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For Andy and Ruth, the friends I would have chosen for a jaunt through time.
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A long and dusty road


A man stood at the side of the road, thumb out, ever hopeful, this was the first car he had seen in two days and he must have walked 40 miles in that time. The heat was stifling, his baseball cap turned backwards to cover his neck in a vain attempt to prevent the pale skin from burning. He was wearing long sleeves and trousers, soaked to the skin with sweat but better that than sunburn. He didn’t have much water left so he really was desperate for this car to stop
[image: image-placeholder]
A line of dust, possibly miles long, followed the old car down the dirt road. As it came closer the man had to rub his eyes, convinced he was hallucinating. The car must have been pre-WWII, perhaps 1930s. It was a cabriolet but it had the top up with a long bonnet and running boards.
Briefly the man considered the possibility he had time travelled to the past. Not such a stretch of the imagination, considering how he got here. Not that he knew where ‘here’ was, he had assumed Africa, possibly America or Mexico but as the car pulled up alongside him he realised with relief that it was likely Australia, judging by the hat, and of course the Aussie flag beside the old black and white number plate. He probably should have consulted a map before he left.
“Gidday.” came the call from the car, confirming that assessment “Needin’ a lift?”
“Oh god yes!” the man replied, racing around to the passenger side before the gentleman could rescind the offer. “You’re a lifesaver,” he said, hauling himself into the car. He did a double take, convinced for a second he knew the man.
“Yer a long way from home with an accent like that,” the very elderly man commented, pulling away into the dusty road “How the bloody hell’d you get out here?”
With a sigh the traveller admitted, “That is a long and very unbelievable tale, let's just say I was dropped in the desert and leave it at that. Please?”
The driver pushed up his hat and looked sideways at the dusty, sweaty bedraggled traveller. “Hmm, you know we are about six hours drive from the nearest town? In either direction? We have time, and I have an open mind.” He gave a brief laugh, “And I like a tall tale, so give me the extended version.”
“So you want the story from the beginning? All the way from Scotland?” 
“All the way, keep me awake. It’s a long dive you know, specially in this ole’ beast.” he encouraged.
“You know, I could help with the driving?” the Scotsman suggested.
“Nope, nobody but me drives the ole’ Citroen you know. Had it a long time, belonged to my Dad before me, don’t trust anyone else to drive it.” He stretched, his back making audible popping noises. “Now, speak up.”
“Well, I guess it all started when I was about twelve.” Started the hitchhiker. “Back in the late 80s or early 90s”
“Shit, when you say it's a long one, you’re not kidding!” Laughed the driver. “Sorry, keep going, we have plenty’ time.”




Chapter 1
A sprained ankle


The weather was perfect, absolutely the best day of the year and John’s parents wanted to waste the evening in the pub. Driving down the road past the beach the sun sparkled on the waves, only visible in the short breaks between the dunes, all three of the children packed in the back were feeling cramped and aching to run in the sand. A coke and crisps didn’t seem a good trade-off, even if they could sit outside in the garden bar.
Arriving at the pub John’s dad, also called John, like his father and his father before him, relented. “If you promise to be back in two hours, you can go to the beach. No going in the water though, I don't want you messing up the car.”
The adults opened the car doors and John and Iain got out of the car in a rush, both closing the door on poor Sarah who had been relegated to the middle seat since she was the youngest. “Hey!” She yelled indignantly, especially annoyed that the child locks were engaged on both doors. The four outside the car made a point of walking away, pretending to leave her in the car, at which point she wound the window down and was half out of the window, her long brown hair trailing the ground, before her dad came back to let her out.
“The deal is boys, you need to take Sarah with you, otherwise you are all staying” threatened John’s mum Caroline.
“Awww” they both complained but reluctantly all three shuffled off to the beach which was just next to the pub. Soon though they were racing each other through the wet sand which stretched on into the distance. John, being the tallest by a long margin steaming ahead, Iain and Sarah, both almost the same height despite a 2 year age difference, battling for second place.
