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			CHAPTER ONE

			1

			I was worried about what Matthew would make of his parents’ disabilities, because – let’s face it – neither Leon nor I were in good condition at the moment. Leon was still recovering from being blown up in Hawking Hangar and I’d been shot and then fallen off the roof – hey, shit happens – and I was so busy worrying about us that I never even considered that Matthew himself might be walking wounded as well.

			Leon was getting around well and only sometimes needed his stick, but I was still in my wheelchair, looking pale and interesting. Or, if you listened to Markham, pathetic and feeble.

			St Mary’s, obviously, thought Leon and I were hilarious. There may be organisations where personal tragedies are treated with sympathy and support but, trust me, St Mary’s isn’t any of them. There were all sorts of jokes flying around which I’m not going to repeat because they were cruel and insensitive. Although the ones about Leon were quite funny.

			Anyway, it was the day of Matthew’s long-awaited visit. Leon and I assembled ourselves on the pan outside Hawking, awaiting his arrival. The Time Police were punctual. They always are. It’s one of their many irritating features, along with no sense of humour and shooting you dead if you look at them wrong. Their pod materialised – not one of their detention pods, I was pleased to note – and Matthew, accompanied by Captain Ellis, stepped out.

			I felt Leon stiffen beside me. I didn’t need to stiffen. With both ankles encased in flexi-boots and my arm in a sling and flexi-glove, I was there already and, now, here was Matthew making a major contribution to the Farrell family’s current lack of working limbs. His left arm was swathed in a bright blue flexi-glove that stretched nearly to his shoulder, and a large piece of sticking plaster adorned his forehead. It had an inaccurately depicted dinosaur on it.

			I glared at Captain Ellis, who spread his hands defensively. ‘Not my fault.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘He fell out of a tree.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Lost his grip.’

			‘I mean – why was he in a tree?’

			‘His dirigible got stuck.’

			Leon said with interest, ‘Still not solved the steering problem, then?’

			In addition to having a poor grasp of priorities, men are very easily distracted. Especially techies.

			Matthew silently shook his head. He doesn’t talk much.

			Leon frowned. ‘Have you tried . . . ?’ And the three of them embarked on some long, incomprehensible discussion of interest only to those with a Y chromosome or no social life.

			I could see a change in Matthew since his last visit. He’d filled out and he seemed more confident. He still wasn’t chatty – his early years as a climbing boy in the slums of London had left their mark upon him – but his silences were no longer hostile. Dr Stone had warned me that, while bright enough, he would probably never develop as a normal child. ‘There’s nothing wrong with him, Max – he’s just a product of his early upbringing. Be prepared for the unexpected.’

			‘Must talk to Auntie Lingoss,’ said Matthew, spotting her over by the hangar and setting off across the grass towards her, without even the slightest interest in why his mother was currently occupying the St Mary’s wheelchair.

			‘Wait until he starts harvesting you for parts,’ said Leon, grimly. Noticing my expression, he added hastily, ‘Wheelchair parts, I mean.’

			Captain Ellis was grinning. I enquired coldly why he was still here.

			‘Glad to see you too, Max.’

			I scowled at him but refrained from the traditional criticism of the Time Police’s failure to capture the renegade Clive Ronan, because the truth was that he’d been living on our roof for quite some considerable time and we hadn’t noticed. Although, to be fair, neither had the Time Police, but it was embarrassing, just the same.

			We had, however, managed to get his accomplice’s body out of the tree. The operation had been quite complex, involving a cherry-picker; Angus the chicken in an observer’s capacity; less than helpful suggestions from Professor Rapson, hanging precariously out of his window for a good view; an inordinate amount of rope; the entire Security Section; Miss Lee, who had taken advantage of my absence to be a nosey-parker; and finally, when the situation had become desperate, Mr Strong and his chainsaw. Down came the tree, Dottle and all. I was sorry I’d missed it, but I was in Sick Bay at the time, having my bones glued back together.

			It’s a bit of a bugger, but the truth is that, at my age, the bones don’t knit quite as quickly as they used to and I was having trouble knitting. Or so Dr Stone said. I told him I personally blamed my lack of knitting on the poor standards of medical care currently prevailing at St Mary’s, and that turned out to be a bit of a mistake because the next moment he was standing over me with a syringe the size of a Saturn V rocket.

			I sat up in a hurry. ‘What the hell’s that?’

			‘Nothing for you to worry your little historian head about. Good heavens, what has Mr Bashford done now?’

			I twisted my head to look and the bastard got me.

			‘Ow,’ I said indignantly, rubbing my arm.

			‘There,’ he said happily. ‘That should do it.’

			‘What do you mean – should?’

			He stared dubiously at the syringe. ‘Well, I have to admit I’m not completely confident because I’ve only ever used this stuff once before and that was on a ginger tomcat.’

			‘What? Did it survive?’

			‘Sadly, no.’

			‘What?’

			‘Relax. It was run over by a bus.’

			I sagged back on to the pillows with some relief.

			‘Yes,’ he continued. ‘It had some sort of fit about ten seconds after the injection and ran out into the road. Don’t worry, we won’t let that happen to you.’

			‘It’s a little late now, surely.’

			‘We thought we’d tie you to the bed and hope that will increase your chances of survival. Hold still now.’

			‘Bugger off.’

			He grinned. ‘Bet you’re feeling better now.’

			I hauled the bedclothes up to my chin. ‘Much. I can hear my bones knitting faster than a bunch of tricoteuses at the foot of the guillotine.’

			I know it sounds as if I’d done nothing but lie around and not be tied to my bed, but I hadn’t been wasting my time. While vari­ous flexi-boots and gloves did their work, soothing swollen flesh, healing broken bones and torn ligaments, and rendering me not only pain free but quite euphoric on occasions, I’d used the time to do some thinking. Quite a lot of thinking. And a lot of planning, too. I suspect Nurse Hunter was quite surprised at my docility. She was always bursting in and staring at me suspiciously, looking for signs of misbehaviour. I would stare back, looking for signs of marriage and/or motherhood. We – Peterson and I – had failed to elicit information of any kind from Markham. I don’t know why we thought we’d succeed where teachers, police, magistrates, the army and Dr Bairstow had failed. And if I wasn’t being either the starer or the staree then I was being surrounded by visitors.

			Peterson came every day. Wearing his blues again, because he was in charge of the History Department until I was back on my feet. He seemed his usual self, but he wasn’t. He was all over the place. Dottle’s death and its implications had affected all of us and Peterson most of all.

			I knew Lingoss had stayed with him throughout Dottle’s arrest and all the subsequent drama. She brought him to visit me in Sick Bay. I think it was when they were getting Dottle out of the tree and they wanted him out of the way. Sick Bay’s on the other side of the building. I wasn’t feeling that brilliant myself at the time, but Peterson had a strange, lost look and I feared for him.

			Lingoss and I exchanged glances. ‘I’ll get some tea,’ she said. ‘Are you allowed to drink anything, Max?’

			‘No one’s told me not to,’ I said, ‘so yes.’

			She disappeared.

			Peterson stood by my bed. There was a chair, but I don’t think he could remember what it was for.

			He said hoarsely, ‘Max, I . . . told her things. I did this.’ He gestured at my battered state. ‘This is my fault. This is all my fault.’

			If she hadn’t already been very, very dead I’d have climbed out of bed, broken bones and all, and slaughtered her on the spot.

			He shook his head. ‘How could I get things so wrong?’

			‘We all did, Tim. You can’t take all the credit. Come and sit down, you daft bugger. Before you fall down.’

			He dropped heavily into the chair and gestured at my flexi-boots. ‘This is my fault.’

