Constable's wallet. There were more than 400 gold ducats in it. I wondered where the honest fellow had got so much money from as I reached out a few of the gold leaf wafers and examined them. 

Discounting slipshod counterfeiting as unlikely on the part of His Grace's Constabulary, I was obliged to conclude that Arthur the XXIV

was indeed on the throne. The Kingy I had served, number twenty two on the list, was gathered to his ancestors, and I was transported, naked except for a cloak, fifty years into the future. Perhaps it was now the present but I preferred to think of it as the future. 

Another thought struck me, time travel must be possible. 

I assimilated these strange facts without a quiver. In fact I stood rigid. 

This is why military chaps win medals for courage in the face of danger. 

One does not run away while standing rigidly at attention, trying to think. 

What to do? A civilian would have given way to despair, but I was a cut above the lesser breeds. From earliest childhood when I had demonstrated my ability to dispassionately inflict pain on others, I had been a clear candidate for the military and hopefully in the fullness of time, the Civil Service. An incisive mind, enlightened self-interest, and courage enough to watch suffering without weakening will always amount to something in this world. 

These cogitations had restored my mind to its usual state of chilly calm. Using my usual acute faculty of observation, I found I was striding along the Appalling Mall, appropriately named for the horse droppings of the Greater London Environmental Tramway Service. It seemed that I was on the wrong street as I did not presently require service from a horse-drawn tram. I needed assistance of another kind entirely. I wanted clothing and had an idea of where I might get some. 

I turned and splashed my way back to Vulgar Square, and crossed to Whitehowl where I knew environmental concerns gave way to official desire for speed moderated by caution, and where the horse drawn trams were supplanted by those running on batteries. 
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As it happened, there were no electric trams in operation, nor clock-work trams. In fact there were no tramlines. Whitehowl seemed to have become a pedestrian street. Pedestrian it had always been of course, with its many clubs, offices, and other refuges for superannuated or torpid Royal Bedroom Lackeys, but fifty years into the future many things had certainly changed. 

No trams! Who would have expected it? 

Well, if there were no trams, at least there were no quarrelling com-muters either, nor for that matter any pedestrians at all. The gin and ci-gar kiosks were still shut and the boulevard was deserted, although it was already past sunrise. Clearly the locals of the new age kept languid hours. 

I marched down Whitehowl toward Shouters, wondering why even my marching sounded different. It did not take me long to realise that I was not hearing the thud of heels and the jangle of spurs because I was wearing neither boots or spurs. 

I also noticed that what I had always known as the Amazon Barracks was now the home of the Royal and Imperial Military Comforts Regiment. Did this, I wondered, mean what I hoped it might mean? I passed the entrance reluctantly, sniffing appreciatively at the escaping perfumes. Alas, I was accoutred for action, but unfortunately not to pass inspection in the antechamber. 

I supposed there would be an antechamber: that kind of establishment always has an antechamber. Red plush, overstuffed seats, under-draped girls, champagne; discreet checks on an officer's health, manners, and financial imprudence. 

These thoughts accompanied me to the gate of the Shouters Caserne. I was amused to see that the temporary guard hut, erected just within the gate on the edge of the parade ground during my father's time, was still in use, its paint a good two fingers thicker than when I had last seen it. 

The same oafish type of trooper was lounging outside it, mouth agape and hands a-fumble under his sporran. 

I held my cloak discreetly closed and with my other hand flicked a half salute to acknowledge the kilted sentry's curtsey as I strode through the entrance. I might well have got away with it, in fact I had got away with it when the Sergeant of the Guard stepped out of the watch house. 

"Eigh, you, Subject! Step back 'ere lively!" 
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I halted, turned and stared up my nose at the fellow. He was a typical Sergeant, oversized, overfed, overdressed, posed like a stuffed pigeon, and loathing officers. Otherwise I did not know him. 

"Are you addressing me, Sergeant?" I asked, coldly. He nodded. 

"If you are an horficcer, Sir, you are out of uniform. Cloaks are not to be worn after April First." 

"I have been on detached duty," I snarled, "I am using this cloak as a cover." 

"I see, Sir, and wot Regiment is it?" 

"The Fifth Horse, damn your eyes." 

The Sergeant took out his rocket pistol and let me look into the end of it. He smiled with deep pleasure. 

"The Dragons were disbanded twenty years ago, Subject. Bleeding bad guess on your part. C'mere!" 

I went. I passed as desired into the watch house. 

"Right lads, search the bugger," said their Sergeant. 

A search would have proved inconvenient, given my state of dress. 

Fortunately the Military officer can always fall back on arrogance, Royal and Imperial Articles of War, and subtle threats. 

"If you are foolish enough to lay hands on an officer," I reminded the company, "You will part company with your heads before sunset." 

True in my day. Apparently true fifty years later. The guard fell back as one man and the Sergeant paled. Then cunning spread across his fea-tures like an incoming tide bearing filth up the Thames. 

"Ave you got your Horficcer's Code Card wiv you, Sir?" 

Of course I hadn't got it with me. I'd left it where I'd left my undress uniform, sabre, boots, and spurs. In a dream in a Fifth Century Duchess's bathhouse in Cornwall. It did not seem an adequate explanation, even to me. It did not in any case seem the sort of Officer's Code Card that would be acceptable, not dating from the days of Arthur XXII it wouldn't. I fell back on military authority again. 

"I have told you, Sergeant; I have been on detached duty. No Code Card." 

"A likely story," commented the Sergeant, adding thoughtfully, "Sir". 

I flicked a finger at him. "Call the Officer of the Guard," I said genially, certain that I had him now. 
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"Wot? Before noon? Not on your bleeding life I won't." After a moment he muttered, "Sir." I had him worried, no question of that. 

"It may be your bleeding life if you don't?" I suggested. Thoughts marched across his face. My hopes kept pace with them. Sure enough, he shirked decision and shunted it upstairs. 

"Orright," he said, smirking, "You wait inside the Guardroom and I'll pass a message to the duty Horficcer." His mouth worked bitterly for a moment, then he said, "Sir." 

Obligingly I stepped into the inner guardroom where remains of the troopers' dreadful breakfast and a few empty ale jugs decorated a bare wooden table. There were three benches, three double bunks, and a cap stand; all empty of course. The guard was turned out, doubtlessly cursing me under their breaths for it. 

I regarded the cap stand with awe. A little shakier, a little more chipped and rubbed and further decorated with initials, but otherwise the very same stand upon which I had hung my helmet and cutlass and carved my initials in the far off days in which I, as a cadet, had kept guard from this very room. Never say the Military have no feeling for tradition. The door clicked shut behind me and I heard the Sergeant's voice saying. 

"Right, you, Trooper Scruphwitt, keep an eye on the bugger." 

"'Ow?" said (presumably) Trooper Scruphwitt. 

"Look frew the bleedin key'ole," came the stern response. 

I did not expect anybody to be fool enough to drag the Duty Officer from his slumbers at sunrise on a Sunday morning, which would give me, I calculated, four or five hours grace. Even as my mind flew over these facts I had swung the cap stand from it's traditional corner to the middle of the floor, in front of the door. I slipped the cloak from my shoulders and flung it over the stand. Just in time it seemed. 

I heard Trooper Scruphwitt issuing his first report. 

"'E's just standing there, Sarge." 

"Standing where?" 

"In the middle of the bleeding room." 

I was slipping my few possessions from the pockets of the cloak and stuffing them into the pouch which swung from my shoulder. I was surprised to discover it was a woman's pouch, something which coincided 79

eerily with one of the false memories in my mind. The cloak swung as I tugged the Constable's wallet from it. 

"'E's moving, Sarge. Sort of turning. I fink 'e's looking at fings." At the remarks my hands froze. 

"Not sitting down?" 

"No, Sarge. 'E's just standing there in 'is cloak." 

"Arrgh," the Sergeant's voice said, "If he ain’t got the sense to take 'is bleedin' cloak orf and sit down when there's a chance of it, 'e could be a bleeding horficcer arter all." 

I did not wait for more. I made sure that the view through the keyhole of the small window at the rear of the guard house was obscured by the cloak. 

The window was still functional as one would expect, it being necessary to have it open in winter and closed in summer so as to remind troopers that they were in the Army now and not home with Mummy. I slipped open the window and slithered through, grateful for the seventy or eighty layers of paint which protected me from splinters. 