They stopped as they came to the first of the many small streams crossing the sand and they walked up the beach trying to find a narrow stretch where they could cross easily. The soft golden sand was soon filling their shoes and they were wishing they had left their shoes and socks at the car so that they could just wade through, they did find a narrow enough area though and all three managed to jump the stream, barely avoiding getting their shoes wet.
They spent the next hour looking at the various flotsam washed up on shore, flicking the odd jellyfish which had washed up back into the water with pieces of driftwood and running up and down the steep sand dunes, they were over halfway down the beach which must have been at least two miles long before they even thought about turning around.
[image: image-placeholder]John and Iain were hopping down the dunes from tussock to tussock, it was becoming a game to see who could jump the furthest gap, Sarah was following and trying to keep up but failed to make many of the longer jumps.
The boys were egging Sarah on, there was always a good bit of rivalry between John and Sarah and Iain joined in with a more good-natured, friendly ribbing.
“Come on Sarah, you jump like a little girl” shouted John from a good distance up the dune, Sarah responded with a rude gesture, breathing heavily from the exertion of repeatedly climbing and jumping, some of her long brown hair wet and sticking to her face. She missed the next jump badly though and went tumbling all the way down the tall dune, both boys laughing at her up until the point she landed at the bottom, crying and holding her ankle.
The boys raced down to her “Come on Sarah, you’re just faking it to worry us aren't you?” accused John.
One look at the tears streaming down her face as she turned convinced them both though. “Piss off,” she said through the tears, “it really hurts.”
The boys crouched down beside her and Iain rolled down her sock, “Do you think she broke it?” asked John.
“Might have done,” said Iain, standing and brushing sand off his clothes and out of his auburn hair “It looks like it's swelling up already. Can you move it, Sarah?”
“Yeah, I don't think I broke it, I think it just rolled badly. Should I take my shoe off?”
The boys discussed this and decided that the shoe would never go on again if she did, they thought it may stop some swelling too.
They helped Sarah to her feet and found she couldn’t put any weight on that foot. So they took a shoulder each and helped her hobble down the beach.
“It’s going to take forever to get to Dunnet like this, perhaps we should go the other direction?” said John.
“Nah, your parents are waiting for us in Dunnet,” said Iain. “You could run ahead and get them?” he suggested.
Sarah didn’t like that suggestion, they had reached the first stream and whilst wading across, this time not caring that their shoes got wet, they had slipped and almost fallen multiple times and that scared her. “Let's just go through the dunes and to the road,” she suggested. That seemed sensible to both of the boys as the stream cut through the dunes forming a low point that should be easier to traverse.
They soon found that, although the passage past the high dune was fine, there was a boggy section that was impossible to wade through whilst carrying Sarah so they skirted out into the lower rolling dunes to get around the wetland.
About thirty metres from the road and only one small hill to go, all three children were thinking they were home free. Suddenly the ground beneath their feet sank and pulled all three down into the earth.
[image: image-placeholder]They landed in a heap in the dark, a tangle of limbs and bruises. After a few moments of frenzied panic, they managed to get to their feet in the dark cramped space, no light was coming in from the hole they had fallen through so it was pitch black.
“Where are we?” asked Sarah in a whisper.
“I don't know but it's all metal, perhaps a drain or pump house?” John had been feeling around in the dark and couldn’t make sense of what his hands were feeling. “There seem to be knobs and valves or something.”
“It smells like an old bus, all petrol and smoke.” Sarah observed.
“I think I found a ladder.” said Iain, just then there was a blinding flash of light, as bright as lightning and somehow illuminating nothing, a second later there was a massive bang as if someone had hit the outside of the structure with a hammer.
“Sorry, I think that was me. I tripped and fell against something; might have been a light switch.” Said John, still trying to find said switch. “I don't know what the bang was though. It certainly didn’t sound like a bulb blowing!”