			‘No, it’s not. It’s mine. I should have realised sooner.’

			He shook his head. ‘You had your hands full last year, Max.’

			‘We all did.’

			He said quietly, ‘It was a shit year all round.’

			‘It’ll get better, Tim. Remember – this too will pass.’

			Lingoss reappeared with tea. I watched them both as she carefully handed him his and, somewhere, a neurone lifted its battered head and began to fire.

			‘I’ve put a little something extra in it,’ she said.

			That roused him. She did work in R&D after all.

			He regarded the cup with suspicion. ‘What? What have you put in it?’

			‘Oh, just a little something the professor and I knocked up in the lab.’

			He made a huge effort at normality. ‘Don’t drink it, Max. You could grow another head.’

			‘Well, Markham’s been having it on his cornflakes for years,’ she said, ‘and it hasn’t done him any harm.’

			‘That’s a matter of opinion.’

			I sipped my tea. Of course, she hadn’t put anything dreadful in it. That was Hunter’s job – but Lingoss was doing exactly the right thing. Taking his mind off things. A bit like stubbing your toe when you’ve just broken your arm. I looked at the two of them. Yeeeees . . . I’d had a bit of a brilliant idea and I needed to talk to Markham.

			Peterson took a cautious sip. ‘Tastes like whisky.’

			She beamed. ‘Good. Keep thinking that.’

			Markham, now firmly in charge of the Security Section, had been another visitor, and determined, single-handedly, to eat all my grapes.

			Bashford, Angus and Sykes, that eternal and bizarre love triangle, visited most evenings. And Atherton. Even North turned up once or twice, presumably to check whether I was dead yet and was it too early to apply for my job?

			Professor Rapson and Dr Dowson visited each afternoon – apparently for the specific purpose of ignoring me and having a massive argument about something or other over my helpless and shattered self.

			Even Ian Guthrie had hobbled in. He was doing well – better than me anyway, he would say smugly. He’d only stay for half an hour – because he didn’t do chatty – and then return whence he came, saying he didn’t want to set his recovery back by associating with the History Department. Or damage his public image by associating with the History Department. Or . . .

			‘Yes,’ said the History Department. ‘And your point?’

			Leon came every day. He would limp in. Really, said Markham, you had to go a long way these days to find a working set of legs at St Mary’s. We didn’t talk a lot, but then again, we didn’t need to. We would hold each other’s hands and then he would smile and kiss me and go away again.

			So, as you can see, I’d had to do most of my thinking at night because there was a lot going on during the day.

			Anyway, Matthew’s long-awaited visit was here and everyone was determined to make the most of it.

			He spent the first day racing around saying hello to everyone. Mr Strong reintroduced him to the horses. They all seemed pleased to see each other. The Security Section included him in their football team after first promising to moderate both their language and the violence. Mrs Mack made him a constant supply of jam tarts and sausage rolls. R&D had a whole raft of stuff for him to be involved in. Leon and I took him into Rushford to see the new Star Wars and he enjoyed it so much we had to take him back the next night. Peterson came too, saying he’d always wanted to see it and was too embarrassed to go on his own so I had to invite Lingoss as well. Leon raised an eyebrow, but as I pointed out with perfect logic, she had been present when he invited Peterson and it would have been rude not to have included her. He made the traditional noise techies make when we break a cup-holder, so I maintained the tradition and ignored it.

			The two of them, Leon and Matthew, spent hours pouring over Matthew’s carefully drawn diagrams of his dirigible and discussing the steering issue. And me? I just hung around, helping and healing as best I could.

			And then, one rainy day, I was sitting at our table, painting. What with one thing and another over the past months, I hadn’t had the opportunity to do very much, so I was taking advantage of my enforced inactivity. Currently, I was working on a pastel sketch of a row of sunflowers – all brilliant golds and yellows against a blue background. Matthew, as I thought, was at the other end of the room. I had no idea what he was doing, but he was doing it quietly, which was good enough for me.

			I suddenly became aware he was standing at my elbow. I also became aware that despite being at the other end of the room, he’d managed to get an inordinate amount of pastel dust all over himself.

			I told him he had a rare gift. He said nothing, staring at my sunflowers. Which, I have to say, were pretty good. And certainly very colourful.

			I dusted off my hands. ‘What do you think?’

			He nodded.

			To get him to talk, I said, ‘Which bit do you like best?’

			‘All of it.’

			I began to pack my stuff away.

			‘How does it work?’

			‘How does what work?’

			He picked up a stick of colour. ‘This.’

			Never before had he shown the slightest interest in things that didn’t plug in somewhere.

			‘Well,’ I said casually, pulling out a piece of card, ‘you can swirl the colour about – like this . . .’ I swirled the yellows and oranges I’d used for the petals. ‘Or you can use the edges and make lines or dots – like this . . .’ I drew a series of lines and dots.

			He frowned. ‘How do you know which colours to use?’

			‘I can use any colours I like. It’s my picture.’ There was a pause and then I said, ‘Fancy a go?’

			He nodded, so I passed him over the piece of card. ‘Here you are. See how you get on.’

			I handed him pastels, pencils and markers. He was busy for the next ten minutes, covering the card – and himself – with a rainbow of colours. At the end of it he asked for a clean piece of paper.

			‘What colour?’

			He thought. ‘Black.’

			I passed it over and left him to get on with it while I went off to wash my hands. When I came out of the bathroom he was still busy. He’d moved on to markers and rulers. There was a lot of heavy breathing and whispering to himself.

			I made us both a cup of tea and put out a plate of biscuits. He ignored both.

			I was conscious of a growing excitement. He’d never shown the slightest interest in anything artistic and, as I’d said to Leon, he obviously had his father’s genes. Leon had rolled his eyes and said he gave thanks daily he didn’t have his mother’s. It looked as if both of us had been wrong.

			At the end of an energetic and very messy twenty minutes, he’d finished. I was itching to see what he’d produced but first things first.

			‘Bathroom,’ I said. ‘And don’t touch anything on the way in.’

			I hosed him down, dried him off and chivvied him back into our living room.

			‘Let’s have a look then.’

			He held it up.

			I didn’t know what to say. Yes, he’d smudged a lot of it because he’d never done anything like this before but, even so, it was remarkable.

			I was looking at clouds of silver and grey which appeared to swirl and shift before my eyes. Playing hide and seek among these swirls were clusters of small blue dots which surrounded larger more defined red spots – think Jupiter – and the whole thing was surrounded by a filigree of glowing lines, connecting the red points with ruler straight lines It was at one and the same time, familiar and alien. And it seemed to move on the paper. I kept having to blink and focus.

			I knew better than to ask what it was. I knew what it was. He’d drawn the Time Map. Or a part of it, anyway.

			‘Wow – that’s good. Tell me about it.’

			‘It’s Troy.’

			I sighed inwardly. Yes, he would choose to paint that, wouldn’t he? There were no warriors or ramparts or ships or horses or anything even remotely recognisable. He’d painted the Time Map’s representation of Troy.

			I had a sudden thought. ‘Is this how you see things?’

			He shrugged. ‘Sometimes.’

			I had an idea he’d just said something important, although what I had no idea, and there was no time to talk about it because, at that moment, Leon came in, smiled at his family and then looked around him. Yes, I’ll admit, we’d had a craft afternoon and the room wasn’t quite as pigment-free as we might have liked.

			‘Matthew, Auntie Lingoss is looking for you.’

			The magic words. There was a small whirlwind, the door slammed behind him and he was gone.

			I sighed and enquired exactly what was going on in R&D with which his parents could not compete.

