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			About the Book

			A long time ago in the future, the secret of time travel became known to all. Everyone seized the opportunity – and the world nearly ended. There will always be idiots who want to change history.

			And so, the Time Police were formed. An all-powerful, international organisation tasked with keeping the timeline straight. At all costs. 

			Their success is legendary, and the Time Wars are over. But now the Time Police must fight to save a very different future – their own. 

			This is the story of Jane, Luke and Matthew – arguably the worst recruits in Time Police history. Or, very possibly, three young people who might just change everything. 

		

	
		
			About the Author
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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!

			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.

			Doing Time is the first in an irresistible spinoff series – a gateway into the world of the Time Police who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.
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			Roll Call

			Time Police Personnel

			Commander Marietta Hay	Commander of the Time Police. Attempting to modernise. A bit of an uphill struggle.

			Captain Charlie Farenden	Her adjutant. An astute young man.

			Major Callen	Head of Recruitment and Training. A bit of an enigma.

			Major Matthew Ellis	Recently promoted. Tipped for the top. If he lives long enough.

			Lt Gordon Grint	Recently promoted. Leading his first team. A very conventional Time Police officer.

			Officer Celia North	Formerly from St Mary’s. Fancied a change of career.

			Officer Sarah Smith	A bit of a bitch. Actually, quite a lot of a bitch.

			Team 236 – Team Weird

			Trainee Matthew Farrell	Life’s a little more complicated these days. Still reluctant to have his hair cut.

			Trainee Jane Lockland	Brighter than everyone thinks. Definitely brighter than she herself thinks.

			Trainee Luke Parrish	Unwillingly trafficked into the Time Police. Not giving it his best shot.

			Team 235 – All shaping up to be nice, conventional Time Police officers

			Trainee Alek Anders

			Trainee Alan Hansen

			Trainee Stefan Kohl

			Trainee Marco Rossi

			Security

			Officer Songül Varma	Prisoner’s Friend, but not really.

			St Mary’s Personnel – Grains of sand in the Time Police Sandwiches of Life

			Deputy Director Tim Peterson	Reprising his Roman patriarch role. Even less successfully this time around.

			Dr Lucy Maxwell	Historian. Enough said.

			Miss Greta Van Owen	Historian. As above.

			Mr Markham	Security. Got his hands full. Again.

			Chief Technical Officer	Very pleased to see his son.

			Leon Farrell

			Professor Andrew Rapson	Unchanged over the years.

			Dr Octavius Dowson	As above.

			Mr Tom Bashford	Drowning – but only very slowly.

			Miss Felix Lingoss	Hair expert.

		

	
		
			A Brief History of the Time Wars

			A long time ago in the future, the secret of time travel became available to all. Naturally, everyone wanted it and because the implications were imperfectly understood, the world nearly ended.

			Old wars were fought and refought as world leaders continually pressed ‘Reset’ hoping for a more favourable outcome this time around.

			New nations emerged, flickered briefly and then disappeared. The Confederate States of America, for example, arose from the wreckage of North America, was defeated, emerged again and refused all attempts to dismantle it. The subsequent long, bitter and bloody struggle so distorted the timeline that, for a dangerously long time, the Confederacy and the Union existed side by side, playing out their own histories simultaneously.

			All over the world, people lived, died, then lived again.

			Events happened. Then didn’t happen. Had never happened. Then happened again but differently. Some moments vital to the development of the human race never happened at all. Some happened more than once.

			Everyone wanted to change the past for the better, but what was better for A was not necessarily better for B. Not surprisingly, whole new wars broke out.

			Many, whose minds could not encompass the many versions of the same events, went mad. History was written and rewritten so many times that the fabric of reality began to wear thin. The world began to spiral downwards to destruction.

			At the last moment, when it was almost too late, the Time Police were formed. It was an international effort. Personnel were drawn from the military, from the police, and even a few from a tiny organisation known as the Institute of Historical Research at St Mary’s Priory, situated outside Rushford in England, where they would explain, at enormous length, that they definitely didn’t do time travel – they investigated major historical events in contemporary time, and they’d been doing this for some time without anyone being any the wiser and that all of this was nothing to do with them.

			A series of international laws were passed to deal with the situation. The punishment for time travel was death. Anyone caught indulging in time travel faced summary execution – together with everyone else involved. Or even those unfortunate enough to be standing nearby. No one ever bothered with a trial.

