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ABSTRACT 
 

This exegesis is an examination of the critical commentary on children’s literature, young-adult 

fiction, historical fiction and speculative fiction and provides an overview of the generic 

conventions and characteristics that make children’s literature a good environment in which to 

explore history. It also reveals critics’ concern that children’s historical fiction has not been keeping 

pace with the disciplinary developments in historiography.  

 

Chapter One takes up this concern, exploring the debates of the critical literature, identifying and 

drawing together the generic conventions and characteristics under four broad themes. Theme 

One—Evoking history, place and time; Theme Two—Sharing truths of life and other knowledge; 

Theme Three —Experience; and Theme Four—Blurred boundaries. By bringing together the most 

relevant conventions and characteristics from children’s literature, young-adult fiction, historical 

fiction and speculative fiction I create a hybrid model or framework against which a selection of 

books can then be analysed.  

 

Chapter Two examines a set of books against this framework. The books have been selected on the 

basis of three criteria: they were written for children, they incorporate history as a major component 

of their storyline, and they display variation in their engagement with history. Four books and their 

relationship to the four themes and the characteristics of the hybrid model are discussed in detail. 

My Australian Story: New Gold Mountain, the diary of Shu Cheong by Christopher Chen looks at 

the miners’ riot at Lambing Flat in 1861 from a Chinese migrant’s point-of-view; King of Shadows 

by Susan Cooper takes its main character back in time to 1599 to work with Will Shakespeare; 

Scarecrow Army: The ANZACS at Gallipoli by Leon Davidson is an information book that pulls 

back the veil of myths surrounding events at Anzac Cove in 1915; and Macbeth and Son by Jackie 

French tells an alternate story of Macbeth’s rise to the leadership of Scotland through a dream-

connection between his step-son and a boy in modern New South Wales. 

 

Of the four books, only Macbeth and Son raises the issue of how history can be manipulated to 

serve particular interests as part of its storyline. This is, however, a major theme in my 

accompanying novel and is the ground upon which the claim for advancing practice in this area 

rests. Chapter Three therefore focuses on The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom to 

show how it differs from the cognate examples in explicitly exploring the writing and writers of 
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history. The analysis engages with the themes identified in the critical literature, particularly to the 

critique that the idea of history and how it is produced has not been widely addressed in children’s 

historical books. In exploring the novel’s relationship to the hybrid model I show how it extends 

some of the generic conventions and characteristics and introduces others.  

 

The exegesis argues that the conventions that make the various genres of children’s literature, 

distinct can be mobilised imaginatively and creatively to introduce young readers not only to history 

but also to historiography. The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom demonstrates this: 

it uses hands-on experiences that connect the past to the present, and explores at its core the very 

idea of history and its contentious production.  
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Chapter 1: Best laid plans 

 

Liam took a few steps back so he could follow the whole diagram from beginning to end as 

it sprawled across the whiteboard. Text boxes had arrows connecting them with other boxes, setting 

out the flow of their argument. They had been checking for any flaws in logic and found none. 

‘That’s it. That is how we win the debate, Liam,’ Colin said, turning slightly, and waving 

his whiteboard marker towards the diagram. 

‘Are you sure you’re happy with this?’ 

‘Positive.’ 

Lost in the labyrinth of argument and counter-arguments represented on the board, he was 

un-prepared for the clap on his shoulder as Colin moved to stand beside him. 

‘Everything is covered. There are not going to be any surprises this time. Remember—’ 

‘I know, I know. We have to win. The plan shows how Tom sets up the foundation for 

your—’ 

‘No more!’ cried Tom from behind. ‘I have Colin’s plan, which is now absolutely covered 

in notes. I know what I’m going to say, you know what I’m going to say. Let me write it and then 

we can edit. But no more, today.’ 

A brief grin lightened Colin’s expression for a moment. ‘I’ve never felt better about our 

preparation. When this topic came through I couldn’t believe it. No-one else in the state could 

possibly know as much stuff about King Arthur as young Liam here. And you, Tom, are the best 

first speaker we’ve had on the team in years.’ 

Liam held his breath as Colin paused. There was a ‘but’ coming and he didn’t like Colin’s 

‘buts’. They usually meant more work.  

‘But we must not overlook anything. Despite all our work surprises can happen. I know. 

I’ve been there when they do and I … don’t … like … surprises. So let’s not get ahead of ourselves. 

The plan is good, now we have to flesh it out and start writing. Tom, I want your first draft on 

Monday.’ 

Liam glanced up to see how Tom took that news. With cricket most of the day Saturday, his 

friend would be hard pushed to get the draft done on time.  

‘And Liam, I want your closing argument sketched out. You know the drill, prepare as 

much as possible ahead of time. Work out what to say against all of those points you think the 

opposition will use. I want to see your notes by Monday, too.’ 

Having issued his orders, Colin picked up his folder and marched to the door. Pausing, he 

turned back for a moment and Liam was surprised to see his team-captain wink. 

‘Work hard boys and the debating trophy will be ours.’ 
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A groan erupted from the middle of the class-room. ‘First draft by Monday. What is he 

thinking? Cricket Saturday. And exams! When are we supposed to study?’ 

Liam shook his head. ‘We can only do what we can do, mate. Looking forward to the game, 

though. After all this wet weather it’ll be good to get out on the field.’ 

The other boy’s face lit up and he started listing their opponents’ strengths and weaknesses, 

instantly absorbed in the tactics and statistics of the game. Liam hid his grin, glad that he’d 

managed to get Tom talking about his one other love—cricket. Too often Tom slipped into an 

almost obsessive manner when preparing for a debate. He would live and breathe the topic, talking 

about nothing else for weeks. 

They shut the door and grabbed their ports, cluttering along the veranda. For a Friday 

afternoon there were still a lot of people around, Liam thought. The bell rang and now he 

understood. Even though they had been working for hours, the afternoon was only just drawing to a 

close. People were milling about as they returned from inter-school sport, packed up, and went 

home. 

They joined the general traffic as it headed towards the gate. ‘See you at the game,’ Liam 

said to Tom as they finally parted company. 

‘Yeah, bye.’ 

 

 

It had been blissfully quiet on the walk down to the school’s lower oval. A fresh, clean 

morning, much nicer than yesterday when he started to drip with sweat from just putting on his 

pads. 

‘Tell me again why we’re going to the nets on a Sunday?’ asked Ariane. She swung her 

arms around, warming up her shoulders. ‘I would have thought you’d be hard at it, planning your 

debating speech and studying.’ 

Taking a deep breath and looking to the sky, checking for any sign of clouds, Liam took a 

moment before answering.  

‘I know my stuff back-to-front, Ariane. The argument is set and we have an iron-clad plan 

to deal with anything the opposition throws at us. We’ve been shut up inside for over a week with 

the rain and, according to my parents, my brain is addled from all my preparation. They insisted that 

a session in the nets would clear my head, loosen up tight muscles and make me more productive 

later in the day.’ 

‘Puhlease, don’t give me that guff about productivity. Didn’t anyone notice that you played 

an entire game of cricket yesterday? You did your loosening up then,’ she shot back at him. 

He hefted his kit-bag to a more comfortable position on his shoulders. ‘That was serious, a 

proper game. This is fun. You can bat first,’ he wheedled. 
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She rolled her eyes and shook her head, and with a laugh he turned and jogged towards the 

fence surrounding the oval. Glancing back at her he almost missed the low, overhanging branch. He 

only just saw it out of the corner of his eye and he had to swing low and wide to avoid getting hit in 

the face.  

 

 

‘Liam! Liam! Open your eyes!’  

Someone was lightly slapping his face and ruffling his hair.  

‘Whaat?’ Looking around he was surprised to find himself sprawled on the road. His right 

elbow stung and the heels of his hands ached. He sat up, and rubbed everywhere that hurt. 

‘Shouldn’t have done that.’ The only way he could stop the world spinning was to sit still, shut his 

eyes and wait.  

Hands tugged at his arms and poked him all over. He batted them away, and ran his 

suddenly thick tongue around his dry mouth. ‘Ariane, I’m all right. I’m all right!’ Finally, Liam 

thought it was safe to open his eyes. ‘Come on, you’re batting first.’ 

‘No, I’m not. We’re going home. You need cleaning up and after that, that, I would have 

thought—’  

‘I fell over. Big deal. If you don’t pad up and get in there you’ll have to bowl first.’ 

His friend stayed where she was, glaring at him. ‘That was no normal fall, Liam. Something 

happened just as you ducked to avoid that branch.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I don’t know … exactly.’ 

‘Like I said, I fell over, end of story.’ He pushed himself to his feet, pulling his kit bag up 

with him. He swayed, swallowed hard and kept going.  

‘It’s not the end of the story,’ Ariane muttered as she followed him. 

‘It is if you can’t tell me what happened,’ he said, handing her the batting pads. 

Darting glances at him from under a deep frown, she buckled up. ‘I can tell you that there 

was a, a, weird flash of light just as you ducked. And the ground sort of—’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Well, it bucked. That’s what threw you on to the road. You didn’t trip,’ she said, her tone 

rising as he arched his eyebrows at her. 

‘Sure. A light flashed and the ground bucked. Just bat.’ 

 

 

The fifth ball in a row had gone wide and Ariane took guard down the other end, waiting, 

tapping the bat on the ground. Liam clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt. He paused at the top of 
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his run and tried to focus on her at the other end. When the ball slipped out of his hand and headed 

straight for her helmet, he caught his breath and hoped she could get out of the way in time. She 

swerved, the ball thunked into the wire behind her, and she charged up the pitch towards him.  

He could see her mouth moving, but couldn’t hear what she was saying over the 

increasingly loud buzzing in his ears. And he wished she would stand still instead of swaying all 

over the place. 

‘Liam? Liam?’ She took the helmet off and stared at him. ‘That’s it. We’re going home, 

now.’ 

He didn’t argue. 

 

 

Ariane entered the house first, and talked softly with his father. His mother, meanwhile, 

took him through to the kitchen and dug out the first-aid kit. Voices flowed over and around him 

and Liam was content to stay out of the conversation. Something at the back of his mind was 

nagging him, but he couldn’t quite work out what it was.  

 

 

Liam winced with the sudden pain as he bumped his sore hand. Shaking his head to clear it, 

he tried again to find the paragraph he had drafted yesterday. But the words just swam 

meaninglessly on the page.  

‘Hey there, I thought you were supposed to be resting. What are you studying?’ 

Liam glanced up momentarily and wished he hadn’t. The late afternoon light coming 

through the window behind his father was intense. ‘It’s not study, Dad, it’s debating stuff. You 

know I have to show Colin the first draft tomorrow. It has to be right.’ 

His father came and stood behind him so he could see what was on the page. ‘Well, what 

you’ve got so far doesn’t make much sense. Do as the doctor says. Lie down. Give that sore brain of 

yours time to get over the knock it took.’ 

He gently, but inexorably, pushed Liam towards the bed. ‘Besides which, you’ve done 

enough on the debate for now. Exams are the next big thing and—’ 

‘But Dad!’ 

‘—you will study, my boy. We’ve talked about this and I thought you understood. It’s why 

we sent you down to the nets this morning. We thought it’d clear your head and get King Arthur out 

of there so you could focus on your exam preparation.’ His father sighed. ‘The debate doesn’t 

happen for a few weeks yet. Exams first, then debate. Got it?’ 

‘Yes, Dad.’ 
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With a long stare and slow nod, his father turned away. The light faded and Liam forced his 

drooping eyelids open at the change. While he was getting comfortable, his father had pulled the 

blinds. A faint smile was all he could muster as thanks before his eyes shut. 
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Chapter 2: Lost 

 

Liam’s eyes kept getting drawn to the whiteboard as he half-listened to Tom and Colin 

going over the first draft of the team’s opening speech. He turned away from the board for a 

moment and looked back, hoping that he could make more sense of what he was seeing. But it 

didn’t get any better the second time around. 

What was on the whiteboard now was not what he’d written on Friday. Sure, it was 

possible someone thought they were being funny by changing the details he had left there, but 

something in the pit of his stomach told him this was no joke. 

With the low buzz of his team-mates’ voices continuing unabated, Liam reached into his 

bag for one of the texts on Dark Age Britain that he had brought with him. A muscle twitched in 

his jaw as he flicked through the book, looking for details that should have been there, but 

weren’t. 

‘That’s not right! The Britons didn’t lose at Badon and their leader did not die there. That 

was Arthur’s greatest victory!’  

‘I take it our closing argument needs more work, then?’ Colin asked. 

‘Uuhh, sorry?’ Liam stammered, squinting at his team-captain. 

‘From the tone of your voice it seems something has gone wrong. Weren’t you sorting 

out your argument over the weekend?’  

The question hung on the air and Liam licked suddenly dry lips as his gaze was caught 

and held by Colin’s fierce stare. Into the silence Colin dropped another question. 

‘Do you have a problem?’ 

With his heart thundering in his chest, Liam found it hard to breathe. When Colin leaned 

forward and opened his mouth to say something more, Liam jerked his head in an awkward nod. 

‘What problem?’ 

All Liam could do was wave first at the whiteboard, then at his book.  

‘I don’t understand,’ he managed to croak. 

‘What part don’t you understand?’ 

Even though Colin had not yet erupted, his anger could not have been clearer. His lips 

were drawn into a thin, straight line, and his eyebrows had snapped down into a forbidding frown. 

‘What happened to the Britons? What are we arguing? Everything is back-to-front.’ 

This time it was the older boy who hesitated before answering. Sucking in his breath 

before expelling it in a loud rush, Colin finally replied. 
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‘Nothing is back to front. The Britons lost a battle sometime in the late fifth or early sixth 

century that meant the end of their little rebellion against the Saxon settlers. Unfortunately we 

have to try to prove that the Saxons were the ones who lost. Obviously we know it isn’t true, but 

that’s why you’re our secret weapon.’ 

He paused as an inarticulate gurgle escaped Liam’s throat. With a grimace, Colin 

continued. 

‘As our resident Dark Age expert you are supposed to be able dig up the evidence we 

need to persuade the judges that our argument is the strongest. Even though you, and many 

others, have pointed out to me that this topic is not going to be an easy one to win: we must … 

not … lose. So, go do your thing and dig up the right information.’ 

‘The right information? It shouldn’t be hard. The Saxons did lose. Arthur won!’ 

Colin slammed his books shut and stood up. ‘Arthur? Arthur who? Look, I don’t know 

what planet you’re on, and I certainly don’t know who this Arthur character is, but you had better 

come up with our winning argument. That trophy is ours. Do not stuff it up!’ 

Liam’s mouth was so dry he could barely move his tongue. ‘Arthur. King Arthur. Merlin. 

Camelot. Lancelot. Excalibur.’ 

‘And, they are?’ 

‘You know, King Arthur. He held the Saxons back for decades.’ 

‘Says who?’ Colin shot over his shoulder as he marched out the door, shoving Tom ahead 

of him. 

‘Over 20,000 books and movies, that’s who!’ Liam yelled. 

Words swirled around him, but his mind couldn’t grasp them long enough to understand 

what they were telling him. Words from the whiteboard swam in font of his eyes. Remembered, 

hot words from his team-captain rang through his ears; words from trusted books mocked him. 

He sat heavily in his chair and shut his eyes against all the words around him. Finally, he dragged 

himself forward and scanned what used to be familiar pages in growing desperation.  

The names were there—well some of the names. But the things that these people were 

supposed to have done were all wrong. There was no mention of the major personalities. No 

Arthur, Merlin, Guinevere, Mordred or Morgaine le Fay. The index did not list Camelot at all.  

He kept looking. ‘Badon, surely Badon will be here,’ he said silently to himself. His heart 

jumped when he saw the name. The entry was on page 56. 

Bending the pages back in his haste to get there, his eyes sped across the page until he 

found what he was looking for. He read it out softly to himself.  



9 

 

‘Badon: Battle listed in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. Last full-scale attack of the rebel 

British forces. Despite its importance as the last of the resistance against the newcomers, the 

location of the battle-site remains in question. Some claim it is Mons Badonicus near modern-day 

Bath; others suggest Liddington Castle near Swindon or Badbury Rings in Dorset.’ 

Liam slumped back against his chair and rubbed his forehead. He stared at the page, 

willing it to say something different; hoping, expecting to find some other explanation.  

King Arthur and Dark Age Britain had fascinated him for as long as he could remember. 

But he did not remember this. Until today those books said things like:  

“Badon: A battle in which Arthur defeated the Saxons so convincingly that they were 

unable to mount any real threat against him for decades.”  

Images of translated early works floated across his mind. Gildas the monk considered 

Badon an important enough battle to include it in his historical writings and although he did not 

name the British commander, the authors of the Historia Brittonum and the Annales Cambriae 

did. Geoffrey of Monmouth certainly talked about it in the History of the Kings of Britain.  

Shaking his head, Liam could not reconcile those memories with what he saw in front of 

him now. Staring at the words until his eyes hurt, though, did not change them. They came in and 

out of focus, but they remained stubbornly as they were. 

Nausea rose suddenly in his throat and Liam swallowed desperately to stop it overcoming 

him. He grabbed his books and notes, shoved them in his bag and hurried out of the classroom. 

Thankfully the veranda was almost deserted and no-one slowed him down. Across the 

courtyard was the library. There, surely there he would find Arthur.  

Not many people were in the library at this late hour and Mrs Eldsworthy just nodded at 

him and pointed at her wristwatch. 

Liam nodded back. Mrs Eldsworthy liked to close the library at about 4.00pm, but he 

needed to look up the catalogue to check on some books.  

His fingers hovered over the computer keyboard, nerves making it almost impossible to 

type. Mrs Eldsworthy put some books in their place on the shelves not far from him. There 

weren’t many books left on her trolley and Liam knew he had to check the catalogue now or wait 

until tomorrow. 

He typed: The Discovery of Arthur. He waited. The computer searched the catalogue and 

returned no listing of the book. Liam’s throat went dry.  

He typed: Arthurian legends of the Middle Ages. He waited. 

Nothing. 

The Encyclopaedia of Arthurian Legends.  
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Nothing. 

King Arthur: the true story. 

Nothing.  

No matter what title about King Arthur he typed in, whether it be a book on history, myth 

or legend, none of them came up. Trying a different approach, he started inputting fictional titles. 

The Sword in the Stone. 

Nothing. 

The Lost Years of Merlin. 

Nothing.  

His pulse raced and it seemed as though a hundred butterflies had materialised in his 

stomach. They fluttered and rushed around without stopping. The rest of the library faded away 

as he typed in query after query. It was just him and the computer catalogue. 

A hand touched his shoulder and his attention was hauled back to the room and those in 

it. Mrs Eldsworthy was beside him, looking down, obviously expecting a reply from him. 

‘Sorry Mrs Eldsworthy. Did you say something?’ 

‘I hate to do it, but I have to shut the library now. I don’t like interrupting your research, 

but we need to go.’ 

‘Not yet!’ his inner voice screeched silently. 

Unable to speak, Liam just nodded. Mrs Eldsworthy’s eyes strayed to the screen and she 

frowned slightly. 

‘Having trouble tracking down some titles?’ 

Again he tried to answer, and again no words came out. So he nodded a second time. 

The frown stayed on her face, but there was kindness in her eyes. ‘I’ll be in early 

tomorrow. If you like, come in at 8.00am and we’ll see what we can find for you. All right?’ 

‘Thank—,’ Liam coughed. ‘Thank you. That, uh, that would be good.’ 

She smiled slightly and turned away. The soft sounds of the library washed over him and 

he was finally able to swallow. Realising there was nothing more he could do here, Liam leaned 

down, grabbed his bag and left.  

 

 

The State Library’s collection of books had never let him down before. Liam 

unobtrusively crossed his fingers and closed his eyes briefly, hoping against hope that it would 

give him a different outcome. 
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Nothing. The same results kept appearing. No matter what sources he checked, there was 

no mention of the victorious battle leader. No Dark Age Dux Bellorum, no medieval King, head 

of the most chivalrous court in the world. No history, no stories, no myths, no legends.  

‘What’s going on? Yesterday I had everything sorted. Yesterday King Arthur existed. 

Today … he’s gone.’ 

 

 

‘Li-am. Dinner,’ his mother called.  

For a long moment all he could do was lie there. It was such a struggle to get his eyes 

opened. When he finally managed it, he was surprised to see that the sky outside was almost dark. 

Despite the vague instruction he had given his body in response to his mother’s call, only his 

eyelids had moved. The arm that was thrown back on the pillow behind his head was too heavy to 

lift; and legs that felt like they were filled with lead had not even twitched. It was far easier to just 

slip back into the forgetfulness of sleep.  

‘Liam!’ This time it was his Dad calling. ‘You don’t want this dinner going cold. Come 

on.’ 

With both of them calling, there was no way he was going to avoid getting up. Dragging 

himself off the bed and out to the dining-room Liam tried to stir his sluggish brain awake, but he 

realised ruefully that he had not been entirely successful when he struggled to identify what was 

on the table. He peered at his father and clearly his Dad was expecting some comment.  

‘What do you think?’ 

‘About?’ 

‘About the food, of course. Where do you think it comes from?’ 

Liam forced himself to focus. Finally he understood. This was one of his parent’s famous 

history-meals. As they were researching different peoples and times they would make some of the 

foods, clothes, and games they found out about. They said it gave them a better idea of what it 

was really like to be those people in that time.  

One of his father’s favourite games was to prepare meals from the past and get Liam and 

his mother to guess not only where the food was from, but when.  

Tonight, Liam was not in the mood.  

‘Come on, slow-poke. It’s not like you to miss the mark. Have a guess.’ 

‘Oh, Dad—’ 

‘You should get this one.’ 
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Liam threw a questioning look at his mother, but she only nodded at the table with a 

smile on her face. She, too, obviously thought he would work out the puzzle. 

Out of habit, he gave it a try. The table was set in the round. Even though there were only 

three portions dished up on the plates, there were twelve places crammed on to the table. A fancy 

candelabrum had pride of place in the middle. There were lots of napkins and a bowl to wash 

their hands in. No forks. Lots of knives. The roasted leg of lamb was huge. Instead of glasses 

there were goblets of different size and materials with a big silver cup at his father’s seat, and 

pottery ones at his and his mother’s place.  

It all looked a bit medieval.  

There were banners hanging over the seat-backs. Something stirred in his memory. 

Green, then white, green, then white. A red rose was pinned to his father’s banner.  

‘Dad, that’s not right! You can’t have a sixteenth century Tudor re-creation of the Round 

Table with eleventh or twelfth century medieval food on it.’ 

‘Why not? Don’t you think they would have done? They believed, after all that Arthur 

was a medieval-style king.’ 

‘They who?’ 

‘King Henry the VIII’s court. When he re-painted the Round Table and held dinners in 

honour of Arthur—’ 

‘Arthur who?’ 

‘Arthur who? What do you mean, Arthur who? You are my son aren’t you?’ 

Liam was standing in front of his chair in his dining room, but he felt as if the world was 

rushing by him like train carriages flashing past a railway station platform. He swallowed hard 

against the nausea that rose again and tried to blink away the dizziness that threatened to tip him 

over. 

Hands gripped him by the shoulders and manoeuvred him into the closest seat. He didn’t 

resist. A goblet was shoved into his hand and his father mimed taking a sip. 

His mother’s hand squeezed his fingers on his spare hand. 

‘Liam?’ 

‘Eh?’ 

‘Liam. What is it?’ 

Suddenly the world came back in to focus and he drank deeply from the goblet hovering 

near his mouth.  

‘Arthur. You know who King Arthur is.’ 

‘Of course we do. Don’t you?’ 
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‘I know who he is, Mum, and you know who he is, but no-one else does—anymore.’ 

‘Anymore?’ 

He turned to look at her and it all came spilling out. What happened in his meeting with 

Colin; how there was no trace of King Arthur anymore in books, journals, movies, comics, 

libraries, websites, nowhere. He started to feel ill again, just telling them about it. 

While he was talking he noticed his Dad was fiddling around the table. Suddenly a plate 

full of food appeared in front of him. 

‘Eat.’ 

‘Uh, no thanks Dad. Really, I don’t—’ 

‘I do. You’ve eaten squat in the last two days. And that is so unlike the food-hoover son 

we have that we’ve been worried. No wonder you feel sick. You’re hungry.’ 

Liam shook his head. 

‘Eat!’ 

It was easier to do as he was told than argue. So he picked up the nearest lump of lamb 

and started chewing. Suddenly his mouth watered and he started eating in earnest. He stole a look 

at his Dad and sure enough, his Dad had that ‘I told you so’ smile on his face. 

‘Mum, what’s wrong with me? Am I nuts?’ 

She shook her head slightly, and the deep frown that had been on her face since he had 

started telling them his story was replaced with a small smile.  

‘Not nuts. But I’m not sure we’re the right people to explain this all properly. You need 

Martin.’ 

‘Why? What can the Prof tell me that you can’t?’ 

Both his parents sat back in their chairs and hummed and hahed for so long that Liam felt 

they were trying to avoid answering. 

‘Well?’ 

‘Put it this way, we’ve seen something like this once or twice before. Martin, though, has 

seen it more often. He’ll be able to tell you more than we can.’ 

Between mouthfuls Liam glanced up at his Mum and was surprised to catch a very 

serious look pass between her and his father.  

‘I’ll give him a call. Gather your notes and we’ll go over after dinner.’ 

‘But, Mum—’ 

‘No arguments, young man.’ 
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Chapter 3: History Hunters 

 

The drive to the Prof’s house had been bizarre. Not once had his parents mentioned King 

Arthur or any of the events of the last couple of days. Instead, they had talked about normal stuff. 

Liam sighed and rested his head on the seat behind him, trying to make sense of what was 

happening. How could his Mum and Dad behave as though nothing had happened? 

‘Time to get out, sweetheart,’ his mother said.  

‘Hmm?’ 

It finally sunk in that they had stopped and that his Dad was already out of the car. He 

watched as the Prof’s door opened and light spilled onto the grass in front of the house before his 

Dad had even knocked.  

A strange reluctance to move stole over him. ‘Mum … I don’t know what good this is 

going to do. If you know something, then tell me. Why involve the Prof?’ 

His mother reached over the back of her seat and ruffled his hair before answering. That 

soft, sad smile was on her face again and Liam had the feeling she was going to cry. Thankfully 

she didn’t, she just bit her lip and winked.  

‘He knows more about this than we do and we trust him. So come on.’ 

There was no stopping her. When his mother decided on something, that something 

happened. Always. Liam dragged himself out of the car and up to the front door. He had expected 

to see the Prof, but he wasn’t there. Instead, his daughter Ariane stood in the light. 

‘Hey, youngster.’  

Whenever Ariane wanted to rile him she made some comment like this. But as he 

returned her look, preparing for the inevitable verbal sparring session, he noticed the light of 

battle was missing from her eyes. It seemed she wasn’t having a go at him. So in reply he just 

raised his eyebrow and tipped his head a little sideways.  

She didn’t smile or pull any sort of face at him and suddenly Liam felt something was 

wrong. She always had a smart comment or response ready for him. Why not now? 

With a wave of her thumb they were directed towards the back of the house. ‘He’s in the 

back office, Bronwyn.’ 

Without a word to Ariane, Liam’s mother nodded and walked through the door—pushing 

Liam lightly in the middle of the back as she did so. ‘Straight through, young man.’ 

Nothing was quite right here and now it was Liam’s turn to bite his lip.  
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As they entered the study, Liam and his mother found Martin Renard already seated in 

his favourite spot behind the desk. Duncan, Liam’s father, also sat. But he did not look his 

normal, casual self. Ensconced in a chair placed diagonally across from the door, Liam could only 

see him from side-on. It was enough for him to tell, however, that something was definitely 

upsetting his Dad. He would usually be leaning back in the chair, looping his legs over the 

armrest, or sticking them out in front of him. Now, though, he sat slumped over with elbows 

resting on his knees and his hands dangling in front of him.  

Bronwyn perched herself on the edge of the huge desk and waved Liam towards the only 

other chair in the room. As soon as he was seated, all three adults turned and faced him.  

No-one said anything and Liam wanted to squirm. Did his mother and father expect him 

to start the conversation? What could he say?  

The silence continued. With all three of them staring at him, Liam now knew what it felt 

like to be an insect in his bug-catcher. He swallowed, trying to moisten his dry mouth.  

The silence was suddenly broken by the Prof sucking in a huge breath and Liam’s heart 

began to thump.  

‘It seems you have discovered the latest attempt to re-write history.’ 

‘What? Oh sorry,’ Liam managed to squeak when he saw the look on his mother’s face.  

The Prof grinned. ‘It’s all right, Bronwyn. I expect that what Liam is about to hear will 

tempt him to push the boundaries of acceptable manners, and that’s fine with me. Remember 

when you heard this, the first time?’ 

She blushed and looked down at her feet. 

‘Young man you are not going crazy. You have discovered that there has been another 

attack on our past and that this time King Arthur is the victim.’ 

Liam bit his lip not sure he’d heard the Prof correctly. 

‘You cannot find any of the histories or stories you thought you knew about King Arthur 

because they really have disappeared. Something has been done that has erased Arthur from 

records and people’s memories all around the world.’ 

This time Liam couldn’t hold back. 

‘That is crazy. There are thousands and thousands of things about King Arthur out there. 

How could it all just go? And how come you three remember?’ 

‘That would be because—’the Prof paused. He scratched his head, and looked at both 

Duncan and Bronwyn before continuing. They did not smile, or move a muscle. Liam’s eyes 

scanned the room, travelling over one adult to the next. Whatever the Prof was about to say, they 

felt deadly serious about it. 
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‘—because we are … special. Different. We are the History Hunters. And our job right 

now is to hunt down a former member to find out what she has done that has changed this bit of 

our history.’ 

‘Changed history? Who’s changed it? And how do you hunt it down?’ 

‘With a lot of research and also … probably… some time-travel,’ the Prof finished in a 

rush. 

‘What?’ 

The Prof cleared his throat and rubbed his face. Liam had never seen him so nervous. 

‘Martin, we came to you because we thought you would do a better job of telling Liam 

what is going on than we could. But I must admit I understand my son’s lack of manners. You’re 

making a mess.’ 

Liam looked over at his Dad in wonder. He sounded relaxed again and even a little 

amused. It wasn’t just his voice that had changed either—he was sitting up and leaning against 

the back of his chair with his legs stretched out in front of him. The worried, nervous man who 

had been hunched over his knees a few moments ago was gone.  

The Prof shook his head and sat back. ‘You’re right, Duncan. It’s just that, well, I’ve 

been hoping for a long time that you were going to be one of us. But I didn’t expect you to 

discover your talent for a few years yet. So it has caught me by surprise.’ 

‘What has?’ 

‘That you’re the one who has detected this latest attack. Life will be much easier now that 

you know and can help keep us on track so we meet our destiny with heads held high.’ 

This time it was Liam who sat back in his chair as he tried to make sense of the topsy-

turvy conversation. ‘Destiny? Hang on. I thought you were talking about history, not the future.’ 

Before the Prof could reply, Bronwyn spoke. ‘I guess we’re talking about both, Liam, but 

right now, focus on the past and what our rebel has done.’  

Liam slumped into the back of the chair. This was … was … worse than anything he had 

heard before. ‘Let me get this straight.’ He stared at the Professor until his eyes hurt. ‘You’re 

telling me that you’re a time traveller, hunting down a rebel who tries to change history? That’s 

nuts.’ 

‘Not nuts. True. We are the History Hunters. I’m one. So are your parents, and so are 

you. You’re the first one to detect this latest incident, by the way. Congratulations. And from 

what your parents say, you are the perfect person to fix it’ 

‘Fix what?’ 
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‘Fix history. She can’t just run around and change whatever she wants. There are rules 

and consequences if they’re broken. This has to be reversed and we only have a short time to do 

it. So you’ll need to go back in time until you find what she changed and change it back.’ 

‘Wait. Wait, wait. I’m not going anywhere right now. I have exams in three days and the 

State Debating Final not long after that. I have to put together an argument that shows the Saxons 

lost their battle in 452 AD. Why is that so hard, you ask? Because even though you, I, Mum and 

Dad know that the Saxons did lose, no-one else does. All my sources are gone. I can’t find any 

trace of King Arthur, or Merlin; I can find no trace of Camelot. Nothing. It’s not there. There is 

no evidence. How am I supposed to argue something that has no basis in history anymore? What 

happened to it?’ 

The Professor took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. Liam had the feeling that he was 

playing for time.  

‘Solve that, and you will have completed your first mission.’ 

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Liam said slowly. He wondered if the Professor was hard of 

hearing. 

‘You have to. You’re one of us. And you have the knowledge to fix Tracey’s mess.’ 

‘And I guess Tracey is … this mysterious rebel you’re trying to find?’ 

An inscrutable expression crossed the Professor’s face. ‘That’s right. She’s the one who 

goes and ‘corrects’ what she sees as mistakes in history.’ 

‘He has a point, Martin. He can’t leave until after his end-of-year exams and the Debating 

Final,’ said Liam’s father. 

‘But—’ 

‘No buts, Martin. You never expected us to avoid our responsibilities: my son is no 

different. He can go as soon as the exams are over.’ 

Liam’s eyes flicked from his mother, to his father, to the Prof and back. He couldn’t 

believe it. His parents were not questioning the fact that he had to go … time travelling. They 

were questioning when he would go.  

‘When will that be? Remember, we don’t have for ever to correct her changes.’ 

‘We have enough time. It is only this week and next. It will take that long to get ready 

and do the research anyway,’ replied Liam’s mother.  

‘I don’t like waiting. She’s never gone after something this big before. I’m not sure how 

easy it’s going to be to reverse it. I’m—’  
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Neither Duncan nor Bronwyn moved, and Liam knew those expressions. His parents 

were not going to budge. A muscle pulsed in the Prof’s jaw. Clearly he was not happy at this 

delay.  

‘Friday next?’ 

Now both Bronwyn and Duncan nodded. ‘He will be free Friday next.’ 

An intense feeling of abandonment washed over Liam. No-one had asked his opinion, or 

his permission. They had just assumed he would do as he was told.  

‘Time-travel, changing history. You have got to be kidding,’ he blurted.  

All three pairs of eyes focussed sharply on him and once again Liam felt as though he 

was under a microscope.  

‘We’re not kidding, Liam. It might take some time for you to get used to the idea, but you 

know, it can be fun,’ the Prof said. From the grins that appeared on his parents’ faces, Liam could 

only assume they agreed with their friend. They presented a united front and he obviously was 

not going to be able to get them to acknowledge how weird all this sounded. He’d just be banging 

his head against a brick wall. So he let that argument go with a promise to himself that he’d get 

back to it later. At least his Dad had insisted they do nothing until exams were over and the prep 

for the Debate was finished.  

Colin! The debating trophy! What was he going to do? Their school had been the un-

challenged winner of the trophy for as long as any of them could remember. But two years ago, it 

had been taken from them. Colin had been the junior member of the team that year and he had not 

forgotten how the whole school had felt about the loss. His pride demanded that he win it back. 

He was in Grade 12 this year, and would not get another chance.  

Emotion after emotion gripped Liam then flung him loose: abandonment, anger, panic. 

Feeling like a wet rag that hadn’t been squeezed out properly before being left to dry, he gritted 

his teeth and focussed on the one thing that haunted him. He was not going to be the weak link in 

the team. He would not let Colin, or his coach, or his school down. He had to find a winning 

argument. 

‘Fine. Fine. Fine. But first, I have to prove that the Saxons lost. Just how do I do that?’ 

The Prof looked at Bronwyn, who looked at Duncan. ‘As an active History Hunter he has 

the right to access our records, don’t you think?’ 

His mother rubbed her face with her hands and shook her head a little before answering. 

‘I don’t know, Martin. He isn’t taking up full duties yet and—’ 

His mother paused as she looked long and hard at him and then at the two men. Whatever 

she saw over-rode her initial impulse. ‘All right, all right … it should be okay. So long as he only 
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uses them to work out what has changed. That will tell him what of his existing knowledge of 

King Arthur and Dark Age Britain the rest of the world will accept. At the moment. Besides, this 

research has to be done anyway, so it might as well be done by the best person for the job.’ 

Both the Prof and his father drew in deep breaths, held them for a moment and nodded. 

Liam leaned forwards. ‘What records?’ 

At this, the Prof’s eyes and face lit up. ‘Oooh, you’re in for a good ride.’ 

‘But not tonight,’ Duncan broke in. ‘Tomorrow is soon enough, Martin. This is a week 

night and our newest History Hunter still has to go to school in the morning.’ 

‘Da-ad. Surely I can spend the day researching, or reading, or, or whatever. Not everyone 

goes to school this week, it is study week, remember?’ 

‘Yes and your teachers are there to answer questions to help get you ready for exams. 

They only do that … at school.’ 

Liam sighed and turned to his mother to see if he could persuade her, instead. His mother, 

though, had that look on her face again. Clearly she agreed with his Dad. So he didn’t even try to 

say anything else. Everyone stood up together and the Prof reached over, holding out his hand. 

Liam looked at him, at a complete loss. Suddenly the penny dropped and warmth rushed up his 

cheeks as he blushed. The Prof wanted to shake his hand. Gracelessly, Liam shoved his own hand 

out.  

The Prof gently shook it. ‘Welcome, young one. This is going to be great.’ 

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah,’ said Liam’s father. He gave the Prof a friendly shove on the 

shoulder and waved Liam through the door.  

 

 

Liam dropped his bag on the floor and yanked open the fridge door. It had been a long 

and hard day at school. He hadn’t been able to concentrate much at all. Maths problems still raced 

around in his head. Usually good at maths, his attempts at solving the revision questions today 

had been embarrassing. In fact, the whole lesson had been hopeless.  

As he munched on the apple he’d taken from the fridge and prepared a fresh sandwich, 

his father walked in the back door.  

‘Hey, buddy. Good day?’ 

Caught by surprise with his mouth full, Liam could only grimace. He swallowed as fast 

as he could and managed to mumble, ‘Horrible.’ 

His Dad barked a short, hard laugh and he, too, started making a sandwich. ‘I remember 

how weird I felt when Martin first told me that I was a History Hunter. It will take a while, boyo. 
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But there are good things about it.’ A dreamy, happy kind of look crossed his face. ‘There are 

definitely good things about it. Your mother, for example. Wouldn’t have met her if we hadn’t 

been History Hunters.’ 

Liam stood there with sandwich stuck in his mouth.  

‘You’re not interested in that bit, are you?’ 

Standing stock still with as neutral an expression as he could manage, he gave his head 

the slightest of shakes. He didn’t want to do or say anything to start his Dad off on one of his 

long-winded stories of the past. 

‘Nope, not by the looks of it. You do, however, have a couple of hours before dinner. I’ll 

drop you over to Martin’s and you can start your research over there. He wants to talk to you 

before he hands you over to our library. Still, food first. Sit. Eat. Talk. Tell me about today.’ 

 

 

‘I’ll be back at 6.00pm. Remember that, Martin. Don’t let him get lost in time.’ 

‘Ha, ha, ha,’ the Prof replied with a fake grin on his face. With a genuine chuckle, 

Duncan turned the car’s engine back on and started to reverse out the drive-way. 

‘Saxons. Battles. Dark Age Britain. Come with me.’ Without waiting, the Prof turned on 

his heel and marched into the house. 

Liam followed him, swinging his back-pack over his shoulder. They passed the kitchen 

and the Prof offered him some afternoon tea. Liam shook his head silently and they continued 

towards the study. Ariane was in the kitchen, though, and she looked up long enough to give him 

a quick smile as he walked past. 

He paused in the doorway, shocked by what he saw. It looked like a cyclone had hit the 

room. The Prof’s study was never really tidy, but since last night books had been hauled off 

shelves and piled unceremoniously on whatever surface was available. Copies of journal articles 

lay scattered across the desk.  

At an insistent wave, he stepped through the door.  

‘Here, I’ve found something that might help you understand what Tracey is doing.’ 

‘Aaah, Prof, please don’t start on that again right now. I need help with information. I 

need help with King Arthur. I’m really not sure about all this History Hunter stuff and I don’t 

have the time for it. Not now, not yet.’ 

Martin Renard paused and looked Liam in the face before replying. ‘All right. But it is 

the same problem. Solve one, and you get the information you need for your debating final and 

your history exam.’ 
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‘Aahh—’ 

‘Maybe you’d understand better if you could see what I’m talking about,’ said Professor 

Renard. 

‘If I could see? See what?’ Liam asked faintly. 

Without a word, the Professor pulled an ancient-looking book off the shelves. 

Expecting to be shown some piece of text, or an illustration, Liam took a half-step 

forward, but stopped as the bookcase swing inwards to reveal a hidden doorway. Through it a 

bright, golden light shone.  

Professor Renard, with a secret smile on his face, tipped his head and said, ‘Come on.’ 

In a daze Liam picked his way across the room. As he stepped behind the bookcase he 

paused, looking briefly, longingly back towards the study’s normal door.  
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Chapter 4: Welcome to the Pod 

 
‘We’re not in Kansas anymore, are we?’ Liam whispered. 

‘Very good, Dorothy,’ his guide replied with a grin and quick tilt of his head. ‘This is just 

the entry corridor and the data banks, though. I want you to see the whole lab.’  

Liam wandered slowly, his eyes drawn to the data-banks lining each side of the corridor. 

The one on the left flashed with a series of yellow, red and green lights. The one on the right was 

taller, and its lights worked slower, cycling through the blues and purples. Despite the golden 

brightness overhead it was cold, bone-bitingly cold.  

At a break in the data-banks, the Professor turned left sharply and disappeared. Liam 

hurried to catch up. Not that he could get lost precisely, given this was the only other exit, but he 

wanted to stay close to the only familiar person in this strange place.  

Stepping through the new doorway, he found the Prof waiting for him. ‘Welcome to our 

lab, Liam,’ he said with a flourish, spreading his arms wide. ‘It’s been a while since anyone has 

joined our tribe: the Australian chapter of the History Hunters. I’m what we call the Watcher. 

Elena, Yosef, Angeline, and Toby are those members who happen to be on site at the moment.’ 

As he spoke, the Professor waved towards the others in the room. They were sitting at 

computer terminals; lounging in deep, comfortable reading chairs; or throwing a tennis ball up 

against a wall. Liam didn’t quite catch which name belonged to whom, and that would normally 

have bothered him. But not right now.  

The room was huge. Most of the walls were covered: the ones on the left (which he 

assumed was the western side), were lined with full bookshelves; on the eastern wall hung a 

number of huge plasma screens. Video-conferencing equipment hooked into more than one of the 

screens, and in between, computers sat on the desks scattered around the room. 

But it was the floor that acted upon him like the irresistible force of a magnet on a metal 

ball. No matter how many times he looked away, it drew him back. Made of sandstone it was 

carved and stained with beautiful and intricate patterns. Lines of intertwining colours swirled 

around and through each other forming a large triangle that reminded him of work he’d seen on 

ancient Celtic artefacts and illuminated manuscripts decorated by Irish or Welsh monks with 

traditional knot-work designs.  

He couldn’t find the beginning or end of the lines even at the outermost points where 

three low pedestals emerged from the carved surface. Stamped in the same colours and themes as 

the floor, they were clearly part of the whole thing.  
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Finally Liam looked up, his eyes flicking between the Professor and the other occupants 

of the room.  

‘It is a bit much to take in, all at once, isn’t it? Pretty flash for a research lab, huh?’ 

Every now and then the strange Professor telling him strange things reverted to the family 

friend who had been a part of his home-life for as long as he could remember. Now was one of 

those moments. Martin Renard could usually see the ridiculous in a situation, or make light of 

serious issues.  

With a surprised chuckle, Liam nodded in reply. ‘One could say that. But what sort of lab 

is this, and where are we?’ 

‘You were right earlier, we’re not in Brisbane (or Kansas) anymore. Now that your 

Repairer genes have kicked in, we can do a retinal scan for security purposes and you can use the 

entrance from your parents’ study, or my place, any time you like. So, if you please—’ 

‘We’re not in Brisbane?’ Liam asked of no-one in particular. 

‘Not even in Australia,’ said the girl in the armchair. 

‘—step this way so we can scan your eyeball for its unique retina-print—’ 

‘There’s an entrance at home?’ 

‘There is. I have one in my house, so does Toby and Angeline. We all do.’ 

‘—that’s it, Liam. Sit—,’ 

Something sharp pricked his pointer finger as he leant on the chair’s arm and he yanked 

his hand away, sucking hard on the sore fingertip. 

‘—put your chin on this bracket and look over and behind my left ear—’ 

‘No wait. Stop.’ Liam pulled his face back from the instrument that looked very much 

like equipment that belonged in an optometrist’s clinic. ‘Wait. My parents have a secret door in 

their study?’ 

‘We’re History Hunters,’ everyone chimed in.  

‘And so are you and your parents,’ the Professor added. ‘Remember in my office, I 

said—’ 

‘I remember,’ Liam said. Two strong impulses were at war in his mind. He wanted 

information to help him with the debate, but his curiosity wouldn’t let him leave the mystery of 

the History Hunters alone completely. ‘First things first. Show me the data sources, please. Then 

you can tell me whatever you like. But I have work to do.’ 

One of the girls pointed to a table laid out with the makings of afternoon tea, and the 

Professor waved them all towards it. Grudgingly Liam got up from the optometrist’s chair he did 

not even remember sitting in, and moved over to the table with the others. They all poured 
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themselves drinks and filled their plates with snacks as though nothing was wrong. But it was 

wrong. Very wrong.  

He busied himself with getting some afternoon tea, flushing with embarrassment at how 

rude that last sentence sounded, even to him. How did he get to a place that was not in Australia 

simply by walking through a door? How did King Arthur disappear from the records of history? 

How did? How did? How did? The questions buzzed through Liam’s brain as he mechanically 

filled his plate with snacks.  

Everyone found themselves seats and introduced themselves properly. ‘Martin can forget 

how hard it is to talk to people when you can’t put names to faces,’ Elena said. ‘Now, we’re 

History Hunters—’ 

‘So you keep telling me,’ Liam blurted out around the mouthful of scone. 

‘—but we don’t all do the same thing. There is always one Watcher and only if necessary 

do the Gatherers or Repairers appear.’ 

A quick glance was all he needed to see that the others were following Elena’s 

explanation and they all nodded at him, including the Professor. 

‘Always a Watcher?’ Liam asked, this time with his mouth empty. 

‘Let us start at the beginning, shall we?’ suggested Professor Renard. ‘First of all, while 

we’re here, call me Martin. Everyone else does. We’re a special bunch, a family, and we need to 

remember that. So no more Professor, if you please.’ 

‘Yes, Prof … Martin,’ mumbled Liam. It wasn’t easy to say the Professor’s given name 

out loud. He had known him as “the Professor” for too long. 

‘While Elena is right, there is more to it than that. There is a small group of humans who 

have had their genetic coding enhanced. This coding gives us special abilities. We can remember 

accurately; we can record data after seeing it just once. And we can read it quickly, much quicker 

than anyone else.’ Suddenly the Prof puffed his cheeks out as though he was about to do a 

raspberry. ‘And to that list we can add the newest of our accomplishments. For the last few years 

we’ve been able to time-travel, too.’ He rushed on before anyone could say anything. ‘No doubt 

Elena would also have said that we work in pods, families, tribes.’ 

‘Pods,’ added the others. 

‘Pods, then,’ said the Professor. ‘Each pod is centred on a Watcher. If history—that is the 

story of humanity—proceeds as expected, then only the Watcher is activated and that person 

works to record new data and maintain the existing data-banks. If, however, there is too much 

work for the Watcher, or something goes wrong, then the genes in the nearest Gatherers or 
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Repairers are activated and they seek out the Watcher. Together they work out what is going on 

and ‘fix’ whatever the problem happens to be.’ 

Liam blinked and took another big bite of scone, licking the cream and jam that dripped 

off the top. They were the best scones he had had in a while. His mother used to make scones like 

this, but she hadn’t made any lately. A lot of information had been dumped on him and he needed 

to sort it out, bit by bit.  

‘Enhanced genetic coding, you say. Who did that and when?’ Liam asked. 

This time it was Angeline who replied. ‘Believe it or not, we think humans from the far 

future did it. When, we’re not sure. But we think the special abilities started to surface about the 

time of Copernicus.’ 

‘Copernicus?’ Liam murmured. 

‘Our theory is that they didn’t kick in before then because humanity had to get to a 

certain type of understanding, or technological advancement, before the gene activated the extra 

abilities and memories.’ 

‘Copernicus?’ he mumbled again, this time under his breath, but it must have been loud 

enough for someone to hear him. 

‘You know: the guy who said that Earth is not at the centre of the universe. The guy who 

went against everything that everyone was saying about astronomy and our world. The guy with 

the really radical theory that changed the way people thought about how we fit into the universe.’ 

‘I know who Copernicus is,’ Liam replied, stung. ‘I just don’t understand how—’ 

‘We’re linked to something that happened way back in the 1500s?’ finished Toby with a 

tilt of his eyebrow. 

‘Uh-huh. And this genetic coding idea, it sounds a little, well, far fetched.’ 

‘That part we can prove to you,’ said the Professor with a grin.  

‘Don’t tell me, you have a James Bond-type lab here with all the gadgets to investigate 

scientific and archaeological evidence. With this you can scan my DNA to show me that I have 

an extra little blip on the third whatsit that proves I’m not normal,’ Liam said to his Mum and 

Dad’s best friend.  

‘Basically.’  

Breaking eye contact focussing on the extra scone he had absently put on his plate gave 

Liam a moment to think. ‘Let me get this straight. You want me to believe that ever since 

Copernicus decided to change the world almost 500 years ago these extra little blips on some 

special people’s genes have made them into super history-detectives? And that since then these 

history-detectives have faithfully ensured that the world’s history progresses properly. What for?’ 
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‘Now comes the fun bit, or strange bit, depending on which way you look at it,’ said 

Martin. As the Professor paused, Liam paid close attention to the others. His mother had always 

said you could learn a lot about people’s inner feelings by watching their expressions and body 

language. Elena looked a little amused; Angeline raised her eyebrows and tilted her head slightly; 

but Toby looked down at his hands and did not acknowledge the Professor’s comment. They 

don’t like whatever is coming next, Liam thought.  

‘Something happens in the far future—something for which humans and Earth are closely 

responsible—and if we’re not ready, then catastrophe will result.’ 

‘I beg your pardon?’  

Elena rolled her eyes. ‘He loves to be melodramatic. But basically we believe that 

humans and Earth are central to something really, really important. If, however, our history 

doesn’t prepare us and we can’t learn from what has happened, then we’ll make the wrong 

decision … or a mistake … or not invent the thing we’re going to invent … or treat somebody 

badly … or whatever. But that’s why we’re here. We’re here to make sure humans remember 

their history. The right history.’ From the set of her jaw and the determination in her eyes, Liam 

could tell that Elena deeply believed in what she just said.  

He sat back in his chair and looked at each of his companions in turn. The Professor 

remained serious, which was unusual for him. Angeline nodded, and Elena stared back at him 

unblinkingly. Toby glanced up from his hands briefly with a swift, hard look. Yosef wandered 

around from behind some bookshelves and sat down. He smiled at no-one in particular and 

started making his afternoon tea. Liam wasn’t sure how to react. But his mother had drilled in to 

him: think first, react later. So where’s the hole in this argument? he asked himself. No-one said 

anything. They were watching him as carefully as he was watching them. 

‘It seems a big job for a handful of people if you’re the only ones on the whole planet 

who do this? And who gets to decide what the right history is?’ Liam finally asked the others. 

The Professor grinned. ‘Trust you to pick up on important issues. We’re not the only 

pod.’ 

‘And, uh, you’re the Watcher?’ 

He was answered with a nod.  

‘So the rest of you must be … Gatherers, Repairers? 

‘That’s right,’ said Elena. 

‘How many of you are there?’ Liam asked, peppering them with questions. 

‘At the moment? About twenty,’ said Angeline. 

‘In the whole of Australia?’ 
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They nodded. 

Liam shook his head. This was crazy. This was not what he came here for, but his 

curiosity was getting the better of him. 

‘What about across the world? How many are there?’ 

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ replied the Professor. ‘We only know the full details of our own 

pod.’ 

‘So how many pods are there?’ 

‘I know of four.’  

There was not a trace of humour left in the Professor’s voice now and Liam frowned. 

What had happened to the family jokester who always saw the funny side of life? He had become 

too serious and unpredictable. It was … unsettling.  

‘So how do my Mum and Dad fit into this?’ 

The Professor replied immediately, and with what appeared to be a very practised answer. 

‘They were almost the first of my Gatherers. We’ve been friends and colleagues for a long time. 

A long time.’ As he looked away from Liam, and down at his hands, the smile that had lit his eyes 

disappeared. His face, now, appeared drawn and … stern. 

‘And? There has to be more to it than that.’ 

‘You know your parents and I have worked together for many years. That work has been 

for both the University and the History Hunters.’ 

The note of finality in his voice was something Liam recognised. The Prof was not going 

to talk any more about it now in front of everyone else. But maybe he’d talk later, at home. 

‘Besides, Mum and Dad clearly have a lot they haven’t told me. Maybe I should hear their 

version first,’ Liam said to himself. 

Apparently all the others heard the stern note in the Prof’s voice as well. They responded 

by getting up from the table and taking their dishes away. When it was all clean they drifted off to 

pick up what they’d been doing before afternoon tea.  

That left just two of them sitting at the table—opposite each other, but not talking.  

The Prof would not look up. He would not look at Liam. The silence stretched between 

them. And stretched. And stretched. Finally Liam could take it no more.  

‘You brought me here to show me what you meant about finding the answer to my 

problems. Nothing I’ve seen yet shows me how to re-write my closing argument, for the Debate. 

Nor has it shown me what you actually do.’ 

That brought the Prof’s head up. Now he looked Liam straight in the eye, and Liam 

wished that he hadn’t challenged the Prof quite so blatantly. 
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Feeling as though the Prof’s eyes were boring great gaping holes in his forehead, Liam 

nevertheless refused to back down by looking away. He needed to know, so he stared back 

defiantly. 

Suddenly the intense, angry, almost desperate expression vanished from the Prof’s face 

and it was replaced by a wry grin. ‘I did say something like that, didn’t I?’ 

This change of mood brought back the family friend Liam was used to, and he sagged 

against the back of his chair in relief. He knew how to handle this guy. 

‘If you want to know what we do and how we do it, then you need someone else. I just 

read, write and talk a lot. To find out about all this—’ and the Prof waved his hands about in the 

air pointing to the data-banks, computers, video-screens and instruments ‘—you need to talk to 

Ariane.’  

‘Ariane?’ Liam blurted as his stomach hit the floor. How could Ariane be involved in 

this? It was hard enough to accept that his Mum and Dad had a secret identity, but there must 

have been heaps of stuff they’d done before he was born and had not yet told him about. Ariane, 

though, was a different story. 

Their families were so close that they had been in and out of each other’s house for as 

long as he could remember. How was it that he hadn’t noticed anything odd about her? Why 

hadn’t she told him?  

‘Are you telling me that she is part of all this, too? Everyone: Mum, Dad, you, and Ariane 

are involved and I missed it! Anyone else I should know about?’ 

‘No. Just Ariane.’ 

‘I don’t get it.’ 

The Prof stood up and walked around the table. He tugged the sleeve of Liam’s shirt who 

finally took the hint and stood, too.  

‘I know it isn’t easy. Right now, though, your Dad will be waiting for you in my lounge-

room. So let’s get going.’ 

‘Wait. I need—’ 

‘You need some dinner and sleep. Things will look and feel better tomorrow, trust me.’ 

Liam took a long look at the Prof, trying to work out if the older man was attempting to 

be funny, or if he was serious. But once again he couldn’t tell. Too much had happened today. 
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Chapter 5: Connecting the dots 

 

They were sitting in Ariane’s room, each nursing an icy-cold drink in their hands.  

‘One of the weirdest things about all this is that the topic for the debate hasn’t changed all 

that much. But what happened in the past as we remember it is different to what other people see 

now. The evidence I was going to use, therefore, has gone … well … completely whoopy.’ 

‘Tell me again what you’ll be arguing?’ 

‘That late fifth century, native British culture and society was strong enough to repel 

Saxon attacks and their settlement to survive the next 1500 years.’ 

Holding his head in his hands, Liam stared at the carpet beneath his feet. The patterns 

were intricate and he could just make out something that might be a bird. 

‘Which means you were going to say that Arthur and his gang defeat the Saxons, 

delaying their victory for a generation, is that right?’ 

Liam glanced up briefly to check what she was up to. Sure enough, the familiar gleam in 

her eye and the tell-tale half smile were there. He waited for her next jibe, but it didn’t come. As 

the silence stretched between them, he finally felt compelled to reply.  

‘Yes, I was going to say that Arthur beat the socks off the Saxons. But I can’t do that 

now.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

At this Liam pulled his head out of his hands and stared at her disbelievingly. ‘Haven’t 

you heard anything I’ve said? Right now no-one, beyond the History Hunters, knows who Arthur 

was. No-one knows anything about Camelot, Excalibur, Merlin, Lancelot, Gwynhyfar, or … 

Galahad … or any of it. They don’t know the medieval version of the story, let alone the real 

story. No-one knows why that time in history was called the Dark Ages. Nor that the Roman 

Empire’s last big campaigns in Europe sucked thousands of troops from Britain and that their 

defeat on the Continent helped cause the collapse of Romano-British society in Britain (or 

whatever it was called back then) giving the Saxons the opportunity to take over. People don’t 

know about the brief restitution of law and order through Arthur’s reign. There’s nothing out 

there for me to prove that Arthur existed. So how can I talk about any of it?’ 

Ariane looked at him a long while before answering, although he could tell when she 

stopped focussing on him and turned her attention inwards to think. ‘Maybe you don’t. Maybe 

you talk about military campaigns and how long it took the Saxons to get proper control of the 

country.’ 
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‘Sure. I could do that. But what’s exciting about names and dates and locations of 

possible battle sites? That kind of evidence was always almost impossible to find. Now … I won’t 

be able to prove very much at all. We want to win the debate Ariane.’ 

He drew a deep breath and continued. ‘I want to show what life was like, how the 

heroism and toughness of the survivors of Arthur’s time inspired those who came after them. I 

need the judges and the audience to connect with the idea of Arthur. I need them to feel what it 

was like. I need them to hear what historians and storytellers made of him and his efforts. 

Reciting numbers, names and locations of battles is not going to create that connection.’ 

‘You don’t have to name any of the leaders. Couldn’t you just talk about what they did?’ 

Liam closed his eyes and bit his lip, trying to calm himself before answering. He’d 

known Ariane all of his life, but there were times when the way her mind worked was a complete 

mystery to him. Now was one of them. How could he explain himself to her so she understood his 

problem? 

‘Nothing that I know is known anymore by anyone outside this so-called group of 

History Hunters. I can find no record of anything that I used to call history or literature that even 

remotely mentions a battle-leader of the Britons who could be Arthur. According to what’s out 

there, the Britons were swamped, beaten, defeated by the Saxons right from the start. There was 

no resistance. How can I build a case on that?’ 

Ariane shrugged her right shoulder and stood up. ‘Compare what you know with what is 

out there now. Find the differences, find where the versions still match. That’s how you’ll be able 

to build your argument.’ 

‘And how do I do that?’ 

While she was talking, Ariane had crossed the room to stand in front of her huge 

bookshelf. ‘Come with me and I’ll show you,’ she said, pushing on an old book.  

A whole section of the bookshelf faded away and she stepped into the nothingness, 

beckoning to him.  

His jaw dropped. Since when did she have secret openings in her bookshelf? Despite a 

vague sense of betrayal and a more intense feeling of unreality he followed her through the portal.  

As suspected, they were in the corridor leading to the Professor’s lab and Ariane was just 

taking a step back from a nook in the wall. ‘It’s a retina-scanning machine. You lean in and stare 

at the blue dot and it scans the back of your eyeball. It compares your retina pattern with one of 

those on file and if it finds a match, it lets you in.’  

She nodded at him to comply with the security protocol. He rolled his eyes and leaned 

slightly into the recess in the wall. This is definitely secret-agent stuff. No normal person has a 
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concealed doorway hidden in their room that takes them to another world. And no normal person 

has to stand here and have their retina scanned. What am I getting into?  

A bright blue beam shone directly into his eye and slowly moved from one side to the 

other. ‘How do I know when it’s finished?’ he asked. 

‘You’ll know,’ was the maddening reply. 

‘How?’ he asked again as the blue beam winked green and shut down. Liam stepped back 

and looked at Ariane.  

‘See? You did know,’ she said, giving him a lopsided grin and the thumbs up sign.  

‘You’re in. I’m glad they’ve had time to upload your records. Otherwise this would have 

been a very short trip. Come on.’ 

‘I didn’t have to do this yesterday,’ Liam called as he hurried after her.  

‘Dad let you in. As Watcher he has the authority to do that.’ 

‘Oh!’ 

‘Are you a Gatherer or Repairer?’ Liam asked Ariane softly as they passed through the 

doorway and under an intense beam of light. ‘And what is the difference between them?’ he 

asked in a rush before Ariane had time to start answering. 

A deep sigh preceded her reply. ‘Gatherers do what their name suggests. They help the 

Watcher gather historical information. Unfortunately we seem to need Repairers now as well 

because history needs fixing instead of just being recorded, collated and analysed.’ She pointed to 

the databanks in front of them. ‘But back to business. This is where you compare your knowledge 

of history with what is out … there.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘This database runs searches against the data it stores here with the data floating around 

in the library catalogues, news websites, on the internet, Google Scholar. Um, what else? It 

checks online dictionaries, encyclopaedias, e-journals, e-books, digital copies of old manuscripts 

and maps and things. The list is almost endless. When something doesn’t match, an Alert is 

issued.’ 

Liam interrupted, knowing that unless he asked his question now he might not get another 

chance if Ariane got on a roll. 

‘So what do I do?’ 

She blinked at him, giving nothing away. ‘Do I have to lay it out on a plate for you?’ 

Liam looked from Ariane to the computer screen and back again, waiting in vain for 

more hints. When it was clear no more information was forthcoming and that he’d have to work it 

out on his own, Liam cast his mind back, trying to remember Ariane’s exact words. Finally, the 
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penny dropped. ‘I type in my search string from which queries are run on the data stored here. 

Then the programme compares those results with the data found outside in the wild world.’ 

He was rewarded with a nod.  

‘That way I get a picture showing me how much information still exists and how much 

has been lost.’ 

The familiar lop-sided grin was the only answer he got. A flick of her eyes at the screen 

in front of him was the only warning he got that he should pay attention. Ariane launched into a 

run-down of the database functions and Liam had to concentrate—hard. When she paused he took 

a punt that his lesson was at an end and asked the question that had been hovering on the tip of his 

tongue for the last ten minutes.  

‘So… are you a Repairer or Gatherer? You didn’t answer me before about what you do,’ 

Liam asked. 

A deep frown replaced the open and relaxed expression that had been on Ariane’s face, 

and he almost regretted his question. But he was desperate for information.  

‘I’m a Repairer, literally. I don’t time-travel or gather new data,’ she said with a hint of 

bitterness in her voice. ‘My job is to look after all this techno-stuff. Meet Australia’s programmer 

and techo-extraordinaire,’ she said, spreading her hands wide and sweeping them around in an arc 

to show him all the screens, computers and other unidentifiable gadgets in the room.  

As he finished his slow look around the lab, Ariane stood up suddenly, and giving him no 

time to react ruffled his hair. ‘Good luck. I’ll see you in a couple of hours. Oh, I nearly forgot, the 

computer talks.’ 

He almost choked. A talking computer that can get this done in a couple of hours? It’s 

taken me weeks to put together my research for this topic. She can’t be serious. 

‘Where are you going?’ he blurted. 

‘Just behind you, youngster. I’m working on a hard-drive over here that has been bugging 

me for days.’ 

 

 

‘Well?’ 

‘Don’t do that,’ Liam groaned.  

‘Do what?’ 

‘Sneak up on me.’ 

From the amused expression on her face, Liam half expected her to say ‘Oh diddums,’ or 

something similar. But thankfully she kept it to herself.  
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‘Computer here told you a while ago that her searches were complete. How did it go?’ 

Liam rubbed his forehead again and wondered, briefly, if his new habit was going to 

leave a permanent mark. He wasn’t left to ponder that possibility for very long, however, because 

Ariane kicked his foot lightly clearly wanting an answer to her question.  

‘I … don’t know what to think. There’s some detail out there, but not what I’d hoped for. 

And the differences are so weird that it’s hard to work out what exactly has happened.’ The heavy 

sick feeling in his stomach that had been his almost constant companion for the last few days 

descended again threatening his paper-thin control.  

‘Breathe deep. No, seriously, breathe deeply. In through the nose, out through the mouth. 

That’s right. Better, isn’t it?’ 

Liam nodded, mutely. 

‘Let’s work through what you’ve found. One bit at a time. You’ll go crazy otherwise. 

I’ve seen these effects on our Pod before, remember?’ 

Again, all he could do was nod as she perched on the edge of the workbench beside him.  

‘Is Arthur mentioned by name at all?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Ooookay, not a good start. What about … oh … um … Lancelot?’ 

‘Nope. He’s not there either.’ 

‘This is your field, not mine. Who or what else should be there and isn’t? Remember, one 

thing at a time. I can see you’ve written all over your notes. What do they show?’ 

Liam’s mind swam with the enormity of trying to answer that deceptively simple 

question. Panic rose like a wave inside of him and it climbed, with frightening speed up his 

throat. He didn’t know what was worse. The cold, hard lump in his stomach or this.  

Get a grip, boy, he said sternly to himself, taking another of those deep breaths Ariane 

had recommended. His stomach settled for the moment. But his mind still lurched from one 

unbelievable fact to another, like a dodgem car hitting the bumpers on the edge of the rink. He 

could not make sense of the changes. On the verge of blurting out that his notes showed him 

nothing useful, his eyes focussed on the name Geoffrey of Monmouth.  

Geoffrey had been known as the author of The History of the Kings of Britain—a 

somewhat fanciful account of the founding of Britain that included as much myth and legend as 

real history. Despite what twenty-first century historians thought of the text, not long after it was 

written it became the accepted version of British history and was relied on for over four hundred 

years. Whatever Tracey had done had caused massive changes in the way Geoffrey was 

remembered.  
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According to the ‘new’ version of history outside the lab, Geoffrey had only ever been a 

minor cleric and magistrate from Oxford who dabbled in writing unremarkable poetry. The real 

man who eventually became Bishop and was friends with some of the most influential men of 

Oxford was gone. So was his legacy. 

Still, it’s somewhere to start. 

Liam snatched that page of notes and managed to start talking. His thoughts were not 

very coherent at first, but as Ariane continued to ask questions he was able to build a much better 

understanding of what this new research was showing him. 

There were historical personalities, both real and literary, that over the years of his 

research he had come to love or loathe. According to the database programme most of them had 

essentially disappeared. The records outside the lab also showed that many of the historians, 

authors and patrons who used to be linked to King Arthur were no longer associated with him. 

There was one comfort Liam drew from all his research in the lab, though: the History 

Hunters’ database agreed with him. It actually held the same information he remembered and 

could tell him one of the many, familiar theories about ‘who the real Arthur might have been’. It 

could tell him that South Cadbury Hillfort in Somerset was one of the most likely sites to have 

been Arthur’s original home base that became the fabled Camelot of the medieval stories. It could 

tell him that one of the most familiar Arthurian images, the sword in the stone, was added to the 

Arthurian stories by a French writer Robert de Boron.  

‘See, you’re not mad,’ said Ariane in an uncanny echo of his private thoughts.  

Well, not completely. I am sitting here with one of my best friends in a lab we entered 

through her bookshelf, Liam thought quietly to himself. 

‘Maybe. How do I put all this together into a sensible, logical argument, though? How do 

I convince my team-mates and those judges?’ 

They had moved to Ariane’s workbench as they’d talked and she was tracing an invisible 

pattern on its surface as she spoke.  

‘By using logic and connecting the dots. Don’t try to tell them that what they ‘know’ is 

wrong. Tell them that what they do know is only part of the picture and then show them that 

bigger picture. Show them how their bit of history can fit into a larger, more complex, and more 

beautiful world – one that is waiting to tell us its story.’  

‘Like a giant jigsaw. Only one that has no neat, straight edges or boundaries,’ Liam 

murmured, rather taken with the image they had created. 
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‘The authors of Arthur’s history are there … sort of. Make them do what you need them 

to do. After all, isn’t that the skill of a great debater? Proving the possibility of something and 

showing an alternative view-point to that offered by your opposition?’ 

Ariane had only looked up at him once whilst speaking but in that swift, furtive moment 

Liam sensed her complete belief in him and what he could do. For the first time in days he felt 

warm. 

She dragged in a ragged breath and stood up. 

‘Come on, Einstein. Time to get you home. You need to eat and get writing.’ 
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Chapter 6: Why didn’t you tell me? 

 

‘Mum, Dad. I’m home!’ 

‘We’re downstairs,’ replied his parents. 

Before heading down to the join them, Liam made a quick detour—dumping his bag in 

his room and grabbing a drink from the fridge. He found his Mum at her desk writing and his Dad 

lounging on the couch with a thick book open on his chest.  

Liam flopped down on the spare chair and drew deeply on his bottle of water.  

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 

‘Pardon?’  

Liam swallowed, amazed at what he’d just said. Even though he had been intending to 

have this conversation, this was not the way he’d planned it. But the question had just popped out 

on its own, and now he’d started, he had to finish it.  

‘Why didn’t you tell me the truth about your work?’ 

His mother closed the lid of her laptop and sat down next to him, which made it a real 

squeeze because the chair was only a one-and-a-half seater. It wasn’t really built for two.  

‘What part of the truth would you have believed?’ 

‘Um, well—’ 

‘We have never lied, Liam,’ said his father quietly. 

‘Never lied! Since when does leaving out such a whopping, big, juicy bit of information 

equate with telling the truth?  

His mother started to massage his neck and he tried to shrug her hands off. Unfortunately, 

being so squished up against her meant he couldn’t get very far away. Her deft fingers dug into 

his muscles, finding knots he hadn’t known were there. It was hard to concentrate when she kept 

prodding little balls of pain. 

‘We told you what we were doing, and where. That part has always been true. Not telling 

you how we got there or when, in time, we were doing those things has been … difficult. Can you 

honestly say, though, that you would have understood this last year, or the year before that?’ 

Liam stared at the floor, anger making his face burn. His cheeks and forehead got hotter 

and hotter until a conversation with Colin replayed itself in his mind. When asked how the 

closing speech was going, Liam had tried to explain the difficulty involved in tracking down the 

right sources. Naturally he couldn’t tell Colin what was really going on and therefore it didn’t 

make much sense to Colin at all, if his captain’s reaction was anything to go by.  
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Would he, Liam, have looked at his parents just as blankly had they tried to explain the 

History Hunters without any evidence? Despite the sensible train of his thoughts, anger so strong 

it left a bitter taste in his mouth, suddenly roiled out of control.  

‘Who knows, you didn’t give me the chance, did you?’ 

His father slammed his book shut so loudly it made Liam jump. ‘That is enough, young 

man. Think about what your mother said. Would you have understood? Until now you haven’t 

noticed the changes that have happened to the world as a result of Tracey’s meddling. You’ve 

blindly gone along like everyone else, not knowing. It is only now, when your gene has kicked in 

that you can see what is happening and been allowed access to the Lab. What would you have 

thought of our tale if you had seen nothing?’ 

As always his father’s logic was undeniable, but anger and a sense of betrayal continued 

to burn. 

‘About history being changed? I don’t know. But you could at least have told me about 

the History Hunters and your time-travel.’ 

‘Why?’ his mother asked. 

‘Why?’ 

‘Yes, why? We’ve been History Hunters for a long time and the major focus of our work 

for the last twenty-odd years has been researching and writing. That kind of research is also a part 

of our job at the University. So in terms of helping you understand what we do on a day-to-day 

basis, we didn’t think telling you about the History Hunters would have made much difference.’  

‘It would have if you hadn’t left out a few crucial bits!’ 

‘Like what?’ 

Stunned at his mother’s attitude, it took him a moment to blurt out the obvious. 

‘Time-travel. Secret doorways leading to a lab that exists somewhere-other-than-

Brisbane.’ 

The fingers massaging his neck became still. ‘Because we couldn’t tell you about those 

bits we felt it was safer not to tell you any of it.’ 

So many jumbled ideas flashed through his mind that Liam could not respond straight 

away, and he felt as though he was missing something important. ‘You know the types of books I 

read, and shows I watch. Time-travel isn’t out of place in them. Their characters have amazing 

gadgets and do … well, impossible things. It’s one of the defining things about speculative 

fiction. So I would have understood about the time-travel.’ 

His father tipped his head to one side, for a moment, looking at him with narrowed eyes. 

‘Mm, and probably would have wanted to come with us—’ 
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‘—which we could not allow. Easier for you not to know than be told you’re not allowed 

to join us,’ his mother said, cutting across his father’s unfinished sentence. 

‘Why wouldn’t I have been allowed?’ 

‘We don’t know whether you would have survived.’ 

Liam looked at his father in disbelief. ‘What?’ 

‘Not everyone in a family has the History Hunter gene; and if by some miracle they do, it 

is not always active. If it can’t be detected in a special blood test, then the machine in the lab that 

does the retinal scan will not work. No retinal scan, no security pass. If they then try to enter 

without a validated scan …’ 

His father paused and looked away, a small muscle flexing along his jaw-line. Liam 

looked from one parent to the other as his mother’s massage stopped and his father’s silence 

continued.  

‘What? What happens?’ 

His father swallowed. 

‘Duncan.’ 

‘It’s all right, Bronwyn,’ his father whispered. ‘If the gene is not detected, the lab won’t 

let you in, and if you force it, the … automatic protective … mechanical devices keep you out.’ 

‘How?’  

‘Let’s just say we’ve seen what happens and you don’t want to find out.’ 

‘What kind of answer is that, Dad?’  

As soon as the words were out of his mouth Liam knew he’d said the wrong thing. His 

father’s usually relaxed face closed down into a tight, fierce expression and his glare was so sharp 

it pinned Liam to the back of the seat.  

‘It is the only answer I am going to give you right now.’ With a jerk he heaved himself up 

off the couch and stalked upstairs. 

‘Mum?’ 

‘You don’t need me to tell you how far you crossed the line, do you?’ 

‘No … Sorry, Mum.’ 

‘Make sure your father gets to hear that apology.’ 

‘Yes, Mum. But—’ 

‘There’s always a but.’ 

‘I’ve never seen him like that. What made him so angry?’ 

‘Apart from your attitude?’ A deep sigh escaped her. ‘Put yourself in our shoes and try 

and work out what we’ve been feeling. Then come and ask me again.’  
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She got up, landed a quick peck on the top of his head and turned towards the staircase. 

‘How do the devices keep people out?’ 

His mother paused, her foot hovering above the first step. Slowly she brought her head up 

and straightened her shoulders. When she swung back to answer him, he looked into eyes that had 

become wells of despair. He couldn’t say a thing, he couldn’t look away. He was trapped. Not 

until she blinked was he free. It was as though that simple action had pulled curtains across the 

windows to her soul, hiding her private pain. Finally with great effort she managed to swallow 

and reply. 

‘They are designed to kill intruders.’ 

Offering no further detail, she walked upstairs without looking back. 

The quiet sounds of birds and insects readying themselves for night penetrated the 

stillness of the room. Shadows crept in as the sun went down and suddenly Liam didn’t want to 

be alone.  
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Chapter 7: Shattered 

 

He was walking, but his heart was thumping under his ribs as though he had just finished 

last week’s cross-country race.  

A black floor stretched out in front of him down a long, wide, dimly lit corridor. He had 

no memory of this place. Along the shadowed walls were pools of light in which he saw pictures: 

moving pictures.  

He picked one at random and moved closer so he could see it properly. When he was 

within a step or two of it, the light above the picture brightened considerably—creating a stark 

contrast between the illuminated painting and the darkness surrounding it. At first, all he saw 

were people in a park, a big city park. And yet something was wrong. The colours were drained, 

not as vibrant as they should be. Black was grey, red was pink. Yellow was a dirty cream. 

