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Chapter 1

Safe in the Hallowed Quiets of the past.
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(James Russell Lowell)

Saturday, Cheltenham, England

Betty was tossing a stir-fry in the wok when the doorbell chimed. She was not expecting anyone. She hesitated, briefly debating whether to leave the wok on the heat, risking it over-cooking; but decided to err on the side of caution, and set the wok to one side. She skittered down the stairs to the front door. MI5 had insisted she install a video entry-phone with an alert button, to the side of her door—this was their price for her being allowed to remain living in the same house after the foreign kidnap attempts. She glanced at the screen as she put a hand to the front-door latch. The face she did not recognise—but the thing she immediately noticed was that the man was wearing a clergy collar. She opened the door, keeping her finger over the alert button as she had been taught to do by the MI5 operative. However, the thought that a potential kidnapper would disguise himself as anything so glaringly comical as a clergyman brought a smile to her face as she swung the door open. Her smile, though not intended for the visitor, had the result of eliciting a responsive beam from the clergyman. Apart from the collar, he was dressed in casual clothes—surely a kidnapper in disguise would have made more effort, she considered transiently. She still suffered a small pang of anxiety and distrust when faced with strangers.

"Good afternoon, I am sorry to bother you. Are you Miss Betty Gosmore?" He sounded kind and sincere. But Betty had been simply expecting a request for a donation of some sort—why did he know her name?

"Er... yes. What can I do for you?" Betty responded quizzically, her finger still purposefully hovering over the alarm button.

"Ah, good. I'm Michael Liddington from St. Mark's, the local church on Pumphrey's Road, near the library, and I just wanted to talk to you for a moment about something strange that has happened." He paused and smiled briefly. Betty felt that he probably wanted to be invited in. It was certainly cold outside, but she wasn't about to extend the invitation.

"OK. Please go on."

"Well, this morning a rather charming old gentleman came into the church. He said he was the vicar of St. Ewold's, down in the Dorset countryside, near the coast, and that he had to speak with a Miss Betty Gosmore who lives locally, on a very important matter. He came to me looking for help as a fellow Anglican, as if he thought all the locals would be known to me as part of my congregation. To be honest, he seemed quite eccentric, a bit strange, and he obviously has no idea how to go about locating someone. So I thought I would at least humour him to see if anyone of that name did indeed live round here—I just looked in the electoral register—I hope you don't mind—and sure enough, here you are. I haven't revealed your address to him, and haven't said I was popping round to see you, so if you are not interested then we can just leave it at that. Although I suppose there is some chance he will find out your address without my help—but at least now you are forewarned."

"What on earth does he want to talk to me about?" queried Betty, genuinely puzzled.

"He wouldn't tell me any details—he just kept repeating that it was 'of the utmost importance'. He tends to use rather old-fashioned language." Liddington laughed. "Look, to be honest, he may be a crank, though he seems to be harmless enough and quite charming."

"Do you know if he is telling the truth about being the vicar of... erm..."

"St. Ewold's? No, I don't know for sure—I can check that up. Yes, I should have done that before I bothered you, shouldn't I? But he certainly seems to know all about the Anglican church—if he is an impostor then he must be a very good actor, and well researched... So it's up to you—I won't tell him your address if you don't want me to. Or perhaps you would prefer to come and meet him in the church if that would make you feel safer? Or I can just tell him I have no idea whether anyone of your name lives around here or not, and leave it at that. Though I don't think he will easily take no for an answer," Liddington chuckled. He stopped talking and looked at Betty for a response.

"Um..." Betty was rather nonplussed.

"Look, why don't I give you my phone number, then you can think about it, and let me know if you want to meet him or not?" He fished in his overcoat pocket and pulled out a business card with the church's details on it, offering it to Betty.

She took the card, glancing at the name and reading it out loud. "Reverend Michael Liddington. OK, Michael, I will give it some thought and let you know," she agreed.

"Thanks. And sorry again to have bothered you." He turned and walked back down the gravel path as Betty closed the door and watched him receding on the video screen.

