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			About the Book
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			The Time Police do not have problems. They have challenges.

			 

			Idiots who want to change history have always proved ‘challenging’. But now temporal tourism is on the rise – highly illegal but highly lucrative. If you’re prepared to take the risk.

			 

			To face down this threat the Time Police will despatch their toughest undercover agents. Which is fine until the unthinkable happens. Replacements are needed fast and who better than three young officers who don’t even look the part?

			 

			Step forward Jane, Luke and Matthew. They may be about to graduate, but there’s still plenty of time for everything to go wrong. Throw in the Versailles time slip, a covert jump to Ancient Egypt and a race against Time itself and you’ve got yourself an assignment worthy of Team Weird.
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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of the Chronicles of St Mary’s series, the story of a bunch of disaster prone individuals who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel! She is also the author of the Time Police series – a St Mary’s spinoff and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.

			 

			Alongside these, Jodi is known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring Elizabeth Cage, together with the enchanting Frogmorton Farm series – a fairy story for adults.

			 

			Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Nearly twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			Time is an arrow.

			Isaac Newton

			 

			 

			Time is a river.

			Albert Einstein

			 

			 

			Time is fluid and not linear in any way.

			The Time Police

			 

			 

			Time is a chunk and most of it is missing. I must have been off my face last night. Jesus, my head is killing me.

			Luke Parrish
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			Roll Call

			Time Police Personnel

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Commander Hay

						
							
							Beginning to realise Team 236 has its disadvantages as well as its advantages.

						
					

					
							
							Captain Farenden

						
							
							Keeping his boss on track. Mostly.

						
					

					
							
							Major Callen

						
							
							Now Head of the Hunter Division.

						
					

					
							
							Officer North

						
							
							Newly recruited Hunter.

						
					

					
							
							Major Ellis

						
							
							Surprisingly gunshot-free in this story.

						
					

					
							
							Lt Grint

						
							
							Is Hay now regretting giving him a second chance?

						
					

					
							
							The Map Master

						
							
							Possibly like Gollum, she’s forgotten her real name. Even her mum calls her Map Master.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Connor

						
							
							Quite normal.

						
					

					
							
							The doctor

						
							
							Surprisingly compassionate in the face of an officer’s personal disaster.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Varma 

						
							
							Member of security team.

						
					

					
							
							Other Time Police officers

						
							
							Who come and go but rarely hang around long enough to say anything.

						
					

				
			

			 

			Team 236 – Team Weird

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Trainee Farrell

						
							
							Still not got his hair cut. Wounded again but this time by accident so that’s all right then.

						
					

					
							
							Trainee Lockland

						
							
							Still blushing at her own shadow. Now developing signs of schizophrenia as well. It never rains . . .

						
					

					
							
							Trainee Parrish

						
							
							Completely unchanged. You’d think recent experiences would have rendered him thoughtful, considerate and hard-working . . . but no.

						
					

				
			

			 

			 

			Team 235

			Just for once, they’re the screw-ups.

			Trainee Hansen

			Trainee Kohl

			Trainee Rossi

			 

			 

			St Mary’s Personnel

			A bunch of feckless pod jockeys, none of whom you’d want to meet on a dark night. Or even on a sunny afternoon at a charming riverside pub. Which might or might not be suffering from a nasty case of St Mary’s-related E. coli. Or possibly salmonella. Whichever is the most serious, anyway.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Dr Maxwell

						
							
							Matthew’s mum.

						
					

					
							
							Chief Technical Officer Farrell

						
							
							Matthew’s dad.

						
					

					
							
							Dr Peterson

						
							
							One of Matthew’s many uncles.

						
					

					
							
							Miss Lingoss

						
							
							One of Matthew’s many aunts.

						
					

					
							
							Mikey

						
							
							Matthew’s special girl.

						
					

					
							
							Professor Rapson and Dr Dowson

						
							
							What those two can do with half a lime and two beer mats has been banned across seven continents.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Markham

						
							
							Head of Security. Another of ­Matthew’s uncles.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Evans

						
							
							Yes, yet another, etc. Member of the Security Section and unofficial doorstop.

						
					

				
			

		


		
			Previously on the Time Police . . .

			A long time ago in the future, the secret of time travel was discovered and, people being what they are, the world nearly ended.

			Just for once, however, and to the surprise of all, the world pulled itself together in time to avert disaster. Nation cooperated with nation and the Time Police were formed. Their purpose was to eradicate illegal time travel and restore the timeline – or as much of it as could be restored. Sometimes it was nothing better than a cut-and-shut job, but if that was what it took then that was what was done.

			Ruthless, efficient and with their famous couldn’t give a rat’s arse attitude, the Time Police paid a high price – at one point there were only thirteen officers still standing – but they succeeded. Time travel was, more or less, eradicated.

			Of course, once the situation was under control, the governments that had been so enthusiastic now began to regard the Time Police as pretty much having outlived their usefulness. No government is ever happy with an organisation better equipped, better funded and more efficient than they are. Especially one not answerable to that bunch of mindless, ungrateful, demanding, awkward-question-asking bunch of troublemakers usually referred to in public as the electorate. Behind the scenes, the diplomatic wheels began to turn.

			The Time Police themselves were not unaware that, ironically, times were changing. The more astute among them prepared to adapt themselves to the hazards of peacetime. A new commander was appointed to guide Time Police boots down gentler paths.

			But, although Time moves on, old threats can reappear in a new guise. Temporal Tourism, for instance, is illegal but extremely lucrative for those prepared to take the risks. And Big Business, often more powerful and frequently more intelligent than any government, is prepared to take that risk. As Commander Hay repeatedly reminds her unit, new threats require new methods of attack. Bursting in, shooting everyone within a five-mile radius and torching anything left standing – while having its merits – is not conducive to intel gathering. And intel is now a large part of the game. Under her direction, the Hunter Division has been strengthened and, under Major Callen, given virtual autonomy.

			Grumbling and dragging their feet, the Time Police are preparing to meet new threats.

			Enter Team Weird.

		


		
			Luke

			I can’t believe I’m still in the Time Police. And this time it’s all my own fault. I can’t say I wasn’t given every opportunity to blow them off for good. All I had to do was what my dad wanted – which is probably where it all went wrong because I’ve never been that brilliant at doing as dear old Dad wants.

			Let’s be clear – at this very moment, I could be sprawled in a luxurious, rent-free Hong Kong hideaway, with an Asian lovely in one hand and something long and cold in the other. A statement open to misinterpretation but I’m too frozen to care. My point is that I could be out there enjoying the excitement, the exhilaration, the buzz of cosmopolitan life and the wonderful, life-giving, incredibly hot sunshine.

			I’d have my own office – offices, even. My own staff, every one of them absolutely drop-dead gorgeous, all leaping to do my bidding whenever I bidded. My every need would be catered for, and trust me, my needs are many and imaginative.

			Instead of which I’m trapped here in the Time Police as a trainee, the lowest of the low. I’ve been shot at and scared shitless on an Egyptian hillside. I’ve been menaced by a rabbit – and before you laugh, you should have seen the size of the bloody thing. And it was pregnant. If you think pregnant women are cranky, you should meet an artificially engineered, lab-produced super-rabbit. We had to chase it nearly the length and breadth of Australia – a country which, I might add, has been very slow to show the sort of monetary gratitude that might have made it all worthwhile. I’ve been attacked by barely sentient denizens of the 20th century and their feral children. And don’t even get me started on Sarah Smith. The list goes on and on and I’m not even a fully qualified officer yet.

			Nor ever likely to be if someone doesn’t find us soon. I think Jane’s already slipped away. I can’t wake her. I should let her go. I can’t save her. I’d be doing her a kindness. I’ll just close my eyes for a minute.

			Perhaps I should have listened to dear old Dad after all . . .

		


		
			Jane

			It’s so cold. I’m so cold I can hardly think. I just want to sleep. Luke is doing his best to keep us both alive, but he’s as far gone as me. He thinks he’s talking to me but he’s just spewing words to keep me conscious. Every now and then he’ll stop and I wonder if he’s gone and then he jerks himself awake and starts again and all the time his voice is getting further and further away and I don’t know if he’s losing me or I’m losing him . . .

		


		
			Matthew

			Where are they?

			What went wrong?

			What can I do?
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			Marietta Hay, commander of the Time Police, settled herself at her desk, fired up her scratchpad and gazed at her adjutant.

			‘Good morning, Charlie – what do you have for me today?’