Once outside, shielded from view of the sentry by the guardroom itself, I began marching briskly in my bare skin across the parade ground towards the junior officers' quarters. I was committing two grievous military crimes by taking this short cut, I was neither in uniform nor on horseback. But I could not be seen from the gate either, which was the prime consideration. I could only hope that it was too early for anyone conversant with Military law to be up and about. 

Alas. 

"That man!" somebody roared. I knew instantly it was a Major. Generals drawl, Colonels hiss, Majors roar, Sergeants bawl. Everybody else keeps quiet. 

I turned and waved graciously at the portly officer who was swiftly waddling around the perimeter of the parade ground toward me. I was quite right in my supposition of his rank. 

"Morning, Major," I said cheerfully. What the hell was he doing out of bed at this hour? Too old to keep it up? A hangover with a lousy liver perhaps? 

His face turned puce, nicely complementing his pink and cerise uniform. "Do you have any idea of what you are doing?" he rasped. He ran 80

goggling eyes up and down me, adding, "Why are you out of uniform, Sir?" 

"Initiative test, Sir," I said. 

His eyes bulged. 

"Set down starkers in Vulgar Square on Sunday morning. Have to arrive in Scotland by sunset without being snaffled by civilians," I explained. 

I watched the concept percolate and take root. 

"Do you think you'll make it?" he enquired in an appalled tone. 

I tapped the side of my nose, I was still strolling towards the junior officers' entrance. 

"Trust a clever Bastard like me, Major," I said cheerfully. His face registered wonder. 

"Clever … Bastard?" 

"Of the blood royal, Sir. Lieutenant Lord Forth of the Dragons." 

"But the Fifth Horse, my Lord, has been disbanded -" 

"For twenty years. I know. However Dadda will resurrect it if I can prove myself to be of Commanding Officer Material. I'm Fourth Foots-loggers at prez. I'll do anything to join the Cavalry, I mean who wouldn't, eigh? Only place for a gentleman to be. If you can't join a Cavalry Regiment, says I, then bloody well raise one. Right?" 

"Er, right," said the Major. His eyes lost some of their glaze and focussed on me, "But, uh, My Lord, what - ah - is it you are doing at Shouters?" 

"Usual Infantry story, Major, when in trouble look to the Cavalry for cover. I'm borrowing a uniform." 

"I see." 

"And a ducat or two." 

"Ah!" 

"Then a first class compartment north, light lunch with a half bottle or so of champers. Triumphant arrival at the Castle, much to Dadda's surprise. Fresh start Monday morning as Colonel of the new Dragons. Believe me, Major, as Foremost of the Fifth I shan't fleetly forget my friends." 

"Quite so." 

"Or my enemies, Major." 
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"Oh indeed, My Lord." 

We were at the entrance. I gave the Major an encouraging nod and stepped inside. My last view was of his tonsils. He was a short little man and he stared upward at me with his mouth as wide open as his eyes. 

Come to think of it, there was somewhat of a resemblance to Kingy. Not uncommon in my day either. The Army always has attracted bulging-eyed bastards. 

Once inside the familiar corridors I had to keep reminding myself that this was fifty years on. Banjo White and Stinky Black would be gone, vanished into the mists of regimental history, and the Frothy Fifth gone with them into oblivion. 

What I needed was an officer of my own size; punch on the jaw, quick rummage of the fellow's wardrobe and then off like a dirty shirt to my next urgent piece of business, whatever that might be. 

Oh yes, I knew what I was about. Never fall into the error of thinking that your average Army Officer cannot plan an effective campaign. 

I padded on bare feet along the well remembered corridors. I knew that no batman, even if awake, would dare for the life of him be heard clumping along between these hallowed walls at this hour of the Sunday morning hangover. 

I was listening for snores, for deep rumbles which would indicate a hearty sleeper. It was with this thought in mind that I came to the door behind which I had for so long, so many years before, conducted myself in the manner of an officer and a gentleman with hooch, whores, and harmony. Ah, Youth! 

It took me a second or two to realise that my name was on the door. A neatly lettered cardboard sign read, Lt. M. M. Linn, Fifth Horse. 

I was staggered. After fifty years, still a lieutenant? Who could I have offended? Anyway, I thought the Fifth had been disbanded? 

There was absolute silence from behind the door, which was unlike me, unless I lay dead, but the sign was irresistible. I turned the handle and pushed the door open, and there within, reclining on my settee, or whosoever's settee it now was, was the most beautiful black haired bit of stuff I had ever set eyes on. 

She was wearing a uniform which had not been designed with military operations in mind. A splendidly curved and stockinged leg protruded from foamy lace showing beneath a high slit, olive green skirt, 82

and from beneath her gently swelling and unbuttoned uniform jacket other curves made themselves also fascinatingly apparent. 

Finally I tore my eyes away and looked at her face. 

Dark blue eyes. Delicately curved red lips. A noble brow and a firm nose. A complexion entirely of cream and roses. Singly, every detail beautiful. Taken altogether, gorgeous. Enticing. Exotic. Erotic. And smiling at me. Waugh! 

Blood came to the boil in my veins. 

The lady swung her legs to the floor and stood up. Her legs disappeared beneath the dull skirt. The jacket swung slab-like across her bos-om. Her smile disappeared also. She waved a slender black wand at me. 

"You can close your mouth, Linn. It's only the uniform of the Royal and Imperial Military Comforts Regiment. I had to kill to get it. You took your bloody time getting here," she said coldly. 

I gaped at her. "You were expecting me?" 

"Of course. Take the name card off the door and shut it, will you?" 

"But even I didn't know I was coming here," I protested, doing as I had been told, finding that under my own name there was a commonplace gold plate announcing a Lieutenant Lord Montmorency Cartwright-Snaffle. I shut the door and smiled at the girl. Now to business, I thought, I was already undressed for it. 

She jerked a thumb at the bedroom. 

"Get in there and dress yourself. Hurry. They're after you. We haven't much time left in this Set." 

"After me? Who's after me? - and who are you?" 

"You don't recognise me, do you?" she asked, bitterly. 

Of course I didn't recognise her, I had never seen her before. I could never have forgotten a face like that. It had struck my eyes like a flash of lightning. She spoke through set teeth. 

"I am you. Merle Morgaine Linn. Amazon. In disguise. Now will you get dressed!" 

"What?" It seemed a good word and I repeated it several times. 

"I am you, and you are me," she said irritably, "From different Time Sets, that is all. Now will you kindly get in there and dress your bloody self!" 
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"I don't understand?" Be her? I couldn't be her. I didn't look like her, although I liked the look of her. I didn't sound like her. At least, I hoped I didn't. 

The lady said, “You were a rotten little monster as a child. Right?” 

“Er, well, yes. I suppose so.” 

“Killed and ate your Granny’s cat. Right?” 

“Er. That’s forgotten and forgiven.” 

“You set fire to Granny when she complained, didn’t you?” 

“How do you know that? The record has been expunged.” 

“You escaped the children’s guillotine and were psycho-surgically reconstructed. Re-built for the Army. Right?” 

“Urgh!” 

“Yes, urgh. In another Time Set, murdering little hermaphrodite Linn was re-built for the Amazon Corps. That’s me. A third version was simply brain-washed. We are all the same little shit, but from different Time Sets. Do you understand?” 

“What is a Time Set?” I asked deeply interested by now. 

“Oh listen to that moron. A complete idiot. I told you he wouldn't understand,” the Wand said, in tones which coincided remarkably with the voice from my dreams. Bryan, I thought; the dream was true then. Oh! 

"Right," I agreed, "I don't understand. But I'm not a complete idiot." 

"Whether complete or not, you'll bloody well understand if you don't hurry. You told the Major you were a Royal Bastard, didn't you?" she growled. 

"You were listening from the window?" I suggested. 

"Oh you imbecile," she raved, "You're in a temporal Loop. You've Time Slipped here twice before and met the Major each time, and told him you're a bastard each time. It's how he knows you don't belong here. He thinks you're a spy. It was only after your second attempt that Bryan worked out what was going wrong. You Time Slipped without the wand, didn't you? You left it lying beside Ygraine, right? You let the Wand go, right? Your hands were elsewhere occupied, right? So you couldn't call Bryan to fling you off out of trouble. Right?" 

"I wish you would stop saying 'right'," I said. 

Ygraine? Busy hands? Wand? Bryan? She was telling me about my dream now. Was nothing private any more? 
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"You say the Major thinks I'm a spy? Why, you delicious bit of stuff, do tell?" 