Betty pondered the doorstep conversation as she ate from her plate of stir-fry. The hiatus in the cooking had definitely robbed some of the fresh crispness from the vegetables, but the taste was still satisfying enough. The invitation to meet the mysterious vicar was intriguing and therefore difficult to resist. She added some soy sauce. In normal times, she would have simply trekked along to the church to meet this fellow and find out what he had to say. But these were not normal times. Since the kidnap in Austria, she had realised that she now always needed to be extra careful about the situations that she put herself in; on the off-chance that those who had targeted her might try again. Her knowledge of hi-tech secrets was ever-present and still made her potentially vulnerable. Nevertheless, she did not want to live with perpetual anxiety restricting her choices in life. One option was simply to call in GCHQ security or MI5 to watch over her meeting this man, but then they would want to know every detail, and that in itself would feel like an intrusion if the matter, likely as not, turned out to be a personal issue and completely innocent of danger. She looked at the business card that she had placed on the table next to her plate. She could check that out for starters. Between forkfuls, she pulled out her mobile phone and googled the church's website. Yes, the phone number was the same as on the card, and there was a recognisable photo of the local vicar—so at least Michael Liddington appeared to be genuine.

There was a middle way. She phoned Alex. She had no secrets from him—well just the one about the Constanţa zap—and she fully intended to tell him about that at an opportune time. "Hi Alex, listen, I want to ask a favour." She explained the situation. "So I wondered if you would mind sitting anonymously at the back of the church to keep an eye on things whilst I talk to this chap?... Yes, I know you don't like going into churches, but just pretend to yourself that you are a tourist admiring the architecture or something?... Please?... Oh thanks, Alex, I knew I could count on you. Shall we say four o'clock?... Send me a text to say you are in place—I won't go into the church until I get the OK from you."

*              *              *
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Alex reluctantly wandered into the church a few minutes before four o'clock, trying to look nonchalant, though feeling anything but. Churches were alien territory to him. He wasn't even sure if anyone was welcome to visit outside of a regular service. Indeed, a couple of clergy seemed to eye him as he walked in. He vaguely nodded in their direction and sat down quickly in the back row of pews, trying to look as if he were deep in thought. There was apparently no-one else in the building. Then he remembered that he was supposed to message Betty. With some embarrassment, he surreptitiously pulled out his mobile phone, keeping it low so that it would not be seen by the clergymen, and tapped a furtive and economical 'OK' to Betty.

Betty, by contrast, was not the least intimidated by the church ambience, and she sauntered in through the big wooden door a couple of minutes later, to be immediately and warmly greeted by Michael Liddington.

"Betty, I am so glad you felt able to come." He shook her hand cordially. "This is the Reverend Thomas Arbuckle, who wanted to meet with you. Reverend, this is Miss Betty Gosmore." He pursued the introductions, politely, and Arbuckle bowed slightly offering a handshake. He did indeed appear a somewhat unusual fellow. His face was adorned with a full moustache and bushy sideburns. Like Liddington he wore a clerical collar with a white shirt, but the shirt was mostly concealed by a maroon waistcoat and a regency-collared jacket that was strangely tailored—fitted in at the waist and cut away below that, revealing the lower part of his waistcoat—and with the coat tails hanging behind. As she shook his hand, her overwhelming impression was that he looked thoroughly old-fashioned—she would not have been surprised if there was a top-hat in the battered brown-leather travelling bag that was sitting on the pew behind him, though she knew it would not actually have fitted in. This first impression had now triggered the expectation in Betty that this was probably some elaborate hoax. From her involvement in amateur dramatics, she was aware that this was a set of clothes that would be acquired from theatrical costumiers for an early Victorian costume drama. Nevertheless, she was delighted by the pretence and happy to play along, beginning to wonder which of her drama friends might have organised this charade.

"I am most deeply ingratiated to you for deigning to meet with me, Miss Gosmore; and I trust that our conversation will meet with some merit in your opinion." The gushing abundant style of speech brought a smile of admiration to Betty's face as she appreciated that he even had 'ye olde rural accent' off to a tee.

"Well, Reverend, I am most honoured that you would travel this long distance simply to impart information for my benefit. Pray, what subject is it you wish to discuss with me? I confess I am unduly intrigued to learn of the purpose of our encounter," Betty replied with a very slight curtsey, trying hard to echo the appropriate wordy dialect off the top of her head; with some success, she thought.

Liddington looked slightly surprised at Betty's adopted style, but seemed relieved that the two appeared to have hit it off so well. "Right, I will leave you two to talk in private," he stated. "I have some things to attend to over by the altar—I will be there if you need me," he said reassuringly to Betty.

Arbuckle shuffled along the pew toward where his bag was sitting and gestured to Betty to join him. "Do please sit down, Miss Gosmore," he entreated, waiting graciously for her to sit before he did so. "Ah, where to begin?" he sighed. "It is so uncommon a matter. You must understand that I am just a humble messenger, sent on this mission rather outside of my familiar environment."