			‘The professor is in the throes of inventing some sort of acoustic device he says will be able to lift heavy objects and defy gravity. Speaking as someone whose job involves daily lifting of heavy objects, I’m all for it.’

			‘Great,’ I said, gloomily, ‘we’ll never get him out of there now.’

			‘Well, I’ve tried explaining they don’t blow things up every day of the week but the evidence is against me.’

			‘Never mind,’ I said, beginning to put my stuff away. ‘Don’t you think he looks tons better these days? Putting on weight and no more fleas or lice.’

			‘That’s probably because they’ve all migrated to Markham.’

			Our Mr Markham is generally reckoned to be a five-star hotel for wildlife.

			Leon frowned at the door. ‘Speaking of no more lice, Max, your son needs a haircut. You’d better have a word.’

			I looked up from packing my gear away. ‘Me? Why me?’

			‘You’re his mother.’

			‘And you’re his father. Surely this is part of the father/son talk.’

			‘Nope. I only agreed to do the when a daddy technician loves a mummy historian bit.’

			‘What?’

			‘You know. The bit about special cuddling.’

			‘What?’

			‘You agreed.’

			‘When?’ A thought occurred. ‘Was I drunk?’

			‘Oh God, yes. You’d have agreed to anything.’

			I moved subtly into fighting stance. ‘And apparently I did.’

			He grinned and glanced at his watch. ‘Oh, is that the time? Must crack on. Pods don’t repair themselves, you know.’

			‘Not yet,’ I said, ‘but come the glorious day . . .’

			He just laughed and disappeared.

			I had a bit of a think about the haircut thing. We all have long hair here – even the blokes have a kind of historian shag. I once told Markham he looked like a tousled Shih Tzu and he sulked for days. We all have various ways of keeping it under control – except for Miss Lingoss who embraces the whole my hair expresses who I am thing with enthusiasm.

			I met her on the way to my office. Today’s hair was black and dramatic.

			I stared thoughtfully.

			‘Max? Are you all right? Are you in pain?’

			‘Actually, far from it. Do you do it yourself?’

			‘Do I do what myself?’

			‘Your hair.’

			‘Yep. Always have.’

			‘Do you cut it yourself as well?’

			‘Of course. I had to in college – no money. I used to do my friends’ as well.’

			‘Did they pay you?’

			‘In drink, mostly.’

			‘Before or after?’

			She grinned. ‘Both. And sometimes during.’

			‘Would you do Matthew’s?’

			‘If he’ll let me.’

			I said thoughtfully, ‘Leave that to me.’

			We were returning to our room after lunch. Matthew waited patiently as I inched my way along at glacial speed, prior to him shooting off to R&D for a fun-filled and, above all, very messy afternoon. There would never be a better opportunity.

			I moved to attack position. ‘Congrats on winding up the Time Police, by the way.’

			He looked up at me, eyebrows raised.

			‘The hair. You’re really getting Captain Ellis into a lot of trouble. Well done. Are you working to bring them down from the inside?’

			He said nothing, waiting for me to finish negotiating a corner and then said, ‘Don’t want it cut.’

			‘Oh no. Absolutely not. Although be warned – Dr Bairstow will be telling you to put it up or in a plait like the rest of us girls.’

			‘Uncle Peterson has lots of hair. And Uncle Bashford.’

			‘Seriously? You’re modelling your look on those two? One of them is in love with a gender-neutral chicken.’

			He snorted.

			‘Do you want me to tell Dr Bairstow you refuse? Quote your human rights or something?’

			He shook his head.

			‘Well, it’s the same rules for you as for the rest of us, then. Up or off.’ And I carried on to our room. He followed me in, all ready for a major sulk. I could practically hear his brain working.

			I seated myself on the sofa and rummaged through the pile of files on the coffee table, eventually pulling out one of Lingoss’s. ‘Can you take this back to R&D when you go, please,’ and waited for him to make the connection.

			He stared at it for a while and then said suddenly, ‘Auntie Lingoss could do it.’

			‘Do what?’ I said absently, already opening a book that was, apparently, utterly engrossing.

			‘Cut it.’

			‘Cut what?’ I said, vaguely.

			‘My hair,’ he said impatiently. ‘It would be good.’

			I didn’t even bother looking up. ‘You’re not having a Mohican.’

			‘Aww. Could I . . . ?’

			‘You’re not dyeing it blue.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I say so.’

			‘You never let me have any fun.’

			‘That’s very true. Well spotted.’

			‘Why won’t you let me have any fun?’

			‘I’m your mother. I’m not allowed to. It’s in the job description. And you have to do as you’re told.’

			‘No, I don’t. I’m your son. It’s in the . . .’ he fumbled for the words, ‘. . . job depiction.’

			Well, isn’t he a quick learner? I made it easy for him.

			‘You will not, under any circumstances, ask Miss Lingoss to cut your hair. I shall telephone her as soon as I’ve finished reading this chapter to make sure she understands.’

			He glared at me. ‘You’re horrible.’

			I beamed. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Wait till I’m eighteen.’

			‘When you’re eighteen you can have an orange and yellow flat top if you want. Until then you do as you’re told.’

			‘I’ll be eighteen soon . . .’

			‘Really? You know how old you are now?’

			He threw me a crafty glance. ‘No. But neither do you. No one knows how old I am.’

			I played dirty. ‘Well, by my reckoning you’re only about two years old so you’ve got quite a way to go until you’re eighteen. You could still be doing as I tell you when you’re thirty.’

			‘No, I won’t,’ he shouted.

			‘So, when will you be eighteen?’

			‘Today,’ he shouted and stamped out, slamming the door behind him in the traditional teenage manner.

			I opened my com. ‘Miss Lingoss?’

			‘What ho, Max.’

			‘He’s on his way. Not a lot off, since he’s a haircut virgin and we don’t want him catching cold. Just tidy him up a bit.’

			‘You want me to take off just enough to piss off Captain Ellis.’

			‘That’s the ticket.’

			‘Max, you’re evil.’

			‘I’m a mother. It’s enough to bring out the worst in anyone.’

			The seven days of his visit went by all too quickly. Matthew seemed to have enjoyed himself but he obviously had no problems returning to Time Police HQ. I told myself it was good that he was so happy there. And safe. Safe was important. While Ronan was at large we couldn’t risk having him here.

			Ignoring the Farrell family habit of not talking about the important stuff, I casually asked him if he’d enjoyed his visit.

			He nodded.

			‘And you’d like to come again? Soon?’

			He nodded again.

			It was on the tip of my tongue to say something about the picture he’d drawn, but I didn’t. Yes, he wasn’t the chattiest kid in the world, but even so . . . No. Safer for everyone to say nothing.

			So, I said nothing.
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			A few days after he’d gone, I had my old casts off and my walking casts on and could say goodbye to the wheelchair. It took a while to get used to walking again, but I was soon inching my way around the building with all the speed and stylish panache of continental drift.

			Leon took the opportunity to recycle all the jokes I’d made about him over the last months, although, as I pointed out, they weren’t funny the second time around.

			I spent a lot of time in our room, working on my private project. Data stacks and files covered every horizontal surface until, one day, I reached the point where I couldn’t go any further. I’d been putting it off for days but the time had come. I needed to have a chat with Mrs Partridge.

			I hobbled around the gallery. I knew there was no point in complaining because I was lucky to be mobile at all, but I’ve always moved quickly and it irked me no end not to be trotting around the building at my usual speed. The only good thing about the whole situation was that I was still considerably underweight – sorry, I just want to savour those unfamiliar words again, considerably underweight – after my spell in the 14th century, and at least being light made movement much less tiring.