She almost spat her reply at me. "Arthur the Twenty Fourth has only gentlemen friends, Lieutenant." 

"Ah," I said, working it out, "This Kingy's one of those, is he? No Royal Bastards then? Succession to stem from a cadet branch? Right? That would've made the Major think a bit. No doubt of it." 

"Listen to that marvellous mind at work," the Wand snarled. 

"Look out of the window, Linn," the girl suggested. 

I went to the window and peered down at the Parade Ground. A dozen troopers were scurrying about under the energetic direction of the portly Major. They were setting out the three folding chairs and table and portable guillotine of a Field Tribunal. 

"It's for you," she said at my shoulder, "Believe me, you've almost lost your head there twice in previous runs of this Time Set. Bryan twice snatched you out from under the blade in the nick of time, then lost you in peripheral Time scatter. You have to get out of this loop. We’re the same person, soldier. If you die, we all three die." 

Time Set? What the hell was a Time Set? I clutched my neck in worried hands. The girl pushed me from behind. 

"Into the bedroom, dress. Quickly. Never mind the other fellow, he won't trouble you." 

I found myself entering my old bedroom. It was quite changed. For starters there was a hairy chap fastened hand and foot with golden chains to the wrought-iron military bed. He was wearing a lime-green silk nightie trimmed with white lace, which matched the lime green lace trimmed bed linen. He was gagged, and his eyes goggled at me over the gag. I can't stand gogglers. I laid him out with one swift punch. 

My old steel trunk had been replaced by a big gilded wooden armoire, and my battered steel field locker had given way to a gilded dressing table with mirrors, crocheted doilies, (lime green and white), and a vase of rampant gladioli. 

Where I'd pinned a few tasteful pictures of girls without knickers to the plain whitewashed wall; he'd hung gilt framed portraits of young men showing off their muscles between the whips decorating the room's raw silk panels. One figure looked like a languid version of the Kingy I knew and loathed. It was signed, 'Dear Cousin, Friends to the very end, Arthur XXIV." 
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Just as well the Dragons had dissolved into the mists of history, I mused, else Cartwright-Snaffle's blood would have soaked these hallowed halls. Perhaps that was why the Fifth had gone? My blood steamed at the very thought. 

"By Kingy's awful breath will you get dressed?" the dark haired beauty hissed. She left, slamming the door behind her. 

Resignedly I flung off the cloak and opened the wardrobe. To my relief, among the exotic garments favoured by the dandy there was a plain olive-grey woollen campaign uniform with matt black buttons and badges, tailor made and silk lined but apparently never worn. It seemed near enough my size. I rummaged his chest of drawers, finding some military issue underwear, sealed and unused among the other, lacy, garments. 

Swiftly I dressed myself. 

The uniform fitted as if it had been made for me. So did the boots. 

Young Cartwright-Snaffle owned a Service pistol of course, although that looked unused also. I strapped on the pistol belt and slipped three magazines of rocket ammunition into its pouches and one more into the weapon itself. I snapped the holster shut on the pistol and regarded myself in the mirror. 

The perfect soldier, lean, green, clean, armed and deadly, returned my approving glance. 

Satisfied, I strode back into the other room, making sure as I halted that I presented my better profile to the charming female. That black haired beauty looked me over with a critical eye. 

"For a man, I suppose you're passable," she said, "Now let's get things moving." 

Nothing loath, I strode to her, slipped my arms around her and drew her to me. She felt and smelled as delicious as she looked, the most exciting woman I had ever met. Fury flamed in her eyes as I bent to kiss her. 

Then her furious expression altered, her lips parted deliciously, and her eyes widened. Oh goody-goody, I thought. 

"Oh hell!" she said. 

From behind me the portly Major roared, "Gotcha!" 

With the girl in my arms I swung to face the door. It was wide open and crammed with the plump Major backed by half a dozen troopers. 

What a rotten time to pick to visit a chap, I thought, even by major’s standards. 
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"Stand aside young lady," he roared, "It's this dastard we want." 

"Dastard?" the Wand enquired, "Is he really?" 

"No," she said, and hugged herself closer to me. 

This was very gratifying and a splendid tribute to my masculinity, but suddenly inconvenient. 

"Stand aside, m'dear," I said, "Better to fight and die like a soldier than be dragged like a poltroon to the guillotine." 

"Poltroon?" the Wand muttered, "What in all the universe is a poltroon?" 

"Well said, Sir!" the Major bawled, ripping his sword from its scabbard, "That's the style. Put up your fists and die fighting! By Kingy's ears, Sir, I'll see you're buried with full military honours." He waved the troopers back. 

I couldn't formally curtsey to the major before commencing hostilities. 

I couldn't draw the pistol. I couldn't even get my fists up, because the wretched girl was clinging to me like a monkey to a banana palm. 

"Damn it, let go, you silly wench!" I told her. 

"No!" she cried, "No! And my name is Morgaine, not silly wench. Furthermore we have to get the bloody sword to Arthur. After that you can die whichever way you prefer. I'll willingly help." 

"Come come, my girl, this is no time for sentiment," the Major snapped. 

She wrapped her arms even more tightly about me. Ah, had it been any other occasion! The tip of the wand was jammed painfully under my ear. I managed to grab it and somewhat ease my agony. 

"Bryan," she howled, "Get us away. Fling off!" 

I was about to protest that an officer and a gentleman would never take the dishonourable way out, when a grey vortex built up around us. 

It felt as if a great hand descended from the swirling mist to snatch me by the hair out of that time and place, and I roared just like a Major. 

It was from pain not fear, you know. Unlike the Major, I wasn't wearing a wig. 




PART TWO

Grey time mist was swirling around us. 
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The bloody soldier-boy had me in a grip like iron. He was nuzzling my neck, running one hand over my bum, and his rising enthusiasm threatened me in a way an Amazon isn’t used to. Was this incest? 

I brought up my knee, broke his grip and pushed him away. 

The next instant the mist dissolved and I found myself standing alone among the well known filth of Tintagel village square. Kingy’s bloody huge block of stone dominated the place. The silly stone anvil crowned it and the entire doohickey looked as ridiculous as it’s master. There was no sword in the anvil. There was no sign of Lieutenant Linn. There was no sign of the wand. The soldier had hold of that when we separated and seemed to have taken it with him. Altogether the business was about as messed up as incompetence could make it. For incompetence read Bryan; an independent time machine loose in the cosmos, busily buggering up the Royal and Imperial legend. I wondered briefly which cretin had programmed Bryan, then realised it didn’t really matter. The damage was done. 

It was dawn. I was hungry, thirsty, and angry. A rosy glow in the east touched one or two pretty little clouds in the ink-blue sky overhead and by the ruby reflections it was possible to make out some details of the heart of Tintagel. On one side of the filthy square the farmhouse door was firmly closed. Opposite, Father Slack’s door was firmly closed, but I knew, if memory served, that Slack’s door was more show than sub-stance. I couldn’t imagine him opening it voluntarily at this time of day however, but one good whack would bring it down. I looked about for something handy to do the whacking with, but there was nothing visible other than garbage and Kingy’s horrible flying monument. I wasn’t going to rummage through the filth in the hope of finding a stone. 

The stone slab offered a possibility, though. I trudged to what I knew to be the door in the side, and inspected it. It was at first sight a bas relief illustrating a piece of Kingy’s tedious history. On more careful inspection I could see where the lock would be, in a rosette with a receptor crystal set in its centre. 

I used my vibro-blade on the lock. Gouging, stabbing, and poking until the thing gave up it’s obligation with a groan and the door end creaked open an inch. Seconds later I had it wide open and saw the cased X-calibre blade on top of the other packages. 

The sword slid out of its sheath with a hiss like the breath of a dying man. Lovely sound! I didn’t have Bryan to switch it on, but a strong girl like me doesn’t need vibro-steel to take down a wooden door with a two 88

handed sword. It then struck me that in pre-mediaeval Tintagel the sword might easily make the difference between life and an eternity of pushing up daisies. I inspected the case and found several harnesses, from one designed to sling the scabbard from a saddle to a nicely designed baldric and belt arrangement. There was a better one designed to sling the blade behind one’s back with the hilt just behind one’s right shoulder. Moments later I was dressed to kill. 

When I turned back toward Slack’s hovel the door was open. Smoke was billowing through it. Slack was outside, peeing against the wall. 

When he saw me the stream stopped. 