"Then please do begin at the beginning, Reverend," suggested Betty invoking the words of 'Alice in Wonderland' which she considered might be approximately in period.

"Yes, indeed. The beginning. Then indeed I will. That would be near twenty years ago now. It was a bitterly cold winter and I had just stoked up the drawing-room fire in the rectory to provide some little comfort, when I heard a voice addressing me from the other side of the room. I lived alone, you see, so I was startled, having heard no-one enter. There stood a man, at least then I thought at first that he was a man, dressed all in white, and holding a metallic box. He raised his hand and bade me not be afraid. He spoke in a voice that was exceeding strange—an accent completely unbeknown to me," Arbuckle expounded earnestly.

"Curiouser and curiouser," interjected Betty playfully, but maintaining a serious expression.

"Ah, but such details are of no import to yourself," Arbuckle apologised, shuffling his seated position and re-focussing. "The figure told me his name was Uriel. And he explained to me at some length—and it was difficult for me to understand him for he used some strange words, and I had to keep asking him to repeat. But he explained to me at length that he was one of a group of Angels charged with the particular duty of maintaining God's will through the ages. He encouraged me to think about the extraordinary changes in factories across the land that are enabling things unheard of in previous times—the steam engine and so forth. And he encouraged me to think about how much more fantastical things might be possible in future times. He explained that, in fact, in the future, devices will be made that could even subvert the flow of God's will by changing events in the past, and he told me that the work of his group of Angels was to prevent that type of interference from happening. The use of such perverse devices is prohibited, and the appointed task of these Angels is to track down and repair any unlawful deviations from God's plan unfolding."

Up to that point, Betty had been rather relishing the bizarre conversation, but suddenly the relevance was getting too close to home. The whole story was preposterous of course, but clearly, the people behind this charade knew something about the clandestine use of the i-vector equipment, and that in itself was very alarming.

Alex, still sitting uneasily at the back, could not overhear any of their conversation, and so boredom was beginning to exacerbate his discomfort, to the point that he was starting to feel cross with Betty for putting him in that situation. Nevertheless, he was nothing if not a fully reliable friend and was determined to see out his duty.

"So," continued Arbuckle, "Uriel then acknowledged that it was highly unlikely that anyone would try to trifle with the course of events during the age that I lived in. However, he said that the Angels desired to appoint a few aides, men like myself, whom, if anything were to go amiss in our times, would be ready to entreat those persons who had caused the deviation from God's chosen will, to put things right again." Anxiety had wiped the cheerfulness from Betty's face.

Arbuckle lowered his voice slightly. "Although I am being non-specific, I can tell from the expression that crossed your face just then, that you perhaps know of the actions to which I refer. That is well, for I am not appraised of the specifics of the matter myself. I am just the messenger. I have only been advised by the Sentinel that I should find you, the person who is the subject of the deviation, and appeal to your better nature to find a method by which you can repair said deviation."

"The Sentinel? Who is that?" asked Betty, noting the new facet in the story.

"Ah, yes, I think I mentioned that Uriel arrived with a metallic box. That is what he called the Sentinel, and he entrusted it to me when he left. It has been silent these past twenty years. I had put the Sentinel in a drawer of my writing desk, and over time I had almost forgotten its existence. Then this morning, to my great surprise, it summoned me and told me that we—that is the Sentinel and I—have to go on a mission to a place called Cheltenham, in the future."

"And how does the Sentinel summon you?" pursued Betty.

"It plays a short musical phrase, and then repeats it until I acknowledge the summons by placing my palm on its surface. Then it speaks its instructions."

"So the Sentinel actually speaks to you?" echoed Betty, trying to understand the nature of the relationship.

"Yes, and I can converse with it also, though it is difficult because it speaks with the same strange dialect that Uriel used. He described the Sentinel as an embodiment of their knowledge."

"And how did you travel here, to Cheltenham, Reverend?"

"Again, the Sentinel facilitates the travel. It is the most wondrous thing." Arbuckle sat up straight as if carefully recalling his instructions. "I am required to stand, clear of any furniture, holding the Sentinel with my palm on its surface, and then with just the smallest of jolts, just a slight sense of a breeze, I am almost immediately afterward then standing, a little unsteady, in the appointed place. Still holding the Sentinel of course. So this morning I was delivered to a quiet spot in the church grounds here—presumably the nearest church to you. The only point of difficulty I find is holding my travelling bag and palming the Sentinel at the same time—it is most awkward."