Nature’s normally clear emerald green was murky. Turning away from the disturbing non-

colours, Liam focussed on the people. But they were not quite right either. Their faces were long, 

sombre, or stretched into over-sized smiles. A face whipped around towards him: it looked at 

him. It saw him. Eyes as hot as coals stared into his.  

Liam’s breath caught in his throat and he stepped backwards, out of the light, hoping the 

picture would shut down. But to no avail. The eyes in the picture flickered, following his 

movements. Shaken, Liam turned away, continuing down the corridor, his skin crawling with the 

knowledge that he was being watched.  

A brightly coloured picture aroused his curiosity and he approached it with caution. A 

brick wall loomed over a cottage garden that huddled under the strident glare of a midday sun 

gone mad. Overly bright purples, yellows, oranges and pinks clashed. White flowers were too 

white. The nun sitting in the garden stared at her feet, not at the un-natural beauty about her. The 

only skin escaping the habit was old and paper-thin. Hands lay curled in her lap and she was 

perfectly still. Until she, too, looked straight into Liam’s eyes.  

As he stumbled back out of the light surrounding the painting the nun reached out with 

her hand, imploring him to stay. He shook his head and ran. Even though he kept out of the pools 

of light, as he sped down the corridor new lights appeared on the walls keeping pace with him. 

They burned so brightly and intensely that he had to squint.  

Out of the lights stared bizarre, distorted figures. His heart hammered in his chest. He had 

to stop. 
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While leaning over with hands on his knees and dragging in a lungful of air, Liam 

realised the only sound he could hear in this place was his own deep breathing. Straightening 

slowly he refused to look at the walls and instead peered down the long tunnel ahead of him. 

Where he had not passed, the corridor remained blissfully dim, illuminated only by the fittings set 

above the pictures, each creating a small island of light in a sea of shadows.  

Something down there moved. Or had it? Liam blinked away the tears his eyes had 

produced trying to protect themselves from the glare. Something definitely moved. Blackness 

came towards him. It was dark, but not the living, comfortable dark of his room at night. Nor was 

it the beautiful half-dark of a soft summer’s night in the bush. It was a blank, cold emptiness and 

the things falling were pictures. The blackness came closer, faster.  

It was only a few pictures away. Liam turned and ran, back into the light. Pictures fell 

from their places on either side of him. He could not outrun the emptiness, it was eating 

everything in its path. It was going to catch him. 

‘Liam!’ 

‘Eh?’ 

‘Liam! Wake up! Liam!’ Hard hands bit into his shoulders and then framed his face.  

‘Liam!’ 

The familiar voices pulled at his consciousness tugging him, begging him to join them. 

Half in and half out of the corridor, he could not make sense of his surroundings. 

‘It’s us. Mum and Dad. You’re dreaming. Wake up. We’re here with you.’ 

Gentle light blossomed behind his lids and he could feel his mother holding his hand. 

Feather-light fingers brushed the fringe off his forehead.  

‘Liam, you’re at home and it’s just us.’ 

He opened his eyes and stared blankly around him. It took a moment for him to work out 

that he really was in his bedroom and that the corridor was gone. He tried to sit, but couldn’t. 

Something had hold of his feet, pinning his legs together. The blackness had followed him, the 

blackness had got him! Adrenalin surged through his body as he struggled to free himself.  

‘Hold it, mate. Hold it. You’re completely wrapped up in your sheets. Let me help,’ 

suggested his father. 

Finally Liam was able to lean against the pile of pillows behind him. He squeezed his 

mother’s hand and looked straight at his Dad, deliberately avoiding the pool of light around his 

bedside lamp and the dark hovering at the edges of his room.  

‘That must have been some dream,’ said his father. 

‘No dream, Dad. That was no dream.’ 
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Chapter 8: A step back in time 

 

‘Hey, Dad! It’s the Prof,’ Liam said, pointing to their front door. ‘I wonder how long he’s 

been waiting?’ 

‘Let’s get inside and then we can ask him.’ 

The car had barely stopped when Liam pushed open his passenger door, but before he 

could go anywhere, his mother barred the way. 

‘I’d like some help with unloading the groceries, please … and before you say anything 

about the Prof being left sitting on our doorstep, your Dad can look after him quite adequately. 

Here,’ she said, handing him some bags. 

With a sigh, Liam took the groceries and accepted that he’d find out why the Prof was 

here only after the chores were done.  

 

 

The coffee cups rattled slightly on the tray as Liam started down the steps to his parents’ 

study where they had been ensconced with the Prof ever since they’d got home.  

Even though his Mum had asked him to help her, it turned out that Liam had done most 

of the unpacking himself because she had been summonsed to join the two men. It had taken him 

quite a while to unload the car and put the groceries away—time he had put to good use with his 

mind racing, imagining what had brought the Prof to their place, constructing one scenario after 

another. He wanted to know what was going on so badly it was like an itch that wouldn’t go 

away. Hence the cups of tea and coffee. They gave him a valid excuse to interrupt his parents, and 

hopefully his good deed would result in an invitation to stay and talk.  

A soft murmur of voices was all that could be heard as he approached the study. ‘I 

brought you a cuppa since you’ve been at it so long.’ 

Two faces looked back at him, their expressions lightening when they saw the big 

steaming mugs.  

‘Where’s the Prof?’ 

‘He had to go. Sorry, buddy,’ said his Dad. ‘He did ask us to say hello for him, though.’ 

A surge of bitter disappointment swept over him, and he took his time to sit the tray 

safely on the table, so he could control of his facial expression before he looked at his parents. He 

hoped his hard won control extended to his tone of voice as well. ‘Did he say anything else?’ 



43 

 

‘As a matter of fact, he did,’ was the just-as-careful-reply. ‘Take one of those cups for 

yourself and find a seat.’ 

Nothing else was said until he’d settled in the deep armchair. ‘Plans have changed 

somewhat.’ His father took a long sip from his cup, his steady gaze never leaving Liam’s face.  

‘You’re heading to medieval Boron with Toby the day after tomorrow.’ Another long sip 

was taken and his father’s stare never wavered. 

Liam frowned, caught by surprise, but determined not to set his Dad off like he had a 

couple of days ago. 

‘Boron?’ 

Both his parents nodded and now Liam started to squirm in his seat. Before big decisions 

were made in his family, they talked things through, always. This bald announcement that he was 

to leave home and travel back in time almost nine hundred years was not normal. They made it 

sound as though they were just re-arranging the weekend’s schedule. This was so much more than 

that, and yet his parents just kept staring at him, waiting, not talking.  

‘What’s at Boron?’ 

‘Not a what, a who,’ his father replied. 

Liam slurped his tea, thinking. ‘Robert de Boron. You’re sending us back to check on the 

Sword in the Stone!’ 

They nodded again and finally his mother spoke. ‘Martin’s convinced that Tracey has 

targeted the legend of the Sword in the Stone and he wants you to make sure that the famous 

scene of Arthur pulling the sword free stays in the story.’ 

Listening to his mother’s flat, emotionless voice sent chills down Liam’s spine. 

Something was bothering her, big time.  

‘Did the Prof say why he chose this bit of Arthurian Matter to investigate first?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Getting information from his parents this way was incredibly frustrating. It was not 

usually this hard. ‘And?’ 

‘You don’t need us to tell you that the picture of a young Arthur pulling that sword from 

the stone for his cousin is one of the most iconic images of the whole Arthurian story. If Tracey 

has managed to erase that single image then Martin believes it could irreparably damage the 

power of King Arthur, maybe enough to completely wipe him out of both history books and 

literature.’ 
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He fought against the rising tide of anger at the incredibly simplistic view the Prof had 

taken. Story and history wove together to create the whole King Arthur. Plucking this one thing 

about Arthur out of the air seemed … out of character for the Prof. 

Returning his father’s stare with narrowed eyes, Liam replied. ‘That’s a big “if” and we 

should weigh it up against the other possibilities. And what about exams? I thought you wanted 

me to finish those before we started going anywhere.’ 

‘Now is not the time to debate this decision, Liam. Martin has argued his position with us 

long and hard. He’s made his choice and as Gatherers we are obliged to follow our Watcher,’ his 

father said, effectively shutting down any further discussion.  

Nonplussed, Liam didn’t know what to think or feel. He hadn’t expected it to go like this 

and he was certain that there was something behind his parents’ strange behaviour. But now was 

not the time to push the point. A large box, partly open, caught his eye, providing a welcome 

distraction. 

‘What’s in the box, Mum?’ 

Instead of the smile he thought she’d give him, her face darkened with a scowl.  

‘A gift, from the Prof.’ 

‘Cool.’ 

‘It’s clothes for your mission.’ 

 

 

‘Stop pulling at it,’ said his father. 

With his mother tweaking the sleeves of his shirt and re-settling the cotte over his 

shoulders, Liam thought his father’s comment a little unfair. 

‘Mum, isn’t that enough?’ 

‘You need to get used to wearing it. I don’t even know if this is exactly what they’re 

wearing in Boron—’ 

‘It’ll be fine—’ 

‘No! It won’t be!’ 

Startled into silence by the sharp reply, Liam looked across at his Dad whose face was 

also showing the strain. When he realised he was being watched, however, he visibly relaxed and 

managed a lop-sided grin. 

Liam was not convinced that the grin was genuine. Something had upset his parents since 

the Prof’s visit. The tension had wound up a few notches when they unpacked the package 

containing the clothes. 
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‘Okay shoes next,’ said his mother. 

Jerked back to the present Liam looked down at the leather shoes in her hands and bit 

back another groan. They didn’t look too comfortable – and what was with the pointy toes?  

Fully dressed now, Liam stood in the middle of the lounge room with his arms held 

awkwardly out from his sides. 

‘Well … move!’ she barked. 

‘What?’ 

‘Move, walk, sit, stand. Get used to them. You have to look perfectly at home in this 

gear. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself by pulling at your shirt, or not being able to tie 

your hose up properly. Actually …’ she prodded Liam into an uncomfortable walk around the 

room. 

Feeling like a specimen in a lab, he twitched his shoulder, trying to make the clothes sit 

more comfortably. Both mother and father were commenting quietly as he walked, sat, stood … 

‘Bend over!’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘Bend over. Pick something up.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Just do it,’ his father said. 

Liam bent down and picked up a book that was on the floor near the couch. 

Straightening, he handed it to his Dad and was surprised by the critical, disappointed look on his 

face. 

‘You’ve got your undies on, haven’t you?’ 

‘Of course!’ 

‘Ssss.’ 

‘Take them off.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘You’re not listening,’ hissed his mother. 

‘I am,’ he complained. He clenched his teeth and waited for their reply. The mood in the 

room had definitely turned sour. His parents sniped at each other, but were careful not to let 

anything blow out into a fully-fledged argument. 

They had been short with him, too, but now they were trying not to step on toes, trying 

not to escalate whatever it was that was going on. 
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He watched his mother pick up discarded socks, re-position a drink coaster on the coffee 

table, walk over to the kitchen, pick up the cloth beside the sink and start wiping down the 

spotless bench-top.  

Gently his father patted his wife’s shoulder and said something quietly into her ear. She 

stopped and stood with her back to them both, not moving, perfectly erect. 

Suddenly she sucked in a deep breath and as it left her body, so did the tension.  

‘What is it Mum?’ Liam said softly into the silence. 

‘This is no simple field-trip. Your father’s right. You must be completely at home in your 

clothes, and with what you do, how you walk, talk and eat. If you’re found out—’ 

‘I’ll just phone home,’ Liam replied. 

‘It’s not that easy, and you’re not ET. I don’t even know how much training you’re going 

to get on our equipment before you go. You’ll have to rely totally on Toby. And remember you 

cannot, must not pollute the timeline. We’re trying to repair it, not rip it apart!’ 

Before Liam could reply, his father shoved a cold drink into his hands. Reluctantly Liam 

took a swig and then with more vigour swallowed a good portion of the tall glass’ contents. 

While he was drinking his mother had moved over to join them.  

‘I know. I know what you’re going to say—that I’m over-reacting, worrying too much, 

and seeing dangers that aren’t there. But there is something different about this whole mission. I 

can feel it!’ 

‘It’s my first one?’ Liam suggested. 

‘Funny ha-ha!’ she said, sticking her tongue out at him. ‘It’s more than that, but I can’t 

explain it.’ 

‘You just feel it in your bones,’ Liam said without thinking. 

His mother’s brows drew together and her eyes snapped but instead of delivering a sharp 

retort, she laughed.  

‘I guess I do. Get those undies off and sweep the bedrooms for me, please, in those 

clothes.’ 

‘Seriously?’ 

‘Seriously. You’re likely to have to sweep something, sometime and this way you’ll find 

out where you need to re-tie things and whether we need to re-adjust the sleeves. Go!’  

Sighing, Liam went to the bedrooms as instructed. The quiet murmur of his parents’ 

voices followed him as he turned the corner. He only caught the start of their conversation, but he 

couldn’t hang around without being obvious. 

‘He’ll be fine, Bronwyn. I’ve been on missions with Toby and—’ 
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Having dutifully made little piles of dust in each bedroom, Liam needed to get the dust-

pan and brush so he could sweep it all up before a breeze came through and re-distributed the 

dust. Yanking up his sagging hose and he was forced to admit that his Mum had been right. The 

way he moved while sweeping had tested how well they’d tied his clothes on.   

‘Thank heavens for elastic and modern design,’ he said to his empty bedroom. ‘Now 

where’s that dust-pan?’ 

He heard his parents before he saw them. They were still talking about the mission and 

despite the danger of being caught, he lurked out of sight, listening. 

‘Bronwyn, we have just to accept that this time is different. Maybe it’s because it 

involves Liam. I don’t know. But he’ll be fine.’ 

‘You’re saying that as much to convince yourself as to convince me. Why can’t one of us 

go?’ 

With a chuckle his Dad replied. ‘Believe it or not, Toby does know more about this 

period of history than we do. He’ll keep Liam on his toes and spot anything out of the ordinary.’ 

‘Mmm.’ 

‘You get to take our youngster on his trip to the doctor—’ 

‘Oh no, you don’t. You’re coming with us mister,’ his mother said. 

‘—for his shots and installation of the translator. So sorry, but I’m lecturing then.’ 

A sneeze was building in the back of his throat and Liam had to move or risk being 

discovered. 

‘Hey Mum, where’s the dust-pan?’ 

She flinched as his sneezes exploded across the room. ‘Those floors were dustier than I 

thought. It’s in the broom-cupboard where it belongs.’ 

A nod was all he could manage in reply as sneeze after sneeze rocked him. Grabbing the 

dust-pan he made his way back to the offending piles to remove them as soon as possible. 

 

 

‘I wondered if you were going to one of these put in now,’ Ariane said holding up a 

miniscule chip between prongs of delicate tweezers. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘One of the most important pieces of technology you’ll ever use.’ 

‘Because—’ 
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‘This little baby lets you understand any language, any time,’ she replied. 

‘Right. Just like the universal translator in Star Trek,’ said Liam. 

‘Actually, it might be. For all we know it could translate alien languages—’ 

Liam snorted. 

‘—but I don’t think it’s been tested for that.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Do you know any friendly aliens who’d be willing to help?’ 

‘Uh, no.’ 

‘Pity.’ 

‘Thank you, Ariane,’ Bronwyn said, taking the chip from her and carefully placing it in a 

special carry-case. I’ll take it from here. Come on, young man. You’re required at the doctors to 

have this chip installed.’ 

‘What? Installed where? How?’ 

‘At the back of the skull, under the skin. Really, you won’t notice it once it’s in. 

Apparently the immunisation shots hurt a lot more than the chip being inserted,’ Ariane explained 

as Liam’s mouth fell open wider and wider.  

‘Now, Liam.’ 

‘Mum, really.’ 

‘When you get back we can start testing the chip, if you like,’ Ariane offered.  

Liam was sure she was trying to be reassuring and helpful, but there was a gleam in her 

eyes that suggested she was also amused at his reaction and guessed how he felt about having an 

unknown ‘thing’ implanted under his skin. He didn’t want to give her an excuse to laugh out loud, 

though, so he pushed himself off Ariane’s workbench and asked his mother: ‘What kind of 

immunisation needles?’ 

‘Just the necessary ones,’ she said with a nod in farewell to Ariane.  

‘How many?’ 

‘Two or three.’ 

‘Oh, Mum!’ 

With a grin she threw an arm over his shoulders. ‘Come on. Let’s just get it done.’ 

 

 

 

It had taken a few days longer to get ready than expected. His Mum had insisted that they 

wait the required time recommended by the doctor to make sure he wasn’t going to react to the 
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needles, and for the little incision at the back of his skull to start healing. Now all the History 

Hunters were assembled in the lab: wishing the travellers a good journey; giving last minute bits 

of advice; checking equipment and supplies. 

Liam shifted from foot to foot unable to keep still, unwilling to make the move that 

would set them off on their mission. Beyond Ariane he could sense his mother and father. They’d 

said their goodbyes at home, complete with a full check of clothing and many prods and pokes to 

make sure everything was sitting right.  

His father moved to stand on his left and said quietly, ‘Ready, champ?’ 

A suddenly dry mouth made it hard to answer, so Liam nodded instead. 

Looking around he found his partner on one of the other sides of the triangular carvings 

on the floor. People gave him the odd item and wished him luck, but Toby stood apart from 

everyone – keeping a small, but telling distance from the closeness of the group. Tenderly 

cradling a small device in his hand, he gave Liam a small, solemn nod, very different from the 

excited, slightly anxious, or happy babble that emanated from the others.  

Beams of light shot from the three small pedestals on the floor toward the ceiling. The 

bright golden columns angled towards a single point, meeting in a shower of sparks. As they met 

and merged, Liam turned his face slightly from the intense display. 

The small movement was enough to bring the floor into his field of vision and he was 

distracted from the events above by a pale, pulsating sliver of light on the ground. 

His breath caught in his throat as he realised the snake-like thread was winding its way 

through the maze on the floor, and would join the three major columns rising from the stone 

pedestals. 

As it completed its journey, the whole pyramid frame was filled with an opaque, 

translucent shimmering light that looked almost solid. 

‘Wow,’ whispered Liam. 

‘Wow indeed,’ echoed Duncan. 

‘Now what?’  

‘Now, now we step back in time,’ said Toby from behind. He gently edged past Ariane, 

giving her arm a quick squeeze. Waiting only long enough to see that Liam was ready to follow, 

Toby stepped into the shimmering light.  

With his heart hammering in his chest, Liam moved forward to stand on the brink of the 

gold and silver light, smelling it, brushing it with his fingertips. He licked dry lips and detected a 

slight metallic tang. A firm hand on his left shoulder dragged his attention back to those wishing 

him farewell. He looked up to his Dad, briefly, then over to his Mum. Both pride and anxiety 
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were clearly evident on her face and Liam swallowed a rather large lump that had suddenly 

blocked his throat. She nodded and his Dad gave him a slight push forward. They were saying a 

silent goodbye, giving him an invisible family hug and a small smile loosened the tight muscles 

on his own face in response. 

‘The wormhole can only remain open for a short time, Liam. The power consumption—’ 

‘Ariane, I know. I’m going, I’m going.’ 

This time he stepped into the unknown with no hesitation, no looking back.  
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Chapter 9: Boron 

 

With a huge intake of breath, Liam stumbled out of the pyramid into almost total 

darkness. It was a dank, cold darkness that seared his nose and throat each time he filled his 

lungs. Something snapped behind him and he whirled to face it, losing his balance. Automatically 

he flung out an arm in an attempt to stay on his feet and whacked a trunk. Despite the shock and 

pain, his body reacted quickly and he grabbed the rough bark to help steady himself.  

‘Careful now, the ground is uneven under these great trees. I think we’re amongst the 

roots. Damn this dark!’ 

In the split second it took him to recognise Toby’s voice, Liam seesawed between fear 

that he had materialised into one of his nightmares and fear that he’d landed somewhere, 

sometime on his own. 

‘There’s light, of sorts, off to the left. We’ll head that way. Carefully,’ Toby instructed. 

Glad to have someone else making decisions right now, Liam silently nodded. Realising 

that Toby would not be able to see his nod he mumbled some sort of reply and picked his way 

across the writhen, uneven buttresses formed by the massive roots of the trees around them.  

As his vision adjusted, Liam began to identify the difference between the total darkness 

of the trunks and the not-so-dark spaces in between. Risking a glance upwards, he was not 

surprised by the lack of clear sky. He imagined a very effective roof could be made from the 

massive branches, dank leaves and mosses that must belong to the equally huge roots and trunks 

blocking their path.  

Slowly they made their way to the edge of the forest and stood there, panting, leaning 

heavily against the trunk of a forest giant. The cold air was hard to breathe and they had both 

fallen many times in their quest for open ground.  

In silence they watched daylight blossom around them. Silver pre-dawn grew across the 

eastern hills below their position. In the strange black and white world of not-quite-day, not-

quite-night everything was bleached of colour. The cultivated fields below them were striped with 

shades of grey and punctuated with pale, ghost-coloured stone walls. A dark thread wove its way 

between the walls and around the shoulder of a hill.  

‘There’s our road,’ pointed Toby. 

‘Road? That’s just a goat-track,’ Liam exclaimed thoughtlessly. 

‘Quite possibly, but it leads east which is where we want to go. So we’ll use it. Come on, 

before it gets too light. I’d like to see the lay of the land before anyone sees us.’ 
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With some reluctance Liam followed Toby down to the track. Staring at the straight back 

and taut shoulders in front of him, Liam wondered again why he had been teamed with Toby. 

Any ruminating on that issue was cut short when his toes suddenly sunk into icy, gooey mud.  

‘Urgh.’ 

‘Stay out of the wheel-ruts. That’s where the water pools and turns the road to the thick, 

sticky, disgusting mud you now have all over your shoes,’ said Toby without turning his head. 

Liam tried to wipe the worst of it off against the tough, tussocky grass beside the track. 

While the grass managed to get most of the mud off the outside, it couldn’t fix what had already 

leaked through. Hurrying to catch up and concentrating on where he was putting his feet, Liam 

did not see Toby leave the track, nor did he see the arm that came snaking out of the gloom to 

pull him sideways and into cover under a row of trees. 

‘What?’ 

‘Keep your voice down. It might not yet be proper dawn, but these are country-folk. 

They’ll be awake and they’ll hear a lot more than they can see right now.’ 

‘Sorry. Why are we skulking in the trees, though?’ 

Toby turned to look at Liam full in the face, but in the half-light neither could see each 

other very clearly and so with a small shake of his head, Toby let go of Liam’s arm and pointed at 

the village.  

‘This is a small place, and in small places everyone knows everyone else, and knows 

everyone else’s business. News travels … fast. We need to get the info you want and get out of 

here as quickly and painlessly as we can. What do you want from here?’ 

The question startled Liam. He’d assumed that Toby understood what this part of the 

mission was about.  

Into the silence, Toby thrust another question. ‘What did you tell Martin?’ 

‘What did I tell the Prof?’  

Toby was still just a blur in the half-dark, but Liam could sense his companion’s 

frustration. 

‘That’s right. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?’ Toby’s anger was fully fledged now and it 

almost burned Liam in its intensity. ‘You told Martin something was really important about this 

place and that’s why he’s sent us haring off into the unknown. So share that important 

information with me, too, please.’ 

Liam didn’t know what to say; he didn’t know how to respond to Toby’s anger. ‘I haven’t 

told the Prof anything about the mission. I’ve hardly talked to him at all, in fact.’ As he said it, 
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Liam realised with a rush that he had missed the easy, no-fuss, open talks he used to have with the 

Prof. Ever since the whole History Hunter thing had emerged, those friendly chats had stopped. 

‘Didn’t you two have some sort of pow-wow, deciding between you, privately, how 

Tracey’s latest attack was going to be handled?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘That’s what I said.’ Bewildered by his companion’s attitude and fighting to control his 

own rising anger, Liam decided to ask Toby outright. ‘What are you driving at?’ 

With a hiss Toby replied. ‘You haven’t got some master plan all worked out with 

Martin?’ 

‘No, but someone has, surely?’ It was on the tip of his tongue to say that if he had had a 

pow-wow about the mission, they would not necessarily be here lurking in the trees. But he didn’t 

know what the relationships were in the pod, so he kept his comments to himself. 

Hard eyes bored into his until, with a growl, Toby finally turned away. ‘Back to business. 

What are we doing here?’ 

Liam looked as hard as he could at Toby. Bit by bit the light was improving, but it was 

still difficult to pick out any real detail in the shadows. Toby’s face floated above his dark cotte, a 

pale oval in the half-light.  

‘We have to find out if Robert de Boron is writing about the young Arthur who pulls the 

sword from the stone proving he is the rightful king of Britain.’  

A deep breath expelled carefully told Liam that Toby was thinking.  

‘Fine. Let me do the talking to start with. There is a reason for this, so don’t argue. It’s 

been a long time since I’ve read much about the sources of King Arthur. I don’t seem to recall 

this chap too much. Would that be right?’ 

Liam nodded and then softly replied, ‘We’re pretty sure that Robert was either born here, 

or grew up here, but we don’t know if he did his writing here.’ 

‘Right.’ 

An uncomfortable silence descended between them. Not wanting to disturb whatever 

thinking Toby was doing, Liam dragged his gaze from the square, stiff shoulders in front of him 

to the dark huddle of buildings out in the open. 

A row of houses lined the street through the village. If it could be called a street, Liam 

thought, given it was only about 100 metres long. There were no gutters, no cobble-stones even; 

just a rough thoroughfare with mud lining the wheel-ruts and worn pathways that wound from 

house to house. As the street wandered between the buildings it had been widened in places to 



54 

 

allow both carts and people room to move. There didn’t appear to be any shops or market set-up, 

either. Behind the houses were sheds of different sizes and functions. Some had four walls, others 

didn’t. There were a few intersecting lanes leading off the main street connecting other, more 

distant cottages to the centre of the village. One of the lanes led up a slight hill and the house at 

the end of it was large enough to warrant a timber gate entry. It looked as though there might be a 

garden inside the gateway, but from this distance it was hard to make out for certain. 

They sat and watched the village as it slowly became clearer in the broadening light. It 

was so quiet that, despite the fact he was on the most bizarre field-trip of his life, Liam dozed.  

Birdsong erupted all around them, jerking Liam out of his exhausted half-sleep. With 

heart thumping and adrenalin making his mouth dry, Liam forced his eyes open as wide as they 

could go in an effort to focus immediately.  

The birdsong was greeted by slamming doors and the emergence of barking dogs. This 

was the first time they had seen the dogs and he was glad Toby had decided to check out the 

surroundings before walking into the village.  

A burly figure stalked out of the nearest house, and at his heels gambolled a large, long-

haired dog with floppy ears. As relaxed and friendly as that dog looked now, if they had knocked 

on the door in the half-dark, Liam was sure that they would have met a very different animal. 

‘Monté vous chien idiot. Nous avons le travail pour faire ce matin. Levez-vous. Levez-

vous.’ 

‘What did he say?’ Liam whispered over Toby’s shoulder.  

‘This is why you have to let me do the talking. Your brain needs time to adjust to the 

translator. Just relax, don’t strain. Understanding will come eventually.’ 

Liam leaned back against the tree trunk and dragged his hand through his hair. It had 

never occurred to him that he would need time to learn how to accept the translator. He had 

thought it would just work. 

Gates squeaked, dogs yawned and stretched, and chickens appeared from their little 

hutches in the yards. As the sun came up over the trees and real light poured over the shadowed 

buildings, the village came to life. 

Still Toby waited in the trees, watching, watching. The inhabitants went about their daily 

business oblivious of the strangers only 50 metres from them. Suddenly Toby stood and Liam 

rocked back in surprise. With a wry grin, Toby spared him a sideways glance and said quietly, 

‘That’s the one. Come on.’ 

Liam scrambled up and followed Toby deeper into the trees. This time there was 

sufficient light for them to see where they were going and Liam concentrated on staying on his 
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feet as they hurried over the uneven ground. Toby was taking them just far enough inside the 

edge of the forest to keep them hidden, but close enough to the end of the trees for him to 

regularly check on the man they were following.  

Eventually the man turned and Toby turned with him, pausing before he emerged from 

the shadows. 

‘Remember, let me do the talking and just go with the flow. It will come eventually.’  

‘What will?’ Liam whispered urgently as Toby stepped out in to the clear morning light.  

‘Bonjour a vous. Est ce le village ‘Boron’ dos là-bas?’ 

The man straightened slowly from his inspection of the thigh-high plants surrounding 

him.  

‘Oui. Comme des gens du pays que je peux dire sans risque, bien que, qu’il n’y a pas 

beaucoup en ‘Boron’ d’intérêt aux. Que vous amène ici?’ 

Liam stopped just behind Toby listening to, but not understanding their conversation. 

Unable to follow the words, he had to look for other signals and it was clear that the man in the 

field was not very welcoming. While not overtly rude, his cautious scanning of the two 

newcomers and his lack of friendliness spoke volumes. 

‘Nous sommes ici à give Robert some material for his latest work,’ Toby said blithely. 

Liam almost choked and valiantly tried to cover his reaction by coughing into his hand. 

Mid-sentence the translator had kicked in and now Liam could understand what they were saying. 

‘My young brother would prefer I were not so forward with information, but … we are on 

an honest mission, so why not be upfront about it, I say?’ 

The other man yanked some long leaves off the plant stroking his thigh in the light 

breeze. 

‘Tcha. If you have stuff for Robert, then you are in the wrong place. He’s up at 

Montbéliard with the Lord Montfaucon raising a force to go the Holy Land.’ 

‘On Crusade?’ Liam blurted. 

‘Tha’s right my youngster. Don’ you go getting any heroic ideas like that airhead. 

There’s work and holiness here enough without having to look for it in foreign places. Robert can 

finish his works here, at home. He doesn’t need to go half way round the world.’ 

As he finished he shifted his intense stare down to the crop. ‘To support our Lords, we’re 

supposed to harvest more grain, provide more feed for the horses, more wood for the carts, and 

make more steel for the wheels. How are to do tha’ when half our young men run off to join the 

mighty on their Crusade, huh?’ 
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He rubbed the back of his head, then his nose and looked back up at them. ‘You want 

Robert?’ 

They nodded. 

‘What kind of stuff do you have for him?’ 

Toby reached inside his cotte and pulled out a sheaf of paper. ‘Letters, copies of entries in 

the Annals, material from the Cathedral.’ 

The man continued to stare at them with eyes as hard and piercing as an eagle’s. When 

those eyes scanned him, missing nothing, Liam was devoutly glad that his mother had nagged 

him so much about his clothes and how to move in them. Clearly the man was trying to weigh up 

whether the two of them could be trusted and Liam knew it would be fatal to their efforts if he did 

anything now that showed how bizarre everything felt. 

With a sniff and final swipe of his nose the farmer relented marginally and started 

talking. ‘Like I said, find the Lord Montfaucon and you’ll find Robert. Always writing, always 

practising. Wants to make Knight, he does. Humph. Where are we supposed to get the armour? 

He’ll take the only good horse we have, which I suppose is alright considering he raised the 

beauty from a foal, but the armour? Tha’s worth a village ransom, tha’ is. Go on. Montbéliard is 

up tha’ road. Follow it, make no turns and you’ll hit the town. Go up to the hill and you’ll see the 

big house. Ask around there. Anyone will be able to tell you where Robert is. He’s the one with 

the big head.’ 

He threw them a quick look as he turned and picked his way through the crops of golden 

grain over to a stone fence – almost daring them to respond. Liam blinked, his mouth opening and 

closing soundlessly. He was not going to contradict the man. From his deep frown and clenched 

jaw it was clear that he harboured very strong feelings about the problems caused by the Crusade.  

The villager hefted a hoe over his shoulder and waved at the road behind them. ‘Tha’s the 

road and … and I’d be grateful if you’d tell my cousin his mother would like to say her goodbyes 

in person.’ 

They got nothing more from the man before he stalked off, following the fence line, 

broad back and shoulders stooped slightly. 

Toby half-turned, touching Liam lightly on the arm and indicating they should find the 

roadway in silence. 

 

 

‘What letters, what copies did you bring with you?’ 



57 

 

They had been walking for over quarter of an hour in silence and Liam could not hold the 

burning question in any longer. 

‘Your translator is working now, I see. That didn’t take long.’ 

Liam took a quick breath, ready to reply but then paused as he tried to remember the 

conversation between the two men.  

‘At first I could tell you were speaking something like French, but not quite French … 

then I got the word Crusade ... uhm … then just almost French again until you started telling the 

man about the letters. What letters?’ 

Toby stopped and pulled a water-skin out of the bag slung over his back. He took a long 

drink and indicated Liam should do the same. Liam shook his head but Toby insisted. 

‘Fine, but I’m not thirsty, so why do I have to drink?’ 

‘Because we are being watched and because, believe it or not, in the cold you can get 

dehydrated just as easily as in the heat. Drink.’ 

Liam rummaged through his back sling and found his water-skin. 

‘We’re being watched? By whom? Where are they?’ 

‘Use your eyes, but be casual about it and don’t stare. My guess is that there is something 

worth protecting around here,’ Toby replied. They both took long swigs from their water skins 

and scanned the bushes and trees lining the roadside. 

‘All right, let’s get going. Since your translator is beginning to work, be clear on this 

point. This country is not yet France, not yet united and the arguments between the Dukes can get 

rather serious. Since we don’t yet know with whom we are dealing, let’s have less talking, more 

listening and watching until we know what we’re doing. Agreed?’ 

Liam could only nod. He had had no idea that Toby knew this much about the medieval 

kingdoms of Europe. 

‘What letters?’ 

With a groan, Toby put his water-skin away. ‘To be honest, I’m not entirely sure. Martin 

told me we might need a cover story for your investigation, so I asked Elena to make up some 

documents that looked as though they could belong in a major collection—’ 

‘From a cathedral or abbey,’ Liam said, interrupting. 

With a hard stare Toby continued. ‘Who’s telling this tale?’ 

Chastened, Liam mumbled, ‘You are.’ 

‘Right. What has bothered me about the preparation for this mission is that there have 

been no proper explanations for anything. We were given no briefings, no reports and told very 
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little. Elena had to guess what might be useful to us, and that makes me uncomfortable because it 

is … not … the … way … we … do … things.’ 

While he had been talking, Toby had re-adjusted his bag and water-skin and started 

walking. Now he lapsed into a sullen silence and Liam did not have the courage to break it a 

second time. 

 

 

The ground finally started to change as the road led them up a long, slow incline. The 

climb was not steep enough to call it a hill but it was sufficient to make his legs ache after the 

many kilometres of walking they had done to get this far. He caught a whiff of smoke on the air 

and sounds on the edge of hearing. It was like trying to tune a radio—not quite catching the 

station and hearing only snippets of words or sounds—searching, searching.  

They reached the peak of the incline and turned south-west with the slope and on the 

right, below them was their destination. Montbéliard. Smells and sounds now reached Liam with 

no interference.  

With mounting concern Liam noted the walls around the town. They were not thick and 

had no real military strength, but they were sturdy enough to control the incomings and outgoings 

of the populace. The gatehouse sat in the walls to the right of the road which ran under a stone 

and brick arch. From this distance Liam could not see whether there was a portcullis that would 

drop down through the arch to seal the entry, or big hinged gates that would swing shut.  

Either way, they had to pass through and Liam could see the small figures of guards 

stationed just outside the doorway to the gatehouse. 

‘Unfortunate,’ murmured Toby. 

Liam started. Toby had been quiet for so long while they surveyed the town that hearing 

his firm voice from such a close position was shocking.  

‘Nothing for it but to keep up the role we’ve been playing,’ said Toby as he stepped level 

with him. ‘But before we go any further, tell me what I need to know about this place and this 

Robert character.’ 

Liam stared at Toby’s profile trying to work out what he was thinking. The sullen, 

resentful tone of voice was gone and so was the supercilious expression. When Liam didn’t 

answer straight away, Toby tore his attention away from the township below and glanced across 

at him with raised eyebrows.  

Coughing slightly to clear his throat, Liam replied. ‘There’s not much we know for sure 

about Robert or how he lived. We do know that he added the story about the Sword in the Stone 
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to a poem called Merlin in 1198 AD. It was supposedly written a couple of years before he went 

on Crusade. So now we’re entering almost completely unknown territory.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘If the time-dislocator has brought us back properly to 1198 AD, and Robert’s already 

preparing to go on Crusade—’ 

‘Then it means something may already have changed,’ Toby said, finishing Liam’s 

sentence for him. 

Reluctantly Liam nodded. 

‘Anything else you can tell me?’ 

‘Heaps, but we won’t know what is relevant until we get down there. It might be useful 

for you to know that the current Lord Montfaucon should be one Duc Gautier de Montbéliard.’ 

For a few more moments Toby surveyed the country-side. ‘All right then, let’s go and 

find out what is happening.’ 
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Chapter 10: Swords crossed 

 

Liam marvelled at the self-assurance with which Toby carried himself. They were in an 

unknown land, playing a role, as he had said, and unsure of the outcomes. Despite that Toby 

walked and talked with confidence and an underlying … amusement. 

Keeping his eyes looking straight ahead, as though they knew their business, Liam strode 

purposefully beside Toby towards the town gates.  

‘And what brings you two to town?’ asked the guard. He had moved across the road to 

bar their way. 

‘Good morning,’ said Toby.  

The guard grinned and bowed his head in wry acknowledgement of Toby’s strategic 

avoidance of his question. 

‘And a good morning to you, my young visitor. But the question stands. We’ve not seen 

you before. What brings you to Montbéliard?’ 

‘Business,’ replied Toby briefly. 

The guard, an officer by the looks of his uniform, nodded and stepped forward holding 

his sword ostentatiously between them. 

‘No doubt. But your business is my business, so that the Duc knows everyone’s business. 

Do you follow?’ 

Liam watched the guard closely, noting the calm, unflustered way he moved and spoke. 

While he showed Toby that he was the one in a position of authority and would be willing to use 

force, it was not an overt threat. The guard was scrutinising Toby as carefully as Liam was 

watching him. It was with some trepidation, then, that Liam saw the guard turn his full attention 

to him.  

‘And is your business the same as your companion’s?’ he asked. 

Now that he faced him, though, Liam felt strangely calm under the stare of those intense, 

almost black eyes. 

‘Yes, Master. We’re here on Cathedral business.’ 

The guard’s eyes narrowed as he lifted his head and tilted it to the side, considering Liam 

from head to foot. 

‘You don’t look like Brothers. What business of the Church can you be on?’ 

‘We’re not of the cloister, Master,’ Liam replied quickly. ‘When the Brothers have need 

of delivering documents…’ 
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‘Couriers, are you, then?’ 

Liam nodded, feeling that the less he claimed verbally, the better. Toby must have 

nodded beside him for the guard only gave him a cursory glance before taking in a long, deep 

breath and expelling it slowly. 

While they were being questioned, the noise around them had risen slightly and from 

behind them Liam could hear the sounds of people waiting: the stamping of horses’ hooves and 

swish of their tails as they flicked flies away; the quiet chatter of people in line; the rustle of 

clothing; the squeak of cart wheels. 

Finally the guard made his decision.  

‘To whom are you delivering the … business of the Cathedral?’ he asked. 

‘We—’ Liam paused, not knowing how much to reveal. 

‘We are looking for Meisters Robert de Boron,’ Toby interposed carelessly. 

‘Meisters Robert?’ repeated the guard. 

Hoof clips sounded from behind them and Liam turned briefly to see who was coming so 

close. Sitting upon a tall roan horse was a man in well-cut, well-made clothes.  

Someone of some substance, thought Liam. 

‘It seems they are telling a true tale, Sergeant,’ said the man on the horse. 

‘And how can you tell that, my Lord?’ 

‘I was at Boron earlier and these two jackanapes were there asking after Robert.’ 

‘But, Sir, they asked for Meisters Robert,’ replied the guard with some caution. 

The man on the horse merely grinned and rode past them towards the arched gate. 

‘News sometimes travels quickly, sometimes slowly,’ he said with a wave of the hand. 

He sat easily in his saddle, which, like his clothes was well-made and of high quality. 

‘Maybe. You would be well to note that Messires Robert has changed his place in the 

world and may or may not welcome your news, now.’ The guard stepped back to let them pass, 

but Liam took their luck in to his hands. 

‘Do you now where we might find the Messires?’ 

‘I am not his messenger, nor his keeper. But he is no longer a quill-bearing clerk. A 

Knight he is, and he will be where Knights go. Be off with you!’ 

Liam and Toby nodded at the guard as they moved forward cautiously. They almost made 

it through the gate without further delay, but the guard had one final question. 

‘How long are you planning to stay?’ 

Liam turned, and it was only when he faced the road outwards that he realised how many 

people had come to a standstill behind them while they were being quizzed. 
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‘As long as it takes to find the Messires. After that, not long, I would expect,’ said Liam. 

‘Make sure you stay within the walls until you are ready to leave, then. The Deputy 

Sheriff might not be around to speak for you, next time.’ 

Liam swallowed. The Deputy-Sheriff himself had vouched for them. Definitely a man of 

substance. 

He nodded to the guard and hurried after Toby. 

‘That explains who was watching us, and why,’ Toby murmured as they walked under 

the deep shadow of the arch. 

‘So why didn’t he come and ask us straight out what we were up to if he was on scout 

duty?’ 

When they passed through the gate and got their first good look at Montbéliard, Toby’s 

swift grin and amused light in his eyes was wiped away. ‘Oh boy, this is going to take some 

time.’ 

Liam gaped at the town as they emerged from the gate’s shadow. It spread out before 

them, falling gently downwards and outwards like water in a culvert until the slopes of a hill 

started to rise out of the middle, topped by a huge outcropping of rock. Liam took a moment to 

absorb all the detail of a living, breathing medieval community. Close to the gates huddled single-

storey huts and lean-to’s, looking particularly chaotic as the road reached the bottom of its dip. 

The nature of the buildings changed the further they were situated from the gates and the higher 

their position geographically. The huts made way for shops and taverns which in turn changed to 

houses, until near the top of the hill amidst the high-status homes a wall appeared, almost 

completely concealing the buildings within it—except for those perched atop the massive 

outcropping of rock. 

A tradesman pushed his way past the two of them standing in the middle of the road and 

Liam muttered, ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ 

‘Where do we go first, hotshot?’ 

Liam shuffled over to the side of the road to get out of the flow of traffic before 

answering. It was not easy, though, to work out what was road and what was footpath. There were 

no bitumen roads with gutters and drains in twelfth century Montbéliard. Instead there was hard-

packed dirt leading towards the gates and once inside, the streets were covered in uneven cobbles 

that did not drain particularly well. The gaps between the rounded stones were sometimes dry, but 

more often filled with wet … something. Liam did not want to look too closely. Going by the 

smell, some of it was not water. 

He grabbed Toby by the elbow and kept moving along the main street. 



63 

 

‘We should keep moving and not show by our gawking that we don’t know this place.’ 

‘Good point. But where do you want to look?’ 

Liam thought as they walked with the crowd. Until now he had not noticed just how 

many people were crammed into the narrow street.  

‘We either go where Robert’s cousin suggested, or we try and find where the Knights 

stay when in town.’ 

Toby pointed briefly at the road rising across the face of the hill. It wound its way up the 

slope like a lazy snake, first one way, then another. ‘The fellow back at Boron did tell us to go up 

to the main house at the top of the hill, which I am guessing is the Duc’s residence. I’m guessing, 

too, that he meant that fancy place on top of the rock. Some hill.’ 

Liam’s soft shoe squelched into something sloppy, wet and smelly. Trying desperately 

not to look as disgusted as he felt, he could only growl ‘Fine, let’s go then.’ 

 

 

‘I don’t care whether you have letters from the Bishop himself, you are not going in to 

see Messires Robert without leave. Your names are not on my admittance list and unless you are 

on my list, or are vouched for by one of my people, you do not go inside. Got it?’ 

Liam took a deep, deep breath and held it, clenching his jaw shut. They had been trying, 

unsuccessfully for the last quarter of an hour, to convince the guard to allow them across the 

bridge and through the gates to the big house at the end of the road. This had to be the house they 

were told about at Boron. It was the biggest house, it was at the end of the road, sitting proudly on 

top of the up-thrust fist of stone, and it was clearly a residence of importance. Robert de Boron 

was supposed to be in the employ of the most important man in Montbéliard. ‘Where else could 

he be,’ Liam’s inner voice shrieked.  

‘Let us try again. Maybe—’ 

‘There are no maybes. You are not allowed in. Anyway, those letters are marked to 

Meisters Robert, not Messires Robert. That much I can read and this much you should know if 

you are from the Cathedral that Robert is now a knight and not concerned with his old calling.’ 

Liam broke in before Toby could reply. ‘Our messages were deemed valid enough by the 

Deputy Sheriff. He vouched for us at the gate.’ 

Toby stiffened at his side, but did not contradict him. 

The guard was a little discomfited at this news, but he held his ground. ‘The Deputy is 

not here and it is my head if I let anyone unauthorised through these gates.’ 
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Toby shook his head as Liam started another sentence. He pulled on Liam’s cotte and 

interrupted, saying, ‘Obviously we are not going to find Robert here today. We can wait.’ He 

frowned at the guard and directed Liam away from the gate.  

‘What do you mean, we can wait?’ Liam hissed. 

Toby didn’t answer until they were well out of earshot of those at the gates. ‘I know, I 

know. But that could have been dangerous, claiming the credit of the Deputy Sheriff. He might 

not be so generous when he sees us hovering around the Duc’s house. And we were getting 

nowhere with the guard. He was going to do his job by hook or by crook and there was no point 

arguing anymore.’ 

Liam’s stomach growled insistently and he realised suddenly how long it had been since 

their last meal. ‘All right, all right, but before we go anywhere else I need something to eat or I’m 

going to fall over.’ 

‘Me too,’ Toby agreed, finding somewhere for them to sit. They got their food out from 

their scrips and munched through the fresh bread they had bought in the town’s market.  

‘Where would knights go?’ Toby mused. 

Remembered pictures from illuminated manuscripts swirled through Liam’s mind as he 

pondered Toby’s question. They mixed haphazardly with the disconcerting images of medieval 

reality surrounding him. Possibilities rose from this whirlpool and Liam examined them, 

discarding one after another, except one that kept recurring. ‘The blacksmith,’ Liam blurted 

around a mouthful of bread and hard-pork. 

‘The blacksmith?’ 

Liam nodded, swallowing his mouthful as quickly and painlessly as possible. 

‘This Duc is getting ready to go on Crusade, remember? Robert has just been made 

knight. What do you need to go into your first battle?’ 

‘Armour?’ 

‘Armour: which is made at the blacksmith’s workshop.’ 

 

 

‘Messires Robert is not due here until late today. He will not be well pleased if we do not 

have his arms ready. Sword, plate, horse’s plate. All the symbols and protectors of a Knight. 

Make him nothing less than the best our Master says. So we will make this clerk turned Knight 

his armour and arms. What do you want with him?’ 

The blacksmith was no longer looking at them, as he had returned to his work with the 

hammer and anvil. But Liam had the distinct impression of being watched nonetheless. 
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‘Well, boy, what do you want with Messires Robert?’ 

‘Uh, we have material for him from the Cathedral and we were sure we would find him 

here,’ Liam stuttered. 

Bang … bang … bang. The thud of hammer on red-hot metal reverberated painfully 

through Liam’s head. 

‘Don’t just stand there all day! His lordship’s armour and sword are waiting. Fetch me 

water for the cooling trough and make yourselves useful. If you stay and work you’ll see the 

Messires soon enough.’ 

Toby sighed and dragged Liam towards the rough buckets stacked beside the trough. 

Bang … bang… bang. 

‘The well is to your right and down the hill a bit. You can’t miss it.’ 

Bang… bang… bang! 

Liam hurried away from the workshop to escape the ringing, rhythmic attack on his ears. 

 

 

Liam stood slowly, and after putting the bucket down on the wet and sooty ground at his 

feet wiped the blackened sweat off his forehead. The soot sticking to his face was mixing with the 

sweat dripping painfully into his eyes. It was getting harder to focus inside the dim, smoky 

foundry workshop as the long day wore on. But at least the sunlight no longer slanted directly in 

on the many metals scattered around.  

It was still hot inside at the back, however, as the coals continued to give out immense 

heat. As unobtrusively as possible, Liam washed his hands in the water and wiped them on the 

back of his cotte. With a sigh he turned back towards the light and saw standing upright beside 

the anvil a long, knight’s sword.  

His breath caught in his throat. The sun gleamed in the late afternoon, casting the sword 

in silhouette. It stood against the stone and anvil with blade standing proud, crosspiece and hilt 

casting their shadow behind them. It stood, waiting to be claimed, waiting to be drawn in honour. 

Voices murmuring on the edge of hearing suddenly, stridently intruded upon Liam’s 

awareness. 

‘We have them in here, Messires! My younger brother—’ 

Around the corner of the workshop strode a tall, heavy man in good, but workaday 

clothes. His brief look into the workshop seared Liam’s face and he felt like a poor urchin, 

embarrassed by the soot and dirt caked on his sweat-dried skin.  
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‘Give them over, youngster. But it is unlikely they will be of any real interest to me if 

they hold the type of material your companion claims.’ Robert de Boron thrust his hand out and 

waited for the documents.  

Adrenalin thundered through Liam’s veins making him a little light-headed as he 

scrabbled around for his scrip, and then fumbled with its buckle. Earlier they had decided that it 

would be best for him to hold the documents so he could have an excuse to talk to the poet-cum-

clerk-cum-knight. Finally Liam found the letters and manuscripts and handed them over.  

Upon receiving them, Robert immediately began scanning the pages. ‘It is as I thought. 

Why have the Brothers sent me this, this, remnant of a story about the final gasp of a forgotten 

people as they sunk beneath the conquering yoke of the greedy Saxons? That cannot be built into 

any worthy tale. To find the Holy Grail—now that would be a quest.’ Robert lifted his eyes from 

the documents for a moment and Liam was struck by the passionate fire that burned in their 

depths.  

‘Joseph took it with him away from the Holy Land. They say he took it to the Island of 

the Mighty. My Lord and I know not whether this clue be truth or fabrication, so it is one of the 

many mysteries I must solve for him. Manuscripts that prove the last known whereabouts of the 

Grail I am, therefore, interested in. Not the failing splinters of the ancient Roman Empire hidden 

across the seas on that island of mist. The Spirit calls me. I will follow its lead to the Holy Land 

with my master and pick up the Grail’s trail and there learn of Joseph’s quest to find for it a safe 

haven.’ 

While he had been talking, the man had continued to leaf through the manuscripts that 

had gingerly been given to him. 

‘There is nothing I want in here. Tell the Brothers that I leave on the eve of summer. If 

they cannot reach me before then with the copies I asked for, then they need not bother. They will 

not catch our force.’ 

He handed the sheaf of papers to Liam who took them, mutely. Words stuck in his throat. 

Try as he might, he could not get them out. Here was a man about whom modern historians knew 

very little and he was star struck. He could not get his tongue to obey his mind and ask the 

questions clamouring to be voiced. 

‘Now this, Master Blacksmith, I call worthwhile.’ Robert de Boron gripped the sword, 

lifted it and swung it wide, testing its weight, balance, and sharp edge.  

‘It is not finished yet, Messires Robert. We still have to polish the blade and set the 

handle with the engraving you asked for.’ 
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‘It is a beautiful creation even in its unfinished state. You are truly a Master of your trade. 

I eagerly await its final adornments.’ He gave it one last swing and stuck it, quivering, in the hard 

earth at his feet where it kissed the stone and anvil once more. For a long moment he stood in 

front of the weapon staring at it until abruptly he turned on his heel and left the workshop. 

Liam reached out reverently for the blade but before his fingertips could brush the 

sword’s hilt, the Blacksmith’s voice brought him up short. 

‘Hands off, stripling! That’s no sword for the likes of you. What makes you think you 

have the right to touch such a blade? Whatever do they teach you down in the lowlands? Off with 

you! You’ve had your word with the Messires. He won’t be back today.’ 

In a daze Liam followed Toby from the workshop. Neither said a thing as they left the 

busy, soot-enshrouded yard. The westering sun still had some bite to it and Liam welcomed its 

presence on his shoulders as the sweat cooled quickly under his clothes. 

They walked down the hill towards the hustle and bustle of the town and the closer he got 

to the crowded, pungent dwellings, the more agitated he became. 

A log lay on its side a little distance from the road and Liam detoured towards it. 

Collapsing down onto its hard surface as if it was the couch at home, he drew in a deep breath and 

expelled it noisily.  

‘Well, that was worthwhile,’ Liam muttered disconsolately. 

‘It showed us more than you think, actually,’ said Toby tonelessly. 

‘I disagree,’ Liam said with rising indignation. ‘We were sent here to find out if Robert 

de Boron was writing about Merlin, the Sword in the Stone and King Arthur’s proof of heritage. 

What did we get? Nothing concrete! I couldn’t string two words together to ask a decent question 

and he was fixated on the Holy Grail and getting to the Holy Land.’ 

Toby shook his head. ‘Put it in context. Think back and consider what you saw and heard, 

and tell me again what we learned.’  

In his mind’s eye Liam could see just one thing—a sword standing gleaming in the 

sunlight waiting to be drawn from the anvil against which it rested. 

Eventually more images flashed across the inside of his closed eyelids: Robert de Boron 

and the Master Blacksmith’s reverence for the obviously superior sword; the wondrous, inspired 

look upon the knight’s face as he spoke about and yearned for a real quest; and his disdain for the 

history and legends of Britain.  

‘Robert is heading off to the Crusade and he’s going to write the story of Joseph 

d’Arimathe instead isn’t he?’ Liam whispered. 

‘Sounds like it.’ 
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‘How could he have just left the sword there after seeing it like that? How could he not 

have made the connection to King Arthur and Merlin?’ 

Toby leant back and looked up at the sky. ‘Because, in his world King Arthur and Merlin 

are not worthy enough; because King Arthur and Merlin and the image of the sword in the stone 

do not exist for him.’ 

‘Then Tracey hasn’t directly changed anything to do with Robert. It’s something bigger, 

something else.’ Privately Liam added one more comment: And the Prof was wrong.  

‘She’s done something else,’ Toby agreed. ‘Although,’ he said, clapping Liam hard on 

the back as he stood up, ‘you did prove one thing when you tried to touch the sword.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The myth surrounding the importance, nay the sanctity, of a Knight’s sword (and who is 

worthy of wielding such a wondrous weapon) is alive and well.’ 

Liam could only stare numbly at the scuffed ground and hardy grass tufts struggling to 

survive on the well-worn verge.  

‘Come on, let’s go home,’ Toby said. 

 



69 

 

Chapter 11: The Time-dislocator 

 

They took the last steps up the path, leaning forwards and pushing hard with their thighs 

to make the high, uneven steps. At the pace his father set, this path was not the easiest way up to 

the lookout, but it was quick and one of Liam’s favourites. They reached the top and turned right, 

towards the western outlook.  

He scanned the area, looking for other bushwalkers. Good, no-one else is here, Liam 

thought. He bent down and ran his pointer-finger around the edge of an indentation in the rock at 

his feet. It was warm from the sun, but yesterday’s brief shower had partially filled it with water.  

‘Remember when I used to think this was a dinosaur footprint?’ he said quietly to his 

Dad.  

‘I do.’ 

‘With the History Hunters’ time-travel gadget I could go back and find out if there really 

were dinosaurs here, couldn’t I?’ 

His Dad had taken a seat on the wooden bench positioned near the edge of the sandstone 

outcropping. ‘You could, if you knew the exact time to which you wanted to travel back.’ 

Liam straightened and joined his Dad on the bench. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘As far as I understand it, the time-dislocator works on co-ordinates, just like a map.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘If we were in space, or inside a sphere, we’d need to know where we wanted to be 

exactly in relation to up-down, left-right, forward-back and past-future.’ 

Liam arched his finger-tips of both hands together so he could form a rough sphere in the 

air. Then he visualised a spot inside the sphere and mentally followed the instructions his Dad had 

given him, his eyes flicking one way, then another as he ‘placed’ his spot in its up-down, left-

right, forward-back location.  

‘Imagine now that that sphere is Earth and you’re on the surface instead of in the middle.’ 

‘I see.’ Liam followed his father’s logic and a slow grin spread across his face. ‘By using 

longitude and latitude co-ordinates we can map exactly where we want to be in relation to up-

down, left-right, and forward-back on the globe,’ he said. 

‘Precisely. They tell us where in space-time we want to be. The past-future position tells 

us when we want to be. And without that exact measurement of time, we cannot enter the last co-

ordinate.’ 
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Liam nodded, dropping his hands and looking down at the tri-toed indentation in the 

rock. 

‘So when we went to Boron, Toby entered Boron’s co-ordinates and—’ 

‘The year, month and date you wanted to investigate.’ 

‘—15th April, 1198AD.’ 

‘Now back to your dinosaur. How would you get there with the time-dislocator?’ 

‘We’d have to map our exact longitude and latitude position and then decide exactly 

when we needed to be there?’ 

‘Right. Could you do that?’ 

Liam sucked in his breath before answering. The whole idea of the indentation in the rock 

being a fossilised dinosaur footprint had only ever been a wishful dream, something to make this 

lookout special and mysterious. Do I really want to know for sure that it is, or isn’t? 

‘Possibly. But we would have to investigate a lot further, and I’m not sure I want to, you 

know, find out there never were dinosaurs here,’ Liam murmured. 

His Dad looked closely at him. 

‘I like the idea of this being a dinosaur footprint. The idea connects us to the past, to the 

story of the land. If we prove it isn’t, then that idea is lost, and, um—’ 

His father reached out and gripped his shoulder. ‘It’s all right. I understand. We won’t go 

back with the time-dislocator. But could you work out the date?’ 

Liam closed his eyes and tried to imagine what the forest and this lookout would be like 

sixty-five million years ago. There were, though, too many things he didn’t know precise answers 

to: what types of trees and plants were here instead of the tall, thin eucalypts, she-oaks and wattle 

trees? The drought had made its mark on the forest and there were far more shades of brown and 

grey around him than green—but he imagined that during the Jurassic there would be dark, 

intense greens. Plenty of ferns and tall trees, but no grass. Although there isn’t much grass here 

now, either, after the drought, he thought ruefully. Instead, leaves and small sticks and fallen 

branches covered the ground. Back in the dinosaur era did the trees shed their leaves during the 

cold, or when it got too dry? It was hard to know. He’d have to look it up. Without buildings (or 

ruins), pictures, letters, or records to tell him when something had existed he’d have to turn to 

other evidence: geographical and biological clues that could be read in the stone and fossilised 

pollens and leaves. It was going to be hard to pinpoint an exact time when the dinosaurs might 

have been here, in this spot. 

Suddenly an image of a different forest came to mind. A deep, dark forest with tree 

trunks so large he couldn’t wrap his arms around them. Roots rose out of the ground like walls 



71 

 

buttressing and connecting castle towers. He could hear horses and the slight clank of metal. No 

dinosaur could be living in this new forest. Not with knights roaming through it. His eyes snapped 

open. 

‘I know why you asked me all that stuff about dinosaurs. You weren’t really taking my 

comment about going back to the Jurassic seriously. You just wanted me to work out what we 

needed to know to get us back to King Arthur!’ 

His Dad tipped his head to the side and drew in a deep breath. Finally he nodded. ‘Once 

you started thinking about time travel I knew you’d realise the gaps in our knowledge and the 

kind of information you’d need in order to go back to the dinosaur era. I hoped that you would 

then apply what you learned and make the leap to our real problem.’ 

Liam mock-punched his Dad on the arm. ‘Are you ever going to take me seriously?’ 

The humour left his Dad’s face as clearly as if an artist had wiped his portrait clean. In its 

place was an intensity that almost hurt to look at.  

‘Absolutely. What you are about to do, what you are going to spend the rest of your life 

doing is serious, dangerous, exciting, fascinating. Don’t treat it lightly. Have fun, but it is not a 

game. We believe you, we trust you, and we’re here to help. Sometimes that might mean we 

question you, contradict you, and maybe even argue with you. But at no time will we not take you 

seriously.’ 

Liam tore his eyes away from his Dad’s face and stared instead at the ground. His father 

hauled him close on the seat and put an arm around his shoulder. Neither of them said anything. 

They just sat, and Liam looked without thinking at the texture of the grey, lichen-covered 

sandstone under his feet. His eyes travelled from the rock out over the precipice into the treetops 

below and out to the horizon.  

‘I guess we need to decide the where and the when of our next move?’ said Liam. 

‘And this time, we do it properly!’ 

 

 

‘You’re home, good. Dinner’s just about ready. I’ll serve while you two get cleaned up.’ 

Liam dragged in a deep breath, savouring the rich, golden smells coming from the 

kitchen. His parents were good cooks and they enjoyed preparing cuisine from all over the world, 

but his mum’s lamb roast held a special place in his heart. And with the way his mouth was 

watering, this one promised to be a great roast. 
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The conversation faded into companionable silence and the clink of cutlery on china 

formed a faint counterpoint to his thoughts. Images only half seen super-imposed themselves over 

the bright green of the peas and deep orange of the pumpkin. He pushed the vegetables around, 

trying to capture the picture, but it dissolved faster the more he concentrated on it. 

‘What’s up?’ 

When Liam looked up he struggled to focus. It was like trying to see through a very dusty 

window with everything indistinct and vague. ‘Hmm?’ 

‘You’ve gone very quiet,’ his Dad said. 

‘Sorry. I … uh …’ 

‘No need to apologise Liam, it’s just—’ 

‘You weren’t really seeing those vegies as you pushed them around on your plate, were 

you,’ his mother asked. 

Momentarily speechless at her accurate observation, he stumbled into an answer. ‘Are 

you sure you’re can’t read minds, Mum?’ 

‘Sadly, no.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘You sound disappointed.’ 

Liam dropped his gaze back down to his plate, trying to grab hold of the elusive images 

that he could almost see there. ‘It’s just…’ 

‘Just what?’ 

‘If you could read minds, you might be able to figure out what’s bugging me.’ 

‘What do you think it is?’ 

‘I wish I knew! Something’s knocking at the door trying to get my attention, but I don’t 

know what it is, or where it’s coming from. It’s the same feeling you get when you can’t quite 

remember words to a song clearly. You know what it’s like - they’re almost there, on the tip of 

your tongue, but you can’t get them out. I wonder if … maybe I shouldn’t be focussing on words 

…  maybe it’s a photo or picture of something I’ve seen before but now I can’t place it. It’s too 

dark.’  

Helplessness welled up inside, almost consuming him and he didn’t have the energy to 

keep prodding and poking at the problem until he found the answer like he would normally. 

‘Aaah!’ 

‘When did this start?’ 

He shrugged. ‘Not long after Toby and I got back, I suppose. Although, it’s only really 

been bugging me this afternoon.’ 



73 

 

‘Relax, champ. The harder you work at it, the less likely it is you’ll find the answer.’ 

Disbelief dragged his eyes up from his plate to his father’s face. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 

It was his mother who replied. ‘Believe it or not, when your subconscious is trying to tell 

you something, it’s best to leave it alone and eventually it will make the connections it needs for 

your conscious mind to understand. That’s when the breakthrough will come and when you’ll 

have your “light-bulb moment”.’ 

‘If you say so,’ he said with some scepticism. Nevertheless, he dutifully stopped 

worrying about it and turned his mind to the more immediate problem: deciding what to eat next 

and what most flavoursome bit he would leave to last. 

‘By the way, we’ve invited Martin and Toby over for coffee tomorrow morning,’ his 

father said, piercing, for a moment, the mind-fog brought on by fatigue and the consumption of a 

lot of good food. 

‘To talk about what?’ 

‘Where to from here.’ 

Unable to muster any sensible thoughts, he just nodded and finished chewing his last 

mouthful of lamb. 

 

 

He stirred, floating in a half-waking, half-sleeping state. ‘Mum? Is that you?’ 

‘Mmmhhmm.’ 

‘Whatsup?’ 

‘Nothing. Just checking.’ 

‘Checking what?’ 

‘That you’re asleep, actually.’ 

‘Mmm, yep.’ He only half heard his mother as he sunk back towards sleep. Her hand 

gently stroked his forehead and hair and Liam closed his eyes with the familiarity of it. She used 

to do this when he was little, or sick. Why now, he asked himself.  

 

 

Liam rolled the ball between his fingers, pondering which marker he’d aim for this time 

on his make-shift pitch. The stumps were set against the fence with various chalk circles drawn 

on the driveway in front of them, marking specific places for the ball to land. The challenge was 

to pick a circle and bowl the ball into it rather than just landing it randomly. He’d been at it for 

about an hour and his accuracy was dropping.  



74 

 

A car pulled up out the front, providing a welcome distraction. When the Prof’s voice 

boomed across the yard, Liam grinned, packed up and made his way indoors. 

‘No you don’t!’ 

‘What?’ he said, hovering in a half-sit position over the couch.  

‘Don’t sit on that couch while you’re dripping with sweat. Go and have a shower, then 

you can join us.’ 

Liam straightened and frowned at his mum. ‘I’m not that grubby.’ 

‘That’s a matter of opinion—’ she said, waving him towards the bathroom upstairs, ‘—

and in my opinion you are in no fit state to sit with civilised company. Off you go!’ 

There was no point arguing, but on his way he managed a quick glance at his Dad and the 

Prof, and was relieved to see sympathetic amusement on their faces. Clearly they knew marching 

orders when they heard them, too. 

 

 

As he tugged his clean shirt into place and sat down, he was forced to admit the shower 

and change of clothes was a good idea. The comfortable atmosphere in the family room, however, 

had disappeared during his absence. His mother was sitting ramrod straight; his father’s jaw 

muscles were constantly clenching and unclenching; and the Prof looked as though he had 

swallowed something very unpleasant.  

Liam paused before saying anything, trying to work out the charged emotions hanging in 

the room. Eventually he said softly, ‘Should I … go?’ 

It was as though his question cracked a film of ice that each of them had erected around 

themselves, because his parents visibly relaxed and the Prof leaned back into his armchair and 

rubbed his forehead. 

‘No, of course not. We all need to de-brief your trip to Boron. But while you were gone 

your parents and Toby took the opportunity to tell me some pretty hard home-truths about this 

mission.’ 

At the Prof’s comment, Liam whipped his head around, looking for Toby, and found him 

leaning against the kitchenette bench with a drink in his hand. ‘Hey. Didn’t see you. Sorry,’ he 

said, irritated at missing him and consequently feeling like a boor for not welcoming him.  

With a lopsided grin, Toby sauntered past him, picked up a seat from the study and 

brought it into the family room. ‘No sweat, I was on the deck when you came in,’ he whispered as 

he put the chair down beside him at the end of the couch. 

‘What home truths?’ Liam asked no-one in particular. 
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The Prof squirmed in his chair and Liam was struck by the child-like action and the 

expression on his face. The hard, grim tone of voice that came back with the answer was a 

complete contrast to the innocent body-language, showing them for a moment how deeply the 

earlier conversation had affected him.  

‘That I have let my pre-occupation with Tracey’s actions become almost an obsession. 

Worse, that I let that obsession over-ride my better judgement and allowed it to convince me that 

I, and I alone, should decide what we were going to do.’  

Liam looked not at the Prof’s face, but at the hands clenched into fists and the left foot 

jigging spasmodically on the tiles.  

‘I broke protocol. But—’ he said with a glare at them all, ‘—I still argue that this case is 

different and requires a different kind of response from us.’ 

‘Different, how?’ Duncan ground out. 

‘She’s gone after something really big this time. Her other targets were just practice ones 

by comparison and I have no idea what she is trying to achieve. I don’t pretend to know as much 

about King Arthur as Liam does, but I know enough to suggest that the affects of her changes will 

be unpredictable and unusual.’ 

Silence settled over the group and Liam noticed that no-one was willing to directly look 

at anyone else. He remembered Toby’s words at Boron and he lightly kicked his travelling 

companion’s foot. 

The small interplay was seen by the Prof, though, and before Toby could say anything he 

pursed his lips and said, ‘I’ve already been told, in no uncertain terms, that we should do things 

properly this time.’ 

‘Which means what, exactly?’ Liam asked. ‘No-one has shared that with me, yet.’ 

With a quick glance at the others, the Prof answered. ‘We identify what Tracey has 

targeted and set up a research team and a field team. The research team briefs us on the period of 

history, what event has likely to have been changed, and the subsequent affects of those changes. 

The field team researches the targeted site and what conditions they’re likely to find there. 

Together they brief the whole group and decide what we need to do and how. Then we do it.’ 

‘How long does that take?’ 

‘It depends.’ 

‘On what?’ 

‘On what has to be researched, by whom, what resources we have, what we know, and 

don’t know. The variables are almost endless,’ Toby said, leaning forward. He carefully put his 

glass down on the tiles beside him, making sure it was not in danger of being kicked over by 
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either foot. Then he straightened and turned slowly to face Liam through narrowed his eyes. 

‘People keep saying you’re a King Arthur buff, and I’m sure you know a fair bit for a kid. No 

offence intended, but we need someone to get a handle on the whole King Arthur thing. Having 

done a bit of research for a school project isn’t going to cut it, I’m afraid. If you can point us in 

the right direction, though, that would be a great help.’ 

Liam flushed hot, cold and hot again. He couldn’t take his eyes off Toby who continued 

to stare.  

Out of his peripheral vision he saw the Prof stiffen and his Dad stand up. He heard his 

mother suck in a quick breath.  

‘Hold up. That’s not fair!’ 

With a flick of his eyes Toby acknowledged the others, but he quickly brought his hard 

gaze back to Liam.  

‘I know it’s not fair, Duncan, but we can’t muck about. All of us agree with the Prof: 

Tracey’s modus operandi has changed. We also know we need expert knowledge to defeat her 

this time, and I’m not sure—’ 

‘That’s enough, Toby,’ the Prof said, his deep voice vibrating with outrage. 

‘Let’s be honest with ourselves and go into this with eyes wide open.’ 

‘And we will,’ Liam said, swallowing the bitter bile that had risen up his throat.  

‘Liam—’ 

‘It’s all right, Dad. Let me answer.’ He had not taken his eyes off Toby and had seen the 

flow of emotions cross the young man’s face despite the tight control he was obviously exerting. 

‘Toby, look around you. Look at the library at my command here … at … home. Look at 

that section over there. Mum’s given that to me so I have somewhere to put those books on the 

Arthurian Matter that don’t fit in my room. I have been ‘studying’ King Arthur and that era of 

British history for as long as I can remember. I haven’t ‘crammed’ for a school project. I know 

what you need.’ 

Approval, or satisfaction, or something flickered deeply in Toby’s eyes and he leant back 

in his chair. ‘So how long will it take to prepare the pod’s briefing?’ 

‘Not long,’ Duncan said, cutting across any answer Liam might have made.  

‘Good. But can we have lunch first Bronwyn?’ Toby asked with a brazen tilt to his head. 

A startled laugh was forced out of her, and she stood, dragging at Liam’s shirt as she did 

so. ‘Do you ever stop being hungry?’ 

He grinned back at her, but Liam could see the doubt behind the smile and the uncertainty 

in his eyes. After that attack, Toby wasn’t sure of his welcome, Liam realised with a rush. So he 
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squeezed his Mum’s arm gently, letting her know he was all right. She sighed and shook her 

head.  

‘Of course we have time for lunch, but you can all help, I’m not your serving maid.’ 

Liam followed his mother out of the room, but she waited until they were out of earshot 

before talking. ‘You all right?’ 

He nodded. ‘Yeah. I’ve worked out he’s a bit like Colin sometimes, and not always easy 

to take. But I’m fine. Really,’ he said at her disbelieving look. ‘I don’t think that was all about 

me, though. Something else was going on, wasn’t it?’ 

They were in the kitchen now and she started handing him stuff from the fridge. ‘I 

suspect so, but it was pretty rough, nonetheless.’ 
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Chapter 12: Risks 

 

‘Okay, you can open your eyes now, champ,’ his Dad said from the front seat.  

It took a moment for Liam to work out they were near the river. ‘No, on the river,’ he 

corrected himself when he saw the big blue-brown strip of water and smelled the odd 

combination of mud and salt that meant the water was brackish. Given the distance to the 

opposite bank and the semi-industrial feel to the surroundings, he guessed they must be pretty 

close to the mouth of the Brisbane River. Looming above the galvanised-iron roofs was a multi-

decked boat—a big boat.  

Having worked out where they were, he still couldn’t guess why they were here. He 

paused his MP3 player and shifted the ear-phones aside so he could hear his parents properly.  

‘What are we doing here, Mum?’ 

Car doors were opened and shut and bags positioned over shoulders before his mother 

replied.  

‘Let’s go line up and you’ll see.’ 

Unsatisfied with that answer he gave his Dad a questioning look, only to be met with a 

similar non-answer.  

‘Why the secrecy, what’s the big surprise?’ 

This time his parents reacted together. With almost identical grins they waved him ahead 

of them. ‘Because we’ve been planning this for weeks and we want you to work it out.’ 

Now his interest was piqued and he strode out, reaching the entry gate well before they 

did which gave him time to look closely at the signs and images painted on the side of the big 

catamaran.  

‘Cool. Whale-watching.’ He turned back towards his parents as a vague disquiet stirred 

beneath his initial excitement. ‘Is this the big surprise you promised me if I got through the term 

without any melt-downs?’ 

The grins were still in place and they nodded in unison.  

Liam went still. ‘But term hasn’t really finished yet. I’ve still got some of my exams left 

and the debate is a few weeks away, too.’ 

The grins fell slightly as his question sunk in. ‘Aaah. Yes. Well. We’ve discussed it and 

think that things are only going to get more chaotic around you until the mission is over and the 

world is back to normal. Increasingly, what you know and remember will not always connect 

with the ‘reality’ of (let’s call it the outside) and your schoolwork is going to become more and 
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more unintelligible to your teachers. So, with the Prof’s permission, at the end of all this when 

everything’s back to normal and you’re on the same footing as everyone else in your class, we’ll 

take you back in time to sit your exams properly. In the meantime you still deserve a break and 

we don’t want to waste our lovely surprise,’ his father finished with a rush.  

Relief was so strong that Liam’s legs almost wobbled. Since getting back from Boron 

whenever he sat down to study and do practice tests, his answers got further and further away 

from the example answers. He’d begun to think he was losing it but hadn’t known what to do 

about it. Trust his parents to have noticed, he thought with a wry twist to his mouth. Still, their 

solution was a little wilder than even some of his half-baked thoughts.  

‘Seriously?’ 

Again synchronised nods were his only answer. With a sigh he turned and together they 

went through check-in and boarded the huge Tangalooma catamaran.  

‘Well, what do you know? Fancy meeting you here,’ announced a familiar voice, seconds 

before hard hands descended on Liam’s shoulders.  

‘Fancy that,’ his father replied to Martin with mock sarcasm.  

‘Glad you could make it. Where’s Ariane?’ Bronwyn asked.  

Light pressure directed Liam to seats near the starboard windows. ‘Can you believe it? 

She said there was some crucial work to do in the lab. Valerie’s up on top deck though. She’ll 

come down soon, so let’s get settled.’ 

 

 

‘Prof—’ 

‘Martin, remember?’ 

‘I’ve called you Prof all my life. I can’t stop now.’ 

The older man shook his head a little at Liam’s swift reply. ‘If you must, I suppose. But 

go on, I interrupted you.’ 

‘What Elena said the other day about the History Hunters protecting the ‘right history’ … 

is her explanation well … right?’ 

‘Why are you asking?’ 

‘I’ve heard you, Mum and Dad argue about this kind of thing before and I got the 

impression that the latest way of explaining history is to suggest that there is no single ‘true’ 

version of an historical event. You’ve all said we have to interpret evidence, but even when 

people look at the same material, they might come up with slightly different interpretations of 

what it means.’ 
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The Prof’s nod was encouraging, but the white teeth nipping his upper lip and intense 

stare indicated that he was not entirely happy with Liam’s comments.  

‘So how can the History Hunters think that there is one correct version that will get 

humanity to a specific point in the far future?’ 

The Prof paused to let Liam go ahead as they stepped through the cabin door and out on 

to the deck. He joined Liam at the bow and leaned on the guard-rail beside him. Together they 

scanned the ocean surface for movement and Liam was more comfortable now that the Prof was 

not looking so hard at him. It was a bit of a risk, he thought belatedly, to question the leader about 

an established member of the pod.  

‘That is a question that has occupied us for many, many years and the younger Gatherers 

and Repairers are … well … not sure they agree with us oldies.’ 