			Regaining weight isn’t easy. You’re not allowed to pile it on any old how, you know. For some reason that completely escapes me, you can’t just scarf your way indiscriminately through plates of sausages and chocolate until you hit your target. You have to eat sensibly. I’d pointed out to Dr Stone that the medical profession was always coming up with new reasons for people not to scarf down chocolate and sausages and he’d said there was something in the Hypocritical Oath compelling doctors to make their patients’ lives as difficult as possible. Apparently, they get Brownie points. Even after weeks of eating sensibly, my BMI still wasn’t acceptable and there had been a small confusion because I had thought BMI was a car and Hunter had offered to draw me a picture.

			Anyway, trudging – or rather, hobbling – back to the point, my lighter frame was a Good Thing, apparently, so I was taking advantage of this and wobbling my way to Mrs Partridge’s office.

			She regarded me without joy, but she always did so I didn’t take a lot of notice.

			‘I’m afraid Dr Bairstow isn’t here at the moment, Dr Maxwell. He’s attending a meeting at Thirsk and not expected back until late tonight.’

			‘Well, actually, it was you I wanted to see, Mrs Partridge.’

			She shut down her screen and pushed her keyboard away. ‘How can I help you?’

			Now that the moment had come, I wasn’t sure I could find the words, so I got up and flicked on the red light outside her office and then sat back down again.

			I thought she would tut with annoyance – she usually does whenever I’m around, but not this time. She sat, her hands in her lap, quietly waiting for me to find the words.

			I felt slightly awkward. ‘We’ve never spoken of this.’

			‘Is there any need to speak of it now, I wonder?’

			‘Yes, I think the time has come.’

			There wasn’t a flicker of emotion from her. On the other hand, no hostile stare, either. I swallowed. ‘Mrs Partridge, you once gave me a second chance. A chance of a new life and I was grateful enough to take it and ask no questions.’

			She said nothing. We’d never spoken of this in any way, of when I’d been dying and she’d swept me off to another world. One minute I was staring at the sword in my chest and feeling my life ebb away, and the next I was face down on someone’s carpet in a world where Leon was alive – which was good – and the Time Police existed – which was less good. I’d fulfilled Mrs Partridge’s purpose – not that I’d had much choice – and my reward had been this other life at this other St Mary’s with this other Leon. I’d tried to thank her once or twice but she’d swept my words away and we’d never mentioned it again. Until now.

			I continued. ‘Today, I have questions. Important questions.’

			I paused in case she wanted to say she had no idea what I was talking about and I was to go away immediately but she remained silent.

			I struggled on. ‘The world in which I find myself today is very similar to the world I left. There have been some differences, but many things that happened there have happened here as well.’

			I stopped and looked at her, searching her face for some clue. I don’t know why I bothered. Her face registered nothing but polite interest. I gripped my hands together more tightly and continued.

			‘For example, in the other world, Peterson sustained a serious wound to his arm at Agincourt. Here, it was at Rouen. Different circumstances, but it was the same wound. Same arm, even. David Sands was in a wheelchair there – here, he’s lost a foot. Izzie Barclay was shot in that world,’ (by me, actually, but no need to go into that now) ‘and then again in this one.’ This time by Greta Van Owen in revenge for the death of Schiller.

			Again, I waited in case she wanted to tell me to stop wasting her time, but she just stared at me impassively. I took a deep breath because this was the crux of the matter. I’d shouted at the Time Police and demanded to know why, when all the odds were with them, they couldn’t catch Clive Ronan? Why did he always manage to get away? Why did he always manage to escape? I’d been quite rude. I was surprised they hadn’t shot me. And then, in the exact moment when Dottle and I fell off the roof, when you’d think I would have had other things on my mind, I’d realised why we couldn’t catch Clive Ronan. Well, I thought I had and now I was here for confirmation and she wasn’t making things easy for me.

			I continued. I didn’t say, ‘in my world,’ because that implied I hadn’t accepted this one and, since in the other one I’d been dying at Agincourt and Leon was already dead, I felt it implied a certain amount of ingratitude. This was my world now.

			I came straight to the point. ‘In the other world, Clive Ronan died in the Cretaceous period.’

			Still she said nothing. I had no clue what she was thinking but at least she was listening. I glanced at her locked door and lowered my voice even further. ‘I think the reason we can’t catch Clive Ronan here is because he’s not meant to die here. He’s supposed to die in the Cretaceous.’

			She regarded me steadily. ‘Are you saying that if you can arrange a similar set of circumstances then events might follow a similar path to a similar result?’

			‘Yes. I think if I could somehow lure him to the Cretaceous then I will be able to . . .’

			‘No,’ she said, so sharply that I was alarmed. ‘You must not make the mistake of thinking that because the circumstances are the same, the result will be the same.’

			‘But things that happened there could happen here?’

			‘Could . . . yes. Will? Not necessarily.’

			We looked at each other for a long time. She wasn’t helping – but she wasn’t chucking me out, either. I was at a loss as to what to say next. The silence lengthened. What did she want from me? Much more, obviously, otherwise I’d be on the other side of the door by now, but what?

			I think, in the end, she took pity on me. ‘Why are you here, Dr Maxwell?’

			I said very quietly, ‘I’m working on an idea, which I’d like to run past Dr Bairstow. I’ve spent a lot of time on it, but I’ve reached the point where I’m doubting myself and, without more information, I don’t know if I should pursue it any further.’

			I inched forwards on my chair. ‘Mrs Partridge, might it not be quicker and easier all round if you could say, here and now, whether I would be wasting Dr Bairstow’s time by troubling him with this idea?’

			I sat back. I couldn’t do any more. If I was wrong then all she had to do was tell me so. But if I was right? I felt a thrill of excitement. Because I was right. I knew I was right.

			We stared at each other over her desk for what, to me, felt like aeons and then she pulled her keyboard forwards. ‘I can pencil you in for 10:30 tomorrow morning, if that is convenient.’

			‘It’s perfect, Mrs Partridge. Thank you.’

			I was prompt. In our job you have to be. Mrs Partridge waved me through. Dr Bairstow was waiting for me.

			My presentation took a long time. There were several strands to it. I worked through each one individually and then wove them all together into chronological order.

			He said almost nothing all the way through, just stared at his hands, but that’s what he does when he’s listening, so I gritted my teeth, ignored his lack of reaction, and soldiered on to the very end. I’m accustomed to his long silences, but this one went on and on. It was a struggle not to burst into speech, to explain, to elucidate, but he doesn’t like that, so I shut up and stared over his shoulder out of the window.

			Eventually, he said, ‘Shall we have some tea?’

			Which meant he wanted me to go through it all again but that was a good sign.

			Mrs Partridge brought in the tea. I thanked her – and not just for the tea. We set things up on his briefing table and went through everything. Point by point. Line by line. Lunchtime came and went. I missed it but I was too strung up to eat anyway. He picked away at everything. Not in a critical way but making sure he knew exactly what each aspect of my plan entailed. And, I suspected, making sure I did, too. Because this one was a doozy.

			‘You are aware, Max, there are large areas that cannot be planned in advance. Almost more than I am comfortable with.’

			‘Can’t be helped, sir. All I can do is respond to circumstances at the time and improvise.’

			‘Offhand, I cannot remember any occasion where creative thinking has been a problem for you.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘Let us hope this is not that occasion.’

			I shut up.

			Midway through the afternoon, Mrs Partridge brought in fresh tea and sandwiches and instructed us both to eat something. I chomped my way through a chicken-salad sandwich – protein, vegetables and carbohydrates – and watched while he twirled the data stacks, referring from one to the other and frowning.