"So where is the Sentinel now?" asked Betty, intrigued.

"I slipped it into my bag immediately I arrived. It looks somewhat unusual and I did not want to draw attention to myself." He glanced down at the worn leather bag sitting on the pew next to him.

Betty smiled. The Reverend Arbuckle seemed oblivious of the fact that his very person looked unusual in present-day Cheltenham.

"And have you travelled with the Sentinel to other places?" queried Betty.

"Only the once," replied Arbuckle. "Uriel accompanied me on a very brief visit to the future, so that I should become accustomed to using the Sentinel should the necessity arise, as indeed it now has."

"So where did you go, on that visit?" pressed Betty.

"Ah yes, the Sentinel took me forward 100 years to show me my own gravestone," replied Arbuckle seemingly distracted for a moment. "It was in the graveyard next to my very own church, St. Ewold's. The epitaph was most touching. And Uriel concealed the engraved date of death with his hand—most considerate."

"But," concluded Arbuckle drawing in his breath sharply, "I have said more than enough about my modest adventures. The purpose of our meeting is to discuss how you can rectify the deviation from God's plan that has come about." Arbuckle looked straight into Betty's face with a smile that attempted to convey both kindness and authority.

"Well... I am not entirely sure I understand what you are referring to, Reverend. Can you be more specific?" Betty knew she had to ask this question, to try to get closer to finding the essence in this charade or whatever it was. But she was apprehensive about what the answer would be—she did not want to hear that anyone knew anything about the i-vector equipment, especially about its offensive capability.

"Oh dear, I had hoped that the matter would be obvious to you," said Arbuckle, looking slightly disappointed. "But I can certainly, with pleasure, elucidate the bare details related to me by the Sentinel. It stated to me that, on January 1st most recently, God's destiny for you, Miss Gosmore, was a journey Eastward, where you would share information that ultimately has the effect of facilitating a balance of power across the factions of the world. However, some unauthorised and retrospective act prevented that journey and thus the future is compromised and rendered unbalanced. This is undesirable and contrary to God's will." He was silent for a moment. "Does that help you to understand the situation and what needs to be done to remedy it? I confess that is all I presently know, though I can consult the Sentinel further if we need more help."

Betty felt anxiety rising from the pit of her stomach—the message was frighteningly specific, but the context still very obscure. But whatever that context, the message that she should have submitted to the January kidnap was as threatening as it was bizarre, despite being wrapped up in supposed moral purpose. She stood. "No, I really have no idea what you are talking about, Reverend. Goodbye," she retorted, trying to keep her voice steady. She turned and strode off quickly down the aisle of the church and out of the door, glancing back a couple of times to ascertain whether she was being followed. She was not. Arbuckle just sat, looking pensive and perhaps slightly worried.

In her preoccupation, Betty had forgotten about Alex sitting at the back of the church and had walked straight past without looking at him. But Alex could immediately see that she was upset, and a sense of purpose now flushed away his previous feelings of self-absorbed frustration, boredom and discomfort. Who was this strange man who had upset his dearest friend? Alex continued to sit there invisibly, watching what Arbuckle would do next.

Liddington had also seen Betty depart and he now walked down from the altar to speak again with Arbuckle. "Did the meeting go well, my friend?" he queried.

"Alas, I fear not, good sir. She is, I think, not well disposed to what must be done. But God's will must ultimately prevail. I hope she will give it some consideration, and then maybe she will return," he added pensively. "But now, for myself, I am feeling most hungry, having not eaten since breakfast. Is there a restaurant nearby where I could partake of a late luncheon?"

"Yes, if you turn left out of the church, there are a couple of cafés a few hundred yards along on the other side of the road," suggested Liddington helpfully.

The two men shook hands and Arbuckle ambled out of the church carrying his leather travelling bag. Alex waited for a half a minute to avoid looking deliberate and then slipped out after him. The man was a little way down the road. Alex held back, following at a distance. After a while, the man stepped into the road, but crossing at a considerable angle. Inevitably a car came toward him from behind, the driver blaring his horn at the apparently inconsiderate pedestrian. Arbuckle was startled and half-ran quickly toward the safety of the opposite pavement, then continuing on toward the shops. Alex was beginning to become aware of Arbuckle's clothing for the first time. Here was not just a vicar, an eccentric vicar, but someone wearing very old-fashioned clothes.

Alex's phone buzzed—a text from Betty 'We need to talk.'