Now Liam did look back up at him. He sensed a return of the Prof’s humour and the 

small grin he caught on the Prof’s face confirmed it.  

‘Am I a youngie or an oldie?’ 

‘You, my lad, are an old, old soul in a boy’s body. I don’t know what you are. Maybe it’s 

because you have grown up hanging around the history department and the libraries at work, and 

living with your remarkable parents. Whatever the cause, I think you’ve got a head-start on the 

others in your understanding of the nature of history and how it affects us.’ 

The Prof’s expression turned thoughtful and for a moment Liam thought he saw pain 

flash across the mobile face. 

‘It is not always clear to some of my Gatherers and Repairers that remembering our 

history isn’t the be all and end all in avoiding problems and mistakes now, or in the future.’ 

Now Liam was sure of it. Something about this was painful to the Prof and he was trying 

really hard not to let it show.  

‘There’s an article I like to show my students written by a PhD student in history here at 

the University that sums it up really well. Basically it says that knowing our history has never 

helped us avoid repeating mistakes because each mistake, even if it looks the same, is a new one: 

made by different people, often in different times and for different reasons. But knowledge of our 

history and those old blues help us understand the present.  

 

The delicious sounds of wavelets slapping the bow as the boat sliced through the water 

and birds reeling and squawking above washed over them as Liam linked together the ideas 

contained in the Prof’s long reply. 
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‘So this history that helps us understand our present and needs protecting is going to do 

what for us in the far future?’ 

Someone ruffled his hair and he automatically ducked his head sideways to avoid what he 

knew was coming next. His mother always gave him a peck on top of the head after she messed 

up his hair. It was a game they played—she messed him up, he tried to avoid the kiss. But it was 

only a half-hearted dodge today. This was one of those things that did not change, and if the last 

week or so was anything to go by, his life was going to be one big change from now on. Having 

something that was predictable stay predictable was a good thing, he decided. 

‘You two sure know how to get stuck in to the hard questions. Why aren’t you talking 

about something simple?’ 

Liam looked up at her and sure enough the smile in her eyes belied her words. She loved 

it when he challenged their thinking. 

‘Well, Martin, how is this history going to help us in the far future?’ 

The Prof threw his head back and barked a short, sharp laugh. When he looked back at 

them Liam could tell that even though he was responding lightly, there was a deadly seriousness, 

or doubt, or something behind the words. 

‘For starters, it gets us there. But as to the rest, come on Bronwyn, you know as well as I 

do that we cannot access any future data. We’re as blind as a bat about what is to come.’ 

‘You know some of them won’t settle for that, don’t you?’ 

Liam had a feeling that his question had suddenly turned into part of another 

conversation, maybe the one that his mother and the Prof had started yesterday.  

‘I know. As I keep saying, though, we are not allowed to cross the line. We cannot go 

looking for facts on the future and try to manipulate the present, or the past, so that it ‘matches’ 

whatever picture we interpret from those facts. It simply must not be done. And if she tries … no-

one will be able to help her.’ 

‘Wait, wait, wait. She? Are you talking about Tracey?’ 

‘Yes,’ they replied together. 

‘Why is she doing whatever it is she’s doing? No-one has bothered to explain that yet.’ 

His mother tipped her head to indicate they should go and sit down against the cabin wall. 

Before speaking, she checked that the windows were shut and that no-one else was on their part 

of the deck.  

‘You know, Liam, we really could follow your Dad and Valerie’s example and just sit 

and enjoy looking for whales,’ she said wistfully. But when he didn’t respond to her attempt at 

diversion she drew a breath and replied.  
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‘First, has anyone told you that the girl we’re talking about is Ariane’s cousin?’ 

‘Nooooo!’ 

‘Perhaps we should have, because it both explains a lot and raises questions. Martin?’ 

‘No. You tell him Bronwyn. This is part of our story that I don’t like discussing.’ 

Liam’s mother reached out, touched the Prof’s knee briefly and then started her story. 

‘Tracey believes that Earth and its people do indeed play a very important role in the far 

future. She claims, however, that it happens a lot earlier than we think. Consequently she wants to 

speed up humanity’s development so we are “ready” in time. Clearly we disagree with her. But 

she won’t listen to anybody. As far as she’s concerned, we’re holding humanity back.’ 

Sadness had crept into his mother’s voice as she talked and Liam was reluctant to keep 

prodding. He needed to know what was going on, though, so he pressed onwards and asked the 

obvious question.  

‘What is she actually doing?’ 

‘Aaah … of that we are not entirely sure. As far as we can tell, she has decided that there 

are some events in our past that should not happen and is changing them accordingly.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because they don’t fit within the picture she has built, in her mind, of the future she 

thinks we should have.’ 

‘So by changing something in the past, she changes our future?’ 

At this question, the Professor drew a deep breath and expelled it so fast that it sounded 

like a raspberry. It was so unexpected, that Liam turned to him in surprise. 

‘What did I say wrong?’ 

The Prof bit his lip and stared out at the water. ‘When you put it like that, it sounds so 

simple. I only wish it were that easy.’ He paused again and Liam could see a small, deep frown 

crease the Prof’s forehead.  

‘Bear with me on this. I want to take you back to those questions you were asking earlier. 

The worst thing about changing our history is that it will change our understanding of ourselves 

and our place in our world (or universe if you like). You accept, I gather, that recorded history is 

someone’s story or interpretation of evidence or an event?’ 

Liam nodded. 

‘Good. I’d have been surprised if your History Hunter gene had activated if you thought 

differently. But it was worth checking,’ he said with a wink. ‘Next: do you accept that if history is 

someone’s story of an event then there can be many different stories of the same event?’  

Again Liam nodded. 
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‘How do you decide which of the many stories of an event to believe?’ 

Liam drew in a deep breath and was about to answer flippantly when he noticed how 

serious his mother had become and how intently she was listening. Both adults were watching 

him so closely that he felt like the subject of a lab-experiment. The concentration on their faces 

was the same expression he’d seen on the faces of his class-mates in the biology lab when they 

were dissecting plant cells.  

‘Which do you believe?’ 

‘If history is recorded from the author’s point-of-view, then they’ll analyse what is 

important to them about the event or events from their evidence. There is no guarantee that 

everyone will attach the same importance to exactly the same things. So … we could end up with 

potentially somewhat different accounts of the event or archaeological evidence.’ Liam paused to 

gather his thoughts and the Prof cut across the momentary silence to demand an answer.  

‘You’ve just demonstrated that you understand why there are different interpretations of 

the past. Now tell me how you choose between them.’ 

A glance at his mother gave Liam no clues. While she continued to watch him, there was 

no help for him on her face. It was as if she had stepped away from him and into teacher-mode 

like the Prof.  

How do I choose? How do I choose? Slowly words formed around loose, slippery 

thoughts.  

‘When I read, or hear, or see an historian’s version of events, I try to work out if it fits in 

with what I already know.’ 

‘What next?’ 

‘Next?’ 

The only response he got from the Prof to his alarmed question was a bland nod, so he 

turned instinctively to his Mum again. She didn’t fail him this time. 

‘What kind of questions do you ask of the text you’ve just seen or read?’ 

His pesky stomach butterflies launched themselves as his nerves stretched tighter and 

tighter. He sensed that his answers to these questions were important and that he shouldn’t just 

shoot his mouth off with the first thought that came into his head.  

Despite his best intentions, words dribbled out as he stalled for time. ‘I don’t know. 

Um—’ Liam rushed on as bitter disappointment stole across the Prof’s face at his unfortunate 

beginning. ‘—who made this historical record? Why did they make it like this? Uh … what was 

their reason for saying what they did? Um, that’s about it, I think.’ 
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Relief replaced disappointment on the Prof’s face and he gave Liam a small smile. 

‘That’ll do for now because if you find answers to those questions when you encounter historical 

records, you’ll be more than ready to take the next step.’ 

Liam’s jaw dropped. ‘There’s more?’ 

‘Of course. And you probably know what it is. Think. When you watch, or read, or listen 

to a particular historian’s work, what do you do?’ 

‘I take notes.’ 

This time he answered thoughtlessly, honestly and was a touch hurt by the Prof’s startled 

laugh.  

‘Well I do!’ 

‘He does, really,’ his mother added with a wink. ‘You should see the number of 

alphabetical card-index boxes he has filled with notes about things he’s read and seen.’ 

The Prof’s smile turned thoughtful. ‘When you take these notes, what are you writing 

down?’  

Liam squirmed in an attempt to arrange his weight on the deck differently: his buttocks 

had gone numb. ‘That’s easy. Most often it’s new information, or details that fill in gaps for me. 

Sometimes it’s notes about how the author’s work fits into the field, or that the author contradicts 

others. Sometimes the notes correct mistakes I’ve made before. Stuff like that.’ 

‘What every good student of history does in fact: an analysis of the text,’ said the Prof 

happily. ‘Now, so long as the version, report, article or whatever is not entirely wrong, and so 

long as it is debated publicly and backed up by others, the rest of us usually accept this new 

interpretation and it becomes one of the blocks in our construction of knowledge. This is the way 

we build our own understanding of history. As you’ve already pointed out, that understanding is 

unique. It doesn’t mean that we do not, or cannot, share the same basic picture, or understanding, 

of an event with everyone else,’ said the Professor, his voice becoming deeper with suppressed 

anger.  

‘And that is why what Tracey is doing is so wrong. She is illegitimately changing the 

entire world’s basic, shared understanding of events. She is doing it secretly: with no open debate, 

no discussion, and no record as far as the rest of the world is concerned.’ The more he talked, the 

faster his words tumbled out and Liam had to concentrate to keep up.  

‘As she does that, she risks everything. Apart from ruining our chance of doing the right 

thing in the future, she risks making a monumental mistake. What if, as a result of her meddling, 

something terrible happens? There is no way to accurately predict all of the effects of these 

changes. Any one of them could go catastrophically wrong.’ 
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‘It’s why I jumped the gun and shoved you into your first mission so quickly,’ he said 

with an inscrutable look across at Bronwyn. ‘But it is also why we can’t waste any more time, 

why we have to get this right, and why we have to work out what is driving her to do all this!’ 

Liam felt as if he was being squashed by a huge balloon. It was pressing down on him, 

around him, pushing him further and further into the deck.  

‘Do you know what it is we are supposed to do in the future?’ he asked finally. 

‘No!’ they said together.  

‘And unless Tracey has broken another one of our laws, neither does she,’ the Prof 

ground out between his teeth. 

As his companions fell silent, Liam’s brain refused to tackle the problem this new 

information raised. Each time he started to understand the Prof’s or his mother’s explanation it 

slid away from him. Instead images of the last week-and-a-bit kept replaying in his mind: his 

first, disastrous, conversation with Colin when the whole disappearing-King-Arthur problem 

appeared; following the Prof through the hidden door into the History Hunters’ headquarters; the 

intricate carved patterns on the floor of the lab; Ariane’s study; cold drinks. The whole range of 

feelings he’d been trying to control washed over him, too. Disbelief; laughter; curiosity; anger; 

fear; uncertainty; bone-numbing fatigue; and the heavy sick feeling that had barely left him.  

The boat pitched through the choppy water and jolted Liam back to the present. Neither 

his mother, nor the Prof had moved. They sat beside him, legs drawn up in front, with their arms 

wrapped around their knees, just like him. They were silent, staring into the distance, keeping 

their thoughts to themselves. He opened his mouth to speak, but paused, not knowing what to say.  

Before the silence became uncomfortable, the Prof said, ‘I might go and join Duncan and 

Valerie up top. Maybe they can see further up there.’ With a nod and smile that were hard to 

interpret, he left.  

‘Mum … he’s really worried, isn’t he?’ 

‘I’ve never seen him like this before.’ 

‘I know the stuff about King Arthur back-to-front, but what is called the Arthurian Matter 

involves a lot more than just those things focussing on Arthur himself. There are so many 

different threads, written by so many different people, in so many different times that finding 

what Tracey has changed will be …’ He couldn’t finish his sentence and faded into uncertain 

silence. 

‘Liam, that’s why we need you. And before you think I’m putting the fate of the world on 

your shoulders,’ she said in response to his gaping mouth, ‘remember many hands make light 
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work, and many heads are wiser than one. You won’t be doing this on your own and we have 

some experience we can bring to the job.’ 

Finally he managed to get his mouth shut. 

‘You’re part of a family that sticks together—a bigger one than you’re used to 

admittedly—and because of that she doesn’t stand a chance.’ 

He couldn’t help it. He had to smile at his mother’s blatant attempt to cheer him up. An 

answering twitch of her mouth told him she knew exactly what she was doing and that he’d 

reacted the way she’d expected him to. He relaxed against the warm metal and looked back out 

over the water and took a deep, deep breath.  

Not too far in the distance a whale breached. The massive body sliced through the 

surface, launched into the air, turned and slapped back into the water. The whale’s impact created 

a fountain that splayed to either side of its body framing the tail flukes that followed. Over and 

over again the whales appeared: sometimes in full breach, sometimes just waving their tails. 

Sometimes all they showed were their curved, humped backs.  

Liam couldn’t look away. He desperately searched the water’s surface for a clue to the 

whales’ location. Slowly, but surely, the lords of the ocean drew further into the distance until 

they were no longer visible. 

The peace, beauty and magic of the open sea, bright sunshine, chilly salt spray and 

whale’s presence calmed him. It seeped into his skin and allowed him to see the events of the last 

week differently. This history and the future thing: it’s about more than just humanity. What we 

do affects every living thing on this planet. If people in our grand-parents’ time hadn’t stopped 

the whaling, I wouldn’t be here now, watching. We have to sort out what Tracey is doing. 

Somehow. We cannot let the lessons of our past disappear.  

Liam felt his calm slipping away. He tipped his head back against the sun-warmed metal 

of the cabin and closed his eyes. The now-familiar nervousness started to reassert itself, but in 

defiance, Liam looked out at the endless ocean. He focussed on the ever-moving surface, looking, 

not thinking, keeping his inner voice silent. Calm returned.  

We’ll get through it, he whispered to himself. We’ll bring the King back. We’ll win the 

debate. We’ll stop her. 
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Chapter 13: Is it real? 

 

They were seated around the big central table in the lab, waiting for Liam to start his first 

team briefing. Even though he’d been told there were twenty History Hunters in Australia’s pod, 

only those he knew had gathered to listen.  

Angeline, Toby, the Prof, Ariane, Elena, Yosef and his Mum and Dad chatted, laughed 

and sipped, slurped or swirled the contents of their cups as they waited for him to start. Whenever 

these guys get together there seems to be food or drinks involved, he thought sourly. He had no 

inclination to eat or drink and in an attempt to focus his mind on his task, he looked down at his 

notes and then over at the large plasma screens, data projector, and computer. All of it looked set 

to go, but was he? 

I can’t do this. I can’t concentrate on anything properly, he whispered to himself. You 

can and you have to, his inner voice replied. Apart from the fact that you told Toby you could do 

it, the nightmares only started when the History Hunter thing hit, so there has to be a link. To 

sleep you need to be able to close your eyes in peace. That means you have to work out what that 

rebel has changed and fix it. Then we can sleep. Sleep.  

Just the thought of sleep was enough to make his eyes droop. He was so tired. His eyelids 

gently closed while the others talked. Their voices receded, becoming nothing more than a soft 

hissing on the edge of his hearing, like the sound of leaves rubbing against each other in a 

summer’s afternoon breeze. As he drifted into sleep, however, the nightmare world descended 

upon him. This time there were no pictures, or corridors, just a dim light all around him. But the 

darkness was there, growing larger. Frantically he searched. He could feel it, but not see it. He 

whipped around a full 180 degrees to see what had been behind him. 

Impenetrable blackness faced him. As it ate the light, it grew in both size and darkness. 

How can it possibly get darker? 

It came closer. Darker, bigger, closer. He took a step backwards. It came closer. He took 

another step. It came closer, grew bigger. It was taller than him now and much, much wider. 

He turned and ran. Wild looks over his shoulder showed him it followed.  

Eventually he had to stop to drag in deep, ragged breaths. The emptiness was a long way 

back now, but it was still there and it almost stretched across the entire horizon. 

What … is … happening?! 

‘Liam!’ 

‘It’s escaped the corridor! It’s eating the world, now.’ 
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‘What?’ his mother asked. 

‘The emptiness. It’s no longer in the corridor of pictures. It got out, somehow, and is 

eating up the light, all the light.’ 

‘Take this. It’ll help,’ said Ariane. 

A warm mug was thrust into his hand and Liam had to squint against the brightness in the 

lab and force his eyes to focus. He looked down at the brown liquid in his mug and then up at 

Ariane and his mother.  

‘It’s tea. It will help, drink it.’ 

He couldn’t shake the feeling of being pursued by the relentless, dark, emptiness. 

‘Drink.’ 

Obediently he took a sip from the mug and hot, sweet tea filled his mouth, warming his 

throat as it went down. He took another sip and yet another. With each one his mind sharpened 

and he noticed more detail around him.  

Everyone was looking at him, and Liam felt the tension in his shoulders creep up the back 

of his neck, tightening, gripping, pulling, making even his scalp hurt.  

That’s it. This has to end. Get on with it.  

He placed his mug down on the table and cleared his throat. 

‘Thanks for coming, and uh, waiting for me, to, get through another one of those, things, 

whatever they are.’ 

‘What was it this time?’ the Prof asked. 

Liam’s throat constricted, and his answer had to be forced out with a cough. ‘Aaah, well, 

we’re here now to decide what we’re going to investigate and when, my nightmares are just—’ 

‘Important,’ said Ariane.  

Liam shook his head, silently disagreeing with her and reached for the mouse to start the 

presentation on the laptop. 

‘They are,’ said Toby. ‘We’ve all experienced weird dreams, but nothing like yours. 

What happened this time?’ 

‘You seriously want me to tell you about them? Nightmares are nightmares, aren’t they? 

They’re not important. Getting King Arthur back is,’ Liam replied. 

‘Maybe they’re part of the same problem,’ said Elena. ‘We have a theory and we’d like to 

hear about the latest nightmare—’ 

‘So you’ve all been talking about my weird little dreams behind my back?’ 

‘Careful,’ said his father projecting more meaning through his facial expression and tone 

of voice than the single word allowed. ‘Yes, we have been talking about them. You’re part of our 
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pod and what happens to one member affects all of us. We have different areas of expertise and 

together we might be able to help. You do want to sleep, don’t you?’ 

Liam glared first at his father then at the others. They all met his challenge and looked 

straight back with interest, sympathy, or amusement. He did not see malice or cruelty in their 

faces.  

Maybe, maybe … you can trust them … 

Liam swallowed and looked down at the screen saver on his laptop.  

‘I would like to sleep, as a matter of fact.’ It took no effort at all to recall the details of the 

nightmare – the memory of it came to mind all too easily. ‘This time I was not in the corridor. It 

was … open. No walls, no buildings. No features at all, really. Just open space with a dim light. 

But on the horizon, where the light should have been brighter was the blackness, the emptiness. 

And it grew. It moved towards me. As it moved it ate up the light and became darker, more 

empty. It … chased me.’ 

Liam swallowed and swung his eyes downwards, away from the suddenly intense faces. 

He had not intended to say that last bit and it felt silly admitting it to the group. But that ‘thing’ 

had chased him. It didn’t communicate and had no distinct shape. Despite that it did have 

presence. He felt it, knew when it was there, and could see it. He could not, however, explain it. 

A buzz of voices intruded on his recollection, and he looked back up at the group. Elena 

waved at the empty chair beside her.  

‘Sit down, you don’t need to stand up the whole time. Besides, you might want to hear 

this sitting down.’ 

‘Why? So I don’t fall over in shock or horror?’ Liam shot back. 

‘Something like that,’ said Ariane, a wry half-grin tilting the edge of her mouth upwards. 

As he sat the group went quiet and he looked from one to another, waiting. No-one said 

anything.  

‘Well?’ 

A hiss spread around the table as collectively they drew a breath to start their comments.  

‘There’s no way—’ 

‘We could be completely—’ 

‘I’ve sent an email to a friend of—’ 

‘This is going to sound—’ 

The jumble of words broke over him like a wave curling onto the beach. ‘One at a time, 

please people.’ 

Everyone fell quiet again and when no-one else took the lead Elena spoke up.  
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‘We could be completely wrong about this, and there is probably no way to prove it, yet 

…’  

‘Prove what?’ 

‘We think you’re detecting changes to our reality. As Tracey’s alterations take effect, we 

think your mind is able to detect some of what is happening and is representing the damage as 

this emptiness you’re seeing in your … visions.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘We think your mind is sensitive enough that it is actually tracking the changes Tracey 

has forced on our world and it is trying to show you what is being lost, or damaged, or deleted.’ 

Ice-cold fingers twisted the muscles in his shoulders and neck into ropes. He grabbed the 

skin at the base of his skull and top of his neck to stop the tension from spreading. 

‘Are you saying that the bigger this emptiness becomes, and the closer it gets, more of 

our reality has disappeared?’ 

Nods all around the table provided him with a silent, solemn answer. 

Liam swung back on his seat and turned his thoughts inwards to sift through his 

memories and test their theory. They might be right about the reason for the emptiness growing, 

but they haven’t seen or felt what it is like. It’s cold, angry and it knows what it’s doing.  

‘Liam?’ 

‘Hm?’ 

‘Liam!’ 

His mother was looking directly at him, drawing him away from the disjointed images in 

his memory, and into her gaze so the only thing he saw was her face.  

‘We don’t have to resolve this now. To be honest, I don’t think we can, yet,’ she said. ‘At 

least our concerns are in the open and you know what we’re thinking. Time for us to get back on 

track. Your turn.’ 

‘Oh. Right. Okay.’ With difficulty, Liam dragged his mind back to the briefing. ‘Arthur – 

King Arthur. What do we know about him? When did he live? Where did he live? What did he 

do? What could Tracey have against him?’ 

As he talked his companions re-arranged themselves in their seats. Some sat back and 

other turned themselves so they could more easily see the plasma screens. ‘Please look at the 

following images, take in as much as you can, and save your reactions till the end.’ 

His first slide appeared on the screen and he paused, gathering his thoughts. The image 

showed a freeze-frame shot of King Arthur from the 1981 movie Excalibur. He watched his 
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companions’ faces as they took in the medieval-style armour, the horses, the knights, and the lush 

green woods and fields of the Summer Country in Cornwall.  

Liam brought up the next image from the more recent King Arthur movie in which Arthur 

wore Roman army gear and was striding through a British-Romano fort at the end of the Empire 

in the mid-400s. 

In slightly quicker succession he displayed photographs of the Camelot Project 

archaeological dig at South Cadbury Hillfort in Somerset during the late 1960’s; ruins of 

Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset and Tintagel Castle on the coast of western Cornwall; the green 

and white Round Table hanging in Winchester Cathedral; and the remains of the Roman 

amphitheatre at Caerleon in Wales.  

He finished with a scanned image of Arthur on his deathbed painted by Edward Burne-

Jones in the nineteenth century. The scene of the King dying peacefully surrounded by grieving 

women of the court playing music on Elizabethan harps and instruments had always seemed, to 

him, a far cry from the harsh reality of fifth century battle and he was interested to see how those 

in the group responded to it. 

The expressions on his companion’s faces ranged from disbelief, curiosity, cynicism to 

rapt attention. Liam couldn’t help the slight grinning tilt of his mouth as he lobbed a loaded 

question into the silence. 

‘Is he real? Is he an historical fact, or a fictional character?  
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Chapter 14: History versus fiction 

 

‘What are you asking us for?’ shot Yosef.  

‘I would have thought that you were going to tell us,’ murmured Elena. 

‘Fictional character, of course, you just have to look—’ said Toby. 

‘Still, I think there is strong basis in fact. Stories can contain—’, started Angeline. 

‘I suppose you are going to tell us?’ queried Yosef. 

Liam’s half-grin spread wider as he caught his mother’s eye. She was sitting back in her 

chair cradling a cup of tea. Liam glanced at his father and the Prof. Both of them were watching 

the others, eyes flicking from one team-member to another.  

As the hubbub died down following Yosef’s question, Liam dipped his head to the side in 

acknowledgement of everyone’s comments. The muscles pretending to be ropes at the back of his 

neck tightened again as he considered his next sentence. 

‘Sounds like you all have some pretty strong opinions already. Yosef, I can share what I 

know, what evidence there is and sources there are to research, and what I believe; but in the end 

it will come down to what you believe.’ 

A collective breath was taken in by almost everyone as they prepared to comment. The 

Prof was first. 

‘Let’s hear him out before we pull his arguments to bits, shall we?’ 

Ariane grinned ruefully and broke eye contact with Liam, grinning at the table instead. 

She looked up from under her fringe, though, and Liam was relieved to see the familiar amused 

gleam in her eyes. If she was relaxed enough to find everyone’s reactions mildly funny, then this 

state of affairs must not be too far from normal. Which is a relief. They could have all thought I 

was a young upstart trying to show off, he said to himself. They still might, replied his ever-

present inner voice. He took a deep breath and started talking. On the plasma screens he projected 

a rough timeline. 
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When What Who wrote it 

c. 540 De Excidio Britannaie 

(The Ruin of Britain) 

Gildas 

c. 800 Historia Brittonum 

(History of Britain) 

attributed to Nennius 

c. 9th – 12th 

Centuries 

various Welsh poems and Annales 

Cambraie 

 

c. 1135 Historia Regum Britannaie  

(History of the Kings of Britain) 

Geoffrey of Monmouth 

 

c. 1155 Le Roman de Brut Wace 

c. 1170–90 The Knight of the Cart (Lancelot); The 

Knight with the Lion (Yvain); and The Story 

of the Grail (Perceval) 

Chrétien de Troyes 

 

c. 1198AD Merlin Robert de Boron 

c. 1205 Joseph d’Arimathe Robert de Boron 

1485 Le Morte D’Arthur Sir Thomas Malory 

 

1838-49 The Mabinogion translated from the Welsh by 

Lady Charlotte Guest 

1856-85 Idylls of the King Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

20th Century various texts, novels, poems, movies, 

television series 

 

 

 

‘The earliest written source we currently have that is tied to the Arthurian legend comes 

from Gildas, a monk, who wrote in approximately the mid-500s. He talked about the British 

resistance to the Saxon attacks. He didn’t actually name Arthur, but he did speak of the period 

immediately before him and, possibly, of his Uncle Aurelius Ambrosius and father Uther 

Pendragon.  

‘In about 800AD the Historia Brittonum was written, haranguing the British (who were 

now ruled by Saxon Kings) for their appalling lack of moral behaviour and religious belief. The 

kings and rulers of that time were compared unfavourably with Arthur’s great example.’ 
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Liam chanced a brief look around at the group. They were all turned towards him, 

listening intently. No-one seemed to be disagreeing with his analysis so far. He rolled his 

shoulders back and forth, trying to release the tension.   

‘By 1100AD history and legend were so intermixed that when Geoffrey of Monmouth 

wrote his Historia Regum Britannaie (The History of the Kings of Britain) covering 2000 years of 

Britain’s ‘history’, Arthur and Merlin had become key figures and were shown as the exemplary 

monarch and advisor of Britain in extremely difficult times.’ 

‘Geoffrey didn’t write actual, verifiable history, though, did he?’ asked Toby. 

Intent on his notes and thinking ahead, Toby’s question surprised Liam into stammering a 

reply. ‘Well, not what we would deem reliable narrative, no. But his version became the accepted 

and repeated ‘history’ of the settlement and rule of the British Isles for more than 400 years. We 

have to—’ 

‘You’re joking!’ 

‘No, I’m not. We have to remember, however, that this work was written at a highly 

political time in England’s history. It was just after the Norman invasion of England, during civil 

war between Norman claimants to the throne. We can see how Geoffrey highlighted the good that 

came from King Arthur’s strong and stable leadership as an example to the Normans. It was a 

dangerous thing to do, but by using Merlin’s magic and prophecies Geoffrey showed his audience 

what happened to kings who did not behave well, do as they promised, or betrayed their rightful 

ruler. Remarkable, actually.’ 

‘We’ll trust you on that one,’ said Elena quickly before Toby could interrupt again. 

‘What next? There’re the Knights of the Round Table and so forth, aren’t there?’ 

Having survived Toby’s little barb relatively easily, Liam felt his spirits rise. He loved it 

when he was able to share what he knew about his favourite historical figure. 

‘This is what is so interesting about Arthur. We have an historical figure—’ 

‘Possibly.’ 

‘Toby!’ 

‘—to which a whole lot of fictional, magical, heroic story has been added,’ finished 

Liam. 

‘About twenty years after Geoffrey finished his Historia, a fellow by the name of Wace 

added the Round Table to the story. Fifteen to twenty years after that, in about 1170, a Frenchman 

Chrétien de Troyes started writing the great Romances of Arthur. It is in these that we first find 

Lancelot. Arthur’s court is named Camelot and like its predecessors, it became the best in the 

world, a beacon of chivalry and ethical behaviour. Everything that was good and right could be 
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found there. Slowly Arthur moved from being the action-hero to the King who watched and 

judged the deeds of his Knights.’ 

His dry and scratchy throat demanded attention and Liam paused to take a drink from the 

water-bottle sitting beside the lap-top. It always paid to be prepared. The dry-throat thing often 

happened when he was presenting during the debates, so he had got into the habit of having water 

handy when he had to talk for a long time. Taking a drink also allowed him to think ahead a bit.  

‘While Arthur is picked up in the European traditions of poetry, he largely disappears 

from English literature.’ 

‘Hang on! We’re talking about history aren’t we? Not literature and myth. We are History 

Hunters, remember,’ said Yosef. 

‘I know, I know. Your question is at the heart of the mystery surrounding Arthur. There 

are so many layers to his history and story. Over the next two hundred years, the stuff 

surrounding Arthur grows, bringing in new Knights and new versions of how he acquired his 

sword.’ 

Here Liam clicked to his next slides showing drawings of Arthur pulling a sword from 

the stone; the iconic image of The Lady of the Lake giving Arthur Excalibur (a woman’s hand 

holding a sword just about water level); and molten metal being poured into a stone anvil shaped 

into the blade and grip of a sword. 

Murmurs erupted around the table, but no-one spoke loudly enough for Liam to hear 

exactly what they were saying. Since no direct questions emerged, he continued. 

‘These images show you three versions of how Arthur got his sword, and Yosef, they 

represent both story and history. We’re getting close to when and how history and story connect 

again.’  

‘In 1485 William Caxton edited and published a huge manuscript called Le Morte 

D’Arthur. Written by Sir Thomas Malory, it covered, in English, Arthur’s whole life. It focussed, 

however, on the disastrous end of Arthur’s reign. This work is the first about Arthur in English. 

Even Geoffrey wrote in Latin. Most of the Romances were written in European languages: Latin, 

French, German and so forth. For the first time, the history/story of King Arthur was written in 

English and it was produced as a book: not a manuscript on parchment. Now it could be read at 

any time, by anybody. It did not require performing poets to recite the story, nor access to 

valuable private manuscript libraries and knowledge of Latin and French to read it. After almost 

dying out in the written form, the story of King Arthur became a hit in his home country.’ 

He wanted that fact to sink in for his listeners so he paused and took a moment to look at 

each of them. 
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‘Wait a minute, Liam,’ said Toby. ‘No Prof, we need to hear this. Liam just now you said 

story. Where does King Arthur fit into history if you are calling Malory’s version a story?’ 

‘Based on my research of historians, archaeologists, and literary experts, I believe that 

there was an historical Arthur upon whom these medieval stories are based. I also believe that 

those same medieval stories added a lot to the original, remembered history. Nevertheless I think 

they are important because of what happens as a result of them in the late twelfth, fifteenth, 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.’ 

‘Whaaat? There’s a few jumps in there, boyo,’ the Prof blurted. 

‘Go on,’ said Duncan. ‘Take us through it, bit by bit.’ 

Liam looked at his Dad and read the support and deep interest evident on his face. 

Thoughts, facts, images, and previous conversations raced through Liam’s mind, colliding and 

demanding attention.  

Biting his lip as he focussed on the important points he wanted to communicate, Liam 

flicked to his next slide. It was a diagram that looked something like a family tree, but it included 

names of books, manuscripts, places and things as well as authors, Kings, Queens, historians and 

archaeologists.  

‘This might help. But please note, here I leave the world of fact and enter the realm of 

theory,’ said Liam with a sharp glance at Yosef. Surprisingly he nodded back. 

‘This diagram shows what I believe is the historical impact of King Arthur.’ 

There was a general shuffling around the table as people re-oriented themselves so they 

could clearly see the screens. Bonus. No-one is staring at me now, thought Liam. 

‘The historical Arthur is situated in Britain and Gaul (where France is now, roughly) in 

the late fifth century. The first records we have of him in the mid sixth century then start to 

appear. You can follow those manuscripts and stories through ancient Wales to the twelfth 

century where Geoffrey of Monmouth’s work was circulated throughout England, Wales and 

Europe.’ 

‘Remember I said there are traces of commentaries on the current political situation of 

Norman rule in England hidden within Geoffrey’s work. The Normans had invaded England in 

1066 but by 1136 when Geoffrey was writing, there was civil war over who was the rightful 

monarch. Such instability is a theme that comes up over and over again in Geoffrey’s manuscript. 

The connecting lines take us to the late twelfth century where you’ll find Chrétien de Troyes 

writings and records of how Henry II helped the monks at Glastonbury “miraculously find” King 

Arthur’s grave in England. It was a public relations coup. In one fell swoop, the English King 

who was fighting the Welsh stole the Welsh national hero and made him an English King. Story 
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meets history. A real, verifiable monarch thought the power of just the idea of King Arthur was 

so strong that he needed to take it away from the rebellious Welsh and locate it squarely within 

English territory. Following me, everybody?’ 

Heads nodded all around the table, although all Liam saw were the backs of heads 

bobbing up and down as no-one had turned away from the screens to face him. 

‘After the addition of the Round Table and Chrétien’s inclusion of Lancelot and the 

adventures of the Knights, we find the miraculous drawing of the Sword from the Stone and the 

gift of Excalibur. Magic, prophecy, history and myth are rolled into the mix.’ 

‘Then came along the War of the Roses in England two hundred years later and the 

context within which Malory adapted the French versions of Arthur’s rise and fall. At a time 

when England was once again wracked by civil war and much beauty and good was destroyed, 

Malory wrote about the mistakes, arrogance, and grandeur of Arthur’s court. His focus on the fall 

of Arthur due to civil war is not surprising given the world around him at the time.’ 

He paused to give his listeners a chance to think and while he waited he took another sip 

of water. 

‘Keep going,’ said Toby without turning to see what had caused the delay. 

‘Arthur’s story was now in English and the domestic political situation in England had 

calmed down somewhat. King Henry VIII, however, started having his battles with the Vatican 

Church in Rome and was looking for a truly British hero to counter the combined power of the 

Pope and the European kings. He found King Arthur and adopted him as an ancestor and, some 

argue, as a role-model.’ 

With Toby’s snort underlining the last sentence, Liam threw another provocative 

comment into his recital. 

‘Once again, history and story connect. Henry had Edward I’s twelfth century Round 

Table painted in alternating green and white bands representing the places of the Knights, and 

Arthur. Importantly, the symbol of Henry’s house was painted in what should have been Arthur’s 

place: a Tudor rose that combined the red and white roses of the previously warring houses of 

Lancaster and York. So when Charles V, the new Holy Roman Emperor came to visit, Henry was 

able to show off his ancient, powerful, royal heritage. A heritage that was older than any of the 

houses in Europe, including that of the visiting Charles V.’ 

Murmurs greeted this comment, but still no-one turned around. 

‘It was not only the Round Table, however, that Henry used as a symbol or template for 

important functions. At one of his palaces at Greenwich he constructed a massive jousting yard, 
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with a huge banqueting hall to stage similar jousting competitions and feasts to those supposedly 

held at Camelot.’ 

At this, Toby and Yosef whipped their heads around and stared straight at Liam.  

‘There you go again. You concede that most of the Arthurian story is just that, story.’ 

‘Absolutely.’ 

The look on Toby’s face was almost comical and Liam finally started enjoying himself. 

He knew his material. He knew what he believed and he could argue it clearly. 

‘King Henry VIII used his adopted Arthurian ancestry as both symbol for, and 

justification of, his ascension to the throne. He also used it in his battle with the Pope to show that 

his heritage and power was independent of Rome and Europe. Story connected with history 

because of what Henry did with it.’ 

‘That’s a long bow to pull,’ said Toby slowly. 

‘Yes, but I think a valid one. Let’s jump forward in time again. In the mid-Nineteenth 

Century Alfred Lord Tennyson published his poems Idylls of the King which were largely based 

on Malory’s Morte D’Arthur and the translations of the Welsh poems collected in the 

Mabinogion by Lady Charlotte Guest a few years earlier. Tennyson changed some important 

aspects in his re-telling, though. One of the most notable was that Guinevere was not burnt at the 

stake for her betrayal of the King. Instead Tennyson’s Arthur forgave her and allowed her to 

repent and retire to a convent. In a very clever move, the poet dedicated the Idylls to Queen 

Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert. The huge popularity of the Victorian version of the story 

carried it into the twentieth century.’ 

‘Yes, but most of the stuff we see now is sheer commercialism and, well, frankly …fake,’ 

said Toby.  

Liam stared at him, trying to work out if he was really was as antagonistic as he sounded, 

or just challenging him like he had the other day. As Toby stared back, Liam could not detect any 

anger or belligerence in Toby’ expression or body language. 

So taking a deep breath, he replied. ‘I agree— ’ 

To which Yosef threw up his hands. 

‘—but there has also been a huge historical and archaeological response to the question 

of “Is Arthur real?” Look at all the digs at Tintagel Castle, South Cadbury Hillfort, Birdoswald 

Fort, and Glastonbury just to name a few.’ 

‘And what have they found?’ asked Angeline. 

It had been so long since she had said anything, and he had been focussing almost 

exclusively on Toby and Yosef that he barely knew how to answer her.  
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‘Lots.’ 

Just about everyone around the table laughed. 

‘And nothing conclusive.’ 

Liam sat down. He couldn’t look at anyone for fear of being thrown again. This part of 

his explanation was important to get right. 

‘Because of the way in which Arthur’s story has been used throughout history for 

political reasons, and because of the way in which the stories have continued to inspire people, 

everyone wants to know if Arthur was real. What was his life like, what did he really do? Because 

those questions are still being asked nine hundred years on we now have the technology, science 

and ability to go find him—or not. The stories are based on something, someone. The activities of 

the historians and archaeologists who are working through the literature and evidence have 

brought Arthur back into the historical world.’ 

Images of Glastonbury in winter and lakes with plumes of mist curling upwards from the 

surface swam across his inner eye. Liam had a sense of place so strongly that he could almost 

smell the damp reeds and feel the chill air on his cheek. 

‘He has walked, if you like, from fifth century historical Britain into the mists of legend 

and story and back again. He stands in both worlds now, just like Avalon.’ 
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Chapter 15: Decisions 

 

‘Oh please,’ someone said. 

Jerked back into the present, Liam grinned self-consciously and dropped his eyes, 

avoiding contact with whoever had made that comment. 

‘I rather like the image,’ said Elena softly. ‘It gives me something to hang on to. Thanks, 

Liam.’ 

There was general movement as people got up and stretched, made themselves a drink 

and grabbed something to eat. Someone had taken the cloth off one of the side tables to reveal a 

great afternoon tea: cold drinks, tea, coffee, dip, crackers, cheese, scones and fruit. Many of the 

things Liam recognised from his fridge at home. While the others shuffled around making their 

selections he waited until he could move in beside his mother.  

‘So this is why you wouldn’t let me snack from the fridge yesterday,’ he said. 

She smiled and nodded.  

‘Are these scones yours?’ 

‘Sure are. Want one?’ 

‘Two, thanks. I haven’t seen them at home lately. Is this why?’ 

‘Mmhmm. I’ve been bringing them in here. We all bring something to keep the pantry 

stocked when there’s a mission on. And believe it or not, our pod likes my scones.’ 

‘Oh, I believe it. Remember, I like your scones, too, Mum. Maybe I should camp in here 

so I can get some.’ 

She pinched his arm lightly in response and they moved over to the side-table to get some 

of the goodies before they all disappeared. 

It didn’t take people long to get themselves re-settled and Liam had to hurry so he could 

consume his food before being required to speak again. 

‘What now?’ asked his father quietly. 

Liam started and almost choked on scone crumbs. 

‘That’s the background factual stuff over. Now I guess we decide what we’re going to 

investigate.’ 

‘The stuff that you’ve talked about, obviously,’ said Angeline, who had been listening to 

them. 
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‘Well, there’s a lot to check, even in that small list I gave you. I left out a mountain of 

stories, rumours and hints. The hundreds of place-names scattered around the British Isles and 

France didn’t get a mention either.’ 

‘Place-names?’ 

Liam held up his hand and popped a bit of his scone in his mouth, taking a deep drink 

with it. As he did so he glanced around the table. Just about everybody was settled again and 

giving him their attention. 

‘There are a very large number of places around Britain and France in particular that are 

supposedly named after Arthur, Merlin or the Knights. Even if we just confined our search to 

those places it would take us weeks to travel between them and check if anything has changed.’ 

From the looks on everyone’s faces that thought did not appeal to many. The Prof held up 

his hand to forestall any comment. 

‘Before we get too excited, I’m not sure that Liam is seriously considering that as a plan 

of attack. Most of those places are not strongly, verifiably linked to Arthur are they Liam?’ 

He shook his head. ‘What they do show, however, is the popularity of the stories and 

history. Some places were named after Arthur and Merlin, for example, Arthur’s Stone or Caer 

Myrddin. Others were linked to them through local tradition without the name explicitly 

illustrating that link, such as the Bearded Lake in Wales, or Camlan. Some of them might be 

reliable, such as South Cadbury Hillfort and Caerleon. On the whole, though, there is not much 

evidence to prove a real historical or archaeological connection to places like Arthur’s Seat in 

Wales.’ 

When he finished he leaned back on his chair and waited for everyone to start talking. 

But no-one did. An odd silence stretched between them so the Prof launched a question at them 

and took control.  

‘What has Tracey changed that has resulted in King Arthur and his gang from 

disappearing? That is the question we have to solve. To do that, I’d like us to go into committee. 

You’re supposed to know the rules, but since this is Liam’s first Council I’ll go over them. I’m 

Chair and I’ll attempt to give everyone a fair hearing. You indicate to me if you wish to speak and 

I’ll keep a list. Remember, no rubbishing of anyone’s ideas. We can talk through both logical and 

crazy suggestions so long as we show respect to each other. Got it? No tantrums, no yelling, no 

snide comments. Everyone is equal here and we keep going until we’ve got our list of possible 

and probable targets. Then we work out how we go about checking those possibles and probables. 

We’ll need support in putting together the travel plan and monitoring the records. For the 

moment, that’s our plan. Agreed?’ 
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The Prof’s question was greeted with nods and he took that as consent to the rules of 

committee. 

‘Let’s go. Liam, you start.’ 

Not expecting to be called upon so quickly, Liam coughed and spluttered as the last of his 

afternoon tea got stuck in his throat.  

‘Given that Arthur’s identity now is largely based upon the images created in the events 

and stories of the past 800 years or so, I think we should start there.’ Liam took a long sip of 

water to ease his throat and give himself time to think through his next comment.  

‘There must be some common thread to what Tracey has changed in order for the whole 

Arthurian Matter to disappear. Otherwise just aspects would be gone and there would be some 

trace left of the rest.’ 

Liam looked ahead, straight into Toby’s face. Somehow they had managed to seat 

themselves opposite each other. Toby had his hand up even before Liam had finished. 

‘Toby.’ 

‘Without the historical Arthur there would have been nothing to base the stories upon. I 

suggest, therefore, that we go for the archaeological evidence. Find the battle places and forts. 

Find the settlements and cities. Find the traces of the real Arthur because then we’ll be able to 

work out what she changed. Without that evidence the whole mission is endangered.’ 

Liam’s hand shot back up, but the Prof directed the conversation to Elena. 

‘From what Liam has told us, even with all the clues we used to have, finding 

incontrovertible proof of Arthur was difficult. Without those clues, what chance do we have?’ 

The Prof answered immediately before anyone else had a chance to expand on those 

concerns. 

‘We still have the data, Elena. It’s the rest of the world that doesn’t. Although without 

those clues the sites might not be viewed as valuable any more and consequently not preserved. 

So it might be harder to get to them. We won’t know until we try. Remember to take that into 

account in our travel plans. Liam.’ 

There was an expectant silence as everyone turned towards him, waiting for his reply. 

‘I agree we will need to go after what’s left of the archaeological evidence, but the 

historical and literary evidence is just as important. We’ll be able to compare the books, articles, 

stories, photos, with what is in our archives. That should give us a reasonable picture of what has 

changed,’ Liam said with a self-conscious shrug at Ariane. Those magical words had been a 

precious life-line for him not so long ago and here he was sprouting them back to others as 
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though they were the most natural thing in the world to say. Ariane’s wink told him she saw the 

funny side of this, too. 

‘Exactly what of the 800 years worth of historical and literary points do you want us to 

focus on?’ asked Yosef. 

As Liam prepared to answer his mother cut in. 

‘Will someone start writing up the issues we decide to check. Angeline, the whiteboard 

behind you has the pens set up. Now: what are the main points of the Arthurian story that has 

challenged, inspired, thrilled or disgusted you?’ 

General pandemonium broke loose with Bronwyn’s question and the Prof just shook his 

head at the noise as everyone blurted out their opinions. Angeline did not even try to write 

anything yet, but waited, pen poised. 

The Prof took control of the conversation and slowly some key points became clear.  

Liam did not interrupt the flow of argument. He had been reading and researching King 

Arthur, medieval Britain and France, and the Dark Ages for so long that he had a very clear idea 

of what he thought should be checked. Because of the work he had already done for the Debate, 

he already had a fairly good idea of what the archives would tell them. From the look on Ariane’s 

face, Liam guessed that she also remembered the head-start they had from the hours of work he 

had put in at the lab’s computers.  

It was, nonetheless, interesting and illuminating to hear other people’s thoughts. 

As unobtrusively as possible he stood up and got himself another drink and came back to 

the table. Sitting down, he managed to catch his Dad’s eye and a shared silent laugh passed 

between them. Bronwyn and Elena were arguing about the importance of medieval Oxford and 

the role of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain versus the blossoming of the 

Arthurian Quest in Chrétien de Troyes’ poems in France. 

Despite the fact that there were some heated exchanges occurring, Liam did not feel at all 

uncomfortable listening to the cut and thrust of the arguments. How many times had he listened 

to, and participated in, similar discussions between his Mum, Dad, the Prof, Valerie and Ariane 

about other historical topics?  

But when he heard the exasperated questions: ‘Why are we bothering with this at all? 

What on earth can King Arthur mean to the future?’ he felt it was time to re-join the conversation. 

‘I don’t know how much it has to do with the far future, but it has a lot to do with the 

most recent past and our present. The Age of Arthur was the beginning of modern Britain. Arthur 

was a champion of a legendary golden age and his vision was a just society, undone by betrayal.’ 
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‘Think about the themes of Arthurian history and story: chivalry, ethics, being the best of 

yourself, loyalty, independence, responsibility, honour. They all mean something now and meant 

something crucial to the medieval, Renaissance and Victorian societies that embraced them. From 

these values national identities were created and upon them Empires were built!’ 

His mother had been about to say something, but Liam’s impassioned plea had cut right 

across her. She sat stunned by the passion evident in his voice and eventually managed to close 

her open mouth with a snap.  

He had shocked the rest of the room into silence, too. Embarrassed, but satisfied, Liam 

looked away from everyone and focussed on the whiteboard. During the debating and arguing 

Angeline had managed to write up a list: 

Tintagel 

Merlin 

Sword in the Stone/Excalibur and the Lady of the Lake 

Camelot 

Holy Grail 

Lancelot and Knights 

Battles: Britain and Gaul 

 

He was somewhat surprised to see that all of the items he would have chosen were on the 

group’s list. 

‘There’s only one change I’d suggest,’ he said quietly. ‘Delete the Holy Grail.’ 

‘Why?’ asked the Professor. 

‘Because it has a life of its own in so many other sources,’ countered Liam.  

Angeline raised her eyebrows to the rest of the group and when none of them argued for 

it to stay, she rubbed it off the board.  

The Prof sat back in his chair and raised his arms behind his head in a long stretch. ‘So 

what does this give us? Six people, places or things to investigate, not bad. I’m yet to be 

convinced that any of them has enough importance on its own to be ‘the thing’ that Tracey has 

changed. But I’ll be glad to be proved wrong. All right, travel plans. How do we attack this? 

Thoughts, anyone?’ 

Liam sat forward putting his elbows on the table ready to talk. Out of sight his mother 

kicked him lightly, signalling him to be quiet. Duncan took a quick a look at the others and raised 

his finger to the Prof seeking permission to speak. 
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‘I’m ready to call it a day, Martin. To have made it this far in one think-tank session is 

outstanding. It’s late. Why don’t we meet back here tomorrow?’ 

The Prof closed his eyes slowly, tipping back on his chair. When all four legs were back 

on the ground he opened his eyes and looked at everyone in turn. He must have read some 

message in each face because when he got to Liam it was clear he had made his decision. 

‘That’s fine with me. But I don’t think tomorrow’s session needs everyone. Elena, Ariane 

and Toby, will you join us? Angeline and Yosef we’ll need you when it comes to monitoring and 

comparing data, if that’s all right with you?’ 

People nodded and murmured their agreement.  

‘Tomorrow then at 9.00am. Another big day!’  

The Prof stood and gathered his stuff. Everyone followed his lead, waving and smiling as 

they left. In a twinkling it seemed that everything around him had been cleaned up, leaving just 

him, his laptop and notes, Mum, Dad, Ariane and the Prof in the quiet lab.  

He stood awkwardly, fumbling with his mouse and cables. Now the briefing was over, his 

brain felt like mush. He could barely gather his stuff together.  

Hard hands clamped down on his shoulders and dug into the muscle knots encircling his 

neck. 

‘Good job, boyo. Good job. I didn’t think we’d get this far today.’ 

‘There’s still a long way to go, tomorrow, Duncan,’ Bronwyn said from across the room. 

‘I know, but let’s celebrate the moment for what it is: the end of stage one. Dinner at our 

place, Martin! Can you, Ariane and Valerie bring dessert? I’ll cook up a big serve of spaghetti 

bolognaise and garlic bread. Say, 7.00pm?’ 

The Prof took a minute before answering, catching Liam’s eye, searching for something. 

‘Why not? See you in an hour or so.’ 

Ariane gave Liam a thumbs up sign and turned, following her Dad out of the lab. 
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Chapter 16: Gone 

‘I don’t get it,’ muttered Liam, turning the chair away from his desk and towards Ariane. 

‘What?’ 

She was spread out on the easy chair on the other side of his room, CD’s scattered around 

her as she chose what album or soundtrack to add to her collection on her MP3 player. 

‘Clannad: I can’t find them. They’re THE Irish band to listen to if you want traditional, 

Celtic stuff. Can’t find Enya, either. Dad says he’d prefer to listen to almost anything other than 

Enya, but Mum loves her. Dad’s a Meatloaf kind of guy. Anyway, there’s a fantastic album Enya 

did called The Celts as a soundtrack to an historical documentary about … well … the Celts in 

Wales surprise, surprise. I actually find it a really good album to listen to while studying, but I’d 

never own up to it if Dad asked me,’ Liam said sheepishly. 

‘I’ve heard of Enya, can’t say I’ve ever listened to her, though,’ replied Ariane. ‘Where 

can’t you find her or Clannad?’ 

‘In the online music store. I wanted to download the album art for you. I’ve got the CDs 

here somewhere, but they won’t have the video and artwork on them which means your MP3 

menu will look a little plain.’ Liam rummaged around unsuccessfully in the pile of CDs Ariane 

had out and so extended his search through the row of discs on the shelf. ‘Maybe Mum’s grabbed 

them back. I had borrowed them from her, after all.’ 

Ariane stretched and said, ‘No hurry. What else have you got?’ 

‘Depends what you want to listen to and why. I’ve got classic rock (thanks to Dad); 

classical (thanks to Mum); heaps of cool movie soundtracks (some Mum’s, some mine) and my 

own collection.’ 

Ariane frowned as she focussed on the shelves holding his CDs. ‘You do have a lot. Why 

don’t you just buy what you want online and download the files straight onto your MP3?’ 

Shrugging, he turned away from her and ran his fingers over the titles at the end of the 

second shelf. ‘I like holding the CD in my hand. Of course I upload it onto my player, but I like 

knowing I have “a thing” that is mine. Means I can easily transfer the tracks from one player to 

another, too. I don’t have to mess around with all that stuff online. These will probably be 

obsolete before long, but for now, I can see my collection.’ 

‘Good point. Could I borrow that Young Divas album for the weekend?’ 

Liam shuddered as he handed it over. ‘Absolutely. One of Mum’s. Don’t know how it 

managed to find its way in here.’ 

‘Ariane!’ 
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‘In here, Dad,’ she replied. 

They turned as they heard footsteps and found the Prof, Bronwyn and Duncan clustered 

around the doorway. 

‘Time to go. It’s later than I thought. See you in the morning, boyo,’ said the Prof 

reaching out with his hand extended. 

Liam took it and was surprised at the hard hand-shake.  

‘We’re proud of what you did today. It can’t have been easy,’ the Prof said quietly. 

‘No,’ replied Liam. 

‘There’ll be more tomorrow, but this time instead of you doing the teaching, you’ll be the 

one on the learning curve. We’ll be prioritising and planning our campaign. Anyway, good stuff. 

See you.’ 

‘Bye,’ said Liam following them all out of his room down to the front door. 

 

 

‘Swapping music?’ asked his Mum as they waved at the Renards pulling out from the 

driveway. 

‘Sort of. I was trying to find Ariane a copy of Enya’s The Celts and one of your Clannad 

albums—’ 

‘Yuurgh!’  

‘Yes, we know your thoughts on those artists, Duncan,’ said Bronwyn, rolling her eyes. 

‘—but I couldn’t find them. Couldn’t find any mention of them in the online store 

catalogues, either. Weird.’ 

Liam turned back into the house and intercepted a look passing between his Mum and 

Dad. Before he could ask them what was wrong, they reassembled their expressions into a bland 

nothingness so that he couldn’t be sure that he had seen fear and something else there. They 

continued to look at him, offering nothing but a mild smile and he decided he must have been 

imagining it. 

‘Night, Mum. Night, Dad.’ 

‘We’ll set the alarm for 7.00. Come for a walk with us. We’ll be sitting on our bottoms all 

day again so the exercise will do us good,’ wheedled his mother. 

He groaned realising the sleep-in he’d been hoping for was gone.  

‘So long as we take the eastern path. It’ll be nice up in the forest then,’ he finally replied 

half-heartedly.  

‘Sounds good. Night,’ they chorused as Liam waved and headed to his bedroom. 
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Chapter 17: The order of things 

 

‘Enough, enough!’ Liam managed to stutter into Ariane’s verbal onslaught. He held his 

head in his hands, staring at the work-bench upon which his elbows rested. 

‘I’ll decide when it’s enough,’ barked Ariane in reply. ‘You need to know this. I won’t be 

there when you have to establish a wormhole to us from—where are you going next?’ 

‘Don’t know. If I have my choice, though, it’ll be South Cadbury Hillfort, England.’ 

‘When,’ she demanded. 

‘Sometime in 1542.’ 

‘Right. Who will you ask in 1542 for help in resetting the time-dislocator so you can return 

home to the twenty-first century?’ 

‘Toby.’ 

‘Let’s play hypotheticals, shall we? He’s been knocked out by a falling branch, or is 

vomiting constantly from food poisoning, or …’ 

‘Okay, okay. I get the picture. Haven’t you written the instructions down somewhere?’ 

Ariane controlled herself with some difficulty. She drew in a deep breath and let it out 

noisily. 

‘Yes, but they’re inside the time-dislocator which is—’ 

‘—password protected so no stranger can accidentally turn it on and find out what it stores 

and how it works,’ he recited back to her. 

‘At least something has gone into that thick head of yours today.’ 

Liam’s head jerked upwards at the unfairness of that comment, hot words ready on his lips 

when he saw the Prof winking at him. Apparently Ariane did not know her father was directly 

behind her. 

‘Be gentle on our latest recruit, Tech-genius. He clearly does not have your aptitude for 

gadgets,’ the Prof said as he ruffled her hair. 

Ariane jumped and ground out between her clenched teeth, ‘Don’t do that, Dad – and don’t 

call me that.’ 

‘Why not? You are our resident technical genius. Without you, our whole operation would 

have fallen down around its ears.’ 

Ariane blushed and started shifting around the tools and equipment spread out on the 

workbench. Liam couldn’t remember ever seeing her do that before and he lifted an eyebrow in 
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query to the Prof who mouthed ‘Later.’ Somewhat disappointed Liam nodded and fought to return 

his attention to the medallion in front of him. 

‘Take him through it once more, please and then you’re both required over at the main table 

for our planning session.’ 

The Prof grinned, ruffled his daughter’s hair again and turned away. 

Sighing gustily, Ariane glared at Liam, daring him to evade her lesson. Liam gave up hope 

of being rescued from this intense information overload. No-one crossed Ariane when she was in 

this mood. So he held his hands up, palms forward in surrender and was rewarded for his attempt at 

peacemaking with a smile and shake of her head.  

‘Okay newbie. What do you do first?’ 

 

 

Totally focussed on the instructions, functions, controls and linkages between tools, neither 

of them noticed how much time had passed. 

‘Earth to Liam, Earth to Ariane, come in, please.’ 

‘Eh?’ 

‘You two! Front and centre. Now!’ 

Liam dragged his eyes away from the database pad in front of him and gazed over towards 

the middle of the room. 

‘That’s the third time he’s got it right, Ariane. I think you can both take a break,’ Duncan 

said dryly. 

Her long slender hand reached out and took the database pad from Liam’s grasp. ‘For now,’ 

Ariane muttered darkly. 

He hung his head and yawned, and yawned and yawned. ‘How long have we been at it?’ 

‘Ages. Over here, champ,’ beckoned his father. 

‘With Ariane’s able instruction, young Liam is ready to go back to the chosen sites at the 

selected dates and compare what is going on with what should be going on,’ started the Prof. 

‘This is not going to be easy,’ warned Bronwyn. ‘It’s not going to be like a trip to the 

museum where all the exhibits are laid out. Nothing is going to be quite what you expect and for all 

we know, there might be nothing at all that you recognise. You’ll have to take more care than you 

do normally.’ 

His mother only went on like this when she was really worried, so Liam tried to reassure 

her with a smile and nod.  

‘Charm is not going to win the day for you, young man,’ she replied. 
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‘But it helps, you know it does,’ interjected his father who was rewarded with a sidelong 

glare that held the promise of delayed retribution. 

Liam almost choked on his drink when he saw it. He’d seen and heard earlier debates that 

had developed from similar beginnings and decided that he’d try and arrange a dinner invitation 

from Ariane. 

‘Let’s stay focussed everyone,’ said the Prof, clearly trying to avert a round of replies and 

recriminations. ‘What is going to be our first target on the list? And what date will give us the best 

chance to find the evidence we need?’ 

To his surprise, everyone but he and the Prof pulled out a list. In some confusion Liam 

looked over at his mentor to find a rueful grin covering his face. 

‘Since you and Ariane were so hard at it, and since we were all here waiting, we decided to 

get started—’ 

‘And when was I going to have a say?’ Liam blurted. 

‘—and give an order to the things we all identified yesterday as our key targets. You, by the 

way, get your say now,’ the Prof said with some reproach. 

Heat suffused his face as he realised how rude that must have sounded. ‘Sorry.’ 

With an understanding nod, Professor Martin Renard conducted the next hour just like 

another in-committee session, or a tutorial. Everyone got their say, everyone explained their choices 

and between them they ranked the things they wanted to check. 

Arthur’s sword: Sword in the Stone (done) or Excalibur and Lady of the Lake 

Key battles and battle sites 

Camelot 

Lancelot and the quests of the Knights of the Round Table 

Merlin 

Tintagel 

 

‘So that’s it, then,’ Bronwyn said with a sigh. 

Everyone looked like he felt, Liam thought: drained. For some reason this conversation had 

been harder than yesterday’s. 

‘We have the order. Now the when and how,’ Duncan reminded them. 

‘Most of the when is easy,’ said Liam quickly. ‘The Sword in the Stone was added to the 

story by Robert de Boron in 1198 and we’ve already checked that. The battles unfortunately are a 

lot harder. I suggest we search a few key sources before we go traipsing off because there is so 

much debate about where, when and even if they happened.’ 
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They all looked expectantly at him, clearly waiting for further information. 

‘Um … the Annales Cambriae were compiled in the sixth century; the Historia Brittonum 

was written by Gildas between 800 – 820AD; and the Letters of Sidonius are dated around 470AD. 

That lot is generally thought to be the most reliable. Oh, Gregory of Tours had something to say in 

his History of the Franks as well if we want to check that.’ 

‘That’s a lot of places and people to check on, Liam. Any way of narrowing it down?’ 

asked Bronwyn, dismay clearly written all over her face. 

Liam was not sure what was disturbing his mother, but something had her concerned. Very 

concerned. ‘Sure. The originals should still be here in the databases. I guess you could check the 

libraries at the University to see what is being said out there, now. But we have to remember that 

this part of Arthur’s history has always been elusive and therefore hard to prove.’  

‘What next,’ asked Elena. 

He dragged his thoughts back to their list. ‘Camelot. That’s a good one,’ Liam replied. ‘No-

one’s going to be able to get rid of South Cadbury Hill-fort very easily.’ 

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ said Toby. 

‘Why South Cadbury and not one of the other sites linked to Camelot?’ asked the Prof. 

‘In 1542 John Leland surveyed the countryside and he very clearly believed that South 

Cadbury was the most likely site for Camelot. He wrote about it and people in Henry VIII’s court 

took notice including the King himself. And in the late 1960s there was a big archaeological dig at 

South Cadbury that found lots of evidence of occupation on the Hillfort at about the right time for 

Arthur,’ Liam said. 

‘Fine. South Cadbury it is … for the moment,’ said Toby. 

‘Next,’ prompted Elena encouragingly.  

‘Lancelot, the Knights, and the Round Table. The most likely source to check on will be 

Chrétien de Troyes—’ 

‘Not one of the sites of their castles, or exploits?’ Toby interjected. 

Liam took a deep breath. The fact that Toby was challenging him again no longer surprised 

or really bothered him. He did want to find out, however, why Toby was so prickly about this whole 

situation? What was it about King Arthur that got under his skin so badly? 

‘No. As you well know, I suspect, Lancelot and the Knights are probably one of the most 

fictional parts of the whole Arthurian Matter. They were added to the King’s story around 1170 so 

long after the possible, real events that anyone who believes in Arthur at all has got to accept that 

some stuff that has been linked to Arthur is just plain fiction.’ 
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‘Glad to see you know one from the other. So why bother checking on the Knights at all 

and especially those stories written by a Frenchman?’ Toby replied with much less heat. 

‘The Knights are so closely interwoven with the Arthurian identity, that without them much 

of the appeal of Arthur could disappear. Even though Chrétien lived in what we call France, at the 

time it was a kingdom closely linked to England and,’ he said with a meaningful pause ‘Chrétien 

was the first to introduce Lancelot. He is worth a look,’ Liam argued. 

‘Agreed,’ said Duncan, before Toby could say anything else. 

Liam tipped his head from side to side, stretching his neck as he thought. ‘The last two are 

pretty closely linked and are much like the Knights,’ he said softly. ‘Merlin’s first big appearance in 

writing was in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s famous History of the Kings of Britain composed in 1136. 

That version of history links Merlin with Arthur’s birthplace at Tintagel Castle.’ 

‘On the wild, western coast of Cornwall,’ interrupted Toby. 

‘One of those verifiable, ruined castles you like so much.’ 

Toby just nodded, his face so closed that Liam could not read the feelings or thoughts 

behind it.  

‘Bingo!’ 

Everyone flinched. The Prof had slammed his palm down on the table as he hollered and its 

sharp sound had shot through the uneasy silence like a back-firing engine. When everyone’s 

attention was turned towards him, the Prof grinned. 

‘We have it! We have our attack plan. All we have to do is ready the supplies and you boys 

can be off. Day after tomorrow is my guess.’ 

Stunned, Liam glanced over at Ariane (who was looking just as surprised) and then to his 

father and mother. Both of them looked as though they had swallowed something particularly nasty. 

Elena’s brow was furrowed and Toby sat there, as unreadable as ever. 

‘Glad to see everyone so enthusiastic,’ laughed the Prof. ‘We have a lot to do. Let’s get 

going.’ With that he jerked to his feet and disappeared down one of the corridors formed by massive 

shelving.  

His departure signalled to everyone else that the planning session was over. In a flurry of 

activity they all stood, gathered things up, cleared away and left with waves or smiles.  

Still stunned at the suddenness of it all, Liam was left at the table. 

‘Come on, buddy, home. Eat, sleep, be merry,’ intoned his Dad. 

‘Especially eat and sleep,’ echoed his Mum. 
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Chapter 18: Battle 

 

Liam was finding it hard to keep up with Ariane’s lightening-quick explanations of the 

new pile of gadgets carefully laid out on the workbench in front of them. He hadn’t slept properly 

in days due to the nightmares, and it was becoming increasingly hard not to stumble into difficult 

conversations with friends and teachers about the simplest things. 

His world was almost the same as before, but if he looked long enough, or listened hard 

enough there were differences. Some were small and he could avoid any major embarrassment, 

but some of the big ones left him with his mouth open and nothing to say. Those who knew him 

well just rolled their eyes and told him to wake up. There were others, however, who stared at 

him so hard that it made him feel awkward and almost ashamed. On one occasion a person was so 

rude Liam felt as though he had become an unpleasant specimen like a wart-covered toad with 

oozing purple spots.  

It was exhausting adjusting to the same-world-that-wasn’t. Despite the fact that his 

mother was not happy that he and his Dad were going to try and land in the middle of a live 

battlefield, she wanted them to start this mission as soon as possible.  

Hence, this latest lesson with Ariane. 

‘Wonder boy, focus.’ 

Liam glared at his friend for a moment and then screwed his eyes shut, rubbing them with 

his fingertips. Almost as soon as he closed his eyes the images appeared. The collapsing corridor, 

bizarre pictures and advancing emptiness replayed on the insides of his lids.  

They were waking nightmares now.  

‘Aaah!’ 

‘What?’ 

‘When will they stop?’ he groaned. 

‘What?’ 

‘These rotten nightmares. Every time I try to sleep they come, but now it seems I don’t 

even have to be asleep. All I did was close my eyes and they—’ 

‘What kind of nightmares?’ 

‘Same old, same old.’ For some reason he was reluctant to analyse the images with 

Ariane. 

‘Like dreams, they can also be attempts by the sub-conscious mind to work out problems 

in the real world.’ 
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‘You sound like my mother,’ Liam mumbled. 

‘That might be because we’ve been talking about this,’ Ariane said with a shamefaced 

grin. 

‘Well if these nightmares are anything to go by, my sub-conscious mind is having real 

trouble with the real world, because they make no sense what-so-ever,’ Liam replied, feeling 

needled that his private life was being discussed without him. 

‘Is that so surprising considering what you know of the real world has been up-ended and 

your mind remembers something different to what your eyes and ears are telling it?’ 

‘You two really have gone into detail haven’t you?’ 

‘Yes, we have,’ said his mother’s voice from behind him. 

‘Ooh, Mum, why?’ 

‘I happen to agree with Ariane on this and like we said the other day, we think the 

nightmares contain a message. You are the lead History Hunter on this mission. It is your 

knowledge, your memory, your mind that identified this incursion by Tracey and as such you are 

our best hope of un-ravelling the damage she has done,’ said his mother. 

‘How do my nightmares help do that?’ Liam asked reluctantly. On the one hand he 

wanted to drop the topic altogether, on another his curiosity demanded an explanation. 

 ‘We’ve noticed that the lead Repairer often has nightmares or weird dreams while they 

are on a mission. Remember we talked about this at the pod meeting the other day. What we 

didn’t say then is that the dreams or nightmares usually stop when the mission succeeds,’ Ariane 

said, holding up her finger and pointing towards her computer screen. 

‘Let me explain. I’ve been keeping a dream-journal, a file for our Repairers to record the 

details of odd dreams or nightmares. With the data collected in there we hope to be able to prove 

that there is a definite link between the dreams and what is happening. We don’t think we have 

enough information yet, but you heard what most of us think about your nightmares. If you’re 

willing to record the details of your disturbances we believe we can start tracking the changes that 

are occurring out there.’ 

‘The results wouldn’t be very reliable, surely?’ Liam murmured. 

‘Oh, you’d be surprised,’ said his mother, ‘and considering disturbing dreams occur to 

most of us, it is worth a try.’ 

Liam looked from his mother to Ariane and back again. They hadn’t convinced him of 

the value of dream-analysis, but they clearly had some faith in it and he was reluctant to criticise 

their efforts without having an alternative to offer. 
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He sat staring at nothing and everything, letting his mind wander around the problem. 

Every path his mind took ended with numbers. He blinked over and over, forcing his eyes to 

focus again on Ariane and his mother. ‘Let’s try something else as well though. We can calculate 

the differences between the data held here in our computer with the data held outside, can’t we?’ 

Liam asked. 

‘Yes,’ Ariane asked. ‘Why?’ 

‘If it found three differences, would it say anything?’ 

‘I wouldn’t think so,’ his mother said. 

‘If it found 500 differences, would it keep searching and watching?’ 

Both of them nodded. 

‘If it found 1000 differences, I imagine it’d send an Alert and tell us?’ 

Ariane was biting her bottom lip and staring past him, a sure sign he had got her thinking, 

deeply.  

‘I don’t know whether you’ve picked the right numbers in your example, but I think 

you’re right about the way the computer does it. How do we show what it finds?’ 

‘That’s your job. Keep it simple, though, could you? Dream diaries might provide 

interesting outcomes in the long run, but we need to see the affects of Tracey’s changes now to 

help us work out what we need to do to fix them,’ Liam replied. 

‘You’ve got a mission of your own, Ariane,’ Bronwyn said. 

‘I’ve got no idea how you’re going to do it. It’ll be harder than charting the movement of 

the stars,’ Liam added, ‘and I don’t envy you. But if you can pull it off, our job will be so much 

easier.’ 

‘We’re going to leave you to it, honey-chile. Duncan wants our boy home so they can go 

over their packs for tomorrow.’ 

‘Mmm. No worries.’ 

Liam raised his hand in farewell, amused that Ariane barely noticed their departure. Not 

much got through when she had her ‘I’m concentrating’ face on. 

 

 

The pen dropped to the desk and the unexpected sound jerked Liam back to full 

consciousness. He rubbed his eyes and struggled to think clearly. Three words swam off the page 

in front of him. 

Riothamus. 

Gaul. 
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Sidonius. 

Nothing made sense, nothing else grabbed his attention. Riothamus. The name tugged at 

his memory and Liam forced himself to focus on the printed text. 

‘What are you still doing up?’ his father asked from the doorway. 

‘I just want to be sure we’ve picked the right place and time for one of Arthur’s battles, 

Dad.’ 

It was a moment before his father replied and when a stool with his Dad perched on top 

of it appeared out of the semi-darkness, Liam understood why. 

‘There’s no point doubting yourself now. We’ve settled this. We’re heading to fifth 

century Gaul tomorrow.’ 

‘Mmm.’ 

‘Okay. What’s up?’ 

In his exhausted state Liam couldn’t tell if his Dad was willing to listen or was just 

humouring him. It didn’t really matter. He had to say this. 

‘There are no guarantees, Dad. I tried to tell everyone, but no-one wanted to know.’ 

‘About what?’ 

‘We have no real proof that Arthur was at any of the battles mentioned in the historical 

texts. Almost nowhere is he identified by name in the sources we have from the fifth and sixth 

centuries. The names of the places where Arthur was meant to have fought have changed over the 

centuries, too. The sites are probably still there, but have we got the right ones? 

His father fidgeted with the dropped pen and took his time responding. 

‘Is this why you took us through that bewildering set of documents earlier?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘You chose Riothamus’ battles in Gaul as reported by a chap called Sidonius. You 

explained why: that we should look to sources that existed before Geoffrey’s re-telling of 

Arthur’s life because they would be closer to the actual events and should be more accurate.’ 

‘I know that’s what I said, Dad. Sidonius’ fifth century letters are a good source. That’s 

not what I’m worried about. The big question is whether Arthur was also known in his time as 

Riothamus. It’s a theory, that’s all.’ He felt sick to stomach with anxiety. This was a risky link for 

historians to make and when he pointed this out to the pod, he was over-ruled. Everyone had been 

seduced by the level of detail in the letters and the confidence with which Sidonius wrote. Liam, 

too, was drawn to the theory. It would be so nice to finally put a verifiable, historical face to 

Arthur. And yet doubt continued to plague him. 
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‘Relax Liam. This is what archaeological and historical investigation is all about. We 

look at the evidence, devise a theory based on our interpretation, and then test it. So even if this 

Riothamus character is not Arthur, or if we can’t prove it either way, we will have made progress. 

Remember, our real job is to find out if Riothamus’ battle has been affected by Tracey. Focus on 

that, huh?’ 

Liam knew his father was right; he only wished that his stomach thought so too. His Dad 

gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder, reached over and turned the desk lamp out. 

‘Bed, boyo.’ 

 

 

 

‘Dad! Dad!’ 

Liam became more and more desperate. He dashed away the tears streaming from his 

eyes as the smoke billowed around him. He couldn’t see very far. His foot caught on something 

on the ground and he stumbled. Half running, half walking he managed to keep himself upright. 

The world of smoke and carnage swam in and out of focus. The stench clung to the back of his 

throat and coated his tongue so thickly he was sure he would never be free of it. He closed his 

eyes and swallowed repeatedly, but only succeeded in tripping on another unseen lump on the 

ground.  

This time he did fall, and as he pushed himself up to a kneeling position realised he was 

covered in mud and blood mixed so thoroughly that he couldn’t tell which was which. He wiped 

his hands across his stomach and down his thighs. Forearms and hands remained stained and now 

it was under his fingernails too. 

He retched. Thankfully his stomach was already empty and nothing came out. Strong 

hands clasped the cloak behind his shoulders and hauled him to his feet. 

‘Thank God I found you. What happened to the horses and the other boys? Why did you 

move?’ 

‘We were overrun. The horses bolted and the other boys went after them rather than 

staying and risk getting … and risk ending up like that poor sod,’ Liam said, pointing at one of 

the inert, damaged bodies underfoot. 

‘Fair point,’ his father said as he scanned their immediate surroundings for threats.  

‘Did you find him?’ Liam blurted. ‘Did you find Arthur?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Did you find anyone who knows if Riothamus is Arthur?’ 
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‘No.’ 

Holding his breath, Liam waited for more information from his father, but it didn’t come. 

Even though he knew he should be concerned by their lack of success, he didn’t care. With a jerk 

he realised his Dad was talking again and let his pent up breath escape with a rush.  

‘Get the time-dislocator out. I’ve found a place for us to use it and those warriors over 

there have noticed us. Time to move. Hurry.’ 

Liam grasped his father’s hand and did not let go. With only one hand free he struggled 

to disentangle the chain and medallion from the ties of his shirt. 

He didn’t look around much, staying focussed on his father’s back, jumping when he 

jumped and taking large steps around something when he did. As much as possible Liam kept his 

eyes off the ground. So it took a while for him to realise that slowly and gently the land underfoot 

had swelled into a small hill. Part-way up that hill was a copse of trees. It looked dark in there. 

The trunks were not huge, but they were strong. They could form the pillars of their portal. 

Duncan hauled Liam into the blessed shadows and pushed their way into the tangle of 

outer branches. A path opened at their feet and before them the trees parted enough to let them 

pass unhindered. Duncan stopped, turned and nodded. 

Liam focussed on the two tallest trees to his left and activated the medallion.  

 

 

They stumbled out of the pyramid and across the floor. Steadying hands gently lead them 

towards chairs. Soft voices murmured, incomprehensibly flittering around the edges of his 

understanding.  

A warm washer was wiped across his forehead and face and urgent hands prodded his 

clothing, pulling and prising apart the torn sleeves. 