			‘Well, ma’am, as you must be aware – an important part of my duties is, as far as I can, to mitigate the bad news with little snippets of good news. To lighten your working day, so to speak.’

			She sighed. ‘This does not bode well. All right, Charlie – hit me with a snippet.’

			‘Alas, ma’am. There are no snippets.’

			‘What? No good news at all?’

			‘Regrettably, ma’am . . .’

			‘Not even anything decent for lunch today?’

			‘Not even that, ma’am.’

			‘Well – I can regroup. Hit me with the least of the bad news.’

			‘Trainee Farrell’s hair is still not benefitting from the adoption of a regulation hairstyle.’

			‘I thought he’d been specifically instructed . . .’

			‘He was, ma’am, and he did. Last Thursday.’

			‘Are you sure? I saw him this morning and couldn’t see any difference. Did the barber actually have the nerve to charge him for that?’

			‘I doubt it, ma’am. He has it done at St Mary’s.’

			‘That accounts for a lot. Who does it?’

			‘A Miss Lingoss.’

			‘Isn’t she the weird one?’

			‘We are discussing St Mary’s, ma’am. You will have to be more specific.’

			She sighed. ‘Tell him to put it up.’

			‘Er . . . put it up what, ma’am?’

			‘All female officers with long hair must wear it either up or back. Offer him a choice. Pigtail or ponytail. Tell him his ben­evolent leader recognises the importance of employee autonomy and therefore it is his choice. Up or back. Just make it very clear there is no third way and ribbons are not an option.’

			‘Yes, ma’am. If you have no objections, I will relay your instructions to Major Ellis for onward transmission to Trainee Farrell. As team leader, the appearance of his crew is his responsibility.’

			‘As you wish, Charlie. Just let me know which option he chooses, will you?’

			‘Happily, ma’am.’

			‘There – that wasn’t so bad, was it? Next.’

			‘The reorganisation is not proceeding without problems, ma’am.’

			‘Challenges, Charlie, challenges. The Time Police do not have problems. We have challenges. To meet and overcome. Please can you draft an all-staff memo to the effect that if a great deal more meeting and overcoming doesn’t start taking place PDQ then I will be forced to leave the safety and security of my office and mingle.’

			He grinned. ‘Steady on, ma’am.’

			‘Exactly, Charlie. I suspect the prospect of rounding a corner and finding themselves face to face with me will induce levels of challenge-meeting-and-overcoming my people did not know they possessed.’

			‘As you wish, ma’am.’

			She moved a file across her desk. ‘Well – so far so not too bad. What’s next? What’s the big one you’ve kept for the end?’

			‘Raymond Parrish has withdrawn his opposition to the parliamentary bill, ma’am. The one curtailing Time Police powers and responsibilities. Apparently, since his son has chosen to go his own way, Mr Parrish has no further interest in the future of the Time Police. We are, it would seem, on our own.’

			She shrugged. ‘I suspect the price of his support would have increased exponentially over the years. Looking on the bright side – we have escaped that partnership unscathed.’

			‘Not quite unscathed, ma’am. We are still the proud owners of his son. Luke Parrish, despite all forecasts to the contrary, is not only still with us but is actually on the verge of completing his gruntwork.’

			‘Yes, interesting, isn’t it? Between you and me, Charlie, I’m rather hoping that bad business with Officer Smith has taught him a far more effective lesson than anything we could have done. Short of shooting him, that is.’

			‘It may yet come to that.’

			‘You see, Charlie – it’s not all bad – something for us to look forward to. I shall implement a new strategy. Every Friday morning, I shall select someone at random and shoot them. To encourage the others. You know, I could really see that working.’

			‘I’m not sure shooting random staff would send quite the right message, ma’am.’

			‘All right. I’m not unreasonable. Forget the random bit – I’ll shoot a specifically selected member of staff instead. A much better idea. It will make them feel valued to know they’ve been specially chosen. And with the additional bonus of encouraging the survivors to think more positively about our upcoming reorganisation. Genius, Charlie.’

			‘I’m happy to think my poor abilities have contributed to your unique solution to our difficulties, ma’am.’

			‘Yes, sometimes I don’t know what I’d do without you. Anything else?’

			‘Actually, yes. The Rt Hon Patricia Farnborough has requested a private meeting.’

			‘The cabinet minister?’

			‘At 1400 hours this afternoon.’

			‘I feel sure I’m busy at that time.’

			‘I feel equally sure that you are not, ma’am.’

			She sighed. ‘You always manage to get your own way, don’t you?’

			‘Only sometimes, ma’am.’ He stood up. ‘I shall go and look out the best crockery.’

			 

			The Rt Hon Patricia Farnborough was punctual almost to the second.

			Captain Farenden collected her from the downstairs atrium and personally escorted her to Commander Hay’s office.

			Patricia Farnborough was the long-serving MP for South Rushfordshire. She was popular with neither her fellow members nor the public. So far, she had consistently refused to participate in any of the political activities so beloved of her colleagues. She had, for instance, refused to live in a jungle, or become embroiled in a sex scandal on a popular ballroom-dancing programme. Nor had she ever been compelled to apologise, photogenically tearful, for not having completely understood the really very complex rules pertaining to the claiming of what were almost perfectly legitimate expenses. Nor had she, for any reason, been obliged to welcome the opportunity to spend more time with her family.

			‘Much to her family’s relief,’ as one of the whips had once remarked.

			She was, however, respected and known to be a safe, if unimaginative, pair of hands and a strong upholder of trad­itional values. Not family values, as she always made very clear – those frequently being a kind of shorthand for bigotry, intolerance and prejudice – but the traditional values of honesty, hard work and loyalty.

			‘Definitely in the wrong job,’ the same whip had remarked to the same confidant.

			Patricia Farnborough halted on the threshold of Commander Hay’s office and turned to Captain Farenden. ‘Thank you, Captain, but I think I can find my way from here.’

			Captain Farenden raised an eyebrow at Commander Hay, who nodded and said, ‘Thank you, Charlie.’

			‘And I shan’t require any refreshments, either. What I do require is an uninterrupted thirty minutes with your commander.’

			‘In that case, ma’am . . .’ said Captain Farenden, with well-concealed relief, and closed the door behind him.

			The two took stock of each other. Commander Hay was a small, slight woman. It’s not unusual to describe someone as being of indeterminate age but in this case, it was an accurate description. As a young officer, Marietta Hay had fought in the Time Wars and there had been an accident. Her pod had sustained serious damage and the door had blown off in mid-jump. The results had not been for the squeamish. One side of her face was now considerably older than the other. The rescue party had managed to get her out of the wreckage, but she had been the only survivor.

			Patricia Farnborough was a large woman who strode the corridors of power with a firm tread. She wore her hair short, favoured dark suits, and her voice had been designed to be heard above the clamour of battle. The adversarial atmosphere of the House of Commons suited her perfectly.

			‘Like one of those Valkyrie women coming at you,’ yet another colleague had said, recovering in the bar after a shattering three-minute interview.

			The precise whereabouts of Mr Patricia Farnborough were currently unknown. And had been for some time. Unkind rumours postulated the theory that he had, at some point, been consumed during the mating process. Which, given the size of the Right Honourable lady, was entirely possible.

			Mrs Farnborough seated herself and both women looked at each other in silence. Eventually, Commander Hay enquired politely how she might be of service.

			‘I will not insult you by swearing you to secrecy.’

			If Commander Hay thought she just had, she said nothing.

			‘And before you ask, this is a private matter. Nothing to do with the government or politics. I should also make it clear I am not seeking any special treatment for my daughter. She has been foolish and must bear the consequences of her actions.’

			‘I think,’ said Commander Hay, ‘I understand you. However, I must make things clear. This is the Time Police and I am their commander. Should I become aware of any unlawful actions . . . I am legally bound to proceed accordingly. Do you wish to reconsider?’

			‘No. I understand.’

			‘You understand also that anything said now cannot later be unsaid?’

			‘I do. Thank you for the warning but it is unnecessary. I am here because I do wish you to proceed accordingly.’

			‘Very well. Now that we have established the parameters, would you like to begin?’

			Mrs Farnborough smoothed her skirt, clasped her hands on her lap and began.

			‘I have a daughter. Imogen. She’s not . . . she’s not a bad girl. She’s just the typical product of her age and class. And she has been foolish.’

			‘What has she done? Let me rephrase that: what has she done that involves my organisation?’