He quickly texted back, 'Later. Following him.'

Arbuckle paused in front of each of the first few shops he encountered, to look inside, and decided to enter the third—it was a delicatessen-type café. Alex decided to follow him in. Arbuckle stood curiously scanning the food on display at the counter, as a woman in front was being served. Then the girl serving turned to him. "What can I do for you, sir?"

"Could I have a meat pie, please, Miss?"

"A pork pie, sir?" she suggested.

"Yes please, that would do very well." The server put a pie on a plate with napkin, knife and fork and placed it on the counter for him.

"Anything to drink, sir?"

"Beer, if you would be so kind."

"I'm afraid we don't serve alcohol here, sir—we have tea, coffee, fruit-juices..."

"Oh, I'm so sorry. Yes, a cup of tea would be very nice." The server busied herself preparing a pot of tea as Arbuckle watched, clearly fascinated. "Here you are, sir." She placed the tea on the counter. "That will be Four Ten."

Arbuckle reached into his pocket and pulled out a bunch of coins. He selected some and handed them to the girl. She took them, but then did a double-take, her brow furrowing. "I'm sorry, sir, it's four pounds ten—I'm not sure what these coins are?"

"Four pounds? Uh, surely not? Umm..." Arbuckle looked bewildered.

Alex, increasingly intrigued, saw the chance to get into conversation with the man. "It's OK, let me pay for the gentleman's snack," he interjected, offering across his credit card to the server.

"I say, that's frightfully kind of you, sir. Are you sure? It seems rather... expensive?" He mouthed the final word to Alex out of earshot of the server.

Alex smiled reassuringly. "My pleasure. Let me help." He gathered a tray from the end of the counter, loaded Arbuckle's pie and tea onto it, and handed it to him. "And I'll have a chicken salad sandwich and an espresso please," he addressed the girl serving.

Alex collected his own snack and walked over to where Arbuckle was now sitting at a table by the window. "May I join you?"

"By all means, sir. I really am most grateful for your help. My name is Thomas Arbuckle."

"Nice to meet you, Thomas. I'm Alex... erm... Smith. I'm guessing you are visiting and not familiar with this area then?" Alex opened the conversation.

"Indeed, you guess correctly, sir. I arrived here only this morning and sadly I believe I am most unprepared. I felt at home in the church of course, but... These horseless carriages move so very fast, do they not?" remarked Arbuckle watching another car drive by.

Alex nodded agreement. "So how much did you think your snack was going to cost?" he asked.

"Ah, well, I thought the young lady said 'Four and Ten'—Four shillings and ten pence. Which is very expensive for a pie and tea. I never believed that... well... that she meant four pounds..." Arbuckle looked down rather shamefully.

"No, no, don't worry about it." Alex gestured that it was not important. "I would be very interested to see your coins though, if you wouldn't mind," Alex probed. "We do not often get to see shillings here."

"Oh, well yes. Why not?" Arbuckle pulled a handful of coins from his pocket and tipped them onto the table in front of Alex, who picked one up and turned it over in his fingers.

"What is this one?"

"That's a half-sovereign, good sir." Alex examined another, relishing the feel of the unusual coins. "And that is a threepenny piece... And that is a farthing," continued Arbuckle.

"Fascinating," beamed Alex, noting that the dates on the coins ranged from 1832 to 1850. "Thank you." He pushed the small pile of coins back over to Arbuckle.

Alex pondered in which direction to progress the conversation. The man did not seem to be hiding his vintage association, and was openly admitting his naïvety. Perhaps he was suffering some sort of personality disorder in which he identified as a Victorian.

"So what brings you to Cheltenham—do you have business here?" queried Alex.

"Yes. I am a churchman, as you can see. I have been sent here to help a woman realise that she has strayed from the destiny that God has chosen for her," Arbuckle summarised.

"I see, and will you be here long?" queried Alex.

"Ah, well, there I fear, is the crux of my problem. I had hoped, indeed I had expected, that the mission would be accomplished in one interview, and then I would be taken home. But it seems now that it may not be so easy. And I am ill-prepared for a longer stay here. Tell me. Do you know of any cheap lodging houses nearby?"

"I am sure I can help you find one." Alex was beginning to feel protective of the apparently vulnerable man, and felt that he should sort out somewhere for him to stay, until they could perhaps find out where he was normally looked after.