“Oh, Gawd. It’s you again.” 

“No. Wrong. It’s me, Morgaine,” I assured him. 

He groaned piteously. “You’ve knotted my innards something horrible.” 

“You can always ease yourself later.” I said, “Now, how many of us have you got in there with you?” 

“Bugger all, thank Heaven.” 

“Not little Merle?” 

“No.” 

“Not the bloody Soldier?” 

“Never heard of— oh Gawd, don’t tell there’s a third one of you?” 

I ignored that silliness. “When is this?” 

“Eh?” 

“What’s the date?” 

“Dunno.” 

“What year then?” 

“Dunno. No, wait a bit. Last time Bishop come round he gave me a copy of something from Rome. Lemme see.” 

I followed poor simple old Slack into his vile quarters and waited while he rummaged his chest for a grubby piece of parchment. 

I snatched the thing from his hand, and stepping closer to the fire, studied it. It was an instrument setting out a new order for Mass. 

“Have you read this, Slack?” 

“Well, er, not yet.” 

“How long have you had this?” 
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“Ooh. Ah. About twenty years, I reckon, old time. In this time I reckon bishop would be only gone a week or two. It’ll be quite new in this time.” His expression brightened, “If I read it now I’ll have done my Christian duty without backsliding.” 

I thought Slack would have to do a lot more to catch up on his backsliding, but this was not the time to introduce extra difficulties into our relationship. “How long have I been away?” 

Slack scratched his head. “Yes. Well. You come out of bathhouse in afternoon, smiling like a cat in a cream bowl. You got on the horse. Then you vanished in puff of smoke and I said my prayers. Every one of them.” 

“Never mind that,” I said, “How long ago was that?” 

“It were yesterday, weren’t it?” 

Was it? I began sorting through my memories, trying to fit them together. Where was the other Slack? What about Affa? How come Arthur looked so unlike the usual Pindangle brood, sorry, Pendragon brood? If the bloody soldier had left his wand in Ygraine’s bath house, was it still there? Was the soldier boy himself still there? What was he doing mixed up in this time mess anyway? 

“I suppose thee wants to know where Pimple is. I mean where De’Ath is?” Slack offered. 

The hell with De’Ath, I thought, can I get my hands on a wand? 

“Duke Gorlois is having him hanged at noon.” 

“Who? Hang who?” 

“De’Ath. When thee left us we was seized as witches. I was lucky, like, being a man of the cloth in good standing. Duke had to let me go. I reckon he’ll hang Pimple twice. Or mebbe he’ll hang him a bit first then cut his head off. Likes cutting off heads does Duke. Trouble is, beheading is too quick. Don’t make an example for folk to think on.” 

My mind was whirling with these new facts. I tried to sit on a stool to think them through. I had to stand and take the sword off first. Then I sat. Slack busied himself slicing slabs of bread and bacon. He shoved a couple of irons into the now blazing fire, then wiped his filthy hands on his filthy habit. 

The though of eating what Slack had fingered was enough to make my stomach rotate. “How about toasting the bread?” 

“Eh?” 
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“Hold it over fire on a stick.” 

“Eh, that’s how we cooks bacon.” 

“Try it with the bread too,” I recommended. 

“All these newfangled ideas,” Slack grumbled, but got on with the toasting nevertheless. 

“What happened to the other Slack?” I mumbled through a mouthful of sizzling bread and bacon. 

Slack gave me a worried look. “Vanished, not even in puff of smoke. 

When I got out of castle I come back here and there bugger was. I said, 

‘Let’s all be brothers in the Church,’ held out my arms and as bugger walked into them he vanished like. There I was, alone. I tell you, all this bloody Druid magic is getting me down. Miracles every day and not a bishop within sight.” 

Bryan would no doubt have an explanation for that, either right or wrong, but more important would be able to do something about getting me a decent combat overall. I felt indecent in a Comforts Regiment uniform. No doubt those girls had their duties and I supposed the troops appreciated them, but I was cast in a different mould, I was an Amazon. 

Lean, clean, dangerous and celibate. With that thought I remembered that the soldier had left a wand behind in Ygraine’s bathhouse. 

“Slack, we have to visit Gorlois’ castle again.” 

“Not on your bleeding life,” Slack retorted instantly. 

“You will have to help.” 

“I’m too young to die. Besides, I’m not shriven.” 

“How about being halved from skull to scrotum?” 

“Er, thankee, but no.” 

“We’ll leave after breakfast,” I commanded, and then took a swallow of the best beer I’d ever tasted. “Good,” I said, “By Kingy’s ugly ears that’s good.” 

“Better be,” Slack muttered, “Or villagers’ll be saying penance till knees crack.” 

It was at that moment that I heard the sound of many hooves and the clinking of harness. Slack went pale under his grime. He scrambled past me and peered out of his open door. “God save us.” he groaned, and crossed himself. “It’s Pendragon. Just like last time. Exactly like last time. 

Eee, it’s funny seeing a thing happen twice.” 

 91

For a mediaeval cleric he was surprisingly flexible in his thinking. I stood behind Slack, looking over his shoulder into the brightening morning. 

A horde of mounted men were filing into the square, followed by another horde of armed men on foot. 

“What’s this, Slack?” 

Slack groaned. “Its Uther Pendragon come to burn castle, behead Gorlois, rape lady Ygraine, and tax the rest of us naked.” He added a curse of the sort I would not have thought a religious man would know, let alone use. 

At the head of the mounted men rode a figure which I recognised through the memories I shared with little Merle. They were eerily like the memories I had of Kingy the twenty-second. 

“Pindangle!” 

“Pindangle, Pendragon, call bugger what you will, he’s a black eyed devil by any name,” Slack groaned. 

I dredged through my faint memories of mediaeval history. “Surely he daren’t tax the Church?” 

“Doesn’t have to, does he? Taxes peasants, he does. Taxes them so hard there’s nothing left for tithes.” 

“No ale?” I suggested. 

“No ale, no kale, no bacon, no beef, no fish, and not enough bread to feed a mouse, never mind make a dumpling.” 

Another thought crossed my mind as I watched the armed mob crowding about Pendragon. “Where’s Affa?” 

Slack grunted again. “Little shit’s but three year old now, if I reckon it right. Home with his mum, I suppose.” 

“And Arthur?” 

“Not born yet, is he? I mean. Lady Ygraine ain’t been raped yet, and Gorlois himself surely never got nowt out of her.” 

“Ygraine was Arthur’s mum?” That wasn’t in the Glorious Legend. 

“She will be if Pendragon has his way.” 

Well, that added depth to the Glorious Legend. Even the first Arthur had been a bastard. It didn’t explain why the young Arthur had been a blue eyed blonde. Pendragon was a black eyed bastard. 
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Indeed, looking across the square in the ever lightening morning, I was surprised to see how much my Pendragon resembled my own dear Royal and Imperial Majesty. Pendragon apparently stamped his image upon his descendants. Why had Arthur looked so different? Was Ygraine the answer? 

“How long did this business take, last time?” 

Slack scratched at his filthy beard. “What, rape or storming of castle?” 

“Let’s keep it clean, Slack.” 

“Ah well, lemme see. It’s autumn. Pendragon and his gang of Celtic rascals come here in autumn. There were a lot of shouting to and fro. Being a man of God I’ll not mention exactly the sort of things what was said, but end-up was that Gorlois shut castle gate tight. Pendragon set up his castle in big farmhouse and shut gate tight, and winter went by with much bawling of filthy oaths across causeway. A few young sparks got themselves killed in hand to hand combat which kept everyone amused through winter and made for a merry Christmas season, did that. Come spring, Pendragon tried to storm castle. Foolish that was. Come summer, Gorlois took men down cliffs and tried to catch Pendragon from behind. 

Only Pendragon were away hunting, and nowt useful got done there, either.” 

This sort of narrative could have gone on forever. I cut it short with prod at Slack’s shoulder. “When did the castle fall?” 

Whatever answer that may have been on Slack’s lips was overtaken by circumstances as previous history became present event. Pendragon’s men had discovered the open door in the plinth and were busily pulling out the many boxes they found within. A few whacks with swords and cudgels were enough to open what was anyway not locked. The boxes were filled with books, all bound in calfskin and with gold lettering on the covers and spines. I didn’t need to read the titles to have a fair idea of what the books were. Pendragon had more difficulty. He reined his horse round to face towards Slack. 

“Priest!” he roared. 