			‘She and a friend were offered an opportunity and they took it.’

			‘Could you be more specific?’

			‘They were approached and offered the opportunity to travel.’

			‘In Time, I am assuming. Please be clear, Mrs Farnborough. You are telling me your daughter and her friend have committed a crime. A serious crime.’

			‘It’s worse than that.’

			Commander Hay waited. As always, her face gave nothing away and she never hesitated to use that to her advantage.

			‘She . . . what is the expression?’

			‘Jumped?’

			‘Yes – she jumped back in time . . .’ Mrs Farnborough stopped again.

			‘Yes, it really is difficult to describe this sort of thing without sounding like a bad science fiction novel, isn’t it, but your expression is perfectly correct.’

			Rather in the manner of one wanting to get the unpleasant part over with as quickly as possible, Mrs Farnborough said in a rush, ‘She has gone off somewhere . . . jumped . . . and she did not return. I would like to take shameless advantage of your organisation, Commander, and ask if you could find her and bring her back.’

			Commander Hay pulled out her scratchpad, set it to record, and laid it on the desk between them. Mrs Farnborough stared out of the window and watched the Paris airship descending through the clouds.

			Commander Hay gestured towards her scratchpad. ‘You understand, Mrs Farnborough, that from this moment on . . .’

			‘I do, Commander. Please proceed.’

			‘I have several questions.’

			‘Please.’

			‘How do you know that your daughter has engaged in illegal temporal activity?’

			‘The friend – who has taken steps to ensure they cannot be identified – although I’m sure you would have no trouble tracking them down should you wish – has sent me the information. I suspect out of a spirit of revenge.’

			‘I see. We’ll get to that in a minute. Firstly, do you know to where and when they jumped?’

			‘I do.’

			‘It would be enormously helpful if you had the actual co­-ordinates?’

			‘I do.’ Mrs Farnborough took out a sheet of paper, folded very small, and laid it on the desk at a point midway between them.

			Commander Hay did not so much as glance at it. ‘And the location is . . . ?’

			‘I have been led to believe . . . 17th-century England.’

			‘Was this her own choice?’

			‘The trip – planned by her friend – was to be a gift.’ She gripped her hands in her lap. ‘It was – the trip was supposed to incorporate – a proposal.’

			‘Of marriage.’

			‘Yes. The plan was to whisk Imogen away to somewhere exotic and, during the excitement of the . . .’

			‘The jump . . .’

			‘Yes, the jump . . . to propose marriage.’

			‘The plan being that Imogen would be so thrilled and excited that she would fall into her friend’s arms and say yes.’

			Mrs Farnborough nodded, remembered the recorder and said, ‘Yes.’

			‘And what did actually happen?’

			‘I don’t know all the details. The friend seemed disinclined to give them, but it would appear that events did not progress quite as planned.’ Mrs Farnborough swallowed. ‘This is the friend’s version of events, of course, but it would appear that no sooner had they finished their proposal than Imogen . . .’

			She stopped.

			‘Declined the honour?’

			Mrs Farnborough closed her eyes briefly. ‘She said she’d rather die in a ditch than be married to anyone, and when the friend pointed out the honour they were doing her and how much the trip . . . jump had cost, she announced she couldn’t be bought and disappeared off into the crowds.’

			There was a stunned silence.

			‘Pardon me,’ said Commander Hay, recovering the power of speech. ‘I wish to be perfectly sure I understand you. Miss Farnborough and a . . . close friend . . . embarked upon an illegal enterprise for romantic purposes . . .’

			‘I’m not sure Imogen can have been aware of the true purpose of the jump. Not initially. From things she has let drop recently, I don’t think she regarded this person as anything other than a friend who was offering an exciting opportunity to do something new and different. Imogen does not deal well with long periods of boredom.’ She considered for a moment before adding, ‘Or short ones, either.’

			‘So, your daughter had no idea a marriage proposal was in the offing?’

			‘As far as I am aware – no.’

			‘And the young man . . . I am assuming it was a young man?’

			Somewhat stiffly, Mrs Farnborough agreed that yes, the party in question was a young man.

			‘Only in these days . . .’

			‘I can confirm the person in question was definitely a young man.’

			‘This young man goes down on one knee – so to speak – and Imogen not only rejects the proposal, but the young man as well.’

			‘That would appear to be the case, yes.’

			‘Forgive me, but where exactly did this take place? Were there other people present? Did no one try to prevent her from leaving? Was the young man in question quite happy to just return to the present and leave your daughter there?’

			‘To take your questions in order, I believe Imogen and her friend had stepped outside to savour their surroundings, and when he returned to the pod to tell his tale, the people . . . the crew . . . simply packed up and brought him home.’

			‘Packed up?’

			‘From what I can gather, the . . . company . . . offers a number of what they call “packages”, including the “Special Occasion” experience. It’s extremely expensive – something Imogen’s friend mentioned several times – and consists of an exclusive, specifically tailored excursion including costumes, catering, champagne and such, all of which had been brought with them and set up, but was, of course, not needed.’

			‘And they just packed up and left her there? Did the young man offer any sort of protest?’

			‘I do not believe that at that point he was inclined to consider Imogen’s future welfare to be one of his priorities.’

			‘I can imagine.’

			‘The consensus seemed to be Imogen had made her bed and must lie on it. The company offers no sort of guarantee or accepts liability of any kind. It is clearly understood that everything is at the customer’s own risk.’

			‘And having returned to this Time, this unfortunate young man came straight to you.’

			Mrs Farnborough gritted her teeth. ‘Actually, no. His feelings were, apparently, somewhat bruised, and his initial reaction was that she could bloody well stay in the 17th century and good riddance.’

			Commander Hay, who had been in charge of the Time Police for some years now, found herself temporarily with nothing to say.

			‘However,’ Mrs Farnborough continued, ‘after several days elapsed, he appeared to relent and passed me a message detailing Imogen’s recent . . . exploits.’

			‘And where is this young man now?’

			Mrs Farnborough’s expression was professionally blank. ‘I am not aware of his current location.’

			Commander Hay filed away that particular line of enquiry for future action. ‘And Miss Farnborough is still, to the best of your knowledge, in 17th-century England.’

			‘Yes. London, to be precise. And has been for some days now.’

			‘Well, to put your mind at rest – that is not necessarily the case. We can jump back to these coordinates . . .’ Hay gestured to the piece of paper still lying between them, ‘and it is very possible we will be on the scene only an hour or so behind Imogen. Which might easily be long enough for her to have decided the 17th century is not a particularly safe place in which to reside. With luck, she won’t have been there long enough to have incurred any serious injury. I suspect that with no training, no background knowledge and very little prep­aration for surviving in this period, she will almost certainly welcome the opportunity to be taken home. From our point of view, setting aside – temporarily – her illegal actions, she should certainly be removed as quickly as possible before any permanent damage occurs. Either to her or, more importantly, to the timeline. Which, I must inform you, Mrs Farnborough, will be our first priority.’

			Mrs Farnborough lifted her head. ‘I know I am in no position to ask a favour . . .’

			‘But you are about to nevertheless.’

			‘I ask – no, I plead – for leniency. There have been faults in Imogen’s upbringing which should not be laid at her door.’

			‘That will be a matter for discussion on Imogen’s return,’ said Commander Hay, drily. ‘And I must inform you I am unable to influence the courts. Those powers are denied me. Any recommendations I make will be taken into account, but the ultimate decision is not mine.’

			‘I understand. But I wondered . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Imogen will be willing to provide you with valuable information in exchange for a light sentence.’

			‘Does Imogen know she will be willing to provide me with this valuable info?’

			For one very brief moment, Mrs Farnborough’s face showed the expression that had once, famously, caused a back-bencher to wet himself. ‘Not at the moment, but you may rest assured she will.’

			Commander Hay did not doubt it for one moment. ‘I want us both to be clear about this. You wish us to locate your daughter and bring her home.’

			‘Yes.’

			Commander Hay paused. ‘Whatever it takes?’

			‘Imogen does not always act in her own best interests. This is one of those occasions.’

			‘If what you say is true, then Imogen has broken the law. I should tell you we make no exceptions. We cannot afford to. Each and every offence is prosecuted and we always push for the strongest possible sentence. Sometimes even . . .’ She left the rest of the sentence unspoken.

			Mrs Farnborough said quietly, ‘I believe we might be able to come to some arrangement.’

			Commander Hay tilted her head to one side and said sardonically, ‘Do you now?’