			Every citizen was required to cooperate fully and completely with the Time Police. Failure to do so was death.

			Armed with these powers, the Time Police set about their task of saving the world from its own stupidity.

			Thus began what were known as the Time Wars. The Time Police’s remit was simple: to shut down time travel everywhere. No matter what it took – shut it down. With extreme prejudice if necessary. Just shut it down and get the situation back under control. They answered to no one. No one nation had overall control. Their reputation was fearful. Word soon got around. If the Time Police turned up, then things were not going to end well. Not for anyone within a five-mile radius, anyway.

			It was bloody and brutal for a long time. A lot of people died. And not just the illegals, as they were known. The Time Police themselves paid an astronomically high price. After the first year, nearly all the original members were dead. Casualties were massive. It is doubtful whether they could have sustained these losses for very much longer but they never faltered, relentlessly pursuing their targets up and down the timeline. At one point they numbered less than thirteen officers in the whole world. No one ever knew how close the Time Police came to extinction.

			Fortunately, by then, people were beginning to realise that possessing time travel is like holding a snake in your hand. If you don’t know what you’re doing, sooner or later, it will twist in your hand and bite you.

			One by one, nations were induced to give it up. Many were secretly glad to see it go. They simply hadn’t wanted to be the first to surrender it. And by then, big business had discovered the past was not theirs to plunder. Their massive investment had led to no returns at all. They too lost interest.

			In the shell-shocked aftermath, it was the Time Police, politically neutral, who brokered agreements, treaties and accords or, if that failed, knocked a few heads together. When done at street level, that sort of thing is known as a brawl. Do it at international level and it’s called diplomacy.

			After a long while, things settled back down again but, as is always the way, those who had been the first to extol the virtues of the Time Police now began to perceive that the existence of an organisation with such wide-ranging powers might not be such a good thing after all.

			Time travel, however, was not completely eradicated. There was Temporal Tourism – illegal but lucrative. Attempting to hide in another time to escape the consequences of an illegal act in this one was always popular. And every now and then, someone would put something up on the Dark Web, and armed with not even moderately accurate information, a hundred enthusiastic amateurs – for whom death by radiation was something that happened to other people – would beaver away in lock-ups, garages, spare bedrooms and science classes, apparently oblivious to the Time Police heading their way, determined to resolve the situation – whatever it took.

			Whatever it took.

		

	
		
			Jane

			I’m where I am today because of a stuffed seagull. It stood in a glass case under a skylight at the top of the stairs in my grandmother’s house and it frightened me nearly as much as she did. Which is to say – a lot.

			My grandmother was thin and brown-leathery and for years I thought she was a witch. Her room was right at the top of her tall, narrow house and she rarely left it, but somehow, she always knew when I’d dropped a cup or if I’d dawdled on the way back from the shops or stopped to buy myself a rare bar of chocolate.

			Her voice, with that imperious rasp, would drift down the stairs.

			‘Jane, come here at once,’ followed by the tinkle of her bell, demanding my instant presence.

			I hated that bell. Nearly as much as I hated the seagull. But not as much as I hated her.

			She was only one woman but I might as well have been toiling away in a large hotel, the amount of work she caused. Clean sheets every day. Whole herds of ghastly china animals to wash several times a month. Furniture to be polished – and with the old-style wax polish too, not the permanent spray-shine you can get these days. The windows were to be done every month – because she wouldn’t have stay-clean SmartGlass – and despite most of the rooms being shut up and never used, they still needed cleaning from top to bottom every month. Every now and then I would try missing one but she always knew. I never found out how.

			I thought things would be easier after I left school because there would be more time for her insatiable demands, but that turned out not to be the case. There were just more of them. Her insatiable demands expanded to fit the time allocated. She could have had an army of servants and every single one of them would be as overworked and tired as I was.

			My grandmother still left the house occasionally. She went to church on Sundays where, presumably, she harangued the Almighty for failing to wipe everyone not white, middle-class or English from the planet. With extreme prejudice. You always felt she was disappointed that God had confined himself to smiting only the firstborn of Egypt when he could, with just a little more effort, have wiped out the entire country. That would have taught them a lesson, wouldn’t it?