"You really are most kind," responded Arbuckle. "May I ask you something? I come from a place and time where everyone goes to church, everyone is God-fearing and respects God's will above all else. People all have their foibles of course but... Anyhow, so, I was expecting that all I needed to do was to remind this person of God's will. But the Reverend Liddington at the church down the road seemed to imply that not many people go to church, that it is not any longer the backbone of life. Is that true?—but you are being so kind—I am sure you are a good Christian?"

"Ah, well," replied Alex thoughtfully. "Yes, it depends on the particular country you are talking about of course, but here, church is something of a minority interest these days. However, I would gently suggest to you that kindness, or morality in general, can spring from human values; it is not essential for it to be driven by a religion." Alex suddenly felt rather hypocritical, considering that his kindness to this man was actually driven by his curiosity rather than 'human values'.

"Do you really think so?" Arbuckle nodded and was silent for a moment. "Tell me, does an establishment like this have a lavatory?"

Alex looked around, amused by the sudden change of conversation. "Yes, look, through there—there is a sign over the door."

"Then please excuse me for a minute or two." Arbuckle rose and walked across the café. Alex wondered if he should accompany the odd man to make sure he could operate the light switch and flush, but decided against it. He looked down. Arbuckle had left his worn-leather travelling bag on the floor, and Alex was very tempted to have a look inside. It would be wrong of course, and he had just been suggesting to Arbuckle that people didn't need to go to church in order to be moral. On the other hand, his strongest allegiance was to his friend Betty and her safety. He glanced over at the servery—the assistant was not looking this way. He flicked down the catch on the lock with his foot. It clicked open. He bent over and gently spread the top, giving him a glimpse of what was inside. Mostly clothes and... was that a laptop? That seemed out of character. There was a noise from the servery that caused a moment of panic in Alex, and he quickly clipped the bag shut again. It was premature as it turned out, because Arbuckle did not re-emerge for a few minutes more.

*              *              *
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At length, both men had finished their snacks and Arbuckle said he really should try to find lodgings now, so the two set off down the road in search of a cheap hotel. It was not far. At the reception desk, Alex explained to Arbuckle that he should fill out the check-in form with his details whilst Alex, himself, again used his credit card to pay for Arbuckle's stay. It would be expensive but, for Betty's sake, at least he would know where Arbuckle was.

After a brief experiment with the offered ball-point pen, Arbuckle had laboriously written his name and address in neat copperplate-style writing. "What is 'Car Registration No'?" he enquired of Alex.

"That would be details of your horseless carriage—just leave it blank," instructed Alex, relating helpfully to the worldview that Arbuckle had consistently expressed. Alex looked at the form for a few seconds, trying to memorise the address that Arbuckle had written and noting the date of birth, before handing it to the receptionist. He hoped she would not query the absurd date. Fortunately, she filed the form away without reading it. "Good, now let me show you your room before I head off," volunteered Alex. He picked up the key-card and led Arbuckle to room number 27 on the ground floor, grateful that there was no complication of a lift to explain. He instructed Arbuckle in the use of the key-card, light-switch and taps, and amid profuse thanks from the man, left him, saying that he might drop in the next day to make sure he was getting on OK.

Outside the budget hotel, Alex took a deep breath. He quickly typed Arbuckle's home address, as he remembered it, into his phone and headed off, at a stride, for Betty's house.

*              *              *
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When Betty opened her front door to him, she seemed mildly cross. "Where have you been all this time, Alex? I needed to talk to you."

"I was finding out about your friend, Arbuckle," he defended himself. Betty put her finger to her lips and pointed to the car. Alex understood that she wanted to drive them out to somewhere completely private, away particularly from GCHQ and security ears, but he did not understand why. Alex had not yet deduced any connection between Arbuckle and the secret-classified work that he and Betty were involved in. She drove them out to 'their field', as they referred to it, in the countryside, East of Cheltenham. They sat at the top of the hill, in the late afternoon, with blankets draped around them against the cold.

"He, or the people behind him, know about the timeline change at Heiligenblut—the zap killing the would-be kidnappers," explained Betty. "In short, he says it was against God's will, and he was sent by Angels to persuade me to reverse it."

"What?" squeaked Alex, "that's preposterous."

"Listen for yourself then," said Betty laying her phone on the ground between them. "I recorded the whole conversation on my phone."

Alex chuckled with admiration as he heard Betty replying to Arbuckle in the same speech style that the old man used, and especially when she threw in the 'Alice in Wonderland' quotes. But then his expression became more confused and quizzical as he listened to the story and message that Arbuckle had related.