			‘I would be willing to use my influence – my not inconsiderable influence – on your behalf.’

			Commander Hay smiled and leaned back in her chair. ‘I have learned to be wary of such offers.’ She picked up her paper knife, turning it over in her fingers, an action that, had he been present, would have filled Captain Farenden with the gravest misgivings. ‘However, as you say, it is very possible Imogen might have something we need.’

			‘You’re speaking of my offer of intel. Information. Names. Places. Details of how they were approached and by whom.’

			‘Yes. Such information could be very valuable to us. However, you must understand – I don’t want to be accused of misleading you – no matter how helpful Miss Farnborough is – or isn’t – there will be a prosecution. There will be a prison sentence. I’m sorry, but we cannot be seen to display favouritism. Especially to a high-ranking member of the government. If such a thing ever came out it would cost me my job, you would lose yours as well and there would be a prison sentence for both of us. And Imogen. So, I will ask you now – is this a deal-breaker for you?’

			‘Not at all. Imogen out of circulation for a while might not be a bad thing. A short, sharp shock will do her no harm. She must learn to accept the consequences of her actions.’

			Commander Hay chose not to mention that Imogen’s shock might be less short and more sharp than her mother envisaged. ‘I can despatch a team . . .’

			‘When?’

			‘Tomorrow.’

			‘But why the delay? You have the coordinates. You could go now.’

			‘This is a time-travelling organisation. It doesn’t matter when we leave – it’s when we arrive that’s important. We could leave next year and still arrive at exactly the right Time and place.’

			‘Oh. I see. Foolish of me.’

			‘Not at all. It takes some time to get one’s head around it. Do you have any details at all of the organisation that took her there?’

			She said with some difficulty, ‘No. Imogen and I do not converse daily.’

			‘No notes left behind? Any irregularities with her bank statement?’

			‘Imogen’s bank statement is full of irregularities, but I know what you mean and no.’

			‘Did you have any idea? Any idea at all?’

			‘No, of course not.’

			‘Then neither you nor Imogen put up any part of the not inconsiderable sum of money required?’

			‘No. And you’re right – it wasn’t cheap. Imogen couldn’t possibly have afforded it on her allowance, generous though it is.’

			Commander Hay regarded the folded piece of paper still on her desk. ‘And you want us to bring her back?’

			‘Of course I do.’

			There was a long silence. Eventually, Mrs Farnborough said, ‘So what will happen now?’

			‘I’ll send a team. As I said.’

			‘No, I mean, how will they get her back? What will they do?’

			Commander Hay smiled. ‘Whatever it takes.’

			 

			Returning to Commander Hay’s office, Captain Farenden reported he had escorted Mrs Farnborough off the premises.

			‘Did she say anything?’

			‘Nothing, ma’am. Apart from goodbye.’

			‘Charlie, ask Major Ellis if he can spare me a moment, will you?’

			Ten minutes later Major Ellis was standing in front of her. ‘Good afternoon, ma’am.’

			‘Good afternoon, Major. Something a little different for your team today.’

			Catching a glimpse of Captain Farenden’s grin, Major Ellis said neutrally, ‘Oh?’

			‘Yes. A task requiring tact and diplomacy and when that fails – as I’m sure it will – brute force and ignorance.’

			Bristling slightly at this unflattering description of his team’s abilities, Major Ellis enquired whether, whatever the mission was, might not a clean-up team be more appropriate?

			‘Yes, if I wanted an almighty temporal and political scandal. Clean-up crews are not noted for their tact and diplomacy.’

			Major Ellis listened with growing disquiet as she outlined the situation and concluded by handing him a piece of paper. ‘You should find the appropriate coordinates on this, Major. Other than that, there’s nothing more I can tell you. The situation will be fluid in the extreme. There are two possible scenarios: either the young woman has fared badly during her time there and cooperates fully in her rescue, or . . .’

			‘Or she fights us every inch of the way.’

			‘I hesitate to contradict you, Major, but your use of the word “us” is inappropriate. You are still on light duties. Your team must manage without you.’

			‘Ma’am . . .’

			‘No, Major.’ She gestured at his arm, still strapped up.

			‘Then perhaps, ma’am, my original suggestion of a clean-up team . . .’

			‘The young woman involved is the daughter of a high-ranking government minister.’

			If Major Ellis groaned, he had the sense not to do so aloud.

			‘Even more importantly, it’s the 17th century and not that long since the Restoration. Charles II is still not secure on his throne and there’s enormous anti-Catholic feeling throughout the country. The last thing we need is some entitled little baggage destabilising the situation and plunging the country into such chaos that, when the Dutch attempt to invade, the only force the English will be able to muster will be two old women with a skillet and a pack of geese.’

			‘Gaggle, ma’am.’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Gaggle. A pack of geese is a gaggle.’

			There was an un-encouraging silence.

			‘Or,’ said Major Ellis, avoiding Captain Farenden’s innocent gaze and swiftly recovering lost ground, ‘I believe, pack is a perfectly acceptable alternative.’

			Commander Hay nodded. ‘And while I have no time for politicians, having them on our side is marginally safer than having them against us. Which we will if anything happens to Imogen Farnborough. Personally, I always feel we’d probably be better off with the geese in charge but someone has to round up the country’s idiots and put them somewhere they can’t do any harm and so we invented Parliament.’

			‘But my team, ma’am? A man down, not yet qualified, and I’m unable to accompany them.’

			‘They’ve always been a man down – I don’t count Smith’s short and ineffective stint. And your team do things differently.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘And you’re still here, Major.’

			Major Ellis took the hint. ‘Not any longer, ma’am.’
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			‘Good morning,’ said Jane, seating herself alongside Matthew and opposite Luke. ‘Pass the marmalade, please.’

			Luke slid it across the table. ‘Guess what? We’ve only four weeks to go on our gruntwork. Our six months are nearly up. I worked it out last night.’

			Tremendous enthusiasm was conspicuous by its absence.

			Luke persevered. ‘No, come on – we’re nearly full Time Police officers. Have you decided yet which jobs you’ll put in for?’

			Matthew shrugged. ‘The Time Map, I suppose.’

			Luke looked at him. ‘You don’t sound very keen. I thought that was what you wanted. It’s definitely what Commander Hay wants.’

			‘Mm,’ said Matthew and no more.

			‘And you’ll soon be off to Records, Jane. No more dark places or concussing yourself on garden implements or being pursued by feral children. A nice quiet life for you.’

			‘Mm.’ She smothered marmalade on her toast. ‘What about you, Luke? Didn’t you rather burn your bridges telling your dad you wanted to stay in the Time Police? Can I have some more coffee, please?’

			He poured. ‘Dunno. I mean, I don’t know what job to put in for. You two both know what you want but I never thought I’d be here long enough to qualify so I haven’t given it a lot of consideration.’

			‘Well, Grint’ll be looking for a new team when Rossi and the others graduate. You could apply to join him.’

			‘Oh yeah – I can just see Grint welcoming me with open arms.’

			A cloud of gloom descended over the breakfast table.

			‘Well,’ said Matthew, rousing himself. ‘Never mind. With a bit of luck, you’ll be dead before then and it won’t matter.’

			‘You really sound like your mother sometimes, you know that? How is she, by the way?’

			‘Last time I saw her she was alternately pissed off at missing the assassination of Julius Caesar and laughing herself sick at Time Police stupidity.’

			The room went temporarily dark as an enormous officer stopped at their table. ‘Team Two-Three-Six?’

			Luke leaned back in his seat, the better to take him all in. ‘Who wants to know?’

			‘I do, Gobby. You want to make me ask again?’

			‘No,’ said Jane, quickly, unwilling to encounter hostility this early in the day. ‘And yes.’

			The officer peered at her suspiciously. ‘You pissing me about?’

			‘No,’ said Matthew, even more quickly.

			‘And yes,’ said Luke, who could never help himself.

			The officer abandoned his questioning. ‘Hay wants to see you.’

			Luke blinked. ‘What? Why?’

			He shrugged. ‘The smart money’s on you all being handed your papers and told to piss off before you make us look any more ridiculous.’

			Luke shook his head. ‘Don’t think us pissing off would help that much, mate. You looked ridiculous long before we turned up.’

			The officer swelled and it was perhaps very fortunate that Officer North, carrying an elegant breakfast of coffee and a croissant, was passing by.

			‘Why are you three still here? Commander Hay wants you.’

			‘Now?’

			‘Ten minutes ago. Move.’