“Ouch!” Iain had started to climb the ladder and found it was actually very short, “Hey, there is some kind of hatch here I just smashed my head on it. It’s closed, that must be why there’s no light.” He gave the hatch a shove and it moved a little, showering the three below with sand. “I think it’s covered in sand, it’s really heavy. Give me a hand?”
John fumbled his way around past Sarah who exclaimed “There’s a seat up here!” and promptly sat in it. “I can see something, there’s a little slit here. Looks like nighttime outside!”
“Don’t be silly, it can’t be” Said John, who was now putting his back into getting the hatch open with Iain.
More sand rained down but the hatch was moving, inch by inch and as it did Iain sucked in a breath. “She’s right, I can see trees, and it's dark! What on earth?”
Finally, the hatch hinged open, propped at vertical by a mound of sand wedged behind it. Both boys clambered out into the brisk evening air, their breath steaming in the cold. They were in a dark forest, only illuminated by a sliver of the moon peeking through the trees.
“Sarah, we’re in a tank!” called Iain. Looking down in amazement at the vehicle they were sitting atop. “It’s one of those funny old ones with the slanty tracks.”
[image: image-placeholder]
Sarah’s eyes had adjusted to the new sliver of light coming through the hatch and now could see the inside of the tank. “I think I found what John knocked,” she called. “It’s the only thing in here that looks modern… ish.”
The boys climbed back into the tank to have a look. “There’s no power,” she said, pressing the buttons which looked a bit like a 1960s star trek set. “I wonder if we have to start the engine?”
[image: image-placeholder]The three searched the tank for a way to start it and could not find any, they did however find some backpacks, a bedroll unrolled on the floor, and a door.
“At least Sarah can get out now, it would have been hard to get out that hatch with her ankle.” After a brief struggle with the door, they were all standing outside the tank, staring at trees which had no place on a beach and wondering how they got there, and where there was.
“I don’t think we should wander off, this isn’t anywhere in Caithness guys. What if we get lost? What if the tank disappears?” Iain fretted, wandering around the hulking machine, running his hands over the barrel of the big guns protruding from the side.
“I’m scared, Mum and Dad are going to kill us. If it's dark it means we’ve been gone for hours. They’ll be sending search parties, and we are in a forest, they’ll never find us!” Sarah fretted.
“It’s okay Sarah, it's not our fault, they are going to understand that,” Iain reassured her.
“Oh no…” said John quietly, “We need to get back in the tank, I think I just found out what the bang was.” The others came over to see him pointing at what appeared to be a fresh bullet scar, it hadn’t penetrated the armour but it had left a big dent showing the bright silver of steel where the paint had been chipped off. As they were looking at it there was a noise that could only have been gunfire a short ways off, prompting a hasty retreat inside.
As they got in, Sarah noticed something which should have been obvious “Erm… is that a massive hand crank?” she pointed. It quite obviously was, they had all been looking for a key or switch to start it, completely overlooking the large handle.
“Well, let's try it,” said Iain enthusiastically, grabbing and trying to turn the handle. It didn't budge. “Wow, that’s not moving,” he muttered.
They all crowded in and grabbed the handle, the door swinging shut behind them and with a count of three, they pushed the crank which amazingly, moved, causing the engine to give a short splutter. “It’s working,” called Sarah, “Again!” this time the engine roared into life, leaving the three children to ponder what to do now. The engine was so loud they could hardly hear each other, it was a wonder anyone could have driven it without hearing protection. It dawned on them that none of them had any idea how to actually drive a tank.
“There are pedals and levers, surely it’s like a bulldozer, you move the levers and that makes each track go and the pedals are for the brakes for each track?” suggested Iain, but after moving the levers and pressing the pedals it soon turned out not to be that simple.
“You know, if we got here with these little buttons and a flash of light, perhaps we don’t need to drive it?" Sarah shouted over the engine. There were no lights so they still couldn’t tell if there were even labels on them.