“Oh Mother of God save me,” Slack whispered. He shouted, “Coming, Sire,” even as he began trotting towards the King. 

“What by the arse end of hell are these?” Pendragon bawled. He waved a hand at the books. 
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I could see he was an impatient lord. Nothing had changed in that direction. Leave that bugger alone, I thought, and the result will eventually be Kingy. An idea budded in my mind, and slowly blossomed. 

I eased the X-calibre in its sheath and began to stroll towards the rav-ing Pendragon, or Pindangle, or whoever it was he was calling himself on this day. I wondered if he felt lucky as I did. 

I was having a nasty sort of day, one not at all the kind an officer expects. I had woken naked, cold, alone, and hungry from an erotic and nourishing dream to find myself in danger of decapitation. I had escaped arrest by the Constable who wanted my head sliced off only to be arrested by a Guard Sergeant who seemed delighted to share the same ambition. Still with no bacon and eggs in view I had been insulted, bullied, kidnapped and kneed in the knadgers by a nubile but demented bit of stuff who thought she was me. Then I had been snatched up into a Time Mist, only to be dropped dozens of feet onto a desert; well a dozen feet; ah, three feet to be precise. While I was lying doubled up in agony, a bloody heavy lump of stick fell on me like iron spike. Fortunately it only hit my head, from where it fell to earth and said, “If you don’t get up smartly, laddie, you’ll be introduced to an unusual and interesting experience. They look like cannibals to me.” 

It wasn’t fear of course, but curiosity that got me smartly to my feet. I had never met cannibals before. 

I found myself standing on a rock and sand strewn promontory which overlooked hundreds of square miles of similar desert that , far below, stretched to the limits of the furthest horizon, and no doubt for beyond it too. It seemed somehow familiar. Neither the thought nor the horizon gripped my attention however, which I focussed upon four or five gingery-brown and hairy creatures who were shuffling towards me. I instantly ascertained that they were males, my acute sense of observation aided by their lack of formal clothing.They had each a skull or two dangling from strings about their waists, and grasped clubs or spears in their hands. More of the creatures were climbing over the edge of the promontory. They seemed to communicate by grunting. 

“Aha! Orang-utans! Of a remarkably advanced species,” I declared. 

“Surely you mean Tintagelians of a remarkably decadent species?” 

Bryan suggested. 

“What? Decayed overnight? Surely not?” I protested 94

“One might perhaps wish think of it as overnight,” Bryan said , “But you would probably be more in line with fact to consider it as one point two million years later.” 

“What the hell?” I howled. 

“That female gave me a nudge when I wasn’t expecting it. It upset my calculations,” Bryan explained. “We have arrived unexpectedly at the penultimate human experience. Homo sapiens is in retreat. Even the seas have retreated, as you may have observed; both being now close to ex-tinction. Yes, yes, this is what remains of Tintagel. One nudge, a teeny-weeny jolt to the Time Equations, and no more Arthur.” 

I could entirely appreciate his feelings about unexpected nudges, but what grabbed my attention was one of the Tintagelians heaving his spear at me. I ducked, a good move, as the spear flung at me from behind also whizzed over my head. 

“Bryan!” I said, using a high pitched and abrupt tone so as to compel his attention. 

“No need to fear, Bryan is here,” he said and a grey mist wrapped itself comfortingly around us. 

It was only then I remembered I had rocket pistol on my belt. I always feel braver with a modern weapon in my hand, especially if the other fellow hasn’t got one. Ah, well, a chap can’t think of everything, better luck next time. 

Well now, time for a bit of history. The Colonel of the Royal and Imperial Regiment of Amazons, known jovially as Big Mamma within earshot, and Sulphuric Acid at a greater distance, was not in a pleasant mood on the last occasion I saw her. 

“Do you know what that twisted little twerp wants now?” she demanded. 

I could imagine that twisted little twerp she spoke of was Kingy, but what he might want, always a subject of deep interest to those in the vi-cinity of the little maniac, probably lay outside the range of sane conjecture. 

“Ma’am.” I said. That always a safe response. 

Sulphuric Acid scowled. “The little bastard wants to make the Glorious Legend come true.” 

“Ma’am?” 
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“The withdrawal of the Sword from the Stone by the First Ancestor.” 

“Ah hah!” 

“You will arrange it.” 

“What, hire forgers, Ma’am?” 

“Why forgers, pray?” 

“Well, uh, to ah, you know, provide some apparent eye witness statements?” 

She gave me a weary look. “Not bloody paper. The sword itself has to come down though the centuries as a heirloom.” 

I thought about that for a while. “Difficult,” I ventured. 

My Colonel nodded. “Quite so, which is why I am allowing you to volunteer to see the matter through to a successful conclusion.” 

“Am I volunteering, Ma’am?” 

“You poor little soul,” she said kindly, “Let us drink to your success.” 

She turned to a cabinet and took out a bottle of smokey looking liquid. 

“Fifty year old Scotch whiskey, aged in the barrel with the requisite mushrooms,” she remarked as she poured a generous measure into a tumbler. 

“I’d rather not,” I said nervously. Sulphuric Acid’s peyotl fortified whiskey was notorious through the Regiment, being usually the last sac-rament offered to a Amazon departing upon a suicide mission. 

“Oh, you’ve an excellent chance of returning, never fear. It’s just that the journey itself may be, um, exciting.” 

She handed me the glass. “Bottoms up!” 

I supposed I had always been destined to die young, so I accepted the glass, clicked my heels, and putting it to my lips, drained it to the last drop. 

The world dissolved into grey mist. 

I was vaguely aware of hands dragging me down flights of stairs. 

Somebody said, “Temporal window,” someone else said, “Quick, quick, fling off before we lose it.” 

The grey mists evaporated and a filthy village was more or less revealed. Primitive Tintagel. It was midnight and rain was falling like iced misery. Surprisingly my mind had cleared with the mist and I knew exactly what it was I had come here to do. Somebody had apparently given me a brainwash while I was unconscious. I got down from whatever it 96

was I was sitting on, opened the door in the side of whatever it was I had travelled on, and lay myself down peacefully to to sleep, wrapped in my cloak upon a layer of boxes. No point in hurrying. 

I had awoken in time to confuse Bryan. 

Now a day or two later, (plus or minus twenty years), I decided to do what I had been told to do. Either that, or something more useful. Which brings us up to date. 

I sauntered towards the grimy looking Uther Pendragon, who, still seated on his poor horse, was bawling abuse at the various humans around him. I supposed them to be human, they were the right shape although well disguised under untended hair, dirty clothes, and simple filth. 

“You, there! That man on the horse! Is that an arse or a face beneath your helmet?” I enquired. 

Pendragon turned to look at me. He looked me up and down. his mouth widened into a smile, revealing black and broken teeth behind his thick red lips. 

“Ah, young stuff. I’m going to have a night with thee that thou won’t forget in a hurry.” 

Given the condition of his teeth, and the undoubted foulness of the breath that issued from between them, I had no doubt it would indeed be a night to remember. I reached for the sword slung behind my shoulder, saying, “Get off that horse so I can cut a few pieces off you.” 

He came off the horse like a snake slithering out of a bird’s nest, fetch-ing out his sword as he came. 

I pulled insouciantly at the X-calibre. It was then that I discovered why swords with four foot long blades are either slung from a saddle or else carried scabbarded but loose in the hand. I simply could not get my hand far enough away from my shoulder to get the dammed X-calibre out of its sheath. 

Pendragon smiled.He used the tip of his sword to lift the hem my skirt, that doubly damned Comforts Regiment piece of useless clothing. 

“Waugh! Them’s legs them is!” He said happily. 

History repeats itself all right, I can testify to it. Every bit of time travel I’ve experienced ended up in me falling out of the air onto bloody hard 97

ground. Even on the first occasion, which was supposed to have been carefully planned. 

I still don’t know what I did to infuriate the Colonel, nasty old baboon. 

Well, he does resemble one. Did resemble. Will. Ah, who cares? Make up your own mind, if you’ve got one. I’m not all that sure that I still have. 

The Old Baboon had me up before him on a charge of failing to volunteer. 

I hadn’t the least idea of what he was talking about. “Sir? Volunteer for what, Sir? I didn’t refuse to volunteer for anything, Sir.” 

His eyebrows unknotted themselves and the scowl on his face dissolved into the usual expression of false affability. “Ah! Then you did volunteer, did you, Linn? Bloody Adjutant got his facts knotted again, did he?” 