			She passed on.

			‘See,’ said Luke. ‘That’s how a proper officer does it.’

			Jane pushed him out of the door in the interests of his own safety. ‘I really don’t get paid enough for doing this. Seriously, how do you manage to get through the day unscathed?’

			‘He doesn’t,’ said Matthew. ‘He frequently needs rescuing from the consequences of not being able to keep his mouth shut.’

			‘But not by Jane,’ said Luke hastily. ‘I don’t think Mr Todger could survive another of her rescue attempts.’

			‘Well,’ said Jane, ‘other than your blonde in Logistics, I’m not sure anyone would care.’

			Luke assumed a melancholy air. ‘Actually, I’ve rather gone off women.’

			Matthew raised his eyebrows. ‘Even more than they’ve gone off you?’

			Luke sighed. ‘I preferred both of you when you never spoke.’

			‘What a coincidence,’ said Jane, summoning the lift.

			 

			Captain Farenden was waiting for them in the outer office. ‘Please come with me.’

			In silence, he led them to Briefing Room 3. ‘Wait outside, please.’

			‘Do we know why we’re here?’ asked Luke.

			‘Well, I do,’ Farenden said and left it at that, limping into the briefing room to announce their arrival and closing the door behind him.

			They waited nervously and in silence. Team 236. Or Team Weird, as they were frequently known. Jane Lockland, the mouse. Matthew Farrell, the weirdo. And Luke Parrish, voted most likely to get his arse kicked. In fact, it was rumoured a queue was forming.

			After two or three minutes, the door opened and Captain Farenden motioned them to enter.

			Commander Hay was seated at the briefing table. Standing behind her, Major Ellis, their team leader, surveyed his crew.

			‘Good morning,’ said Luke, brightly.

			Commander Hay ignored him, saying, ‘If you would, please, Charlie.’

			Captain Farenden brought up an image on the screen. ‘This . . . is Ms Jones.’

			The screen showed a formally posed photograph of a young woman in her mid-twenties, dark-haired and with the expression of one just waiting to see what sort of trouble she could get into next.

			‘No, it isn’t,’ said Luke, still, despite the best efforts of Major Ellis, Officer North and the entire training section, apparently unaware of the correct method of addressing senior officers.

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘Parrish – shut up,’ said Ellis.

			‘Well, I’m sorry, but I have to point out you’re working from duff intel here. That’s not Ms Jones – whoever she is. That’s Imogen Farnborough. Her mother’s something in the government. Terrifying woman. Built like the red-brick Victorian privy she so closely resembles. Estates in Gloucestershire. Advocate of hunting foxes but would prefer peasants. Speaks to people in Latin. Wants the poorhouses reinstated. Gets paint flung at her twice a month. Very big on traditional values.’ He paused to reflect. ‘Although now I come to think of it, some of our traditional values are pretty dire and . . .’

			‘Parrish . . .’

			‘Anyway, I went out with Imogen a couple of times and I can tell you that’s definitely her. Didn’t come to anything because I met her mother. You know what they say – always check out the mother if you want to see how the daughter will turn out. Got a birthmark on her . . . Imogen, I mean, not her mother. Shit-hot skier. Tried out for the Olympics once and . . .’

			‘Parrish – shut up.’

			‘I think my info’s a bit more up to date than yours, that’s all. I was just trying to help.’

			‘Make a start by not saying a word for the next twenty minutes.’

			A slightly gritty silence fell.

			Commander Hay twisted in her chair to look up at Ellis. ‘Does this change anything?’

			‘I don’t think so, ma’am. It might even prove useful if . . . Ms Jones . . . is already familiar with one of the people involved.’

			‘Good thought. Proceed, please, Charlie.’

			‘Anyway,’ said Captain Farenden, and waited until all eyes were on him again. ‘This is the young woman . . .’ he fixed Trainee Parrish with a look, ‘known, for our purposes, as Ms Jones.’

			He paused but Parrish was staring vaguely out of the window and showing no signs of paying attention.

			‘It would appear Ms Jones is in need of our assistance.’

			Silence fell again. Jane, unsure whether questions were allowed, said nothing. Matthew pursued his usual policy of silence and Luke was apparently enjoying the novel experience of doing as he was told.

			Captain Farenden continued. ‘This briefing is for your ears only. You will not discuss this matter outside this room. You will receive your instructions, clarify any points necessary with Major Ellis and then depart.’

			He paused but again, Team 236 uttered not a word.

			‘We have received a request for assistance. From, shall we say, a member of Ms Jones’s immediate family.’

			‘From her mother,’ were the words definitely not uttered by Luke Parrish.

			‘It would appear our Ms Jones has managed to get herself into a little difficulty.’

			Luke Parrish shifted his weight, managing to convey, surprisingly clearly, that in his opinion, Ms Jones had always been a little bit of a minx and it had been bound to happen one day.

			Captain Farenden persevered. ‘It would seem that Temporal Tourism is raising its head again. According to information received, at least one small and discreet organisation has sprung up, offering various opportunities for the historically interested and/or extremely rich.’

			Luke sighed, thus communicating his opinion of the historically interested and/or extremely rich.

			‘Presumably dazzled by the opportunity to observe, at first hand, some exciting historical event, Ms Jones, together with a male companion, has allowed herself to be tempted.’

			A slight sound from Mr Parrish indicated that he was able, from personal experience, to understand just how easily Ms Jones could allow herself to become tempted.

			‘Ms Jones has departed for 17th-century London, from which location she has failed to return. We’re not sure of the reason why. We don’t know if it’s a reluctance to return here or an attraction to remain there. Ms Jones’s mother is naturally most concerned for her safety and has requested speedy, discreet and above all, effective action from us.’

			More silence. Team 236 eyed each other sideways. Ellis sighed. ‘Parrish, you may speak.’

			‘Well, I was just going to say that if no one else has been able to persuade her to return home, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing we could do that—’

			Ellis interrupted him. ‘Your instructions are to locate Ms Jones and bring her home. By any means.’

			‘What if she doesn’t want to come?’

			‘You weren’t listening, Parrish, were you?’

			‘Eh? Oh. You mean kidnap her?’

			‘Whatever it takes. Whatever her feelings on the matter, Ms Jones is to be returned to her proper Time and place. With all speed.’

			‘Um . . .’ said Luke. ‘I have a difficult question. Difficult for you, I mean. As far as I’m concerned, difficult questions are fun.’

			‘Yes, Parrish?’

			‘What is Ms Jones’s status?’

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘Well, if it was anyone other than a cabinet minister’s daughter, you’d have sent in a couple of clean-up teams, and if she’d survived that, then she’d be under arrest and due a long spell in prison, wouldn’t she? You know – the wrath of the Time Police and all that. But, I’m assuming, with the double standards so prevalent among politicians, that that will not happen. I quite agree that our Imogen is a little bit of a baggage, but even so . . .’

			Ellis sighed. ‘Firstly, and we have had this conversation before, what happens to those brought in on legally issued warrants is not your concern. Secondly, however, it is hoped that in response for clemency, Ms Jones can be induced to provide some much-needed intel on illegal Temporal Tourism.’

			Luke stared. ‘You’ve never actually met Imogen, have you?’

			‘No, Trainee Parrish, but we have met you.’

			‘Oh. OK then.’

			‘A pod is being prepped for you at this moment. Lockland, you do the research. Farrell, you can assist. Get yourselves as much background info as you can and flash it to the AI.’

			‘When would . . .’

			‘Now, Trainee Parrish.’

			‘Right. Gotcha.’
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			‘I’ve been doing some digging,’ said Jane, half an hour later, ‘and these coordinates are very specific. London, Covent Garden, 7th May 1663. It would seem that Imogen’s friend had planned to take her to the theatre. And not just any theatre. Apparently, it’s the opening night of the recently restored Theatre Royal in Brydges Street.’

			‘Never heard of it,’ said Luke.

			Jane sighed. ‘Yes, you have. Drury Lane.’

			‘Really? I have been there. In fact, I think I went with Imogen.’

			‘You don’t remember?’

			He grinned down at her. ‘Well, you know how it is, Jane. After a while they all just merge into one another.’

			‘No,’ she said tartly. ‘I do not know how it is. No one does except you.’

			‘Don’t be crabby, Jane.’

			Ellis nodded to Jane. ‘Well done, Lockland. Good, solid groundwork.’

			Jane felt her face burn with her usual self-consciousness.

