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The number 42 bus smelled of wet anoraks,  socks and someone’s abandoned meal deal losing a private war beneath the seats. Carol Cole pressed her forehead against the cold window and watched Manchester slide past in shades of grey, the glass vibrating with a frequency that made her back teeth ache. Her phone buzzed again. She didn’t need to look. It would be another automated email about the copy of Middlemarch she’d failed to return three weeks ago, and she had no intention of reading it while the bus lurched through Cheetham Hill in weather that felt personally insulting.

Her emergency backpack sat on her lap, an old Desigual canvas worn soft at the corners, the straps frayed past dignity and no sequins left to sparkle. Inside: a first-aid kit, water-purification tablets, a lighter, a multi-tool, paracord, clean socks, a granola bar of geological age, a torch, a notebook and pen, assorted coins from various eras, because modern currency tended to raise questions, and the little foil strip of narcolepsy medication she carried everywhere, which had so far proved excellent at managing daytime sleepiness and absolutely useless at preventing medieval field trips. She had learned the value of being prepared in a seventeenth-century ditch outside Delft, where the mud had been cold enough to feel like burial from the ankles down. The backpack had become a talisman. It did not stop the jumps. Nothing stopped the jumps. But it meant she woke in whatever century she landed with something to hold onto.

The last jump had felt different. She couldn't pin down why. A wrongness in the sleep, less like drifting off and more like being yanked sideways through an unseen door. Carol had lived with narcolepsy long enough to recognise the ordinary attacks: the sudden heaviness behind the eyes, the soft blurring at the edges of the world, the irresistible command to sleep. This had not been ordinary. This had felt as though something had reached through the dark and pulled.

She’d been in the library staff room, mid-sentence to Dave about the new shelving system, and then she hadn’t been. She’d come back three hours later with a bruised hip and the faint smell of hay in her hair. Dave had opened the spreadsheet without comment, adding the time, duration, symptoms, and probable era with the same careful focus he brought to quarterly reports, though his eyes had done that thing they did when he was trying not to look worried. She missed him now. Not dramatically. Just a quiet, practical wish that he was here with his laptop and his overcaffeinated insistence that there was a pattern if they looked hard enough. Dave believed in patterns the way some people believed in horoscopes. He’d built a whole system: date, time, location, duration, and a notes field where he wrote things like “smelled of coal smoke” and “possible 1840s” in the same font he used for work reports. He was the only person who knew. The only person who’d ever heard the truth and said, “Right. Let’s get a spreadsheet sorted,” instead of suggesting she see a specialist.

The bus slowed for a set of lights. Carol’s eyelids drooped. She fought it, the way she always fought it, because there was a difference between ordinary tiredness and the particular weight that came before a jump. Ordinary tiredness was a gentle suggestion. This was a command. Her head grew heavy, and the edges of her vision softened, and the hum of the bus became a sound that was not quite a hum anymore but something deeper, a vibration that seemed to come from inside her own bones.

She gripped the backpack. She thought, Not now. She thought, Please not on a bus.

And then she was gone.

The first thing she registered was the smell: sweat, leather, and something sour she recognised, from a long-ago farm-park trip, a horse. A great deal of horse. Then came the noise. Not traffic, rain, or the bus announcing the next stop, but thousands of voices pressed into a low, rolling murmur. Then the cold wet ground against her back, and the fact that her left elbow was in a puddle.

Carol opened her eyes.

She was on a low hillside under a washed-out grey sky, not above the battle exactly, but caught on the sloping ground between the two armies where the grass dipped toward the field. Below and ahead of her stretched the open ground, and across it stood two enormous, bristling masses of men. Not reenactors. Not a film set. Actual armies, with actual weapons, about to do something irreversible. The nearer force was a wall of round shields and bearded men in chainmail. The farther one was a sea of horses, pennants, and archers already stringing their bows.

She knew, with a sick lurch of recognition, where she was. When she was. The Battle of Hastings. 1066. She’d once made a library display about it, complete with a laminated timeline and little paper shields for the children’s corner. None of that had prepared her for finding herself on that exposed slope between the armies, with wet grass soaking through her jeans and ten thousand unwashed men filling her lungs.