“Sir,” was all I could manage. He might have been discussing met-physics for all I knew. 

“Well then, my boy, if you’ve volunteered there’s nothing more to be said. Eh?” 

“Uh, what was it I’ve volunteered for, Sir?” 

He turned an incredulous stare upon me. “To serve your King and Country, Lieutenant Linn. What else?” 

Well that sounded all right, sort of thing officers do, and I cheerfully said so. 

The Old Baboon shook his head disbelievingly. “Pull this one off, Laddie, and there’ll be promotion in it for you.” 

“Yes, Sir. Jolly good Sir. What am I to do, Sir?” 

He scribbled something on piece of paper. “Get your batman to dresss you in full campaign rig, my boy, then report to this address.” 

I managed to salute myself out of the door, then looked at the address. 

Under Sub-Basement, Room B, The Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department. 1400 hours. 

I didn’t scratch my head, something impossible to accomplish lawfully while wearing a kepi, but I did wag the old noggin in surprise. Anyway, whatever it was to be, Lieutenant M. M. Linn of the Fifth Horse, (or ‘The Dragons’ as we rather like to be known as), wouldn’t be found wanting. I made my way back to my quarters to change into fighting gear; armoured coat and trousers, boots, spurs, sabre, cloak, helmet; filled 98

whisky flask, clean handkerchief and spare socks; and so accoutred, fared forth into history. 

The chaps manning the front door of The Royal and Imperial Historical Research Department, didn’t want to let me in at first, pretending that they didn’t know I had an appointment, insisted that they weren’t going to check with higher authority, didn’t want to know me because I didn’t have a Department Pass, and so on and so forth. Typical of Arthur the Twenty-Second’s Civil Service. 

I drew my sabre, and screaming the Dragons’ fearful battle cry, charged the buggers, who instantly melted away behind desks, coat-racks, revolving doors and so forth; allowing me to get inside, but without a clue as to which way I should go from there. 

I grabbed a bright looking messenger who was wheeling a cart full of files through the unhallowed halls, and, showing him a ducat, soon had a full set of directions, plus an earnest recommendation to go home before anybody realised I was present. Seemingly the Sub-basement had a peculiar reputation among the staff. I ignored that, civilians do like to exaggerate. 

Now, upon reflection, I realise this probably proves that civilians are brighter than soldiers. 

Ah well, we live and learn. 

I was not going to walk down umpteen flights of stairs to the Under-sub-basement, so I found the Lift, noted it was restricted to Noblemen, Knights, Senior Civil Servants, Bastards of the Blood Royal, or Persons Escorted thereby, and pressed the button for service. This sort of impudence works every time. The fact that I summoned the Lift was taken as proof that I had a right to do so. I descended to the Under-sub-basement bathed in a gentle shower of flattery from the lift operator. That I ignored, so confirming my supposed authority. Works every time in Kingy’s Empire, from one end to the other. 

It was a different crowd that greeted me on my arrival. Technicians. 

Cheeky lads who match the impudence of soldiers in every respect. We usually get on well together; irreverent in the face of Authority; full of the same jolly jokes; often enough slopping down ale in the same pubs. 

This time there was no jolly banter. Hands seized me, urging me up onto some sort of plinth. They were one and all in a remarkable hurry. A black rod was pushed into my hand. 

“Don’t lose it. It’s all you’ve got.” 
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“You’re an hour late, Soldier Boy.” 

“What do you mean, you don’t know why you’re here?” 

“We’ve only got another two minutes on the Temporal Window.” 

“Damn your bloody eyes get that sabre out of my ear!” 

“Get up onto that phrarping anvil, Soldier. SIT!” 

“Tuck your feet in, stupid, really tight.” 

“Use the Com-rod to communicate.” 

“Sixty seconds, and counting.” 

“What do you mean, what are you supposed to do?” 

“Oh, hell! Remind him, someone.” 

“Get Arthur to pull the bloody X Calibre out of the stone.” 

“What do you mean, what X Calibre?” 

“What do you mean, nobody told you?” 

“Ask-the-com-rod, you Military Moron, you.” 

Grey mist surrounded me. I was perched awkwardly on a strangely shaped lump of stone, completely out of balance. Slowly I began to slip. 

Then I fell, howling with, ah, amazement. Yes, definitely amazement. 

The mist vanished and I hit earth hard enough to smash the air out of my lungs. Actually I struck mud, which probably saved me from broken ribs. Night-time it was, and rain was thrashing down. Oh this had all the usual elements of a well planned military operation. A flash of lightning revealed stone steps in front of my eyes. 

“Get us in out of the rain, Moron.” 

“Who said that?” I squeaked. 

“Me, your Com-rod. Kindly stop squeaking, it ruins my receptors. Get us up those steps, Moron.” 

It wasn’t terror that had constricted my vocal cords, merely shortage of breath. I sucked in air and said in a somewhat lower tone, “Who are you? And stop calling me Moron.” 

In an exceedingly patient tone, the voice said, “I am Bryan. I am your assistant, speaking to you through your com-rod. If your name is not Moron, why were the Technicians addressing you as that? No, never mind answering, just get out of the rain.” 

That seemed to be a good idea. I crawled on hands and knees to the steps. then up those to a small porch where I collapsed, still fighting for 100

breath. At least I was out of the rain if not out of the night. I found I was still holding the black rod. Feeling somewhat stupid, I spoke to it. “What is going on?” 

I listened to the explanation of where I was, and when, and why I was there and believed none of it. Well, actually I didn’t understand a word of it. Oh, might as well tell the truth, I wasn’t really listening; there was a rich aroma of good food, and an even richer sound of feminine voices seeping under the door. Having recovered enough to stand, I got to my feet, and telling Bryan to shut up, pushed open the door and found myself in a damned great room lighted with dozens of lanterns, and filled with nearly naked and entirely delectable young women. Some were splashing in warm pools, some were playing with dice, one or two were peacefully asleep on divans, and the remainder were gathered around a table eating roast chicken and roast carp, and drinking what smelled remarkably like cider. 

This was exactly the sort of situation I felt best able to deal with. 

I said, “Hello, girls!” and panic ensued. Someone screamed

“Pendragon!”, another howled “Dragon-head!”, and females ran squealing here, there, and everywhere. 

It was the sort of panic you’d get by firing a cannon across a field full of Spring hares. 

It moments the huge room was empty except for one beauty draped in a sheet. Mostly draped. She drew herself up to her full height, and glaring at me, shouted, “Begone, Uther Pendragon, thou foul monster!” 

That came as a bit of a shock, I didn’t think I was all that foul looking. 

And then I remembered I was in battle gear, all of it coated with mud. I lifted off my helmet and in my most soothing voice said, “Not foul, just muddy. A bath’ll soon put that to rights. Now then, what is your name, Beautiful One?” 

Her expression changed from outrage to pure astonishment. “You are not King Dragonhead?” 

“Who?” 

“Uther Pendragon!” 

It was the old Regimental helmet that was causing the confusion. I looked at it, and yes, it did rather resemble a dragon’s head. It was supposed to, matter of fact. Intended to frighten the enemy, if ever a chap had to actually face enemies, that is. The Colonel’s idea, actually. I loosed 101

an insouciant laugh. “No, sweet one, I am a quite other sort of dragon head. One of the Frothy Fifth.” 

“Other Pendragon?” she asked doubtfully. 

“Yes, yes, and who are you, Ravishing One?” 

“I” she said proudly, “am the Lady Ygraine, Duchess of Tintagel.” 

One never thinks this sort of thing through at the time, at least, I never do. I was looking at good food, good drink, a tasty little bit of blonde nonsense, and all the while thinking of nothing more than the things a chap does think of in such circumstances. So there I was, identified as Other Pendragon, and thinking nothing of it. I didn’t think enough about the cider, either. Strong stuff, west country cider. 

The next thing I really remember was waking up in Vulgar Square

,wrapped in nothing more than a cloak. Luckily it was lined with silk and pleasant to sleep in, or I might have woken up starkers. 

I sighed, and took my hand off the haft of the X-Calibre. The creature who called himself Pendragon smirked and lowered his sword. That was a mistake, but one he had not time to correct. I slipped my hand into a pocket, and taking out the constabulary vibro-blade, flicked it open, flicked it on, and cut his heart out of his chest. His breast plate, a miserable piece of Fifth Century iron did not impede the blade for a moment. 