			I helped myself to another sandwich and poured us both a second cup.

			He sat back, stirring his tea. ‘Have you discussed this with Leon?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Will you?’

			‘When you give me permission to, sir. After Dottle, I . . . I am conscious of a certain reluctance to discuss anything with anyone.’

			He regarded me gravely. ‘Talk to Leon about it. He will be able to provide a useful perspective.’ He sipped his tea. ‘You and Leon – how are you these days?’

			He wasn’t talking about just our physical state.

			‘It’s like being in a kind of limbo, sir.’ I put down my tea. ‘Every now and then I try to work out how we ever got to this point. Years ago, we’d just catch a glimpse of Ronan here or there – we would foil one of his dastardly schemes or dodge his attempts to throw a spanner in our works and then go on our merry way. But now, everything has escalated and he permeates our entire lives. He affects everything we do. Not only can we not catch him, but the Time Police can’t either. We’re hobbled, sir, both in our private and our working lives and until we hunt him down we’re . . . stuck.’

			‘I agree,’ he said. ‘Which is why I’m inclined to give my permission for this somewhat bizarre and very unorthodox idea of yours.’

			I knew better than to get up and cheer.

			He tapped the box of files and data cubes. ‘This is . . . massive.’ And he wasn’t referring to the size of the box and the quantity of material inside.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘And involves others.’

			‘Many others, sir.’

			‘Who will not always be aware they’re being involved.’

			‘There are key figures whom I think we should inform, sir. For our own safety. And theirs. But otherwise I do recommend we tell as few people as possible.’

			‘Agreed,’ he said, staring into space.

			Suddenly he turned around and seemed to see me for the first time. ‘Max, I’ve kept you too long. You look tired.’

			I knew better than to deny it. ‘Well, I am, sir, but it’s a good tired.’

			‘Mm,’ he said. ‘I’m going to let you go now. Leave all of this here, if you please, I want to familiarise myself with the details. I shall meet you again in . . . a few days.’

			I hadn’t expected him to leap from his seat shouting, ‘Brilliant, Dr Maxwell, get on with it!’ but to make me wait . . .

			He knew what I was thinking. ‘There are people I must consult.’

			Dottle’s betrayal was still very fresh in my mind. I said doubtfully, ‘Of course, sir.’

			‘I know what you are thinking, Max, but you may rest easy. In fact, I order you to do so. When we meet again I want you fresh, rested, on top of your game, and able to answer every point I put to you.’

			I stood up. ‘Yes, sir.’

			He paused. ‘You have thought this through, haven’t you?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘You know the personal sacrifices it will entail?’

			‘I suspect there will be more than I’m aware of, sir, but the ones I am aware of I’ve thought about.’

			He seemed to find this piece of gobbledygook satisfactory. ‘By the way, Max, I have been visiting the Chancellor at Thirsk.’

			‘Yes, sir. Mrs Partridge said.’

			‘They wanted to discuss a replacement for Dottle.’

			I stared at him, swallowed down my frequently voiced opinion of the University of Thirsk and their representatives, and said, as mildly as I could, ‘Sir, they cannot be serious. The two we’ve had so far – Halcombe and Dottle – were complete disasters. For Thirsk as well as for us. I confess I’ve rather been hoping they’d take the hint and let the whole idea slide quietly into oblivion. And I have to ask – given the life expectancy and career damage – why would anyone there even consider working here?’

			‘That was, more or less, my own argument.’

			I tapped the box. ‘Sir, if they’re serious, then I do feel we need to implement this as soon as possible. Before some other daft bugger turns up and starts to cause chaos.’

			‘Indeed. Take the few days, Max. You’re going to need them. I’ll send for you.’

			I said again, ‘Yes, sir,’ and headed to the door.
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			The following Monday I went back to work properly.

			Peterson had done a good job – there was hardly anything in my in-tray. I expressed my thanks and he said no problem, the job was hardly onerous, and whatever did I find to do all day long? I told him to sod off and off he sodded.

			Barely had I warmed my seat when Lingoss stuck her head around the door. ‘Max? Have you got a minute?’

			‘Yes, of course. Come in.’

			She closed the door behind her. ‘Can I have a quick word?’

			We both paused, waiting for Rosie Lee to leave.

			Nothing happened.

			We folded our arms and stared until even she couldn’t fail to get the message.

			‘I might as well finish early then.’

			It was ten past two.

			‘You might as well,’ I said. ‘It’s not as if you’re doing anything here.’

			She slammed the door on the way out.

			I asked Lingoss if she wanted some tea.

			She shook her head. Today’s hair was silver tipped with purple. Very striking.

			‘So – what can I do for you?’

			‘Well, the thing is, Max, I wanted to ask you something.’

			I had a sudden nasty moment of déjà vu. We’d had a similar conversation when she wanted to leave the History Department’s training programme and join R&D and I’d lost an historian. Was she about to give in her notice? I’d do anything to keep her here, not least because, if she left, the job of babysitting Professor Rapson through his working day might fall to me. No other bugger would do it.

			‘What did you want to ask?’

			She shifted in her chair. ‘The thing is, Max, last year when, you know, when . . .’ she tailed away. I wondered what on earth could cause the blunt and forthright Lingoss such embarrassment and waited patiently while she gathered her forces for another go.

			‘Last year, Max, after Hawking blew up and we thought they were dead – Guthrie, Chief Farrell and Markham, I mean – and you were so . . . and then you and Peterson . . . well, you know. Everyone was so pleased. Everyone thought it was such a good thing. For both of you. And then Chief Farrell came back. Which was so brilliant. But Peterson was . . . well . . . and then there was all that business with Dottle . . . and now she’s dead. And then there was the steam-pump jump with Dr Peterson – as you know . . . and . . . um . . . I wondered . . . Well . . . do you think there’s any hope for me?’

			Strangely, I knew exactly what she was on about. I always tried to avoid thinking of that night. Peterson with his smart jacket – the only one he had, actually – standing in front of me with his neatly combed hair, pleased at the possibility that Leon might still be alive, no matter that he would be alone again.

			I’d despatched Lingoss to keep an eye on him because I’d been genuinely torn. Yes, I had to go and rescue Leon, but that really wasn’t a night when Peterson should have been left on his own. And then, Dottle had died . . . He was doing his best to carry on normally, but sometimes he struggled, so I’d sent him out with Lingoss on a very minor assignment and Markham had ever so slightly overstepped the brief and pushed her into the moat so she could be rescued by Peterson. Sometimes, I wonder whether having the Security Section on your side is a Good Thing or not.

			But whatever he’d done, it had worked. I knew they’d been spending time together. Nothing major and all perfectly innocuous, but it was a start.

			She looked at me directly. ‘May I be blunt?’

			I don’t know why she asked – I’d never known her be anything else.

			I nodded. ‘Of course.’

			‘I don’t know if you know, but on our last assignment – you know, the steam-pump jump . . .’

			‘The one where you fell in the moat?’

			‘And Dr Peterson saved me. Yes, that one.’

			That wasn’t quite how I’d heard it but never mind.

			‘Well,’ she continued. ‘The thing is, Max, that . . . well . . .’ She took a deep breath. ‘I don’t mean to pry and I’m not going to ask, but . . . well . . . I don’t want to be the consolation prize.’

			I must have looked blank.

			‘I mean I don’t want to be the one Peterson settles for because he can’t get you.’

			Ah. In all my careful plans, that was the one thing I hadn’t considered. That she was holding back because she thought . . . well, never mind.