			‘Still not stopped doing that, then?’ said Bolshy Jane, from her permanent position inside Jane’s head.

			Ellis continued. ‘I think that’s the place you should begin your search. We’re not sure what Miss Farnborough . . . Jones . . . all right, Farnborough might get up to, but it’s the only specific information we have. She was to attend a performance with her young man and she might still try to gain entry to the theatre.’

			‘That may not end well,’ said Matthew, frowning heavily. ‘Unaccompanied woman and all that. She won’t even have a maid with her.’

			‘I doubt she’ll understand or be interested in the accepted forms of behaviour for women in the 17th century,’ said Luke. ‘I think we should be prepared for fireworks. And not the celebratory kind.’

			‘Well, if it’s such a big night, then the place will be packed. Surely she won’t want to draw attention to herself?’ said Jane, without much optimism.

			Luke, reading the data over her shoulder, shook his head. ‘Au contraire, Jane.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘Samuel Pepys was definitely there so probably the king was, as well. And if he’s there, then most of his court will be, too. And if that’s where all the attention and excitement is, then, trust me, that’s where Imogen will be. Simple.’

			‘Why? Why was this night so important?’ She drew a breath to interrogate the AI.

			‘For God’s sake, don’t do that,’ said Luke quickly. ‘You know what it’s like. Anyway, I know this one. During Cromwell’s reign and as part of Parliament’s ongoing attempts to render people’s lives as miserable as possible – nothing ever changes, does it? – in addition to banning happiness, Christmas, good food and extra-marital hugs – they also shut down the theatres. On his reinstatement, one of Charles’ first actions was to issue Letters Patent reopening them again. This is opening night.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Jane, copying details from the screen into her trusty notebook. ‘The play is, apparently, The Humorous Lieutenant. Oh look – Nell Gwyn performed there.’

			‘Who?’

			‘You know – the Protestant whore.’

			Luke blinked. ‘Jane – I’m astonished at you.’

			‘No,’ said Jane, patiently. ‘Charles had many mistresses – often simultaneously – but at one point the leading contenders were Nell Gwyn and a French woman. Louise de Something. She was very unpopular – you know – Catholic – and the mob besieged what they thought was her coach. Only they got the wrong coach and Nell stuck her head out of the window shouting, “Fear not, good people, ’tis only the Protestant whore,” and they laughed and left her alone.’

			Matthew and Luke exchanged glances. ‘You’re not turning into Officer North, are you, Jane?’

			Officer North had joined the Time Police from St Mary’s, a small outfit just outside Rushford, where they would explain, until your ears began to bleed, that they didn’t do time travel – they investigated major historical events in contemporary time. How or why St Mary’s was allowed to continue was a constant mystery to the Time Police and it was the aim of nearly every officer to eradicate this pestilential organisation from the face of the earth. With extreme prejudice. While everyone agreed Officer North appeared relatively uncontaminated by St Mary’s, there were still deep suspicions over what was sometimes seen as her overattention to historical detail.

			Jane ignored them. ‘Wouldn’t it be amazing to see Nell Gwyn?’

			‘Possibly,’ said Ellis, attempting to return his team to the task in hand. ‘But mostly, I’d like you all to concentrate on identifying and retrieving Imogen Farnborough.’

			Jane blushed again.

			‘Can we go fully armed?’ asked Luke.

			‘Are you yet fully qualified?’

			‘Very nearly.’

			‘Then you can very nearly go armed. Go and get yourselves kitted out. I’ll meet you in ten.’

			 

			By the time they’d kitted themselves out, the mechs had their pod ready and waiting for them in the Pod Bay.

			For safety’s sake, this enormous structure had been built underground. A good part of it was actually under the River Thames itself. To minimise the risk of radiation in the event of pod failure was the cheerful explanation they’d been given during their basic training. Which, Luke reflected, seemed a very long time ago.

			‘Aren’t you coming with us?’ he enquired of Major Ellis as he slapped a sonic on his sticky patch and hung his liquid string and baton off his utility belt. Only fully qualified officers went properly armed with proper weapons. The sort of stuff that could level a building and everything in it.

			‘I’m not yet completely fit but I am here to ensure you understand the importance of returning with Ms Jones. Intact. Whatever she knows – we need to know too.’

			‘Yes, yes, we know. Return with Ms Jones or don’t return at all. Like the Spartans and their shields.’

			Major Ellis heaved a long-suffering sigh. ‘What are you talking about, Parrish?’

			Luke assumed a muscular pose and deepened his voice. ‘“Spartan – come home with your shield or on it.” That sort of thing.’

			‘Should I find, Trainee Parrish, that you have, at any point in this assignment, made any attempt to return on Ms Jones instead of with her, I shall lock you in a small room with her mother and abandon you there.’

			Luke blinked. ‘I’m sure you’re not allowed to threaten junior ranks with . . .’

			‘Just get in the bloody pod, Parrish.’

			Inside the pod, Jane was at the console, laying in the coordin­ates, and Matthew was checking them over. None of the Time Police pods are discreet and anonymous. Their stated purpose is to spread shock and awe on the widest possible scale so that for anyone teetering on the verge of something temporally dubious, the sudden appearance of a small, featureless, black hut with no apparent doors or windows was never going to be good news. As a concession to the delicacy of this mission, however, this pod was smaller and slightly less shocking and aweing than usual.

			Official procedure decreed that, on landing, officers would noisily emerge and give the buggers point five of a nanosecond to stop what they were doing, lay down their weapons and surrender themselves to the might and majesty of the Time Police. And there was always the unspoken implication that anyone taking the opportunity to shoot themselves dead, thus saving hard-working officers the strain and struggle of all that paperwork, would be greatly appreciated.

			Those not achieving this point five of a nanosecond deadline would find themselves either crushed as Time Police boots thundered down the heavy-duty ramp, or zapped into pants-wetting unconsciousness prior to being removed for some quality time at TPHQ. Or just plain shot if those officers were in a particular hurry to be somewhere else. Like the bar, for instance.

			Inside this particular pod, the console stood to the left of the door with lockers on the far side and with a row of seats bolted between them. The interior was clean, functional and smelled pleasantly of Apple Orchard.

			Luke sniffed unappreciatively. ‘I’ve always felt that Bloody Aftermath or Pants-Filling Terror would be a more appropriate fragrance, don’t you?’

			‘Do we have a team leader for this one?’ said Jane, vaguely, all her attention focused on the information being displayed on the console.

			Luke sighed. ‘Well, it’ll be me, won’t it? It’s always me. No one else ever volunteers.’

			‘No one else ever gets a word in,’ said Matthew. ‘Besides, she’s your girlfriend.’

			‘Ex-girlfriend,’ said Luke quickly, looking around. The pod door was still open and mechs were criss-crossing the bay.

			‘Worried your blonde in Logistics might hear?’ asked Matthew, innocently.

			Jane looked up. ‘I thought he’d taken up with that brunette in IT.’

			‘Is that the one with the guide dog?’

			‘Very funny,’ said Luke, drawing himself up. ‘Your team leader instructs you to get a move on.’

			‘Before the blonde finds out about the brunette and they both find out about Ms Jones?’

			‘Just get on with it, will you.’

			‘Ready when you are.’

			‘OK – everyone got everything? Sonics? Liquid string? Then let’s go. Matthew, get the door shut. Jane, commence jump procedures.’

			The pod responded. ‘Jump procedures commenced.’

			The world flickered.
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			London. May, 1663.

			‘Oh my God,’ said Jane, staring at the screen. ‘Is this a riot? Are we in the wrong place? What is going on?’

			Matthew surveyed the milling, shouting crowds. So many people jam-packed into such narrow spaces. ‘Don’t think a drone is going to be much use here.’

			‘Right,’ said Luke, leaning over the screen to look more closely. ‘Let’s have a recap. What do we know about this Time and place? Wait – don’t ask the . . .’

			Too late.

			‘Pod,’ said Jane, not without a sideways glance at Matthew, who was grinning. ‘Please provide details of this location.’

			The AI responded in its pleasant female voice.

			‘London, 1663, during the reign of Charles II. This period is known as the Restoration and is characterised by . . .’

			‘Never mind all that,’ said Luke, impatiently. ‘Where is . . . ?’

			The AI ignored him. Not for the first time.

			‘After the restrictions of the . . .’

			‘We don’t need all that.’

			‘This area predates the Great Fire of 1666 when . . .’

			‘Nor that.’

