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They gathered the strangers out in the old market square, the three of 

them rolled out in chains and fetters and left by the gallows for the 

townsfolk to gawp at. 

News of their mysterious arrival had spread far in just one night 

it seemed, and nearly the whole town had turned out to heckle the 

strangers and pelt them with fruit. They crowded around the strangers on 

their way to the square, children pressing their way to the front, men 

standing back with scowls on their faces. 

A hushed anticipation filled the square as the sour-faced Mayor 

Tweedy made space for himself at the front of the crowd - prodded at the 

strangers a couple of times with his cane and exchanged a few hushed 

words with Father Maynard, the town‟s priest, beside him. 

“Them strangers are dead for certain,” said fat old George the 

local innkeeper. The men around him murmured their agreement. Twenty 

years George had worked at the local tavern and he‟d seen more than a few 

felons put to the torch in that time. He knew the way things went around 

here. “They‟ll be in for a burning, just you wait see.” 

“I just came back from the farm myself,” announced Arthur the local 

butcher‟s boy. “Dead – all of it. Burnt black for acres around like it‟s 

all been put to torch or something. And the feel in the air...” He 

shuddered dramatically and stared at the others as though daring them to 
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deny it. “Like that feeling you get just before a storm breaks, you know? 

I‟m telling you, there‟s something fey about that place.” 

“Aye,” agreed John Coryman, a miller who had come from all the way 

out of town just to see what the commotion was about. “Sounds like 

witchcraft to me.” 

“Or worse, God help us,” Arthur added. “Explosion in the dead of 

night, strangers appearing out of nowhere like spirits: this is demon 

kind we‟re dealing with here, my friend. Hell spawn itself unleashed on 

our good town.” 

“You wanna try saying that again?” said a large man from the edge 

of the group whom no one had noticed until that moment. 

Everyone fell instantly silent. 

“Oh, hi Badger,” said one of the men, guilt written plain across 

his pock-marked face. “Didn‟t see you hiding back there.” 

The gruff newcomer stepped into the circle of men, his big hairy 

arms folded across his massive chest, his craggy bearded face full of 

nothing but displeasure. Everyone there knew John Hemlock – Badger to 

most – and everyone there knew better than to cross the man when he was 

in a bad mood. 

“Think you‟re an expert on demons now, boy?” Badger growled, his 

attention fixed on the butcher‟s boy. 

“More than you‟ll ever be,” Arthur replied defiantly. “Think I 

don‟t know why those strangers chose to come to your farm and no one 

else‟s?” 

“Don‟t know what you‟re talking about.” 
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“Sure you don‟t,” Arthur mocked and Badger had to visibly restrain 

himself from jumping forward and throttling the little brat right there 

and then. 

“Here, Badger,” called out John Coryman. “Is it true you were the 

first to see these strangers appear?” 

“Aye, he were,” Arthur replied for him, a devilish grin on his 

bratty face. “Probably helped „em and all.” He waved the sign of the 

cross over himself and spat on the ground for good measure. “Goddamned 

Jew.” 

“You‟d better watch that filthy tongue of yours, butcher‟s boy,” 

Badger growled, fists clenching at his side. 

“Or what?” Arthur challenged. 

“Mayor Tweedy himself gave me that farm – vetted me personally. You 

want to go to him with these wild accusations of yours? Better yet, why 

don‟t you go to Father Maynard and tell him about all this demon folk 

nonsense? I‟m sure he‟d love to hear that little bit of blasphemy from 

you.” 

“Hey now, Badger, we‟re just speculating is all,” said fat old 

George nervously. He pressed a hand to Badger‟s shoulder and was visibly 

relieved when Badger backed down. “You can‟t blame folk for wanting to 

know what‟s what.” 

“Guess I can‟t,” Badger agreed with a grunt. But this was about 

more than just trying to figure things out.  

Twenty years he‟d been working on that tiny strip of dirt they 

generously called a farm. Twenty years of clawing his way up from nothing 
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and never a bad word to say against him in all that time. He‟d had to 

work his arse off to get the folk around here to so much as look at him 

twice; had to take cuts on nearly everything he sold just to get them to 

trade with him. He was pushing 30 and still unmarried since no self-

respecting Christian woman would be caught dead so much as smiling at him 

but he liked to think he‟d at least earned himself some smidgen of 

Goddamned respect around here. 

Now this. 