			I took a long time to consider my response, eventually saying, ‘I remember him when he was with Helen. When she was still alive. These days, on the surface, he looks fine – but he’s not. Inside, he’s dying. If you can make him happy again then I swear I will move heaven and earth to help you.’

			I picked up a pen and moved it three inches to the right. ‘But if you’re not serious about this, or if you hurt him, or if you mess him around, then I will gut you like a fish and tie your innards in a bow around your neck. Just so we’re both clear on that.’

			‘I’m clear.’

			‘So – do I need to start practising my knots?’

			‘Not on my account. Do I have . . . ?’ She stopped.

			‘You don’t need my permission.’

			‘No, but I need your goodwill. He listens to you, Max. He relies on you. He’s closer to you than to anyone. You could scupper my chances with a word. If you wanted to.’

			‘I could, but I won’t. Not if you make him happy.’

			‘Well, I don’t know about that, but I’m going to give it a bloody good try.’

			‘Has he said anything about her – you know – Dottle?’

			‘No. Not a thing. I knew she wasn’t right for him even before . . . you know. I mean, she was so wet. Or so we thought. And given his reputation for being attracted to difficult women . . . I couldn’t think what he saw in her. Honestly, I don’t know how I kept my mouth shut.’

			‘Well,’ I said mildly, ‘she did turn out to be quite difficult.’

			‘And now she’s dead,’ she said briskly. ‘Problem solved.’

			‘Not for Peterson.’

			‘Leave that to me,’ she said, and left the room.

			After she’d gone, I sat quietly for a while. Then I sat up straight and wiped my eyes and blew my nose. Then I thought I’d better get on with my day. Then Mrs Partridge called me up and said Dr Bairstow wanted to see me. It would seem my few days were up and he’d finished his deliberations.

			I was with him for four hours. I can’t divulge what was said but, as our discussion progressed, it became very apparent he hadn’t wasted his time. More from things he didn’t say than things he did, I began to suspect mine was only one part of a larger scheme. I had a sudden picture of him sitting, motionless, at the centre of an enormous and elaborate web whose strands reached out in directions and distances known only to him. I didn’t ask because he wouldn’t have told me and I had enough on as it was.

			As I left, Peterson and Leon filed in. Leon had the pod files under one arm, and as I stepped aside to let them in, Markham came in as well with his scratchpad ready.

			They closed the door behind them and I went off for a well-earned mug of tea and a bit of a think.

			Dr Bairstow made the announcement a couple of days later, during one of his fortunately infrequent all-staff meetings.

			The first item on the agenda was the ethnicity forms and our failure to realise the importance of.

			Every couple of years, Thirsk bombard us with a mountain of forms variously requesting details of age/ethnicity/religion and so on. Dr Bairstow calls an all-staff briefing and silently hands out the forms. Most people regard them as an exercise in creative writing and, two days later, equally silently, he collects them back up again and bundles them off to Thirsk. I’ve no idea how they’re received there, but I do know that one year, Bashford stated his colour was green and he’d been born on Olympus Mons, lower left-hand quadrant adjacent to the lava tube on the right.

			I should say now that, as far as I know, Olympus Mons remained his official place of birth for quite some time until a little while ago when he applied for a passport and the authorities swooped for their revenge. He was released from custody after less than a day, though not because he’d cooperated in any way – indeed, the silly sod hadn’t helped his cause at all, insisting on speaking to everyone in what he called Martian but was actually Latin. A fact discovered only when an ancient academic accidentally wandered past. He was lost and looking for the bar. Recognising the lingo, he enthusiastically joined in. Personally, I’d have arrested the pair of them but they were released without charge.

			Bashford was returned to us with a written warning on his record, an inconvenience soon forgotten in the joy of being reunited with a jubilant Angus. And Miss Sykes, of course.

			After the ethnicity forms there was the usual stuff.

			Dr Bairstow cleared his throat. ‘Subsequent to last week’s fire drill, may I congratulate those who, on hearing the alarm, had the intelligence to vacate the premises. I would, however, like to invite some of you to reconsider your assembly point. I cannot feel that your habit of congregating in the area adjacent to the oil tanks “because it’s out of the rain, sir,” enhances anyone’s chances of survival during a major conflagration, although it is, of course, entirely your choice and, as always, I hesitate to interfere.’

			He paused so we could appreciate his non-interference and then continued with the big finish.

			‘With effect from the day after tomorrow, Dr Maxwell is to be seconded to the Time Police. To assist them in their hunt for Clive Ronan. I am sure we all wish her well.’

			An astonished murmur ran around the room. I folded my arms and stared at my feet, refusing to catch anyone’s eye. The briefing concluded and we dispersed.

			Back in my office, Rosie Lee was furious. ‘Who will make my tea?’

			I shook my head. ‘No idea. I suspect you’ll be dead of tea deprivation ten minutes after I’ve left. Don’t forget to leave your desk tidy for your successor.’

			The entire History Department crashed en masse through the door and talked at me for nearly thirty minutes. I smiled and, other than confirming Peterson as my legitimate heir, said as little as possible. North glared at me. She’d been after my job since the day she walked through the door. Sykes was nearly in tears and, apparently, even Angus would miss me.

			I chivvied them all out and went off to find Leon who was waiting for me in Hawking. We walked around the lake because, since my discovery that our room had been bugged, we’d taken to talking about important stuff outside. In vain did Markham protest he’d swept our room three times and it was cleaner than clean – we just felt safer that way. And Dr Bairstow had decreed that, until this matter was settled one way or another, there were to be no written or electronic communications. Everything was to be face to face and in real time.

			Leon and I talked together for two circuits of the lake. Or about forty-five minutes. Neither of us was very happy, but what can you do?

			I spent the rest of the day closing things down in my office and packing. I wanted to take all my treasured possessions with me – my Trojan Horse, my red snake and so on – but apparently, people join the Time Police with nothing but the clothes they stand up in and a toothbrush. All right, slight exaggeration but not much.

			‘It’s like the French Foreign Legion,’ I said.

			Leon stared at me. ‘What?’

			‘You know – people have a crisis and join the Legion to forget.’

			‘The Time Police are nothing like the French Foreign Legion,’ he said. ‘And since when have you ever had to go abroad to forget something? I’ve been waiting for your signed copy of the pod schedule for a week now.’

			‘Talk to Peterson about it,’ I said, waving my hand vaguely. ‘He’s got the History Department now.’

			‘Poor sod.’

			In the end I had to narrow my packing down to what I could stuff into my sports bag. Which wasn’t much. And like me, the bag had seen better days.

			I asked Leon whether he thought I should close down my bank account.

			He took me gently by the wrist and once again we were outside.

			‘Max, you’re making it sound as if you’re not planning to come back.’

			‘Well, obviously I am, but you know what we say – hope for the best and plan for the worst.’

			‘No, you say that. I say . . .’ he stopped and looked away.

			I put my arms around him. ‘You don’t have to say anything, Leon. I know what you say. But we’ll get him. Between us, we’ll get him. And then I’ll be back. And I’ll be bringing Matthew with me. Everything’s going to be absolutely fine.’

			The Time Police sent a pod for me. Markham said it was because they didn’t trust me to get there on my own, but I suspected they had stringent security at TPHQ and any pod attempting an un-authorised landing would probably be vaporised on the spot. Together with its occupants.

			Leon walked me down to Hawking. We didn’t say anything. It had all been said the night before. Dr Bairstow, Peterson and Markham stood at the far end. The gantry was empty. Only Dieter and Mr Lindstrom were around, standing outside Number Five and ticking things off a checklist. Our footsteps echoed loudly in the concrete cavern.