			‘The buildings are constructed mainly of . . .’

			‘We don’t need that, either.’

			‘. . . wood, thatch, wattle and daub. The invention of the chimney means that smoke from internal fires . . .’

			Luke ground his teeth. ‘I don’t care about the fire-trucking smoke. Is there any evidence of a pod signature in this area?’

			‘The most recent signature appeared precisely three point three minutes ago and . . .’

			‘That’s us, you moron. Anything earlier than that?’

			‘Yes.’

			There was a long pause. Jane busied herself checking the read-outs and power levels and shutting things down while Matthew appeared to be in some sort of light trance. Neither caught each other’s eye.

			‘Yes, what? Jesus, it’s like pulling teeth.’

			‘Yes, there is evidence of recent pod activity unrelated to this one.’

			‘Where? When?’

			‘Initial scans indicate a pod departed this vicinity approximately three hours ago.’

			‘That’s good news. We’re not too far behind,’ muttered Matthew.

			‘Not long enough for Imogen to have got herself into any serious trouble, surely?’ said Jane, packing her notebook away.

			‘You don’t know Imogen,’ muttered Luke.

			The AI continued. ‘I have the signature recorded. A return to HQ will enable comparisons to be made with similar . . .’

			‘Forget that. It’s not the pod we’re after this time. Do your scans indicate the presence of any contemporaries?’

			‘Please indicate the area to be scanned.’

			His voice rose to a shout. ‘Here. In this place. Where we are now. London. We are looking for an illegal. How much easier would you like me to make it for you, because it’s quicker just to switch you off, open the door and take a look ourselves!’

			Jane judged it time to intervene. ‘Pod, is it possible to locate the illegal in this vicinity, please?’

			‘You don’t have to say please,’ shouted Luke. ‘It’s a fire-trucking machine.’

			Until she joined the Time Police, Jane’s life had been a sheltered one. She had had little experience of the casual swearing now occurring all around her on a continual basis. After a few months, however, her horizons had broadened. She still wasn’t quite ready for the f word – nor could she ever imagine she would be – but life with Luke Parrish had taught her a lot and use of the word fire truck as an acceptable alternative to the word beginning with f and ending in uck was one of them. She was aware its use was being picked up by other officers, although whether this was a compliment or mockery was unclear.

			As unstoppable as Time itself, the AI swept on. ‘I am unable to detect any anomalous readings but this may possibly be due to the large number of people in this area.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Jane.

			‘You’re welcome,’ said the AI, pleasantly.

			‘Piece of fire-trucking crap,’ said Luke.

			 

			Team Weird wrapped themselves in the Time Police long black cloaks and exited the pod.

			‘The AI was right,’ Luke said, as they stood outside getting their bearings.

			‘Who’d have thought?’ murmured Matthew and was ignored.

			Luke consulted his scratchpad again. ‘There’s definitely been something here. I can pick up the signature but it’s very faint. I doubt we’d be able to track it even if we wanted to.’

			‘I can’t believe they would leave without her,’ said Jane, still struggling with how she imagined Imogen must have felt on learning she’d been abandoned.

			‘Well, it’s Imogen, so you never know. She can get on your nerves a bit. She certainly got on mine.’

			‘Or vice versa,’ muttered Matthew.

			Luke persevered. ‘She’s carved an entire career out of never doing what people expect. Or want.’

			‘With luck,’ said Jane, optimistically, ‘she will have been horrified to find they’d pushed off without her and will be very happy to go back with us.’

			‘Or,’ continued Luke, ‘she’s an ungrateful little madam, puts up a fight when we eventually locate her, and we find ourselves in the middle of a riot.’

			‘Or,’ persisted Jane, ‘she’s been here alone for a couple of hours now and she’s frightened out of her wits and is actually pleased to see us.’

			‘Yes,’ said Matthew. ‘This job could be a piece of doddle.’

			‘Although, if she wouldn’t leave with her boyfriend, then she’s hardly likely to want to leave with us,’ said Jane, suddenly abandoning her uncharacteristically optimistic outlook. ‘Even if one of us is you, Luke.’

			‘That’s a point,’ said Matthew. He peered at his team leader from under his non-regulation haircut. ‘And we probably should have asked this earlier, but will she be pleased to see you or is she likely to reach for the nearest weapon?’

			‘Ah . . .’ said Luke, carefully.

			Matthew looked at his team leader and rolled his eyes. ‘You couldn’t have mentioned this before? Jane, if we find her, you do the talking.’

			Jane looked down at herself. Unlike those pod jockeys at the Institute of Historical Research at St Mary’s Priory, where historians go to enormous lengths to achieve historical precision with their attire, the sole Time Police concession to temporal accuracy were their black cloaks, beneath which they wore their normal day-to-day uniform. Body armour, black T-shirt, black combats, boots. Since they weren’t expecting any trouble, and to avoid panic and possibly over-hasty actions on the part of any contemporaries, Team 236 had left their helmets back in the pod.

			‘We’re not going to blend in at all,’ she said, anxiously.

			Luke sighed. ‘Jane, I keep telling you. We’re the Time Police. We don’t have to blend in. We’re utter bastards and we want people to know it. Besides, you know what the English are like – they’ll just think we’re foreigners and pity us.’

			‘So, what’s the plan?’ said Matthew, carefully checking the pod door was closed behind them. ‘Do we just march up to Imogen, grab her and throw her into the pod, clean-up-crew style?’

			‘I strongly advise against anything physical,’ said Luke. ‘Even without her anti-kidnap training, I know she captained the hockey team at Cheltenham Ladies’ College. I believe doubts were raised at the time on the advisability of weaponising her but it was too late by then. No, I think our best plan will be to locate her with all speed and then adapt ourselves to whatever circumstances are prevailing at the time, devising and executing a simple but effective plan to achieve our primary goal.’

			Matthew eyed him suspiciously. ‘You mean make it all up as we go.’

			‘Pretty much, yeah.’

			Jane surreptitiously consulted her by now very dog-eared notebook and pointed. ‘This way,’ she said, and with some misgivings, the three of them stepped out into the seething mass of humanity. It was impossible to put one foot in front of another without colliding with someone else. The streets were packed and noisy.

			‘Bloody hell,’ shouted Luke, battling to stay on his feet. ‘What’s that smell? I swear it’s making my nose hair curl.’

			Matthew tried to squint up Luke’s nostrils. ‘You have nose hair?’

			‘Probably not any longer.’

			They were buffeted on all sides by citizens going about their normal day-to-day business. Horses shied at all the noises and sights around them. Shopkeepers bawled their wares. Shrieking women, their aprons covered in blood and guts, held up reeking fish. Beggars pleaded for alms. Seeming lunatics – or possibly street preachers – wandered past, shouting randomly. Armed men, grim-faced, marched purposefully. Well-dressed nobles forced their way through the crowds. Dogs trotted determinedly to the next butcher’s shop. Pickpockets did what it said on the tin. Indescribably filthy children smelling worse than the fishwives dodged between people’s legs. Rats scuttled. Pedlars peddled. And every single one of them, as Luke put it, suffering every personal hygiene issue known to man and a few more besides.

			The streets seethed with life and vitality. There were eleven years of Puritan rigour to overcome and it would appear that everyone had already made a great start. The pubs were open. The theatres were open. Christmas was back. Riot, drunkenness and bawdy behaviour were the norm.

			‘I’m sure no one ever buffets real Time Police officers,’ said Luke crossly, rebounding off a sooty wall. ‘For God’s sake, Jane, stay between me and Matthew, otherwise you’ll be swept away to a life of sin and debauchery. Not that you would probably notice.’

			‘Hey,’ she said indignantly, but such was the racket around her that no one heard.

			‘I could do debauchery,’ she muttered to herself.

			‘Don’t think they heard you, sweetie,’ said Bolshy Jane, making her unwelcome presence felt again. ‘And no, you couldn’t.’

			Jane wondered if anyone else had voices inside their head or whether, as she suspected, it was just her.

			The Theatre Royal was approached by a narrow, dark alleyway running between two rows of barely upright tall wooden buildings whose upper storeys very nearly met over their heads.

			Luke halted, looking up. ‘Why do they do that?’

			‘What?’ said Jane.

			‘Build them like that. No – don’t ask the . . .’

			Too late. The AI spoke in his ear. ‘Rent was calculated according to the size of the ground area. In an effort to avoid taxes, the ground floor was designed to be as small as possible while no restraints were placed on the size of the upper floors. When traversing the streets, it is advisable . . .’