‘It’s all right, it’s not mine,’ he croaked.  

The hands stilled. 

‘Mum, I’m all right. It’s not mine. I fell. That’s all.’ 

She pulled him into her shoulder, hard. Holding him still, not saying a word. He let her. 

He didn’t care it was in front of everyone. 
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Chapter 19: Fractures 

 

Liam flicked from station to station aimlessly. The cricket and soccer were on and the 

teams were the same, the games were the same. The relationships and leader-boards, however, 

were almost un-recognisable. In the topsy-turvy world his home had become, Australia was at the 

bottom of the heap in cricket rather than holding their ‘best of the best’ position. Not only had the 

Socceroos blitzed their qualifying rounds for the World Cup, but they were one of the favoured 

teams for the 2010 competition in South Africa. Domestic soccer was phenomenal: forget the 

English Premier League’s dominance of the world. Leagues in Italy, France, the United States, 

India and even Australia were just as respected.  

He tossed the remote on to the couch beside him in disgust. There was no comfort here. 

While the shows were superficially the same the sports that should be familiar had the wrong 

colour, sound and feel to them. It was as though the time-dislocator had brought them back to the 

right place, but to a different version of reality.  

Opening the fridge and staring at its contents didn’t help, either. He wasn’t ravenously 

hungry, but his stomach did feel vaguely empty. There was nothing there that grabbed his fancy. 

In frustration he pulled out the milk and poured himself a large glass and took it to his room.  

At least here, he felt truly at home. At least here nothing had changed. He gazed at his 

bookshelves, looking for something to read. Running his fingers along the spines he looked for 

his favourite book. He looked again. Maybe it had been put back in the wrong place. It wasn’t 

there and having now looked at every shelf, he wasn’t certain these were his books. Some of his 

favourites were definitely missing, and there were other books of which he had no memory. 

‘Home that’s not home. What has she done?’ 

Frustration threatened to boil into anger and Liam had to swallow hard to control it. He 

wanted to find something that had stayed the same, something right. After changing his shoes and 

grabbing a hat from his bottom drawer, Liam hastily scribbled a note to his parents and left it on 

the bench in the kitchen. 

 

 

‘Not a bad spot at this time of day,’ his Dad said quietly. 

Liam looked up and moved along the seat to give him room to sit down. Thankfully his 

father let silence envelope them and together they watched the sun ride lower and lower in the 

western sky.  
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‘She hasn’t changed this,’ Liam finally said. 

His father still didn’t say anything. He just nodded and scanned the forest and horizon 

slowly. Finally he clapped Liam on the shoulder. 

Without words they stood and made their way back to the house in the dying light of a 

clear afternoon. 
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Chapter 20: Time’s ribbon 

 

Ariane pushed Liam into a seat and turned on one of the plasma screens.  

A slow flush of delight spread through him as he finally worked out that he was looking 

at something a lot like a show at the planetarium: an inky black background in which tiny 

diamonds of light glittered. The image zoomed into a closer focus and he saw what could be their 

solar system, a major star with planets orbiting. It zoomed in and the third planet from the solar 

star almost filled the screen. Blue and white with patches of brown/green alternately visible 

beneath the cottony cloud cover. Earth. 

It zoomed in again and grey, stone ruins dominated a bare hillside. A change of angle and 

it became a mountainside on which the ruins were small, delicate reminders of time past.  

The images wheeled away from the desolate, sun-drenched mountain to a scene half a 

world away. They showed lush green grounds, a steel-grey sky, and black reflections off the 

river’s surface. An abbey’s skeleton cast a ghostly hint on the water of magnificence past. It was a 

reminder. Now there was only ruin to haunt the landscape. 

The scene cut to Brisbane. The City gleamed under bright sunlight. Southbank dozed 

along the river. Under the intense sun, deep green shade lurked under the Moreton Bay figs. Liam 

saw people caught into stillness as insects are caught in amber. Nothing moved. 

The sharp images disappeared to reveal a thick red thread starting close to him and 

receding into the distance. A ribbon of lightning cracked across the thread. But the thread stayed 

solid. The ribbon enveloped it, swerved away from it, and touched it here, there. For a moment it 

wrapped the thread completely in its brightness. Just as suddenly it revealed the red streak once 

more as it diverged and took another path.  

A coloured strand wafted out from the main thread. It thickened and grew. It followed the 

lightning ribbon.  

‘What is this?’ Liam breathed. 

Ariane’s voice came from behind him and to his left. 

‘You asked me to show you what is happening to our time-line. This is it.’ 

‘What?’ 

She came and sat beside him, along the edge of the table at right angle to his. She had 

positioned herself to be able to look at him and the screen. 

‘Look again.’ 

‘Ariane—’ 
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‘I want you to tell me what this means to you.’ 

Liam scrubbed his hands through his hair. What could he say? Nothing meant much to 

him any more. The nightmares had become so constant that he barely slept. When he did manage 

a bit, instead of enjoying the forgetfulness of sleep he saw the encroaching darkness or fragments 

of events from the far past. He was losing the ability to tell what was real and what wasn’t. 

‘What does it tell you?’ 

His breath shuddered in his throat as he attempted the supposedly calming deep breathing 

technique his Mum had shown him. ‘To be honest it … it looks like a show from the planetarium; 

or someone navigating Google Earth and finding archaeological sites, or something. But then this 

last bit. I don’t know. It looks like a—’ 

He paused, not wanting to rush in with half an answer. Suddenly his mind cleared and he 

remembered what Ariane had said about the time-line ‘Is that red thread time? Earth’s time?’ 

‘Close. And I like the comparison with Google Earth. That front bit is just a bit of fun as 

an introduction. I wanted to show you that we were looking at our world, from the ancient past 

through the years of tumult in the Middle Ages to now.’ 

Now he could put names to the images. ‘Ah! Apollo’s temple, Delphi—representing 

Ancient Greece; Tintern Abbey, England—from the medieval period; and Southbank, Brisbane—

the present, home.’ 

Ariane grinned and nodded. ‘You got all three. Cool. Of course we can put images of 

whatever historical locality we want there to help orient people. But it’s the thread that’s 

important.’ 

Liam’s eyes flicked from his friend’s face to the screen and back again. She was proud of 

her creation, but also anxious that it met with his approval. What is that thread, he asked himself? 

Ariane watched him expectantly. 

He looked at the screen and pondered. 

‘If the red thread is not time… but history—’ 

His thinking out loud earned him vigorous nods. 

‘—then what is the ribbon? Mmm, still don’t know about that one. The break-away 

thread is … the result of changes?’ 

The smile started in her eyes and spread over her whole face, lighting it from within. 

‘You’ve worked it out the fastest. Excellent. The red thread is … a projection … if you like of our 

time-line in terms of the historical record. We can zoom along backwards and forwards to the 

present day. The ribbon reflects the number of changes occurring as a result of Tracey’s 

activities.’  
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‘Which means the break-away threads are representations of what is likely to happen if 

we don’t return our history to what it should be?’ 

She shrugged. ‘Close enough. I’m working on a way to use an overlay colour that shows 

how far we are slipping from the record.’ 

‘I get it. So the red thread stays stable. The ribbon shows us the discrepancies happening 

in the historical record, the break-away threads show us what might happen if we can’t fix her 

mess, and the overlay …’, his voice faded into silence when he couldn’t offer any further 

explanation. 

‘Will show us how far off the correct path we are, based on how many differences the 

computer calculates.’ 

‘Wow. This is better than I thought possible. This is up-to-date?’ 

She nodded and then took a breath as though she was about to say something … but 

nothing came out. He turned his attention back to the screen to avoid her gaze. Since returning 

from Gaul he had noticed everyone in the pod was treating him like a fragile egg. If he looked at 

someone they’d look away. No-one wanted to make direct eye-contact. Nevertheless, he could 

tell they wanted to talk about the mission, but left the questions hanging unasked, waiting for him 

to broach the subject. When that happened, he did what he was doing now: shutting down any 

opportunity to start a conversation about it. He wasn’t ready yet to analyse what he and his father 

had seen. He wasn’t ready yet to deal with the reality of war. 

‘Heya,’ said Toby, plonking himself down beside them. 

‘Hi,’ Liam replied without taking his eyes off the screen’s image. 

Silence stretched between the three of them uneasily, but Liam was not going to be the 

one to break it. He stared as hard as he could at the history thread and tried to work out where 

they would be located on the projection. His mind could not grasp any idea for long though and 

his thoughts jumbled and crashed against each other. 

Toby opened a folder and spread out some papers in front of them. 

‘These are the sites and dates we think are most likely attributed to Arthur’s major battles 

in Britain.’ 

Liam glanced down at the pages for only a moment, but the damage was done. Toby had 

managed to bring the topic of the battles out into the open and memories now flooded to the 

surface too easily and he had to fight to control them.  

Bile rose nauseatingly up his throat filling his mouth with that horrible bitter taste. He 

didn’t want to think about Dark Age battles. He didn’t want to remember the images of that field 

of death.  



124 

 

Their mission unfortunately remained the same. Despite the changes he was undergoing, 

they still had to find out what Tracey was doing. But he was determined not to put a foot on a 

battlefield any time soon.  

‘There never was enough evidence to prove that Arthur lead those battles,’ he ground out. 

‘We’d just be guessing when Arthur was supposed to be there and it would be a piece of 

monumental luck for us to stumble upon him. Besides which, one girl on her own could not affect 

those battles: they are just too big.’  

He swallowed a large lump that suddenly threatened to block his throat as he realised that 

he had just openly contradicted almost the whole pod. 

Toby sat back abruptly in his chair and the frown on Ariane’s face clearly spoke of her 

confusion. 

‘What do you mean?’ Ariane asked. 

‘I thought the battle-lists were one of the major planks of your argument,’ Toby said. 

‘Not really,’ Liam replied. ‘I’ve always accepted that the battle-lists contained in the 

contemporary (or near contemporary) records had the best chance of showing the connections 

between the historical, real Arthur and the myth. But they’ve been worrying me for some time 

and now I know why. Without the time-dislocator I might never have worked it out. Unless we 

see Arthur doing what the records claim, then we are no closer to finding him, and no closer to 

finding out what she has done.’ 

‘Wait up, Liam,’ Ariane urged. ‘I take it you didn’t see Arthur at that big battle in Gaul?’ 

Here it was. He could not evade the questions any further.  

‘No, we did not. What we did see was a massive battle that, that … that … stole the lives 

of far too many people. It was a waste! And we didn’t find Arthur. Oh, we heard about Riothamus 

all right. We heard that he was directing the battle. But—’ 

Liam ducked his head and ran his fingers through his hair, tugging it hard to keep his 

mind on the present. ‘We could not get close enough to him or his retinue to ask if the word was 

just a title like “great king” or if it really was his name. Believe me, Dad tried. It’s how we got 

separated. All we proved was that a huge, bloody battle occurred and Riothamus disappeared. We 

got no new information and no proof. We didn’t need to go.’ 

Toby leaned forwards on to his elbows, with narrowed eyes. 

‘So you’re saying that we are unlikely to get any closer to Arthur by going back to these 

battles?’ 

Liam nodded. ‘It’s partly to do with the way the time-dislocator works. We just don’t 

have the detail we need to be able to go to the right place at the right time.’ 
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‘What do you mean?’ whispered Ariane. 

‘To get to a specific place and time, we need the co-ordinates of longitude and latitude.’ 

‘We have those. We know where the battles were supposed to have been fought,’ Ariane 

said pointing at the writing on the whiteboard. 

He turned to look at board and shook his head when the information there confirmed his 

point. ‘Yes, but not exactly when. Look at the locations listed. Are there any useful dates beside 

them?’ 

Both Ariane and Toby shook their heads.  

‘We don’t know the day, week or even the month of a single battle. That means we would 

have to guess and then hang around waiting. We don’t have the time to do that.’ 

‘Fair point,’ Toby said. 

‘You’d be happy to leave the records of the battles untested?’ Ariane prodded. 

Toby nodded and Liam sat back in his chair, eventually nodding too. 

In an attempt to make as little eye contact as possible with the others, Liam’s gaze 

flickered around the Lab resting for a moment, then jumping to another spot. His stomach lurched 

as he recognised his father’s cloak from their trip to Gaul hanging from one of the shelves. 

A hint of acrid smoke floated across the room, causing his tongue to swell and mouth to 

water in distress. Merely thinking about the battle-scene was enough to bring on this kind of 

physical reaction. He swallowed against the memory to steady his mind. 

‘Untested by us, at this time,’ he finally managed to say.  

‘Then what do we do now?’ Toby asked mildly. 

Liam looked long and hard at Toby. He had been less antagonistic since they’d returned 

from Montbéliard. It seemed he was trying very hard not to provoke anything.  

‘Camelot,’ Liam blurted. 

‘Camelot?’ Ariane asked. ‘If there isn’t enough evidence to prove Arthur’s presence at 

battles, then there is even less evidence of Camelot.’ 

Liam’s grin was mirrored on Toby’ face.  

‘Actually, there is a heap of evidence that South Cadbury Hillfort (or Castle) was active 

and used as a central staging point in a very powerful Lord’s territory during Arthur’s time,’ Liam 

countered. 

‘South Cadbury?’ 

‘Castle,’ finished Toby for her. 

‘Seriously?’ 

‘Seriously,’ Liam agreed. 
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Ariane drew in a deep breath and pushed herself to her feet. Toby gathered his notes and 

stood, too. 

‘Then we have work to do to get you ready. Your mother wants you to pick up some 

vegetables on the way home, Liam. The list is on your desk. See you,’ Ariane said. 

Liam looked up at Toby who was standing back from the table and staring at the screen 

image with a small frown. 

‘We might actually find something at South Cadbury.’ 

‘What makes you say that?’ Liam asked. 

With a ghost of a grin Toby dipped his head sideways and replied, ‘Camelot would 

appeal to Tracey. Doesn’t it stand for everything Arthur symbolised?’ 

Before Liam could say anything Toby turned and left. 
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Chapter 21: South Cadbury Hillfort 

 

They landed exactly where they had hoped. Well, almost exactly. Liam stumbled down 

towards his left as he struggled to find flat ground. Toby wasn’t much better off. 

‘One of these days we’ll come out somewhere other than a forest and we’ll land on 

something other than tree roots.’ 

Liam laughed, looked around and drew a deep breath. The wormhole’s exit had deposited 

them on the edge of the path winding its way up the ramparts of South Cadbury Hillfort. There were 

four great banks and ditches encircling the hill which soared almost 190 metres above the plain. Huge 

trees clothed the slopes, leaving the crown bare. When they had planned this mission they had 

thought it’d be good to arrive amongst the trees so they had decent cover. Although this strategy 

worked, once again the roughness of the ground was problematic. Mist gathered between the boles 

and the leaf litter on the ground muffled the slight sounds of their furtive movement.  

On the breath of a breeze Liam caught, or thought he caught, the stench of fire. 

He stopped and threw out his hand, halting Toby mid-stride. 

‘Listen,’ he hissed. 

Metal clanged on metal, voices cried out. Dogs barked. Children cried. 

‘Quick, up the side,’ Liam urged. Without waiting he scrambled up to his right, scrabbling for 

holds on the steep bank. He found a tree big enough to hide them and leaned his back against its great 

trunk, dragging in ragged breaths. 

Toby squatted beside him, peering round their refuge, into the gloom.  

The thump, thump, thump, thump of soldiers marching in time warned them of approaching 

danger. It didn’t take long for a rough cavalcade to emerge. In the midst of such noisy military order, 

Liam thought he also heard slow, uneven and perhaps unwilling footsteps shuffling along the path.  

Soldiers garbed in knee-length tunics with leather and metal protecting the chest, long cloaks 

thrown over their shoulders and swords in hand loomed out the gloom. The lead soldiers constantly 

scanned the path ahead, below, and above their position.  

Thankfully the mist swirled, becoming momentarily thicker and the two of them leaned into 

the tree. Liam hoped against hope its bulk would be enough to shield them. 

Without pausing the group passed them. Women and children lagged behind the efficient 

soldiers who were forced to slow down in order to keep the captives surrounded on all sides. Heavy 

packs bent the shoulders and backs of even the older women, but they were not allowed to stop.  
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As the group inched away from them, Liam strained to hear what was going on. He dared not 

move from their precarious shelter to take a better look and had to be satisfied with the partial view 

available. A soldier demanded the captives speed up, and with heads hanging the women complied. 

Their feet dragged, but they did nothing to deliberately annoy their captors. 

Eventually silence returned to the path and the tension that had gripped Liam started to ease. 

His jaw ached with the effort of staying quiet and doing nothing. His thighs burned with the effort of 

keeping absolutely still on such a steep slope. To relieve the strain, he stretched, rolled his shoulders 

and opened and shut his mouth like a huge fish gaping for air or food. Toby rolled his eyes in 

acknowledgement, and with a rare grin, started doing the same thing.  

Carefully peering around the tree’s protective bulk, Liam made sure there was no-one on the 

path or the slopes before scrambling down the bank and gesturing for Toby to follow. With haste he 

ran in a half crouch keeping out of sight by using the slope above and the bulge of the lower bank 

below him as cover. 

‘What are you doing?’ Toby hissed in his ear. 

They had halted and flung themselves down on the ground among the trees. Pointing ahead of 

him, Liam crawled cautiously up to the lip of the lower bank’s bulge. Slowly, carefully, he lifted his 

head until he could see. 

Below them spread the plains of Somerset. From such a high vantage point they could see for 

a few kilometres before the mist drew its blanket of concealment over the landscape. Almost directly 

below them a rough camp was in the process of being constructed. Lines of soldiers’ tents marched 

straight and confident along the main track-way leading away from the Hillfort. The refugees huddled 

together, dropping their loads and sitting disconsolately on the ground. Even the children were 

subdued, remaining close to their mothers and aunts and sisters. 

Older men and boys already down there had started work on huts under the strict watch of the 

guard. They had dug holes for posts, dumped wattle branches in a big pile and mixed mud in baskets.  

Liam slithered backwards until his shape was hidden completely by the bank upon which 

they lay.  

‘What is this?’ Toby whispered, sliding down beside him. 

‘I don’t get it. We’re too early. We’re in the right place, but this looks like the Roman 

conquest of South Cadbury.’ 

Toby looked at him uncomprehendingly. 

‘Historians have said that the Romans left this community alone for ages before finally 

breaking the defences and securing the Hillfort for themselves. Maybe it was being used as a base 

against them?’ he said with a shrug. ‘Anyway they moved everyone off the plateau, smashed the 
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defensive walls and didn’t allow it to be re-occupied for a century or two.’ He sucked his lower lip in 

between his teeth as he considered what he saw below them. With the mist this thick they had been 

lucky to see anything of the plains at all. 

‘I guess that’s the refugee camp being constructed down on the plain. If so, it fits with claims 

from archaeologists in the twentieth century who suggested the locals were re-settled below the 

Hillfort and lived there, under supervision, for … a couple of hundred years. This must be the start of 

all that.’ 

‘How did we get here, then?’ 

Liam shrugged. ‘Technically we’re in the right place, just the wrong time. How can the time-

dislocator have malfunctioned?’ 

Visions of being stuck in the Roman conquest of Britain made Liam squirm causing 

condensation from the mist to drip off the end of his nose. Mad thoughts of finding somewhere 

isolated to live and attempting to survive rushed through Liam’s mind. While he uneasily 

contemplated what life would be like here, Toby lay silently beside him.  

Suddenly he pulled the medallion from its hiding place under his tunic and opened its back. 

Colour drained from his face. ‘That would be because I input the wrong date.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You asked me how the time-dislocator could have malfunctioned.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘Would you say that the Hillfort was defeated and its inhabitants re-settled in about 50AD?’ 

Liam nodded. 

‘Then that would account for it,’ said Toby, holding out the medallion for Liam to see. ‘I 

must have forgotten to type in the extra zero when I programmed it back in the Lab.’ Now he was 

grinning from ear to ear in a maniacal, almost devilish fashion. 

Relief was so powerful it momentarily robbed Liam’s limbs and mind of strength. ‘We aren’t 

stuck then. The time-dislocator did not malfunction?’ 

Toby shook his head, still grinning and Liam realised that he, too, was reacting to strong fear 

with uncontrollable (quiet) laughter.  

Eventually they calmed down and looked around for a close grouping of trees that would give 

them cover and two, straight trunks for the outer structure of their portal.  
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Chapter 22: A Castle re-born 

 

This time they were ready for the uneven steepness of the ground as they stepped out of 

the portal. There was not much room to move between the tight interweaving branches though. 

Liam took a moment to orient himself. It was so quiet that his ears rang with the silence. Nothing 

penetrated the high pitched whine that seemed to come from within him. In desperation he 

searched for the path, positive that if he could just see beyond the tree trunks and work out where 

they were he’d be able to hear something from their environment.  

Softly, faintly a bird called and its sound was so sweet it brought tears to Liam’s eyes. 

The trip through the wormhole hadn’t sent him deaf after all.  

‘Where to?’ asked Toby. 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘Where to?’ 

‘South.’ 

‘You sound very sure.’ 

‘Well … yes, I’m sure. I think. No, really—’ Liam stuttered as Toby’s amusement grew 

with each floundering attempted reassurance. ‘The new gatehouse and ramparts are at the 

southern end. At least, they will be if the Camelot Project excavation records are right,’ Liam 

replied. 

‘South it is, then,’ Toby said, moving off. 

Pushing their way out of the tangled undergrowth, they struck the path they must have 

used 400 or so years ago. It wound its way through the banks and around the sides of the massive 

hill. At places it had become so narrow they had to go single file. As it straightened out it 

broadened and could accommodate two horses and riders abreast if need be. 

They went cautiously, but quickly, expecting at any moment to have to hide. After a 

quarter of an hour, Liam tugged on Toby’s shirtsleeve and motioned with his head that they 

should look up.  

When Toby took a step backwards to be able to see better, Liam pulled him 

unceremoniously into what cover he could find against the steep bank. The trees had been thinned 

out and tough, tussocky grass dominated the ground around them now.  

‘Be careful, they’ll see you! There’s not much cover here. We’re not too far from the 

gates and who knows what sort of watch they have set up,’ Liam whispered. 

‘What makes you say that?’ 
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‘Listen,’ Liam said, pointing upwards. ‘There are people up there, loads of them.’ 

It was perhaps unsurprising that he heard the movements above them before Toby did 

given how hard he’d been concentrating on identifying sounds around them as they moved. 

Leaning against the bank, shrouded by shadow, Toby and Liam listened. 

Everyday sounds drifted down to them: children alternately squealing, laughing, and 

crying; cattle lowing; large animals stamping their feet; the rhythmic clank of metal upon metal; 

wind susserating between the branches and dry leaves of late autumn. 

A dog barked almost directly above them and Liam’s breath caught in his throat.  

‘Come here, you great dolt of a dog,’ yelled a large voice lovingly. 

From the sound of paws thumping on the ground and rustling through the dry grass, the 

dog must have been jumping around, sniffing, or chasing something across the hilltop. Now it 

barked in joy and receded from the point above them. 

Silently, Liam sighed in relief. 

Toby turned and nodded to Liam in agreement. Together they edged along the bank until 

they got to a place where trees clung to the downward slopes once more. Darting across the open 

pathway, they slid down the bank and into the safety of true cover. 

Slowly, carefully, Liam crawled on his stomach until he was able to see the pathway and 

bank above them. He looked right and dragged in a quick breath in surprise. 

Somehow they had managed to escape notice, but it could have been only by a hair’s 

breadth. Rising above their hiding place in the shadows was a stone and timber palisade. The 

earthen bank was extended with a stone wall, two-men high. On top of that, rows upon rows of 

huge timber planks took the wall a further five metres above the stone foundation. Then every 

five metres or so along the huge wall, battlements reared upwards and their crenallations provided 

hiding places gaps for archers and swordsmen to defend the settlement against invaders. 

Liam looked upon the walls in wonder. He had seen drawings, and artists’ impressions of 

what archaeologists had thought they might look like. Clearly they had not done this re-

fortification justice.  

The sheer size of it was over-powering.  

‘Pictures just don’t capture its magnificence, do they?’ Toby said softly, uncannily 

supporting Liam’s thoughts. 

‘No, they don’t,’ Liam whispered. 

‘This isn’t the gatehouse, then?’ 
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Liam shook his head. ‘If the artists’ version of the archaeology is right, the gatehouse 

should have two huge, square towers through which a cobbled road passes to the inner defences 

and settlement,’ he replied. 

‘I’ll give you this much: so far, the archaeology has been right. So long as I dialled the 

time-dislocator properly this time, then we are at 500AD. This is definitely a large, impressive re-

fortification. It could be Camelot.’ 

Liam was stunned. This was the strongest support he had yet received from Toby. He 

hated to do it because it might risk their new-found agreement, but he had to correct him. 

‘No, it’s South Cadbury Castle. It doesn’t become Camelot until the medieval writers get 

hold of it.’ 

Toby turned to lie on his side, and propped himself up by his left elbow so he could talk 

face-to-face. 

‘If it’s not Camelot, why on earth are we here now?’ 

Liam winced at the controlled frustration evident in Toby’s voice. 

‘Looking for evidence that Arthur was here. Or at least that everyone thinks Arthur was 

here.’ 

‘Explain.’ 

‘In our time, this place is indelibly linked to Arthur. Why is that? Why were people so 

sure that this place was Arthur’s base?’ 

Toby flipped back to his stomach and looked at the wall rearing above them. His eyes 

narrowed as he considered the sight. 

‘Look at the wall, Liam. No fly-by-nighter built that. It’s meant to last. The stone part 

alone would have taken months to construct. Where did all the stone come from? The hill is made 

of limestone and the wall is not. Maybe the timber is local, but I’d be surprised if it was. Someone 

with money, men and time did this.’ 

A small smile tugged at the corners of Liam’s mouth. Apparently Toby had paid some 

attention to the research and briefing notes after all. 

They lay and watched for a while, checking for movements or patrols. With no further 

activity nearby, they decided to keep going towards the gatehouse.  

‘Let’s keep under cover, though. I don’t fancy being captured,’ Liam suggested. 

It was not easy trying to remain quiet while hanging on to the trees and struggling 

through the thick branches and scrubby bushes in the undergrowth.  
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‘Why do they let the scrub grow so thick?’ Toby hissed, sucking his hand after getting a 

particularly nasty scratch from a branch whipping back on him. ‘You wouldn’t think we were the 

only ones with the idea of sneaking up close to the gate using this stuff as cover.’ 

‘Those sneaky attackers of yours would have to approach the gate from the top of the hill 

like we have. Without a time-dislocator to transport them there, the only way they could do it was 

to pass that,’ he said pointing downwards. 

Toby turned to look at what Liam was pointing at. Pacing across, down, and around a 

broad gap cut through the lowest bank was a group of well-trained soldiers.  

Horses were tethered and guarded by more soldiers nearby. A kilometre or so away, at 

the junction of two major roads, another small outpost could be discerned.  

‘I suspect no-one gets in or out of here without being seen normally,’ Liam said quietly. 

‘Normally, I like that. All right, now what?’ 

Liam didn’t answer immediately. The mist had cleared sufficiently for him to follow the 

line of the second main road heading north east. There was a large hillock not far from the road 

with what looked like a beacon constructed, ready for use. Despite the gloom he thought he saw 

beyond the beacon an abnormally large, steep landmass rearing out of the flat plain. But the mist 

swirled towards the Castle yet again, drawing its secretive blanket down upon the landscape.  

He shook his head to clear his thoughts. ‘I think that’s Glastonbury Tor out there. Which 

makes this the main entrance to the Castle,’ Liam said slowly. 

‘The main entrance?’ 

Liam nodded, thinking hard. ‘If we can get past this gate and continue round, we should 

find a second entrance that is not so well fortified. Perhaps that would let us in to the main group 

of buildings. Once in we could-’ 

‘Let’s just get there first. Although I wish you’d told me about the other entrance before. 

It might have been safer to stay clear of this gatehouse.’ 

Shaking his head, Liam started to look for a way past the cleared and cobbled break in the 

banks.  

‘No? Not safer?’ Toby asked. 

‘We had to come to confirm that the gatehouse was here, where the archaeologists said it 

would be. This was about building our case, Toby,’ Liam said in response to the sceptical look on 

his companion’s face. 

With a sharp, deep sigh, Toby scanned the area around them.  
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‘There’s nothing for it. We have to go back the way we came.’ 

Disappointment ate at Liam painfully. He had really thought they could find a way to 

sneak past the gate rather than circumnavigate the entire Castle. Consequently they had been 

hiding for over an hour, watching and listening. It was clear that at no point could they safely 

scurry across the open ground in front of the gate.  

‘I’m surprised we’ve lasted this long without being detected. We have to move, Liam.’ 

Finally he nodded. It would probably take the rest of the day to carefully make their way 

around the hillfort to the side entrance, but better that than being caught. 

 

 

Exhausted they threw themselves down on the ground under the last of the trees some 

distance from the east entrance. There was less cover here than at the main gate. There was no 

way they could enter the Castle undetected. Now Liam’s throat hurt with contained frustration 

and fatigue as well as disappointment. Circling the entire 18 hectare hilltop had been a hard, 

back-breaking venture and it appeared all their effort was for nothing.  

Movement caught Liam’s eye down two levels of embankments. Someone was 

scavenging small wood and kindling from the tough little trees that tried valiantly to grow on 

these exposed slopes. 

‘So that’s how they keep the banks around here clear of the scrub. They’d better be 

careful of those whippy branches,’ Toby whispered. 

Excitement bubbled within Liam as an answer to their predicament popped into his head. 

Without a word he turned and started stripping the smallest branches off the lower parts of the 

tree-trunks surrounding them. Before long he had made a respectable stack of fire-wood. Toby 

joined him. When the pile was almost a metre high they stopped and surveyed their work.  

‘Now what?’ 

‘You have some rope in your belt bag, don’t you?’ Liam asked. 

Toby nodded and took it out, handing it over to Liam who had retrieved his own rope 

from his belt-bag. Laying the two lengths down on the ground, Liam then started re-stacking the 

fire-wood across the parallel pieces of rope. 

Together they tied the ropes around the long, cylindrical pile of sticks and kindling.  

‘Tie the knots so we have some rope left at the ends,’ warned Liam. 

‘For what?’ Toby asked. 

‘For us to hang on to,’ Liam replied with a grin. 

‘And just how do we carry this, this stick sausage of yours?’ 
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‘On our backs. Here, you take your end, I’ll take mine. We need to stand pretty close 

beside each other. That’s it. On three we hoist the bundle up, then turn and lay it along the back of 

our shoulders with the rope coming over the front for us to hold at chest level.’ 

With a slight flush of embarrassment, Toby nodded. ‘One, two, three.’ 

They heaved, turned and staggered under the unexpected weight of the sticks. 

‘It worked,’ Liam gasped. 

‘If you say so,’ said Toby, arching his back in an attempt to escape the pricking of sharp 

sticks. 

‘I’ve read about this but never done it. Cool. Off we go,’ said Liam heartily. 

The two staggered upward, the stick bundle bumping painfully against their backs and 

shoulders. 

‘Wait, wait. Stop,’ said Toby. 

Liam halted, breathing heavily. Their bundle was a lot heavier than it looked. 

‘At the moment the damn sticks are poking into us because we’re out of step and they’re 

rocking against us unevenly. If we can time our steps—’ 

‘I get it. I get it. Quick let’s go.’ 

It was no lighter, but the load was a lot less painful and they made their way towards the 

east gate. 

Heads bowed low they kept going, step after step after step. 

‘Tha’s it lads. Bend your back into it,’ said a voice from above. Laughter greeted them as 

they broached the peak of the bank and entered the Castle. 

‘You’re a sorry sight, no doubt abou’ tha,’ agreed another. 

Liam’s heart raced. He could barely understand a word these two were saying. Either 

their accent was so thick that he had trouble deciphering the syllables, or the translator itself was 

having problems. 

He just kept walking, following the well-worn path. 

‘Master Adwen will welcome that load, lads. On with you, now,’ said a third voice, much 

more clearly. 

Nervous sweat dripped off the tip of Liam’s nose as he struggled under the stick sausage. 

The path soon divided and Liam paused, not knowing which way to go. 

‘Where to?’ he hissed. 

‘Adwen, Adwen. What the heck does Adwen mean?’ Toby replied. 

‘Who cares?’  

‘Don’t these early names mean things?’ Toby shot back. 
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‘Oh. Oh. Of course. Wait. Ad, Aed, fire. Try fire.’ 

Toby straightened a little, almost unbalancing Liam. 

‘Right. Go. Right.’ 

Hurriedly they swung right and almost fell as the weight of their load shifted when Liam 

stumbled on lower ground.  

‘How did you figure out that which way to turn?’  

‘The smoke over there. Let’s hope my guess is right because I’m putting my money on 

Adwen being a blacksmith or something like that.’ 

‘Not bad, mate. Not bad,’ Liam mused. He was amazed at the cool head Toby was able to 

maintain in every situation they faced.  

‘So you understood what they said back there?’ 

‘Not everything,’ Toby replied. ‘The accents were a bit strong. But then, I don’t suppose 

these translators have had much practice with a language that’s 1500 years old.  

‘Fair point. I was afraid mine wasn’t working properly.’ 

The path branched again and this time they could tell from the familiar smell of clean 

wood-smoke and hot metal that a workshop was nearby.  

‘There you are. Come on you two. I canna' wait all day,’ hollered a thick voice from just 

inside the open workshop.  

They hurried forward and dumped their load of fire-wood at the feet of the most 

enormous man Liam had ever seen. He couldn’t make up his mind whether it was the incredibly 

lairy, checked breeches, the bare hairy chest or the very long, blonde moustache that made the 

man appear so large.  

Whatever it was, Liam decided he did not want to annoy Adwen. 

‘Kindling I like, lads, to start the flames. But it’s proper wood I need to give the fire its 

hot heart so it can temper our swords and mail. Otherwise I’ll ne’er be able to fit out our men the 

way the Dux commanded. Have them ready by high summer, he said to me.’ 

The blacksmith turned his back, shaking his head. ‘Have them ready and make sure you 

give them the bes’ you’ve got. T’will be a hard campaign, this one, he said.’ 

Adwen picked up a huge hammer and stalked back into the dim recesses of the workshop. 

As the meaning of the blacksmith’s words sunk in, Liam’s heart thundered against his 

chest making it almost impossible to speak.  

‘The Dux?’ he managed to squeak. 
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‘Yah. The Bear. He’s not a man to find fault where no fault lies. But I won’t disappoint 

him. More wood, boys. More wood! Good, hard, heavy boles, mind. The denser the wood, the 

hotter the fire. You know tha.’ 

Toby tugged Liam’s sleeve. Liam ignored it. Toby tugged again and this time Liam 

turned, with his mouth half-open ready to tell him that they needed to stay and finish the job here. 

But the twist of his head revealed to him what Toby had already seen. 

Bearing down on the workshop and joking amongst themselves was the group of men 

they had encountered earlier.  

Liam backed out of the workshop entry and joined Toby. Eyes down they hurried back 

along the path towards the east gate. 

‘The less talking we have to do, the better,’ whispered Toby. ‘I don’t think the translators 

can handle this old form of … what is it?’ 

‘Ancient Gaelic, I think,’ Liam replied. 

‘Whatever it is, I can still only just make out what they’re saying. I’d hate to have to talk 

in it. Who knows what would come out.’ 

Liam’s eyes widened in agreement as a mental picture of the enormous blacksmith 

plucking him off the ground by the scruff of his tunic came to mind. ‘I’m with you on that one. 

But did you hear him, Toby? The Dux, the Bear. They work for the Bear!’ 

‘From your tone of voice, I guess that means something good?’ 

A quick, hot flush coursed across his chest and face. ‘The Bear. Artos. Arthur.’ 
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Chapter 23: Rebel 

 

They might have intended to get out as quickly as possible, but Liam couldn’t help 

himself. Making sure they were well away from the jokesters, he stopped and let his eyes flicker 

back and forth, trying to take everything in.  

South Cadbury Castle was alive. He could feel its pulse beating the ground in time with 

horse’s hooves; he could smell the work of smiths, bakers, and potters wafting on the air; and he 

could hear it with the laughter and cries of children weaving their way through the busy adults.  

‘Are we going? Haven’t we got what we came for?’ 

‘Come on, Toby. Wouldn’t it be great to walk out the front gate and follow the main path 

down to the plain and look back up, knowing we had been here?’ 

‘No disappearing safely out the side gate like a thief in the night?’ 

‘We’re on a wood-gathering mission for Master Adwen, if anyone asks. Remember?’ 

‘I just hope you know how to say that. I don’t trust these translators. Remember?’ 

He gave Toby a quick grin in response and followed the main path through the 

settlement. All eighteen hectares were enclosed by the re-fortified walls and from the looks of it, 

a lot of that land was occupied. There was a great hall, the workshops they had already seen, pens 

for animals, round houses, and kitchen buildings littered the hilltop. There were other buildings 

Liam didn’t know how to identify without going inside to see what they held. And he had more 

than a sneaking suspicion that Toby definitely would not approve of that diversion. 

As they walked across the Castle grounds and listened to the conversations swirling 

around them the more he understood what was being said. The translator finally seemed to be 

able to transform the thick, rolling accent of the Britons. 

The main gatehouse loomed up in front of them. It was built at the far end of the ridge 

that dissected the hilltop where the land fell away sharply on its other side. As they neared the 

walls and became shrouded in the gatehouse’s shadow, Liam was agape at the scale of the tower. 

Only a very determined enemy could breach these defences.  

With a wave from the guards inside, they stepped under the arch that bridged the ends of 

the 3 metre thick walls and delved into deep shadow until they emerged into sudden sunlight on 

the other side. With no-one pressing them from behind, Liam stopped and leaned against the 

masonry and drew in a deep, satisfied breath. 
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‘We’ve done it. We’ve found proof that South Cadbury existed just the way the 

archaeology predicted. We may even have evidence that Arthur is the leader who re-built this 

place. She hasn’t managed to destroy this magnificent … home, fort, castle.’ 

‘Yet,’ Toby countered. 

Reality hit him like a cold wave at the beach. ‘Thanks, I needed that. Not!’ 

He straightened, tilting his head to get a better look at the people coming up the main 

path. 

‘We’d better move. That group looks like it means business, and even though I think my 

translator finally has the hang of this language now, I’d prefer not to put it to the test.’ 

They turned right and headed for the nearest copse of trees on the lower bank. If anyone 

asked, he remembered, they had a purpose for going there. It was a close run thing; however they 

managed to get off the path before the group made the last loop towards the gate.  

Liam kneeled in the grass under the trees, watching them.  

‘I wonder what they’re up to? They’re not dressed like the others in the Castle.’ 

‘That would be because they’re not from around here,’ said a voice behind him as a hand 

clamped down on the back of his neck. 

Extremely strong fingers pushed into the base of his skull and around the vertebrae of his 

neck until the nerves leading down his arms began to ache.  

‘Fancy meeting you here,’ the female voice said. 

Toby whipped around but stopped mid-movement, and colour drained from his face 

faster than Liam thought physically possible. 

‘Tracey,’ Toby managed to say. 

‘No “hello”? No “how are you”? No “what have you been up to, lately”?’ 

Toby kept a stony silence. Only his eyes showed any sign of life and Liam was glad they 

were not focussed on him.  

‘All right, then. I’ll ask you, instead. How are you, Tobes? What are you doing here, and 

who is your little friend?’ 

She increased the pressure of her thumb until Liam could barely breathe and despite his 

struggle for control, he gasped. 

A muscle jerked convulsively along Toby’s left jaw and Liam could actually hear his 

teeth grinding. 

‘Well?’ 
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‘We’re on reconnaissance. There’s talk of re-opening the excavations of South Cadbury 

back home, but only if evidence can be found to prove that there is still something worth 

uncovering.’ 

‘And your friend?’ 

‘Our newest recruit.’ 

‘He looks a little young.’ 

‘His genes switched on a bit early. What do you want me to say, Tracey?’ 

The pressure on Liam’s carotid artery lessened a fraction, but the girl’s fingers still 

gripped the back of his skull and neck with surprising force. 

‘Oh … I don’t know. What about: I was wrong to rubbish your paper on the conflict 

between science and history. What about: I was wrong to argue publicly against you at the 

conference when I said the only basis for truth in history are cold, hard facts. Evidence. Artefacts. 

Things you can hold in your hands. That’s what history is about. You can’t argue with—’ 

‘All right, all right,’ Toby said. ‘I agree that historical theory without solid evidence 

needs corroboration from other sources. There are times, though, when adequate physical 

archaeological evidence is not possible to obtain. That’s when history needs to rely on records 

and witnesses as well.’ 

‘They can lie, Toby. They can lie,’ Tracey hissed. ‘Evidence can’t.’ 

‘But neither can it tell you the whole story,’ Liam croaked. 

‘What did you say?’ 

The vice-like grip on his throat was slackened just enough to allow him to talk. 

‘Artefacts and archaeology can only tell us part of the story. We still have to interpret 

what it means, we can change our minds and sometimes we can even get it wrong. But on its own 

without interpretation evidence means nothing.’ 

With an infinitesimal shake of his head, Toby tried to warn him, but Liam was not going 

to be quiet.  

‘Not when the story is a clear one. This … this hillfort is history. You can see the gates, 

stones, walls, and battlements. You can touch them, feel them, taste them. There’s no hocus-

pocus here. No touchy-feely, new age rubbish about wizards and druids and magic. Nothing of 

the impossible will be found here. Just real, provable history that doesn’t need interpretation.’ 

The girl jerked his head around to make him look at first at the Castle, then at her. As his 

eyes met hers Liam was shocked at the brilliant green that glittered down at him.  

‘Your friend here just said that the authorities back in our time will only think of re-

opening the excavations if they have enough evidence. Doesn’t that prove my point? You need to 
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have something to convince those conservative, half-hearted officials. Hard facts and 

archaeological evidence you can hold in your hand is what counts in the end.’ 

Liam glared back at her, his neck screaming at him. 

She threw her head back and barked a question at Toby. Through the pain, Liam couldn’t 

make it out.  

‘Didn’t you hear me? I said: when did you get access to a time-travel device?’  

Toby just looked at her. 

‘Not going to share that little titbit, huh?’ 

With a final jab that turned into a tug, she released Liam in disgust. ‘Together we could 

make a difference, Toby. Help me clear up history and make it stronger. You know what we need 

to do. Come with me!’ 

Toby’s expression did not change.  

She turned her attention to Liam. ‘What about you, newbie?’ she asked with a little 

shove. 

Even if he had wanted to, he could not reply.  

‘No? Then stay out of my way, both of you!’ 

She straightened suddenly and before either of them could do anything, was gone.  

Desperately sucking in deep gulps of air for his oxygen-starved lungs, Liam fell forwards 

onto his hands and knees. Toby moved convulsively after the girl just as two pairs of large legs 

encased in checked breeches stamped through the tussocky grass and low-hung straggly branches. 

‘You two youngsters all righ’?’ asked a concerned voice. 

Liam nodded, not looking up.  

‘Seems like he swallowed something he shouldn’t have,’ Toby said. 

‘Doesn’ look as though it tasted too good, heh?’ one of the big men said with a laugh. 

‘Sure you’re all righ? Adwen will be wanting that firewood before long and, don’ mind saying so, 

but I don’ think you’ll find what he wants in here. You go down to the bottom of the banks and 

follow the Fosse Way out a bits and you’ll find good, strong timber.’ 

A large hand grabbed Liam’s tunic from behind and hauled him to his feet. In his attempt 

to find a foothold in the steeply sloping ground, Liam stumbled and was steadied by the other 

man. 

‘You need summat to drink, young one. Here. Take some of this.’ 

A small amphora was shoved into his hands and Liam was obliged to drink. He coughed 

after the first big mouthful, and was forcibly slapped on the back to the tune of amiable laughter. 

‘Go on, drink up.’ 
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Liam took another swig, this time with more control and the soft, honey tones of mead 

slid down his bruised throat and eased the burning dryness that afflicted him. 

‘Tha’s better. Now, off with you.’ 

The two huge men gave them a friendly shove and sent them careering downwards away 

from the Castle to hunt for good, strong timber. 

‘She’s gone,’ Liam muttered. ‘We’ve lost her.’ 

‘That’s no bad thing, right now,’ Toby replied. ‘Let’s just get as far away from these 

giants as we can.’ 
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Chapter 24: On Leland’s Trail 

 

They passed the guard-post at the bottom of the hill with no trouble. It seemed only those 

coming in were deemed potentially dangerous. Turning left they checked the wall and 

embankments to see if they could locate the brown-checked trousers of their rescuers. While 

neither Toby nor Liam could see the big men there was no guarantee they weren’t being watched, 

so they detoured into the woods on the side of the track-way to get out of sight.  

It was blissfully cool under the deep shade of the old trees and since there was little 

undergrowth here the light breeze caressed them as they walked.  

‘Can you believe this? We’re going to walk on the Fosse Way. We could follow it all the 

way to Bath,’ Liam said. 

‘Bath?’ 

‘To be correct we should call it Aqua Sulae.’ At Toby’s uncomprehending look, Liam 

added ‘That’s the Roman name for Bath.’ 

‘Thanks … I did actually know that. What I was questioning was the need to walk there.’ 

‘Oh. Sorry.’ 

Liam looked at the ground in consternation. Once again he had started sprouting on about 

something before checking what his companion already knew.  

Toby mock-punched him lightly on the back of the shoulder as they walked. ‘Never 

mind, newbie. Just keep showing me that you know your stuff and I’ll be happy. Seeing Tracey 

here changes a lot.’ 

‘How?’ 

Toby took a deep breath and shuffled his feet through the leaf mulch before answering. ‘I 

guess it proves to me, at least, that she really is after King Arthur—or something very close to 

Arthur.’ 

‘You, you weren’t sure?’ Liam asked, his voice rising to a high pitch on the last syllable. 

Still looking at the ground, Toby smiled. ‘No, I wasn’t sure.’  

When he looked up Liam read in his face a deadly earnestness.  

‘Wiping out King Arthur could have just been an accidental side-effect. It has happened 

before,’ Toby said with some bitterness. ‘She’s none too careful, our Tracey. For all she goes on 

about evidence and artefacts and cold, hard facts she is not very good at meticulous record 

keeping, or obeying the protocols and rules archaeologists have to work by.’ 

‘Toby, how do you know her?’ 
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‘Her brother and my brother were mates.’ 

‘She has a brother?’ 

‘Not any more.’ 

‘What happened?’ 

Rather than answering, Toby rolled his shoulders and tipped his head from side to side to 

stretch his neck. ‘We need to work out what we’re going to do … now.’ 

Liam considered his companion’s stiff profile and decided that more information about 

Tracey’s tantalising past was worth the blistering reply he’d probably get from Toby.  

‘Toby what happened?’ 

‘Tracey’s suspicious. She didn’t say so, but that last question-’  

His voice trailed off into silence and Liam was amazed at his escape. Even though Toby 

had ignored his question, he hadn’t attacked him for asking it. 

‘What was that walking chap’s name who wrote about the likelihood of this being 

Camelot?’ 

With a sigh Liam accepted Toby was going to keep dodging any questions about Tracey 

so he swallowed the dozen things he wanted to ask.  

‘What’s his name?’ Toby asked again. 

‘John Leland,’ Liam answered gracelessly. 

‘When did he write his stuff?’ 

‘1542.’ 

‘That’s our next stop.’ 

Liam halted mid-step. ‘Why? We’re supposed to go back to the Lab and report.’  

‘You said that it was the early British monarchy who took the King Arthur thing most 

seriously. It was because of their interest and re-enactments that King Arthur’s popularity 

increased amongst the public.’ 

‘Ye-es.’ 

‘So if John Leland associates South Cadbury Castle with Camelot, it will prove that 

Arthur still exists for people in the mid-sixteenth century, won’t it?’ Toby said, clearly waiting for 

a response. 

Liam had to reluctantly agree and nodded.  

‘That would then narrow Tracey’s damage to sometime between the sixteenth century 

and the twenty-first.’ 

‘There’s something missing in that argument, but … we’re supposed to return to the Lab. 

What happens if we don’t?’ 
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Toby leaned against a great overhanging branch.  

‘We have a time-dislocator and can return whenever we like. Seeing Tracey here makes a 

difference. I can feel it. Technically we’re not leaving South Cadbury, we’re just jumping a few 

centuries.’ 

Liam’s unsettled stomach echoed his unsettled feelings. The protocols of their mission 

had been drummed into him by the Prof, his mother, father, Ariane and especially Toby. Why 

was he willing to stretch those rules now? 

‘If there’s a problem with Leland’s report we’re no closer to working out what she’s done 

and—’ 

‘Not necessarily. If Leland doesn’t talk about Camelot, then we know whatever she did 

happened between the sixth and sixteenth centuries.’ 

Liam’s head was fuzzy from the attack and his neck felt like someone had stuck 

something very hard and sharp into it and he just couldn’t think straight.  

Toby saw him reach up to rub the place where Tracey had applied the pressure on the 

main artery just under his chin. 

‘She’s getting worse, Liam. I have never, ever seen her hurt anyone before. What she did 

to you … I would have said was out of character. But she was so …’ 

Liam waited for Toby to finish his train of thought. Desperate to find out more he was 

careful not to do anything that would distract him.  

‘That attack on you was ruthless and she did it to get to me. If she’d tried that on me 

directly it wouldn’t have worked.’ 

Liam couldn’t help it, he had to laugh. ‘Sorry, mate, but if she had you round the neck 

like that you would’ve been helpless, too.’ 

Toby lifted his hands in acknowledgement. ‘That’s not what I meant. I would have told 

her squat if she’d attacked me. But seeing you like that in her grip …’ 

Again Liam waited. It was not like Toby to be so concerned. In fact, Liam had the 

sneaking suspicion that not so long ago his companion hadn’t really liked him very much and 

would have preferred to have been teamed up with someone else.  

‘She must have been watching us for some time.’ 

Toby’s change of tack took Liam by surprise. ‘Pardon?’ 

‘She managed to get to you through that scrubby stuff without alerting us to her 

presence.’ 

In a flash, Liam understood. ‘She was already there and watching the gates, too.’ 

‘Why do you say that?’ 
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‘She knew who those visitors were.’ 

Comprehension dawned on Toby’s face, but he didn’t say anything. Expressions flitted 

across his face openly, and once again Liam wondered what had happened to the closed, private 

person he’d met at the start of all this. 

‘Do you know who they were?’ Toby finally asked. 

A shake of the head was the only reply he needed. ‘Right, then. John Leland it is. 1542 

you say?’  

‘Yes, but—’  

‘No buts. She’s careering out of control and we have to stop her. Standing here, or going 

back to the Lab isn’t going to do that.’ 

They had to look harder than they expected to find two trees that were close enough to 

form the side barriers to their portal. Light arced out of the medallion and blossomed between the 

tree trunks and Liam felt the familiar rush of excitement tinged with a little fear as he stepped into 

the light to be projected forward a thousand years. 

 

At first it seemed as though nothing had changed. Then a breeze cut through his tunic and 

Liam shivered slightly at the definite bite in the wind. The overhanging branches were much 

longer and thicker than they had been and suddenly Liam was gripped with an irresistible urge. 

He stole a glance at Toby and decided to risk it. 

The low-slung broad oak branch he leaped on to was as wide as a footpath and provided 

safe footing as he ran up the natural bridge towards the massive, central trunk. Leaves rustled 

above him in the breeze, but the branch stayed completely still. His light weight was not enough 

to even flex the great arm let alone shake it.  

He reached the main trunk just as Toby turned.  

‘Hey you should try this,’ Liam called down. ‘No wonder there are stories of elves and 

people living in the trees. You really could build a village up here.’ 

Toby looked left, right, behind and finally upwards. When he saw what Liam was doing 

he opened his mouth, rolled his eyes and grinned.  

‘Come on, Robin Hood. Back on track. We’re looking for John Leland, right?’ 

‘We’re already on the Leland Trail, you know.’ 

‘Yes, I know.’ 

‘No, really. In our time, Leland’s route through Somerset and beyond is marked as The 

Leland Trail.’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 
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Liam nodded and pointed. ‘Absolutely. If we follow that path up yonder and turn right, 

we’ll bang into the village of North Cadbury. And there, Leland stayed while he wrote up his 

observations of Somerset. Worth a look, think you, Master?’ Liam joked, striking a pose. 

A slow smile spread across Toby’s face, warming even his eyes. ‘Methinks so, m’young 

apprentice. Off you with you, then. Show me the way and I shall follow.’ He waved and twisted 

his wrist high in front of him and bowed low in mock obeisance.  

 

Toby paid for their drinks and joined Liam in a corner of the common room, sipping 

cautiously and slowly. They didn’t want to drink too much too soon in case they had a long wait. 

As the afternoon wore on, they were forced to buy some bread and stew to eat to avoid 

questions from the innkeeper. While he ate, Liam watched everything and everybody. Sopping 

the crust in the thin gravy and shoving it in his mouth before it dripped, he almost choked as he 

tried to get Toby’s attention. 

‘I bet that’s him,’ he managed to get out between coughs. 

Toby thumped him on the back and under cover of Liam’s continued coughing asked: 

‘How can you tell?’ 

‘Look what’s in his bags. Notebooks. How many travellers would be wandering around 

with those in this day and age?’ 

Bulging through the soft, shapeless bag were the sharp corners of hard covered books. 

The man at the bar rummaged through his things for enough coin to pay for his drink and 

stew. Scratching his head, he handed over some small coins. 

With a glare the barman took the scattering of money and served the weak beer. 

The man took a seat near the window where the last of the afternoon light was pouring 

onto the rough tabletop. Pulling one of the books out of his bag, he carefully laid it on the table in 

the best of the light. 

A tankard of beer was sloshed down in front of him, and the man snatched his book up in 

alarm.  

‘Careful, good sir. The reader of this will not enjoy having to decipher my words from 

ink blots mixed with beer stain.’ 

‘Shouldna’ have such a precious thing in here then, should we sir?’  

‘I guess not,’ replied the man, re-stowing the book safely back in his bag.  

‘Is my dinner going to be long?’ 

The barman showed him a toothless grin and shook his head. ‘The Missus don’t take 

long.’ 
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The man leaned back on the bench and stretched his long legs. 

‘That’s him,’ Liam whispered again as he stood and moved over to the newcomer’s table. 

‘Mind if we join you, sir?’ he asked. 

For a moment it looked as though the man was going to refuse their request, but 

eventually he waved at the table allowing them to join him. 

‘The stew is worth waiting for, believe it or not,’ Liam said as he and Toby lowered 

themselves on to the spare bench opposite the man. ‘The gravy isn’t all that thick, but it is tasty. 

And the stew has real meat in it.’ 

‘A seasoned traveller, I see,’ replied the man. He took a deep breath and stared at the 

door through which barman would deliver his dinner. ‘Is the bread fresh? I hate stale bread.’ 

Liam thought back to his own meal and pondered. ‘Yes, although a bit crusty. It sure 

beats some hard tack I’ve eaten, I must admit.’ 

Toby kicked his ankle under the table. 

‘Where are you headed?’ Liam asked, taking the hint. 

‘South Cadbury hill,’ the man replied. 

Liam rested his elbows on the table in an attempt to look relaxed. ‘Everyone who 

explores around here makes their way to the Castle sooner or later. You’ll be wanting to draw it, 

then?’ 

The man almost snorted in response.  

‘Not me. Can’t draw to save m’self. Don’t have a bad way with words, however. If I was 

able to draw, though, where would be the best place to do that?’ 

‘From the top ridge, looking almost due north. On a clear day, you can see Glastonbury 

Tor from there,’ Liam said carelessly. 

The man frowned suddenly as an arm reached around him and plonked a bowl of stew on 

the table with a trencher of bread beside it.  

Under cover of arranging himself to eat, the man studied the two of them closely. Liam 

watched the gentleman just as carefully in return. 

‘The monks over at the Abbey said I’d see something worth looking at from the Castle. 

Not convinced, m’self. Do you know the place well?’ 

This time Toby answered. ‘As good as anyone, I guess,’ he said with a shrug. 

‘If you two have the inclination, I’d appreciate your company and some help tomorrow.’  

‘What’re your plans?’ Toby asked casually as he leaned back away from the table. 
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‘Just to have a look at the place and see for m’self what all the fuss is about,’ said the 

man thickly, around a mouthful of the crusty bread. ‘The name’s Leland, by the way. Do you 

have horses or do we go on foot?’ 

‘We can walk,’ Liam said eagerly. ‘Although we’ll have no trouble keeping up if you’re 

riding.’ 

‘I won’t do that to you,’ he said with a smile. ‘Though I’d welcome your thoughts on the 

best route to Ilchester as well.’  

Liam raised his eyebrows in surprise. 

Toby, however, nodded. ‘Off to see the Church of St Mary Major, you’d be.’ 

John Leland nodded, sopping the last of the stew up with his bread. 

‘That and the ruins. But before that, I’d best see this Castle. Should we start early?’ 
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Chapter 25: Tudor Rose 

 

Liam glared alternately at Toby’s back and the ground in front of them as they trudged up 

the hill. His legs ached from the effort of the long climb and he finally understood how 

intimidating the hillfort must have been to hostile forces. They weren’t carrying anything heavy, 

they were walking in mostly pleasant conditions and no-one was attacking them. But still his 

buttocks and calves burned and he was sure he’d never be able to stand up straight again. 

They had started early and the morning mist was burning off nicely as they neared the 

entrance to the central plateau. Thankfully Toby paused for a moment to give them a chance to 

catch their breath and look back the way they had come. 

Leland took a bag from the saddle on his horse and had a long, deep drink before offering 

it to them.  

Liam declined, lifting a smaller version of the bag from his belt. ‘Brought my own, 

thanks.’ 

Leland smiled and re-stowed his bag. ‘Like I said yesterday, you’re a seasoned traveller. 

Where to? It’s pretty countryside this way, for sure, but not the clear view I was expecting.’ 

Toby sneezed and rubbed his nose, looking away from their companion with a small 

shake of his head as he did so. 

‘Through that pass up there, across the plateau and out towards the north. That’s the best 

view,’ Liam said keeping his answer as short as possible. 

Leland nodded. ‘Ought to keep going then. Mind you, if there was a fort here, where 

would it have been?’ 

Toby sneezed again. 

Liam shrugged his shoulders, not knowing quite what to say. He desperately wanted to 

hear Leland’s opinion of South Cadbury and consequently had to be extremely careful not to 

plant any ideas in his head. Leland kept looking at him, however, clearly expecting an answer. 

‘They say the whole hilltop was occupied at some time or another.’ 

‘Looks pretty empty now. Still, looks can be deceiving. You’d be surprised what we 

sometimes find under grass and bushes. So onwards and upwards.’ 

Toby waited for Liam to catch up, then matched his stride. 

‘Remember what we agreed. Say as little as possible. Anything we do or say may 

influence him and we’re not supposed to have direct contact like this.’ 

Liam glared back resentfully. ‘I know, I know.’  
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They stood at the highest point of the plateau, looking north. It was a magnificent sight. 

Light blue, mid-morning sky was brushed with wisps of clouds and the green pastures glowed 

emerald. Clearly cutting across the landscape were the two earth-packed roads. The Fosse Way 

headed north-east and the Hard Way went almost due east-west.  

The Tor glimmered on the horizon, a tall, shocking up-thrust of land rising out of the 

marshy lowlands. Even on this clear morning, mist clung stubbornly to the ground in the hollows 

and treacherous bogs of Glastonbury.  

Leland stood, speechless. Turning suddenly he extracted a notebook from his saddle-

bags, threw his cloak on the ground and sat. Book open, quill poised he looked and waited. 

The stillness beat upon their ears until a bird called high above them and they 

instinctively wrenched their eyes away from the tapestried landscape below to look for it. 

The spell broken, Leland began to write. Quick, hard strokes of the quill scratched across 

the paper.  

‘They say great battles were fought not far from here.’ 

‘So they say,’ replied Liam cautiously. 

‘I can see why this place is said to have been such a strong defensive retreat.’ 

Liam and Toby exchanged looks. 

‘It would not take much to guard that entrance we came through. A defensive force could 

easily hold it while the cavalry recovered on this high plain. I can see that this is a good place to 

rest.’ 

‘Have you found any evidence as to who might have used this Castle?’ Liam asked 

despite Toby’s earlier warning. 

‘Castle? Not likely. I’ll accept that this was once an important site of some sort. The 

embankments are extraordinary. But can you see any evidence of castle walls and towers? No? 

Neither can I.’ 

Liam shook his head. 

‘On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that this hill would make a fine fort. Could 

hold a hundred horse, easily, even two hundred,’ Leland mused while he wrote furiously. 

 

They took some time to eat before moving on. Leland’s lack of interest in the Castle was 

a devastating blow. Liam had been so sure that this man, who was one of the greatest and most 

thorough antiquarians of his time, would know the history of this place.  
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‘Now, Ilchester. How do I get there?’ 

It took Liam a while to concentrate and find his bearings. So long in fact that Toby 

elbowed him in the ribs, literally prodding an answer out of him. 

‘Right. Sorry. Ilchester. See the Hard Way down there, the one running east-west across 

our front?’ 

Leland nodded, peering out along Liam’s outstretched arm.  

‘Follow it westwards and you’ll come to the imaginatively named village of West Camel. 

Travel through the village and along the Hard Way until it intersects with the Fosse Way coming 

in from the north-east. Turn left and follow the new road south-west and you’ll run into Ilchester. 

Leland looked along the Hard Way, rubbing his chin. As he turned to put his notebook 

and quill away, he paused and stared at both of them for a long moment. 

‘You two seem to know your way around here more than most. I would find your 

guidance extremely helpful as I journey through the County. Will you join me?’ 

Liam had to swallow hard on the lump that suddenly formed in his throat, so it was Toby 

who answered. 

‘Thank you for your most generous offer. But we’re expected home soon and are yet to 

finish our own business.’ 

‘They make good cheese in Ilchester,’ Leland said, leaning forward in entreaty. 

‘Nice try,’ Liam replied with a grin. ‘We haven’t yet bought the cattle our uncle sent us 

out for. He wants North Cadbury cows and only North Cadbury cows and he wants them soon. So 

we’d better get them.’ 

Leland shook his head, regret clearly written on his face. ‘Ah well. It is a loss for me, and 

a boon for your uncle. We can enjoy each other’s company as we descend this great hillock, 

though, surely?’ 

Nodding, Liam and Toby followed the shining rump of Leland’s roan horse as they 

turned towards the gateway. 

 

 

The morning light dimmed, matching the evaporation of Liam’s hopes. He stood 

disconsolately in the middle of the deserted trackway not knowing what to do.  

‘Well, at least we know we’ve got to go back further in time to find whatever it is that 

she’s done.’ 

Liam could not even focus on the ground in front of him, let alone the questions 

surrounding Toby’s observation.  
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‘Time to get going, Liam.’ 

Unreasoned anger swelled inside him and he desperately tried to hold it in. He watched 

with morbid fascination as his hands clenched themselves into fists and was surprised to feel his 

teeth grind against each other as he bit back a reply. 

‘Come on, mate.’ 

At Toby’s second attempt to cajole him into action, Liam lost his grip. 

‘Go where, go when?’ he snarled. 

Toby went completely still, even holding his breath as he waited for Liam’s next move. 

His companion’s control fuelled Liam’s anger even though a part of him knew Toby was trying 

really hard to calm things down. 

‘You didn’t want to be lumbered with me. You didn’t want to go on this mission. So why 

are you nice and chirpy all of a sudden?’  

He glared at Toby and stood there, chest heaving with the effort of dragging in deep 

breaths. It was though he had just run a 100 metre sprint. 

With narrowed eyes, Toby continued to stand perfectly still, considering him, measuring 

him. Finally he took a steady breath. 

‘Maybe I wasn’t to start with. But we have a job to do, and you know how to do it. While 

you seem to have lost sight of that for the moment I’m confident that deep in the recesses of your 

memory lies the answer. Together, we’ll find it. Together, our pod will fix whatever Tracey has 

done.’ 

Suddenly a chill gripped Liam and he shuddered, convulsively. ‘Our pod? You mean the 

Australian History Hunters?’ 

Toby nodded. 

‘Why our pod, particularly?’ 

‘Because Tracey was one of us. All this chaos is because of her. It’s our responsibility to 

fix it.’ 

‘No, it’s hers.’ 

Toby snorted. ‘Can you picture her seeing the error of her ways and undoing whatever it 

is that she’s done?’ Sarcasm bordering on contempt dripped off his words. 

‘No.’ 

‘So it’s up to us. We might not like it, but it is. Where do we go next?’ 

‘Bed.’ 

‘What?’ 
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Liam’s anger drained out of him as suddenly as it had risen. He couldn’t keep his eyes 

open any longer. His legs folded underneath him and he collapsed, cross legged on the ground.  

‘When was the last time we slept properly?’ 

‘Last night.’ 

‘You call that decent sleep?’ 

A shrug was his only answer.  

‘Let’s go back to North Cadbury and stay at the Inn this time. It will have proper sleeping 

chambers. Then we can go to Greenwich. But not until I have slept in a bed, on sheets, under a 

blanket. After a bath.’ 

‘Leaving the bath and sleep aside for the moment, what’s at Greenwich?’ 

‘King Henry’s Tilting Yard.’ 

When he got no response, Liam forced his eyes open and looked up. No comprehension 

at all showed on Toby’s face.  

He tried again. ‘Tilting. Jousting. Pole-axe fights. Tournaments.’ 

‘And they’re linked to King Henry how?’ 

‘The tournaments were based on the medieval constructions of the Arthurian romances. 

You know – tourneys and ladies and chivalry and honour.’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

‘Deadly.’ Liam had to stop looking up at Toby because it was giving him a crick in the 

neck. ‘Henry VIII loved tournaments. It’s why he had all those suits of armour made. It’s why he 

expanded Greenwich Palace. He loved to hold big celebrations and show that he was as good as 

Arthur and Lancelot and the gang.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘True! He even revived the Order of the Garter and held its meetings there.’ 

‘The Order of the what? No, no, no. Not now. As much as I agree with the idea of 

keeping on going, it has just occurred to me that we are standing (or sitting) in the middle of 

Tudor England looking like royal putzes.’ 

Now it was Liam’s turn to splutter.  

Toby joined him on the ground. ‘We might get away with these lairy, hairy clothes in the 

common pub, out the back of beyond or in the middle of farm fields, but not if we’re going back 

to the village’s main Inn and definitely not if we’re going to any palace.’ 

Looking at Toby’s garishly checked breeches and loose tunic, Liam was forced to agree. 

Romano-British Celtic garb was not very fashionable a thousand years after its time.  

‘I need to sleep,’ Liam almost moaned.  
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‘I can identify with that. And as you pointed out some time ago, we should have checked 

in at the Lab. By going back, we can get that sleep, some food supplies and new clothes all at the 

same time.’ 

A huge yawn split Liam’s face. ‘Fine.’ 

Toby nodded and stood, scanning for an appropriate group of trees where they could 

engage their time wormhole. 

 

 

‘Sleep, Mum, sleep. Can’t we do this later?’ 

‘Do this? What does that mean? Do this?’ 

Despite the warning signals evident in his mother’s dangerously low voice, a huge yawn 

split his face, precluding any chance of answering her swiftly. 

‘Liam McIntyre you’re not going to wheedle your way out of this. Look at me. Now!’ 

‘Bronwyn—’ 

‘You defied protocol and did not return when required. Why not?’ 

‘Bronwyn we need to have this discussion, no doubt about that. Now is not the time 

though. Look at him. He really does need that sleep he’s asked for.’ 

Liam swayed on his feet and blinked several times in an attempt to bring his parents into 

focus. He could tell his mother was bursting to say more and was clearly frustrated at this delay. 

She took a deep breath, held it, gripped her lips together until they were just a thin line and 

stalked over to the sink. In hard, swift strokes she peeled the apples so ruthlessly that Liam was 

glad he was not being prepared for the breakfast fruit-salad.  

His father waved him towards the bedrooms and Liam took the chance to escape. It was 

not often that anyone managed to halt his mother once she was in full swing. 

 

 

It was still dark and so quiet it seemed he was the only one awake. His stomach growled 

insistently and from experience Liam knew he had to feed it now. Softly padding his way along 

the corridor he made his way to the kitchen, pulled open the fridge door and considered the 

contents. 

‘Dinner’s just about ready,’ his mother said from behind him. 

With his heart thumping, Liam turned slowly from the fridge and faced her. ‘Huh? 

Dinner? Mum, don’t do that. How do you do that?’ 

‘Do what?’ 
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‘Creep up on someone so silently.’ 

‘Yes, dinner,’ she said, ignoring his other comment. ‘You’ve slept about 12-13 hours.’ 

He moved to the dining table, taking a bottle of milk and a glass with him. ‘You mean 

this is the same day we got back?’ 

His mother nodded. 

‘What time is it?’ 

‘About 7.30pm.’ 

Liam rubbed his forehead, trying to work out the hours. ‘I can’t keep count. What time 

did we arrive?’ 

‘Just before dawn.’ 

‘Dawn.’ 

She nodded again. 

He yawned. 

‘That’s three dawns in a row.’ 

‘Three dawns. Would you like to explain that?’ 

‘Have you got a roast on?’ he said, dodging her question. 

‘Three dawns?’ 

‘Lamb?’ 

‘Rosemary and garlic. Three dawns?’ 

‘Potatoes?’ 

She nodded. 

‘Pumpkin?’ 

‘Three dawns?’ 

The phone rang in the lounge-room. His mother ignored it. 

The phone rang. 

Neither of them moved. 

The phone kept ringing. 

With a wry smile Bronwyn walked through to the lounge-room, saying over her shoulder, 

‘This is not over, young man. I’d like to know what you meant by that.’ 

Liam took a deep breath and poured himself a large glass of milk, barely aware of the low 

murmur of his mother’s voice in the background. 
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The low level of light was not enough to illuminate his surroundings properly and he 

struggled to work out where he was. Without warning the darkness above shattered, breaking like 

glass, sliding towards the ground, revealing shards of brightness. 

He backed away from the falling pieces. Disappointingly the slits of light exposed by the 

falling surface were too intense for him to see what lay behind them. But things moved there. The 

light pulsed, dimmed, and brightened as though clouds raced across the face of the sun.  

As the shattered pieces hit the ground they exploded, sending silent projectiles 

ricocheting towards him in an ever-expanding arc.  

Something held him in place and in horror he watched the projectiles advance, expecting 

to be pierced in thousands of places. Instead, the tiny fragments reformed into a semi-solid 

blanket, concealing the bright, broken scenes only briefly glimpsed. 

He woke, sweating and listened to the pre-dawn sounds of his neighbourhood until there 

was enough light for him to get up.  

 

 

The ball left his fingers and he watched it fly through the air, hit the pitch and bounce. It 

spun away from the chalk-drawn feet on the ground and hit the return-net, bouncing back towards 

him. With an outstretched left hand he caught the returning ball, turned and walked back to his 

bowling mark.  

Imagining a batsman at the other end, he readied himself for another ball. It left his 

fingers, bounced, and returned.  

Again. 

Again. 

Again. 

‘Let it go earlier. If you can get the back of your hand facing in towards your neck, and 

let the ball go just as your arm passes your ear, then you’ll get more spin in the air,’ his father 

said. 

‘Hey, Dad.’ 

‘Hey.’ 

‘Didn’t sleep well, huh?’ 

‘Not really. Well … when I first got home I did. But not last night.’ 

He bowled again. 

‘That’s more like it. Want me to bat?’ 
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‘Why not? That’d be good,’ Liam said, waving towards his kit and inviting his father to 

pad up. 

‘You slept like a log all day yesterday. We had no hope of waking you for lunch. So what 

disturbed you last night?’ 

‘Nightmares.’ 

‘The same ones?’ 

He nodded and released the ball. 

Thwack.  

He had to reach high to catch his father’s return. 

‘Only once?’ 

Liam shrugged. ‘I only remember one of them, put it that way.’ 

Bowl. 

Hit, return. 

Bowl. 

Hit, return. 

‘Toby said on the phone last night that you want to go back to Greenwich – during Henry 

VIII’s time. Why?’ 

‘Was that him on the phone to Mum?’ 

His father nodded, blocking the ball. ‘Good one.’ 

‘What did he tell her?’ 

‘Just that, and a suggestion that it would probably be best if he, Ariane and the Prof came 

over for a de-briefing.’ 

Bowl. 

‘When?’ 

Hit, return.  

‘Lunch-time.’ 

Bowl.  

‘Good. That gives us a couple of hours here in the nets.’ 

His father mock-groaned, then hit the ball back over Liam’s head in reply. 

 



159 

 

Chapter 26: Greenwich vs. Winchester 

 

He passed the dish to Ariane, not really taking much notice of what he was washing up.  

‘This one needs another go, Liam.’ 

‘Sorry?’ 

‘You’ve left part of your lunch on the plate.’ 

He sighed, taking the plate back and dipping it into the hot water again. 

‘We have to go to Greenwich, Ariane. Henry’s Tilting Yard is important.’ Getting Ariane 

to understand his point-of-view before they re-joined the others was vital.  

‘There is no real proof that because he held tournaments Henry believed Arthur existed, 

Liam. Tournaments were a big part of Court life.’ 

‘Absolutely and their importance was built on the Arthurian Romance ideal.’ 

‘Come on. By the 1500s the direct link between a Court tournament and King Arthur 

would have been pretty slim, surely.’ 

Liam scrubbed hard at the bowl in his hands. He saw the mayonnaise, egg, and potato 

stuck to its sides without really registering them. He just scrubbed and rinsed, scrubbed and rinsed 

automatically.  

‘Henry’s belief in Arthur was central to the identity he constructed of himself and his 

country.’ 

‘Aaah … that’s a pretty long shot, Liam.’ 

‘No, it’s not.’ Suddenly Liam realised what had been bothering him about everyone’s 

arguments against going to Henry’s Palace at Greenwich. 

‘His father publicly based the Tudor’s claim to the throne on their Welsh ancestry and 

their links to Arthur. Henry VIII continued that ideal. When an Italian philosopher rubbished 

Geoffrey’s account of the history of Britain and Arthur’s reign, Henry VIII’s court historian took 

up the cudgels and defended the Tudor links to Arthur.’ 

‘And who was the Court historian? Or am I going to regret asking that?’ 

Liam grinned. ‘You guessed it. The historian was John Leland. That’s one of the things 

that has been bothering me so much. Leland argued for a long time that the Tudors (and Henry 

VIII in particular) were not only related to Arthur, but worthy successors. He looked for proof of 

Arthur in a lot of his travels. South Cadbury Castle should have been fascinating to him for that 

reason.’ 

‘But?’ Ariane prompted. 
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Liam shook himself and drew his eyes away from the sunlight reflecting off the dripping 

bowl in his hand. 

‘Even though something took his fancy about the hillfort, it had nothing to do with 

Arthur. Which begs the question,’ he said, fading into silence. 

Ariane poked him in the side of the arm. 

‘What?’ 

‘What question?’ 

‘Oh. Um.’ Liam stammered. He was having trouble maintaining the flow of the 

conversation. Facts and opinions whirled within his mind, each one careering to the fore, 

dominating the others for a moment before receding into the confused maelstrom that had become 

his memory. 

‘When Henry needed to show off to the Emperor, how would have done it without 

Arthur?’ 

‘You’ve lost me again, Liam.’ 

He thrust the bowl into Ariane’s hands and turned to face her directly.  

‘In an attempt to prove that the throne of England was as old and powerful as those of 

France and Rome, Henry invoked the mystique of King Arthur’s reign. He claimed descent from 

Arthur, and therefore framed his own power, honour and chivalry around those famous ideals.’ 

‘How?’ 

Liam grinned again. ‘He painted the old Round Table at Winchester Castle with the 

Tudor colours, naming each of the Knights of the Round Table as per the stories, but instead of 

putting Arthur as ‘head’ he had a picture of himself painted there. And at the centre of the table 

he got them to paint the Tudor Rose.’ 

Picturing the bright stripes of the Table, Liam shook his head in wonder. ‘There is no 

way that Charles V could have missed that green and white stripy table hanging at the end of the 

Great Hall, nor that Henry’s portrait graced the top of it.’ 

‘Sounds like a pretty powerful symbol.’ 