			Dr Bairstow turned. ‘Ready, Max?’

			I nodded.

			He said quietly, ‘I will clear the way for you, Max. I promise.’

			I nodded again, not trusting to my voice.

			‘Good luck.’

			It was only as I shook hands with him that the full impact of what I was doing hit me. That was the moment when I wondered what the hell I thought I was playing at. A dark, unknowable future gaped at my feet and I stood on the brink. I closed my eyes for a moment, fighting off combined vertigo and panic. Everything swayed around me and I think that, at that moment, if anyone, anyone at all, had said, ‘I really don’t think this is a very good idea, Max,’ then I would have agreed with them and suggested we all go back to the main building for breakfast.

			They didn’t, however, so I didn’t either, and the feeling passed.

			Leon heaved one of the sliding doors open. It screeched in its metal runners. We stepped outside. It was a cold, raw day. A thick early morning mist hung heavy in the air.

			They were already waiting for me. This was it. Half of me thought – so soon? And the other half was glad there would be no hanging around.

			I walked with Leon to the Time Police pod. The ramp came down as we approached and an officer stepped out. I’d hoped for Matthew Ellis – a familiar face to make this a little easier, but I didn’t know this one. Silently, he took my bag from me and, displaying an enormous amount of tact for the Time Police, disappeared inside, leaving me alone with Leon.

			Leon took my ice-cold hand and held it between his own. Despite the dawn chill, his hands were very warm. My heart was thumping away but I’d come too far to back down now. Besides, I’d never live it down.

			‘Well,’ I said, lightly. ‘This is it.’

			‘Yes. Gainful employment at last. Who’d have thought?’ His grip tightened. ‘Max . . .’

			‘I will,’ I said. ‘I’ll take care, I promise you.’

			‘I was going to ask you if you’d got everything but, yes, the taking care thing is good as well.’

			‘You too, Leon. I don’t want to do the whole heroic return thing to find St Mary’s in flames.’

			‘I think you’ll find St Mary’s is only ever in flames when you’re around.’

			‘Hurtful but true.’

			‘Look after yourself.’

			I really didn’t want to do this. How do I get myself into these situations?

			‘And you, Leon. I’ll see you soon.’

			‘You’d better. Give my love to Matthew.’

			I nodded. Someone coughed nearby and I looked round. The officer was back and holding my bag. Silently he unzipped it and displayed the contents. There were one or two personal items but I suspected it was the enormous plastic bag containing my own body­weight in tea bags that was causing the problem. Tea was taxed out of existence in their time. Everyone glared at me. I think they suspected me of attempting to undermine the Time Police Culture of Evil by using tea bags as bribes, currency, rewards and so on. And for hot beverages, of course.

			It would appear my bag hadn’t made it through customs.

			‘You won’t need any of this,’ he said and held it out to Leon, who took it with a look that indicated he’d always known I’d be in trouble but hadn’t realised it would be quite this soon.

			And then, suddenly, the moment arrived.

			I took a breath. ‘I’d better be off.’

			He kissed my hand and then my cheek. ‘Good luck, Max.’

			I nodded, suddenly unable to speak.

			He stepped back and I entered their pod. The ramp came up behind me.

			I turned my back on St Mary’s and faced my future.

			A quiet voice said, ‘Commence jump procedures.’

			‘Commencing now.’

			The world flickered – and that was it.

			I couldn’t help feeling smug. Typical Time Police – all mouth and no trousers. St Mary’s does it much better.
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			The landing at TPHQ was much more impressive. We landed so smoothly and gently that at first, I didn’t realise we’d arrived at all. It was only when they started shutting things down and the officer said, ‘This way, please,’ that I realised we were actually here. All right, the Time Police do that better, but I rather missed Peterson and his bouncing-bomb landings.

			I shouldered my bag and followed the officer down the ramp. We don’t have ramps on our pods – not only does it reveal too much of the interior but it makes it difficult to fight off curious dinosaurs, mammoths, pitchfork-wielding villagers and so on.

			I paused at the bottom and looked around. I was in the bowels of TPHQ, buried beneath the iconic Battersea Power Station. Given the size of the space in which I stood, I might even be under the River Thames itself. Probably best not to think about that.

			Captain Farenden, Commander Hay’s adjutant, was waiting for me.

			‘Max, welcome to Time Police HQ. Nice to see you again.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said.

			An awkward silence fell.

			‘Big pods,’ I said, gesturing around. ‘With ramps.’

			‘We usually need to get as many feet on the ground as quickly as we can, to say nothing of plant and materiel. This is the best way of dispersing our forces.’

			‘Oh, right. You feel that a helicopter hovering over 15th-century Florence isn’t going to attract any attention at all?’

			He grinned. ‘Where do you think Leonardo got the idea from?’

			This equivalent of Hawking Hangar was massive. I don’t want to worry anyone, but if anything ever goes wrong, then half London will disappear in a flash and a bang and a gigantic puff of smoke. Along with most of the southern counties. If you want to be a safe distance away when the inevitable happens, may I suggest Reykjavik?

			I’d been here before, of course. On several occasions and for various reasons. Sometimes conscious – sometimes not. This was the first chance I’d had to get a really good look around.

			On the far wall, two swing doors led to their really excellent medical facilities. Another door in another wall opened into their stores and repair areas. The technicians – no, sorry, the Time Police call them mechs – had an office at the far end. Unlike St Mary’s, everything was bright and gleaming and modern. And functioning properly. I doubt they even knew duct tape existed.

			I don’t know what material they’d used in the construction, but this was no echoing concrete cavern. Voices were subdued and easily absorbed by very effective soundproofing. There wasn’t even a tinny little radio belting out popular tunes of the day. Music was probably a little too frivolous for the Time Police.

			I thought I might be taken to see Commander Hay immediately, but apparently there was a great deal to do first. I suspected the delay was also to reinforce my new position as lowest of the low.

			To begin with, I had to have a medical to prove I was fit for purpose. I think we all felt a bit dubious about that, but I scraped through somehow. I’d brought a message from Dr Stone saying this was as good as I was ever likely to get and welcome to his world.

			They had several doctors at TPHQ – apparently their casualty rate was even higher than ours – and I had the unnervingly silent one who’d treated Leon. We gazed at each other and then he sighed heavily, bleeped some sort of electronic device and I was officially A3.

			I protested. Back at St Mary’s, I was A1. He shook his head and said I was with the Time Police now and they had higher standards. I enquired when we were likely to see any evidence of that.

			‘Underweight and puny,’ he said, typing something into his machine.

			‘I’m so sorry I don’t fit into the narrow band of weight the medical profession has deemed acceptable for women today. Should we wait a week or so for that to change?’

			‘I don’t think you realise the medical profession – as you so disparagingly refer to it – has only your wellbeing at heart.’

			‘Well, I don’t think anyone realises that, do they?’

			His finger hovered menacingly over A4 so I took the hint and left.

			Only one step from physical decrepitude I might be – according to their medical team, anyway – but apparently, I did have some sort of status because I wasn’t shoved into a dormitory with the other lower life forms but found myself in the same guest suite in which Matthew and I had stayed before. I tried to feel this was because they valued me as an asset, rather than regarding me as some troublemaker from St Mary’s who had to be kept separate to avoid contaminating the others.

			It was quite nice, actually – even though it didn’t have Leon in it. I found myself facing the future with a small sitting room enjoying an amazing view over the river, two tiny bedrooms, a kettle and a jar of coffee.

			Someone tapped at the door. I went to open it, remembered I didn’t have to and called, ‘Come in.’

			The door opened automatically. It was Matthew.