Pendragon fell like a sodden loaf to earth. I waited until a red mist of blood had shimmered off the vibrating blade, leaving it shiny again,then switched it off and put it back in my pocket. 

By then Pendragon’s men were making the sort of silly remarks you might expect from ill disciplined troops, and were waving their weapons about generally while waiting specifically for someone else to lead the rush at me. I used those few minutes to unbuckle the harness of the X-Calibre, and discarded both harness and scabbard. I switched it on by twisting the pommel, and howling with Amazonian joy began lopping off arms and heads and whatever else came within easy reach. I ignored all suggestions concerning surrender. This was my first real fight, something I had trained most of my life for, and I was not going to spoil it by letting my opponents give up. I was enjoying myself. 

Sadly, it was a short pleasure. Within less time than I would have wished, those men still alive and upright took to their saddles or their heels, and ran away. All I had left were a number of dead or dying 102

bodies,and Pendragon’s horse, which was regarding me with a thoughtful expression. 

I wasn’t about to harm a poor innocent horse and said so. I slapped the beast on its rump and told it to run away and have fun with all the other horses. It seemed quite glad to go. 

“What to do now?” Slack’s voice asked from behind me. He sounded shaky. 

I looked round. By his own standards Slack was being brave. His face was corpse white and his knees rattling together like castanets, but he was on his feet, and not backing away. He may have been too frightened to actually move, but give the dirty old rascal credit where credit was due; he was still present. 

“Let us go and see what we can do for De’Ath, shall we?” 

“He’s locked up in Duke’s castle,” Slack remarked hopefully. 

“We shall go and find him. I haven’t had the pleasure of a servant before, and besides, he can read Latin. A useful sort of lad.” 

“I can read Latin for you.” 

“And he’ll soon learn to polish boots.” 

“Oh! Ah.Yes. Castle gate is locked and barred,” Slack offered. 

“I’ve got just the tool to open barred gates.” With that I switched off the X-Calibre and sheathed it. No point in wasting power. “Lead on, Slack.” 

“I have to think about my flock.” 

I looked at the huts and their tightly shut doors. “Doubt you’ll see a parishioner before morning. Come on, hup-hup!” 

We marched off, with me prodding a snivelling Slack, and Slack trying to keep just a whisker thickness in front of the scabbard in case the blade somehow escaped confinement. 

I could see there was a real enough need for discipline in Fifth Century Tintagel. 

My third journey through time also ended a few feet above the ground, but I was learning, my word I was. As soon as the mist began to dissipate I tucked both legs beneath me, knees slightly bent. I fell a good ten feet directly into a duckpond. This may have saved me broken leg but it did nothing for my dignity. Ducks, water, and my rudest curses 103

flew in all directions. Recovering somewhat, I began crawling out of the slimy water with Bryan squawking. “Keep it dry! Don’t get the rod wet, Blockhead!” 

No concern for me or the elegant uniform I was wearing. Not a word about the missing Amazon. Actually, even I didn’t have a chance to say a word about the girl. I looked up and saw another beautiful but familiar female standing before me. In her eyes I saw a expression of complete astonishment. In her arms I saw a chubby little baby. 

“Did you fall from the thin air?” she gasped. 

“Ygraine?” I gasped, “Is it you?” 

She screwed up her eyes as she leaned forward to inspect me and I realised the poor girl was shortsighted, Ah, well, nobody is perfect. The Duchess of Tintagel then opened her perfect lips and said, “Where in hell have you been all this time, you bastard?” 

You see? Fate is against me. No matter what I do I end up in trouble. 

“All what time, Beautiful One? I only left you some time during the night.” 

“Last night! You have been gone a year.” 

I said, “Oh.” It was all I could think to say. Then I did think of something, “It was bloody Bryan and his bloody time shifting. He can’t ever get it right.” 

“That’s right. Blame me,” Bryan muttered. “Nobody ever thinks about my problems with the anomalies in the Time Equations.” 

Even Ygraine didn’t want to think about those. Probably she didn’t understand them. I know I didn’t. Never will. She glared at me, “And did you really have to fall into the duckpond? Look at you.” 

I didn’t need to look, I could feel. Weed and slime and mud from head to toe. Well, I knew what to do when in trouble, attack! Jolly useful Military Principle. 

“Whose baby is that?” I rasped. 

She smiled sweetly at me. “Meet your son, soldier.” 

“What?” 

“I’ve named him Arthur.” 

Did I mention that it was a beautiful sunny morning? 
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Being Little Merle has become quite pleasant. Oh yes, I’m still here. 

Bryan calls it An Anomalous Time Stream Merger. Morgaine calls it typical Technician incompetence. (Actually she didn’t say incompetence, but I am too shy to repeat the word she did use.) The Amazon and I are together now. Probably forever. It works quite well. She rushes about and does terribly brave things by day, and by night I have my turn to use the body and what is more important, the mind. She’s a nice girl, is Morgaine, bloodlust always excepted, but remarkably ignorant. It’s the Amazon training of course, they are taught to act, not cogitate; whilst I, always ready to enjoy a good think, could hardy be brave in my own little bed. 

So we share, I get taken around and into the most hair-raising situ-ations where I can observe without need to either participate or fear, while dear Morgaine enjoys a mind filled with diverse knowledge, in-cluding treatises on military tactics and strategy, weapons, history, po-etry, music and literature, without ever needing to open a book. We also like one another. Not surprising of course, when considering that we are the same person, but from different Time Sets. 

I think it puzzles poor Slack, who beneath the burden of his conscience, is fundamentally conservative although ever weak on doctrine, and weak too on one or two other matters kind hearted people pretend not to notice. 

It became a dizzy and confusing morning. I shed the filthy uniform without hesitation, and Ygraine’s giggling females bore that off to be dried and cleaned while I soaked in a hot bath and listened to Bryan complaining. 

“Bloody Time Equations! Do you realise that nobody tested them before trying them?” 

Bryan, or at least the Com-rod, was perched upright in dry crack between two marble slabs next to the pool. Actually there are now two Com-rods, one left behind by me when I was flung off naked from Ygraine’s bed, (Wobble in the Time Stream, according to Bryan) ,and another which seems to have come from a parallel Time Set. Bryan uses both of these of course, but likes to pretend that there are two of him, and to argue, one rod against the other, as if there are competing twins. 

Well, I suppose if you cannot eat, drink and, uh, make merry, intellectual games are all that is left to you. 
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I rose from the bath like a Roman, (It was an old Roman bath, eigh?), and, once towelled dry, chose to don my Frothy Fifth uniform, that campaign uniform from which I had been so abruptly divorced, now a touch worn and scuffed, but decent enough in ordinary company. (I didn’t have anything else to wear unless I borrowed one of the girls’ robes.) The tunic and trousers were double layered with the customary flexible plates sewn between layers. The boots, were likewise armoured, with the idea that a chap could go forth and discipline rebellious natives who might be employing spears and swords and such-like against Kingy’s kindly authority. (Every chap in the army knows that we only occupy foreign lands so as to bring civilisation to the natives.) I then sat to breakfast with the Duchess of Tintagel and little Arthur, my son. I could hardly tear my eyes away from the lad. My SON! That happy little chubby laughing rascal was my own SON? I looked at the girl who had given me a son and I knew myself lost. To hell with Kingy and his lunatic empire. Here, in Fifth Century Britain, or Pridonny, or whatever you wish to name it, I had the focus of my life. I still hadn’t thought it entirely through, of course. We Army chaps can be a bit slow at times. It comes of being thorough. 

I ate fresh baked bread with butter and cheese, sided with smoked ham and hard boiled eggs, and a tankard of ale to wash all down with. (I had learned about the seemingly mild cider. It was not a safe breakfast drink; and nobody had heard of tea or coffee.)

As I set down the empty tankard a great bawling erupted from outside. 

Ygraine went pale. “Gorlois,” she whispered, “My husband. I think he knows you’re here.” 

That much seemed obvious. Shorn of its more pungent adverbs and adjectives, the voice was roaring, “Wife stealing dastard. Thought you’d sneak in while I was asleep, did you? Emerge, dastard, and lose your head.” 

Bryan said, “Dastard? What in all the Universe is a dastard?” 

“It’s something like a bastard, but worse,” Ygraine explained. 

One of the girls took her eye from the crack in the door. “It’s Gorlois, with his sword. The big sword, the one he cuts off heads with.” 