‘That’s it!’ 

‘What?’ Ariane replied, startled. 

Liam realised he had grabbed Ariane’s shoulders in his excitement. 

‘That’s where we have to go next. Not the Tilting Yards. We have to go Winchester in 

1522.’ 

He spun away before she could reply and dashed through the door to the deck where 

everyone else was enjoying drinks in the warm afternoon. 
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‘This time you come back before you head off to another time or place, young man,’ his 

mother admonished, tugging the collar into place ruthlessly. 

Of all the clothes he had donned so far for this mission, these were the most 

uncomfortable.  

‘Mum, this collar…’ 

‘I know, I know. But this is the only chance we have to fit the clothes before you go and 

they must be right,’ she said with some relish. 

‘Remember, if you don’t find the proper Round Table you get back here asap.’ 

‘Why?’ 

His mother almost reared backwards with indignation. 

‘Why can’t we just go to the next location from there?’ Liam added swiftly. 

‘Because we have to judge the outcomes of your investigations, make sure you and your 

partner have not messed things up in any way—’ 

‘Messed things up?’ 

‘—and record your field notes, properly. There are rules, Liam and they are justified.’ 

‘I’ve been wondering about that,’ he murmured with some resentment. 

‘Oh?’ 

‘If Tracey discovered the time-dislocator and was the first to start using it 

inappropriately, how did we get one and who set the rules?’ 

‘Good questions,’ Duncan said from some point behind Liam’s right shoulder. 

‘And?’ 

‘We’ll answer them when you get back from Winchester and before you head off on the 

next instalment of your wild adventure.’ 

Liam turned to see if his Dad’s joking tone of voice was matched with the smile and 

twinkling eyes he always had when mucking around. It was not, however, a smart move. His 

mother took the opportunity to pull the sleeve-lacings tight under his armpits.  

‘Were these clothes designed by torturers, or what?’ 

‘Just be glad you’re not a girl,’ was the only sympathy he got in reply. 

 

 

‘Show me again, Ariane,’ Liam murmured. 

They were in the Lab and he wanted to check something. She shook her head.  
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‘Looking at it again is not going to change anything.’ 

‘I know, but I want to see.’ 

‘All right, all right.’ 

The image on the plasma screen came into focus and Liam chewed his bottom lip. The 

time-ribbon was diverging further and further from the proper time-line and more branches were 

spinning off the main line. The affects of Tracey’s meddling were growing and their world was 

changing as a result.  

He stared at the time-ribbon, willing it to swing back, willing the tentacles of light to 

retreat and fade. Instead the time-ribbon flickered ominously, growing in power and edging away 

from history as they remembered it.  

Closing his eyes against the image achieved nothing: it was burned on the inside of his 

eyelids. There was no escape from the reality of what she was doing.  

‘Liam!’ 

He sucked in a convulsive breath and opened his eyes, feeling as though he had just been 

dragged out of deep, ice-cold water.  

‘You’re shaking.’ 

Ariane was right. He could see his hands trembling and feel the jelly-wobbles in his legs 

and stomach. If she asked him to move right now he couldn’t do it.  

‘Sit down.’ 

He shook his head as far as he dared. 

‘Sit down,’ she said again, pointing to a chair she’d positioned for him.  

He sat. ‘What happened?’ 

‘I don’t know. Liam …’ 

He looked up expecting to see her cross, forceful face. Instead all he could see were her 

eyes. They bored down into his, offering him a life-line. He saw strength, friendship — and fear 

that lurked a long way back. No-one else would see it, he was sure of that. But it was there.  

He looked away unable to face it. That same fear was already eating through the other 

three most important people in his life: his father, mother and the Prof. Now one of his best 

friends was being consumed, too.  

His stomach growled unexpectedly. 

Ariane grinned. 

‘It’s always your stomach, isn’t it? You should have a good, solid, twenty-first century 

meal before you head off. Who knows when you’ll have a chance to eat properly at Winchester. 

Come on, I’ll make you something.’ 
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‘No, it’s all right.’ He grasped her wrist as she turned away, unable to tell that it wasn’t 

hunger that had set off his noisy tummy. 

She looked down in surprise. ‘We’re the only ones here, Liam. No-one will bother you 

with questions—or offer advice. Not when I’m on guard.’ 

She grinned at him fiercely and suddenly the uncertainty left him. He stood and followed 

her over to the kitchenette. 

 

 

Their cheeks bulged and their jaws had to work hard to demolish the enormous salad rolls 

she had made.  

‘Could you give ush a clog on the time-dishlocayta?’ Liam mumbled. 

‘I beg your pardon?’ 

He waved his hand and chewed furiously, forcing down a much-too-large mouthful. 

‘Sorry. Could you give us a clock on the time-dislocator so we can programme in the 

time of day as well as the date?’ 

Ariane frowned. ‘Why?’ 

‘We keep arriving at dawn. Well just before dawn, actually, no matter which way we go. 

If it’s always dawn and never night we won’t ever get any sleep unless we stay put in the same 

time-zone for a while.’ 

Her frown deepened. 

‘Since you’re supposed to return here between different times and locations I can see how 

that would be a problem.’ 

‘Do you know why we have to come back between time-zones?’ 

‘Because.’ 

Liam’s mouth fell open. ‘I don’t believe you just said that. Of all the—’ 

‘There are reasons, Liam! But I’ll see what I can do.’ 

Her voice faded away and she became lost in thought. Liam could tell she was thinking 

hard. Whenever she was tackling something difficult it was as if her face turned inwards, 

rejecting the outer world while she analysed whatever problem she was dealing with. 

‘We should also try to put in some sort of communicator.’ 

Liam flicked an imaginary badge on the left part of his upper chest, lifted his head, and 

said: ‘Computer, locate the nearest life-signs and tell us the best way to avoid them.’ 

‘Yadayadayada. I am not Majel Barrett and this is not the Enterprise.’ 

‘Our computer’s voice is not unlike hers,’ Liam said wistfully. 
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The only answer he got was rolling eyes. 

‘Back to reality. When you Repairers are off in some far distant place, we sit here and 

wait or attempt to get on with our normal daily routines with no idea of what is happening to you 

while you’re away. It’s spooky. So it would be nice if you could check-in or phone home as it 

were.’ 

Liam looked at her in surprise. 

‘Actually it’s more than spooky, it’s—’ 

She broke off and drank the rest of her milk in one long gulp. 

‘I’ll work on it. I can’t do anything before you go this time. Come back before the two of 

you hair off into the unknown again though will you? I might have something ready for you 

then.’ 

 

 

Only Ariane, the Prof, Elena and his mother were gathered in the Lab when he and Toby 

readied themselves for the trip back to Winchester in 1522. 

‘Remember: find the Round Table, see what’s happening, then get back here as fast as 

you can,’ the Prof said quietly. Despite the calm, soft tones Liam could read the underlying 

instruction clearly. This time, they were to do things properly. 

Toby nodded that he was ready to go so Liam set the time-dislocator and watched the 

portal appear out of nothingness.  

‘I will never get tired of watching that,’ he murmured to no-one. He reached out and 

reverently stroked the surface, watching as the ripples of his touch crossed the pyramid’s face. 

‘Winchester, here we come,’ Toby said before stepping purposefully into the light. 
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Chapter 27: The Round Table 

 

A rough hand shoved them forcibly, but not unkindly out of the way. 

‘Watch it, young sprigs. I wouldna’ be standing there for long.’ 

A shout from above was the only warning they got—if warning it could be called. At the 

same moment a voice called ‘watch it below’, a stream of unmentionable content landed and 

splashed just where they had been standing. 

Liam quickly muffled his mouth and nose with his hand in an attempt to control his 

heaving stomach. The stench was unbelievable.  

The same rough hand steered them into the early sunlight in the middle of the cobbled 

street. Liam turned his head to look at their rescuer, not sure whether he could trust himself to 

talk. 

Toby, seemingly unshaken by the events tried hard not to grin at Liam’s reaction. 

‘Thank you, sir. We’re not from here.’ 

‘That’s not hard to see me hearties. You should quickly make your way to a better part of 

town, though.’ 

While they had been talking, they had continued moving and Liam felt he could try his 

luck at breathing reasonably clean air. 

‘Why would that be, sir?’ 

The man chuckled and tipped his head towards Toby conspiratorially. ‘Your young friend 

will have you both undone before you can say it’s Fair-time.’ 

Both of them looked uncomprehendingly at the man. 

He waved his hand expansively and mock-bowed. ‘For a small fee I could escort you 

both to the Castle grounds where I am sure your masters are waiting for you.’ 

Liam left it to Toby to do the talking. It had not been wise to breathe the air in deeply. He 

only managed to control his continually heaving stomach by sheer force of will. 

Toby nodded graciously to their companion. ‘That small fee would be how much?’ 

The man grinned and sucked his lips before replying. ‘To be granted entry with you 

through the Castle gates.’ 

Toby frowned. ‘Why do you want, or need, that?’ 

The man shrugged, keeping his eyes on Toby’s face. 
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‘I’m a simple businessman who would like to get first pick at the stall locations. We’re 

not allowed in for some hours, yet. Your masters will want you soon though and the guards will 

let you in now no doubt about it. What say you?’ 

‘I’d say give me back my friend’s purse,’ Toby replied quietly. 

Forgetting the stench, Liam patted himself all over looking for the small leather purse his 

father had strapped to him. 

Their companion stood perfectly still. Tension coiled within the man’s body until Liam 

was sure he had to spring. Toby didn’t move either, but it was clear he was ready for whatever the 

other man was going to do. Suddenly the stranger bowed and held out the small leather purse that 

Liam had not realised had been taken from him. 

‘A man has to feed himself.’ 

Toby nodded and parried, ‘A man also has to stay clean, and for your help we are 

thankful. But I don’t think we will take you up on your other kind offer. We’ll find the Castle 

ourselves.’ 

The man smiled expansively and backed away. ‘It never hurts to try, m’young lordlings.’ 

Before they could say anything more, their companion melted into the busy crowds. 

 

 

The day marched on and the sun beat down upon them. The fairgrounds were packed. 

With hardly any room to move between the stalls, Liam wondered how their owners expected to 

do business. They squeezed past a large lady spruiking her wares and tried to stay on the walkway 

heading towards the centre of the Castle grounds. They found a spot to rest against a wall for a 

moment and decided it was as good a place as any to eat their lunch.  

‘It’s actually quite good,’ Liam said in surprise. 

‘At least it smells all right, and there might be meat in here, somewhere.’ 

‘Unlikely. But the vegies are a good mix,’ Liam mumbled around a mouthful of mushy 

vegetables and a type of pastry. 

‘Now what?’ 

Liam nodded over to the imposing building on their left. ‘We have to get in there and see 

if the Round Table is hanging where it is supposed to be.’ 

‘And that is?’ 

‘It should be high up on the wall at one of the ends of the Hall.’ 

Liam finished chewing and watched silently as guards walked to and fro across the main 

entrance to the Great Hall. 
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‘Why is the Hall being guarded so closely? It’s going to make getting in there rather 

difficult,’ Toby commented. 

‘Kitchens.’ 

‘What about the kitchens?’ 

‘They’re preparing a feast for the royal household. That’s why it’s being guarded. The 

King likes to have a full celebration on May Day with the townspeople all around to watch. He 

doesn’t open his doors to everyone though. The invitations to share the good stuff with him only 

go to a specific few.’ 

‘This helps us, how?’ 

Liam spluttered. ‘If we can make ourselves useful in the kitchens they might give us a job 

in the Hall itself at some point.’ 

Toby pushed himself off the wall. ‘If that’s your plan, then now is the time for us to 

move,’ he said pointing to a cart stacked with beer barrels making its way slowly towards the 

back of the Hall. 

For a split second, Liam hesitated. Lifting barrels was going to be hard work. 

 

 

‘You two have this,’ said the servants’ master, roughly handing them bread and pitchers 

of weak beer. ‘You’re stronger than you look and you worked well today. Your master will be 

very pleased. If you thought the job was over, though, think again. Tomorrow we start before 

dawn. Make sure you’re here at the third hour after Compline.’ 

He grunted at their long faces and turned on his heel, heading back into the relative 

warmth of the Hall’s great kitchens.  

Liam looked down at the two servings of food and then up at his companions: Toby and a 

young boy who had befriended them. There wasn’t enough food for three.  

‘Master, what about something for Hugh?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘He’s worked alongside us all day and is just as hungry as we are. When does he get his 

dinner?’ 

The large man snorted. ‘There’s no food for the likes of him tonight.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

Hugh patted Liam’s arm earnestly. ‘It’s all right,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t make trouble.’ 

The servants’ master shrugged and with a complete lack of empathy said, ‘See: he knows 

his place.’  
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Liam wouldn’t let it go, even though the man was almost inside now. 

‘When does he get food?’ 

Without turning around the master ground out a grudging reply. ‘If the sweep is still here 

after the feast he can get some of the slops then.’  

The tattered boy drooped beside Liam once they were alone. ‘It’s all right. It’s nothing 

new, I’m always hungry.’ 

Liam looked at him, aghast. The youngster’s pinched triangular face seemed to belong to 

a child, but the eyes that stared out of it spoke of wisdom gained through rough experience.  

‘No, it’s not all right. Here,’ Liam said, handing over his dinner. ‘You have this, you 

deserve it.’ 

The youngster’s mouth hung open as Liam pushed the bread into his unresponsive hands. 

‘Don’t spill the beer. I wouldn’t vouch for the water in the trough over there.’ 

‘I can’t take this,’ Hugh objected half-heartedly. 

‘You can, and you will.’  

Hugh’s thin fingers clutched the bread convulsively as hope lit up his face.  

‘When was the last time you ate?’ Liam demanded. 

‘Two days ago. You’re sure you want to give me your food?’ 

Liam nodded. 

It hurt to watch how swiftly Hugh demolished the hard bread and beer. 

Without a word, Toby gave Hugh some of his as well and split the remainder with Liam.  

Both took the offered food and ate quickly.  

‘Does that mean we have to be back at three o’clock in the morning?’ Liam hissed to 

Toby.  

The gathering gloom made it hard to be sure, but Liam thought he saw Toby nod. ‘So 

what happens now?’ 

‘You haven’t done a big town feast like this before, have you?’ Hugh asked. 

Both of them shook their heads. 

‘You’re supposed to get whatever sleep you can. Didn’t your Lord’s Chamberlain arrange 

somewhere for you?’ 

They shook their heads again. 

‘Well, you could bunk down with me. It’ll be safer for you than staying out here.’ 

He clambered up and Liam winced to see how slowly and stiffly he moved. Waving to 

the two of them to follow him, Hugh limped off into the dusk. 
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‘There are too many people crammed in here,’ Liam puffed. 

Toby wiped his brow and leaned in towards Liam so he could make himself heard above 

the current of voices and laughter that flowed over them. ‘Apparently the whole household is 

here. Which makes you wonder where on earth they’re stashing them at night?’ 

Liam grinned. ‘If you’re right, that’s close to a thousand people for whom they’ve needed 

beds. Despite the fact that I’d love to find out how they’ve done it, that’s not what we’re here for. 

We have to find the Table.’ 

Toby shrugged. ‘We’ve looked everywhere. Where else could it be?’ 

Ever since they had managed to wangle their way from the kitchen into the Great Hall, 

Liam had been swinging between hope and desperate disappointment. The missing table was not 

the only thing bothering him though. There were other things that weren’t quite right either.  

According to the boys with whom they had been serving, the King and Queen had been 

out hunting for the day. Unfortunately today was supposed to have been the day that Henry had 

pulled one of the most famous pranks on his Queen. Katherine should have been ‘kidnapped’ so 

that Henry could rescue her from dire peril like Arthur had done for his queen, Guinevere. 

The problem was, Katherine had not been ‘kidnapped’ and Henry had not rescued her. 

There was no pageant at all. Instead the King and Queen had gone hunting with twenty or so 

friends and brought back a small cache of birds and a runty wild pig.  

There was no dressing up, no staged dialogue, no fake abduction and no reference to 

Arthur, Guinevere or Camelot. 

Liam shook his head and stared at the floor. ‘I don’t know. I’ve run out of ideas.’ 

Toby hefted another pitcher of wine. Just as he swung back towards the crowded Hall to 

serve it, a hand descended on his shoulder. 

‘I need help with the platter. Give the jug to the boy and come with me.’ 

Nodding at Liam to indicate it was best for them to co-operate, Toby headed off down the 

short corridor with the servants’ master.  

Scanning the room trying to find a safe entry into the Hall, Liam hovered in the shadows. 

‘You get used to it.’ 

Hunched in the corner was Hugh, legs drawn up under him, ready to take off at a 

moment’s notice just like a sprinter.  

‘Get used to what?’ 

‘Being hungry and not able to eat until they’ve all finished.’ 
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Liam’s eyes travelled from the young kitchen-sweep to the brightly lit and overly warm 

Hall. Hundreds of guests were squeezed onto the benches set at row upon row of tables. The 

slightest movement could upset an unwary server at any time, causing the loss of the dish or 

pitcher being used. That was when Hugh (and a few others like him) had to speed in to pick up 

the now useless food, or mop up the spillage so that no-one slid over in the mess. 

‘I’ll never get used to it, Hugh, and you shouldn’t have to either.’ 

A quick smile lit the tight, tired face. ‘I don’t know about a green and white stripy fancy 

table hanging in here, but I do know where there’s an old battered round one propped up.’ 

Liam’s stomach hit the floor and bounced back to its normal place with such speed it left 

him gasping. ‘What did you say?’ 

‘You and Toby have been trying to find a round table, haven’t you?’ 

All Liam could do was nod at this amazing stroke of luck. 

‘I’ll show you.’ 

He pulled Liam’s sleeve at the elbow and the two of them edged along the wall until they 

were at the very end of the Hall. A large, dusty tapestry hung down from the wooden roof-beams 

almost to the floor, covering the stone and flint wall completely. The tapestry would have been 

marvellously bright when new, Liam thought, running his fingers across its surface.  

Hugh looked around and waited a moment to make sure no-one was watching them. He 

twitched aside the tapestry and pulled Liam in behind it.  

‘Here ’tis.’ 

Liam’s breath caught in his throat and he alternated between wanting to touch what 

looked like a table and stepping back to get a proper look.  

‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ 

Cramped between the tapestry and wall Liam had very little room to move, but he 

carefully set the pitcher down and ran his hands along the curved bottom edge of the table. It was 

definitely timber; he could feel the grain and joins between the massive pieces of wood. It was 

unpainted and completely unadorned. From the scratches and cuts he could detect in the surface, 

it had evidently been well used at some point in its life. He reached behind the table to try and 

find the spots where the legs should have been joined to the top, however, his arms weren’t long 

enough. It took some squirming to get into position, but he found what he was looking for 

eventually.  

‘Is this it?’ Hugh whispered. 

‘Yes,’ he managed to reply, wriggling back out. 
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He had expected to feel elation, satisfaction or joy at finding the table. He was totally 

unprepared, therefore, for the sadness that swamped him as they stood hidden behind a dusty, 

heavy tapestry with the abandoned table while King Henry VIII and his Court celebrated in style. 

This magnificent four-hundred year old table should have been holding pride of place in the Great 

Hall and admired by all who saw it, Liam’s inner voice shouted.  

Hugh tugged at Liam’s sleeve again. ‘We’d better get back to our places.’ 

 

 

The feast was over.  

Liam slid down the wall until his bottom hit the cobbled pavement and he sat exhausted, 

arms hanging limply at his sides. Not even the sound of the servant master’s heavy footsteps 

coming their way bothered him.  

‘Here. As promised.’ 

A big wooden platter covered in food of the kind Hugh had only ever seen served to the 

nobility was plonked down on the ground between them.  

They all looked up at the master, speechless.  

‘There’s so much left over even the townsfolk are getting some. Thought my lot deserved 

the best of it since you’ve had to work for it. Don’t get too happy, ’coz I don’t want you 

forgetting we have to clean up on the morrow.’ As though he was preparing to say more he 

sucked in a huge breath, expanding his chest and stomach even further than normal. All he did, 

though, was give an odd grunt before turning away.  

As soon as they were alone, they attacked the food with a lack of manners only extreme 

hunger and fatigue could excuse. 

Finally replete, Liam leaned back and drank deeply from one of the pitchers of beer.  

‘Now what?’ Toby asked. 

‘Now we go home,’ Liam mumbled. 

‘Not before sleeping, you won’t,’ said Hugh. ‘You heard the master. No-one’s going until 

the morrow. Will you be lodging over at Wolvesey Castle with your Lord tonight?’ 

They shook their heads. 

‘You can bunk with me again then, if you want.’ 

A sudden anger flared within him so forcefully that it took all of Liam’s control to keep it 

inside.  
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‘It shouldn’t be like this Hugh! We have to go. But … here, take these and, and, keep 

them, sell them, do whatever you need to. Promise me you’ll use them to get out of this damned 

kitchen and find someone who’ll treat you right.’ 

As he spoke, Liam twitched off his cloak and leather purse, and shoved them rather 

gracelessly into the youngster’s hands.  

Hugh sat there, staring at the gift with an expression of mixed wonder, joy and fear. 

‘You’ve given me your Lord’s colours. You, you, you can’t do that.’ 

‘I just did. Thank you. Thank you for everything. Just don’t stay here, will you?’ 

Hugh shook his head wonderingly. 

‘We have to go.’ 

Liam stuck out his hand and waited for Hugh to take it.  

When he got no response, Liam reached down and clasped Hugh’s hand in both of his. 

‘Take care.’ 

The thin fingers squeezed back and Liam nodded, swallowing the emotions that 

threatened to overwhelm his control. 

 

 

It took them some time to march clear of the city walls. They had walked in silence 

covering as much distance as fast as they could. Toby finally called a halt. 

‘What was all that back there with Hugh?’ 

‘We gave him a way out of that hell-hole.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘With my cloak and tunic, he could attach himself to the Lord Exchequer’s household and 

hopefully get a better job than the one he has in the Great Hall.’ 

‘So that’s what he meant when he said you’ve given me your Lord’s colours?’ 

Liam nodded. 

‘We’ve been wearing clothes with a particular set of colours like, like a … Coat of 

Arms?’ 

‘Close enough. The way a noble family finds their less important relatives and servants 

amongst the crowd is to dress them in their own house colours. For the last two days, we’ve been 

wearing the colours of Henry’s Lord Exchequer.’ 

‘You knew and you didn’t say anything?’ 

‘What was there to say? I figured out what their system was and played along. It didn’t 

matter, in the end.’ 



173 

 

‘It could have!’ 

Liam swallowed the sudden resentment that had risen in response to Toby’s accusation. 

With a sharp expelling of air he conceded Toby’s point. ‘Who am I kidding? Of course you’re 

right, it did matter. I’m pretty sure it was why we were picked from the kitchen to serve the Feast. 

They wouldn’t have let just any old stranger in. We were lucky.’ 

Toby chuckled at the irony of what had happened. ‘And this was all just coincidence?’ 

With a snort Liam replied. ‘Mostly. Although it shows how much of our knowledge of 

the past is focussed on the wealthy.’ 

‘How so?’ 

‘Our clothes. Obviously someone copied a picture to make them. It was mainly wealthy 

people who had their pictures painted and manuscripts decorated wasn’t it? So it makes sense that 

our clothes were going to be like those worn by the upper classes, doesn’t it?’ 

Toby nodded. 

‘Pity the pictures and records don’t show more of what it was like for everybody else. 

After this I’ll never forget the ‘everybody else’ again,’ Liam said soberly. 

After a moment or two of rubbing his forehead, Toby spoke again. ‘Back to business. 

What about the table? Did you find it?’ 

‘Yes, but you’re not going to like it.’ 
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Chapter 28: Arthur, best of knights 

 

Unobtrusively the waiter swung his arm skilfully between the talking and gesticulating 

guests. He managed to deposit the heavily laden plate on the table without mishap and take empty 

glasses and used side-plates in the one move. Quietly and professionally Liam and his group were 

served. They noticed what was happening and between sentences managed to look up and catch 

the waiter’s eye, thanking him softly and politely. Service and manners complemented each other. 

The rich smell of gravy and fresh greens propelled Liam away from the table and into 

vivid memories of another feast held almost five hundred years ago.  

The flickering light, reeking candles and intermittent bellowing laughter made his head 

swim. He was standing in the shadows, Hugh at his side, both waiting for a chance to slip in 

between the guests and get their job done with as little trouble as possible.  

A large bone was thrown over a man’s shoulder and Hugh was off. Before Liam could 

warn him, Hugh had scuttled between the tables and bent to pick up the bone just as the huge man 

swung his legs around to stand up. The thick leg collected Hugh in the side of the ribs and the 

slight youngster tumbled to the ground.  

‘Whaat?’ shouted the guest. 

‘Sorry, sorry, sir,’ Hugh muttered. 

‘Get! Get out you filthy little thief!’ This time he aimed a deliberate kick directly at 

Hugh. 

Instead of hitting the expected target, it landed on Liam’s shin. Without wincing he 

offered to fill the intemperate guest’s goblet with fresh wine.  

Barely visible in the flushed, flaccid face the man’s piggy eyes stared hard into Liam’s 

who had to exert every bit of self-control not to shiver in disgust.  

This man’s eyes were cold and calculating. They let nothing of the soul escape. It was 

like looking at a shuttered, decrepit building.  

‘Bah. Fill up and leave the pitcher here.’ When Liam moved to fill the goblets, the man 

lurched forward and spat on the retreating Hugh. 

 

 

‘Bah! This is not what I ordered. What are you? An imbecile? I ordered the Atlantic 

salmon. Do I look like someone who would eat a pedestrian steak? Take it away and get me your 

manager!’ 
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With head spinning Liam realised he was back in the present at the restaurant. He had 

never left. The eye-fillet steak with mushroom gravy that he’d ordered was still on his plate, a 

tantalisingly savoury meal. He was shifting between worlds, but only in his memory—he had just 

relived a moment from their trip back to Winchester three days ago. While it was probably the 

similar aromas that had triggered his memory, something else linked the two occasions. 

He looked around desperately for the disturbance he sensed here.  

Two tables over to the right, a brightly over-dressed lady was harassing a waitress in an 

increasingly strident manner. The waitress took the plate bearing the maligned steak and was 

turning away with a burning face when the Maitre’d gently placed a hand on her shoulder and 

turned her back towards the guest. 

‘Madam, I have checked your order and indeed the steak was requested for you.’ He held 

out the order docket from the waitress’ book. ‘If you look closely, you asked for it be prepared 

ultra rare, with extra pepper.’ He took the plate from the waitress. 

‘Lucy, I’ll look after this table from now on. Thank you. Madam, please let me know if 

the amount of pepper is to your liking. We can of course add extra.’ 

The woman’s flushed, flaccid face hardened and piggy eyes stared back at the Maitre’d. 

He stood, waiting, face impassive. 

‘Liam would you pass the water, please?’ 

Hearing his name forced him to shift focus back to his own table and he swung around 

looking for the water. Not knowing who to pass it to, he held the jug over the middle of the table 

and a strong hand reached out for it. Hard, brown fingers closed over his momentarily and Liam 

looked up into his father’s crookedly smiling face.  

‘Back with us, champ?’ 

All he could do was nod and release the jug into his father’s care. 

The waitress passed by his chair and Liam saw a face tight with emotion and he 

swallowed against the remembered pain of a kick in the shin.  

Voices eddied to and fro across the table while Liam took first one bite, and then another 

of the tender steak, savouring the contrast of the flavoursome meat and earthy mushrooms.  

Slowly the flow of conversation took shape in his mind and he could pick which of his 

table companions were saying what.  

‘Arthur was the best of his knights. But he took the unprecedented step of treating them 

as equals under the law of his Court,’ Liam said around a mouthful of steak. 

All chatter at the table stopped. Liam looked up, surprised. 

‘That’s what the Round Table symbolised,’ he said. 
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‘Why was it unprecedented?’ Ariane asked. 

‘First things first. We have to remember to separate the era during which these those 

documents were written and the time when Arthur existed. There would have been huge cultural 

differences. For example, having and displaying no hierarchy at all was un-heard of in medieval 

times. To break the tradition of the highest ranking lords and ladies sitting at the High Table 

literally overlooking their subjects from above was—’  

‘Unprecedented. We get that bit. So what would it have been like in the Dark Ages?’ 

interjected Yosef. 

‘The History of the Kings of Britain and the Romances were not written in the Dark 

Ages.’ 

‘There you go again. Story, literature, and myth. We’re not interested in them: they’re not 

history.’ 

Liam didn’t know what to say. It was all very weird. He hadn’t realised that he’d joined 

the conversation and that the voice talking about Arthur and the knights was his. It was hard to 

concentrate and he frowned with the effort. 

‘No, but what King Henry did with it, is,’ replied Bronwyn.  

With a silent chuckle, Liam decided that his dinner companions looked like little birds 

with keen eyes and alert senses focussing first on one source of nourishment, then another. He 

watched their faces turning, following the flow of the conversation. 

Stay on track, man. Listen to them and get your answers right. 

‘How?’ Yosef asked. 

A small smile played across his mother’s face. ‘Liam really is the best person to explain 

this, but I’ll have a go.’ 

She took a deep breath, and after a swift look around stared at the table-cloth in front of 

her, tracing a pattern only she could see across its surface. 

‘I’m sure you’ve heard him explain that the Tudors came to power in England during a 

time of great turmoil. As part of their campaign to distance themselves from each of the sides 

who had fought in the civil war for years, they had to justify their claim to the throne through 

other family lines. That’s where their Welsh ancestors came in and the Tudors traced them back 

as far as they possibly could to a time of renewal, regeneration, and greatness.  

‘Arthur’s time,’ Elena breathed softly. 

Liam sat, his mind calm for the moment, listening to the comforting cadences of his 

mother’s storytelling. Seeing the rapt attention on the others’ faces, he smiled. She had them in 

the palm of her hand. 
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‘That’s right, Arthur’s time. He represented all that was good and bright and powerful. 

Most importantly, he was more powerful, honourable and generous than the ancestors of the 

European Kings and Princes of the Roman Church.’ 

She halted, and looked up. Making eye contact with every person at the table, she ensured 

they paused and thought about that last comment. 

‘Using the symbolism of Arthur’s reign, Henry VII and his son Henry VIII reminded 

their ruling families what true and just monarchs were supposed to do and how their subjects 

should behave towards them.’ 

No-one spoke as they watched Bronwyn, waiting for her to say more. 

‘Henry VIII was not supposed to be king, you know,’ Liam interjected softly. 

Now all those eager, thoughtful faces turned towards him. 

‘He was the second son. Henry VII thought his first son, Arthur, would become king.’ 

This statement was met with a variety of responses. Almost everyone drew in their breath 

sharply, creating a soft, suserrating wave around the table. Predictably, this was followed by 

exclamations, looks of disbelief, surprise, and confusion. 

‘So there was supposed to be another King Arthur?’ 

Liam nodded, enjoying himself. He’d forgotten that the others had probably never heard 

this before. A quick look at his mother confirmed his suspicion that she, too, was amused by 

everyone’s reactions.  

‘Henry VII wasn’t the first king to name his first-born Arthur. This was the second time 

the royal family wanted to have a King Arthur II. Unfortunately both princes tragically died 

before their fathers and so the glorious reign of Arthur has not been able to be resurrected.’ 

‘That didn’t stop Henry VIII from borrowing the real Arthur’s glory,’ Bronwyn said, 

picking up on Liam’s comments. ‘Henry VIII staged all sorts of events and drew all sorts of 

parallels between himself and the once and future king.’  

From the varying facial expressions and body language around the table, Liam realised 

that they hadn’t convinced everybody yet. So he nodded at his mother, prompting her to continue.  

‘Through Arthur’s authority, Henry slapped down the pretensions of the French King and 

the Pope. On the basis that the British nation was older and more regal than those on the mainland 

he said loud and proud: you cannot dictate to us.’ 

Dessert arrived and everyone took the opportunity to re-orient themselves, wriggling on 

their chairs, topping up their drinks and eyeing off the new delectations placed in front of them. 

With a quiet thank-you, Liam nodded to his waitress and picked up his spoon, dipping it into the 
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soft baked cheesecake and letting its contents melt in his mouth. He closed his eyes to concentrate 

on the flavours unfolding on his tongue.  

Conversation faded away and Liam opened his eyes momentarily to take a quick drink 

and collect another mouthful. His glance passed over Toby and with a jolt, Liam realised that he 

could have been looking in a mirror. Inwardly focussed on his food, Toby’s expression 

nevertheless revealed the way he was savouring the meal and enjoying the exquisite flavours. 

When his eyes opened, their looks met and between them passed a silent message: it was good to 

be home with plenty of good food and good friends. 

Confused by his reaction to this new understanding between them, Liam broke contact 

and applied himself to his dessert before it melted. 

‘So how does all that stuff about Henry relate to the Round Table?’ Yosef asked. 

Bronwyn nodded to Liam, indicating he should answer. 

‘One of the most visible symbols Henry created of the link between Arthur’s Court and 

his own was the Round Table.’ Rushing on before anyone could interrupt, he said: ‘Henry took 

the legs off the round table originally constructed by Edward I back in the 1200s; painted its 

surface with stripes of green and white; put the Tudor Rose symbolising the marriage between the 

warring houses of York and Lancaster in the centre; wrote the names of each of the Knights of the 

Round Table on every stripe, and inserted his own image in Arthur’s place.’  

Murmurs rose around their table, but he continued on regardless. ‘He then hung this great 

memorial to the Knights of the Round Table, King Arthur and himself in the Great Hall at 

Winchester.’ 

Now Liam stopped and let everyone vent their reactions. 

‘This is not new to us, people,’ said the Prof. ‘Liam has shared this with us before.’ 

‘True, but now we have a better sense of its importance—’ 

‘—and now that it not hanging there—’ 

‘—we want to know what that means, for us, and what we have to do.’ 

‘We have to find out when and how Tracey interfered. That hasn’t changed,’ said the 

Prof. 

They all looked at Liam, and for a moment he felt suffocated. They expected so much of 

him. They expected him to know what to do and his mind refused to accept their demands. It 

went blank. Completely blank. Panic started to rise; he gritted his teeth against it, but knew it 

would only be a matter of time before he totally lost his grip. 

Help came from a surprising quarter. 
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‘Arthur’s mystique was not generated by him alone. Look back and think. He was always 

surrounded by mates. Even in the early stories when Arthur was the dead-set hero, he always had 

his companions, who became his knights. Then the stories changed and instead of doing 

everything himself, Arthur became the centre of a great Court where his mates (who had now 

become knights) upheld his honour, his laws, and his generosity. ‘By the Middle Ages Arthur’s 

fame belonged as much to Camelot and the knights as to himself,’ said Toby. 

Liam’s growing panic was swept away like a retreating wave and he looked at Toby in 

wonder. Gone was the supercilious doubt that had always underlined Toby’s dealings with him 

and the whole Arthurian problem. In its place was a firm understanding that connected them. 

Liam hung tight to this steady pole of friendship and respect and murmured, ‘Chrétien de 

Troyes was the father of the Arthurian Romances. He was the one who linked the ideals of 

medieval chivalry to Arthur and Camelot. Around his stories others grew, including that of the 

Round Table.’ 

‘And that’s where you go next,’ said the Prof waving to the waitress, indicating he 

wanted the bill.  
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Chapter 29: Troyes 

 

‘This is taking too long,’ Toby complained. 

They had been in the marketplace since dawn, waiting for the serving-maid they had seen 

on the last three mornings. 

‘I know, I know,’ Liam agreed. ‘What else can we do though? We have to find a way in 

to the Count’s house so we can get to see what Chrétien is up to and she’s our best hope.’ 

‘Why is it always the kitchens?’ Toby grumbled, good-naturedly. 

Drawing a breath to answer, Liam chanced a look at him and decided that it had been a 

rhetorical question. Toby was not really interested in an answer – he had seen something. His 

head was up and his eyes narrowed, a sure sign there was something moving or happening that 

concerned them. He’s a bit like a retriever hound on the trail of a scent, Liam thought privately. 

Without a word, Toby crossed the square and started talking to a girl. He showed her 

something that he’d pulled out of his carry-bag and she examined it carefully. They reached an 

agreement, evident from her nodding head and Toby’s broad smile as he waved Liam over. 

‘This is Margaret, from the Count’s house.’ 

Liam bowed his head, and said ‘Ma’am.’ 

His greeting was answered with a gurgle of laughter. ‘You don’t have to call me ma’am. 

In fact, if you do so in the hearing of the others, they’ll give you a biff around the ear.’ 

She held out her hand. ‘I’m just a serving-maid to M’Lady. I look after her household, 

which is why I am here,’ she finished on a frustrated note. 

Toby took up the tale. ‘Margaret has been looking for fresh fruit for M’Lady and has 

been unhappy with the produce in the market.’ 

‘As you both well know since you’ve been watching me these last three days.’ 

Toby had the grace to blush. ‘We’re going to get her some of these,’ and he held out the 

apple he had taken from his carry-bag. 

‘If you can bring me fruit like that each day, M’Lady will be most thrilled. It is hard not 

being at her estates where everything is so close and fresh. At home she could pick her own 

favourites.’ 

‘I’ll be back here mid-afternoon. Bring whatever you have and I will take it to her. Then 

we shall see what we shall see.’ 

She turned swiftly, but not before enveloping them both in a wide, invigorating smile. 

Toby watched her go, rubbing the side of his face absently. 
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‘Where are we going to get more apples?’ Liam asked. 

‘From the same farmer who gave us these,’ he replied. 

‘But his holding is miles away. How are we supposed to get there and back by mid-

afternoon?’ 

Toby shrugged. 

 

 

‘You had better go back to the Lab and let them know what is happening,’ Toby urged. 

‘Why? Nothing’s happened. We’re still waiting,’ Liam groaned. 

‘We are in the right place at the right time, aren’t we?’ 

With a sigh, Liam nodded. It had been a week since they’d joined Marie de Champagne’s 

household. They had been so successful in supplying good fruit and vegetables to the Princess’ 

maid, that they had been commanded to join them properly and keep up their good work. Even 

the Count had commented on the crispness of the greens, apparently. 

‘You’re right. He’ll be here. She is his patroness, after all,’ Liam said. 

‘In the meantime, they must be going mad wondering what on earth is taking so long. 

When we go out to the farms today, take a side-trip back and report.’ 

‘Why me?’ Liam asked.  

‘We’ve been through this. The farmers prefer talking to me,’ Toby said. 

‘Oh, it’s the farmer’s who prefer talking to you is it?’ Liam said innocently, losing the 

fight to control the grin that spread from ear to ear as Toby tried to justify staying around while 

sending him back to report. 

The ridiculous transparency of it must have occurred to him as well because he rolled his 

eyes and had the grace to return the grin. ‘Come on,’ he said, gathering the reigns of his donkey. 

They clattered out of the courtyard with baskets strapped to the sides of the saddles. Toby 

led the way, as usual, but he was shaking his head slightly about something and appeared to be 

muttering to himself. Liam let him be. Watching him was most entertaining these days.  

 

 

‘Liam! Come with me,’ commanded M’Lady. 

He looked with surprise at Margaret, and then at Toby who was hastily getting to his feet. 

They had been cleaning the day’s produce and had not heard the Countess enter their workroom. 

‘I have a task for you, if you are willing,’ she said more gently. 

He wiped his hands on his pants and nodded. 



182 

 

‘Good, he’ll like you, I think. Follow me,’ she said and briskly walked away. 

On his way across the room, Liam looked again at Margaret for clues, but she could only 

offer him a shrug. 

Marie de Champagne waited for no-one and Liam had to hurry to catch up. They wended 

their way through the house out to the courtyard where a man beyond his youth, but not yet in his 

middle years waited. He was well dressed but not in the height of fashion. His glance was strong 

and direct and his face lit up when he saw who approached him. 

He went down on bended knee when she stopped in front of him. 

‘Yes, yes Chrétien. Thank you for your constancy. Now I have for you a young man who 

will serve you while you are here.’ 

Liam’s stomach flipped and he took a deep breath trying to steady it. 

‘But if I were you, I would not set him your normal deadly boring menial tasks. He and 

his brother have some special talents,’ she said turning and resting a thoughtful and amused 

glance on Liam.  

‘They are recent finds of mine, and I value those talents deeply. So treat him well!’ 

With a flourish of her skirts she turned on her heel and left them facing each other 

awkwardly. 

 

 

Their days settled into a strange rhythm. At dawn he and Toby left the town and obtained 

the fresh fruit and vegetables so prized by the Count and the Princess. Toby would negotiate with 

the small-holding farmers, and Liam usually returned to the Lab for a quick report and briefing. 

Those forays into the future were becoming more and more uncomfortable so he spent as little 

time as possible there.  

One good thing to come out of the regular returns, however, was that Ariane had been 

able to re-programme the time-dislocator so he could choose what time of day he arrived in the 

past. This was crucial, given that his absence was supposed to be secret and that by midday each 

day he and Toby were due back at the Court.  

In the afternoon Toby did whatever Margaret and her lady required and Liam kept room 

for Chrétien. It wasn’t hard work at all since the writer largely looked after himself. Having come 

from the college where no clerk served another, he had to know how to care for himself and his 

attire.  

They were sitting in the solar with parchment spread on the table in front of Chrétien. 

Liam waited with pen-knife in hand ready to sharpen the poet’s blunted quill. While Chrétien 
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used one quill, Liam sharpened and re-set another, ready to hand it to the writer when the one he 

was using became useless. This system meant there was no interruption to Chrétien’s train of 

thought as he filled his pages with whatever he was writing, hour after hour. Liam was becoming 

so adept at preparing quills, and could judge so accurately when Chrétien needed new ones, that it 

had increased the writer’s efficiency ten-fold. Chrétien was so pleased that he allowed Liam to 

help him in ways he had never before accepted. 

Talking, however, was banned. Liam was not allowed to say anything while Chrétien 

wrote, nor be inquisitive about it later. This last dictum had Liam tied up in knots. He desperately 

needed to know what the man was writing, and had written, but that very topic was banned. 

‘This is not working,’ Chrétien cried. He threw up his hands, scattering the leaves of 

parchment everywhere.  

‘Come, my quiet young friend, walk with me.’ 

They abandoned the table and made their way outside. 

‘You are one of the most restful companions I have had, Liam. I thank you.’ 

Not knowing what to say, Liam said nothing. 

‘You see what I mean. No meaningless babble of thanks or attempts at charming me to 

say something else. When I ask you to be quiet, you are. When I ask you to walk with me so I can 

vent my frustration you do, accepting my spleen with no resentment or empty platitudes. M’Lady 

was right. You and your brother are rare finds. Ah, here she is.’ 

They bowed their heads as they approached the Princess. ‘Don’t stop walking on my 

account,’ she said, joining them. ‘This is a most vexatious day.’ 

They waited for her to say more.  

‘The babble at Court is becoming more and more boring, more superficial. Where is the 

cut and thrust of debate? Where is the beauty of song? Where is—’ 

She cut herself off, and sighed.  

Liam stole a glance at the two frustrated souls beside him. He dropped back a little, as 

was his duty, and allowed them to walk side-by-side, talking or not talking as the mood took 

them. As they meandered along the cloisters, Liam realised that he was in a part of the house he 

had never been to before.  

At the edge of his hearing he could just discern the clang of metal on metal and a grunt of 

effort. 

Marie took Chrétien’s arm and turned sharply, leading them through a wide double set of 

doors.  

‘Look at them, Chrétien, look at them.’ 
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They stood unobtrusively in the shadows of the great columns holding up the roof. The 

floor of the salle was covered in sawdust which explained the smell Liam had detected outside. It 

tickled his nose and he held off a sneeze with difficulty. 

There were men at arms in small groups or pairs scattered throughout the salle, some 

engaged in what appeared to be a free-for-all, others carefully going through the forms of 

swordplay with thick wooden replicas of the real thing.  

Under the sharp tang of the sawdust Liam started to identify less pleasing smells: old 

sweat, blood and something he did not want to dwell on too much. His struggle to hold off the 

sneezes building within him became harder and harder. 

One of the combatants took a full-blooded jab to the stomach and fell to his knees, 

retching. The contents of his stomach emptied onto the floor where it soaked into the sawdust. 

The man dragged in deep breaths and was hauled to his feet by his opponent. 

‘Up with you, you lazy cur. Face me!’ 

With a shock Liam realised that the ‘man’ was not much older than him and certainly not 

as old as Toby. A pale face lifted towards the older, thicker man with resignation and a little fear. 

They started their routine again. The jab to the stomach happened again. The youngster fell to the 

floor, again.  

‘Tchha. I cannot watch this. Chrétien, this is what the flower of our youth and power of 

our men has come to. It is mean, rough and dirty. Surely there is more?’ 

She turned so abruptly that Liam had no time to move. Marie stepped straight into him 

and he stumbled backwards in his haste to get out of her way. He was steadied by her hands on 

his shoulders. 

‘I am sorry, my young one. Look, Chrétien, look! He is as sickened by it as I am. There 

must be more, there is more! Find us a way, my friend, find us a way.’ 

Without another word she swept away. She did take the time, however, to gently squeeze 

his shoulder in understanding. 

‘She asks the impossible,’ the poet muttered. ‘What nobility is there to find in people 

trying their best to kill each other?’ 

Then he, too, turned from the salle and stalked off. 

 

 

‘I don’t know, Mum, I don’t know.’  

They were going round in circles. To make the reports as quick as possible, they had 

established a routine. Liam would arrive, immediately sit and type his notes at a workstation, and 
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then one of the History Hunters would ask him a set of questions. The thing troubling his mother 

this time was that Liam had no new answers. No matter what he tried, he could not find out what 

Chrétien was working on. The universal translator that allowed him to hear and speak any known 

language didn’t seem to extend to being able to read any known language. Consequently, the one 

sneak peek he had managed at Chrétien’s notes meant nothing.  

He rubbed his forehead, trying to block the cascading images from his mind. The longer 

he spent at the Lab, the more fractured scenes invaded his thoughts. He didn’t even need to have 

his eyes closed anymore. It was like looking at the real world through choppy water that broke the 

picture into a myriad of un-related scenes. 

‘They’re getting worse, aren’t they?’ 

He nodded. He had tried so hard to explain what it was like during his last visit, but 

Yosef, whose job it was to question him, had focussed on extracting as much information as 

possible and as quickly as possible, giving Liam no time to try and make sense of what was 

happening.  

‘It’s like looking at light being split through a prism, Mum. I don’t know how much more 

of this I can take.’ 

She reached out and touched his arm gently. ‘Why don’t you cut back on the regularity of 

reports?’ 

He looked up, surprised. 

‘Until you can find out what Chrétien is writing, there isn’t much point in coming back. 

But,’ she said, rushing on before he could interrupt, ‘we still need to do it to a schedule so that we 

know everything is all right.’ 

With a small, sad smile she watched him. 

Unexpectedly his throat closed over and he had to bite his lip to keep it still. Just when he 

thought he was getting nowhere his mother understood. 

‘We need to know that you’re ok, but if nothing of importance happens, why don’t you 

wait a week before coming back?’ 

Now it was really hard to fight back the emotion that swelled within him. A whole week 

without this … this nightmare. All he could do was nod. 

Blissfully, she just nodded, too.  

‘Before you go, though, buddy we need you to look at what is happening to the time-

ribbon,’ said his Dad who had joined them part-way through the de-briefing. 

Liam groaned. ‘It just stresses me out, Dad. The ribbon’s going further and further off 

course. What can I do by looking at it?’ 
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His father prepared to answer him, but his mother laid her hand on his forearm, stalling 

him. 

‘Liam, go back, do your best. It’s all we can ask.’ She stood, pulling him to his feet and 

gave him a long hard, wordless hug before pushing him towards the floor carvings where the 

portal would open. 

His throat was so tight no words could escape. He dialled the time-dislocator and watched 

the light blossom. With a last squeeze of his hand, his Mum and Dad let him go and he stepped 

into the portal with relief bordering on joy. 

 

 

 

He and Chrétien were walking again, this time in the outer courtyard, alone. Or so they 

thought. 

Liam touched his companion on the arm rather than speak out loud. On the other side of 

the square was the young squire they had watched in the salle yesterday. Alone, he practised with 

a wooden sword but in a completely different style to that employed by the sword-master. The 

squire moved fluidly, beautifully, gracefully.  

Chrétien gasped softly and moved them out of the squire’s line of sight.  

They watched, entranced for so long that Liam’s feet began to ache. He had no idea how 

the young man was able to keep it up so long, but keep it up he did. Sweat dripped from his 

forehead and stained his training tunic, but he did not waver. Finally, he lowered his wooden 

sword and bowed to an unseen audience. With chest heaving he wiped his brow and hooked his 

sword into his waist-belt and padded silently into the shadows. 

They did not stir, neither of them wanting to destroy the magic of the moment.  

‘There is her beauty. There is her honour. You have found it, my young friend.’ His face 

alight with an inner fire, Chrétien turned and patted him on the shoulder. ‘Come.’ 

 

 

‘Quick, quick. This quill is hopeless. I need … thank you.’ The new nib scratched swiftly 

across the parchment and Liam set to work on the blunted quill and nib Chrétien had hastily 

shoved into his hand.  

Since finding the squire’s secret practice-place, they had gone to watch him every day. 

And every day they returned to the solar so Chrétien could write, inspired.  
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‘We have him, our young Alexander. He is taking shape before my eyes,’ murmured the 

poet. 

‘Alexander?’ Liam blurted. 

It was so unusual for him to say anything while his master was writing that Chrétien 

looked up, astonished. 

‘That’s right. M’Lady wants us to weave tales around legends that will lift our eyes and 

hearts away from the dirt and pain of modern life towards qualities of honour, love and chivalry. 

Who better to carry those tales than the young Macedonian prince who conquered the might of 

Greece and Egypt and who brought civilisation to half the world’s barbarians?’ 

‘But, but—’ 

Liam couldn’t go on. He was teetering on the edge of a great chasm and it yawned before 

him, dark and treacherous. The ground underfoot was crumbling and his balance was wavering.  

The sound of Chrétien’s quill scratching swiftly and surely across the parchment brought 

Liam back to the present.  

‘Is there no-one else you can write about?’ 

‘What did I say about interrupting me?’ the writer barked. His expression changed from 

irritation to amazement when he glanced over momentarily. ‘This is important to you, no?’ 

Liam nodded. 

A small smile played across Chrétien’s face. ‘This is the beauty of choosing Alexander. 

He kept his friends close, and together they fought, caroused, and threw themselves into 

adventure. We will be able to build stories around those friends, as well. Alexander’s honour will 

be increased by the actions of his companions and enemies alike. Our audience will have plenty 

of characters to choose from, don’t worry about that.’ 

He took a deep breath, patted Liam on the arm and applied himself to the parchment 

again.  

Darkness descended on Liam. The excitement and hope he had felt in the last few days 

disintegrated. 
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Chapter 30: What code? 

 

He lay stretched out on his bed, staring at the ceiling, eyeballs so dry his lids scratched 

them every time he blinked. 

‘What did you do?’ Ariane whispered. 

They were in his room waiting to be called for dinner. 

‘Toby faked a message from home saying Mum had taken ill and needed our help. 

M’Lady tried everything to keep us there. She even offered to send someone from her household 

to bring Mum to Troyes where she could be treated by the best physicians,’ Liam said with a 

reluctant grin. 

‘Oowah.’ 

‘Can you imagine it?’ 

Silence stretched between them. Images played across Liam’s inner eye so swiftly that he 

had no hope of interpreting them. This private news-reel-that-wasn’t ran almost constantly now 

and plagued him even during sleep. The best he could do was try to ignore it.  

‘You need to sleep,’ Ariane said. 

‘Huh?’ 

‘You haven’t slept since you got back, not properly,’ she said as he tried to interrupt. ‘Let 

the pictures go. Don’t focus on them,’ she said with an uncanny echo to his thoughts. ‘Here.’ 

Liam looked over at her and saw she was holding out his MP3 player. 

‘I’ve put back on some of your favourite music. If you listen with your eyes closed, and 

don’t pay attention to those images, the music might be able to relax you enough that you’ll be 

able to sleep.’ 

When he didn’t move she thrust the MP3 player into his hand and turned to leave. 

‘Thanks,’ Liam blurted. ‘I … where did you get some of this stuff? Last time we looked 

we couldn’t find half my music.’ 

‘I downloaded it from the Lab’s computers.’ 

Disbelief bordered on amusement. When Ariane wanted to do something, she always 

found a way.  

‘Thanks, Ariane. Thanks.’ 

‘Dinner!’ 

 

 



189 

 

‘Show me again,’ Liam said, rubbing his forehead. 

Ariane went back three screens and the Time Ribbon whipped and buckled across the 

timeline. Thicker, longer, and more active now than it had ever been, the Ribbon’s movements 

mocked them.  

He shook his head, desperate to dislodge that last thought.  

‘What do you see?’ she asked. 

He didn’t want to tell her. 

‘What?’ 

‘It’s laughing at us.’ 

‘I know.’ 

Liam stared at her. ‘You feel it, too?’ 

‘I realise thinking about it like this is ridiculous. I mean, it’s just a representation of 

factual divergence from the information here in the databases. It isn’t alive. It has no 

consciousness. I programmed it, for goodness’ sake.’ 

The fierceness with which she spoke was etched on her face and barely controlled. Her 

shoulders, neck, back, arms end even her fingers were tense. He blinked at her sudden intensity, 

not sure how to react. ‘But I know what you mean. I feel it, too. It’s almost as if Tracey is in 

there, laughing at us.’ 

Liam tore his eyes away from Ariane and turned back to the screen. The tentacles of new 

events reached out from the main Ribbon, grasping the timeline: strangling it, overwriting it in so 

many places he feared they would never be able to clean things up adequately. 

‘They’re like weeds,’ he said mutinously. 

‘The red weeds of Mars.’ 

‘Huh!’ Her reference to the space-opera War of the Worlds wangled a smile from him. ‘If 

that’s the case, then we’re going to win.’ 

‘How can you be so sure?’ 

‘Remember, Mother Earth herself rejected the invaders. The smallest of the world’s 

organisms fought and won the battle humanity lost.’ 

‘That’s just a story, Liam.’ 

‘Of course, but it’s a nice thought. The Ribbon will fall.’ 

Liam turned suddenly.  

‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘I don’t know. It feels … it feels like we’re being watched.’ 
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He couldn’t see anything out of place and so swung back to the screen in front of them. 

The feeling, however, didn’t disappear and he shrugged, trying to dislodge the sensation that 

something was behind him. His skin crawled as his instincts told him they were not alone.  

A quick scan of the entrance, workstations, and lounges still revealed nothing. He started 

to stand in order to check between the rows of bookshelves and cupboards when Ariane’s hand on 

his arm stopped him. 

‘Look,’ she breathed, pointing at the floor. 

The carvings and swirls on the floor were alight, glowing softly. Liam looked over at the 

pedestals, expecting them to engage and form the frame for their wormhole’s exit. In is peripheral 

vision he saw Ariane shaking her head. 

‘Before you ask who might be returning from a mission I can tell you: no-one. And 

anyway, this is not going to be a full portal. The patterns are different and definitely not normal.’ 

On the verge of asking her to explain further, he stopped and watched as the light 

coalesced into an intense blue disc.  

‘Greetings, History Hunters,’ said a voice. 

This time both he and Ariane rocketed out of their chairs, hunting for the owner of the 

voice. 

‘Please, please, sit down. I have only a limited point of view and right now I am staring at 

your knees. I’d prefer to see your faces,’ the voice wheedled. 

Slowly Liam and Ariane returned and sank back into their chairs.  

A face appeared in the blue disc of light. As they watched, it became clearer as though 

someone was manually focussing a camera and the image panned out so that they could see the 

head and shoulders of … someone. 

‘It was you,’ Liam said. 

‘Watching? No, listening actually. I had to be sure I was contacting the right people and 

that we were alone.’ 

‘Why?’ Ariane demanded. 

A smile lit the features of the face in front of them. Hovering twenty centimetres or so 

above the beautiful patterns on the floor and glowing with an inner light, the image was surreal.  

‘Because I have permission to speak to you two, and you two alone,’ it said. 

‘You’re a hologram,’ said Ariane. 

‘Sort of. Let me introduce myself.’ 

A strange feeling crept over Liam: a sense of calm that logically should have been 

completely at odds with what was happening, but which instead felt ‘right’. As the hovering face 
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and Ariane talked it dawned on Liam that his mind was completely clear with no hint of the 

fractured images of the present intruding on his thoughts. Being in the Lab usually sheltered him 

somewhat from their intensity, but he still had to fight them. Now, though, they had blissfully 

disappeared.  

‘I am … my name is Sanjay and …’ a quiet, self-deprecating chuckle interrupted the 

broken sentence. ‘This is harder than I thought. Let me start again. My name is Sanjay and I am, 

if you like, a distant descendent of yours.’ 

‘What?’ they squeaked in unison. 

‘Oh, not of yours personally,’ the face rushed on, ‘but you could say I am a future 

member of the History Hunters.’ 

‘How future?’ 

‘Five hundred years or so,’ came the bald reply. 

Liam’s jaw dropped. If Sanjay’s appearance wasn’t a hoax this was the proof that their 

pod of History Hunters had been right.  

‘What are you doing here?’ 

‘He’s not here, Liam,’ Ariane hissed. ‘He’s projecting an image back in time … aren’t 

you?’ she asked, turning back to Sanjay’s floating face and glaring at him. 

‘Essentially. I am speaking to you in real time, though. This is not a recording. I admit 

that was one suggestion when I applied to speak to you.’ 

‘You, you had to apply?’ Liam asked, perplexed. 

‘The laws and regulations governing time travel and time communication are absolute. 

The number of dispensations I had to apply for in order to speak with you were … Put it this way, 

I am allowed to speak with you about a specific thing, and only that thing.’ 

‘And what is that?’ Ariane asked with some trepidation. 

Liam thought he knew the answer. 

‘Your young friend Tracey.’ 

‘She’s no friend of ours,’ Ariane ground out immediately. 

‘Maybe not. A bad choice of words, for which I beg your pardon.’ 

‘Why us?’ Liam asked. 

Another smile lit the rather solemn face. 

‘I have my reasons, and they’re good ones.’ 

‘Don’t tell me: you can’t reveal them to us for fear of polluting the time-line,’ Ariane said 

mockingly. 
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‘I know it sounds trite, but yes,’ the blue face replied. When neither of them said anything 

more, Sanjay spoke into the silence before it became awkward. ‘So, to the reason I am contacting 

you. There are laws and rules governing the very strict use of time devices. So far Earth has 

managed to evade any serious scandal and none of our population has been imprisoned, or fined. 

That could change if you are unable to stop Tracey.’ 

‘Why? We’re in your past. Your far past,’ Liam interjected. 

‘Yes, but the bona-fide History Hunters across all time zones are subject to these laws 

nonetheless.’ 

Liam looked over at Ariane to see if she was following this and was comforted to see that 

she appeared to be as confused as he was. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Explain more, please,’ Liam 

asked. 

‘Now is not the time to go into the fine points of the law. Suffice to say that so far 

Tracey’s illegal activities have not yet attracted too much attention. The more she moves around 

in time and you go chasing after her, however, the more likely those movements will be detected.’ 

‘You have a way of tracking time-travel?’ Ariane asked. 

‘We do. The more you travel, the more intense the electro-magnetic and temporal 

disturbances become. The more intense they become—’ 

‘—the more traces they leave behind, like heavy footprints,’ Ariane suggested. 

He smiled. ‘Almost. I think the closest analogy I can draw for you is that the movements 

through time look like railway tracks to our instruments.’ 

When neither of them said anything, he continued. ‘The space-time continuum is watched 

and movements are monitored. Only those with registered time-dislocators on registered business 

are officially allowed to travel.’ 

‘What about un-officially?’ 

Sanjay drew back and took a deep breath before answering. ‘Un-official time-travel does 

not exist.’ 

Ariane snorted her disbelief. 

‘Precisely. Tracey’s actions are creating a great deal of difficulty for us. It will not be 

long before she is discovered.’ 

‘So? Let them catch her and they can deal with the situation. It would make our lives a lot 

easier,’ Liam said. 

The blue face took a long time before responding, during which time Liam felt as though 

his mind was being probed. 
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‘I understand why you think it would be easier for everyone, but believe me, we do not 

want the Galactic Council finding us guilty. It would be most in-opportune.’ 

‘Why?’ 

When Sanjay mentioned the Galactic Council images flooded Liam’s mind and he 

swayed from their impact, disoriented and dizzy. Although he could see the Lab, Ariane and 

Sanjay, they faded into the background like a watermark image on a page and he lost contact with 

their conversation.  

Fresh scenes clamoured for his attention and it was hard to sort out what he was seeing. It 

was like someone was fast-forwarding a television show recording. There were no voices, just 

people moving through buildings: a library (he recognised that one); an office (more than one); a 

room that looked like a class-room but was way too formal; another big office. Two men stood 

talking, almost arguing, certainly disagreeing and he realised with a jolt that one of the men was 

Sanjay. Liam frowned with the effort of concentrating and focussing on that one image.  

The ‘replay’ slowed and he was able to see more detail. With a sinking feeling he 

recognised the types of books lining the walls of this office-from-the-future. Similar looking 

volumes held pride of place in his Uncle’s law firm offices. Now that Liam was thinking about 

legal stuff some of the earlier images started to make sense.  

‘You’re involved in some big court case aren’t you?’ Liam blurted, cutting across Sanjay 

and Ariane’s conversation. 

‘What?’ Sanjay squeaked. 

Liam swayed again as dizziness swamped him. Swallowing hard and trying with all his 

might to bring Ariane and the holographic Sanjay into focus he expanded his question. 

‘You’re afraid of Tracey being caught because you’re involved with something to do with 

the courts and you don’t want to get in trouble with the Galactic Council. It’s something like that, 

isn’t it?’ 

Sanjay paused and looked most uncomfortable. He pulled at his collar, rubbed his chin 

and dropped his gaze from them to the floor. 

‘I can’t say.’ 

‘Why not?’ Ariane demanded. ‘Is Liam right?’ 

‘Yes,’ Sanjay finally admitted. ‘But don’t ask me to tell you much more, please. You 

must believe me when I say that we cannot risk being disqualified from working on that case and 

Tracey is …’ 

‘What?’  
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‘We don’t think she is acting alone and that the person, or persons, manipulating her are 

doing so to influence the outcome of the Court case.’ 

‘Does she know this?’ 

Now it was Sanjay’s turn to snort. ‘I don’t think so. Suffice to say that the people I’m 

talking about operate in a world of shadows, lies and half-truths. I suspect she has no idea of what 

she has become involved in. But I’m coming perilously close to crossing the line in telling you 

this and breaking the rules my superior’s set me.’ 

Again there was a pause and the face in blue turned slightly as though he was listening to 

someone off-screen.  

‘Stop her. Quickly, and with the least amount of electro-magnetic signals you can 

manage.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘You’ll know.’ 

‘How can we be sure you’re not trying to manipulate us?’ Liam insisted. 

‘Ariane will show you. It’s in the code. In the meantime I want to find out how you 

discovered this. No-one in your time should know what you just told me, Liam.’ 

Liam looked across at Ariane, expecting her to be just as confused and frustrated as he 

was. Instead he caught a look of comprehension dawning on her face and he gritted his teeth, 

determined to say nothing more until they were alone. 

‘Will we hear from you again?’ 

‘Time is a strange thing, watch its eddies and flows.’ 

Despite his intentions, Liam’s mouth dropped open in disgust at the opaqueness of the 

comments. 

Ariane, on the other hand, nodded slowly and smiled. The light started to fade and 

Sanjay’s image faded with it. 

Liam watched, entranced by the dissolving light. He could just make out the silvery-gold 

threads left in the inter-twining patterns on the floor and as they finally vanished, the fractured 

images of a splintering reality receded and he was back in his broken twenty-first century world. 

He jumped when Ariane yanked her chair forward to reposition herself in front of her 

workstation. 

‘What was all that about?’ Liam asked 

‘It’s starting to make sense. I mean, not the bit about why we’re subject to laws that have 

not even been made yet, nor the bit about a galactic court case (and we’ll have to come back to 

that, by the way), but now I know what the code is all about.’ 
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‘What code?’ 

He was surprised to see Ariane blush. ‘It’s been bugging me for days. Ever since you 

started entering your mission reports about Chrétien de Troyes a blip has been appearing under 

my login. Then when you saved the file yesterday that said Chrétien is writing about Alexander 

the Great and not Arthur, a code popped up and I have been unable to move it.’ 

‘So?’ 

‘So it’s specific to me. It doesn’t come up under your login—’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘—uh, because I logged in as you to test it.’ 

‘You know my password?’ 

Ariane shrugged as if to say ‘naturally’, but her blush deepened. He decided to let it drop. 

Why was he surprised; after all she could probably do anything she wanted with his computer and 

he’d be none the wiser. 

‘Anyway, this code just keeps popping up.’ 

She tapped on her keyboard and the screen lit. After quickly typing a long-ish string of 

letters and numbers, she sat back with her fingers crossed. 

‘Are you kidding me? You’re crossing your fingers?’ 

Out of the side of her mouth she said ‘Whatever luck symbol works.’ 

She waited. 

Liam waited. 

Suddenly the screen went blank and a file opened. Scrolling across the screen was an 

immense amount of information: diagrams, instructions, formulae. It kept coming.  

Ariane was speechless. 

The information kept coming. 

‘Oh.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I can’t save this on the network. It has to be secure.’ She scrabbled under her shirt, 

pulled out a flash-stick, and plugged it into a spare USB port. Feverishly typing, she saved the file 

and encrypted the read/open protocols on the flash-stick. 

‘Sanjay says goodbye for now, by the way. We’ll be talking to him sooner than he let on, 

too.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘Because he said watch the eddies and flow of time.’ 
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Liam closed his eyes and counted to ten. ‘That helps me no more the second time than it 

did the first.’ 

‘The code, and the date and time he’ll be contacting us are based on the tides. Very 

clever.’ 

‘What was all that stuff that you unlocked with … the code?’ he asked, deepening his 

voice to a fake announcer-type tone. 

‘Good stuff,’ Ariane enthused, ignoring his attempt to be funny. 

‘Which means?’ 

‘Finally we’ll be able to talk with you when you’re away. You won’t have to return to 

base every night like you did on your last trip. And …’ she spread her hands wide, inviting him to 

guess. 

‘And what?’ he finally asked. 

Her shoulders drooped at his lack of response. ‘You’re no fun at all. You’re not even 

trying to guess.’ 

Liam still had no idea what she was talking about and so shook his head. ‘Guess what?’ 

Ariane sighed. ‘I can build you a tracking device and with it you’ll be able to work out if 

Tracey’s been there before you.’ 

Now Liam sat up. 

‘Really?’ 

‘Really.’ 
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Chapter 31: Magic 

 

Ariane dropped the tiny screwdriver for the third time and groaned. Leaning on her 

elbows and rubbing her eyes she looked exhausted. Even her hair was limp. 

‘Why don’t you finish up for the night?’ Liam asked without much hope. Since Sanjay’s 

appearance and the deciphering of the code that unlocked hidden files, his friend had become a 

driven, obsessed scientific guru. One who was running out of time. 

‘If this is going to be ready for you, then no, I can’t.’ 

‘You know they’re going to want us out of here for dinner….’ 

She looked up. ‘Do you want to go?’ 

The thought of leaving was not appealing. In here he had some relief from the waking 

nightmares. ‘Not really.’ 

‘I thought as much. So we’ll stay here, working.’ And she picked up her miniscule welder 

and screwdriver and started on the delicate motherboard again. 

‘Hey!’ 

Liam jumped. 

Elena bounded into the room with a grin that slid towards the floor when she saw what 

they were doing. 

‘I picked it in one. It’s Friday night and you two are still working. You don’t care, 

though, do you?’ 

Liam shrugged and Ariane just stared. 

‘You know they want you over at camp McIntyre?’ Elena asked. 

Liam and Ariane exchanged a quick, private grin and nodded. 

‘You’re not coming home, are you?’ 

They shook their heads. 

‘You might want this, then.’ She lifted a bag onto the workbench. ‘There’s enough for 

two in there.’ 

Tempting smells wafted out of the bag. Warm salsa, melted cheese, sour cream and 

mince sauce. 

‘Nachos,’ Liam breathed. 

Elena’s grin sprung back into place. 
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‘I suspect you’ll see your Mum before long, Liam. She had a very determined look on her 

face when she told me to come and get you so I had to be careful no-one saw me bring that,’ she 

said with a nod of her head towards the bag. 

‘What are you working on, by the way?’ she asked casually, leaning against the 

workbench. 

Neither of them was fooled. Elena didn’t dissemble terribly well. She was as curious as a 

cat and would only give up asking when she was ready. 

‘Just some modifications,’ Ariane muttered in her best “go away, I’m busy” voice. 

Elena straightened and put on a fake pious expression. ‘I can take a hint. Have a … good 

… night. I’m off to my parents’ place for the weekend, so I’ll see you Monday.’ 

Liam murmured goodbye and waved vaguely, but at the last minute felt compelled to 

look up at her directly. She had paused and was looking at them with a worried expression.  

‘Good luck with whatever you’re working on because things are getting pretty weird out 

there. I heard on the radio—’ 

‘What?’ Liam prompted. 

‘I just heard the Chancellor of the Danish Confederacy giving a speech to his people in 

the far-flung colonies of the southern hemisphere. He wished us well as we prepared our Advent 

wreaths. It was all in Danish, and I understood it. I didn’t know I spoke Danish.’ 

Liam didn’t know what to say. He felt numb.  

She gave him a quick sad smile and left. 

Finally the smell of nachos penetrated the fog that had immobilised him. ‘We’d better eat 

this before Mum gets here, otherwise she’ll make us come home … if you can call it that,’ Liam 

said, pulling the bag towards him. 

‘Mmm. If you say so.’ 

‘You know so. Eat, girl. Eat.’ 

 

 

 

‘Lovely!’ Ariane muttered. 

Liam almost laughed aloud at the contrast between what she said and how she said it. 

Whatever had caused her to eject that word was not pleasure. 

‘Are you going to explain?’ 

‘He didn’t say we couldn’t tell anyone.’ 

‘Who didn’t say what?’ 
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‘Sanjay. You know, the guy with the blue face who spoke to us as a projection through a 

miniature wormhole?’ 

Liam rolled his eyes.  

She waved her hands in the air as though she was rubbing out her sarcastic reply. ‘Okay, 

I’m sorry. But, do you remember him saying anything about us having to keep this secret?’ 

‘No.’  

‘Neither do I. In here, though, it is laid out in black and white.’ 

Liam looked over her shoulder but could not decipher the words on the screen. 

‘If you say so. Where are the proper spaces? Nothing is spelled correctly and what’s with 

the punctuation,’ Liam objected. 

‘I agree it’s a little hard to work out at first, just like the book Ridley Walker. Remember 

how hard it was to read? You had to train your brain to not keep looking for all the rules that 

make our written version of English easy for us understand.’ 

Even though Ariane explained what he had to do, Liam couldn’t muster the energy right 

now to try it.  

‘I don’t suppose you’ll take pity on a tired old brain and tell me what you see in there?’ 

Liam tried. 

Ariane drew in a deep breath and paused before letting it out. With the way she was 

glaring at the screen and her eyes scanning the lines of text, it looked to Liam as though she was 

deciding what he needed to know now and what she could leave out. 

‘Sanjay has forbidden us to tell anyone about him, our talk and … well … everything.’ 

‘That can’t be right, Ariane. How does he expect us to use the communicator thingy or 

the tracking device if we’re not allowed to tell anyone we’ve got them or where they came from?’ 

The only answer he got was a big, long, loud raspberry. 

‘Charming, Ariane, charming,’ said Bronwyn. 

They both jumped, turning as one away from the screen towards the new voice.  

‘I am assuming you are reprimanding my son, in some way?’ 

Ariane looked over at him, at a complete loss. He couldn’t help her. He didn’t know what 

to say, either. 

‘It seemed like a good thing to do at the time, Bronwyn.’ 

His mother merely smiled and flopped down into the nearest easy chair, legs hanging 

over the side. She swung her feet backwards and forwards, saying nothing, until Liam looked to 

where her feet were pointing at the peak of their swing. 

‘Mum, what’s that?’ 
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Her feet hovered over a large lumpy bag on the floor. ‘I know how hard it has been for 

you outside the Lab and why you’re spending as much time in here as you can. Help me put 

together the camp bed and we’ll move some stuff around so we can create some privacy.’ 

‘You mean it? I can sleep here? I don’t have to come home tonight?’ 

She swallowed hard and nodded. 

Sweet relief flowed through him, immediately followed by intense fatigue. He could 

hardly move. 

Bronwyn stood and with the point of her finger imperiously commanded Ariane to get up. 

‘Actually, Ariane, you can help me. I think my son’s supply of adrenalin just conked out.’ 

 

‘No. No. no. NO! You cannot make that assumption—’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Because!’ 

The pod had been at it all morning, and was no closer to deciding exactly what Tracey 

was doing. They weren’t arguing over where or when they had to go, but rather what they were 

looking for when they got there. 

Liam scratched his head and blew out his cheeks. He swung around in his chair, away 

from them all and stared at his feet, thankful not to be looking at them for a moment.  

‘Because? What sort of answer is that?’ 

Soft footfalls off to his left alerted him to someone else’s movement and Liam glanced 

sideways without turning his head. It looked like Toby was softly padding away from the 

conference table. The familiar soft leather shoes barely made a sound on the warm stone floor. 

His vision shimmered and now those same leather shoes stood on rough grass. He’d 

shifted into the middle of another fractured memory.  

‘Look at the gates, stones, walls, and battlements. You can touch them, feel them, taste 

them. There’s no hocus pocus here.’ 

Liam was back at South Cadbury Castle and Tracey had her hand around his throat. He 

could barely breathe. 

‘No touchy-feely, new age rubbish about wizards and druids and magic.’ 

He swayed, the floor went in and out of focus. 

‘Nothing of the impossible will be found here. Just real, provable history.’ 

He slumped forward, losing his battle to stay upright. 

Hands gripped his arms and gently pushed him back into his seat. 

‘Stay with us, mate. What are you seeing?’ 
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Liam swallowed and cool, blessed air filled his lungs. Now he could look up at Toby’s 

face only an arm’s length away. Voices still punched the air around him.  

‘What are you seeing?’ 

‘South Cadbury,’ he croaked. 

‘Tracey?’ 

He nodded. 

‘What is she doing?’ 

‘Not doing. Saying.’ 

He was breathing hard, and his heart raced. 

‘Saying what?’ 

Voices rose around him in a crescendo of noise. 

‘IT’S MAGIC YOU LOT. SHE DOESN’T LIKE MAGIC. HOCUS POCUS. 

WIZARDS. DRUIDS. IT’S MAGIC SHE IS GOING AFTER.’ 

Silence was absolute. And Liam breathed. 

Toby raised his eyebrows, asking him without words if he could keep himself upright 

now. When he nodded Toby slowly let go and unfolded his height just as carefully. ‘That’s it 

then. We go back to the start,’ he said towering above everyone. 

Liam closed his eyes and waited for the pod’s reaction. 

‘Start where? That’s what we don’t know, man.’ 

Silence descended again. 

‘Liam told us right back at the start that Merlin could be a factor, but none of us knew 

why. Now we do. We go back to medieval Oxford and see Geoffrey of Monmouth.’ 

Liam kept his eyes closed, not wanting to see the looks on their faces. Quiet voices 

murmured at the far end of the table and he let them talk. He couldn’t hear them clearly, he didn’t 

want to. He let them talk. 

 

‘Hey buddy,’ said his father, hunkering down on his heels. 

Liam groaned and opened his eyes. ‘Is it morning already?’ 

His Dad nodded and waved his thumb over at the workbench. 

‘Breakfast. You’re spoiled. You know that, don’t you?’ 

‘Oh yeah! So much,’ Liam grinned in reply, his mouth watering at the smell of hot toast, 

mushrooms, and poached eggs. He poked his nose out of the blanket and considered how long he 

could stay in bed before the smell bewitched him into moving and eating it all. 

‘Dad, I’m tired.’ 
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‘I know. It’s … your mother isn’t pleased at this fractured reality thing that is happening 

to you. She’s researching everything she can on neurological blockers, to try and find some way 

of helping you sleep properly.’ 