			‘Hello,’ I said, really pleased to see him. ‘How are you?’

			He nodded to indicate he was fine.

			‘Oi!’ said someone behind him and gave him a poke. ‘Speak.’

			‘Very well, thank you,’ he said, politely.

			‘That’s better,’ said Captain Ellis. ‘Max, welcome to TPHQ.’

			‘Thank you. It’s very nice to be here.’

			There was a short pause during which I remembered you’re not supposed to tell fibs in front of children.

			‘Well,’ he said. ‘As you can see, your uniform is on your bed. Your list of duties is on your desk downstairs. Here’s a map of the building showing the few areas you have access to and the many more that you don’t.’ He handed me a sheet of paper. ‘Plus, the usual Things You Should Know folder, as well.’ He handed me a folder. ‘We’ll leave you to unpack and then come and collect you.’

			‘Done that,’ I said.

			He looked around at the small featureless room entirely bereft of any personal possessions. ‘Oh. OK.’

			‘If you can give me a minute to get changed I’ll be with you.’

			‘Before you go, there’s something we need to discuss.’

			My first thought was only one thing? but I nodded. ‘What’s the problem?’

			‘No problem at all, but we need to discuss where this young man is going to sleep in future. Would you like him to join you here – that’s why we gave you this suite – or . . . ?’

			Or remain in the dormitory with his friends was what neither of them were saying.

			My first impulse had been to say, ‘Here, of course,’ but I swallowed that down. ‘Well, sleeping here is a nice thought, but I’m probably going to be coming and going at all hours of the day and night. It’s up to you, though, Matthew. What would you like to do?’ He would want to stay with his friends. Of course, he would. I made it easy for him. ‘Would you prefer to stay where you are for the time being?’

			He nodded.

			‘Speak,’ said Ellis sternly.

			‘Yes, please.’

			I swallowed down my disappointment. I had hoped . . . well, never mind. ‘All right then.’ I was struck with an idea. ‘Tell you what, this Friday, if you’re not doing anything, come round and we’ll watch a holo. I’ll get a pizza, you bring your favourite movie and we’ll have an evening together. What do you think?’ I looked at Ellis. ‘Not a school night, so no problem.’

			‘Well,’ he said, reluctantly, ‘there’s usually a nine o’clock curfew.’

			We both watched Matthew work out that his mother probably didn’t do nine o’clock curfews. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’ He looked at me severely. ‘No anchovies.’

			‘In that case,’ I said, ‘no Transformers.’

			‘Attack of the Killer Zombie Robots?’

			‘Sounds good. See you Friday, if not before.’

			He nodded and looked at Ellis who said, ‘Off you go, then.’

			He disappeared.

			Ellis looked at me. ‘Nicely played, Max.’

			‘Yep, here less than an hour and undermining all your good work already. Um . . . can I ask you something?’

			He looked wary. I didn’t blame him. ‘What do you want me to do?’

			‘It’s something I don’t want you to do.’ I stopped, a little unsure.

			‘Yes?’

			‘I think Leon . . . I mean . . . well . . . Not sure how to say this . . . And don’t think I’m – we’re – not grateful for what you’re doing with Matthew, but I know Leon is looking forward . . . Well . . . could you not teach Matthew to shave?’

			There was a moment’s silence and then he said, ‘Well, I don’t think that’s likely to be an issue for a while yet, but yes, I do understand what you’re saying. Inasmuch as anyone can ever understand St Mary’s.’

			He did understand. I felt rather mean. ‘I don’t want you to think we’re not aware of . . .’

			‘It’s not a problem,’ he said. ‘I volunteered and I don’t regret it. Now, we need to get a move on.’

			‘OK. Give me two minutes.’

			Nothing had changed since my last visit. We walked down long, anonymous beige corridors, each one labelled with its floor number and tower name – North, South, East or West. Doors opened off either side. Other than their numbers, there was nothing to identify any individual rooms or their function. None of them were labelled. Every corridor was almost identical to the others. It was very easy to get lost. Intentionally so, I guessed.

			We headed first for Commander Hay’s office – the big one at the front, overlooking the river. The one with the wonderful view out over the Thames crowded with river traffic and with airships chugging slowly overhead.

			I strode along beside Ellis in my stiff, unfamiliar uniform. Black T-shirt – long-sleeved in my case because I feel the cold. Almost everyone else wore them short so everyone could admire their bulging muscles. Even the girls. Not having any muscles – or indeed bulges of any kind – I kept my sleeves down. I also wore the black combat trousers and what I persisted in referring to as Batman’s utility belt. There were pouches and loops for all sorts of equipment. Not having any equipment to speak of, mine jangled emptily.

			‘You’ll soon acquire all sorts of bits and pieces to hang off them,’ said Ellis, ‘and then they’re bloody heavy, let me tell you.’

			All officers were permitted to go armed and I rather hoped I’d get one of their big sonic guns. Not because I intended to shoot anyone but because I thought it would make me look like one of those movie heroines, heaving around some massive piece of weaponry while inexplicably – but they all do it for some reason – stripping down to my vest. Sadly, no one else shared my vision and I remained weaponless. The uniform was comfortable and practical, though, and in no way resembled the skintight bodysuits all professional women seem to feel obliged to wear in today’s movies and holos.

			I wore my own boots. They weren’t Time Police regulation issue but they’d seen some action over the years and looked much tougher than I did. There was even a possibility they might still have some Time Police DNA on their toecaps. They were boots that would be respected in a place like this and I reckoned I could bask in their reflected glory.

			We clumped along what seemed like miles of their featureless beige maze. For an organisation inhabiting one of the most iconic buildings in the world, their interior designer had seriously missed the mark.

			I asked him if they’d done the décor themselves.

			‘What décor?’ he said, looking around.

			‘Well, I think that answers my question.’

			Commander Hay was waiting for us in her office.

			I’d encountered her before on several occasions. We’d both been at the treaty-signing after the Battle of St Mary’s. She was a very different person from Colonel Albay, former head of the Time Police. I hadn’t liked him at all, not least because he’d tried to strangle me. That sort of thing can put you off a person.

			Commander Hay was, on the face of it, a much more benign person than Albay. Until you remembered that there weren’t that many women in the Time Police so for her to rise to this position was an enormous achievement. And she’d fought in the Time Wars – that period of anarchy when the secret of time travel was out there for everyone to grab. The story was that that was when she’d incurred the injury to her face. There’d been an emergency extraction and the door had blown off the pod. Everyone had died except Marietta Hay but, when they were eventually able to get to her, one side of her face was older than the other. As always, I wondered what she thought when she looked in the mirror every morning.

			She’d been appointed because she was the more acceptable face (no pun intended) of the Time Police. The bad old days of Colonel Albay were gone. Under her leadership, the Time Police were working hard at being nice people. A bit of a struggle for some of them but I was sure they’d get the hang of it. One day.

			As part of her We in the Time Police are lovely people, really scheme, they’d opened up the ground floor to the public. A beauti­fully designed atrium was the focus of the public side of the organisation. There were indoor trees and gardens and a splashing fountain. There was a lot of smart glass and shafts of sunlight made exciting patterns on the floor.

			Crocodiles of chattering children could frequently be seen wandering around the place with their lunchboxes and worksheets. There were lectures and holos open to all. Discreet offices staffed by specially selected officers – those with if not friendly then at least less-scarred-than-usual countenances – who encouraged people to report any suspicions they might have about something sinister being built in their neighbours’ garage. Friendly, cheerful, smiling Time Police officers stood in full view, all ready to direct arrivals or answer questions and not shoot anyone. Not in front of the children, at least.
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