As the recorded conversation finished, Betty picked up her phone, and took a deep breath. "I'm scared, Alex. What do you make of it?"

Alex shook his head. "Well, first let me ask you—this is not one of your pranks is it?—Arbuckle looks like he walked straight out of one of your amateur dramatics rehearsals."

Betty looked taken aback. "No," she said emphatically. She pondered for a second. "Think about it, Alex—I definitely wouldn't have suggested to anyone that we maybe had the ability to retrospectively change the course of time."

"Yes, I guess that would have been unthinkably irresponsible," agreed Alex. "So is there anyone else who might have some motive to set up a charade like this?"

"I wondered about MI5 at first," mused Betty. They never got a satisfactory answer from me or Kelvin about those fortuitous zaps, so maybe they set this up to probe me and see if they could find out more?"

"But it would be a big jump in logic for MI5 to get from 'fortuitous zaps' to 'changing the timeline'—as far as we know they are not even aware that our research involves time," countered Alex.

"That's true," considered Betty. "Though it's possible that one of the senior management in GCHQ who does know, has mentioned it to them. Even so, it would seem a weird sort of strategy for MI5—it's not as if I am the kind of girl to be swayed by, or confess all to, a clergyman—and they must realise that, surely? The security services know pretty much everything about me."

"Agreed," Alex nodded. "So the other alternative is the foreign agents behind the attempted kidnaps. The message from Arbuckle is certainly consistent with that—but could they really believe that you would voluntarily defect just because they sent a messenger to tell you that it is God's will?"

"It hardly seems credible," concurred Betty. "But then the incongruous nature of the whole pantomime seems to argue against any of the possible explanations."

"Right," continued Alex. "And to add to that, Arbuckle seems quite naïve and vulnerable, as if he is totally in-character and unaware he is acting. While I was following him, he just ambled out across the road and got into trouble with a car. Then later, he remarked on how fast the 'horseless carriages' go. And he tried to buy food with a handful of coins from the 19th Century—he let me look at the coins—they were dated between 1832 and 1850."

"So you spoke to him then?" asked Betty, surprised.

"Yes, we had a long conversation. He even asked me about church attendance nowadays—he implied that he came from a place and time when everyone kowtowed to the church—not his words of course—and so he had expected that all he had to do was talk about God's will and you would fall in line."

"What, you talked to him about me?" Betty asked, amazed.

"No, not specifically. But I asked him why he was here and he said he had been sent here to help someone realise that she had deviated from God's path, and he seemed surprised, and rather bewildered, that it was not going to be that simple," Alex explained.

Betty thought for a moment. "If, like you say, he was keeping up the act after he had left the church, when he no longer needed to, then maybe Arbuckle has been hypnotised into thinking he really is a Victorian vicar, and sent on this mission?" she suggested.

"That's an interesting proposition," agreed Alex. "Up until I heard the recording of your conversation, I was tending toward the idea that he had a personality disorder driving him to believe his Victorian identity. I suppose that could still be true and someone is using him."

"What else did he say to you while you were chatting?"

"Let's see," said Alex raking through his hair as he thought back over the conversations. "Well, I got his home address when we were registering him at the hotel—I keyed it into my phone so I could remember it—and he filled in his Date of Birth as 1803."

Betty laughed. "The address probably doesn't help, whether its fictitious or not," she mused. "But how is he going to pay his hotel bill if he's only got ancient coins—surely the hotel asked for a credit card?"

"Oh, I booked him in on my credit card," revealed Alex. "As you say, he would have been rather lost otherwise—probably would have ended up sleeping rough in the church grounds. And the nights are really cold at the moment, especially for an older man."

"Ah, you're so kind, Alex," purred Betty genuinely.

"That's what he said, over and over again!" laughed Alex. "But of course, for me, it was more about gaining the advantage of knowing where he was. I said I would drop in tomorrow to see how he was getting on."

"I just hope he's not having an extravagant five-course meal at your expense right now, and laughing at your gullibility," proffered Betty.

"Well, if he does, I'll know tomorrow when I check the bill, and he will have blown his cover," retorted Alex. "Oh, and he said he wants to visit a particular building in Cheltenham while he's here—a training college for clergy that he said had just been built by one of his old friends. I must look that up on the map. Hey, I just remembered, I had a quick peek in his bag, and I thought I saw a laptop. But after hearing your recording I suppose that is what he described as the Sentinel."

"Oh. What did it look like?" pressed Betty enthusiastically.