			‘Shut that thing up,’ muttered Luke.

			‘It is important to note . . .’

			‘Be quiet.’

			‘I am endeavouring to . . .’

			‘Shut up.’

			‘Yes,’ said Matthew, thoughtfully. ‘Shouting at a machine. That’s always a sign of intelligence.’

			‘You have only to say thank you,’ said Jane.

			‘I am not saying thank you to a bloody machine.’

			‘Not surprised,’ said Matthew. ‘You barely say thank you to us humans.’

			‘Can we get on, please?’

			At the far end of the alleyway they could just make out a three-storey-high wooden structure. The Theatre Royal.

			‘Excellent,’ said Matthew, drawing back against a wall. ‘We’ll wait here. Easy to monitor. Ideal for our purposes.’

			‘Actually,’ said Luke, peering down the alleyway. ‘No.’

			Matthew frowned. ‘Why not?’

			‘Well, a dark, narrow alleyway leading to a theatre – a place of sin and iniquity according to the religious – also makes it an ideal place for commercial transactions.’

			Jane was puzzled. ‘You mean selling oranges? Nell Gwyn sold oranges.’

			‘Yes,’ said Matthew firmly before Luke could speak. ‘They’re selling oranges.’

			‘You can see the Great Fire hasn’t happened yet,’ said Jane, looking around. ‘Everything’s made of wood and thatch and it’s all crammed together and there are open fires everywhere.’

			‘Yep,’ said Luke. ‘I reckon even St Mary’s would call this a bit of a death trap.’

			Remembering Luke’s frequent comments on his taciturnity, Matthew made an effort at conversation. ‘My mum was at the Great Fire.’

			‘Oh my God,’ said Luke. ‘She didn’t start it, did she?’

			‘No, of course not. But she did get lost and Uncle Markham nearly had to shoot her.’

			They stared at him. ‘Was it something she said?’ said Luke. ‘Because I can definitely see someone shooting her one day.’

			‘She outstayed her welcome. A second Maxwell was about to appear in Mauritius.’

			Jane shivered. There had been one infamous instance of a person being in the same Time twice and the subsequent consequences were required learning for all trainees before they were even allowed to think about getting in a pod. ‘Imagine trying to get two hands in the same glove,’ their instructor had said. ‘Simultaneously.’

			They peered again down the narrow alleyway, which was lined with women ranging from the well-dressed to the barely dressed at all.

			‘Wow,’ said Luke, blinking. ‘Don’t look, Jane. You’ll only have questions Matthew and I can’t answer.’

			But they’d been spotted. A woman – probably much younger than she looked – was approaching them. Her greasy red hair was piled bird’s-nest-like on top of her head and hung in tangled snarls either side of her face. Her gown had once been a dark red but the years had faded it to an indeterminate rusty colour. Dark patches stained under her arms and down the front of her bodice. Her skin was terrible, pitted and scarred, cruelly emphasised by her artificially red cheeks and lips. Jane felt desperately sorry for her and resolved never to complain about her lot again.

			Adjusting the bodice of her dress for maximum impact, she parked herself squarely in front of Matthew, smiled gappily at him, inserted a shoulder between him and Jane and expertly separated him from the herd.

			Matthew froze. Rabbit in car headlights, was Jane’s first thought.

			What the hell? was Luke’s first thought.

			He, Luke Parrish, had never regarded himself as overly conceited. Blessed with a sense of humour, he was well aware of his many and varied faults – and if he wasn’t, then his team informed him of them quickly enough – but given that he was tall, handsome, charming, and most importantly, rich, the idea that someone – anyone – could be more desirable than he himself was as surprising as it was unthinkable. That that someone could be Matthew Farrell – short, scrawny, shaggy and with weird eyes . . . What the hell was the matter with this woman? Was she blind? At the very least her professional genes should have homed in on him – Luke Parrish – everyone’s first choice. Instead of which . . .

			This was a first on a number of levels for Team 236. Luke struggling to comprehend a world where he wasn’t automatically someone’s first pick. Jane meeting her first prostitute. Matthew suddenly face to face with his first sexual encounter. He and Jane were both incandescent with embarrassment.

			‘Just say no,’ said Luke, amused.

			Matthew shook his head. Whereas Luke never had any problem with words, speech was never his first choice when dealing with new situations. His childhood had been bloody, violent, and over with very quickly. Conversation had been a luxury for other people. Those days were gone but old habits die hard.

			‘You’ve never done this before, have you?’ said Luke.

			Matthew shook his head again.

			‘OK – just smile politely – no point in upsetting anyone in case her pimp’s not far away – it’s all right, Jane, I’ll explain about pimps later . . .’

			‘I know what a pimp is,’ said Jane, indignantly and incorrectly.

			The young woman, possibly considering she hadn’t made her intentions quite clear, moved closer still, running her fingers down Matthew’s arm.

			Matthew tried to step back and collided heavily with the wall behind.

			Having manoeuvred him into the optimum position, the young woman uttered a few words in an accent so strong he had no chance of understanding her.

			He panicked. ‘What did she say? I didn’t catch what she said.’

			Luke grinned. ‘I think she’s agreeing the price. Would you like me to negotiate on your behalf? I could probably get you quite a good deal.’

			‘No. Just tell her I’m not interested.’

			‘Easily done, Matthew. Shake your head and move away.’

			‘She’s got my arm,’ whispered Matthew. ‘What do I do?’

			Luke pretended to consult his watch. ‘Well, we do have a few minutes in hand if you fancy having a man made of you behind the wall.’

			A faint sound from Matthew indicated he had every objection to having a man made of him behind the wall.

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Jane.

			‘No, hang on,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘This is funny.’

			‘He’s spoken for,’ said Jane, as firmly as she could, placing herself between the young woman and her potential customer.

			She was ignored.

			‘You two really don’t have a clue, do you?’ said Luke. He addressed the young woman and shrugged. ‘No money. Sorry.’

			The young woman stared at Matthew for a moment. He wondered what would happen to her if she failed to earn her quota for the evening. Nothing good, that was for sure.

			Bowing to her, he said, ‘I’m so sorry – I don’t have enough money for someone as special as you, but it was nice to meet you today.’

			For a moment she stared, then, getting the message if not the individual words, she smiled at Matthew, curled her lip at Luke, ignored Jane completely, identified a more promising customer on the other side of the street and sauntered away.

			Jane and Matthew heaved huge sighs of relief. Jane’s blush began to fade.

			Luke sighed and regarded them both. ‘Am I going to have to have The Talk with you two?’

			Both Jane and Matthew stared at their feet.

			‘Really?’ said Luke. ‘You’re both . . . ?’

			‘Members of the Time Police,’ said Jane, quickly. ‘And can we concentrate, please.’

			‘Fine with me,’ said Luke, grinning.

			They drew back behind a small cart loaded with empty barrels and waited in silence, broken only by the occasional snigger from Luke.

			‘So, what’s our next step?’ asked Matthew, attempting to distract him.

			Luke surveyed the jostling crowds. ‘We wait here. If she’s here for the play, then Imogen must pass this way sooner or later. She probably thinks her boyfriend will meet her here. She doesn’t know she’s been missing for days. We just have to be patient.’

			‘Do we know what she’s wearing?’ enquired Jane.

			‘Actually, yes,’ said Matthew helpfully and hardly in the spirit of revenge at all. ‘I believe the AI has full . . .’

			Luke groaned.

			‘. . . details. Pod, provide a description of Imogen Farnborough’s clothing.’

			The AI responded. ‘A long blue dress.’

			They waited. After a while it dawned on them that no more information would be forthcoming.

			Luke rolled his eyes. ‘Is that it?’

			‘I do possess supplementary information.’

			‘And what is that?’

			‘Supplementary information is information that is supplementary.’

			‘I meant – of what does this supplementary information consist?’

			‘A big skirt.’

			‘What?’

			‘A big skirt.’

			‘What’s a big skirt?’

			‘A skirt is commonly regarded as a garment, usually but not always worn by a female, that descends downwards from the waist, while big is another word for large and usually relates to size, height, weight or amount.’

			Matthew clutched at his scratchpad before Luke could send it flying across the street.

			Robbed of revenge, Luke took refuge in sarcasm. ‘Is that the best you can come up with? Brain the size of a . . .’ He paused, seeking inspiration.

			‘Planet,’ supplied the AI.

			‘What? What are you talking about now?’

			‘The
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