It had been years since Badger‟s family had first come to England 

seeking refuge from the horrors they‟d faced in the Rhineland. It had 

been even longer since he‟d heard any of the prayers or so much as 

visited the synagogue with his parents. His grandfather had been killed 

by lynch mob when he was just seven and his parents were chased off their 

land barely escaping with their lives. He‟d been living hand to mouth for 

so long since then he‟d almost forgotten there was a time when he hadn‟t 

needed to.  

Nothing would ever change who he was.  

A Jew. A killer of Christ. The default scapegoat for all the ills 

of the universe. 

And it was to his farm that the strangers had come. 

It had all happened so quickly. One moment he was climbing into bed 

same as always, the next he was being wakened by a massive flash of light 

and an explosion so massive that had shaken the very ground beneath him. 

By the time he‟d got down to the field, the whole place was already 

ablaze – the air so hot he could feel it in his lungs - and the strangers 
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were there, their clothes singed and their skin burned. The sorriest 

looking bunch he‟d ever seen in his life. 

There was certainly nothing demonic about them as far as Badger 

could see. The strangers numbered three in total – two of them men, one 

of them woman – and all three were unlike anything the townsfolk had ever 

seen before. 

The men were weedy little things, one blonde-haired and tall but 

skinny-armed and pasty-skinned with it. He looked as though he hadn‟t 

done a day‟s work in his life. The other was short, round-faced and dumpy 

with a pair of what had to be very expensive eye glasses over his face. 

Both had their hair cut short, their chins shaved as beardless as a boy 

and their teeth so white it put some newly-teethed babes to shame.  

They stared at the crowd around them as though they had never seen 

other people before. Fear and shock ruled their expressions and when they 

jabbered to one another in that strange, guttural tongue of theirs, their 

sentences were short and full of hushed warning. 

The woman, on the other hand, was a shrew.  

“Go on, stare!” she screamed at the watching crowd as she rattled 

her chains and the children in the front rows danced away giggling with 

screams. “Get your fill, you sick perverts. I‟m not going anywhere!”  

She was taller than most men and dressed in male attire so that it 

had only been thanks to her shrieking voice that most had even realised 

she was a woman to begin with. She, too, was an obvious foreigner in this 

land: dusky-skinned and raven-haired, her ears adorned with enough 

jewellery to mark her out as a whore.  
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The villagers had thrown more fruit at her than at any of the other 

two strangers combined and she didn‟t exactly bear it with dignity. 

“Karen, please...” the pasty-faced man with the eye glasses pleaded 

to her as a child threw a rotten apple at her face and she screamed at 

him with rage. “You‟re only making it worse.” 

“Worse?” she sobbed back, juice sliding down her cheek to mix with 

the pulp congealing in her hair. “How in God‟s name could it be worse?” 

“Just out of curiosity,” asked John Coryman suddenly, snapping 

Badger away from his reverie. “Have you any better explanation for where 

these strangers came from? Seeing as how they‟re not demons and all.” 

“You know I‟m not one for speculation,” said Badger and the other 

men all cast knowing smiles at one another. 

“Well I say they‟re Frenchmen,” said fat old George the innkeeper. 

“They look weird and they speak gibberish; what could be more French than 

that?” 

“Don‟t be daft!” spat Arthur the butcher‟s boy. “You ever heard of 

Frenchmen travelling in metal boats?”  

“You ever heard of demons doing that?” 

“I‟m telling you: they burrowed up from hell in that gigantic metal 

monstrosity of theirs. Trust me, I seen that thing myself. If a Frenchman 

went anywhere near that thing, the war would be over tomorrow.” 

Badger had to admit, the metal ship the strangers had arrived in 

was the biggest puzzle of all. It was a gigantic thing, smooth all around 

and seemingly forged out of a single sheet of metal. There were no doors 

or windows that Badger could see and no means of propulsion whatsoever. 
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It stuck out of the hillside like a giant metal finger pointing at the 

heavens, half of it submerged in the earth – seemingly fused with the 

rock itself – the other half glinting in the noon-day light. 

It had been glowing when Badger had first come across it – that was 

something he still hadn‟t told the others about – the very air around it 

strangely warped like heat above a brazier. Then, out of nowhere, the 

side of the craft had slid open and the first of the strangers tumbled 

out onto the burning fields, a canvas bag clutched to his chest.  

“Karen!” he shouted in his strange meaningless language. “Henry!” 

He fell to the ground drowning in coughs and from just a few yards away, 

Badger had watched, paralyzed with fear. 

“Wish I'd seen it,” mused John Coryman. 

“No you don't,” said Badger.  

It had taken all his strength not to run away screaming right there 

and then. Instead, he had hauled himself over to the collapsed man – the 

tall square-jawed fellow with the head of curly blonde hair. He was 

unconscious but alive and Badger quickly dragged him to the edge of the 

field where the heat was less intense.  