"Umm... I only saw it amongst his clothes for a second—there was a noise that disturbed me and I clipped the bag up again. Something in there was grey, smooth, boxy—in that instant it was easiest to just assume it was a laptop. Maybe it was—maybe the people who are using him talk to him through a laptop, and he thinks it's something special—a Sentinel?"

Betty nodded. "You've been incredibly resourceful and helpful, Alex. I'm sorry if I was grouchy with you at first."

Alex just smiled reassuringly. "Well, I think we're agreed that we have no idea what's actually going on, so I guess we should make a plan to find out. And a plan to keep you safe—would you like to stay in our spare room tonight? I can go and see Arbuckle tomorrow morning—see if I can find out what he intends to do—presumably he will have got new instructions by then from his laptop, or Sentinel, or whatever it is."

"Yes, I think it would be wise to stay over at yours tonight. Thanks, Alex. Mmm..." Betty sounded thoughtful. "Suppose I said to him that I had thought it over and I now intend to rectify my 'ungodly' error. Do you think he would go away then?"

"That sounds a bit over-optimistic," countered Alex. "Whoever is behind him is not likely to be fooled... Do you think we should say anything to security?"

"Well, no," protested Betty. "Because that would risk bringing our 'changing-the-course-of-time' into the discussion. If we are forced to call security in at some later stage then we can always say we just thought Arbuckle was a crank so we didn't bother them about it earlier."

"True," Alex agreed. "So, how about this for a plan? I go over to the hotel tomorrow morning and offer to take him to see this training college building that he's interested in. While I am in his hotel room, I could surreptitiously jam a coin into the door-lock so that it doesn’t latch shut, and then you could slip in after we leave and have a close look at his belongings to see if we can understand better what he's about?"

"Ooh, that sounds exciting... but a bit scary," considered Betty.

"It'll be easy enough," Alex reassured her. "I'll text you to let you know when he and I are well away from the hotel, and again when we are on our way back—not that you will need more than 5 minutes."
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Chapter 2

Life is not measured by the number of breaths we take, but by the moments that take our breath away.
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(Maya Angelou)

Sunday, Cheltenham

The next morning, the pair of them set off from Alex's house, and Betty decided to wait in a café some distance from the hotel until she received Alex's all-clear text. She was just on to the last sips of her coffee when her phone rang—but it was not Alex.

"Good morning, Betty, this is Michael Liddington from St. Mark's church."

"Oh, hi again, Michael, how are you?"

"Fine, thanks. Listen, Betty, I owe you an apology. I finally got round to checking up on our friend, Arbuckle, to see if he really is the vicar from St. Ewold's, but it seems that particular church was deconsecrated some years ago—it's now been converted into offices. For a firm of architects, I think they said. I'm feeling very bad about it—I should have checked up before contacting you in the first place, but he was so very convincing. I do hope he hasn't bothered you too much or upset you. I've no idea what he is up to."

"Ah, OK. No, don't feel bad, Michael. As you say he is very convincing—maybe he was the vicar there before the church closed down?"

"No, I wondered that too, but the final vicar was a woman called Bradshaw, so he's not entitled to that excuse either. I do think it's quite scandalous, imitating clergy. Anyway, beware. I suppose it is some sort of scam—you haven't parted with any money I hope."

"No." Betty laughed softly. "No, I don't think he is after money. Don't worry Michael, I have a friend trying to find out about Arbuckle."

"Ah, that's something, then. I can't keep up with what people are playing at these days. I noticed another couple of strangers in the churchyard early this morning. They asked me if I had noticed anyone unusual around. I did wonder if maybe they were asking about Arbuckle, but they were unable to give any description so I just dispensed with them as soon as I could."

"Oh!" Betty's attention was galvanised. "So what did those strangers look like?"

"Well, one was a young woman, short blond hair with a touch of purple in it. Actually, she was fairly affable and did all the talking. But the other chap was older, tall, long grey hair in a ponytail. And he was wearing a long coat—very unusual, sort of ivory colour—it looked almost plastic. Said nothing, expressionless. Honestly, fancy asking me if I'd seen anyone 'unusual' around when he looked like that!" Liddington laughed. "And they were both wearing backpacks," he added.

Betty noticed her toes curling with anxiety. Were these the people behind Arbuckle? Well, at least she knew what they looked like and could try to steer well clear of them. She glanced nervously out of the café window.

"Betty?" It was Liddington's voice on the phone. She had temporarily forgotten the call. "Well, I'll wish you a good morning and hope you have a
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