“These dials each have a line drawn on.” She shouted, peering at the console trying to see by the tiny shafts of moonlight filtering through the cracks. She started setting the dials to the lines. 
Sarah pressed a few more buttons and suddenly there was a loud high pitched squeal, “It didn't do that last time” yelled John over the noise. 
She was satisfied when there was a flash of light and suddenly they could see; daylight flooding in through the small cracks and hatches in the armoured exterior.
The three raced to open the door and look out, only to be dismayed by the lack of sand dunes. “Is this the same forest?” asked John. 
“Probably, I guess we didn’t get the right switches,” said Sarah, almost apologetically.
Just as they were about to try again, Iain noticed a massive airship in the distance visible through the trees.
“Guys, I think this thing is a time machine!” he said in amazement. 
“Well DUHH!” said Sarah, “How else would you go from daylight to nighttime instantly?”
Iain laughed “If you teleported from Britain to some other time zone? Like America? It’s at least as likely as time travel!”
“Yeah, but in a tank? And getting shot at?” she responded.
“Guys, I think we need to find out when we are,” John suggested, being the sensible one for once. “How about I go see if I can find a town? You guys can work out how to turn off the tank, perhaps hide it a bit too, it is a bit obvious. You can look for an instruction manual too.”
“I’m just glad we didn’t leave our shoes in Dad’s car.” Sarah said.
With that, John set off by himself leaving Iain and Sarah to their own devices.




Chapter 2
France


“Ha! Tall tale indeed, so you're telling me that as a teenager you found a tank from the First World War which somehow could teleport?” The Aussie asked, convinced he was being bullshitted.
“Well, not exactly.” the traveller continued.
[image: image-placeholder]It didn’t take long for John to reach a road, or at least a dirt track, the deep wheel ruts well defined and thick with sticky mud. He decided that walking on the road would be harder than following it from the woods, and potentially he didn’t want people to see him if they were actually in the middle of a war.
After marking the location where he would have to leave the road on his return he set off, dodging trees and wading through the long grass.
It must have been late autumn, the leaves were thick on the ground with few of them hanging tenuously from the trees. The forest seemed to go on forever, an odd silence hanging in the cold air. If not for the road and the airship they had seen, he could have imagined they were alone in the world, without humans or animals for as far as they could travel.
It took an hour of trekking before John saw anything suggesting humanity, in the distance, there was a long smoke trail rising above the trees and so John moved further into the forest, making himself harder to see. He crept slowly towards the smoke, trying to be as silent as possible. It took another twenty minutes before he caught sight of the small cottage on the other side of the road in a large clearing.
It was built from stone with a low slate roof overhanging a few feet over the small windows. A pair of muddy leather boots stood at a door which looked like it could withstand a battering ram, solid wood with what looked like iron studs at regular intervals.
John crept up under the wide eaves and peered carefully through the window. He was relieved to see an elderly couple sitting at a small kitchen table, they appeared to be sharing a pot of tea and were unusually dressed, the woman especially was wearing a very old fashioned long dress, pale pink with lace at the shoulders.
Nervously he rang a small brass bell which hung by the door, the sound ringing out in the silence with a single long peel. A few seconds later the door opened and the gentleman greeted him loudly “Bonjour! Puis-je vous aider?”
“Erm…” John quickly tried to remember the small amount of French he learnt the year before, “Bonjour, Je m’appelle John. Je suis écossais. parles-tu anglais?” He looked at the man hopefully, thinking that even if he didn't speak English he knew they were in France at least.
The man grinned “A small part, more than you French perhaps! You are far from home?”
John let out a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding, “Wonderful, thank you! Yes, very far. Could I trouble you for a drink of water and a chat?” he asked.
The man waved him into the house “Thé?” he asked, John nodded assuming that meant Tea from seeing them drinking a pot.