Then the other two appeared, staggering out of the craft and 

leaning on each other for support. The man with the glasses was crying. 

“We have to go back! We can‟t just leave them there!” 

“They‟re gone!” the woman screamed at him, a shrew even then. “Come 

on! It could blow any moment!” 

They stumbled towards Badger, one on top of the other, and Badger 

had done what little he could for them. Once all three were safely 



OUT OF TIME, R J Burgess  8 
 

dragged to the side of the field, passed out from their injuries but in 

no immediate danger of dying, Badger had left the scene and reported what 

he‟d seen to the Mayor. 

He was quickly starting to wonder if that had been a mistake.  

“You‟d think if they were demons they‟d be able to get out of them 

chains,” reasoned fat old George the innkeeper, who was still certain 

they were Frenchmen. 

“Ah but that‟s part of their power, ain‟t it!” said Arthur the 

butcher‟s boy. “They lure you into a false sense of security by 

pretending to be one of us and then – bam – reveal their true colours 

when it‟s too late to stop them.” 

“So why stop there?” fat old George argued. “If you‟re going to go 

through all the trouble of disguising yourself, why not do it right? Why 

not look and dress like normal folk and at least speak a language we can 

all understand!” 

“Careful George,” warned John Coryman darkly. “It ain‟t right to 

start second guessing the devil.”  

An uneasy silence fell over the men. 

Perhaps the strangest thing of all was the bag Badger had liberated 

from one of the strangers. That was another thing he hadn‟t told anyone 

about. It was a well-made thing, woven out of some sort of canvass-like 

material with a clever adjustable strap and a buckle on the side. Inside 

was a bunch of parchment that Badger couldn‟t have read even if he wanted 

to, a small green box with a white cross painted on the side which was 

filled with all sorts of tiny bits of cloth Badger figured was for 
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sewing, a metal tool comprised with a hole in the middle that didn‟t seem 

to serve any function that Badger could make out, a leather case filled 

with glass vials of various liquids and another set of tools in a leather 

pouch that looked good for nothing besides maybe picking locks. Badger 

had pulled the top off one of the vials and found that it stank of 

brimstone. He‟d made sure to leave the others well alone after that. 

The final thing was a thin card made of a material that Badger had 

never seen before. It was a strange thing: as light and flexible as wood 

but without any sort of grain to it. What it was for, Badger had 

absolutely no idea. 

It was all too strange for Badger to deal with. He was a simple man 

with simple old-fashioned beliefs. He didn‟t much care for mysteries.  

The fact was, though, that it was his farm these strangers had come 

to and his reputation that was now under fire as a result. He‟d been the 

one to pull the strangers from the fire and as far as he was concerned 

that made them his problem to deal with. He reckoned he was due some sort 

of an explanation and he sure as salt wasn‟t going to get that standing 

around here clucking like an old hen all day. 

“I‟m going back to my farm,” he announced suddenly, startling the 

others. 

“You‟re doing what now?” asked John Coryman, surprised. 

“You‟re going to miss the burning,” said fat old George the 

innkeeper as though that was the only thing that mattered.  

“Don‟t reckon I am at that,” Badger replied with a snort of 

laughter. He could see Mayor Tweedy and Father Maynard still talking with 
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each other in the middle of the square and he‟d lived long enough in this 

town to know how that particular conversation would be going.  

Father Maynard would be wanting the strangers burnt, of course. 

Mayor Tweedy, on the other hand, would be taking the bigger picture. He 

would rightly point out that this whole town belonged to Lord Fitzalan 

Despencer, their local duke, and that the strangers should be rightfully 

sent to Canterbury to ask for the King‟s justice.  

Father Maynard would then argue that God was more important than 

the King and the Mayor would be forced to agree, albeit that he would 

remind the priest that God didn‟t pay his wages.  

And round and round the argument would go, only ending after an 

hour of pointless philosophising, another hour of thinly veiled insults 

and then a final, grudging agreement to send for Lord Fitzalan Despencer 

to oversee the execution personally, which is what they should have done 

from the beginning. 

It was all as predictable as it was pedestrian but there was a 

factor in those arguments that Badger still wasn‟t sure about.  

Himself. 

If the boorish idiots who worked in this town were already looking 

at Badger suspiciously, how much more were the people running it? He 

needed to get some proof that would clear his good name. He needed to go 

back to the ship. 

“Let me know how this all turns out,” he told the men and with no 

more word than that turned his back on them all and headed back to what 

was left of his farm. 