Liam looked at his Dad, appalled. ‘I didn’t mean, I don’t want her to … I’m okay. I’m 

just tired,’ he blurted. 

‘She’ll find something, believe me. In the meantime, she suggests you eat this wonderful 

breakfast so you can go back to the twelfth century on a full stomach.’ 

Liam shoved himself up. ‘What? We’re going today?’ 

His Dad nodded and stood. ‘Breakfast is waiting.’ 

‘But why so quickly? She usually wants to make sure all our clothes are right and that 

we’ve had our full time-zone briefing, and…’ 

‘Your Mum wants you out of the present. She’s taken to heart your report that you don’t 

experience these fractures—waking nightmares, whatever they are—when you’re in the past. 

So…’ 

Liam’s nose and watering mouth won the battle between fatigue and gastronomical 

pleasure. 

‘Elena’s going with you this time,’ his Dad said, sitting over from him and sharing the 

luxurious breakfast. 

‘Oh, good. Why?’ Liam managed around a mouthful of melting buttered mushrooms. 

‘She’s fantastic with languages and manuscripts. She can read Latin, Old French and 

even a bit of Old Welsh.’ 

‘Oh. Right.’ 

His father grinned, taking a long drink of pineapple juice. 

‘You’re going as scribes.’ 

Now Liam understood. 

‘I can do that, no probs so long as it’s just copying and I don’t have to understand any of 

it. Is Toby coming too?’ 

‘Not this time. Ariane wants him here for something.’ 

Liam looked over in surprise. 

His Dad waved his empty fork around. ‘Don’t ask me. I really don’t know. Something 

about the law.’ 
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Chapter 32: Convergence 

 

Before them reared the great stone walls of Oxford Castle.  

It was early morning and the town had yet to waken.  

‘Dawn, why does it always have to be dawn?’ Liam muttered. 

‘Because this time you chose dawn,’ Elena replied. 

He snorted. ‘Oh, so I did.’ 

They stood, irresolute, in the shadow of the bridge crossing the moat surrounding the 

Castle’s bailey. It did not look as though anyone was up and about at the Castle gate, but Liam 

and Elena were not fooled. This Norman castle was built for defence, and defence did not work 

without guards.  

‘Has she been here?’ Elena asked, bringing Liam’s attention back to their first job. 

Tearing his eyes away from the imposing grey stone battlements, he reached into the 

purse hanging at his hip. Ariane had finished the locator only hours before and they had agreed 

that since it would be almost impossible to hide it, they would tell everyone she had designed it.  

Glancing around to make sure they were still alone, he turned it on. The screen slowly lit 

from within and Liam held his breath, not knowing exactly what to expect. 

A shadowy, ghost-like image formed slowly and Liam frowned, trying to work out what 

it was. Elena leaned around his shoulder, peering at the hand-size device. 

‘Cool … it’s the castle and the town walls,’ she breathed. 

Faint dots and streaks of light appeared in the foreground.  

‘What are those?’ Elena asked. 

‘That’s the evidence we’re looking for,’ Liam stated. Relief flooded through him as the 

streaks of light strengthened and extended through the town and into the Castle. It really was like 

looking at a train-track or long-exposure photo of car lights travelling along a road. 

‘She’s been here, all right,’ he said. As more and more of the tracks appeared his relief 

turned to frustration. It boiled within him until he could taste it. 

‘What?’ 

Something of his emotions must have communicated itself to Elena because she looked 

up at him, worried. 

‘Look at how much she’s been moving around. How are we going to know where to 

start?’ 
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As he spoke text started scrolling across a small section of the screen. They leaned 

forward. Excitement rose until they were both grinning idiotically at each other. 

‘Ask, and ye shall have, my friend,’ Elena giggled. 

‘Awesome.’ 

Rows of dates and times scrolled past their eyes. On impulse, Liam took the stylus 

attached to the side of the locator and tapped one of the dates. The flow of information stopped. 

‘Ooh. Do another one,’ Elena urged. 

Liam looked at her and she nodded eagerly. 

He chose another date and tapped it. The text changed from a soft, muted blue to a bright, 

easily read line. 

‘There,’ Elena pointed. 

‘What?’ 

‘Each time you select a date and time, part of the spaghetti trail lights up in the same 

colour. Do it again and watch.’ 

He chose a date at random and focussed on the tracks of light. Sure enough bits lit up just 

like the text did. He closed his eyes and sent a little prayer of thanks to Ariane and Sanjay. Now 

he could find Tracey! 

‘Keep a look-out, will you please Elena? I have an idea I want to try.’ 

She moved and stood looking outwards, rather than at the locator. Liam used the up 

arrow to reverse the flow of data to find the earlier dates of Tracey’s movements. 

His mouth became drier and drier the closer he got to Tracey’s arrival in Oxford. 

‘That’s it.’ 

‘It worked?’ 

Liam nodded and took Elena by the elbow, turning them around so they were facing the 

town rather than the castle. 

‘Where are we going?’ 

‘Not where, when.’ 

She opened her mouth, then shut it. ‘We’re jumping again?’ 

Taking great care to keep his voice neutral, Liam replied. ‘We don’t have to go back to 

the Labs between jumps anymore. Ariane found a way for us to talk to her without having to 

physically return.’ 

Elena drew a deep breath. ‘So what have you found?’ 
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‘We know Tracey has been here, we can see it. We can also see that unravelling the affect 

of her actions will be really hard given how much, and how far, she’s moved around.’ He looked 

at Elena, willing her to follow his line of reasoning. 

She nodded once. ‘Go on.’ 

‘It will be a lot easier if we get to her before she has a chance to do very much.’ 

Comprehension dawned on Elena’s face. ‘So we need to pick one of those early dates you 

found and go back to that time?’ 

Keeping his eyes on her face, he nodded and hoped that Elena would agree with his plan. 

In their briefings and discussions, she had always come across as extremely cautious, relying on 

protocol and proven methods to get things done. He was asking her to do something a bit unusual. 

Her eyes flicked over the screen in his hand, his face, and back to the screen. While they 

had been talking they’d continued walking and were almost at the outer walls that followed the 

river, snaking in close to the Castle. She stopped and looked back towards the town and Castle.  

Drawing a deep breath she finally responded. ‘I see what you mean. It will be a lot more 

efficient if we could follow her as she’s doing whatever it is that’s causing all this kerfuffle rather 

than playing catch-up all the time.’ 

Despite his intense relief and almost irresistible urge to start telling her more about his 

plans, he stayed quiet because he had a feeling she wanted to add something.  

‘If we’re going to jump again, we should wait a bit and let those storm clouds get a little 

closer. Then it won’t matter if someone sees the light-show our dislocator thingy creates when it 

establishes the wormhole. It could just be some sort of lightning.’ 

A reluctant grin spread across his face as he thought about her idea. ‘Great, we won’t 

have to wait all day until everyone goes to bed like we usually do. I knew there was a reason Dad 

suggested you come with me.’ 

He waited for her reaction and wasn’t disappointed. Mock indignation stiffened her 

shoulders and narrowed her eyes. She gave him a pretend punch on his arm and flounced off 

through the gates and towards the trees on the other side. 

 

 

‘We’re in!’ Elena plonked herself down beside him, breathless. ‘They took the letter and 

manuscript and made me wait, but eventually said we should report for duty this afternoon before 

Compline.’ 
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For a moment Liam panicked. Compline, Compline. He knew the word and yet when he 

tried to dredge its meaning from his memory he only met a great, yawning blank. Thankfully 

Elena could interpret his expressions, and she patted his arm comfortingly. 

‘The end-of-day prayer service.’ 

He looked at her uncomprehendingly. 

‘At sunset. It’s one of the services that happen every day.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘You don’t understand, do you?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

Elena settled herself more comfortably on the ground. They had bought some food and 

beer and found a place to sit against the white-washed walls of the Inn. It was far more pleasant 

outside in the sunshine with a light breeze playing than inside the gloomy, smoky common-room.  

‘Geoffrey was a cleric. Remember?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘That means he belongs to the Church,’ she said patiently. 

‘I know that, but he’s not a monk. He doesn’t live in an Abbey or anything.’ 

‘Maybe not. But the college he belongs to is an important one and they follow the Rule of 

Augustine. So at particular times of day they will have to report to prayer service.’ 

It took Liam a moment to recall what his books said about medieval life. ‘It’s coming 

back to me. You mean, um, compline is part of the routine. Like matins and vespers and stuff.’ 

With a small laugh Elena agreed. 

‘That’s right. The services happen every day, at the same time of day so we should find 

out what the routine is here because as scribes and lay-persons assigned to Geoffrey of 

Monmouth we’ll have to know what to do.’ 

He looked up so quickly he banged his head on the rough timber and stone wall behind 

him. ‘Ow.’ 

Elena kept chewing her bread serenely.  

‘Did you say what I thought you said?’ 

She nodded. 

‘So the plan worked?’ 

‘It wasn’t easy. I had to work very hard to get them to listen. As we discussed I handed 

the College fathers our letter of introduction and blathered on about wanting to help the clerics so 

we could learn the ways of the Church and one day be able to work for the Abbey.’ 

‘And?’ 
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She couldn’t hold it together. Even though it was clear he was listening with every fibre 

of his being, Elena couldn’t maintain her serious façade. 

Giggling uncontrollably, she confessed. ‘Actually, it was more good fortune than good 

management. I am not sure they were very keen on taking on any more new recruits. But 

thankfully this man walked past us, muttering away to himself carrying an armful of manuscripts. 

He dropped one and I was the only one who noticed. I picked it up and when I gave it to him he 

went white, then red, then white again. It must have been something important because he 

thanked me over and over again. The Abbot went with him, telling me to wait, and when he 

returned said that his colleague had been so impressed with my manners and polish that he asked 

if we could assist him.’ 

‘True?’ 

‘True.’ 

‘Woohoo!’ he punched the air in exultation. 

‘What’s even better, I think we might not be the only ones working for him.’ 

His elation expired as quickly as it had risen. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I think another scribe had been assigned to him not so long ago.’ 

A chill crept up Liam’s spine. 

‘Apparently this scribe can’t keep up with the work Geoffrey has for him.’ 

‘You think it might be her?’ 

Elena nodded solemnly. ‘Tracey wasn’t very good at calligraphy and her Latin was 

always a bit hit and miss. She was at uni at the same time as Toby.’ 

Liam’s mouth dropped open. 

‘Didn’t you know that?’ 

He shook his head with his mouths till hanging wide open. Suddenly feeling like a side-

show clown and hoping she hadn’t noticed, he clamped it shut as Elena blithely continued. 

‘Even though she was a couple of years ahead of him they did some courses together. 

Unlike her, he excelled at Latin. He couldn’t get a grip on the other European languages, 

unfortunately, but Latin he was good at.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘This will only work, Liam, if we keep to our plan. Remember, I am a boy like you. 

Whenever there’s anyone around you have to call me Elun.’ 

‘Elun?’ 
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‘That’s right. I chose it because it could be a version of the name Alan and because if you 

forget and say my real name we should be able to cover it up. Got it?’ 

He riled against the need for this subterfuge. It was so unfair that most girls in this time 

were not allowed the same opportunities as boys. Given this was the only way they could get into 

the College, though, he swallowed his distaste and nodded.  

‘Sunset it is then,’ Elena said. 

‘Sunset it is.’ 
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Chapter 33: Merlin 

 

Elena rubbed her hands and blew into them, desperate to spread some warmth over her 

aching fingers. 

‘It is freezing. Haven’t they heard of heating?’ 

Liam grinned and rubbed his own hands on the woollen tunic in an equally vain attempt 

to warm them. Autumn was almost over and in the chill of the air here in the crypt, they could 

feel winter’s approach. 

‘How much longer is this going to take? We’ve been here weeks already,’ Elena groaned. 

He shrugged his shoulders, unable to offer her much comfort. ‘As long as it takes, I 

suppose. Remember it took ages for Chrétien to start trusting me.’ 

‘Not three weeks, though. Heavens above, what can be so secret that the man will not let 

anyone near him?’ 

‘Would you give a new research assistant access to your private notes as soon as they 

joined your team?’ 

Elena pursed her lips and considered Liam’s question before answering. ‘I suppose it 

would depend on what I was working on, who they were, who recommended them to me and 

whether I wanted them in the first place.’ 

Liam grinned, somewhat bemused by the unexpectedly detailed answer to his question. 

‘Right. So let’s get these manuscripts done and see what he has for us today.’ 

The bells rang and they both sighed.  

‘Sext, already. Down here with only the candles for light I lose track of time. Come on.’  

They got up from their stools stiffly and headed up the stairs. Midday sunlight shone 

weakly through the narrow windows in the wall almost managing to disperse the shadows 

between the little mellow gold pools of light shed by their candles. 

Elena shivered as they reached the door at the top of the stairs. ‘There’s a bitter wind out 

there, methinks. Can you feel it on your face?’ 

Liam closed his eyes for a moment and concentrated on the air flow seeping under the 

heavy oak door above them.  

‘Indeed. Let me get our cloaks.’ 

He turned and hurried back down into the gloom. Just as he reached their writing tables, 

he heard the door above open and the murmur of voices. Something in Elena’s voice didn’t sound 

right and instinct prompted him to move away from his table and into the deep shadows behind 

one of the pillars supporting the roof. 



210 

 

Light danced from arch to arch as someone advanced towards him. He stepped back 

again, almost completely behind the pillar. Suddenly the pool of light dipped towards the floor 

and shadows claimed the soaring arches and curved ceiling once more. With a rustle of 

parchment, someone carefully placed a number of manuscript rolls into one of the pigeon-holes 

on a shelf to his right. He watched as closely as a hawk, marking its position by a strange little red 

dot on the shelf. The person picked up their candle and returned to the staircase.  

He waited until he heard the stranger open and shut the door before moving.  

The bells calling them to Sext rang for the last time. Torn between checking out the 

contents of those manuscripts and turning up to Church on time, Liam hesitated.  

 

 

‘Did Tracey see you?’ Elena hissed as he snuck into line behind her at the back of the 

Church. 

‘So it was her,’ he replied softly. 

She nodded vigorously but could say no more until prayers were over. 

 

 

 

‘My knees ache,’ Liam complained. 

Elena threw him a sympathetic hang-dog look that was belied by the sparkle in her eyes. 

They made their way back to the crypt and their work. Liam was on the look-out. As always he 

was nervous that Tracey would spot him. He didn’t know how closely she’d looked at him when 

she had him by the throat at South Cadbury and he feared the worst. 

‘Didn’t she recognise you?’ Liam asked as they pushed open the door. 

‘Why would she? We went to different universities. What I know about her I’ve heard 

from Toby, the Prof and your Mum and Dad.’ 

He stumbled. ‘What? My parents know her, too?’ 

Elena blithely nodded as she touched the permanently burning taper against the 

extinguished wick of their working candles. ‘Naturally. Remember, she is the Prof’s niece and 

they’ve known him for ever.’ 

Of course he’d been told that Tracey was related to the Prof and Ariane but until now he 

hadn’t taken that knowledge to the next logical step and considered that it was likely his parents 

would also know her. Before he could quite fathom the implications of this information, Elena 

chortled. 

‘Are you going to share what is so amusing?’ he asked her. 
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‘Just the assumption Tracey made when she saw your candle still burning down here.’ 

Liam pulled out his pen-knife and expertly sharpened the nib on his quill. ‘That gave me 

a bad moment, I can tell you,’ he growled. 

‘Not as bad as mine,’ she countered. ‘On her way into the Church, she passed me and 

warned me that if she ever found me leaving a fully burning candle alight down here on its own 

again she’d report me.’ 

Liam spluttered. 

‘I thought so, too. What cheek. Obviously she had no idea there was someone else down 

there or she wouldn’t have made such a stupid threat.’ 

‘Oh, so that’s why you left and shut the door behind you?’ 

Elena turned and frowned at him as she positioned her stool and picked up her quill. ‘If I 

had hung around waiting, she might have cottoned on to the fact that she wasn’t alone down here. 

I’m not short of a brain, young man.’ 

Even though her stern words were ameliorated by the grin that lurked in her eyes, her 

attitude irritated him. 

‘There you go again: young man, youngling, youngster! What is it with everyone in the 

pod? Do you think I need putting in place, or something?’ 

Elena blinked at the frustration evident in his rising tone of voice. 

‘No … it’s just that … well … Ariane and I have been the youngest for so long that it’s 

nice to be able to pass that baton on to someone else.’ 

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Liam murmured and dropped it, not knowing how to argue with her about 

it. Besides, he wasn’t sure why it all popped out of him like that just now. While Elena had been 

talking, wonderful thoughts had been forming in his head. What if those scrolls Tracey had put 

away belonged to Geoffrey? He picked up his candle and edged around his writing table towards 

the shelves of pigeon-holes that held hundreds upon hundreds of manuscripts. 

It didn’t take long to find the ones he was looking for. The red dot he had seen before was 

sealing wax pressed onto the bottom of the pigeon-hole into which Tracey had put one of the 

scrolls.  He looked around for other clues in case someone took it into their head to remove the 

convenient lump of wax. Each set of shelves was identified with letters across the top and 

numbers down the rows.  

Gingerly he pulled out the parchment Tracey had placed there only a few hours ago. 

With bated breath he rolled it out on his writing table, securing the corners with the 

weights used for such purposes. 

‘Elena?’ 

She was already at his shoulder, peering closely at the manuscript. 



212 

 

‘It’s beautiful. Look at the illumination, the colours are stunning.’ 

‘What does it say?’ 

‘A manuscript’s identity and content is not merely determined by the words recorded in 

the middle of the page, my friend.’ 

Liam held his breath. 

Elena gingerly turned the top page and drew in a breath so sharply that Liam let his go 

and jumped. ‘However…’ 

‘What?’ 

‘It’s his. At the end of the dedication he talks about himself. Look.’ 

He lightly whopped her on the back of the head, sending her woollen cap skew-whiff.  

Without taking her eyes off the pages in front of her she reached up and pulled the cap 

back into place. ‘Sorry. I keep forgetting. Let me translate this. It says: blah blah blah … since it 

has pleased you that Geoffrey of Monmouth should sound his own pipe in this piece of sooth-

saying, please do not hesitate to show favour to his music-makings.’ 

Liam closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  

‘This is it. Tell me more. Can you go back to the start of the dedication?’ 

‘Sure. Jeepers her quill work is bad … Alexander, Bishop of Lincoln, my admiration for 

your noble behaviour leaves me no other choice but to … I can barely read this … but to translate 

the Prophecies of Merlin from the British tongue into Latin, before I have finished the history 

which I had already begun.’  

He could barely stand. His legs lost all strength and he abruptly sank onto his stool.  

‘Liam why is this manuscript down here? If he’s working on this now it should be up in 

his rooms, or better still in the solar where the others share and read and talk about each others’ 

work. What is it doing down here in the archives?’ Elena asked. 

His mind replayed the questions over and over and over. Hoping to escape them he 

closed his eyes for a moment and instead of seeing the ghostly image of his cold but familiar 

surroundings floating on the back of his eyelids, he found himself in a tunnel with the sound of 

rushing water booming and echoing in the enclosed space. The light from his candle wavered in 

the inky blackness but it was enough for him to see the water tumbling and swirling, coming at 

him faster and faster.  

He snapped his eyes open, forcing them as wide as he could. The tunnel disappeared and 

he was back in the golden, shadowy confines of the crypt. 

‘This is it. This is what she’s changed.’ 

Elena sat down heavily on the stone floor. ‘How do you know?’ 
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Considering how shaky and dizzy he felt, he thought it wise to join her. As he hunkered 

down, he was surprised that the floor was warmer than he had expected it to be. He looked over at 

Elena and saw a white, tight face illuminated by her candle. The light played strangely over her 

features, accentuating her large expressive eyes. They were great, dark pools now, focussed 

directly upon him: demanding that he provide something concrete to which she could cling. 

‘From what she said to us at South Cadbury, I think Tracey objects to the magical, 

supernatural and other-worldly aspects of Arthur’s story. If I’m right, she’s going to try and 

remove all mention of them in connection to Arthur so that they disappear from the historical 

record others will build around him based on what they find in Geoffrey’s work. And I also just 

had one of those weird fractured reality things happen to me when I tried to avoid answering your 

questions.’ 

At Elena’s confused look he explained further. 

‘It’s the first time that’s happened to me when I’ve been in the past.’ 

When it was clear he’d finished speaking, Elena transferred her un-nerving gaze from his 

face to the candle burning in front of her.  

‘In that case there’s a lot to get rid of from the Historia.’ 

‘True. But one place to start would be—’ 

‘—the stuff about Merlin.’ 

Liam nodded. ‘As Geoffrey said, he interrupted the composition of the rest of the 

Historia to translate Merlin’s story into Latin. If she manages to get him to dump this, and come 

over to her way of thinking …’  

Elena’s head shot up and he received the full force of her intense stare again. ‘Geoffrey 

might edit the rest and cut out all the things about Merlin. He isn’t just in the sections about 

Arthur, though. Wasn’t he also mixed up with Vortigern, the man who was king before Arthur’s 

father?  

‘Mmhmm.’ He didn’t know whether to smile or frown. Elena really had done her 

homework. 

‘Merlin had to work out what was causing the continual collapse of Vortigern’s castle 

walls, didn’t he?’ 

‘Right again. So what if she persuades Geoffrey to change Merlin’s powers from magical 

and spiritual to simply miraculous? Remember, Arthur was the best and fairest Christian king, 

after all.’ 

Even in the dim light, Liam could see Elena swallow. 

‘That could work.’ 
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‘Why stop there? They could change Merlin’s role into a perfectly normal, unremarkable 

religious advisor who just happens to be able to perform the odd miracle or two.’ 

Silence descended between them and in his mind’s eye Liam reviewed the chapters on 

Merlin and Arthur in Geoffrey’s work. 

‘So what now?’ Elena asked suddenly. 

It took him a moment to clear his head and decide on an answer. With a sinking feeling 

he knew Elena was not going to like his reply. ‘We have to find out what part of the Historia he’s 

working on. You will have to be the one to do it, I’m afraid. We can’t risk Tracey coming in and 

recognising me.’ 

‘What?’ she squeaked. 

‘It has to be. You speak and read Latin and Tracey doesn’t know you.’ 

‘You can speak Latin, too, remember with the Translator.’ 

‘I can’t read it though which presents a bit of a problem, doesn’t it? What if he asks me 

something about his writing?’ 

Her face fell. ‘Oh.’ 

‘Exactly.’ He stood up and leafed through the pages covering her desk. ‘Look, you’ve 

almost finished copying the latest pages, you could take them up to him personally, this time, and 

get talking that way.’ 

‘Okay, okay. I get it.’ She gingerly re-ordered her work and laid it all back on her work 

table. 

‘Great. While you’re doing that, I’ll go forward to 1485 and check out what Caxton is 

doing with Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur.’ 

Elena swung around to face him and indignation was evident in every portion of her 

body. Her mouth was open, her shoulder’s stiff, her hands clenched by her sides and eyes stony. 

‘You’re staying right here. What if I need you?’ 

‘Elena,’ he wheedled, ‘if we can see what happens to Malory’s manuscript, whether 

Caxton publishes it and in what form—’ 

‘You already know the answer to that,’ she said flatly. ‘ As soon as Tracey forces 

Geoffrey to change his book here, now, Malory won’t write his in the future. You don’t need to 

go and check every bit of evidence, Liam.’ 

He looked down at his feet, mildly confused by her sudden change of angle. 

‘I know how you work, I’ve watched you closer than you’ve realised. You like to set up 

the evidence for your arguments, then check them one by one to make sure there are no surprises. 

It’s a classic debating style.’ 
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Now he was really confounded. He opened and shut his mouth several times, but nothing 

came out. 

‘You don’t need to go bouncing around from time-zone to time-zone ticking off your 

evidence boxes. You’re staying with me, and that’s that.’ She turned back to her writing table as a 

signal the discussion was over. 

Liam wasn’t so sure that it was over, but her comments did remind him that they were 

supposed to get this job finished with as few traces as possible. Jumping forward and back to 

Caxton’s time would increase the intensity of their electro-magnetic tracks, and Sanjay warned 

them against the consequences of doing just that. 

‘So … will you go talk to him?’ 

Elena nodded. 

 

 

 

‘And?’ 

He couldn’t bare it. He had waited patiently and obediently all morning while Elena had 

gone and talked with Geoffrey. They had followed him out of the Church after Prime, the dawn 

service, and split up. Elena went with Geoffrey to the writer’s work-room in one of the towers 

and Liam returned to the crypt downstairs. One advantage of that, he surmised from the chilled 

appearance of his friend, was that he had escaped the biting winds that wailed around the 

buildings above-ground. 

She rubbed her hands against her thighs and leant over the little candles, stamping her 

feet at the same time. 

‘I got a good look at things up there when Geoffrey ducked out for a few minutes. 

Tracey’s doing exactly what you described. It’s uncanny.’ Elena cupped her hands together and 

blew warm breath into them. 

‘All right, then. We know what we have to do.’ 
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Chapter 34: Town 

 

The wind gusted around him, its icy fingers penetrating even the thick outer habit-cloak 

they had all started wearing. He pulled the hood down over his forehead, but the wind dislodged it 

again. Giving up on that battle he buried his hands in the thick, deep sleeves and leaned against 

the great tree overlooking the walls into the town. 

They had just finished Prime and he was not yet needed in the copy room. With the 

shortening of the days, Matins and Prime were occurring closer and closer together and there was 

barely time for breakfast anymore between the dawn service and the morning service.  

His stomach rumbled now, adding to his discomforts. He had managed to grab some 

warm bread and milk before going to prayers, but would need something more soon. The 

refectory was always open to the boys who served the Castle and those, like the scribes, who 

called it home. Liam sent up a small prayer of thanks for the duty the monks’ felt towards those in 

their care. Although the food was simple and often repetitive, no-one lived in the perpetually half-

starved state that Hugh was forced into at Winchester.  

‘I just wish the food could be a bit more interesting and that we could get it whenever we 

needed to, instead of having to wait,’ he said into the air. 

‘Which is why I was surprised not to find you down there getting something decent into 

your stomach,’ Elena said from behind him. 

He turned to find her puffing and holding out a small bag from which he caught the 

tantalising aroma of hot bread and honey. 

‘Is that?’ 

‘It is. But what are you doing up here? It’s so cold! At least we can escape the winds 

down in the lee of the walls. Come on.’ 

‘If it’s all right with you, I’d prefer to stay. We can see beyond the walls here. I haven’t 

been outside the Castle for weeks.’ 

He found them a place where the sun reached between the broad branches and leaves and 

sat, drawing his knees up closely to his chest. Elena hesitated, distaste for the cold wind written 

all over her face, but with a deep sigh she joined him on the ground and reached into the bag to 

hand him a newly baked roll. 

The wind dropped and they heard from the nearest battlement tower the rising and falling 

voice of a brother practising a song. The sun gleamed through the leaves and a little bird hopped 
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down onto the ground near them, tilting its head in anticipation of crumbs. Liam kept his mind 

carefully blank, enjoying the moment.  

The motte was as high as the Castle’s walls and they could easily see beyond them into 

the town. A tall, square tower interrupted their view to the left and yet despite its size it was 

dwarfed by the massive round tower that formed the royal chambers on their right. 

Having finished his bread, Liam continued to sit, gazing into nothingness, hanging 

suspended in time. 

‘Mister Liam. Mister Elun. I found you!’ 

A small boy flopped down in front of them, puffing hard. He sniffed, and peered 

hopefully into the bag which evidently still smelled like fresh bread and honey. 

‘Get out of it, Oderic. There’s nothing left. Look, even the little bird you scared off has 

nothing in its beak,’ said Elena, pointing to the branches above them. The youngster didn’t bother 

looking very carefully. He just rolled onto his back and closed his eyes. 

‘The Master wants you two. There’s a job you have to do. You’d better hurry, I’ve been 

running around everywhere looking for you. He won’t like waiting this long.’ He scrambled up, 

threw them a quick smile and was about to leave when Liam grabbed his cloak. 

‘Wait up. Which Master and where are we supposed to go?’ 

Oderic squirmed and tugged against the firm grip holding him still. ‘To Master Geoffrey 

of course. They’re in the solar. You’d better hurry.’ 

Liam let him go. With the sudden release Oderic went careering down the motte, out of 

control, voice piping in the wind, yelling in exultation as he sped down the steep slope with arms 

wide and cloak billowing out behind him.  

The boy’s joy was infectious and it lifted Liam from the dark pit of despair into which he 

had been slowly descending. 

‘Imagine what he’d do on sand-dunes,’ Elena giggled. 

 

 

 

They took their time, staring one way, then another, soaking up the view as they made 

their way through town. It seemed the job they had been given was in response to Liam’s 

complaint about being shut up in the Castle for weeks.  

Master Geoffrey wanted some documents and manuscripts brought from his town-house 

to his workroom in the Castle. He didn’t have the time anymore, he said, to keep swapping work-

rooms and needed to read his collection of documents in one place. 
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Following his directions, Liam and Elena eagerly left the Castle via the great gatehouse 

and stone bridge and entered the town mid-morning. Just in time, it seemed, for everyone’s 

morning break.  

‘Market must be on today,’ Elena grumbled as they gave way to another heavily laden 

cart.  

‘Looks like it,’ Liam replied. ‘Phew … smells like it, too.’ His eyes watered with the 

strong odour of farm animals as they rounded a corner. He came to an abrupt stop at the sight of 

the traffic jammed almost solid in the main intersection.  

‘Geoffrey definitely said his house was on the other side of this, didn’t he?’ Liam asked 

without hope. 

Elena nodded. With a half-grin she tapped him on the sleeve and dove into the crowd.  

Carfax was the meeting of the ways in Oxford. The four main streets formed a cross, 

dissecting the town. Each of them brought travellers in through the town gates: north, south, east, 

and west. The Castle dominated the skyline in the west where the town walls had been re-shaped 

to enclose the Castle precinct on the banks of the Thames.  

Elena and Liam had to find Geoffrey’s townhouse halfway between Northgate and 

Eastgate. And that meant passing through the market and shops crowding the intersection of 

Great Bailey, Northgate Street, High Street, and Fish Street. 

Sheep, cattle, wool, leather, produce, buyers, and sellers. Liam could detect no order in 

the chaos, but the residents of Oxford went about their business regardless.  

 

 

 

‘Urgh! So many people,’ Liam exclaimed as they reached the relative quiet of the High 

Street. 

‘And I thought you were missing the high life of town after being shut up inside the 

Castle for so long,’ Elena teased. 

‘I take it back. There’s something to be said for the privacy and routine of the college.’ 

He started counting the houses. 

‘Mmm. We’ve been lucky though,’ Elena murmured darkly. 

Liam kept counting. They needed to find the fifth laneway after the second intersection. 

‘About what, exactly?’ 

‘That Geoffrey was part of the Augustinian circle and not a more radical group like the 

Cistercians.’ 
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‘The Cistercians, radical? I thought they were monks, too.’ 

‘Geoffrey’s group, the Augustinians, do things in moderation. Have you seen anyone 

gutsing themselves on food or surrounding themselves with luxury? No. But neither do they deny 

themselves everything. Would you fancy belonging to the Cistercians who are only allowed to eat 

porridge once a day and denied woollen over-habits or cloaks in winter? Imagine what it would 

be like without a warming room or a proper bed.’ 

Liam looked back half expecting to see Elena’s face plastered with the smile she could 

never hide when joking. Instead he met a deadly earnestness which jolted a disbelieving laugh 

from him. 

‘Are you serious?’ 

She nodded. Liam whistled. They both treasured their fifteen minutes a day in the 

warming room. The constant cold in the crypt plagued them as they worked, leaving them with 

aching hands and half-frozen feet that hurt when they moved. The warming room had therefore 

become their reward, a gift at the end of the day for their diligence.  

‘This is it.’ 

He pointed at the large house in front of them. There was no-one in the lane, but Elena 

had Geoffrey’s key and seal in case they were questioned.  

Inside, the house was surprisingly clean. ‘I thought Geoffrey said he hadn’t been here for 

weeks.’  

Elena ran her fingers over the beautiful surfaces of the wooden furniture. No dust clung 

to her fingertips. ‘I guess he can afford house-maids, or a house-keeper, or something.’ 

‘That he can, young master,’ said a strong voice behind them. 

Liam and Elena whipped around in consternation. They hadn’t heard anyone approach. 

Hearts thumping, eyes wide, they stood in the middle of the room not knowing what to say. 

The stern face of the woman standing in the door softened into motherly concern. ‘Look 

at you, barely out of coat-strings and the big masters are sending you out to do jobs on your own.’ 

She studied them a moment longer. Whatever she was looking for, she seemed to find. 

‘You’ll be hungry I suppose?’ 

They nodded. 

She pursed her lips and indicated with her head that they should look down at their feet. 

‘Come with me, but take off those filthy shoes, mind. I don’t want no town dirt traipsed through 

my house.’ 

Grinning, Liam and Elena bent and unlaced the offending footwear. Dirt, mud, and other 

unmentionables did indeed cling to the un-soled shoes. Now that he was paying attention to his 
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feet, Liam realised that an unpleasant dampness was penetrating his socks and he wished 

fervently that he could have brought his normal sandshoes complete with thick waterproof soles 

and proper support.  

Elena gingerly put her offending footwear near the front door while the housekeeper 

waited. Liam did likewise and then eagerly followed the lady’s formidable form as she sailed 

down the corridor to the back of the house. 

Luxuriating in the warmth of the kitchen they thanked the housekeeper profusely for such 

good, solid food. She had spread out on the table bread, butter, cheese, and cured meat. They had 

not had meat for some days and the solidity of the meal in their stomachs reminded them of 

home.  

‘Not that they let us go hungry, exactly,’ Elena was saying.  

‘I know what their kitchens are like, young master. I know, too, what growing boys need. 

Bread, honey and beer do not meet the demands of active bodies.’ 

For a moment the housekeeper, Hannah, sounded so much like his mother that Liam 

spluttered. 

The lady clapped him on the back to help him clear his throat. 

‘You’ll be here for a reason, I suppose. The Master does not give his keys out for fun.’ 

Elena looked up straight into Hannah’s knowing eyes. ‘You saw them, then?’ she 

managed to squeak. 

Hannah rolled her eyes and chortled loudly. ‘You be thinking I’m blind, young man? If I 

hadn’t seen the Master’s seal dangling at your belt or the key hanging off your wrist, you’d have 

been out the door with a flea in your ear. No-one,’ she said darkly, ‘comes in here un-invited. 

And so I told the other young no-gooder who has been hanging around. You’d be wise to watch 

that one.’ 

Liam and Elena exchanged looks. 

‘The other no-gooder?’ Elena nearly whispered. 

Hannah nodded deeply. ‘The one with the wild green eyes who thinks everyone should 

bow and obey him. He won’t get that until he has more down on his cheek and length in his legs 

though,’ she added with a fierce glare. 

When neither of them said anything, she waved at their habits. ‘He’s from the Church 

college, just like you. But he didn’t come with proof of the Master’s say so, despite what he tried 

to claim. Does he think I came down in the last shower?’ she chortled again.  ‘So what does 

Master Geoffrey want that is so urgent he could not come himself?’ 
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‘He sent us to get some manuscripts and documents, Hannah. He described them fairly 

clearly. We should be able to find them all right.’ 

She laughed loud and long and waved them out of the kitchen and back into the main 

corridor running the length of the house. Shooing them into a large room facing away from the 

street she said ‘You think so?’ 

Liam and Elena stood, appalled.  The room was lined with shelves onto which were 

stacked a multitude of manuscripts, some scrolled, some flat. Boxes overflowed with letters, and 

what looked like blank pieces of parchment. 

Their mouths dropped open, and pleased with the effect she had on them, Hannah 

laughed once more. 

‘I’ll go make a pie, for lunch then shall I?’ 

They merely nodded. 
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Chapter 35: Ambush 

 

The late afternoon light was slanting steeply between the houses in the narrow lane.  

‘We should make it back before dark,’ Elena said hopefully. 

‘And it won’t matter a bit that we will have missed tea with the Brothers,’ Liam said 

happily. 

Elena didn’t need to reply, her self-satisfied smile and sigh said it all. 

A loop dropped over his head, around Liam’s throat and was pulled tight in an instant. A 

strong jerk from behind stopped him abruptly. He scrabbled at the loop of thong uselessly. The 

leather was too strong to break and too smooth to get hold of. He managed to get his fingers 

under it and yanked. Hard.  

‘I wouldn’t mind something for supper, though,’ said Elena, oblivious to what was 

happening behind her. 

Whoever had attacked Liam was not expecting him to react so quickly and became 

unbalanced, stumbling against Liam’s back.  

It was all he needed. Still acting on instinct he dropped his bag and grabbed the forearm 

that had been pulled inadvertently over his shoulder. Turning inside the grip, he could face his 

assailant and they grappled desperately, each trying to immobilise the other.  

‘I know … Antoine’s poached pear with a cup of warm milk. That will go down just 

nicely.’ 

Liam grunted as fingernails raked his forearm, drawing blood. He grabbed the wrist and 

twisted it forcing a muted cry from his opponent. 

‘What? Mmm, you’re right. Maybe bread soaked in the pear juice will give it some bulk. 

We have to keep our tummies full to ward against the cold night, after all,’ Elena mused. 

His assailant’s tightly-capped head bent and Liam shuddered as teeth sunk into his hand. 

Almost sick with pain he reacted without thought, hitting his attacker on the side of the head. A 

wild face looked up at him and Liam’s eyes widened in shock.  

‘You bit me.’ 

New pain blossomed across the upper part of one foot and then the other as his attacker 

used his heel to repeatedly stomp on Liam’s feet. 

‘I did not! What are you talking about?’ Elena said, swinging around. ‘Ohmigod. 

Ohmigod. Ohmigod.’ 
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Liam shook his head, trying to clear the haze obscuring his vision. By some miracle he 

still had hold of his opponent’s wrist but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hang on. 

‘Ohmigod.’ 

‘Don’t stand there flapping your arms about!’ Liam cried. ‘Do something.’ 

Elena swung around, searching the lane. 

The assailant broke free of Liam’s grip and made a dive towards the forgotten bag. 

Greedy fingers closed over its strap and the person turned down the lane, looking for a way to 

escape. 

Liam tackled the thief and captured both him and the satchel with its precious contents. 

Elena fluttered on the edge of the action. 

‘DO SOMETHING!’ 

 

 

Liam groaned, rubbing his head. A hard knob dug into his back and he squirmed in an 

attempt to get away from it. Opening his eyes didn’t help much either because everything was 

fuzzy. Something wet dripped down the side of his face and he wiped it, absently. 

‘I’m going to roll you sideways for a moment,’ Elena said. 

He felt one of his arms being pulled straight up above his head, and one knee being 

drawn over the other. Soft hands rolled him on to his side and now he could see what was digging 

into his back: cobblestones. They were still hard to focus upon, however, and Liam groaned 

again, closing his eyes. 

‘Wha’ happened?’ he asked. 

‘Something,’ Elena answered. 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘You told me to do something. She had the bag and was about to bite you again. I had to 

stop her. But I got you, too.’ 

‘Wha’ are you babbling about?’ he asked thickly. His jaw hurt. 

‘I hit you.’ 

‘You what?’ 

‘Actually I hit you both. I was aiming for her, but I got you, too. Sorry.’ 

He coughed. 

‘You’re not going to be sick are you? 

He shook his head and instantly regretted it. 

‘Good. Then let’s get you sitting up. How do you feel.’ 
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He sat, groggily. 

‘Sore.’ 

‘Obviously, but where?’ 

‘What do you expect me to say?’ 

‘We’ve got to go back to basics and start from the start.’ Her normally soft, gentle hands 

poked and prodded him, running over his arms neck and chest. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked. 

He blinked owlishly at her, completely confused by her question. ‘That’s silly.’  

‘There are standard questions to ask a patient who has lost consciousness to determine 

whether they have a concussion. What’s your name?’ 

He glared at her, but she stared back unperturbed. 

‘Liam McIntyre.’ 

‘Who’s our current Prime Minister?’ 

Elena swam in and out of sight. ‘Kevin Rudd,’ Liam managed, finally. 

‘What’s the date?’ 

‘Funny!’ 

White teeth gleamed for a moment in a fuzzy face. ‘Fair point.’ 

‘Help me up. I can’t sit in the gutter all day.’ 

‘Technically, you’re not in the gutter. They don’t have them yet.’ 

He held out his hand and Elena pulled him to his feet. He stumbled and needed to steady 

himself against her for a moment. She looked anxiously up into his face and smiled wanly. 

‘Let’s get you cleaned up. Here,’ she said handing him a damp handkerchief. 

‘Where did you get this?’ 

‘Home,’ she answered with a deep sigh. 

They looked down at the inert form on the ground.  

‘What do we do with her?’ Liam asked. 

Elena’s face lit up. ‘I have an idea. I probably shouldn’t ask given your condition, but I 

can’t do it on my own. Can you help me?’ 

‘Do what?’ 

‘Carry her.’ 

They bent, picked up the still body and carried it around the corner. Standing in the 

laneway was a farmer’s high-sided cart filled with baled hay. 

Together they arranged Tracey in the first aid recovery position and stacked the hay bales 

carefully around her so she was supported properly and concealed from view. Elena solicitously 

tucked her own outer-cloak around the unconscious girl and hopped down beside Liam. 
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‘She’ll be all right, won’t she?’ he asked. 

Rather than answering immediately, Elena walked round to check their handiwork. She 

adjusted things a bit and then finally gave him the thumbs-up.  

Heavy footsteps and a loud jocular voice announced the arrival of the cart’s owner. Elena 

and Liam scurried away and listened from their hiding place around the corner. The farmer 

simply climbed up into the driver’s seat and urged the two heavy oxen to ‘giddy-up.’ 

 

 

Liam leaned against the wall and slid to the ground.  

‘Where is that cart going?’ 

‘No idea. But not to the Castle or the Abbey.’ 

‘How do you know that?’ 

‘Because it didn’t have the Order’s mark stamped on it.’ 

Liam’s brain refused to function. ‘Fine. I’m sure that means something to you. What 

now?’ 

‘Now, we get you back to the Castle,’ said Elena stooping to put her shoulder under his 

arm and helping him to his feet again. As they stumbled into the middle of the lane, she settled 

Liam’s arm across her shoulders and the strap of the bag securely over her other arm. 

‘Wait. Wait,’ Liam muttered. 

He reached around her and dragged the bag across to him. ‘I know I can’t see very well, 

but I’m sure there’s one missing.’ 

‘One what?’ 

‘There are supposed to be fourteen things in here. I can only count thirteen.’ 

He lurched away from her, turning his head this way and that, scanning the darkening 

ground. 

Elena bent suddenly and picked something up. ‘Is this it?’ she asked waving a scroll 

triumphantly. 

He peered at it as best he could. Giving up on his fuzzy eyesight, Liam searched with his 

fingertips for the broken seal he knew should be mid-way down the scroll if it was indeed from 

Geoffrey’s house. 

Relief flooded through him and he nodded. It took a supreme effort to stay standing as a 

grey fog descended on him, obscuring the lane and everything in it. Nausea returned and he 

staggered, thankful for the comforting arm that snaked around him and provided much needed 

stability.  
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‘Come on.’ 

 

 

The bells for Vespers rang out across the Castle grounds. Liam and Elena moved slowly 

through the stable-yards, cutting as direct a route as possible from the main gate in the east to St 

George’s Tower in the west. They waited in the shadows for the last of the boys to leave the 

dortoire. Detaching themselves from the side of the building, they passed unseen into the relative 

warmth and safety of the dimly lit sleeping quarters. Elena cleaned Liam’s face, arms and hands.  

‘You’re a mess.’ 

‘You think?’ 

She nodded miserably. 

‘Putting Tracey on that cart is only going to delay the inevitable. You know that, don’t 

you? She recognised me!’ 

‘I know.’ 

Silence stretched between them as Elena continued to clean Liam’s abused scalp and torn 

hand. 

He winced. ‘Thanks, but …’  

For the first time since Elena had picked up the missing parchment scroll, Liam was able 

to actually see it clearly. 

‘Oh no.’  

A cold hard lump settled in his stomach and the back of his throat.  

‘What? What?’ Elena demanded. 

‘The scroll. Look at the scroll.’ 

Her silence confirmed his worst fears. 

‘What do we do?’ 

‘Tell him,’ he said shakily. 
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Chapter 36: The Bishop 

 

‘When did this happen?’ barked Geoffrey. 

‘On the way back to the Castle, Master,’ Elena said. 

‘Who was it?’ 

Liam and Elena exchanged looks.  

‘You know! Who was it?’ 

‘It might not be as bad as it seems,’ said a smooth voice from the corner. 

Geoffrey of Monmouth whipped around to glare at his friend. Without a word he spun 

back to face the two scribes. 

‘You know who it was. Tell me!’ 

‘He … was wearing the College’s habit, sir.’ 

The bluster left Geoffrey as quickly as it had risen. In its place was a cold consideration. 

‘Meaning?’ 

‘It was someone from the Castle, College or Abbey, Master,’ Liam said softly. 

‘Or someone who wanted us to think that,’ added the smooth voice. 

Geoffrey chewed his lip. ‘What did he take, this attacker?’ 

‘Nothing. At least, in the end he didn’t get anything,’ Elena said quickly before Liam 

could answer. 

‘What did he try to take, then, my little pedant?’ asked the voice, amused. 

Liam looked over at the figure seated in the corner. Neither the candlelight nor the glow 

from the fireplace reached much past the visitor’s knees. His face was shrouded in shadow, but 

the body language remained relaxed despite Geoffrey’s tension and their obvious discomfort. 

‘This,’ Liam said, thrusting the scrolled parchment forward. 

Geoffrey slowly reached out to take it, his steady stare not wavering at all.  

Nervous sweat broke out on Liam’s forehead and beaded under his fringe, irritating his 

skin.  

‘What … happened … to … this?’ 

Liam swallowed, forcing an answer out of his dry mouth. ‘In the struggle it came out of 

the carry-bag and—’ 

‘We found it when we counted the contents of the satchel, sir,’ Elena said as Liam’s 

voice failed him. 

Geoffrey turned his baleful glare on her. 
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‘Master, when Liam was attacked the bag was pulled every which way and must have 

fallen open. But even though Liam was barely able to stand,’ Elena said, rushing on when it 

looked like Geoffrey was going to interrupt, ‘he had the sense to check the contents before we 

moved very far and discovered that one was missing.’ 

Liam’s focus wobbled again and all he wanted to do was go to sleep. Silence descended. 

A roar shocked him into opening his drooping lids and attempting to clear the mental 

haze that kept overtaking him. 

‘It can’t be that bad, surely, Geoffrey?’ 

‘Can’t it Robert? This is the Bishop’s letter. Ruined. Ruined! Look at it! Tell me what’s 

left there to read.’ 

With a rustle of robes, Robert de Chesney reached forwards and Geoffrey handed him the 

stained and dirtied parchment. 

‘Admittedly it is a little difficult to make out—’ 

‘A little difficult to make out?’ 

‘—but you have one of our most gifted scribes right here. Why not dictate a copy now? 

Then you get to keep Alexander’s request intact.’ 

Geoffrey puffed and scratched his head. ‘Fine. Elun, pull up a stool. Quickly, before the 

ink disappears completely.’ 

Elena bent over the worktable, desperately sharpening her quill while Geoffrey found the 

best light in the room by which to read out the fading and blurring ink. 

 

‘ “My dear Geoffrey” ’ he said. ‘ “I commend to you this little ancient book in the British 

tongue that I wish you to read. Do more than read it, my friend. Reveal its contents to us, bring its 

stories and history into our circle. Translate for us the things I hear about the great British 

Myrddin and his prodigy, Arthur. 

‘What does Myrddin say to us, many centuries after his time? We hear things, Geoffrey, 

things that suggest Myrddin’s wisdom is as true for us now, as it was for his company of Knights 

and Kings then.  

‘Tell me what he had to say about his past, present and future. What did Arthur do that 

earned him his place in our British cousin’s memories and hero-tales? Do this for me, Geoffrey. 

Bring me Myrddin and Arthur’s world of magic and shadow, springtime and enlightenment.” ’ 

 

‘Have you got this? Have you got this?’ Geoffrey asked anxiously. 
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Liam swayed. Surprisingly gentle hands steered him towards a low chair in front of the 

fire. 

‘Yes … yes I think so, Master.’  

‘Read it back to me!’ 

 

When Elena stuttered to the end, Robert sighed. ‘See, my friend. There was no need to 

worry after all.’ 

Geoffrey slumped into his favourite chair. ‘I … had … forgotten.’ 

‘While I agree your young novice made persuasive arguments,’ Robert said, ‘you have to 

trust Alexander’s broad mind. He is not so easily offended for all that. Do as the Bishop asks. 

Give him the British magic.’ 

‘You’re right. Of course you’re right. We shouldn’t be afraid of the old soothsayers and 

their talents. There may be lessons hidden in these ancestral tales. Myrddin’s mother was after all 

a good Christian woman and she taught her son well. Who’s to say his magical inspiration wasn’t 

of divine origin?’  

Geoffrey twiddled his fingers and fiddled with the hem of his robe. ‘You know this 

means revising the Historia again. How am I to do it in time?’ 

‘Why not just put the Prophecies back in?’ Robert suggested mildly. 

‘It’s not just them. I had changed … Mmm. Only the books on Vortigern and Arthur will 

need fixing I suppose. If I …’  

Geoffrey’s voice faded. 

Robert signalled to Elena. ‘Your brother needs help that his Master cannot provide. I 

have seen head injuries like his before. Let us get him to the infirmary.’ 

Hands reached under Liam’s arms urging him to stand and he didn’t resist.  

A knock sounded timidly on the door. ‘What now? Enter,’ Geoffrey said. 

A small boy bowed awkwardly and handed a much folded piece of parchment to 

Geoffrey of Monmouth. He read it, grunted and passed it over to Robert. 

‘Whatever will they think of next?’ 

Geoffrey thanked the boy curtly, dismissed him and continued to pace to and fro across 

the room. 

A small smile lifted the edges of Robert de Chesney’s mouth when he finished reading. 

He tucked the parchment into his sleeve and helped Elena get Liam to the door. 

‘I leave you to your writing, my dear Geoffrey. I am taking your scribes and getting them 

seen to, properly.’ 
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‘Of course, of course. Whatever they need. Get them whatever you think is necessary.’ 

Robert closed the door softly behind them.  

‘After we have your brother settled, Elun, I suggest you escape to your dortoire. 

Otherwise, if I know him, and I do, your Master is likely to force you into an all-nighter as he 

writes, re-writes and perfects his beloved Historia.’ 
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Chapter 37: Time’s up 

 

Soft hands gently brushed the hair back off his forehead and he rolled over, murmuring. 

Light leaked under his eyelids, but they were too heavy to lift. 

 

 

‘Slowly does it, buddy. Recovering from severe concussion is an unpredictable process,’ 

his father said, steadying him as he stepped out of the car.  

Frowning, Liam tried to bat his Dad’s hand away, but was betrayed by his jelly-legs that 

wobbled underneath him. Instead of standing independently, he had to grip his father’s arm for 

support. 

‘There we go, safe and sound, home and hosed.’ 

Liam groaned. ‘The brain might be a bit bruised, Dad, but even I know that’s a bit 

clichéd.’ 

‘So say you?’ 

‘So say I,’ Liam replied. 

He wriggled down into his easy chair and sighed. As they had done during the last few 

days, his eyes drooped shut without any warning and he slept. 

 

 

‘Show me. I want to see it, I think,’ Liam said. 

Ariane gave him an inscrutable look and opened the programme. The plasma screens 

turned on and brought the time-line into focus. Liam held his breath. 

The red time-line of history marched across the screen unhindered by the gossamer-thin 

Ribbon that wavered one way, then another before finally winking out.  

A great shuddering breath escaped him and Liam sat, suddenly. 

‘So do you believe it now?’ asked Toby. 

Liam chewed his lip, relief so sweet he could quite literally taste it. He breathed deeply 

and just let his mind wander, not thinking about anything in particular and for the first time in 

ages, not worrying. Small sounds intruded on his awareness and slowly, almost reluctantly, he 

focussed on his surroundings to find the room was full of people.  

His Mum, Dad, Ariane, Elena, the Prof, Yosef, Angeline, and Toby. There were faces he 

didn’t recognise, faces that came towards him, smiling, and saying words he could not hear over 
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the sudden hubbub. Someone turned on music and a plate piled high with food was thrust into his 

hand. 

‘Time to celebrate.’ 

Everyone held up either a glass or plate in appreciation and Liam, in turn, saluted Ariane, 

Elena, Toby and his parents. 

 

 

 

‘Psst. You awake?’ 

‘I am now,’ Liam grumbled. 

‘Get dressed; someone wants to talk to you.’ 

They tip-toed through the house to his parents’ study.  

‘Where are you two going?’ Bronwyn said softly behind them.  

Ariane’s shoulders drooped. ‘I want to show Liam something back at the Lab. We won’t 

be long, I promise,’ she said as Bronwyn drew a breath.  

Liam waited, expecting his mother to veto their late-night excursion. 

‘Be quick. I’ll see you back here in fifteen minutes,’ she said, surprisingly, tapping her 

watch meaningfully. 

Ariane nodded and grabbed Liam’s hand, pulling him through the portal before Bronwyn 

changed her mind. 

Once through the almost sickeningly bright corridor of computer banks, Liam had to 

blink to adjust to the low light in the Lab. After a thorough check of the rooms, Ariane retrieved 

the communicator from her desk drawer and spoke into it softly. 

‘Well done. So well done,’ said Sanjay, his voice projecting into the Lab before his blue 

holo-image appeared. 

Liam jumped. 

‘You beat her, on this one, hands down young man. Congratulations.’  

Liam nodded.  He had to ask. 

‘She is all right, isn’t she? I mean, we didn’t kill her, did we?’ 

Sanjay chuckled. ‘Noooo. Your Elena knows her first-aid. Tracey escaped the farmer’s 

cart and after a very long walk back to Oxford found her entry to the Castle blocked by Robert de 

Chesney’s guards.’ 

Liam’s mouth dropped open. 

Sanjay chuckled again. 
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‘Elena is a very resourceful young lady. And I’m pleased to hear is enjoying being able to 

dress and behave as one now that she is home. Anyway, after she cleaned you up at the Castle, 

she concocted some story about a young noble-maiden who wanted to enter the College, but of 

course was unable to do so because family plans for her marriage had been made … and naturally 

because of her gender. According to Elena’s fake letter that was delivered to Geoffrey, Tracey 

had run away from home and against the rules entered the College as (you guessed it) a boy 

scribe.’ 

Liam’s pulse quickened. 

‘According to Elena’s story, the distraught father managed to trace his missing daughter 

and with promises of forgiveness and no ill-feelings requested the College return her as soon as 

possible.’ 

Liam’s mouth snapped shut. 

Ariane laughed, but quickly stifled it behind her hand. 

‘Very clever don’t you think?’ 

Liam and Ariane’s laughter broke through their half-hearted attempts at control and 

Sanjay joined them. 

‘Seriously, she shut the door on Tracey’s influence over your Master Geoffrey.’ 

‘How do you know all this?’ Liam asked. 

‘Elena’s report that is now available to us here.’ 

‘Man, this time-travel thing can do your head in,’ Liam muttered. 

‘Sometimes. Not always,’ Sanjay countered. ‘You slowed her down, Liam. With the 

courage and resourcefulness of your pod, you slowed her down and fixed the damage she did this 

time. But she’s not stopped, yet. There is more for you, and Ariane, and your friends to do.’ 

Liam shook his head. ‘I’m not so sure I’m the right person. This was … this was…’ 

‘Hard. Risky. Dangerous. I know. Don’t doubt yourself. This is just the start, Liam. 

There’s more.’ 

Liam dropped his glance. He was not convinced. 

‘I take it Tracey’s activities have not been detected by the Galactic Council?’ 

‘We don’t think so, this time,” Sanjay said. ‘But the evidence of her movements (and 

yours) is still there. The more she travels, the brighter and louder that evidence becomes. You 

have to stop her and take her time-disclocator before the evidence becomes so intense they see it.’ 

‘And your court case?’ 

No reply was forthcoming, so after a long pause Liam prompted their visitor from the 

future. ‘Sanjay?’ 
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Reluctance to answer the question was palpably obvious on the blue face as Sanjay stared 

back at them. 

Liam tried again. ‘Is the court case safe?’ 

‘You know I cannot—’ 

‘The court case?’ 

‘Is progressing undamaged, for the moment,’ Sanjay finally ground out between clenched 

teeth. ‘That is not your concern for now. Win your Debate, pass your exams and then enjoy your 

break. You deserve it.’ 

Tension Liam didn’t know had gripped him flowed away as Sanjay’s reply sunk in. In its 

place came a delicious relaxed feeling that left his body and mind floating on an ocean of calm. 

He could hear Ariane saying goodbye and belatedly looked up and waved.  

 

 

‘You’ll be able to sleep?’ Ariane asked. 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Really? No nightmares?’ 

Liam blinked and had to wipe the grin off his face with his hand. ‘No nightmares.’ 

Ariane grinned back. 

‘Here,’ he said, handing her a CD. 

‘What’s this?’ 

‘That Enya album I was trying to find for you.’ 

She nodded and turned. ‘Tracey’s time is up, you know,’ Ariane said. 

‘I’m not so sure.’ 

‘I am.’ 

He shook his head. 

‘You’ll track her down and stop her, Liam. I can feel it.’ 
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Chapter 38: Dragon’s breath 

 

They stood on the path, gazing across the inlet to the headland that reared out of the jewel-

like waters below. Bright sunshine bathed the short tussocky grass in clear light and tiny yellow 

flowers sprinkled the hillside. 

Liam stepped aside for a family as they made their way down the steep path to the beach 

below that gave entrance to Merlin’s Cave. 

His Dad tapped him on the shoulder and indicated they follow the group down. Liam took it 

slowly so he could feast his eyes on the magnificence of the rocky headland, crashing waves and 

bright colours of the morning.  

Fog peeped over the headland but as Liam watched, it disappeared. Halfway down the long, 

timber stairs he heard voices floating upwards. While he couldn’t catch individual words, the barely 

contained excitement evident in a young boy’s tone nevertheless dragged an answering smile from 

Liam. 

They finally stepped down on to the beach and Liam marvelled at the crunchy pebbles 

under foot. He bent down to touch them and remarked to no-one in particular: ‘Don’t know that I’d 

want to walk on this stuff in bare feet.’  

Ariane pulled Liam over to the water’s edge and they stood there, watching the waves come 

in, out, in, out. He breathed deeply, letting the salty tang of the air fill his lungs and clear his mind. 

They wandered around the small cove and eventually Liam crouched on some rocks at the mouth of 

a cave to watch Ariane and his mother beach-comb. He felt at peace and strangely enough, at home. 

Coolness brushed his cheek and he was surprised to find that his face and hair had become damp. 

He hadn’t realised he’d closed his eyes and so missed the signs that the weather was about to 

change.  

The mother and son he’d seen earlier were talking in the cave-mouth behind him. ‘What 

have you got in your pockets?’ asked the mother. 

‘Ooh, Mum, just some rocks.’ 

‘Out with them, young man, now.’ 

‘Mu-um, can’t I just have one, two maybe?’ 

‘You heard the ranger, Anthony. We’re not supposed to take anything.’ 

‘But Mum, this is Merlin’s cave. Look. Look at the rocks. They sparkle, they glow. They’re 

dragon eggs. Merlin’s dragon.’ 

A soft murmur answered the boy and Liam felt the speakers pass him by. He couldn’t see 

them through the dripping fog. It wrapped everything in its damp blanket. His father suddenly 

loomed out of the mist, his face alight.  
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‘Do you feel it?’ 

Liam tipped his head. ‘What?’ 

‘The dragon’s breath. That’s the name the locals give to this mist.’ 

Liam breathed deeply, drawing the damp, cool air into his mouth savouring its texture, its 

taste. 

 

 

Back up on the headland the sunlight’s strength forced Liam to put his sunglasses on. Now 

he could look out over the water again. The mist came in, out, in, out. The waves crashed and sang 

their endless song against the rocks at the base of the cliffs. Birds wheeled and visitors’ voices 

chirruped in concert with the eternal sounds of Tintagel. 

‘Convinced now?’ his mother asked him. 

He grinned and nodded. ‘Arthur and Merlin are back.’ 

‘They’re back thanks to you,’ she agreed. 

With each cycle the mist came in and retreated a little further until it only just peeped over 

the headland and finally disappeared.  

The dragon’s breath would come and go at a time of its choosing, welcoming some, 

protecting some, exposing others. 
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Chapter One 
Children’s historical fiction, and other entertainment media, has not often canvassed how history is 

produced. Nor has it commonly shown that authors select and interpret historical evidence from a 

wide range of sources and points-of-view to produce their particular story or argument. 

Consequently, critics have pointed out that most historical fiction for children has been “formally 

conservative” in its approach to history (Ringrose 208) by continuing to focus on historical content 

without acknowledging, or even raising, the possibility that multiple perspectives exist. This 

conservatism occurs despite the way educational texts for children and young adults have kept pace 

with advances in historiography (209). There are authors, however, presenting stories about history 

from the perspective of characters not usually given a voice in the historical record such as children, 

young-adults, women, or minority groups. Such writers and works include Nadia Wheatley’s A 

Banner Bold, Vashti Farrer’s Plagues and Federation, Goldie Alexander’s Surviving Sydney Cove, 

Garry Disher’s young-adult novel The Divine Wind, Kate Forsyth’s Chain of Charms series, and 

Ruth Park’s Playing Beattie Bow. Examples of works in which strong connections are made 

between the past and present exist, as do works that set the historical events within archaeological 

contexts such as Caroline Lawrence’s Secrets of Vesuvius and Ray Pond’s The Mummy Tomb Hunt. 

 

My thesis is, therefore, children’s (and young adult) fiction can provide a particularly apt 

environment to explore history and historiographical issues. My novel The History Hunters and 

King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom—a story about the distortion and recovery of history—engages 

children’s historical sensibilities. Various characters take different positions in relation to history 

and the narrative forces them to confront and navigate those differences in order to successfully 

repair deliberate damage to the past caused by the novel’s time-travelling rebel. By explicitly 

exploring the production of history through visits to the key personalities involved across time in 

creating the Arthurian Matter, The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom not only 

brings historical people, events and environments alive, it takes its readers on a journey of 

discovery in which the process of history-making proves to be as important as the historical events 

themselves. The exegesis Then and Now: connecting the past and present in Children’s Literature 

explores the critical literature, identifying the themes, generic conventions and characteristics of 

children’s fiction that make it such a good environment to represent history and historiographical 

issues; analyses the ways in which the themes and characteristics are deployed in a selection of 

children’s books; and shows how my novel addresses some of the concerns identified in the critical 

literature.  
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The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom sits across a number of recognised categories 

of fiction and genres: children’s literature, young adult fiction, children’s historical fiction and 

children’s speculative fiction. The critical literature exploring these fields has been particularly 

active since the 1960s and there is a sense of interdisciplinarity that is apparent when one looks 

across that broad spectrum of work (McGillis, Teaching Children’s Fiction 85). Perspectives from 

the disciplines of history, education, cultural studies and writing are represented in the body of 

literature consulted for this exegesis. Some of the key topics and questions raised include the 

following:  

 

Historical Fiction—what type of past is presented to readers; how do authors connect the past to 

the present; why should history be made part of the present; and what are the benefits of using 

historical fiction in the English and History classrooms?  

 

Young Adult Fiction—what is it that makes this category distinct; should it be considered a genre; 

does it blur the boundaries between childhood and adulthood? 

 

Children’s Literature—what is it; how do texts within this category connect with each other; do the 

texts contain elements considered to be the ‘values of life’ and ‘universal truths’; why do critics 

expect the good stories to make complex experiences available to their readers rather than showing 

them the inevitable complexity of experience displayed in adult stories? 

 

Speculative Fiction—what are the ways of looking at the world that are peculiar to speculative 

fiction titles; why do authors and characters act as guides for their readers; do the expression of 

morals and ethics in fantasy show that it is a ‘just’ universe; can science fiction be written properly 

for children and young adults considering the needs of the genre where crucial questions of ‘what 

if’ and ‘what then’ are explored?  

 

I established four broad themes based upon a set of characteristics that the critics thought 

distinguished each of the genres: Evoking history, place and time; Sharing the truth of life and other 

knowledge; Experience; and Blurred boundaries. As those themes were explored a hybrid model 

was developed to anchor the discussion of the selected creative texts undertaken in Chapter Two.  

 

Theme One: Evoking history, place and time.  
The strands of discussion being brought together here primarily arise from the articles and book 

chapters associated with the representation of history in historical fiction for children.  
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Alun Hicks and Dave Martin describe in “Teaching English and History through Historical Fiction” 

the set up and progression of the pilot phase and subsequent broader implementation of the Each 

(English and combined History) Project conducted in Dorset County during the early 1990s. 

Involving staff from the participating schools and Dorset Professional Development Services the 

project’s aim was to “examine the potential for combining the teaching of English and History 

using historical fiction” (52). Consequently they needed texts set within a medieval period to 

support the medieval studies curricula for students aged eleven and twelve at the participating 

schools. Hicks, Martin and the project team knew that “historical fiction had been viewed by history 

teachers with interest but distrust” (52) so the texts selected would have to spark the students’ 

curiosity and introduce them to an authentic representation of the medieval era. The English-class 

activities were two-fold: the students were asked to read the texts and write their own short story 

using what they learned about the historical fiction genre. At the same time they were studying the 

medieval realms of Britain between 1066 – 1500AD in their history class and undertaking relevant 

research. This historical work was applied in their English class. 

 

Hicks and Martin found that selecting the texts was not as easy as they had anticipated and therefore 

had to develop a list of possible criterion by which to judge them. They wanted books that: 

• were set in the past; 

• allowed an emotional and psychological engagement with the past; 

• dealt with historical themes; famous historical figures and/or great historical events; or 

ordinary people in ordinary domestic historical situations; 

• described what really happened and be as free as possible from anachronism of fact, 

emotion and psychology; 

• described what might have happened by working in the gaps of history; or 

• dealt with an alien society where the past is the foreign country (Hicks and Martin 50).  

 

They were drawn to historical fiction that was “steeped in the knowledge of its period … [because] 

what matter[ed was] a sense of history; that this world might have existed in those times” (Hicks 

and Martin 50). Stylistically the texts needed to display a sense of historical realism achieved 

through a convincing plot and narrative populated by characters who behaved in ways appropriate 

to their era.  

 

The project team chose to test their selection of Red Towers of Granada and The Witch’s Brat by 

asking both the English and History classes: “Do you believe [the story]?” (53).The groups applied 
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different perspectives to the question. The English students focussed on the plausibility of character 

and plot and the consistency of character behaviour within the novel. The History students focussed 

on the books’ authenticity and whether the medieval dispensaries described were accurate by 

comparing the representation of the physical world with details in primary sources.  

 

These different disciplinary approaches illustrate some of the challenges facing authors of historical 

fiction. Hicks and Martin suggest that while authors on the whole want to provide an accurate 

depiction of the era in which they have set their story, there is nevertheless a “tension between 

context setting and establishing a plot. If the [historical] context setting becomes obtrusive, readers 

will likely disengage … if the plot becomes dominant the sense of history can be lost” (55).  

 

The project team was able to identify a number of benefits for those students who read historical 

fiction and wrote their own short stories based in the same era as that studied by them in history 

class. They include a higher quality of historical thinking and a well advanced view of the medieval 

world; a better understanding of the strengths and limits of historical fiction; and a good sense of 

both the problems and possibilities the genre offers. Overall the researchers concluded that those 

students at the schools who participated formed a deeper and more rounded medieval worldview 

than those who did not (Hicks and Martin 55).  

 

The outcomes and findings of the project elevates the seriousness of the debates about the nature of 

historical content in fiction and how it is presented to readers. Historical fiction should not be 

considered as evidence for, or source material about, a particular historical event or person. There is 

significant debate, however, on the purposes of texts; the way in which history is being constructed 

in the texts; what kind of past is being presented to readers; and whether it should be made more 

visible to them when present sensibilities intrude on the past depicted.  

 

In “A Journey Backwards: History through style in Children’s Fiction”, Ringrose picks up Hicks 

and Martin’s notion of a “sense of history” as he introduces the arguments about the capacity for 

historical fiction to realistically portray history to children. Ringrose brings to the discussion a 

number of ideas proposed by various critics including Linda Hutcheon, Deborah Stevenson and 

Raymond Williams.  Ringrose focuses on Hutcheon’s ground-breaking work on postmodern 

approaches to history and writing and extracts the most salient and relevant points of the complex 

debate that has been occupying the history discipline for many years. “In 1989 Hutcheon coined the 

influential term ‘historiographic metafiction’ to designate the work of those [adult] novelists … 

who had learned from Hayden White and other theorists to recognise the provisional and 

ideologically influenced nature of historical narratives”. In response to this line of thinking 



242 

 

Ringrose asks the question: how far could innovative examples of children’s historical fiction take 

this idea of problematising history? (208). Deborah Stevenson is among the critics who claim that 

this idea has not been embraced very widely at all and that indeed the genre is:  

formally conservative … despite the changes in the historiography of children’s 
textbooks… [such as the series How History is Invented which openly] examine the process 
of history-making and its provisional nature. She observes that historical fiction for children 
seems unmoved by the newer currents in history…. It is not, in her opinion, to the credit of 
children’s historical fiction that it offers certainty. (Ringrose 208-9) 
 

While I support Hutcheon and Stevenson’s arguments I believe, nevertheless, that they pose a 

significant challenge to writers of historical fiction for children. How authors construct their story-

arc and present their “sense of history” (and consequently the degree of provision they are able to 

communicate) will depend a lot on the age-group for which the story is intended and the sub-genre 

within which they are writing. It will be shown later that children’s literature and children’s fantasy 

in particular are modes of writing that offer their readers (among other things) certainty, stability 

and a return to the known—elements that on the surface seem at odds with Stevenson’s desire to 

illustrate the interpretive and provisional nature of history. 

 

Ringrose defends historical fiction against the “charges of naiveté and conservatism” but he 

acknowledges that whatever strategy is used, “such writing stands or falls through its evocation of a 

historical sensibility” (207) and suggests that Raymond Williams’ work on “structure of feeling” in 

The Long Revolution is a helpful way to approach the problem of “understanding how past 

generations thought, felt and experienced the world” (Ringrose 209). This approach will be 

considered further in Theme Three: Experience. 

 

Questions about the kind of past being presented in children’s historical fiction are not new and can 

encompass a variety of issues. Ringrose contends that authors use various elements to introduce 

stylistic strangeness to their stories in order to establish a sense of the past and past ways of 

experiencing the world. For example, words (for things that are no longer part of our everyday 

world), objects used in metaphors (to highlight the otherness of the environment), and grammar. 

Other critics and novelists such as Umberto Eco are concerned with the type of world created for 

the story and that writers should fulfil their “moral and cultural duty of spelling out what kind of 

[historical] world [they’re] talking about” (Eco 72 in Hardwick 25). Paul Hardwick points out in 

“Not in the Middle Ages?: Alan Garner’s The Owl Service and the Literature of Adolescence” that 

Garner evokes in his novel a construct of the Middle Ages that is applied popularly to represent a 

time of “uncivilised” behaviour that could erupt into unacceptable and illogical violence at any 

time. While it is impossible to determine from the text itself whether Garner intended his re-creation 

of medieval Wales to be read as historically authentic, it is clear that he was able to draw upon the 
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power of the emotional links between characters in a mythic Welsh story and modern adolescents to 

help his story resonate with contemporary readers. It is preferable, therefore, that authors indicate 

what perspective or level of accuracy is being brought to bear on the world of the story because in 

cases like Garner’s it is not always easy for young readers to know how to identify what part of the 

story “really happened” or what aspects were “real”.  

 

There are many strategies available to authors and publishers to indicate this. One of the most 

popular is the “historical note” that is usually located at the end of the creative text. Kim Wilson, 

who is researching the trends of historiography and historical fiction for young adults, argues that 

the more facts authors put into their novels, the more transparent they need to be about letting the 

audience see the context, alternate versions, and/or evaluations of the history the story is based on. 

Providing such transparency is a critical factor in helping readers identify the filters through which 

the past is presented.  

 

In “Are they telling us the truth? Constructing national character in the Scholastic Press Historical 

Journal Series”, Wilson relates the concerns she has about the ways in which the values and 

attitudes of modern nation-states are promoted as historical truths in these books. Their peculiar 

combination of fact and fiction grant them an unusual power (130). She worries that their audience 

will not be able to discern when modern attitudes are being retrospectively built into characters’ 

reactions to social issues such as racism, justice and punishment rather than the authentic responses 

that might exist in the historical record. Scholastic Press has commissioned and successfully 

published series exploring the life and times of people during the formation of colonial states. 

Books published as part of the My Name is America and My Story series set in early America and 

Australia respectively are journal-type texts written in diary form with the fictional diary-writer 

communicating in first-person directly to their readers. The format of the series, however, can be 

problematic according to Wilson. She argues that as concrete thinkers the series’ readers will accept 

the stories’ truthfulness and “absorb the meanings and values they contain” without questioning 

whether the attitudes and values being expressed by the diary “author” belong to the historical era in 

which the story is set, or whether they are a reflection of contemporary society’s desire to highlight 

the “best or most honourable qualities” it sees in the national character (130). 

 

Throughout the article she illustrates why critics, librarians, parents and readers should be wary of 

accepting the stories presented as truth or fact because the re-writing of the past, where the 

constructions of national character and pivotal events are being filtered by modern concerns, 

“impedes children’s understanding of change through time” (138).  
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Scholastic Press markets heavily to schools and through schools. Their books are stocked in school 

libraries and used in classrooms to support the curriculum. Hicks and Martin found that reading and 

working with relevant historical fiction can improve students’ understanding of the era they are 

exploring. The concerns Wilson has about the accuracy and authenticity of the attitudes expressed 

in historical fiction may therefore warrant consideration by teachers. There could be some merit in 

discussing with students how hard it would be for authors writing in the present to really know how 

people in the past felt and therefore what motivated them, and to examine the characters’ reactions 

accordingly. This point will be discussed at greater depth later in Chapter Two when we look at one 

of the My Story novels in detail.  

 

Like Wilson, Sara Schwebel recognises the layering of past realities in historical fiction. In her 

article “Historical fiction and the classroom: History and myth in Elizabeth George Speare’s The 

Witch of Blackbird Pond ” Schwebel examines the way in which the celebrated novel about an 

orphaned daughter of wealthy Barbadian planters re-interprets the past. Despite this teachers still 

consider it a useful teaching tool because of the meticulous historical accuracy that underpins most 

of the story. The transformation of some elements of the past, however, does pose problems for a 

modern readership and are similar to those Wilson identified with the Scholastic series. Schwebel 

argues that “historical fiction necessarily reflects two distinct pasts—the historical past it takes as 

its subject matter and the historical past of its creation—as well as the beliefs and attitudes held in 

the present in which it is read” (213).  

 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond is about 1680s Connecticut and written in 1950s McCarthy-ist 

America. The novel’s “reinterpretation of colonial Connecticut reveals much about the 1950s 

moment in which the author wrote …. and Kit, the main character, embodies those ideals American 

liberals of the 1950s defined as quintessentially American” (Schwebel 197, 199). Clearly 

Schwebel’s concerns are echoed by Wilson in her later paper, however, Schwebel looks for a 

positive use of historical fiction and the different re-tellings of history that are reflected in it. She 

does not demand that novelists forsake the creation of a good story and the sometimes necessary 

“filling in the gaps of history” that this might entail because she recognises that history and 

historical fiction use two different modes of narrative and come at history from two different 

directions. While writers of history “must embrace some ambiguity” because of the gaps in the 

historical record they also have to document their evidence and the conclusions they draw from it, 

and explain the processes by which they arrived at those conclusions (196). Even though 

contemporary concerns colour their thinking and what they see, their disciplinary rigour requires 

them to attempt to stop any of those concerns from shaping what they write. 
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Novelists, on the other hand, have a different goal. They strive for, and prioritise a “sense of 

historical reality over documentable accuracy” (Schwebel 196) and look to the emotional and 

physical elements of character and setting to achieve this. “Whatever alterations they make, 

historical novelists must treat real historical events and their fictive creations identically, for both 

are ‘real’ within the narrative universe of their story” (196), which means they are put on an equal 

footing in the text and it may be difficult for readers to distinguish between them. Even though 

Schwebel acknowledges the important different demands dictating different outcomes for historians 

and novelists, she still advocates using historical fiction in the classroom. Like the Hicks and Martin 

approach hers involves a combination of reading fiction and undertaking historical research 

concurrently.  