He removed his shoes at the door on the way in, the muddy trainers looking odd beside the man's boots. He sat at the table, and the woman handed him a china cup filled with strong black tea. He gladly held the warm cup with both hands, enjoying the warmth after the walk through the cold forest. The room was roasting hot and John realised how cold he had gotten outside, his fingers almost numb.
“Merci beaucoup,” he began, trying to be polite and use the small amount of French he knew,  “I am lost. Do you possibly have a map I could look at?” he asked the gentleman as he sat down opposite him. “And perhaps a newspaper?” 
The man got out of his seat, “Ahh, I have no map, sorry.” He retrieved a paper from across the room and handed it to John. “You do not need one I think. The road through Mormal only goes one way, North towards Calais or Belgium, I do not think you go through here for Paris non? There is little south to interest those not French I think!” his English was obviously coming back to him though he had a very thick accent. John got the impression that the man’s wife didn’t speak much if any English.
“Ah yes, Calais, is it far?” John asked, thinking that would raise less suspicion.
“Oh yes, a very long walk.” laughed the man, “especially for a boy with no pack!”
“I left it at the campsite with my sister and my friend. We got turned around overnight and I just thought I would take a walk to find out which way to go” 
The old man nodded at this, John was not so sure he had persuaded him. To avoid the man's knowing gaze John looked down at the newspaper, and couldn’t stop himself from exclaiming “What??” when he saw the date. According to the paper, he was a century in the past!
The old man pulled the paper down looking at the headline “What is wrong? Bad news?”
“Oh, um… I seem to have been away longer than I expected. Is this a recent paper?” John asked, not really caring about the answer.
“Three days ago, I only ever buy one on a Sunday when we are at church.” John nodded, scanning the paper for anything interesting. He found an article about the airship they saw. Apparently, it was an experimental ship which was going on daily test flights. “Ahh yes, we see it most days these past weeks, if the wind is not high. Smoking as though on fire. The hangar is not far from here. They are going to fly the channel, so they say.” The man explained, seeing John's interest in the article. "Is this the reason you visit the forest?"
"No, no, just exploring France!" Folding the newspaper, he quickly finished the tea and got up, “I am sorry sir, I really must be heading off, I feel we are so terribly late that we must make up some time today. Perhaps we can find a train station and make up some ground.” The man rose to show him out, “Thank you so much for your help, and for the tea.” As he put his trainers on he pointed up past the house, “North is in that direction?” getting confirmation, he waved and headed south at a jog, this time using the grassy verge or the less muddy centre strip of the track. He felt both less concerned for his safety and more worried about the future after finding out the date. At least he wasn’t in the middle of a war.
[image: image-placeholder]When John eventually got back to the others, he found they had not been idle. Iain had camouflaged the tank to the point that if he and Sarah had not been sitting outside it, or in Iain's case on top, he could have walked straight past.
When Sarah noticed him she waved and called out “I worked it out! Come see.” Then she hobbled back inside.
Iain hopped down off the side of the tank and asked, “So, did you find out where we are?”
“France!” John laughed, “And it’s not where that is the amazing thing, it's October 1874. That airship is some experimental thing, filled with hydrogen like the Hindenburg. Judging by what the French guy I talked to said, I think it is powered by a steam engine so I certainly wouldn’t want to fly in it.”
Sarah popped her head out the door, “Come on! I worked out how to get home!” She harried the boys.
They crowded back into the tank, leaving the door open for the light. “So, I found a little book that explains how this works. Apparently, there are set coordinates, or you can try and set them yourself but you need to know exact positions and times and there is this huge mathematical formula you have to put them into. In fact, it's like three huge formulas, you have to convert the date and the map reference to some kind of number that works in the third one, then you put them all together in this thing that is like eight pages long!”
“So what you are saying is, we can't get back? Not without a map and some maths genius?” Asked John.
“No, we can get back, it's a preset location.” Sarah was almost bouncing in her seat. “But it says you can’t go the same time as you left because you can't appear in the space where you already are. If that makes sense?”
“So, we don’t know when the tank arrived so we would have to work out the time
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