Her nose itched. A deep, insistent, entirely inappropriate tickle, the kind that built slowly and gave you just enough warning to know you couldn’t stop it.

She sneezed.

It was not a delicate sneeze. It was not the sort of sneeze you could pass off as a cough or muffle into a sleeve. It was a full-bodied, undignified, echoing explosion of a sneeze, the kind that made her whole body convulse and left her blinking and slightly deaf in one ear. It rang out across the field like a trumpet blast.

Silence fell. Not the silence of people stopping to listen. The silence of thousands of men, all at once, turning to stare at the same thing. At her!

Carol sat up on the hillside. Her backpack slid off her lap and landed in the mud with a wet thump. She pushed her hair out of her face and looked up, and there, not thirty feet down the slope, was a man on a horse. A large man on a large horse, with a crown on his head and a face that suggested he had not been surprised by anything in a very long time and was not enjoying the novelty. Harold Godwinson, King of the English, stared down at her with an expression that was part bewilderment and part something she couldn’t read. Across the same field, beyond the waiting ranks, another man on another horse had also stopped moving. William of Normandy, soon to be William the Conqueror, was looking at her with the same frozen intensity, his hand half-raised, his whole army stalled behind him.

A woman. A strange woman, in strange clothes, lying in the grass between two armies. Appearing from nowhere. Making a sound like a startled goose.

Carol watched the thought travel across Harold’s face. She watched it travel across William’s. She saw them arrive at the same conclusion, the same word, the same impossible, dangerous idea.

Omen.

She needed to move before the stunned silence cracked and someone decided the best way to handle a divine sign was to put an arrow through it. Her body felt wrong, limbs heavy with the residue of the jump. Her head throbbed. Her mouth tasted of copper. The grass beneath her hands was cold, wet, absurdly detailed, every blade distinct while the rest of the world blurred. She had no business being here.

The armies began to stir. The silence broke into ripples of sound, men turning to each other, voices rising in confusion. Someone shouted something in a language she didn’t understand. Someone else shouted back.

Carol got her feet under her. She didn’t stand. Standing would make her a target, and she had read enough historical fiction to know that looking important on a battlefield was a fast way to attract either arrows or men with swords.

She crouched, low, and began to edge backwards towards a clump of scrubby bushes she’d spotted at the edge of the field.

Her backpack. She needed her backpack.

She reached for it, fingers scrabbling through wet grass, and closed her hand around the strap. The familiar weight of it dragged against her shoulder, absurdly comforting, the only thing in the universe that made sense.

Harold’s horse stamped. William’s horse stamped. The two commanders were still looking at her, and she could feel their gazes like a physical pressure, the weight of two men who were about to change the course of history and who had just been handed a sign they didn’t know how to read. Carol tugged the backpack against her chest and tried, with limited success, to make herself look like a harmless bit of shrubbery in a burgundy cardigan.

She didn’t care about history. She cared about getting out of this field before someone decided to test whether the strange woman was mortal or not.

A shout went up from the English line. Another answered from the Norman side, sharper and higher, and suddenly the silence fractured into motion.

Men began pointing. A priest made the sign of the cross. Someone laughed once, a cracked and terrified sound.

Carol saw Harold lift a hand, not quite command and not quite question, and William’s half-raised arm dropped slowly to his side as if he had reconsidered whatever order had been waiting there.

That, she thought with a cold little drop in her stomach, was worse. If she had delayed them, even by seconds, if Harold held his line too long or William changed his first order because a woman had sneezed out of nowhere, then the whole display-board version of history could already be tilting. Her laminated paper shields back at the library suddenly seemed very flimsy indeed.

She reached the bushes and dropped flat behind them as the first arrows hissed overhead. One struck the ground where her knee had been a moment earlier, quivering in the mud with a sound like an angry insect. Carol clapped a hand over her mouth, partly to stop herself from making a noise and partly because, with the universe’s current sense of humour, she did not trust herself not to sneeze again.

The battle
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She can’t help falling asleep.
Waking up in the wrong century is the hard part.

- History isn’t just repeating.
It s being reertten .
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