 

Schwebel suggests that historical fiction “may be an ideal way to supplement the passive activity of 

reading history textbooks. By encouraging students to do the work of historians and piecing 

together construction of “truth” over time, history is presented to students as it really is: not the 

study of the past, but the study of the past in the present.” (214). She draws on The Witch of 

Blackbird Pond to illustrate this point. When her students compare the world of the novel with that 

outlined by historians, they begin to recognise what values Speare’s 1950s McCarthy-ist society 

wanted to “transmit to its young [through the story] as well as those historic truths it wished to 

shield from their eyes” (Schwebel 198). Two examples illustrate this. First, in the book, seventeenth 

century Connecticut was virtually free of slavery putting it in a morally superior position in relation 

to the main character’s childhood upbringing in Barbados. Schwebel’s research, however, showed 

that slavery was far more widespread in Connecticut than the story suggests (201). Second, 

Schwebel argues that the story’s representation of the violence perpetrated by the local Indian 

peoples was inexplicable because the author did not incorporate (or even allude to) the problems 

inflicted upon them by colonial expansion. Hence actions that should have been seen as part of a 

complex cycle were instead presented as random acts of violence (212-13). One possible 

interpretation of these two examples in which the author omitted factual elements of historical 

events, and simplified the context in which they occurred, would be that 1950s America under the 

McCarthy regime was not ready to confront the questions that may have emerged if the politically 

and ethically ambivalent past was revealed and discussed in schools and homes across the country. 

Schwebel recommends that contemporary classroom activities could be designed to examine the 

historical record for evidence about the 1680s and 1950s that connect with elements of the book and 

today’s political, social and homeland security contexts (213).  
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Both Schwebel and Wilson are acutely aware of the appeal historical fiction holds for young readers 

and the benefits that can arise from its consumption including: love of reading, inspiring interest 

and skills in history, and forming identity and community. They both advocate, however, that 

learning activities should be designed to help readers become more discerning so they can identify 

for themselves the fact from the fiction, how history is presented, what is added and what is left out. 

Nadia Wheatley adds that historical fiction “when written with integrity, can help us do the sort of 

imagining that we, as a nation [i.e., Australia] need to do, if we are to try to understand the past and 

stop repeating our mistakes” (History Alive, 10). Like Schwebel and Wilson, however, she also sees 

a strong role for teachers, librarians, parents and others to point out the differences between 

historical fiction and history. 

 

In “Children of Eyam: The dramatisation of history”, Peter Hollindale argues that modern children 

operate in a “hectic … dehistoricised culture [with] few readily interested in the past for its own 

sake” (205). So despite the change he has observed in the development of children’s historical 

fiction over the last fifty years, the genre needed a way to make itself relevant and interesting to its 

readership.  

 

According to Hollindale, John Rowe Townsend identified the central problem facing writers of 

historical fiction. “An historical novel, starting as it does at a backward remove in time, has a 

special need of richness, vitality and above all the power to draw the reader into the middle of 

things, rather than leave them watching, as if through a panel of glass. Accuracy of historical detail 

is not enough. The past must be made new, made now” (emphasis in original) (Rowe in Hollindale 

206). 

 

It has to make a connection between the past and the present, to show what it was like to live back 

then. Because, according to Rosemary Sutcliffe “children have a tendency to see history as a series 

of small static pictures [that] belong to THEN [and have] nothing to do with NOW” (emphasis in 

original) (Hall 306)1

 

. One of the responses to this call of making history “new and now” has been 

the “remarkable growth of the time-slip story in which a present-day child is transported into the 

past” (Hollindale 206). This type of story has its roots in E. Nesbit and Rudyard Kipling’s work at 

the turn of the twentieth century.   

With help from the magical Puck, Kipling’s contemporary child characters called figures from the 

past forward through time so they could interview them. Despite their intellectual activity, the 

                                                 
1 It is from Hollindale and Hall’s usage of the term “then and now” that I drew the title for the exegesis. 
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contemporary child characters did not have a very physical, active, or hands-on experience which 

may explain why this form of time-slip story did not catch on (Hall 306). Nevertheless, according to 

Linda Hall in “Ancestral Voices—Since time everlasting beyond: Kipling and the invention of the 

time-slip story”, Puck of Pook’s Hill represents one of the first time-slip stories that connected the 

past and present by bringing them together through time travel.  

 

E. Nesbit, on the other hand, did the opposite and catapulted her contemporary characters into the 

past by the means of a magic token. The Story of the Amulet takes Nesbit’s characters into the 

events known to them (and her readers) through their history books and consequently “set[s] the 

pattern that has been followed since” (Hall 307). In this type of time-slip story the contemporary 

child characters maintain memories of their own time while taking on jobs or tasks in the past, 

learning first-hand intellectually and emotionally what it was like to live back then. Both the 

character and reader experience a hands-on encounter that gives them “intimate access to the past 

[that] enable[s] them to push [beyond] the stereotypes, contradictions and unconnected data of the 

historical record to a face-face-meeting of THEN and NOW” (emphasis in original) (Hollindale 

210). 

 

If handled carefully, this sub-genre might be able to assuage Eco, Schwebel and Wilson’s concerns 

about the potentially inappropriate intrusion of modern sensibilities because the time-slip story is 

one in which authors can legitimately and explicitly explore what has changed, and freely show 

how contemporary characters (and readers) might react to problematic situations from the past. 

Instead of historical characters voicing concerns over things like slavery, execution and physical 

punishment from a modern point-of-view, contemporary characters could express their feelings 

without damaging the novel’s sense of history or suggesting societies have always felt the same as 

we do now.  

 

Other aspects of time and the historical context of setting are picked up under discussions about 

science and connections between the present, past and future. Historical time-slip novels were 

originally located as a sub-genre of fantasy (Hollindale 205), possibly because of the magic-enabled 

methods of travel. Alice Bell in “The anachronistic fantastic: science, progress and the child in post-

nostalgic culture” argues that many show a genre-slipperiness by moving away from this and 

including elements of science-fiction and she identifies three ways in which time and the historical 

context of story is combined to create quite different “senses of history”.  

 

Bell introduces Barbara Adams’ work on transcendent time to explain some of the different ways 

novelists make connections between the past, present and future. Adams, a social theorist of time, 
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argues that we “all seek a continuity of the past, present and future … and the permanent, the 

enduring and even the time-reversible … suggest[ing] that such movement across time is partly 

managed through rhythmically organised lives, as the patterning of time automatically connects 

pasts, presents and futures. It is also present in memory, hope and other everyday temporal 

projections” (Bell 6). We will see examples of this at work in one of the novels in Chapter 2, King 

of Shadows.  But it also echoes Hall’s discussion of Kipling’s genius at being able to create “history 

[that] is now and England” (306) by evoking a very strong sense of place and by following the links 

found in the traditions, roles, duties and qualities of the various historical characters who are 

brought through time to be questioned. Other examples of utilising this patterning of time include: 

linking festival rituals conducted in one time with those same rituals in another and making a 

connection between the characters and “shifting” them through time; rhythms of every day life 

connecting past lives with those of the present; concerns of one character reaching across time and 

space to that of another character worried about the same thing.   

 

If Adams is right and we all subconsciously seek continuities through the patterning of time, authors 

could successfully use this reliance on the rhythm of life as a bridge between “then” and “now” to 

connect contemporary readers with elements of the past that still exist or whose echoes affect our 

modern society. 

 

Theme Two: Sharing ‘truths of life’ and other knowledge 
When Peter Hollindale provided his overview of the changes he had seen to children’s historical 

fiction over the last fifty years, he noted that English post-war authors started depicting their 

fictional historical eras with greater accuracy and authenticity while focussing on the common 

denominators underlying human behaviour in all eras (205). This point will be looked at further 

when one of C.S. Lewis’ views on literature for children is discussed. Kim Wilson’s wariness about 

the peculiar position historical fiction holds due to its marriage of fact and fiction, and the power 

this has to promote values and attitudes to its audience (130) also resonates with Hardwick and 

Schwebel’s question about what type of past authors are leading their readers to, and what truths of 

life they are sharing. The discussion to date has predominantly delved into the literature about the 

characteristics of historical fiction. The theme, “sharing truths of life and other knowledge”, comes 

primarily from the literature about children’s and speculative fiction.  

 

It is perhaps fitting, therefore, to start with thoughts from C.S. Lewis who argued in his essays “On 

Juvenile Tastes” and “On Three Ways of Writing for Children” that good children’s authors are 

those who address issues from the common, universally held ground they share with children 
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(Lewis, Juvenile Tastes 78). The roots of human behaviour can be traced back through generations 

and around pivotal events in the past, forming one of the links Hollindale and Lewis recognise as 

common ground between adults and children. It is important that authors cover that ground because 

one of the few things over which critics agree when trying to identify the unique characteristics of 

children’s literature is that books need to be written from children’s point-of-view with the action 

revolving around their young protagonists. If authors cannot find that common ground they share 

with children and instead treat them as a distinct race, Lewis says their stories face the danger of 

talking down to their audience (Juvenile Tastes 78). In his opinion, therefore, “we must write for 

children out of those elements in our own imagination which we share with children …[and] meet 

[them] as equals in that area of our nature where we are their equals (Lewis, Writing for Children 

69).  

 

Nicholas Tucker, in “How Children Respond to Fiction”, points out that one of the key elements in 

children’s literature is the contemplation of the “child’s moral view of life” (Tucker 180). Children, 

he argues, have a way of asking questions that are very difficult to answer because they are the 

“right questions—what is the right thing to do? What would you do? Adult books often do not ask 

these questions. Some of the best children’s books have the spirit to ask them” (Tucker 188) and 

require their characters to work through the answers. In order to discuss how books for children ask 

these hard questions, and in what context they present them, it will be helpful to identify the 

relevant qualities and characteristics of the genre.  

 

The critical literature has spent a good part of forty years trying to establish an all-encompassing 

definition of children’s literature, however as Perry Nodelman said when asked to describe it “the 

answers to this question are many and various. There are not quite as many answers as there are 

researchers, but it is a close call” (136). He has consequently devoted an entire lengthy text to this 

question and his views and arguments are compelling. Nodelman suggests that considering 

children’s literature as a genre, and developing a definition for it would be “impossible only [if 

people made] the assumption that the differing definitions must be mutually exclusive and that one 

must be right in ways that makes the others wrong, which makes them all mutually defeating” 

(137). In that spirit, the discussion that follows and the characteristics of children’s literature that 

will be identified and brought together to establish a set of conventions relevant to the argument of 

this thesis is not meant to over-ride or exclude existing critical work, but rather add to it.  

 

Nodelman notes that it is useful to look at the ways in which the different definitions of children’s 

literature interconnect because the “connections imply an underlying and ongoing set of concerns 

that give shape and consistency to the genre as a whole and reveals ways in which apparently 



250 

 

different texts belong in that genre” (137). He goes on to illustrate the strengths and weaknesses of 

the arguments that say children’s literature cannot be defined as a genre and those that claim 

children’s books are different from those belonging to other literatures, but not distinct enough to 

warrant its own discourse (139-46). There is a point at which he “happily accept[s] the pragmatic 

definition that children’s literature is the literature published as such [because] such a definition 

provides a place to begin” (146). According to publishers’ websites and criteria for children’s books 

awards such as the Newbery Medal, Association for Library Services to Children’s Notable Books 

and The Children’s Book Council of Australia this includes books for children aged between two to 

eighteen.  

 

The Hidden Adult opens with Nodelman’s analysis of the plots, themes and structures of six books 

considered classics of children’s literature to determine what characteristics and qualities they 

share. He identified forty-five shared qualities and distilled the characteristics into short descriptive 

phrases (for full list see Nodelman 76-81). Those qualities and characteristics that are relevant to 

this discussion about the truths of living and types of knowledge contained within stories for 

children can be brought together topically as follows: complexities lie beneath apparently simple 

situations; things are often presented in oppositional terms (for example innocence is seen as a key 

characteristic of childhood and gaining knowledge erodes that innocence); childhood is recognised 

as a time of change and the stories assume their children will change; home is a metaphor for 

childhood offering safety and security, but plots often impose threat to that safety, requiring child 

protagonists to leave home to face the threat and once resolved they can return; there are 

instructional elements within the stories to help children assimilate the relevant knowledge and 

change in the proper way (Nodelman 76-81).  

 

As you can see, Nodelman was particularly interested in the binaries found in the texts; the 

ambivalence that exists around them and whether they are resolved. All of these relate, he argues, to 

knowledge and experience and there can be “no question that it is adult ideas about childhood that 

shape the literature and provide it with its characteristic features… What adults most frequently 

believe children need from their literature is education. Understood as innocent and inexperienced, 

children know less about how to think about themselves and others than they might, less about how 

to behave than they might. Adults thus have a duty to teach children what they don’t yet know. So 

from this point-of-view, children’s literature is primarily a didactic literature” (157). 

 

Later in the book he analyses more texts and focuses on the ways in which authors use variations to 

existing plot patterns. Those variations might exist between stories of the same type (e.g., thrillers, 

fantasy, time-slip, animal fables etc.,) or between books of the same series. The repetition and 
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subsequent variation of patterns is recognised as one of the established vehicles for children to learn 

and therefore many critics see no problem with this strategy. Others, however, suggest it is better 

for the field to avoid it. Through his analysis, though, Nodelman illustrates how variations of plot 

pattern can be used successfully and he chooses the Harry Potter series as an exemplar. He notes 

that throughout the same-but-different plots of the seven novels, J.K. Rowling “weaves [into the 

story] carefully orchestrated revelations” (329) about the past which improve Harry’s understanding 

of his situation and therefore his ability to overcome his challenges. While each iteration of the 

same-but-different plot increases the risks Harry is exposed to, they also incrementally provide him 

with the knowledge, tools and skill to survive. 

 

Nodelman enumerates the various genres and plot patterns that can be recognised within it, 

including (but not limited to): the mythic cycles of ancient Greek, Roman and Celtic nations; 

legendary and quest narratives; Victorian novels; Bildungsroman; boarding school narratives; 

adventure stories; fairy-tale; high fantasy; comic fantasy; ghost stories; and horror stories (333). 

What interests me about this thorough analysis of the critical readings of Rowling’s novels is the 

proposition that: if children’s literature is different from adult literature based on the “very specific” 

and “quite different sorts” of complexities raised in the stories (Nodelman 341), the binaries that are 

revealed as they engage with those complexities, and the often unresolved ambivalences that 

emerge as a result; then children’s fantasy, children’s adventure stories, children’s ghost and horror 

stories etcetera will also be quite different to their adult counterparts.  

 

So perhaps they should be considered sub-genres of children’s literature. This is an important point 

to have reached because there are many children’s books that do follow the familiar patterns of 

established genres, or combine aspects of two or more genres to create hybrid forms – of which the 

Harry Potter novels are clearly an exemplar. But the challenges facing their protagonists and the 

ways they are worked through are of a different nature to those facing adult protagonists in stories 

intended for older readers.  

 

Echoes of Nodelman’s ideas can be found in various discussions of young-adult fiction and fantasy 

literature. Paul Hardwick’s article on how the Middle Ages is evoked in Garner’s young-adult novel 

The Owl Service and the way it “informs our thinking about the literature of adolescence” (24) 

suggests that in order to generate personal meaning for the reader, the characters’ experiences have 

to be “true to the danger of adolescence itself and hence the story that the writer reveals must be no 

less than the truth” … by which Garner meant “the fabrication through which reality may be the 

more clearly defined” (27). The inclination to link truth and reality to the dangers of adolescence 

and their consequences is echoed by other critics and teachers of writing and will be picked up in 
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the discussion of our next two themes when we look at what the critical literature has to say about 

characters’ [and their readers’] experience. But I mention it here because of the connection it has to 

the purpose for the challenges and risks characters are subject to. It is often as a result of the 

challenges and tests of character that truths of life, what’s worth valuing (Svenson 59), and relevant 

knowledge become apparent to protagonists and readers.  

 

One of the sub-genres of children’s literature that is particularly, and explicitly, concerned with 

values and ethics is children’s fantasy fiction. The problems facing these young protagonists often 

involve a “coming of age” situation, or exposure to elements of life from which they had hitherto 

been shielded. Consequently, the situations into which they are thrust can require them to ask: ‘what 

is the right thing to do?’ and could be a turning point for them as it is something that they may not 

have had to have done before with such large consequences hanging in the balance.  

 

One of the things C.W. Sullivan III explores in Welsh Celtic Myth in Modern Fantasy is how 

fantasy heroes learn the values of life; what it is about them and what they do that makes them 

different from others; and how they are challenged throughout their journey.  

 

Kate Forsyth pondered why fantasy has struck such a chord with modern readers and her thoughts 

reflect many others in the field including Ursula Le Guin: 

It is partly because fantasy has deep roots in the stories of the past – in myth, history and 
folklore – so that it resonates with stories that have been told from the very beginnings of 
human civilisation. It is partly because fantasy is filled with ideals of courage, loyalty and 
honour, values which sometimes seem lost in a world wracked by war, treachery and 
opportunism. It is partly because fantasy fiction opens up a world where anything may be 
possible. [But] fantasy fiction does not deny or diminish the existence of sorrow and pain, 
as so many people seem to think. The possibility of failure is absolutely necessary for the 
piercing sense of joy one feels when victory is finally, and with difficulty, won. Like a 
candle-flame, fantasy casts a shadow at the same time that it illuminates. Yet it is the 
illumination that is important. Fairy-tales all offer the hope that a happy ending is possible – 
and we need to believe this. Fantasy denies ultimate despair. It holds out the hope for a 
better world and signposts the way. For the very best fantasy enlightens as well as beguiles, 
passing on the accumulated wisdom of our ancestors, mapping the boundaries of behaviour, 
and challenging our preconceptions of what is right and true. (Forsyth, The Gift of Fantasy) 
 

As illustrated by Forsyth and other commentators, high-fantasy literature has continued the 

traditions of the medieval romances and Renaissance dramas and expects its heroes to undertake 

physical journeys that are as much about searching for their own identity and finding where they 

belong as they are about finishing their quest to ensure their society’s survival. The tests characters 

have to go through in order to gain access to this greater knowledge and understanding are often 

presented through recognisable generic conventions that have existed for centuries and been 

adapted as necessary. Characters still go through the same three-stage pattern as those in mythic 
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tales progressing from ignorance or innocence, through a rite of passage, to a position of integration 

into the social order and culture to which they now belong and of which they may even become 

exemplary figures (Sullivan 111).  

 

As I argued in “Susan Cooper’s Heightened Reality: How narrative style, metaphor, symbol and 

myth facilitate the imaginative exploration of moral and ethical issues” however:  

These quests in modern high-fantasy are not merely equivalent to the completion of the 
traditional, medieval/Renaissance quest. Although they may parallel, complement or even 
duplicate that pattern, the modern quest is very definitely an educational process for the 
hero (Sullivan 107). These journeys allow the plot to show moral issues and ethical choices 
in action, challenging the heroes “to become aware of the real values in life” (Svenson 59). 
(Davies 55) 
 

By the end of the story, the heroes have changed and grown because of their experiences, what they 

have witnessed and the choices they made, and they act accordingly.  

 

One of Nodelman’s recurring questions is whether children’s literature is significantly different to 

adult literature. In a similar fashion, Farah Mendlesohn queries whether science fiction for children 

is distinct from science fiction for adults and if indeed there can be proper children’s science fiction. 

Unlike Nodelman’s discussion, however, her conclusions are not overly positive because she fears 

that many books marketed as children’s science fiction fall short of fulfilling the expectations of full 

science fiction. But one of the important functions of her paper is the clarification of what 

constitutes science fiction as a genre, the differences between it and fantasy, and the implications of 

this when writing for children. She translates John Clute’s approach in The Encyclopedia of Fantasy 

of analysing the structural form of fantasy to science fiction and in doing so is able to illustrate the 

differences between them. Clute describes full fantasy as a process of identifying wrongness (the 

apprehension of some profound change in the essence of things, a recognition that the world is 

about to “become no longer right”)(sic); thinning (a reduction of the healthy land and loss or 

draining of vitality and magic, often by a Dark Lord inflicting damage through envy); recognition 

(the moment at which the characters understand their predicament fully for the first time) and the 

process of return or healing (which occurs after the worst has been experienced and defeated) (Clute 

1038, 942, 804, 458, 339). 

 

Mendlesohn argues, however, that science fiction “is about permanent change. Modern science 

fiction does not accept that change can be undone, or the universe returned to its starting place. It 

does insist that we can shape that change [and] are in control, even if only barely…. One way to 

consider science fiction is as an argument with the universe… This distinguishes it from fantasy, 

which is a literature that regards the universe as having a proper moral order. The purpose of 
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fantasy is often to make moral judgements. The drive of science fiction is to explain order, to test 

and engage with it” (Mendlesohn 291). She charts the basic elements of science fiction and their 

appearance (or absence) in writing for children as a series of questions: “if we do this, what will 

happen/what will we find? … How will we react? What will be the consequences of that reaction?” 

and argues that the most crucial element is the progression from “What if?” to “What then?” (291). 

It is in this sense that her work is relevant to this discussion of this theme: sharing the truths of life 

and other knowledge.  

 

From Mendlesohn’s perspective it could be argued that children’s fantasy fiction poses ethical 

challenges for its heroes, catapults them into situations that send them on journeys of self-discovery 

and survival, often requiring them to make moral judgements on the way, and through their success 

reinstate (or strengthen and renew) the proper order after which their return to the safety of ‘home’ 

is their consolatory reward. In contrast if children’s science fiction operated at its full potential its 

resolutions would not necessarily be on a personal level and therefore personally satisfying like 

those in fantasy. Instead individuals can be left “stranded in a resolved future that does not suit him 

or her … [where] the resolution is not the end of the story, [but] its beginning” (289). 

 

What Mendlesohn identifies as a weakness in children’s science fiction, however, aligns reasonably 

well with other characteristics of children’s literature. Home is usually depicted as a safe haven; 

child protagonists do test themselves in the moral and ethical context of their story; and the return 

of their world to an acceptable order is usually a satisfying outcome. She accepts that science 

fiction-like stories that follow this pattern may still be good children’s stories—they are just not full 

science fiction. If full science fiction could be successfully written for children or young adults, 

then it may offer a different “truth of life” to those communicated through children’s fantasy or 

children’s historical fiction.  

 

Mendlesohn’s notion of a resolution being the beginning rather than the end of the story is 

compatible with historical experience. Two of the selected novels Scarecrow Army and New Gold 

Mountain illustrate this admirably. Surviving Anzac Cove, for example, meant re-negotiating life 

back home or learning to adapt to different fighting conditions in France. Escaping the bigotry of 

the nineteenth century miners in rural New South Wales provided the opportunity to start life over 

in Sydney. These books offer a glimpse of the possibilities available to the characters as they work 

through the answer to the question “what then?” 

 

Hardwick argues that regardless of the different generic conventions through which authors choose 

to tell their story if literature “is allowed to contain and reflect the truth [it] has the power to help 
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the reader through the creative act of reading, negotiate his or her own personal Middle Ages and as 

a result to make his or her own choice between owls and flowers” (28).  The owls and flowers 

Hardwick is alluding to are the personalities, events and ethical dilemmas arising from the tragedy 

embodied in the original ancient Welsh myth and relived in Garner’s modern adaptation. This point 

(of readers gaining experiences as they read) leads us into discussion of the next theme identified in 

the critical literature. 

 

Theme Three: Experience 
When looking at how the critics talk about characters’ experiences in children’s texts I will refer 

again to Linda Hall’s work on the emergence of the time-slip story along with Peter Hollindale’s 

arguments about the role of the author and character as guide in his article on historical fiction and 

the connection they have with Myles McDowell’s comments in “Fiction for children and adults: 

some essential differences” (140-156). Christopher Ringrose’s work on historical fiction will also 

be re-examined. Many of the perspectives brought together in this section relate to children’s 

literature and young-adult fiction.  

 

As discussed earlier, when Linda Hall was comparing the turn of the twentieth century break-

through time-slip texts she referred to Rosemary Sutcliffe’s research on Kipling. Sutcliffe observed 

that children have a tendency to separate periods of history and their present into discrete episodes 

of “then” and “now” which isolates their present from any continuities with, or effects from, the 

past. She noted, however, that Kipling’s imaginative use of time in Puck of Pook’s Hill encourages 

“children to link past and present in one corner of England” (Hall 306).  

 

Hollindale saw within the post-1930s creative texts he surveyed a concerted effort to overcome that 

separation by offering their readers an opportunity to travel to the past, where they could follow 

their authors as they would a guide. By the 1960s the popularity (and number) of time-slip stories 

earned them a special mention in Margery Fisher’s important critical work Intent Upon Reading. 

According to Hollindale, Fisher was ahead of her time in acknowledging the role of both author and 

reader in the “writing” of fiction and that this was a particularly important aspect of children’s 

historical fiction.  

Every piece of fiction is written twice over—first by the author and then by the reader. The 
author is making a journey into a new world and he leaves signposts which help the reader 
to find the way there in his turn. In a time fantasy the journey is a double one. The child 
who reads goes first on a straight road, introduced to a character or characters like himself 
and belonging to his own time. These characters take over the function of guide and the 
reader follows them back into the past, forgetting his own world and taking the world of the 
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traveller with him. He becomes the traveller—or, if he does not, the journey has been in 
vain. (Fisher in Hollindale 206)  
 

 

Hollindale’s ideas connect remarkably well with those of Myles McDowell who suggests if a book 

is to be considered suitable for children it should be “one the child can enter and need no other 

guide than the author” (156). Concepts, language, meaning and information contained in the stories 

should need no other explanation than that provided by the author. This does not mean that the texts 

should not challenge, or extend, their readers. It does mean that readers should not have to go 

looking elsewhere for help to understand what they are reading. The Association for Library 

Services to Children (ALSC), who administrate the John Newbery Medal, recognises the value of 

this point and accordingly sets out in their terms and criteria the requirement for the “book 

[submitted] to display respect for children’s understanding, abilities and appreciations” (1). 

 

Christopher Ringrose sees this at work in Gatty’s Tale, a story about a young medieval field girl 

who joins her mistress on one of the Crusades. He describes the main character’s ignorance of what 

she is about to experience as helpful to her readers precisely because she “has so much to learn 

about life and the nature of the medieval world that she becomes their representative as the 

significant places hove into view” (214). Through Gatty, readers are thrown into the middle of 

things: seeing, smelling, hearing and feeling the sensations of a journey across Europe to the Middle 

East by carriage, cart, horse, donkey and stinky boat.  

 

David Colbert claims this type of experience is shared by readers of the Chronicles of Narnia. The 

stories “have a hold on [their] readers that lasts long past childhood” (17) which is one of the 

qualities that the judges of the Carnegie Medal in the United Kingdom look for. According to their 

documentation, “the work should provide pleasure, not merely from the surface enjoyment of a 

good read, but also the deeper subconscious satisfaction of having gone through a vicarious, but at 

the time of reading, real experience that is retained afterwards” (emphasis in original) (1). Alison 

Gregg in “Historical Fiction with reference to the My Story series” claims that one of the major 

contributions historical fiction can make “is to breathe a whiff of real life into the bare facts set out 

on the page … enabling the reader … to understand the issues and emotions at work in the lives of 

the characters” of the novel (34). 

 

One of the elements of story that make the vicarious experiences so real and vivid is a “hands-on” 

encounter with the past that is both intellectual and emotional. Hollindale claims this works best 

when readers are invited back into the past via the characters and thrown into the “middle of things” 
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(206) and is perhaps why, according to Hall, that Kipling’s method of bringing past characters into 

the present to be interviewed by contemporary children did not take off as a popular pattern of 

storytelling. Although he cleverly brought the past into the present and made connections between 

them, his child characters didn’t physically do much or experience the past for themselves.  

 

By contrast, Nesbit transported her contemporary child characters into the past by using a magical 

amulet to enjoy an apparently more active experience (Hall 307). I say “apparently” because Hall 

argues that even though Nesbit’s characters were in the thick of the events they had read about in 

their contemporary school history books, they were not able to affect those events or persuade 

historical personalities to avert negative outcomes because of her era’s understanding of history as 

“fixed” and unchangeable (308). Nonetheless, Nesbit’s innovative approach set the pattern for 

modern time-slip stories in which the protagonists do not normally forget their own time and hence 

achieve a: 

… dual consciousness in which the two times co-exist, inducting the child [character] into 
temporary membership of the past where it is possible to communicate and act out suitable 
roles while keeping full awareness of the present day. In this way, the modern child’s mind 
and feelings experience a hands-on encounter with the past. (Hollindale 206) 
 

 

In time-slip stories, both the character and reader “slide effortlessly across the gap dividing ‘now’ 

from ‘then’” (Gregg, 34). According to Hollindale, through the contemporary characters’ 

experiences the modern reader can see, feel and react to the past unselfconsciously without having 

to worry about whether their reactions would be authentic to the time period they were “visiting”.  

 

Ringrose looks for other methods used to evoke different historical eras. He studies the style of 

prose and how it can establish a sense of the past and past ways of living (209). His approach was 

influenced by Raymond Williams’ reflections on the “problems of understanding how past 

generations thought, felt and experienced … the world” (Ringrose 209). In The Long Revolution 

Williams devised the term “structure of feeling” to capture the difficulties associated with, and 

benefits of, understanding the historical experience: 

We can learn a great deal of the life of other places and times, but certain elements, it seems 
to me, will always be irrecoverable … The most difficult thing to get hold of, in studying 
any past period, is this felt sense of the quality of life at a particular place and time: a sense 
of the ways in which the particular activities combined into a way of thinking and living. 
(Williams in Ringrose 209) 
 

It is perhaps when dealing with this, that authors, struggling to depict past events and interactions 

dynamically, inadvertently slip modern sensibilities into the mix; and what prompts Wilson’s 

concerns over the subsequently submerged elements of the writing. It might be possible, however, 
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for authors of time-slip novels to confront this head-on when their characters react to the historical 

settings in which they find themselves. By transparently reacting with their inbuilt sense of what is 

right in “our” time they would let readers know that what they are likely to absorb through the book 

is a retrospective view of the past rather than the one constructed (or felt) during the time in 

question.  

 

There are two more points that need to be raised in this context before we move on to the next 

theme. The issue of what types of stories constitute children’s or young-adult fiction has been 

somewhat side-stepped in the discussion so far, mainly because what separates them, or makes them 

distinctively one or other, is so fluid. On the one hand some publishers and award-granting 

organisations say children’s fiction is for an implied readership of two to eighteen, on the other 

hand, those same people congratulate writers who can effectively write stories for young adults that 

authentically captures the adolescent experience. More of this will be explored in our next theme, 

but it is relevant to touch on it here because of the nature of those authentic experiences. Garner 

said that “in order to generate personal meaning for [young adult] readers, the [fictional] 

experiences have to be true to the danger of adolescence itself” where the limits of risk, 

acknowledgement of vulnerability and recognition of strength are providing a pathway for them to 

expand their knowledge of life-like situations (Hardwick 27). Marg McAlister encourages her 

students to create “interesting characters who have to face real challenges. These don’t need to be 

life-or-death challenges, but they do have to be important to the main character” (McAlister, 

Writing for Teenagers 3). 

 

In correspondence with McAlister, Australian author Sally Odgers wrote: 

Teenagers change rapidly, so you can present them with cataclysmic situations and watch 
them soar. Or crumble. … I love setting my [fictional] teens huge obstacles and watch them 
overcome. They have the physical and mental strength of adults, but lack the experience 
that tells them it’s impossible to win. And so sometimes they do.” (McAlister, Middle 
Grade Readers 8) 

 
This feature of setting challenges for characters that test their understanding and relationship with 

the world is central to the tenets of speculative fiction. It often forces the heroes of those stories “to 

undergo a journey of spiritual growth and experience, allowing [authors] to persuade their readers 

that their choices and actions can define the nature of good and evil [in their own world]” (Davies 

68). These experiences can, and often do, occur when the child character is on the cusp of 

understanding the deeper currents of life that flow around them. 
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Theme Four: Blurred Boundaries 
That the boundaries are slippery between childhood and adulthood is acknowledged in both the 

critical and creative literatures2

 

. For example, Paul Hardwick draws together Garner’s comments 

(from The Voice that Thunders) about the participatory nature of the “enduring creative act between 

work and perceiver” (26) and Peter Hollindale’s observations (from Signs of Childness in 

Children’s Books) that youth “focuses our minds on continuities which lengthen and blur the 

boundary between childhood and adult life (26) to direct his exploration of the links between the 

reader, the story, and how situations in the fictional world enrich the reader’s understanding of their 

changing place within their world. Many of Garner’s novels incorporate his growing up 

experiences, negotiating and sometimes confronting the sense “of becoming aware of oneself, and 

about becoming aware of oneself within time …of the atemporal experience of childhood … of 

existing between two periods of which adults were aware, but I could not be [at that point]” 

(Hardwick 26). This insight is significant for young-adult readers because those who are 

encountering this type of blurring in their own lives are invited to participate in the working out of 

problems—successfully or not as the case may be—occurring in the fictional worlds and explore 

the experiences that both celebrate early life and paradoxically enable them to leave it behind (26).  

There are many views on why children, and children in fiction, exist in a world that can be both 

solid and insubstantial, a realm of (sometimes) competing or incompatible realities. Alice Bell in 

“The anachronistic fantastic: Science, progress and the child in post-nostalgic culture”, surveyed a 

large range of science fiction stories involving children and a range of critical perspectives to 

determine how children can be understood as “boundary objects with regards to time [and] located 

between generations, with [the] tensions … of past and future played out, over and through them” 

(13-14). According to Bell’s research children are special because of their innate link to nature 

(despite the modern, technological, automated contemporary world they now live in) and truth; they 

have the ability to see and understand two or more points-of-view which allows them to act as 

conduits between different knowledge systems, “cope with compromise, understand across 

generations” (14). 

 

She also points out that the genre-slipperiness of recent science fiction has been accompanied by a 

similar trend to blur historical eras. A time-slip follows the genre-slip from science fiction to 

historical fiction into a sub-genre she dubs the “anachronistic fantastic” that can be “recognised in 

time-slip stories involving children that mix time-periods and visions of childhood” (5, 18). What is 

                                                 
2 The regular allusion to the characteristics of this theme warrant its separation from the other three as one of 
the major elements of children’s literature, however, because of its interwoven nature with Themes Two and 
Three, the discussion of what makes it distinctive is somewhat shorter than those undertaken earlier. 
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useful in this discussion is (a) her coverage of the “time-travelling role of childhood”; (b) her 

support for the idea that “historical and futuristic fictions may well say more about the time in 

which they were written than the time they are about”; and (c) her identification of the increasingly 

intertextual nature of popular culture and its habit of being highly self-referential (6).  

 

Drawing the themes together 
Even though I have clustered together ideas and debates from the fields of children’s literature, 

young-adult, children’s historical, and children’s speculative fiction under four broad themes to 

identify the characteristics and elements of story relevant to my argument, it is clear they do not 

exist in the creative texts independently or in isolation. They are part of a whole: connecting with 

each other, affecting each other, building on each other and sometimes conflicting with each other. I 

remind myself that as critics we are evaluating creative texts from certain points-of-view and can 

interpret those texts through a very broad range of theoretical positions. Regardless of what we see 

in a story, however, unless that story can engage its readers imaginatively and provide them with a 

palpable experience, they will not want to keep returning to it to explore its world and live through 

its characters’ challenges with them. Consequently, a story’s prime purpose is to engage and 

entertain. If it doesn’t do that, then it can’t achieve any of its other goals.  

 

I have been arguing that children’s fiction provides a particularly apt environment to explore 

history, historical events, and notions of history because of the ways in which their authors tell their 

story. Their writing techniques, story structures and form draw upon, and illustrate, a range of 

generic conventions and characteristics. Connecting the review of the critical literature, the 

identification of the four themes relevant to the argument, and an examination of the generic 

conventions of children’s literature, young-adult fiction, children’s historical fiction, and children’s 

speculative fiction is now possible and necessary as a prelude to examining how history is portrayed 

in a selection of books for children.  

 

Following Perry Nodelman’s pragmatic approach, children’s literature includes all those books that 

are published for children up to the age of eighteen. They predominantly use action and dialogue as 

the narrative vehicle for the story. Children’s books often deal with strangeness (such as an 

unexpected journey back in time) in a matter-of-fact tone and encourage their readers to identify 

with the story’s protagonists. Depending upon the sub-genre, elements of fable or fairy-tale can also 

underpin the story’s progression.  
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Having reiterated the general identifiers of children’s literature above, a brief summary of the 

relevant generic conventions and characteristics that have emerged from the discussions of the four 

themes follows.  

 

Stories that evoke history, place and time introduce their characters, and hence readers, to the 

historical world through a variety of methods including, but not limited to: relating tales through 

diary entries of an historical character; discovery of archaeological artefacts; textually recreating 

authentic historical settings; or introducing speculative elements into historical settings for example 

time-slip stories that take a contemporary character back in time. Regardless of the method, when it 

is important for the story’s credibility, the historical era is depicted accurately and authentically. 

The “sense of history” created relies on a mixture of that historical accuracy, the writer’s prose 

style, the physical elements of the setting, a re-telling of an historical event, and the character’s 

emotional responses to those elements. Because of the active nature of children’s literature, hands-

on experiences occur through the opportunities for children (and readers) to act out suitable roles in 

the historical setting. Sometimes the opportunities arise as the author explores the notion of 

transcendent time through the rhythms of life in annual and seasonal routines, or traditions linking 

generations and locales. This patterning of time connects pasts, presents and futures showing what it 

was like to live back then, or providing face-to-face meetings of “then and now”. However the 

author chooses to make those connections, the critics agree that the barriers between past and 

present need to be removed.  

 

Some of the characteristics relevant to the second theme “sharing truths of life and other 

knowledge” have an impact on the ways in which an author shapes his or her characters’ 

experiences and explores the blurred boundaries between childhood and adult. Nonetheless, it is 

clear that texts for children assume that their audience change: growing in knowledge and 

experience and hence there is often a didactic element to the books. A desire to help audiences learn 

can be recognised in the moral structures and ethical dilemmas built into the stories’ foundations. 

Complex experiences are introduced while maintaining an apparently simplistic view. But the 

stories resonate with subtle complexities of life that belong more in the adult world than in the 

child’s world they have inhabited to date. Consequently the young protagonists’ experiences invite 

readers to test themselves imaginatively, and explore their sense of right and wrong, good and bad. 

Stories that can offer these kinds of opportunities illuminate both the light and dark of human nature 

and show that we have some of each in all of us. 

 

The author (and by extension his or her characters) acts as a guide for the reader through unfamiliar 

worlds and situations. Home represents safety and stability, and when they are placed under threat 
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the young protagonists are galvanised into action. Reacting to the threat often lands them in “the 

middle of things”, providing them with first-hand experiences of roles and tasks outside their 

normal circumstances. In the process the characters (and their readers) are exposed to new 

knowledge and truths of life that have to be assimilated into their world-view. As the reader 

experiences the historical world through their connection with the characters, the past is made “new 

and now” for them in the present. Critics and judges alike look for stories that encourage the 

retention of those experiences long after the first reading has finished. 

 

The new knowledge and truths of life learned through challenging experiences often propel the 

characters into the land of blurred boundaries that exists between childhood and adulthood. There 

they often have to reassess their sense of right and wrong, good and bad. This evaluation occurs 

through experiences that test the young protagonists’ innate link to nature and innocent 

understanding of truth. By drawing on their ability to see two or more points-of-view, the characters 

are sometimes required to act as conduits between different knowledge systems, regularly cope with 

compromise, and understand matters across generations. In this land of uncertain boundaries, the 

stakes are moved higher and the risks increase which intensifies the tests of character and magnifies 

the consequences of failure or success.  

 
The summary in this section provides the lens through which I will look at the books chosen as 

examples of children’s historical fiction to see how they create an apt environment in which the 

author explores history and historiographic issues. The criteria for selecting the books were very 

basic. I wanted stories that were written for children, focussed on history as a major element of their 

setting and/or action, and illustrated different ways of doing this. In alphabetical order by author 

they are: 

Cheng, Christopher W. My Australian Story: New Gold Mountain, The diary of Shu 

Cheong; 

Cooper, Susan. King of Shadows; 

Davidson, Leon. Scarecrow Army: The ANZACS at Gallipoli; and 

French, Jackie. Macbeth and Son.  
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Chapter Two 
The books selected for analysis in this chapter have two basic elements in common. They were 

written for children and history plays a major role in their storylines. The third requirement for 

inclusion in this discussion was that each of them should display something different in their 

approach to history. The group of books selected on this basis therefore provide a broad range of 

texts to examine the merits of my argument: that children’s literature can provide an apt 

environment in which to represent history and historiographic issues.  

 

The first chapter of this exegesis established the set of generic conventions and characteristics 

against which these texts will be compared. Those conventions and characteristics have been 

collected under four broad themes to give the discussion structure. Theme One: Evoking history, 

place and time is most closely concerned with the ways in which authors introduce history, 

historical events, historical personalities, the ways in which history is written, and the sense of 

history they are able to convey through their world building. Theme Two: Sharing truths of life and 

other knowledge looks at the ways in which authors relate to their audience, and what point 

underpins their story. Theme Three: Experience examines the nature of the action, how authors 

engage their characters with the historical world of the novel and the opportunities for characters 

and readers to feel a part of that historical world. Theme Four: Blurred boundaries helps determine 

the ways in which the young protagonists cope with the challenges they are dealt and the truths of 

life they are now required to face and hence negotiate their way towards a greater understanding of 

their world.  

 

The ways in which the books relate to Themes One and Three will illustrate how well they engage 

with the historical era and setting of the stories. Looking at how the authors establish their 

characters and the challenges they have to overcome from the perspectives of Themes Two and 

Four will illustrate how the generic conventions of children’s literature provide the scope for 

creating powerful emotional stories that bring the past into the present in meaningful ways for 

young audiences.  

 

My Australian Story: New Gold Mountain – the diary of Shu Cheong, by    Christopher 
Chen 
Christopher Chen’s story of an orphaned Chinese boy and his experiences at Lambing Flat is part of 

Scholastic Australia’s My Story series. As discussed by Alice Bell, Scholastic Press commissioned 
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this series across the globe with authors and stories coming from the United Kingdom, the United 

States of America, Canada and Australia. Looking at the catalogue offered to Australian readers, the 

series explores “what it was like to live in ...” Ancient Egypt, Roman Britain, Tudor England, 

Victorian England; during the World Wars, and the establishment of colonies in the fledgling 

nations of Canada, Australia and the U.S. It is the format that ties these stories about such different 

historical eras together into a series. All of them are told in journal or diary form and written in the 

first person. This form creates an intimate link between the main character and the reader. The tale 

being told is, literally, “my story” and as such it carries great weight with its readers in terms of 

truthfulness and appears to offer an honest record of what really happened.  

 

The opening entries in New Gold Mountain establish why the journal is being written and its 

purpose. Its main character, Shu Cheong, had been travelling from China to the goldfields in New 

South Wales when his father (Baba) and third uncle died. The local Chinese Society appointed 

another respected migrant as guardian to the orphaned Shu Cheong and the new family continued 

its journey to Lambing Flat. His new uncle was not a rich man, but he was learned and he insisted 

that Shu Cheong continue his education of the traditional Chinese ways and in addition learn how to 

write both Chinese and English script. Not only did his Uncle regularly provide lists of words to be 

learned and the writing implements, he also gave his adopted son a blank book in which he was to 

write every day. As Shu Cheong’s capability grew he was allowed to act as scribe for the miners, 

both Chinese and European, a role that became increasingly important as events at Lambing Flat 

unfolded.  

 

Two of Shu Cheong’s early diary entries are instructive for the reader – providing clues to its future 

contents and the reason for its creation. 

Uncle says that I have to write down the words of the things that happen each day to me—
my thoughts, my ideas, the people I see. He says that it will be important for me and others 
who read this book. He says to do it as best I can and truthfully. He says ‘write it for your 
Baba—it is what he would want.’ And about that Uncle is right. (Cheng, NGM 5) 

…. 
‘Write it down. Write it down. Don’t just tell me,’ Uncle muttered when I began to tell him. 
‘One day, maybe soon, maybe long time, when you old with long silver beard like me, 
maybe someone else read back and find out what really happened. Or maybe you read back 
your diary and remember. (Cheng, NGM 13) 
 

Clearly, Uncle believed that a family should not just rely on aural tradition to record events over 

time. Being a scribe he knew the value of the written record. There could have been a secondary 

purpose to the diary-making, though. Uncle wanted Shu Cheong to practice writing in English 
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script, and getting him to create a diary was more interesting for both of them than copying other 

texts.  

 

Structurally the book starts with a page that simply states “Lambing Flat 1860 - 1861” and then 

moves to a preface that serves as an introduction from Shu Cheong in which he relates very briefly 

why he is in New South Wales living with Uncle rather than his father and his hopes for the future. 

The first diary-like entry starts with “Day One” and progresses through to “Day Four” which is also 

recorded as a date “Wednesday, September 5”. In this fashion it continues until “Saturday, July 13” 

and then the last entry from Shu Cheong: “My final words in this book”. After that is an “Historical 

Note” (with no indication of who wrote it) an Acknowledgements page, and the author’s bio 

constituting the last page in the book.  

 

Despite this very dry description of the book’s structure, the first-person format manages to 

effectively convey an emotive and moving story of a young boy’s witness to “an incident that is 

pivotal to the development of Australia as a nation” (Cheng, Questions 5). It is interesting that 

Cheng describes the story in such terms because it aligns very closely with Alice Bell’s critique of 

the series and the concerns she has with the potential danger for it to reconstruct the past to suit the 

present’s political and social needs. Nonetheless, knowing the book is set out this way is helpful in 

this discussion because I want to illustrate how it achieves its author’s goal of writing a “really good 

story that people (kids and adults) can’t put down and [about which] they will say: ‘Wow. Did that 

really happen? Could it be true?’” (Cheng, Questions 9). 

 

He was commissioned by Scholastic Australia to tell the story of the 1861 riot at Lambing Flat from 

a child’s point-of-view (Cheng, Questions 9). Even though Cheng’s exhaustive research indicated 

that there were no Chinese-born boys on the Flat at the time, he wanted his readers to be able to 

identify with his protagonist and so created a “composite [character from what he had discovered in 

the records] of what I imagined a Chinese boy would endure … based on my cultural heritage 

(being half-Chinese)” (Cheng, Questions 6).  

 

One of the main tasks the Society set Uncle when they assigned Shu Cheong into his care was his 

proper education in the traditional ways of Chinese families. Throughout the book are examples of 

the high moral and ethical standards by which Uncle expects Shu Cheong to live. Repeatedly Uncle 

tells Shu Cheong that they have to maintain their Chinese way of living, or more importantly, live 

up to the Chinese traditional values. Both characters exhibit respect for familial traditions and the 

hierarchical organisation of the miners’ elders and “Bosses”. Into the gaps of history, Chen has 

woven emotional resonances drawn from his own cultural experience to enrich his lead character’s 
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world. While this may be a problematic technique for an historian to use, it does help the novelist 

tell a richer story. 

 

When it is clear that proper law and order is missing from the fields and a Chinese man steals from 

another, the Bosses deal with him based on their own system of justice in which not only is the 

letter of the law obeyed, but so is the spirit. Shu Cheong recognises the cultural differences between 

his community and that of the European miners and echoes his Uncle’s ethical point-of-view when 

he says “… we Chinese should not be fighting and stealing from each other. The Big Nose miners 

do that. There are too few of us. We Chinese must stay together” (Cheng, NGM 19). 

 

Shu Cheong tells his readers that when the Lambing Flat fields were officially recognised by the 

colony’s government as goldfields and given legal status, particular laws then applied and a 

Commissioner was appointed with the authority to command troopers as a police force. Throughout 

the book, Uncle displays an unwavering faith in the proper order of things, relying on the 

government and the new authorities to do the right thing. Even after their camp is attacked, people 

injured, and property destroyed by the Big Noses (Shu Cheong’s nickname for the European 

miners), Uncle urges the Bosses to take their case to the authorities. “A party of us must visit the 

Commissioner, for he is the man in charge [now]. We are protected under him. He must restore us 

to the goldfields and permit us to mine” (Cheng, NGM 59). 

 

Uncle’s faith in the system is constantly tested and Shu Cheong witnesses many things that cause 

him to doubt that faith. Yet because of his ingrained familial respect for Uncle, he never questions 

him outright. But he does record his feelings and fears in the book (Cheng, NGM 85). On a 

personal, or private, level Shu Cheong is expected to respect others, the environment (even the 

snakes that can cause them great illness), and the ancestors. This last trait was already a strong part 

of Shu Cheong’s sense of self when he came to New South Wales and through it he recognised the 

grievances of the local Aboriginal peoples despite his worry that they would think the Chinese were 

as disrespectful as the Big Noses. 

 

Maybe because of the explicit moral and ethical framework by which Shu Cheong was expected to 

live, and the tensions created when events collided with those beliefs and standards; the truths of 

life and knowledge shared by the elders of the Chinese community and good European settlers 

became almost constant daily instructions on how to survive and prosper in the difficult situation 

(Cheng, NGM 53).  

 



267 

 

Eventually a family arrives at the Flat bringing with them something Shu Cheong had been missing 

terribly: another boy, a possible play mate. Because the family is white, however, some of the men 

say Shu Cheong should stay away from him. In his diary, however, Shu Cheong is free to express 

his feelings:  “[Even though they say] ... the Big-Noses are different to us … Jeremy looks just like 

me except his skin is very white, his eyes are very round, and he has a big nose” (Cheng, NGM 73-

4). 

 

From the start, Shu Cheong shows the strength of character to listen, watch, learn and think for 

himself. Sometimes, though, he just has to stay quiet and do as he is told because it is ‘good for 

him’. Because of all the streams and water channels in the area, Uncle believed it was unsafe for 

Shu Cheong to walk around the claims unescorted until he could swim. Despite Shu Cheong’s fear, 

Uncle insisted that he should learn (Cheng, NGM 23). 

 

After practising movements while stretched out on a tree-branch, Shu Cheong does as he is told and 

jumps into the water ‘just like a dog’. He sinks, but saves himself by paddling ‘like a dog’. Uncle is 

pleased, very pleased that his adopted son learned well and tells him to remember his lesson 

because it will save him every time. Shu Cheong is ecstatic and he reflects on some of the 

milestones he has achieved: being the first boy from his village to travel across the oceans, see New 

Gold Mountain and learn to swim (Cheng, NGM 25). 

 

Throughout the year, Shu Cheong does what all children do: he grows physically as well as 

emotionally and psychologically. While he is exposed to events that distress him, he acknowledges 

that there are Big-Noses who do not hate them. Through his experiences, confusion, doubts and 

fears, he invites his readers to test their beliefs and ethics, too.  

Not two days we are back [following another attack] and already the white miners are here 
visiting us and asking Uncle to write for them the letters that they need. I still cannot 
understand how Uncle straightaway starts writing their letters again, especially while there 
are important repairs to be made to our camp… but again he says that not all European 
miners are destroyers. ‘Some of them want to live together with us and would even have us 
mine side-by-side with them.’ I did hear one of the Big-Noses apologise for the hurt and 
destruction that those of his kind have done to us. And he continued with the words that 
Uncle keeps saying to me – that not all white miners hate the Chinese and want them to 
leave, only a few. Later Uncle told me that another reason why he keeps writing their letters 
is so he can keep knowing what is happening in the Flat… without having to go closer and 
be in danger. (Cheng, NGM 46) 

 

The observation that Uncle shares with Shu Cheong clearly pushes the boundaries between a child-

like view of the world and an adult one. Uncle shows his adopted son that not only are there good, 

ethical reasons to behave in certain ways, there are practical and prosaic ones as well. The boy is 
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being inducted into his Uncle’s adult world so that when he ponders questions like ‘what is the 

law?’ (Cheng, NGM 56) his view will become increasingly shaded by an emerging awareness of 

hitherto unseen adult complexities. Because of the situation he and Uncle find themselves in, Shu 

Cheong exists in the blurred country between childhood and adulthood that he may not have had to 

inhabit for some time yet had he remained at home. 

 

The events at Lambing Flat covered by this story shine a very stark light on a dark part of human 

nature and our nation’s history. The publishers wanted this story told to our children and when 

Cheng started researching he was well aware that “most kids in Australia do not know about this … 

[and hence it] was well worth the telling. I don’t ever remember talking about it in lessons at school 

… so little is written about it and certainly hardly anything at all in children’s fiction” (Cheng, 

Questions 5). Ursula Le Guin argues that we all have some of the light and the dark in each of us 

(64-7) and our heroes must learn to confront the darker side of the human psyche. Cheng illustrates 

this repeatedly.  

I do not know how I am supposed to feel. Am I to be like Uncle and Boss Chin Yee, who 
accept this violence and still hope for peace? Am I to be like the men who gathered their 
gold and were running away from this field? … Or am I to be like Ng Man Kwang who 
tried to fight and protect what was rightfully his, and who ended up in deep injury? (Cheng, 
NGM 88-9)  
 
…. Many Chinese miners rushed [two Big-Noses who were crossing the gully] and I would 
have rushed too if I was there. I am filled with distress. (Cheng, NGM 105-6) 

 

Shu Cheong battles his confusion and fear and the impulses to respond in kind towards the violence 

inflicted on him and his community. Against the wishes of his elders he makes friends with Jeremy, 

the young European boy. There are times when Jeremy falls back on the language of the other 

miners, but only when under pressure and even then, not often. From the start of their friendship it 

is apparent that Jeremy is also risking a lot by being friends with Shu Cheong, but he stands firm in 

the face of anger: 

Today I found out that Jeremy had asked his father why white miners act the way they do to 
Chinese miners and about some of the names… When he asked, his father flew into a wild 
rage. Jeremy was then forbidden to mention the word ‘Chinese’ and to play with the other 
boys if they go anywhere near the ‘celestials’. To make sure that he remembered what he 
was told, Jeremy’s father struck him, hard. He would not show me the back of his legs, but 
I could see the deep bruises that were on his arms. Jeremy must like me if he is defying his 
father to come and teach me jacks. Why does a father who should love his son beat him this 
way? (Cheng, NGM 146). 
 

Familial loyalty and duty is one of the core values of Shu Cheong’s community. Seeing Jeremy 

defy his father, suffer the consequences, and continue their friendship forces Shu Cheong to then 

question the actions of the father: an action almost bordering on heresy for a young Chinese boy. 
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Yet Shu Cheong’s strong connection to Jeremy makes this cultural deviation understandable. In 

many ways this is a grim novel and yet Cheng does not allow Shu Cheong’s story to be 

overwhelmingly bleak. There are moments of humour, beauty, and comfort. Even though writing 

the story in the format of a first-person diary posed “a huge limitation … [because] it is not always 

possible for the writer to write what the focal character would be seeing when the focal character is 

writing [their own] diary” (Cheng, Questions 9), there is a strong sense of place and time evident 

throughout. About his character, Cheng says Shu Cheong’s “voice is interspersed with the specific 

language that would have been part of the day. It is vitally important [he says] for the reader to hear 

Shu Cheong speaking in that way” (Cheng, Questions 8). To achieve this he conducted extensive 

research—both historical and cultural—so that he could “be true to what [he thought] the character 

would be like, how he would speak, how he would behave. [He had] to be that boy” (Cheng, 

Questions 7). There will be elements of Shu Cheong’s character, therefore, that come from both the 

historical record and Cheng’s personal experiences. It is this infusion of both authorial and 

historical experience in the character that makes it hard to completely excise modern sensibilities 

from the character’s historical persona and difficult to comply with Kim Wilson’s desire for total 

objectivity.  

 

The authenticity and reality of Cheng’s Lambing Flat and Blackguard Gully was built on the 

foundation of research from sources as diverse as old newspapers, journal entries, personal letters, 

old books, immigration records, museum exhibits, and personal visits to the locations. These 

sources provided the facts Cheng needed and importantly they “revealed the culture and the climate 

of the time, the words that were being reported and spoken by the general population, the clothes 

that people were wearing and how they moved from place to place” (Cheng, History isn’t Dead 1). 

But to get close enough to the era and relate Williams’ “structure of feeling” Cheng relied on his 

unique “exposure to the Chinese culture [that helped him to understand] the thinking and reasoning 

behind some of the occasions and the happenings … [so] it is the culture and particular nuances [of 

the] Chinese experience that I hope I added” to the story (Cheng, Questions 7).   

 

Because he wrote in a way that engages all the senses and invites the reader to identify closely with 

his main character, and because of the connections forged between writer, text and reader, my 

experience of reading this book was very hands-on. I could relate to Shu Cheong’s frustration when 

he is admonished by Uncle and told to re-sweep the tent in the proper Chinese way so as not to 

accidentally thrust the ancestors’ spirits and the gods’ blessing out the front door; I feel as though I 

know how hard it is to sleep on hard ground and have sticks poke me up the nose when I roll over 

(Cheng, NGM 122); I made a choice between being extremely hot or loosening tight clothing and 

coping with the resultant insect bites when the bugs found exposed flesh (Cheng, NGM 62); I felt 
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Shu Cheong’s sly amusement when he decided it was much better that people did not know that he 

and Mr Fung kept the vegetable garden irrigated with pee (Cheng, NGM 145-6); and I noticed how 

often Shu Cheong and his adopted family went hungry.  

 

Cheng’s book broadened my knowledge about the traditional rhythms of the year for the Chinese 

community evidenced through sensitive depictions of festivals (Cheng, NGM 100), gardening 

rituals (Cheng, NGM 25-6); the much maligned sweeping (Cheng, NGM 95); village life (Cheng, 

NGM 12); birthdays (Cheng, NGM 173-5); and funerals. Through those traditions Shu Cheong, 

Uncle, the Bosses, and Mr Fung contact their pasts and bring them into their present which is in turn 

brought into our present. Cheng connects his community’s past and present, making its history live 

for his readers (Cheng, History isn’t Dead 1). 

 

The generic conventions and characteristics evident in New Gold Mountain extend across all four 

themes from the critical literature. Understandably, however, given its format and the didactic goals 

of the series, those characteristics relevant to Themes One and Two are more regularly apparent. 

Shu Cheong’s story is not an easy one to accept and I can see why Wilson expresses concern about 

the power such a narrative holds over its readers. Cheng says he believes his readers have the 

responsibility of “placing themselves in the central character’s shoes” (Cheng, Questions 8) and 

testing themselves. Modern sensibilities cry in outrage against the treatment the Chinese were 

handed at Lambing Flat and elsewhere, and this history is, in Cheng’s words “difficult”. When 

asked did he feel pressured to provide a happy ending he replied “there are some distressing times 

in our historical past … and what happened on the field was certainly very real” (Cheng, Questions 

6). He does not shy away from that reality. He is therefore thrilled by the number of Chinese 

children who approach him saying “that I am writing about them … not them in the 1860s, but them 

as a Chinese” person in Australia (Cheng, Questions 7). Even though Shu Cheong, his friends and 

their culture belong back then, Cheng’s contemporary readers can identify with them now. 

 

Based on the responses in “Questions” and “History isn’t dead” it is clear that Cheng filled in the 

gaps of the historical record with creative licence in relation to his characterisations, and there were 

a few instances when I wondered “did that really happen like that?” But I also remember one of his 

goals was to elicit exactly that response. Despite this, it appears that Cheng has managed to convey 

the “structure of feeling” that prompted his Chinese characters to act the way they did. In Shu 

Cheong, he created a character who became a natural conduit between the elders of his community 

and the European settlers who did not hate, and while Shu Cheong straddled the blurred territory of 

childhood and adulthood he never lost his child-like view of the world. Thanks to the vivid reading 

experience provided by Chen, I will remember for a long time Mr Fung’s “special water”, the rush 
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of emotion I felt when Jeremy kowtowed three times to his friend as he said goodbye, and the 

mother who did not do a very good job of sitting on her children in the cart’s tray in order to keep 

them hidden and quiet.  

 

Macbeth and Son, by Jackie French. 
Jackie French is one of Australia’s most popular and well-known children’s authors with over 130 

titles published.  They include picture books, fiction, non-fiction and information books, various 

series, and fifteen stand-alone historical fiction titles with another four information books that are 

part of an historical non-fiction series. They range across time from ancient Egypt to wart-torn 

Europe and colonial Australia. A Rose for the Anzac Boys and The Night they stormed Eureka show 

a similar depth of research and attention to detail of the historical period in which the novels are set 

and, like Macbeth and Son, offer alternative perspectives about the events being explored. French 

has won numerous awards in Australia and overseas for her writing and Macbeth and Son was 

short-listed for the Children’s Book Council of Australia Awards younger reader’s category in 

2006; and received the Adelaide Festival Literary Award in 2007.  

 

Macbeth and Son features two central characters: Lulach, a Scottish boy living in the eleventh 

century whose story starts when he is five summers old; and Luke, a twentieth century farm-boy 

from rural New South Wales. It is not clear whether he is in early high school or upper primary. The 

story time-slips between eleventh century Scotland and modern Australia with the events 

surrounding Luke’s occurring more or less over a couple of months and Lulach’s ranging over a 

fifteen year period. Chapters headed “Luke” or “Lulach” keep the story-arcs discrete and Jackie 

French sets the tone for each of the chapters with a relevant quote from Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  

 

Events occur early in their respective tales that shock each boy, upending their lives and changing 

them forever. They both seek the solace of forgetfulness, retreating into the realm of sleep where 

they manage to connect across time and space. Five year-old Lulach had witnessed the return of his 

father’s body after a brutal wartime death, and as he falls asleep he wishes for a place without war 

where he can live in peace. Luke, caught up in the complexities of a relationship with an unwanted 

stepfather and sitting an entrance exam for a prestigious private school realises he has seen the 

questions on the exam paper before. Confused and unsure how to handle the situation, when he 

makes it home he too dives into sleep—desperate for a simpler world where he would know right 

from wrong and friends from enemies. 
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French does not attempt to explain how the psychological connection between her two characters 

works because this story is not about science or physics: it is about history and what really 

happened between Macbeth and King Duncan. The impulse to write Macbeth and Son came from a 

chance discovery during research for another project. French says: 

I came across an account of Macbeth—the real Macbeth—written long before Shakespeare. 
And I realised that every word of [his] brilliant play was wrong [and] … it wasn’t just a 
mistake, either. Shakespeare probably deliberately lied about Macbeth to please the 
[English] King. The play that I adored was written for money, to please a king, for political 
propaganda. But did it matter? My first impulse was to say ‘no’ …. I think [on reflection 
though that] it [does] matter. Our society is based on truth, on trust. Every time a politician 
lies, or just doesn’t tell the whole truth about what they really intend and why, every time 
an advertisement bends reality to make their product look better than it is, the bonds that 
hold us together fray a little more. And that is where the book came from. (French, 
Questions 1) 

 

Consequently she writes a complex story that is concerned with truth, fiction, history as it was, and 

what happens when people are faced with hard choices. It juxtaposes contemporary, drought-

stricken rural Australia against war-torn eleventh-century Scotland. But it is a Scotland normally 

hidden in the history books and not visible in the popularly familiar eleventh century country-side 

and political geography generated by sources such as Holinshed and Shakespeare. French’s book 

has a rather shocking opening showing the death of Lulach’s father and the expectations of duty that 

are thrust upon such young a boy when he is required to kiss the burnt corpse’s forehead in front of 

the remainder of his clan.  

 

Our introduction to Luke is less frightening, but it places him in an ethical dilemma that 

reverberates throughout the rest of the book. His own father had died a couple of years back and his 

mother had subsequently married an old friend. Her new husband, Sam, a successful television 

current affairs host and old boy of a prestigious private high-school in Sydney had arranged for 

Luke to sit for one of its scheduled entrance exams. Despite diligent study and all the work Luke 

had done on the practice exam papers Sam had quietly obtained for him, Luke was still worried that 

he wouldn’t be good enough.  

 

Driving to St Ilf’s with Sam in the chauffeured limousine he silently hopes that his Mum and 

stepfather will be proud that he had done his best, regardless of the outcome. Unfortunately when 

Luke starts the current exam he realises he has seen the paper before. In the pressure of the 

environment, though, he decides to complete the test and sort it all out later (French, M&S 16). 

Wavering between guilty delight that for once he could rise above people’s opinion of him and his 

usual honesty Luke doesn’t know what to do. Because of this exam he realises he has become a 

cheat, even though that had not been his intention. All the way home the guilt haunts him. Had his 
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stepfather known that the practise exams he’d been given included the current one? Did his 

stepfather think that this was the only way Luke would be able to attend his old alma mater? Was 

Sam ashamed of “dumb old Luke” who had had to repeat a year at primary school? (French, M&S 

12-16). Guilt, walking the fine line between honesty and collusion, wanting things to go back the 

way they used to be, and fear of others uncovering his personal shame are the ethical challenges 

facing Luke.  

 

There is a strong, explicit moral and ethical structure to Lulach’s world that consequently appeals to 

Luke. Because of it he thinks that despite the war-time danger Lulach lives with on a daily basis, it 

is a simpler, less complex life than his own. The two boys have a lot in common: both have lost 

their fathers, both have new fathers and consequently new “places” in their families. Both of them 

resent their step-fathers initially but begin to see how they fill a gap in their mothers’ and 

communities’ lives. Luke realises with a sodden feeling that he cannot expose Sam’s role in the 

school exam debacle without risking hurt to his mother from the likely malicious town gossip that 

would follow his confession (French, M&S 89). He has not yet taken responsibility for his actions 

during the exam, but because of his connection to Lulach he starts to see the type of collateral 

damage that his mother could suffer should he strike out childishly and unthinkingly in an effort to 

absolve himself of blame.  

 

From the start responsibility and duty are thrust upon Lulach and because of his position as a 

potential future ruler, his clan’s elders and advisors demand he be shown respect, even if that 

respect means they have to grant a five year-old’s request that he be allowed to ride to a battle with 

his hated step-father where they will be hopelessly outnumbered and likely to die (French, M&S 

33). But his stepfather, identified only as the Mormaer, uses cunning and strategy to frighten the 

Norse attackers away and Lulach learns a valuable lesson that completely changes his opinion of 

both his step-father and war. When the Mormaer asked him what he thought of his first battle 

Lulach hesitated before replying: “What had he felt? He didn’t know. Triumph, terror, pity, hatred, 

horror, joy … No words could describe it. And the Mormaer had called him ‘son’ for the second 

time that day” (French, M&S 43). 

 

Riding back to his clan’s home he watched a change come over his people as they realised their 

leaders had survived their encounter with the usually deadly raiders.  

Men ran to meet them, armed with hoes and pitchforks, or hastily grabbed swords. 
Women stared at them, clutching children on their hips and bundles on their backs, ready to 
run to the hills.  

But there was no need to run now. 
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The cheers began as Kenneth yelled the news. Women waved their scarves in the 
air, men brandished their pitchforks. The Mormaer waved. He looked sort of bigger, Lulach 
thought. As though the love and admiration were food like bread and cheese …. In front of 
him his step-father smelled of smoke and sweat and horse and something else as well. 

Glory, thought Lulach, as they rode into the courtyard and his mother’s hands 
helped him down. I know what glory smells like now. This is what it’s like, he thought, to 
have a hero as a step-father. (French, M&S 43-4) 

 
The change that starts here for Lulach becomes a constant theme throughout his story. He has to 

learn tough lessons and overcome his challenges or fail and lose everything. It is not just his life 

that is at stake, it is his clan’s and eventually his country’s existence he has to fight for. He starts to 

see his world differently and consequently so does Luke as he witnesses events firsthand.  

 

It is a strange connection between Luke and Lulach. Even though it occurs through dream Luke is 

convinced that what he is experiencing is real (French, M&S 110). At different points he reveals 

how his “guts heaved at the thought of seaweed stew”; “he’d felt the warmth of the horse on his 

legs, the calluses of the Mormaer’s hands. He’d tasted the venison and kale” (French, M&S 46-7) 

and when Lulach keeps vigil for his foster brother as he dies, Luke experiences wrenching grief 

(French, M&S 179). He too watches and waits while a friend passes. It is as if Luke travels with 

Lulach as an invisible part of him even though he maintains his own identity, consciousness and 

awareness. He cannot communicate with his eleventh-century counterpart and he cannot cause 

Lulach to ‘do’ anything. Via his connection to Lulach, however, he lives in medieval Scotland.  

 

This very intimate relationship means Luke is thrown into the middle of things and through him 

readers find out what it feels like to be so hungry your stomach twists, or so cold your bare feet go 

beyond aching to hurting. Jackie French creates this very strong sense of history through a 

combination of character involvement in the action and the way she uses language to describe the 

eleventh century setting. For example, emotive words bring the melancholy song of bagpipes to life. 

Lulach hears the poignant “sobbing” of the bagpipes before he sees the procession bearing his 

father’s body back to their rath (French, M&S 3). During brief snatches of peace his father’s 

second-in-command had made Lulach a pipe from “a sheep’s bone” (French, M&S 4), the image of 

which makes the modern world’s mass-produced plastic children’s recorders seem pale by 

comparison.  These types of unexpected details consequently remind readers that they are in the 

past. Another example occurs during a feast when Lulach and his family “watched as one of the 

jugglers added the half-stripped sheep’s head to his batons, and then a roast leg of mutton, too, 

while the courtiers laughed and the dogs underneath the table drooled and hoped he’d drop it all” 

(French, M&S 130).  
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There are other times when French admirably overcomes the separation of “then” and “now”, 

drawing together patterns of behaviour across centuries and half a world to show the similarities of 

life and some common psychological needs. Even though the juggling image instantly suggests it 

belongs to a different time and place, in a strange way it also shows us the continuities that can exist 

between past and present. We still watch jugglers now, we just don’t expect them to use a sheep’s 

head or the roast picked up from the dinner table to entertain us.  

 

These episodes illustrate what we share with people from the past and how “then” and “now” are 

connected. Lulach’s home is threatened by war and terror. Less life-threatening perhaps, but 

distressing none-the-less, the farms around Luke’s home come under attack from a development 

proposal that will see their water supplies diverted for tourism purposes. Such a massive drop in 

water supplies would make the farms unviable. Luke’s best friends are about to lose their 

livelihood, their home, their connection to the land and hence their sense of self.  

 

As Luke begins to see the reflection of Lulach’s world in his own, he tests himself and questions 

what would he be willing to fight for and whether truth and trust matter (French, M&S 153). Even 

though the implications and repercussions of lying, telling only part of the truth and being 

completely honest are introduced in the beginning of the book, as the story progresses Luke’s 

perspective changes until he does an about-face and finds the courage to stand up for what he 

believes is right and true.  

 

At the start of the story a class-room discussion about who was lying in Shakespeare’s play 

Macbeth elicits nothing more from Luke than a big fat “who cares?” (French, M&S 20). The 

turning point of the novel comes when Luke discovers that the Mormaer he has learned to admire 

and respect through Lulach’s eyes is Macbeth. It is a shocking revelation. The Mormaer had risked 

everything to protect his and Lulach’s clan. The Mormaer had repelled the Norse raiders with 

minimal loss of life and rigid application of his ethical standards in battle. Because of the 

Mormaer’s actions and the value of “his word”, the Norse leader proposed an alliance to overthrow 

the greedy, war-mongering Scottish king who was starving and killing both their peoples. The 

Mormaer held to his word and because of it, peace had a chance. The Mormaer is subsequently 

elected King by the elders of every clan in Scotland. As they shout in celebration Luke hears the 

name Macbeth and cannot believe it.  

This wasn’t right! It couldn’t be! 
Suddenly the dream released him. Luke sat up panting, as though he had been 

running, not lying there asleep.  
Not Macbeth! 
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That couldn’t be the Mormaer’s name! Macbeth was a murderer! How could he use 
Macbeth’s name in his dream? Duncan, yes, even the three witches … but not Macbeth! 

Luke lay back down. He had to think of another name for the new king. Arthur 
maybe, or Jason. Did they have Jasons way back then? (French, M&S 109) 

 

Unwilling to accept what his dream is telling him, he tries to change it to something more 

comfortable. When he fails he is finally forced to acknowledge that whatever the dream is, it does 

“not come from him” (French, M&S 110). So what is it and where did it come from, he asks. This is 

the moment when Jackie French carefully introduces a debate about the nature of history and 

fiction.  

Maybe when things happened, they left an echo. Like a yell travelling over a vast 
distance, until it was too faint to hear. Maybe, somehow, a distant ear could pick it up.  

Maybe history never really dies, thought Luke, lying in the darkness .… Maybe 
everything that’s happened just waits for someone to listen to it again…. But it couldn’t be 
true, because the Macbeth he’d dreamed about was a hero. The real Macbeth was a coward 
and a murderer.  

Except of course Shakespeare’s Macbeth wasn’t real either. Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
was just a guy in a play… Had it all happened? … There’d be records. But how could he 
find out? (French, M&S 110) 

 

This unanswered question propels Luke into a search of the historical record and a debate with his 

teacher about the value to be placed on some forgettable history, versus a re-write of that history 

into a brilliant drama that is remembered hundreds of years after the original events (French, M&S 

116-7).  

 

In the lead up to the book’s conclusion, Luke’s ethical dilemmas increase in nature and intensity. 

Reluctant to “call” his teacher, step-father or mother on their reluctance to confront the rights and 

wrongs of the problems facing them in their contemporary lives, Luke searches for inspiration in the 

past. On the verge of going back to the computer and library records for information on what really 

happened to Macbeth and Lulach, he balks and instead goes to bed “waiting for sleep” where he 

could “live it, not read about it” (French, M&S 122). 

 

When Luke witnesses Macbeth’s death at the hands of the traitorous Malcolm and feels Lulach’s 

despair and rage at the nature of his stepfather’s murder, Luke decides that truth does matter. From 

someone who had not cared a fig about the accuracy of the play or whether its characters told lies, 

Luke had come full circle.  

 

His connection to Lulach and the hands-on experience it gave him helped him see why it matters 

whether people tell the truth or not. Vicariously living through those difficult years with Lulach and 

Macbeth showed him how one-time enemies can become staunch allies (because Macbeth’s 
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“strongest weapon” was his ability to “tell the truth. Men trust him”) and why Macbeth was elected 

King even though he had fought against Duncan, the previous monarch, and Duncan’s son (French, 

M&S 141).  

 

Luke’s respect for Macbeth and Lulach demanded that he reject his teacher’s instructions for his 

class assignment. He could not quietly do as he was told and let his class believe that Macbeth was 

the villain. His experience had told him otherwise, and even though the records were obscure there 

was historical evidence to back him up. Luke gave his talk, detailing how Shakespeare changed 

history for commercial purposes so that his King’s relatives came out looking like heroes instead of 

the villains they really were. He didn’t stop there, though. Having summonsed the courage to go 

against popular belief and attempt to persuade his teacher and peers that the real Macbeth’s story 

proves that lying reduces trust between people and without trust a community cannot function; he 

confesses to cheating during the entrance exam and tells his class he has refused the scholarship 

offered to him by the private school.  

 

Until the end, there is never a hint that Lulach has known about Luke. Jackie French demonstrates 

symmetry in her narrative structure by closing her tale with a familiar political situation. This time, 

however, Lulach has grown in knowledge and experience and is able to cope with the change. 

Scotland is once more without a King. Macbeth has been murdered and now Lulach faces Malcolm 

for election. As he waits his turn to address the elders Lulach talks with Kenneth, his father’s and 

stepfather’s second-in-command, and tells him about the dreams he has had of a world he escaped 

to where he was not the King’s son. And he tells him about the dream he had had the night before in 

which he was a boy again, having to fight battles and promising to: 

… ‘tell the truth. It doesn’t seem much of a battle, does it? Not as glorious as 
fighting the English. But just as hard. Because there was only me to fight it. Just one boy. I 
didn’t have an army on my side.’  