“Bryan? Time to go?” I asked hopefully. 

“Can’t. Not now. Time anomaly.” Bryan answered. 
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Too late I remembered the bloody rocket pistol was clogged with mud and weed. Was this to be the morning I died? Ygraine’s thinking was a little faster. “Dragon helmet! Sword!” she shouted and her girls scurried about like maddened mice. The helmet was put into my hands. Somebody tried to belt the sabre around my waist. I yelped, “No!” and grabbed the sheathed sword. A scabbard looks pretty, but it’s the last thing a chap wants dangling from his side and getting between his legs in a fight. 

I put the helmet on my head. 

I drew the sabre and tossed the scabbard aside. 

I took a damned great breath and walked to the door, which anxious little hands pulled open for me. 

I stepped outside to where a filthy scoundrel in a black steel suit was waiting for me. His matted hair and beard could easily have held a few mice in addition to whatever smaller parasites dwelt therein. His eyes were bloodshot, the lids slitted in rage. 

“You can always run back inside. Gorlois won’t follow, he’s frightened of water,” Ygraine offered. 

I could well believe that last remark. I could only wish that Gorlois had been frightened of me too, but that thought seemed never to have crossed his mind. Around Gorlois, a motley crowd of chaps in bits and piece of armour were gaping at me. 

“Dragon head! Dragon head. Pendragon!” came variously from the mob, who as one, stepped back a pace. It was the dragon helmet of course, designed to frighten primitives. A pity it didn’t frighten Duke Gorlois. 

The motion of his beard suggested that Gorlois was grinning. 

“Pendragon, eh? King of bloody Cornwall, are you? Hah! At last. I’m going to cut thy bloody head off and hang it in my great hall.” 

I could easily believe he might do it. He was bigger than me, and he flourished a huge sword. It must have weighed twenty pounds but he wielded it as if it was made of feathers. 

He might be grimy but he wasn’t stupid. He marked the sabre in my hand. “My helmet,” he roared, “Give me my helmet.” 

While he was being fastened into his helmet I said, “I’m not actually Uther Pendragon, I’m another chap with a dragon head. You know? The other Pendragon. I just dropped in to say hello. Can’t we just talk about this?” 
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“Uther Pendragon. Other Pendragon, call yourself what you will, little man. Your head is mine.” With that he swung the sword. 

He was fast, frighteningly fast. I manage to get my sabre up two handed and deflect the huge blade, and the shock went down my arms to the shoulders. Even as I flinched Gorlois’ sword was coming back the other way. I managed to deflect that, receiving another might jolt as I did so. 

It was obvious that I would have to do more than defend myself, for Gorlois would soon batter my little sword down. As his blade reached the end of its swing I stepped in close and jabbed at the eye-slits in his helmet. With a little luck I might just manage to drive the sabre point through. He realised that too, half turned his head to deflect the point, and kicked at me with his foot. I managed to dodge that potentially crip-pling boot, but in jumping back opened myself to another mighty swing which struck my helmet hard enough to strike stars into my eyes. I could only be grateful to the Technicians who had forged the helmet, nothing locally made could have withstood that strike. Even as the thought crossed my mind another swing stuck my sabre, shearing the blade, leaving me with six inches of steel protruding from the hilt. How the crowd roared! 

Confident that victory was certain, Gorlois rested his point on the ground while his men cheered. “When I’ve done with thee, I’m going to batter thy little bastard’s head against wall,” he informed me. 

Until that moment I had been frightened. As his words sank into my brain a cold overwhelming fury swept through me. He wanted to kill my little son! I steadied to launch myself on him with my bare hands when a clear voice called, “Linn, Catch.” 

I looked up to see the Amazon at the edge of the crowd. Beside her stood a scruffy looking lad with a rope slung around his neck. Even as I looked she tossed a scabbarded sword towards me. I caught it with one hand and stripped the scabbard away. Four feet of glittering steel extended from a long haft. A double handed weapon. Exactly what I needed. 

I smiled at Gorlois. “I’ll feed your head to the dogs,” I told him, and struck. This was not the little cavalry sabre, it was a two handed battle weapon. Gorlois took the blow on his shoulder and it rocked him. 

The Amazon was shouting, “It’s the X-Calibre. Switch it on. Switch it on!” 

“What?” 

 108

“Oh, by Kingy’s ears, you Moron! Bryan, can you hear me? Switch the X-Calibre on!” 

From somewhere in the building behind me Bryan’s voice sang, 

“Switching on.” 

The X-Calibre? Was this the sword we were trying to get to Arthur? 

The haft grew suddenly warm and pleasant in my hands. The blade shimmered and seemed to sing. Gorlois’ own weapon was coming at me again. I lifted the singing X-Calibre to intercept and Gorlois’ sword split at the impact. The end of his blade bounced off my helmet and Gorlois stood looking stupidly at what remained of his sword. I didn’t waste time in triumph. I swung again, taking off his hands. A stab put the blade through the armour into his belly. A swing took off his head.I wondered if I ought to have another whack at him, but on casual inspection he looked dead enough. 

The crowd fell respectfully back. The Amazon stepped up beside me. 

“Hail Pendragon!” she cried. 

It took a moment for the words to sink in, and then came a roar of cheering from what seconds before had been Gorlois’ men. So much for loyalty. 

“You’re King Pendragon of Cornwall now, Soldier Boy,” she said in conversational tones. 

“Uther Pendragon? Surely not?” 

“Other Pendragon, the only one there is now. I’ve, ah, terminated the original candidate.” 

Facts began to sink in. “My son is in the the building behind us.” I told her, “Ygraine has named him Arthur.” 

Morgaine nodded. She reached over and twisted the pommel, switch-ing off the X-Calibre. “We’re stuck with this, but it might not be too bad. 

You’ll be on the throne, but I think I had better run the army. This lot need discipline.” 

I thought that over. Then I agreed. “We’ll have to guard Arthur until he’s old enough to draw the X-Calibre out of a stone.” 

“Quite right. But we should wait for that. We don’t want Bryan to try any more time-shifting tricks.” 

She was right. Besides, I could see I was going to like living in Fifth Century Britain. No Colonel, no Kingy, good food, and Ygraine, and 109

little Arthur. Even Morgaine in a sisterly mood. What more could a man ask for? 

Twenty years pass quickly when one is busy, (Little Merle writing.) It was so fortunate that Kingy number twenty-two decided to spread his fame abroad through the centuries. All those books in the stone box, each one containing a hundred and fifty pages of vellum covered in nonsense. Vellum can be scraped clean, do you know? After which one has a splendid supply of almost indestructible writing material. The stone box didn’t last long, the villagers of Tintagel know a bargain when they see one. They had the box chopped up with hammer and chisel in no time. 

Now every hut in the village has a hearth stone. 

Yes, I am keeping record of the Sword for Arthur business. Arthur got his sword, he pulled it out of a stone block yesterday at Lanstefan, in front of four hundred or so local chieftains. Hail Arthur, King of Britain. 

Yes, indeed. Everybody got so drunk afterwards that no two of them can agree on what it was they thought they witnessed. 

Bryan is disconsolate, His programme is complete, his duty done. All he can do now is sit and think. One doesn’t wish to be rude of course, but Bryan doing nothing is a great deal more desirable than Bryan trying to rearrange history. 

We, had to leave Tintagel. Even Soldier Boy could see the risk of a castle on a promontory with no natural water supply. We moved to Lanstefan, where a fine castle was to be had complete with wells. The original inhabitants were soon brought to see the benefit of an alliance with Other Pendragon. The X-Calibre frightens people who have never seen it even more than it frightens folk who have. Such is fame. 

A bath house had to be specially built for Ygraine, the original inhabitants of the castle having been easy going in the matter of personal clean-liness. It was a laborious business, but I imagine you can understand that this labour was nevertheless preferable to an irascible Chatelaine. 

Kingy number twenty-two will not exist in this Time Set, says Bryan. 

Bryan also thinks that because of the confusion of differing and conver-ging Time Sets caused by the shifting about through Time, he won’t exist in any other Time Set either. One might cheerfully conclude that Kingy committed suicide by Time Shift. 
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Our problem here and now is Saxons. Thousands of the buggers over-running the land. They want to turn Britain onto Angle-land. Would you believe such impudence? 

We want to turn Saxons into fertiliser. This seems a perfectly reasonable ambition. 

Which of us will succeed, I wonder? 

I suppose Time Will Tell. 


###
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