‘Dreams,’ said Kenneth dismissively. ‘What use are dreams?’ 
‘Who knows?’ said Lulach softly. ‘Nonetheless, today I’ll tell the Chiefs the truth.’ 

(French, M&S 211) 
 

It was not just from his father and step-father that Lulach learned the power of truth, it was from 

Luke as well.  

 

There are a further fifteen pages following the end of the story that include a postscript, author’s 

note, notes on the text, and a section titled “eating like Macbeth” that Jackie French uses to explain 

why she wrote the story the way she did and to provide an historical glossary, gastronomical 

glossary (complete with recipes), and a brief statement on the historical context within which the 

story was set. From this, and character comments throughout the text, it is clear that she was 
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determined to show her perspective on what really happened to Macbeth. In this story Jackie French 

explored the nature and value of truth, and whether upholding it matters to family and community, 

and the personal courage that is sometimes needed to live by the truth. The plot of Macbeth and Son 

therefore revolves around issues identified in Theme Two: Sharing truths of life and other 

knowledge, but in order to do so, the author has to vividly and accurately construct a tangible 

eleventh century environment so politically and militarily unstable that her proposition about the 

events surrounding the real Macbeth is believable. Her contemporary character’s connection with 

historical Lulach removes the boundary between the past and present and makes Lulach’s 

experiences real and relevant to Luke’s life in modern New South Wales. Because of this close 

emotional tie, Luke learns the truth about Lulach and Macbeth and develops the courage to take 

responsibility for his actions in the present. It is also as a consequence of his experiences with 

Lulach that Luke is able to negotiate his way through the blurred landscapes of his relationships 

with his mother, step-father, best friend and teacher.  

 

Scarecrow Army: The Anzacs at Gallipoli, by Leon Davidson.  
Davidson’s book looks to be quite different in nature to New Gold Mountain and Macbeth and Son 

due to its non-fiction content and style. The deeper one gets into it, however, the more apparent the 

similarities become. All three books are about what really happened. Their authors and publishers 

wanted to “peel back the veil of history” (Black Dog Books 2) and penetrate the myths surrounding 

their respective events. The first person, diary format for Cheng’s New Gold Mountain was dictated 

by the requirements of the long-established guidelines for the My Story series. Black Dog Books, 

the publishers of Scarecrow Army slotted Davidson’s title into their award-winning history series 

The Drum which also uses first-person accounts and non-fiction “to bring history roaring to life” 

(Black Dog Books 1). 

 

It won the CBCA Eve Pownall Award for Information Books in 2006 and was the non-fiction 

category winner of the New Zealand Post Book Awards in the same year. Even though the criteria 

on their web page for the Eve Pownall award stipulates that the books considered in this category 

will “have the prime intention of documenting factual material with consideration given to 

imaginative presentation, interpretation and variation of style”, Davidson manages to create a text 

that has a very strong narrative and combines the recollections of historic personalities with those 

from a fictional character constructed from the memoirs and reports of many soldiers at Anzac 

Cove.  
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He is able to achieve the goals that Ann Curthoys and Ann McGrath advocate in How to write 

history that people want to read by making:  

…choices about beginnings and endings, portrayals of individuals scene setting, story lines. 
[Historians] are not novelists but we can sometimes think like them, drawing on [their] 
ability to choose from a variety of forms and work in one or more of a number of genres. 
We can rethink the ways we narrate the events and evoke the people of the past by taking 
on the novelist’s concern with voice, point of view, plot and character. (10) 

 

Scarecrow Army contains maps, black and white photographs of the campaign, extracts from letters 

and historical records, a glossary, time-line, extensive acknowledgements and a list of references. It 

looks like a non-fiction book but it reads like a story because of the primacy given to the personal 

accounts and the plotted progression of its narrative. 

 

Each chapter begins with a letter from a limited number of characters under the sub-title “What if 

you were there? [location and date]”. Gerald Sievers is one of the main point-of-view characters and 

the entries attributed to him were based on those of an historic New Zealander. The letters from the 

Australian Pete Waldren, however, are constructed from a composite understanding Davidson built 

from reading the accounts of many different Anzacs. There is one entry each from Lt Col William 

Malone of the New Zealand army, Umit Bey of the 16th Turkish Division and finally Mary Sievers, 

Gerald’s grieving mother. Ten letters in all – putting their authors fairly and squarely in the middle 

of things, trying to help themselves and their loved ones understand the predicament they were in.  

 

Davidson uses maps and photographs throughout the text to add a graphic component and fifty-five 

short factual inserts placed throughout the narrative to support, explain, or give background to 

events both under discussion and relevant to happenings at Anzac Cove. These little “factlets” are 

formatted like old newspaper entries in an old-style font, even down to the way they force the 

substantive content to flow around them in columns. He uses different writing styles for each of the 

elements of the book and they work together to create quite an intimate tone.  

 

Each of the chapters contains numerous sub-headings that act like diary-markers and the author has 

very clearly selected the events he wants to cover and the material he wishes to share. Even though 

his book is ostensibly non-fiction, he wants to honour the Anzacs by telling a story “that’s not just 

about names and dates, or myths, but about the lives of the Anzacs who fought there” (Davidson 2). 

 

A look at some of the chapter titles and a selection of the sub-headings will help us understand the 

flow of the story he has constructed and how he, as the narrator, creates a strong personality and 
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voice that provides accounts just as personal as those he shares from historical letters, and as 

personal as Shu Cheong’s diary entries in New Gold Mountain.  

 

Chapter 1: A Man’s world 
The march to war, Sarajevo, 28 June 1914 
Half a world away 
The rush to enlist 
Stalemate on the Western Front 
 
Chapter 3: For King and Empire 
A cold night, 25 April 1915 
The New Zealand Reinforcements 
The Turks dig their heels in 
The ANZACS hold on 
 
Chapter 4: Ours not to reason why, Ours but to do and die 
Working pick to my shovel 
Keeping an eye on the Turks 
Living like rabbits 
 
Chapter 6: Waiting for the end 
Stalemate, June to July 1915 
 
Chapter 7: Break-out from Anzac Cove 
Australians, Lone Pine, 6 August 
New Zealanders, seizing Chunuk Bair, 6 August 
Australian 3rd Light Horse Brigade, Trying to control the Nek 
4th Australian Brigade, 29th Indian Brigade, Hill 971 and Hill Q 
The fourth wave 
 
 
Chapter 9: Defending home 
Behind the Turkish lines 
Passing time 
Waiting for the end 
The enemy disappears 
 
Chapter 10: Coming home 
The final months 
Just staying alive 
The Silent Battle, 24 November 
Leaving old friends behind 
Diehards 
The forgotten Anzacs 
Remembering Anzac 
 

Davidson is open with his readers about his reasons for writing the book and consequently locates 

this information at the front of the text so readers can see it, and hopefully engage with it, first. As 

quoted earlier, he wanted to tell the story of the Anzacs by helping us get behind the myths, to 

question why we “don’t look too deeply at [the reasons for] the Anzacs [landing] at Gallipoli” and 
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to remind us that “more British and French fought and died [there] than Anzacs” (2). He tells us that 

Gerald Sievers is a “real” historic New Zealander, but at the same time points out that Gerald’s 

story is told in the “fiction sections”, and he admits openly that Pete Waldren is a fictional character 

built from the combination of many historical Anzacs (1). He demands that we owe it to the men 

who fought and died there to question the myths that have come down to us about the horror of 

Anzac Cove and the national character-building that started there. He is somewhat perturbed by the 

apparent exclusion of New Zealanders in a lot of the celebrations and literature around Anzac both 

in Australia and New Zealand. Consequently, readers are aware of his perspective as they turn the 

page and begin Chapter One.  

 

As readers enter Davidson’s world they are confronted with the bewildering contrasts of character, 

motivation, and almost unbelievable statistics about the first six months of the War. The bald 

matter-of-fact tone the author adopts as his narrative voice works very well when mixed with the 

shocking facts and observations he drops into the account. Here are a few examples from the early 

days at Anzac: 

It was hot and the men were sweating heavily. Men lay quietly among the bushes, blank-
eyed. The smell of wild thyme was everywhere. It was spring and poppies grew in sheltered 
places. Vultures flew overhead. (49) 
 
Men searched for the shovels and picks that had been dropped earlier in the day. At that 
moment they were more important than guns. (53) 
 
Between our trenches and theirs were about fifteen or twenty bodies. They were there for 
the whole time I was in Quinn’s Post, about six weeks. The stink was worst at night. (62) 

 

Davidson continues using this style of diary-like reportage throughout the book, however, once his 

soldiers reach Anzac, there is little in the story about the outside world or of life beyond the 

trenches. He focuses on his men’s experiences at that moment in time: what they had to scrounge 

and use for writing paper (70); how the water supply was provided, maintained, and lost (97); the 

condition of the enlisted men’s food (101) and what they did to it to try and make it edible, 

contrasting these efforts with the chef-prepared menus at Headquarters (102).  

 

When we read a one-line description of the men three months after they landed at Gallipoli, we see 

from where the title of the book is drawn, but more importantly we can picture the men and 

understand how aptly the description fits (105).  

 

Reading, and feeling, Davidson’s empathy for the men is a disturbing experience and so there is 

little surprise when one finds titbits of information scattered throughout the text that prompt 

questions about the capability and commitment of some of the campaign’s leaders. Davidson 
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reveals how Sir Alexander Godley, one of the New Zealand commanders was good at training and 

discipline in Egypt but not liked or trusted on the battlefield (30, 79); and the suggestion that the 

source of Churchill’s inspiration for the design of the Gallipoli campaign resided in a novel he had 

written years before results in an ambiguity around him (14-15); the traumas and sacrifices endured 

by the fighting men are contrasted with some of the out-of-touch activities and behaviours of 

particular commanders who, for example, are supplied with soda water while their men are dying of 

thirst (105) or who skip critical tactical meetings for major attacks so they have time to get out to 

the ships in the bay and watch the battle from the safety of the deck of the destroyers (139).  

 

Davidson is careful to show, however, both the light and dark aspects of the human spirit as the men 

were subjected to extreme physical and mental conditions. His short, matter-of-fact retelling 

illuminates the poignant human-ness of war and the willingness of men to keep going if others were 

relying on them (12, 131). While anecdotes from soldiers’ letters add personal dimensions to the 

spare facts (131) provided. 

 

He does not shy away from showing the dark capacities of human-nature though: “Full of 

adrenaline, the soldiers overran shallow Turkish trenches and bayoneted the men in them. For some, 

the rush of killing was intoxicating” (42). 

 

Even his main character Gerald is not spared. His first encounter with Turks is typically violent, but 

his inner reflections are just as problematic. The following episode is revealed in one of the “What 

if you were there?” letters starting Chapter Four. 

A Turk climbs out of his trench. I look again, then quickly slide back the bolt, take aim and 
fire. He rolls and comes to rest against a bush. I can’t see much of him apart from his arm 
and legs but he’s not moving. It’s the first Turkish man I’ve ever seen. It was a good shot, 
even if he’s a lot bigger than a rabbit … I can’t get the Turk out of my head. I watch him 
for a while, wanting him to move. It’s what I’m here to do but I keep thinking about my 
older brother and I feel terrible. I don’t know a thing about the Turk. I wonder what his 
name is. I wished I hadn’t done it but there’s no point thinking like that. He’s dead and 
there’s nothing I can do about it. He shouldn’t have stood up. (58) 

 

In revealing the inner conflicts of his characters, Davidson illustrates the psychological cost of war 

and his perspective offers a counter-point to the less traumatic, more impersonal data usually 

supplied through other historical sources. Scarecrow Army is about unveiling Anzac myths and 

getting us to think deeply about them—getting us to question their veracity, or to see their subjects 

as just one example of extraordinary behaviours among many. The next quote is part of the main 

text, and is the only mention of Simpson and the second quote is one of the factlets set aside from 
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the main text. These short excerpts place Simpson’s efforts in context, but the second one is situated 

some pages later.  

Private John Simpson, of the 3rd Field Ambulance, found a donkey and used it to bring 
wounded soldiers down from the front line. He worked with little rest until he was killed 
bringing back two wounded soldiers on 19 May. (51) 
 
Stretcher-bearers: A number of privates in each company were stretcher-bearers and would 
run out with their stretchers, exposing themselves to rifle fire and shrapnel. The volunteers 
wore armbands and didn’t carry rifles and although the Turks, for the better part, didn’t 
shoot at them, many were still killed. Often they worked until they dropped from 
exhaustion. (54) 

 

Reporting the work of the stretcher-bearers in such a short and disjointed fashion indicates a 

seemingly casual treatment of one of Australia’s national heroes. It comes as a bit of a shock but I 

think it illustrates what Davidson is trying to do. The inclusion of material from the Turkish point-

of-view also ensures that readers do not forget the human toll paid by their side of the battle. A 

reviewer comments specifically on this characteristic of the book. “One of the ready-made 

perspectives in war makes the enemy into an automatic stranger. The Turks in Davidson’s account 

are people, they actually have names, and their stories are the same as ours” (Holden 59). A phrase 

is all it takes to let us know the desperate lengths to which their forces were willing to go to defend 

their homeland. At one point, the Turkish commander says to his men: “I am not ordering you to 

attack. I am ordering you to die” (49). 

 

The factlet nearby about their commander tells us: 

Mustafa Kemal Pasha: Kemal’s determined defence of Gallipoli resulted in great loss of 
Turkish life, but he is widely credited with defeating the British and saving the Dardanelles. 
After the end of the war in 1918, Kemal led a war to keep all that was left of the Ottoman 
Empire (mainly Turkey) intact. He became Turkey’s first President in 1924, serving until 
his death. In 1934, he was given the title “Atatürk—Father of the Turks”. (50) 

 

And Davidson chooses to finish his account with the Atatürk’s blessing. 

Those heroes that shed their blood and lost their lives are now in the soil of a friendly 
country. Therefore rest in peace. There is no difference between the Johnnies and the 
Mehmets to us, where they lie side by side in this country of ours. You, the mothers, who 
sent their sons from far away countries, wipe away your tears; your sons are now lying in 
our bosom and are at peace. After having lost their lives on this land they have become our 
sons as well. (177) 

 

It was important to Davidson that his readers learned a bit about the opposition soldiers and 

commanders so that their sacrifices and reasons for fighting become an equal part of the legacy of 

ANZAC. Davidson’s book is not in the form of a traditional children’s narrative, however, it still 

exhibits elements of Themes One, Two and Three. It is a story that is designed to be disturbing and 
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challenging. The author creates a very strong sense of history by the detailed and accurate 

depictions of the physical conditions at Anzac Cove; the factlets revealing relevant background 

information; and the personal commentaries in the form of letters framing each chapter.  

 

It is the design of the book to challenge popular notions of the larrikin Australian soldier (31) who 

is instead presented as boisterous and racist (19); with examples of behaviour in Cairo that was 

arrogant, puerile and childish (29). Davidson managed to refrain from letting too many of his 

personal reactions intrude into the text. In the end this is a story about youngsters who left home to 

fight for King and Empire. It is about families who had absolutely no idea that the arena of war had 

changed so much and were happy still to send their boys off to “see a bit of action” to “toughen 

them up” (5).  

 

The Australians and New Zealanders in this story were not the natural friends we thought they 

were. Experience under extreme and horrific conditions showed them, however, that they had 

similar tough streaks and could be relied upon to stick it out to the end. Despite the fact that they 

did not want anyone else commanding them, they could and would take orders from each other. 

Like New Gold Mountain, this book does not shy away from moments in history that expose the 

dark aspects of human nature. Through its scepticism, unashamed New Zealand point-of-view, and 

incessant questioning of assumptions it has taught me how much more there is to our popular ideas 

of ANZAC.  

 

King of Shadows, by Susan Cooper. 
Cooper has published a range of children’s books, including thirteen novels, eight picture books, a 

collection of stories, and the non-fiction Dreams and Wishes: Essays on writing for children. She is 

most well-known for her five-book story cycle The Dark is Rising Sequence which contains the 

novels Over Sea, Under Stone, The Dark is Rising, Greenwitch, The Grey King and Silver on the 

Tree for which she won numerous literary awards for excellence. Between them, the books were 

named on the Honour Book List twice; received the ALA Notable Book citation three times; was 

runner-up for the Carnegie Medal; won the Newbury Honour Book Award, the Boston-Globe 

Honour Book Award, the Newbury Medal; and took out the Tir na N’og Award twice. Cooper is 

considered one of the twentieth century’s leading British children’s fantasists.  

Susan Cooper and her publishers released her book about Shakespeare and life at the Globe Theatre, 

King of Shadows, in the year celebrating the 400th anniversary of the construction of the original 

Globe in Elizabethan London. Her story is about Nat Field, a twentieth century boy actor who is 

switched in time with a youngster of the same name from the sixteenth century who had become ill 
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with the plague. He had just joined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men at the Globe Theatre to help the 

company stage A Midsummer Night’s Dream. To save Will Shakespeare from catching the plague 

and dying, the ill boy was drawn forward to the twentieth century where he could easily be cured. 

To avoid suspicion and allow events to continue uninterrupted, the twentieth century Nat was sent 

back to temporarily replace him.  

 

When looking at Cooper’s text and how she provides an apt environment to explore history and 

historical issues, I will focus on the elements of the story that are presented differently than those 

depicted in the previous three books, or on elements that they do not cover in a significant way.  

 

King of Shadows was shortlisted for the Carnegie Medal and featured as a Fiction Honour Book in 

the Boston-Globe Horn Book Awards in 2000. Reviews published in various newspapers, 

magazines, and journals reveal interesting insights to Cooper’s work. A reproduction of some of the 

key phrases will show how these reviewers identify in the novel some of the generic conventions 

and characteristics explored in this exegesis.  

 

… his healthy self is transported through time to 1599, back to the old Globe, where he 
finds himself in another acting troupe, face to face with Shakespeare …. [Cooper] captures 
the sounds and smells of Shakespeare’s London with vivid imagery. There are fine 
incidents of cultural confusion, as when Nat, watching Shakespeare struggle with a baulky 
quill wishes he could offer a ballpoint …. Setting her story against the backdrop of the old 
and new Globe, cleverly explicating old and new acting and performance techniques, Susan 
Cooper entertains her contemporary readers while giving them a first-rate theatrical 
education. (Paterson 27) 

 
… Nat develops a warm friendship with the famous Bard, which changes his life forever—
even after Nat returns to his contemporary world. Cooper seamlessly portrays a compelling 
story of growing up in the midst of painful loss against the vibrant tapestry of theatre. 
(Elleman 187) 

 
… Nat’s first-person narration aptly conveys not only his grief [but also]… adoration … 
ecstasy … and despair …. The emotional story here—that Nat has saved, not lost, his dear 
friend—is more powerfully rendered than the mechanism operating the fantasy …. Readers 
will be swept up in Nat’s detailed, sensory-filled observations of life in Shakespeare’s time 
…. Shakespeare once met [a boy actor] he vowed never to forget. Readers of King of 
Shadows aren’t likely to forget Nat, either. (J.M.B. 736) 

 

The time-travel element is well constructed. Through occasional flashes to the present, 
readers learn that a boy presumed to be the [twentieth century Nat] is being treated for 
bubonic plague … The father/son relationship [he has with Shakespeare] fills a need for Nat 
… readers and fans will revel in the hurly-burly of rehearsals and the performance before 
the queen … and [recognise] some neatly drawn parallels. (Margolis 156) 
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Few writers have used historical characters in fiction with such conviction and grace as 
Cooper … Nat’s disorientation during his initial illness works surprisingly well as a 
transition between one time period and the next. The book provides … a vivid evocation of 
everyday life in Elizabethan England … the play becomes a constant, a fixed point in both 
centuries. (Phelan 442) 

 
Cooper brilliantly weaves past and present together, using London’s Globe Theatre as 
backdrop; to demonstrate the timelessness of Shakespeare’s works and the theatre at large 
… Fascinating details of sixteenth century troupe life as well as costumes, make-up and 
stage effects add depth and layers to the depiction of life 400 years ago. (Roback, Brown, 
Di Marzo 106) 

 

In these reviewers words, and the episodes in the story about which they are written, there are 

echoes of the generic conventions and their characteristics identified in Chapter One: children 

growing in knowledge and experience; truths of life being confronted and shared; acknowledgement 

of the light and dark of human nature; pathways for readers to expand their knowledge of life-like 

situations, the connections between past and present that make the past “new and now”; patterning 

of time that connects the past, present and future; and a hands-on real experience that is retained 

afterwards.  

 

We also see reflection of our four broad themes and some of the issues debated by critics: what type 

of past has Cooper sent her twentieth century Nat back into? Can she avoid contemporary 

sensibilities intruding on the past inappropriately? What of the blurred boundaries between 

childhood and adulthood? What truths of living does this story convey? 

 

King of Shadows is told in first person, but unlike New Gold Mountain or first-hand accounts from 

Scarecrow Army, it is not in diary format. The first real hint we get that the story is anything other 

than a straightforward tale of an American boy coming to England to play a major character in one 

of the world’s most famous theatres is when Nat trips on the way to the New Globe and feels very 

dizzy.  

As we swung around the last corner, I stumbled and nearly fell. I guess I thought then that 
I’d tripped on a paving stone. For that moment, though, I had a strange giddy feeling, as if 
the buildings looming round me were moving, circling. My head was suddenly throbbing. I 
thought I heard a snatch of bright music, from some stringed instrument like a harp or 
guitar, and I smelled flowers, the sweet scent of lilies, like in my aunt’s garden – and right 
after that another scent that was not sweet at all but awful, disgusting, like a sewer. Was it 
real? (Cooper 20) 

 

When Nat wakes up after a night of high temperatures and vomiting he instantly knows something 

about his bedroom is wrong.  

My face and body told me that I was lying on a different pillow, and a different bed; hard, 
both of them, and crackly. The bed was really uncomfortable. I moved my hip; surely it 
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wasn’t even a bed, but a mattress on the floor…. I lay very still, with all my senses telling 
me that I had gone mad. (Cooper 31) 

 

One of Cooper’s gifts is her ability to create vivid images of the environment her characters find 

themselves in. As Nat lies there, all of his senses are being bombarded with detail that tells him he 

is not where he was when he went to sleep. Through him, Cooper’s readers can almost feel what 

Nat is feeling: “...This was a straw mattress I was lying on; I could feel bits of stalk prickling 

through the cover now” (32). Through Nat, Cooper’s readers can almost hear what he hears: “I grew 

aware gradually of a rattle and hum of voices and creaking wheels and the chirp of birds from 

outside the window” (32). 

 

Cooper is careful to limit her past to the environs of the theatre and aspects of life relevant to it and 

the lives of those who work in it. Nat and his companions do not venture far from the Globe 

Theatre, the eating and drinking venues, their accommodations, or the River. It is none-the-less a 

dangerous place for the unwary and Nat is kept safe from cut-throats, thieves, and politics by his 

friends Harry, Will Shakespeare and the housekeeper Mistress Fawcett. Those peripheral, external 

elements of Elizabethan London are contrasted with the highly personal and physically intimate 

details of the players’ life in their homes and the theatre.  

 

For example, as soon as it is evident Nat has woken, a boy named Harry introduces himself as one 

of his companions from the troupe and valiantly tries to get Nat up and moving so they can go over 

to the theatre. Having shown Nat where to go to the toilet he turns his back to give him some 

privacy. 

… the bucket had been pretty well-used already, for assorted purposes. When I’d 
finished, Harry came over, glanced outdoors, picked up the bucket, and in one shatteringly 
casual movement, emptied it out the window. 

Such a small thing, such a huge meaning. I guess that was the moment when I first 
thought, with a hollow fear in my chest, that I had gone back in time. (Cooper 32-3) 

 

When Nat asks where he is, Harry responds not by telling him, but by asking a question. 

Harry put down his reeking bucket and grabbed my shoulders, hard. He stared 
nervously into my face. ‘Art thou he they call Robin Goodfellow?’ he said. 

I said automatically ‘I am that merry wanderer of the night.’ 
‘Thank the good Lord,’ Harry said, looking relieved. ‘At least thou has thy lines.’ 

(Cooper 33) 
 

Nat has been transported back into a world that existed hundreds of years before he was born. But 

the connections with his own world are so strong that he can automatically respond with the right 

line when required, even though he was utterly disoriented. The connections between Nat’s “now” 
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and “then” appear regularly throughout the book. Sometimes they are physical, tactile or aural; on 

other occasions they occur through the patterning of time, activities and behaviours.  

 

The design of the New Globe is heavily influenced by Shakespeare’s theatre the old Globe (21), and 

its familiarity comforts Nat. The patterns and rhythms of theatre rehearsal (65) allow him to focus 

on his work, giving him some relief from the shock of what has happened. Shakespeare’s company 

was playing Henry V as they put finishing touches to the rehearsals of A Midsummer’s Night 

Dream. When one of the boy actors almost chokes and has not recovered enough to be able to go on 

stage immediately after the incident, Nat finds himself offering to step in. 

‘I can do it,’ I said. ‘I know the scene’. 
Theatre people can move very fast sometimes. In that theatre particularly, I guess 

they were used to people being able to jump into other people’s parts in an emergency. 
Before you could blink, the book-keeper whipped off the French soldier’s surcoat I was 
wearing, and the tireman pulled Roper’s jerkin off his back and onto mine .… The first few 
lines of that scene belong just to Pistol and the French soldier, fortunately. It gave me a 
chance to get my bearings, before the dreaded cue. (Cooper 88-9) 

 

Nat’s direct, hands-on experience where he is literally acting out the roles he had learned back in 

the twentieth century means King of Shadows takes the time-slip characteristics of Macbeth and Son 

much further. The connections established between Nat’s twentieth century “now” and his sixteenth 

century “then” are more concrete than Luke’s connections to Lulach. In Macbeth and Son, Jackie 

French links her two protagonists across the centuries through their emotional needs, but she does 

not physically move either of them through time. Luke therefore lives his experience through 

Lulach. In King of Shadows, it is eventually revealed that the twentieth century Nat Field was 

chosen not only because of his name and talent, but because of his “fierce, painful need [that was] 

strong enough to take [him] through Time” (179).  He is taken out of his own time and dropped into 

the past for a specific purpose (33, 179). The premise of the story is that Nat has to play the part of 

Puck, to Will Shakespeare’s Oberon, and perform with him on stage for the Queen in place of the 

sixteenth century Nat Field who would have given Shakespeare the bubonic plague. Had the 

playwright died in 1599 he would not have been able to compose his greatest pieces over the next 

two decades. 

 

Like the other stories we have looked at to date, Cooper crafts a tale in which her child character 

confronts some deep emotional issues (179) and incredibly painful memories that have scarred him 

for years – losing his mother to cancer and finding his father’s body in a pool of blood after he had 

suicided. With the help of loving friends and stern task-masters (101, 180), he grows as a result of 

his week in the past and is able to escape the frozen and bitter emotional state he had been in prior 

to meeting Will Shakespeare (27, 66, 70-2).  
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Throwing the twentieth century Nat into the past, however, allows him to react freely to the 

conditions of Elizabethan London that shock or sadden him. It means that contemporary 

sensibilities can exist alongside realities of life four hundred years ago. Modern readers see a small 

part of sixteenth-century London through Nat’s eyes and share the sensory onslaught of the 

environment. We squirm at how dirty he becomes, feel his frustration at living in such conditions, 

and begin to understand the culture shock he is going through (65). We almost cheer him on when 

he wonders how long it will be before he tells his companions to start boiling their water, to clean 

their teeth, to stop throwing their rubbish and sewerage on the streets, or rid their homes of the ever-

present rats (140). Cooper does not have her Elizabethan characters react to these conditions. For 

them this is normal. As far as the others are concerned, though, when they see his odd reactions to 

things they attribute his psychological delicacy to the real Nat Field’s upbringing in the more 

privileged environment of the cloistered Choir School of St Paul’s (66).  

 

When Nat’s friend and guide Harry takes him along to watch a bear-baiting, Nat is sickened not just 

by the cruelty to the animals, but by the pleasure the crowd gets from the spectacle. Part way 

through the fight, the bear turns towards Nat and he realises that the bear cannot see. 

I shouted into Harry’s ear, appalled, ‘The bear is blind!’ 
Harry’s cheerful open face was alight with excitement. ‘Of course—Blind 

Edward—they put out his eyes, for better sport’. He shouted in sudden glee. ‘Look there!’ 
(Cooper 64) 

 

But Nat couldn’t stand it, and when blood pours from the bodies of the wounded dogs and bear it is 

so painful an image that he rushes from the building, not stopping for the “stinking pile of garbage 

that was less sickening than the joy of the people in that shouting crowd” (64). In our contemporary 

society we would hope that people would react more like Nat than Harry. It is hard to know, 

however, whether such a reaction would have been authentic coming from a character of the time. 

There is a high likelihood that it would have represented an inappropriate “intrusion of 

contemporary sensibilities”. This is not the only occasion that Nat’s reactions make a comment on 

the past, but like this one, they are understandable and legitimate because they come from a 

twentieth century boy and do not anachronistically involve characters or personages from the past. 

 

Following the successful staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream for Queen Elizabeth, the original 

Nat Field was due to be returned to St Paul’s choir and acting troupe and Shakespeare was going to 

leave London for a break between seasons. Not knowing why he had been sent back in time and 

that he would eventually return home, the twentieth century Nat is faced with a new fear – that he 

would have to start his life all over again with a different group of players at St Paul’s. He begs 
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Shakespeare to buy him out of his contract there so he can stay with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. 

But unbeknownst to them the sixteenth century Nat has recovered and poses no risk to Shakespeare 

any more. So once again, the two boys are transported through time while they sleep.  

As my senses came awake too, there was the feel of a different pillow under my head, a 
smoother sheet against my cheek, an odd antiseptic sort of smell in the air, a brighter light 
outside my closed eyelids. (Cooper 146) 

 

With a lovely sense of symmetry we follow Nat through his re-orientation to modern life. His return 

to the twentieth century does not, however, go smoothly. The conveniences and cleanliness of our 

time are just as shocking now as the reverse had been at the beginning of the story. Once again it is 

the theatrical patterning of activity and behaviour that pulls Nat through his latest cultural shift.  

 

It is not an easy transition to the present given that he had just seen and experienced Shakespeare’s 

and Richard Burbage’s magnificent original production, and so Nat argues with the contemporary 

director over the differences in the staging and costuming (68-9, 157-9, 173), and questions 

where—or when—he belongs (173). Once again, the connections between the two worlds are both 

physical and emotional.  

For a moment I felt a kind of giddiness, and I put out a hand to the wall to steady myself. In 
the air, from the wooden O of the roof, I could hear the burbling of the doves that I’d heard 
four hundred years ago, loud, very loud, growing louder. (Cooper 178) 

 

The quote above illustrates the connections that Nat still has between his “now” and “then” and how 

they affect him when Arby (his contemporary director) finally reveals that his initials and nickname 

stand for Richard Babbage (or Burbage depending on the accent) and that he had engineered Nat’s 

journey through time. He acknowledges Nat’s pain and admits he has the right to scream at him 

(178-80). To help Nat heal and come the “full circle” (180), though, he shares what he knows of 

Will Shakespeare’s sense of loss when his Puck never returned to the Globe as he had begged to be 

able to do. Arby tells Nat that Shakespeare finally wrote the play he had promised would give full 

flight to ‘his’ aerial sprite’s abilities. And Arby—Richard Burbage—the director who had known 

Nat in both centuries urges him to go and live just as Shakespeare had wanted: “free of grieving” 

(181). 

 

As Nat clutches that comfort to him, Cooper breaks the physical connection between his two 

worlds: and encourages him to look forward to a future that holds elements of the past that are freed 

now from the shackles of pain. “In the sky overhead a big jet moved across the wooden O, high up, 

and its distant roar rose and faded. The sound of the doves had gone” (181). 
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The strength of Cooper’s novel lies in the connections she makes between the twentieth and 

sixteenth century productions of A Midsummer’s Night Dream. Using the rhythms of theatre work 

and the re-created venue of the Globe, she brings together two characters who live four hundred 

years apart. The sense of history, upon which a large part of the success of King of Shadows rests, 

comes from Cooper’s deep knowledge of theatrical work schedules and production methods. She 

also paid very close attention to the historical elements of Southwark (the area of London where the 

Globe Theatre resides) and the changes to its modern environs.  

 

Of special note is Cooper’s ability to create strong emotional responses between characters in the 

novel as well as ties between characters and readers. Will Shakespeare is brought alive by Nat’s 

love of his work and the friendship that develops between them. That connection is then extended to 

the reader. For example, I had rarely considered Shakespeare as a father until I read this novel. And 

yet as we witness his gentle comforting of Nat, Cooper brings her readers close to the private, 

personal Shakespeare. 

 

Perhaps the most confronting element of Nat Field’s story, however, is his journey across the 

blurred boundaries of childhood and young-adulthood. In the twentieth century he had lost both 

mother and father, the two mainstays of childhood. The overwhelming grief of that loss chained 

him emotionally to a specific time and place, and he was unable to leave it behind and grow 

towards adulthood. The shocking experience of finding himself transported back to Elizabethan 

England and the immediate friendship that blossomed between himself and Will Shakespeare 

created a situation in which Nat was able to open up to his mentor emotionally in a way he had been 

unable to do before. Will Shakespeare’s empathy started a healing process that followed Nat back to 

the twentieth century when he saw (and was able to accept) the support and care of two friends in 

the company. Because of the connections he made in the past, Nat could now begin to navigate the 

land of blurred boundaries, leave behind the pain of his childhood and make his way towards a 

freer, happier future.  

 

The cognate examples: what did they show us? 
I selected these four books because they approached history and historiographic issues differently. 

They are all published for an intended audience of readers under eighteen. They all feature an active 

rather than passive treatment. They encourage their readers to identify with their protagonists and 

indeed New Gold Mountain, Scarecrow Army and King of Shadows are written in the first person. 

Their narrative voices are quite distinct, however, and as a reader I reacted to them very differently.  
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They all display a strong “sense of history”. Shu Cheong’s voice, in New Gold Mountain, is 

distinctive and his demonstration of familial respect and links to tradition are elements of his life 

(and the lives of those upon whom he was based) are memorable. The portrayal of the Mormaer and 

Lulach, in Macbeth and Son, and the rules of Scottish Kingship that it reveals align more closely 

with the documented Celtic traditions of the British Isles than that so famously depicted by 

Shakespeare. Jackie French therefore challenged the popular notion of Macbeth’s villainy by 

presenting an alternative and more accurate picture of that period in time. The image of villagers 

burnt corpses and the hunger Lulach’s people suffered because there were not enough men left to 

farm and bring in the harvest are other authentic details of medieval Scottish life that French 

conveys. Davidson’s report card on the Anzacs in Scarecrow Army was tough and uncompromising. 

It was well researched, written in an easily digested form and presented more than one side of the 

story. His different point-of-view sharpened and reshaped vague notions of the Anzacs to such an 

extent that readers can re-evaluate the uncritical presentation of our “Aussie” national character that 

has allegedly been constructed from this episode in Australia’s history and acknowledge, too, the 

dark elements of human nature that such experiences illuminate. In King of Shadows Cooper 

recreates an authentic slice of life in Elizabethan London. Through the clever use of dialect, 

Shakespearean English and modern English, she placed her characters in their times with great 

success. Nat’s culture shock was very real and she conveyed the impact of time dislocation by using 

language that engaged all the senses. For example, the neat and hygienic presentation of the hospital 

meal in individual portion sizes served on plastic plates with cutlery sealed in plastic bags was as 

disorienting to Nat on his return to the twentieth century as was the presentation of the 

extraordinary fabrics and intricate make-up that the Elizabethans costumiers used in A 

Midsummer’s Night Dream in the sixteenth century.  

 

All of these books are anchored to an historical event or person. Three of them are particularly 

concerned with conveying a picture of “what really happened”, and telling an alternative story to 

the ones normally afloat on the mainstream. Macbeth and Son goes closest to questioning the nature 

of history and how it is presented. Its characters discuss different historical interpretations and 

Jackie French sets out some of the evidence upon which she based her alternative account (albeit 

without references). Scarecrow Army deliberately “lifts the veil” on the myths surrounding the 

Anzacs and provides an extensive list of references as evidence of the research-base upon which it 

was constructed, but Davidson does not tackle the idea of historical interpretation front on – he just 

asks his readers to get to know the people behind the story.  

 

There are many truths of living shared and values to be honoured in these texts. There are different 

truths for each story and different choices facing each of the characters. But the characters all have 
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to confront the light and dark of human nature and recognise them both within themselves before 

they can move on. We have seen how each of the authors provide hands-on experiences for their 

readers and offered themselves and their characters as guides through unfamiliar worlds.  

 

Each of the stories, however, connects the past and present in different ways. Some use emotional 

links; others move their characters through time; some find patterns of activity and behaviour to 

demonstrate the connection between “then” and “now”. New Gold Mountain shares its story 

through diary entries written with the hope that one day they will be read by others and so reveal 

what really happened on the goldfields in New  South Wales; Macbeth and Son connects two 

desperate souls across time psychologically, giving them the opportunity to learn from each other; 

King of Shadows uses the constancy of the Globe Theatre and a famous play to move its main 

character physically through time in order to save one of the world’s greatest playwrights and help 

heal a young boy’s broken soul; and Scarecrow Army opens the door of the archives to show us the 

people behind the myths of Anzac Cove sharing personal anecdote, factlets, narrative history and 

photographs.  

 

The similarities and differences these books exhibit, and the ways they relate to the set of generic 

conventions and each other, help to illustrate the options available for authors to explore history and 

historiographic issues in children’s literature.  

 

Having looked at these cognate examples, and the variations they display, the last chapter will 

examine the elements of The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom that connect with 

the set of generic conventions and four themes by showing an approach to history, and explicitly the 

idea of history, that the others have not.  
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Chapter Three  
This exegesis began by exploring what trends and themes could be identified in the critical field of 

children’s literature, young adult fiction, children’s historical fiction and children’s speculative 

fiction that are relevant to the way in which history and historiography are presented in children’s 

books. 

 

Four themes emerged and a set of characteristics were identified from the generic conventions 

discussed to create a hybrid model against which a selection of cognate examples were compared to 

see how they told their historical story. Relationships between the model’s characteristics and the 

four broad themes were also established at the end of Chapter One. Now it is time to examine my 

novel to determine: what aspects of the model can be recognised within it; how its form touches on 

and extends some of those characteristics; and how it addresses some of the issues identified in the 

thematic examination of the critical literature. 

 

Underpinning the story of The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom is the exploration 

of two things. First, the writing of history: who were the writers; what was their motivation for 

writing; what was the social and political context in which they wrote; what type of things might 

have affected what they chose to write; what point-of-view or argument were they trying to convey; 

and what ‘things’ might have affected their interpretation? Second, how do we make these elements 

of historical production apparent to children so that they become aware of the interpretive nature of 

history and begin to evaluate sources as they build their historical understanding.  

 

It is this focus on the writing and writers of history that differentiates my novel from the cognate 

examples and advances practice in the field of children’s historical fiction as represented by the 

selected texts and developments in historiography. In contrast, the cognate examples primarily 

explore historical events or figures such as the miners’ riots at Lambing Flat; the battles at Anzac 

Cove; and the transition between the medieval Scottish monarchs Duncan and Macbeth. Three of 

these cognate examples—Macbeth and Son, New Gold Mountain and Scarecrow Army—are 

concerned with “what really happened”.  

 

Jackie French’s Macbeth and Son comes closest to questioning dominant cultural perspectives of 

history by showing that Shakespeare presented a particular picture of Macbeth’s rise to the Scottish 

throne—a picture designed to flatter his patron’s ancestors by deviating from the probable events. 
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According to Jackie French, Shakespeare uncritically followed an English historian’s interpretation 

of Duncan and Macbeth’s conflict and further skewed the historical evidence to suit the dramatic 

purpose of his play. It is perhaps because this play has maintained its popularity and fame for so 

long that Macbeth’s villainy is now firmly established in the popular consciousness. She set out to 

show an alternate view. Leon Davidson also tackles popular myths about ANZAC in his work The 

Scarecrow Army. He does not go so far as to challenge the writers of history, however. He merely 

asks his readers to walk with him behind the myths to get to know the “real people” of ANZAC. 

Christopher Cheng relies on the connection he creates between his character Shu Cheong and 

readers through the book’s first-person diary format to make the events at Lambing Flat in the 

1860s personal and real for a contemporary audience. He and his publishers wanted to tell the story 

of the Chinese migrant workers in the goldfields because it is not often presented to Australian 

children.  

 

Susan Cooper’s King of Shadows successfully depicts “what is was like to live back then”. Cooper’s 

method of time-travel relies on making a connection across centuries based on the familiar rhythms 

of staging Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The logistics of the twentieth century 

production places a particular character in a particular place with particular knowledge so he can be 

transported back in time to replace a boy whose illness could have killed Shakespeare. Being able to 

establish these extraordinary connections between the present and past illustrates the power of 

Barbara Adams’ notion of transcendent time. In a less tangible way, Jackie French uses the 

emotional and psychological rhythms experienced during the loss of fathers and introduction of 

step-fathers to connect her characters across time. Both authors recreate their historical worlds 

vividly and believably through the observations, reactions, and experiences of their young 

protagonists.  

 

The History Hunters combines elements of all of these approaches to history, extending some of 

them and introducing others. I include a short synopsis of the novel here to illustrate the creative 

nature of the writing by focussing on the characters, setting and plot progression in a form that will 

help frame the critical analysis of the novel that follows.  

 

The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom: A synopsis 
Liam McIntyre, Dark Age enthusiast and King Arthur buff, discovers that everything he knows 

about Arthur has gone. There is nothing in the libraries or on the internet. Even his own books on 

Arthur have changed. He remembers King Arthur’s history, his parents remember King Arthur, his 

parents’ best friend remembers King Arthur, but no-one else does. 
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It is the first of a series of disturbing discoveries. Next Liam learns that his parents have been 

leading a double life. They are not just his parents, they are also History Hunters: a small, secret 

group who operate in pods to maintain Earth’s proper history. They have access to secure computer 

laboratories which store an immense volume of records reaching back hundreds of years. Locked 

files hint at the future, but the History Hunters are not permitted to “peek”. Now a disgruntled rebel 

is on the loose, a rebel with a time-travel device who believes in a specific future for Earth. She is 

determined to fast-track our societies’ development by eliminating unnecessary events from our 

past, correcting what she sees as “mistakes”.  

 

The History Hunters watch and wait, checking that events unfold as they should. When the rebel 

erases King Arthur from their timeline, Liam becomes the newest (reluctant) member of the 

Australian pod of History Hunters. His job now is to lead missions back through time to work out 

what the rebel Tracey has changed. Was it something about Arthur’s sword, his key battles, 

Camelot, Lancelot and the Knights of the Round Table, Merlin, or Tintagel? 

 

The longer it takes them to succeed, the more their own world changes. Liam starts to suffer 

excruciating nightmares whenever he is home. Music, books, television shows disappear. Sport 

changes. Australia becomes part of the Danish Confederacy where English is not spoken.  

 

Eventually they cross paths with Tracey. Liam works out that she has targeted Geoffrey of 

Monmouth’s book The History of the Kings of Britain because it is one of the first to link Arthur 

and Merlin. She hates magic and so she tries to convince Geoffrey to leave Merlin out of the story. 

With him gone, she believes Arthur’s tale will not hold the same fascination for people over 

hundreds of years and hence simply fade away.  

 

Weeks spent in medieval Oxford working as scribes give Liam and Elena, another of the pod 

members, unique access to Geoffrey and they shadow Tracey as she tries to persuade the writer that 

she is right and that Merlin has no place in his “History”.  

 

As Liam and Elena get closer and closer to her, Tracey attacks. After a scuffle during which Liam is 

hurt and Tracey is knocked unconscious, Elena engineers a way for her to be banished from Oxford. 

This allows them to retrieve a crucial letter from the Bishop in which he begs Geoffrey to translate 

the story of the great British wizard. When Geoffrey sees this he reinstates Merlin alongside Arthur, 

returning the History of the Kings of Britain to its proper form. The effects of Tracey’s changes 

unravel across time so that the familiarity of home in the twenty-first century is restored. 
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The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom and how it relates to the critical 
themes and hybrid model 
There are a number of points to be made generally about the History Hunters before its relationship 

to the generic conventions and characteristics of the hybrid model is examined in detail. First, there 

are a number of ideas about history and the writing of history that are clearly articulated in the 

novel: (a) history is provisional, not fixed; (b) evidence and data need to be interpreted and located 

within existing knowledge in order for it to have meaning to those reading, viewing, or hearing it; 

(c) interpretations of the historical record have been composed by authors who wanted to make a 

statement about an event, figure, or theme from a particular point-of-view; and (d) people, and 

children in particular, do want to know “what really happened”. Second, the History Hunters 

extends some of the generic conventions of children’s historical and speculative fiction to tell its 

story and communicate those ideas about history: (e) by focussing on the writers of history rather 

than the specific events, it allows the changeable, personal nature of the composition of history to 

be explored; (f) it connects “then” and “now” by disrupting the present in the past and requiring the 

present to be restored from the past; (g) its contemporary characters have to experience the past and 

determine why the creators of history chose to preserve an alternate point-of-view which ultimately 

has a cascading effect across time that changes the present significantly; and (h) only through their 

hands-on experience and consequent understanding of the historical and social contexts can the 

contemporary characters identify the assault on history. Third, it is clear that children’s literature 

can explore history in a lively and dynamic fashion because of its generic conventions as set out in 

the hybrid model.  

 

A closer analysis of the novel will be conducted in line with the four broad themes and the most 

relevant generic characteristics of children’s literature to illustrate the primary ways in which the 

novel exemplifies them, how it differs from the cognate examples and extends practice.  

 

Genre characteristics of children’s literature 
The book is written for children; and it encourages readers to identify with its protagonist. The 

main character, Liam McIntyre, is in Grade 9 at school and his closest friends are of similar age. 

Some of his new companions in the History Hunters are somewhat older, but they are in their late 

teens. Hence, the implied, primary readership is children aged eight to eighteen. Aspects of Liam’s 

life outside the History Hunters are scattered throughout the novel to establish his character and 

“place” in the community. There are moments when Liam, his father and friends talk about and play 
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cricket; Liam and Ariane swap music; preparation for exams loom large; and drafting speeches for 

the debating final is Liam’s responsibility as the story opens.  

 

Theme One: Evoking history, place and time 
The story recognises the importance of depicting the historical eras accurately and authentically; 

and displays a “sense of history” either through prose style, level of historical accuracy and 

setting, physical elements and events, or characters’ emotional responses: 

The ways in which the historical periods are portrayed and re-created in the novel can be seen with 

the accurate geographical and physical elements of the sites; the witnessing of some historical 

events and introduction of historical personalities; and character interaction with those personalities. 

For example, I visited all of the sites and locations in Great Britain because the visual depictions are 

so important to the sense of place I wanted to elicit. For the two locations in France I used Google 

Earth and Google Maps to see what the layout of the land is now, where the hills are, what direction 

the sun comes from, where the waterways flow. Archival maps were useful to determine what 

medieval streets of Oxford Liam and Elena would have to travel and where and how they were 

going to arrange for Tracey’s departure. The different conditions of South Cadbury Castle are based 

on archaeological findings during actual digs. Part of the experience for Liam was learning first-

hand what clothing styles and fabrics were appropriate for each time-travel episode; what food was 

eaten and how it was prepared. For the inexperienced Liam it was important to give him 

opportunities to round out his knowledge. Consequently, reading about King Henry VIII’s feasts 

was one thing, being there to serve his guests was another.  

 

There are some historical events alluded to in the story such as Henry VIII’s mock abduction of his 

Queen before the feast at Winchester; and John Leland’s journey through Somerset to map the 

historical and geographical features of the county for Henry. In the History Hunters, however, the 

conditions around those two events changed and hence what Liam and Toby witness is different to 

the data available in the historical record. Naturally, the meeting between Leland, Liam and Toby is 

fictional, written into the gaps of history. Similarly, information about Geoffrey’s time at Oxford is 

attested in the historical record, but exactly what he did is not yet known. The letter from the Bishop 

that I quote is an extract from Geoffrey’s actual manuscript, but the full context in which it was 

written and received is not known to me and so once more I filled in the gaps of history.  

 

It is through a combination of historical authenticity, accuracy of setting, knowledge of the physical 

elements and the inclusion of historical people and events that the novel’s sense of history is 

created.  
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In Chapter Twelve, “Risks”, the novel puts forward the argument that individual historians interpret 

available evidence and write about the aspects of that evidence that interests them, supports their 

theories, disproves other theories, fills gaps in the historical record, or builds on previous 

knowledge. It suggests that history is about social, cultural and political elements that can be 

affected by each of those aspects in turn. This is the point in the novel that addresses Ringrose’s 

query about how a children’s historical novel might be able to present the “problematising of 

history” (208). This chapter also starts to explore the concepts of Linda Hutcheon’s historiographic 

metafiction that are based on Hayden White’s observation that good historians remind their readers 

of the purely provisional nature of their characterisation of events, agents and agencies found in the 

always incomplete historical record (42).  

 

Consequently the History Hunters suggests that the development of King Arthur’s historical 

identity has incorporated history, cultural myth, legend, archaeology and literature. It takes its 

readers through that argument and then explores what might happen if one of the key elements of 

King Arthur’s identity was erased. What would subsequently change? Would King Arthur survive? 

What might the consequences be for the wider community if King Arthur did not survive? It is 

Liam’s job to investigate these questions by visiting the people who recorded each of the key 

elements of King Arthur’s history and observing their experiences. The premise is that a change 

early in King Arthur’s historical literary development affects each of the subsequent elements until 

eventually his place in history does not progress as it should. For example, in the novel King Arthur 

does not become the symbol of Welsh/British legitimacy and consequently famous historians and 

authors write about different topics and historical personalities; Kings do not try to emulate Arthur; 

and antiquarians do not go hunting for his castle.  

 

Each of Liam’s visits to the past shows a history in flux, and that what historians and writers choose 

to write about and record as history can be affected by what is going on around them. This is a very 

different approach to history than that depicted in the cognate examples and addresses Deborah 

Stevenson’s concern that children’s historical fiction has not kept up with the ways in which history 

is explained and explored in history texts and classrooms (Ringrose 209), and illustrates how the 

practice of children’s historical fiction can be extended. 

 

Theme Two: Sharing “truths of life” and other knowledge 
The story assumes children change, growing in knowledge and experience; is often didactic; has an 

underlying moral and ethical structure; and shares ‘truths of living’ and other knowledge. 
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When Liam starts his journey he is unaware of his impending role in the History Hunters and how 

important his knowledge of the Arthurian Matter will become. He believes that his knowledge is 

just going to help his debating team win back the state title. Liam learns to trust his instincts, learn 

from experience, and watch for behavioural clues revealed as people interact.  

 

As a group the History Hunters are bound by rules and a code of conduct; there are laws they must 

obey and consequences to pay when they are broken. Liam learns that Tracey’s rebellious actions 

and disregard for consequences affect everything on earth. It is when he realises this that his 

involvement with the pod changes: he is no longer content to get the best he can out of the situation; 

he is no longer content just to get enough information to help his school team win the debate; he 

knows he has to help fix the problems Tracey has caused. Liam recognises that there is a direct 

connection between action and consequence.  

 

Liam’s relationships with particular members of the History Hunters help him learn how to 

maintain calm and poise “in the field”. There are a number of examples: as he reluctantly joins the 

History Hunters Liam encounters a new peer group whose members are not sure how to respond to 

him and so Liam has to behave circumspectly with people at first (something he has not had to do 

for some time with familiar groups of friends at school and in sport); and watching Toby manage 

unexpected situations in twelfth-century France gives Liam new insights that he is able to draw 

upon later. He is also thrust into unfamiliar environments and he must learn to adapt or endanger 

their mission. The risks are high and they intensify as the story progresses. At the start of the novel 

Liam is educated but inexperienced; by the end he has the confidence to trust his knowledge and the 

experience to lead. By facing the things that make him nervous, and having to respond to the 

challenges posed by his History Hunter colleagues and the unfamiliar landscapes of the past, Liam’s 

physical journey into the past, present and future is also a journey of learning and growth. 

Consequently, the way in which the novel interacts with the thematic issues, hybrid model, and 

cognate examples suggests it follows the generic conventions closely and would meet readers’ 

expectations accordingly. 

 

Theme Three: Experience 
There are four characteristics relevant to the discussion of this theme. The examples drawn from the 

novel in the following discussion show why there is a very close link between Theme One: Evoking 

history, time and place; and Theme Three: Experience. Given that children’s literature involves 

active and dynamic plots that send their characters into various unknown situations, it quickly 
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becomes apparent that it is often through their experiences that the characters and readers will 

encounter the story’s sense of history.  

 

The author and characters act as guide through unfamiliar worlds and situations 

Navigating the complex interaction of history, literature and legend surrounding King Arthur 

(known as the Arthurian Matter) is not easy for people new to it. Consequently I created 

opportunities throughout the action for characters to question, debate and learn the critical aspects 

of the material in order for them to act as guides for my readers. Even though the story-line leaps 

between time periods, the purpose for each mission is established so readers are not left guessing 

why characters are going to particular locations to visit certain people or witness specific events. In 

this novel the past is unfamiliar territory and the characters cautiously observe before acting. Each 

location and time is chosen deliberately by the pod with a view to the overall task and consequently 

matters of significance are flagged for the reader. Even for readers new to the Arthurian Matter 

there is enough scaffolding provided to follow the characters’ journey without the need to seek 

information from outside the text.  

 

The story features an active, rather than passive treatment; and provides hands-on experiences 

where the characters are in the middle of things, or acting out suitable roles, which is often 

achieved through dialogue and incident rather than description and introspection. These 

characteristics of the hybrid model were well-acquitted in Macbeth and Son, New Gold Mountain 

and King of Shadows. In The History Hunters characters are catapulted into scenarios that require 

them to undertake a range of tasks such as: collect and carry firewood up steep hillsides dressed in 

fifth century trousers and tunics; serve food and drink during a fifteenth century royal feast; live and 

work for weeks as scribes in medieval Oxford; and supply foodstuffs or carry out the duties of man-

servant in twelfth century France. Liam, Elena, and Toby experience discomfort from sticks and 

wood strapped to their backs; slaps and thuds from bad tempered guests, slops for food, and 

draughty sleeping arrangements in the fifteenth century; extreme cold in the crypts of Oxford Castle 

and uncomfortably close, dirty and ultimately dangerous conditions as they traversed the medieval 

town’s streets; and the uncertainty of not knowing what duties they were going to be expected to 

carry out for quixotic masters in twelfth century France. The characters don’t read about these jobs; 

like Luke in Macbeth and Son, they live them.  

 

The story makes the past new and new by connecting the past with the present, showing what it was 

like to live back then, or provides a face-to-face meeting between “then” and “now”. It often 

depicts home as a safe place or as one fraught with dangers: 
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The connection between “then” and “now” is of prime importance in the History Hunters. It takes 

the view that the past and present exist on a continuum, that what happened (or happens) in the past 

has affected and shaped our present.  When Liam begins to notice variations in the present, he sees 

both cultural and material things change such as music, sport, and contents of books. 

Subconsciously his mind tries to re-sort the present and what has formed it, and it begins to detect 

the fractures in their present reality caused by the cascading effects of Tracey’s changes in the past. 

These fractures are represented as nightmares and they intensify as the story progresses.  

 

Home, which had always been a familiar and comfortable place for Liam, changes in many ways. 

The relationships between his parents and closest family friends are tested when he finds out they 

have secretly maintained their involvement in the History Hunters for years. School curricula does 

not make sense to Liam as the social, international and political landscapes morph; familiar aspects 

of sport and music begin to change and then disappear as the present is re-written; political and 

cultural roots alter significantly as English supremacy in the past is negated and other countries 

become dominant colonial powers resulting in Australia belonging to a (fictional) Danish 

Confederacy rather than a British Commonwealth. Eventually encounters with school and sport 

acquaintances become fraught as Liam is faced with conversations that don’t make sense so he 

begins to avoid outside contacts.  

 

In this story “then” and “now” are not compartmentalised and insulated from each other. As the past 

changes, home becomes psychologically dangerous for Liam. His nightmares start occurring during 

waking hours as well as sleep. He becomes fatigued and it loosens his connection with the present, 

forcing him to retreat into the History Hunters’ laboratory where he finds temporary protection. 

Finally, at his mother’s suggestion Liam spends more and more time in the past where these 

intrusions on his psyche do not occur. The unfamiliar country of the past becomes his haven.  

 

The growing uncertainty surrounding home and the need to restore its safety is a recognisable 

convention in children’s, young-adult and fantasy fiction, but it is the direct connection between 

“then” and “now” that causes this disturbance. Paradoxically it is the nature of that direct 

connection that allows me to illustrate the provisional character of history and how changes to our 

understanding of history, re-interpretations of evidence, or complete re-writing of history can affect 

society. 
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Theme Four: Blurred Boundaries 
Elements of this theme focus closely upon Liam’s personal development (and character growth) 

which is tested during interactions with members of the History Hunter pod and time-slip episodes 

that place him in unfamiliar situations. 

 

Offers variation of existing patterns throughout the story: moving the stakes higher, increasing the 

risks, intensifying the tests of character, and magnifying the consequences of failure or success. 

Each of the time-travel episodes fulfilled multiple purposes. They needed to advance the story; 

show something new in terms of the characters’ relationships; and most importantly illustrate the 

context in which each of the major elements of King Arthur’s development as an historical and 

literary personality sits and what could happen if something about that context was different from 

the one that produced King Arthur as we know him today.  

 

Naturally these episodes are a mixture of what exists in the historical record and fiction. In general 

the locations and social settings are as authentic as possible. The interactions between the 

contemporary characters and the historical personalities are imaginative, as are the “differences” 

encountered by the contemporary characters. There are seven time-travel episodes that explore 

particular elements of King Arthur’s development: early medieval Boron, a town (now situated in 

modern France) with which Robert de Boron—who added the Sword in the Stone motif to King 

Arthur’s story—is associated; a European battlefield during the collapse of the Roman Empire at 

which one of the historical contenders for Arthur was supposed to have fought; the likely historical 

site of Camelot and the different eras of South Cadbury Hillfort and its refortification in the fifth 

century; Tudor England during which King Henry VIII takes up the Arthurian myth and his 

antiquarian John Leland searches for Camelot; the medieval pre-French city of Troyes where the 

addition of the Knights of the Round Table to Arthur’s story by the poet Chrétien de Troyes most 

likely occurred; and finally twelfth century Oxford where Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote his History 

of the Kings of Britain,  the first of the significant histories/stories of King Arthur that we have 

preserved in the written historical record. A brief summary of those episodes is provided in the table 

below to illustrate the structural purpose informing the narrative progression. While this variation of 

existing patterns is a characteristic I did not concentrate too heavily on when looking at the cognate 

examples, in the History Hunters their purpose can be clearly mapped.  
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Table 2. 
Time-travel scenes/chapters and their purpose  
 

Chapter  

Number 

Title Situation This episode’s job 

8 A step back in 
time 

Robert de Boron and the story 
development of the Sword in the 
Stone. 

Conflict between Toby and Liam 
revealed – Toby thinks Liam is the 
reason the Prof is acting against normal 
precautions. Toby eventually satisfied 
by Liam’s methods. They fail to find 
Tracey. 

9 Boron 

10 Swords crossed 

18 Battle Roman battlefield situated in 
modern France where 
Riothamus was supposed to 
have fought. 

Unsettles Liam. Shows him reality of 
aftermath of war. Illustrates strength of 
relationship with Dad. Archaeology can 
show them much, but not everything. 
Evidence still needs to be interpreted. 

21 South Cadbury 
Hillfort 

Likely historical site of Camelot 
– visited during its different eras 
and re-fortifications. 

Liam’s confidence is building. Toby 
lets Liam take the lead. Tracey turns 
up, dismisses Liam as a “player” but 
physically attacks him in order to 
distress Toby. She is focussed on 
“turning” Toby and bringing him to her 
side. He concerned for Liam. 

22 A castle re-born 

23 Rebel 

24 On Leland’s trail Tudor England. Henry VIII’s 
take-up of Arthurian myth. 
Moment where history draws 
myth into politics and current 
events. 

Liam wanting to follow protocol and 
return to the Lab now, but Toby 
(trusting Liam’s knowledge) is getting 
very concerned about Tracey’s erratic 
behaviour. Toby is forced to give Liam 
some background about Tracey. Liam 
agrees they have to stop her, but they 
are exhausted and return home. 

25 Tudor Rose 

27 The Round Table Tudor England. Henry VIII at 
his most popular. Should have 
many Arthurian images on 
display; but they’re not there. 

Liam learns what it is like to be an 
ordinary person in Tudor England. His 
contemporary beliefs of equality and 
fairness are tested and he’s upset at the 
treatment of a child servant. On the 
verge of returning home, Liam gives 
the child a way to obtain a better life. 
Even though they discover the Round 
Table is not the prominent symbol it 
should be, it is the plight of the young 
servant that upsets Liam the most. 
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Chapter  

Number 

(con’t) 

Title Situation This episode’s job 

29 Troyes Medieval city Troyes in “not-yet 
France”. Trying to get foothold 
into household of  Chrétien de 
Troyes’ patroness to find out 
what Chrétien is doing. 

Easy relationship between Toby and 
Liam. It is becoming more and more 
dangerous and uncomfortable for Liam 
to be at home due to the psychological 
disturbances of the nightmare visions. 
His mum very worried. Liam learns the 
art of patience at Chrétien’s side. He is 
sure that Chrétien is writing about 
Arthur. When Liam finds out that he’s 
wrong, he feels all is lost. 

32 Convergence Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
Oxford in 1136 when he is 
writing The History of the Kings 
of Britain. The climax. 

Liam starts new working relationship 
with Elena, needs to gain her trust and 
confidence. He is rocked by some of 
her comments about Tracey. He 
realises Elena knows a lot more about 
life in this era than he does. They find 
clues about Tracey’s presence. They 
identify what Tracey is doing. Liam 
relies on Elena’s knowledge and skills, 
but nevertheless has the confidence to 
make decisions and lead. They are 
asked by Geoffrey to collect documents 
from his town house. They earn his 
housekeeper’s trust and find out from 
her that Tracey has been hanging 
around. Liam is attacked by Tracey 
more violently this time and during the 
struggle one of the manuscripts Liam 
had been carrying is dropped in the 
mud. They find out it is the original 
commission to Geoffrey in which 
Bishop Alexander instructs him to 
translate the stories of Merlin and 
Arthur. This episode shows the effects 
of Tracey’s manipulation of Geoffrey 
where she magnified his doubts about 
including magic and Merlin in his 
History. When the letter is eventually 
restored to Geoffrey and read out, 
Geoffrey’s friend Robert reiterates his 
confidence in following the Bishop’s 
request and strongly encourages him to 
restore his text in full. 

33 Merlin 
34 Town 
35 Ambush 

36 The Bishop 
 

37 Time’s up 
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The story-arc intensifies the tests facing the characters, and requires them to either overcome the 

challenges or fail. This is a central element to children’s and young-adult fiction and the History 

Hunters incorporates these generic conventions accordingly. The specific characteristics that most 

clearly relate to this element in the History Hunters are: 

• the story invites its readers to test themselves imaginatively as they enter the “land of 

blurred boundaries” between childhood and adulthood; right and wrong; good and bad; 

• the truths of living can illuminate both the light and dark of human nature (binary) and 

show we have some of each in all of us (Le Guin’s shadow-self); and  

• the story introduces readers to complex experiences while maintaining apparent simplicities 

(another binary that requires the story to resonate with subtle complexities of life that 

belong more in the adult world). 

 

Interestingly, most of the examples in the text are located in the time-travel episodes listed above. 

Perry Nodelman would recognise this as a varying of the narrative pattern in which more 

information is divulged, risks increase and possibility of failure grows. To overcome the challenges 

posed in each of these episodes, Liam must enter and engage with Bell’s “land of blurred 

boundaries” to become a different kind of person. Hunting his own sense of well-being and 

centeredness is connected with, and contingent upon, hunting the external history of King Arthur. 
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Conclusion 
 
The review of the critical commentary on children’s literature, the examination of a cognate set of 

children’s books, and the analysis of my novel The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost 

Kingdom has clearly shown that both historical events and an exploration of historiographical issues 

can be presented imaginatively, actively and authentically in children’s literature.  

 

The critical literature on children’s fiction was reviewed in Chapter One to determine what generic 

conventions and characteristics were most relevant to the presentation of history in children’s 

books. As the debates were explored, four broad themes emerged.  

 

Identifying the worlds of “then” and “now” in the stories and making the past “new” so it can be 

connected to “now” is critical. Placing characters (and readers) in situations where they are required 

to ask of themselves, and others, “what is the right thing to do” ensures that they have the 

opportunity to learn, share the truths of life and gain new knowledge. This occurs as they are 

thrown into the “middle of things”, acquire new skills, adapt to different places and situations, and 

encounter challenges where a hands-on approach is needed. With the author as guide, both character 

and reader navigate the historical world successfully. Time-slip stories are particularly useful for 

connecting the usually disparate “then” and “now” compartments that modern, de-historicised 

children inhabit. And finally, the boundaries between childhood and adulthood become less 

forbidding and more porous as character and reader begin to see, and acknowledge, the multiple 

perspectives that can be brought to bear on seemingly “certain” ideas, truths, and interpretations of 

evidence.  

 

The thematic characteristics and generic conventions identified in the literature operate in the texts 

in a connected, integrated and affective manner. When considered as parts-of-a-whole, it is possible 

to see how they work together to provide authors fertile ground from which to explore historical 

events, show how history is produced, investigate alternate viewpoints, and observe the different 

ideas people have about the nature of history.  

 

Consequently, the generic conventions and characteristics (such as those above) that underpinned 

the four themes were selected to create a hybrid model against which some examples of children’s 

books were analysed. 
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The four cognate texts that formed the second category of evidence were selected from a broad 

contemporary field on the basis that history plays a major role in their storyline and they each 

display a different approach to history. In Chapter Two of the exegesis each of the books were 

analysed individually in relation to the hybrid model to evaluate their approach to the themes, 

generic conventions and characteristics.  

 

The review of New Gold Mountain found that the novel displayed strengths in relation to all four 

themes, particularly Theme One—Evoking history, place and time, and Theme Three—Experience. 

The book’s strong sense of history relied a lot on its author’s ability to use the patterning of time to 

create characters who were directly in contact with their pasts, bringing their seasonal and cultural 

traditions into their present which in turn brought them into our present. Cheng provided a hands-on 

experience for both his main character and his readers by keeping Shu Cheong in the middle of 

things. Cheng’s admission that he projected his own experiences and emotional reactions as a 

Chinese Australian into his main character’s personality positions him somewhat ambivalently in 

relation to Wilson’s and Schwebel’s critique of historical fiction. On the one hand Wilson would 

argue that in doing so, Cheng ran the risk of inserting anachronistic modern attitudes into the 

historical context, changing (or re-writing) the past and presenting an altered reality to his readers. 

On the other hand, Schwebel’s argument would support Cheng’s positioning of such experience 

because Cheng was writing historical fiction, not an historical analysis. As such, once the author 

chose to provide his character with personality traits and experiences that existed beyond the 

historical information available, then he had to present both the historically accurate and fictional 

additions on an equal footing. To do otherwise would undermine his narrative’s credibility. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, Cheng also closely intertwined the characteristics of Theme Two—

Sharing the truths of life and other knowledge and Theme Four—Blurred Boundaries in his novel.  

 

It is worth noting that despite the background information he provides and a reference to the 

historical sources he consulted, Cheng does not acknowledge in his historical note that Shu Cheong 

is a fictional character constructed from many elements found in the historical record. He does, 

however, claim that Shu Cheong’s purpose for writing the diary was to make a record for the future 

to remind readers (Uncle, an older Shu Cheong and their descendants) of “what really happened” at 

the Flat. While Cheng presents one view of the purpose for writing history, he does not explicitly 

explore the possibility that there are contesting versions of history, nor changing interpretations of 

the historical record.  

 

Leon Davidson’s Scarecrow Army: The ANZACS at Gallipoli is a book about “what really 

happened”. It is an information book that nonetheless reads like a story because of the focus it 
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places on the personal accounts of the soldiers involved and the plot structure of the narrative. The 

author combines recollections of historical personalities with those from a fictional character 

constructed from the memoirs and reports of soldiers at Anzac Cove. Consequently many of the 

conventions and characteristics of Themes One—Evoking history, place and time and Three—

Experience are evident throughout the book.  

 

Davidson set out to reveal what stands behind some of the myths of Anzac Cove. He argued that as 

members of the societies those soldiers represented and fought to protect we owe it to them to 

question the myths that have been perpetuated about the events of the campaign. In a move 

designed to broaden his readers’ knowledge of the events at Anzac and provide a different 

perspective, Davidson included statistics and some personal information on the Turkish defenders 

and their commander to show that the enemy—usually positioned as strangers for whom no 

sympathy or empathy is necessary—were just like “our men”. The author closes his account with a 

blessing from the Turkish commander to those soldiers who lost their lives and the families who 

grieve for them, which offered an unexpected view of “the enemy”. 

 

The book is physically presented in a form that represents the different sources of evidence of the 

historical record: photographs; newspaper reports; letters; diary extracts; military records; time-line 

chronologies; and maps. Davidson encourages his readers to question the national character-

building myths that have grown since the events of 1915, but does not tackle the writers of history, 

nor the interpretations offered. He simply invites his readers to engage with, and understand, the 

people behind the military story. 

 

In her King of Shadows Susan Cooper transports a boy from the twentieth century to the sixteenth 

century so that William Shakespeare may be saved from death. Using the timeless rhythms of the 

theatre and the common logistical processes of staging A Midsummer’s Night Dream as a bridge 

between time zones, Cooper establishes a strong emotional connection between her young 

protagonist, Nat Field, and the famous playwright Will Shakespeare. Like the other cognate 

examples discussed, King of Shadows exemplifies many of the characteristics and generic 

conventions of the four themes. Elizabethan London is brought alive for the twentieth century Nat 

as he is transported into the original Globe Theatre, and his sense of cultural disorientation is 

palpable. His face-to-face meeting with his hero’s world is, on different occasions, shocking or 

joyful. As a time-traveller he sees behaviours and hygiene habits that appal him and he silently 

wishes he could teach his new colleagues how to improve their health with some simple new 

methods. But he keeps quiet (avoiding the possibility of imposing modern sensibilities 

inappropriately) and tries to adapt to the different lifestyle. He escapes into the familiarity of the 
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play’s language and as his friendship with Shakespeare grows the emotional barriers he had erected 

around himself begin to crumble. Eventually Shakespeare finds a way to help Nat begin to heal the 

dreadful emotional wounds he had suffered from losing both parents in disturbing circumstances. 

While Shakespeare and Nat work together, the sixteenth century plague-infected boy is treated in a 

quarantined intensive-care unit in a modern London hospital and cured.  

 

With the threat to Shakespeare removed the two boys are returned to their respective homes. Nat’s 

transition back to the contemporary world, however, is not an easy one. The cultural shock of 

finding himself in an ultra-clean hospital environment is as profound as the earlier experience of 

seeing his toilet excretions being tossed out the window by a house-mate. This book does not 

discuss history per se, it does not canvass any ideas about the writing of history, the contested 

nature of its production or the changing interpretations of history. But it does move characters 

physically through time to a fully-realised historical location depicted authentically and accurately. 

The past and the present are brought face-to-face and the modern Nat Field is healed by his 

experiences in the past. 

Macbeth and Son engages with all four themes but one of its strengths is the way in which the 

author evokes a sense of history, place and time. Jackie French manages to clearly differentiate 

contemporary New South Wales and medieval Scotland through descriptive and emotive details of 

the events revolving around her two characters. While this is a story about trust and truth, it is 

through the face-to-face meeting of “then” and “now” that both Luke and Lulach learn what trust is, 

who to trust, the changing face of truth and the courage that is sometimes needed to stand up for 

truth. Characteristics of Themes One, Two, Three and Four are evident throughout the story; 

however it is Jackie French’s introduction of questions about the functioning of historical records 

and how they can be manipulated to serve particular interests that I wish to highlight here. 

According to French’s research Macbeth’s role in the monarchy of Scotland was presented by the 

English chronicler Holinshed from a particular point-of-view, and Shakespeare further dramatised 

and exaggerated the events and Holinshed’s characterisation to suit his contemporary political 

interests.  

 

As Luke’s school term progresses, his English class assessment task is based on Shakespeare’s 

history play Macbeth and there is classroom debate about the qualities of the main character. 

Everything learned about Macbeth through school indicated he was a villain, and yet Luke’s time-

slip experiences told him otherwise. At this point, he begins to question the veracity of 

Shakespeare’s play and the history it was based on. Completing his assessment task in the way 

suggested by his teacher would have necessitated him upholding the popular, but incomplete 

version of truth about the King.  
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Eventually Luke decides to challenge his teacher’s point-of-view by telling his class what he knows 

about Macbeth and what he found in the historical record when he did some additional research. 

French thereby introduces her readers to the idea that there is more than one version of history and 

that audiences should be willing to look beyond the easily accessible and popular presentations to 

see if there is other evidence available that could provide a different point-of-view. Of the cognate 

examples selected, French’s book is the one that gets closest to challenging the straightforward 

view of history usually depicted in children’s historical fiction and it partially addresses 

Stevenson’s critique by encouraging its readers to look for balanced historical commentaries. 

 

An examination of The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom in Chapter Three 

determined what aspects of the hybrid model and the thematic elements could be recognised within 

it; how its form touched on and extended some of those characteristics; and how it addressed 

Ringrose, Hutcheon, and Stevenson’s critique of children’s historical fiction. In the History Hunters 

it is suggested that the development of King Arthur’s historical identity incorporated elements 

sourced from historical events, cultural myth-building, legend, literature, and archaeological 

activities. The novel then presented the logic behind that argument and explored what might happen 

if one of the key components of King Arthur’s identity was erased. 

 

By focussing on the writers of history it highlighted how personal circumstances can influence what 

is written and the point-of-view from which it is presented. The time-travel episodes connected the 

present with the past by showing how changes to the past were cascading through time until they 

significantly affected the present. Not only had the present been disrupted from the past, it could 

only be restored from the past. In order to do that, the contemporary characters had to travel back in 

time to see, first-hand, what the writers of history were seeing and attempt to work out why they 

were choosing to record something other than their original material. It was only through hands-on 

experiences in the past that Liam and his colleagues were able to understand the historical and 

social contexts within which the writers were working, and subsequently identify where and how 

the assault on history occurred. 

 

Even though each of the cognate examples and the History Hunters approached history differently, 

there are important links between them in relation to my argument. New Gold Mountain proposed 

that Shu Cheong’s diary was written as a record of what really happened so that people could be 

reminded of the true events in the future. Macbeth and Son suggested that there is possibly more 

than one version of history and people should welcome them in order to properly understand what 

really happened. Scarecrow Army invited its readers to step behind the myths that veil historical 
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events and get to know the people of history. King of Shadows showed the strong connection that 

exists between the past and present and how elements of the past can affect the present. All of these 

ideas can be identified in the History Hunters, but it is how they work together and are expanded 

upon that supports the novel’s exploration of history and the often fluid contexts within which it is 

produced. They also position The History Hunters and King Arthur’s Lost Kingdom as a work of 

fiction and as an extended critical work within the discourse of children’s literature. 

 

My work, as evidenced through both the creative component and the exegesis, has shown that 

active storylines presented in authentic historical contexts can bring history alive for their readers. 

Although there are critical concerns over the somewhat conservative approach to history normally 

presented in children’s literature, there are authors who seek to explore the alternate viewpoints that 

exist in relation to their chosen topic. Their approach to historiography is an implicit and elementary 

one that nevertheless employs some of the generic conventions I have identified. Other authors 

bring the idea of history and contesting viewpoints to the surface of their story-telling, but still fall 

short of examining the process of history-making. My novel’s focus on the writers of history and 

the way in which they saw and reflected upon their times, show that children’s books can introduce 

the notion of history’s interpretation and the provisional status those interpretations hold. It also 

illustrates how history-making, the contestability of evidence and the distorting influences that can 

be brought to bear on what is recorded can be picked up explicitly to advance readers’ engagement 

with both history and historiography. 
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