			On the third Tuesday of every month, she was collected by someone who almost certainly was unable to get out of it and taken to the Social Centre a couple of miles away, where she found fault with everyone and everything, consumed every mouthful of a lunch that was hardly worth eating and was returned home, refreshed, invigorated and complaining every inch of the way.

			And then there was the shopping. I visited the shops every day because everything had to be fresh. In vain did I murmur of refrigeration and its benefits. Every day at ten o’clock in the morning I left the house, squeezed tomatoes, inspected fish, sniffed at melons and then lugged the whole lot back home again. Every single day. I actually expected to be doing this for the rest of my life.

			Which brings me back to the seagull. Almost every moment of every day was overlooked by that awful bird with its preda­tory beak and evil eyes. One of them wasn’t set quite right, giving it an evil leer which followed me wherever I went. Apparently, her husband, my grandad, had stuffed it for her as a personal gift – I’m not sure what that says about either of them – and then died shortly afterwards. The two events were probably unconnected, but it was enough for her to enshrine the thing in pride of place at the top of the stairs, where it was an eternal reminder of her dead husband.

			And then I dropped the stupid thing.

			I don’t know how it happened. Probably I was away with the fairies, which was how my grandmother usually described me. According to her I was a feckless daydreamer – a useless wimp – who would have starved to death on the streets if she hadn’t taken me in. Or perhaps I was more tired than I thought. I only know that as I picked up the glass case to dust underneath – because she’d know if I hadn’t – it was heavier than I remembered and the whole thing slipped out of my hands and crashed on to the floor.

			The glass case shattered and the long-time inhabitant just fell apart. Heaven knows how old it was or how long it had been there, but it didn’t take kindly to being bounced off the gleaming parquet (forty-five minutes hard polish every other Thursday). The body hit the floor with a soft explosion of what looked like sawdust and the head skidded off underneath the highly polished walnut chest of drawers (fifteen minutes hard polish every other Thursday – before doing the floor but after cleaning the windows) and out of sight.

			I stared, appalled. I had no idea what to do. When I thought of the way she carried on if I so much as dropped a cup, I could hardly begin to imagine what this disaster would earn me. My agitation even caused me to run in small circles as I tried to work out whether I should try to reassemble things – no chance. Or try to hide the evidence – no chance. Or even try to deny there had ever been anything there in the first place. ‘What seagull, Granny?’

			Or – and I don’t know where this thought came from – I could simply . . . go. It wasn’t as if I’d never thought about it. I’d done it a thousand times in my dreams. I could grab a few things and leave. And never come back. I remember standing stock-still, suffering all the paralysis of someone whose dream could suddenly come true.

			It was Tuesday. She would be gone for hours. I could be miles away before she got back. And then what would she do? What could she do? And she was perfectly capable of looking after herself if I wasn’t there to do it for her.

			‘Don’t be so silly,’ said the voice within. ‘Where would you go?’

			A good point, I had to concede – Gran always said I was about as much use as boil-in-the-bag ice cream – the venom in her voice robbing the comment of any humour – but compared with staying here with a shattered seagull, starving to death seemed a very viable option. If I remained, my life would hardly be worth living. And besides, I was old enough to go. In fact, I was too old to stay. Whoever heard of anyone my age living with their granny? And she could manage on her own. It wasn’t as if she needed me. She didn’t even like me. Thoughts I never knew were inside me came suddenly bubbling to the surface.

			Wimpy Jane was horrified. ‘But I have no money.’

			‘There’s the housekeeping. She keeps it tucked in her pillowcase.’

			Wimpy Jane nearly fainted. ‘You mean . . . steal it? She’ll go ballistic.’

			‘More or less ballistic than when she sees what you’ve done to her seagull?’

			Wimpy Jane folded without a fight. ‘Good point. I should go. Now.’

			‘What?’

			Wimpy Jane cast aside the shackles of years. ‘I’m going.’

			There’s nothing like suddenly giving yourself permission to do something you haven’t dared to do nearly all your life to catapult you into a vortex of panic and indecision.

			I ran to my room. Halfway there I thought I’d better clear up the mess and veered off towards the stairs for a dustpan and brush. Halfway there I suddenly thought, what are you doing? Leave it. She’ll see what’s happened and at least then you won’t have to bother with an explanatory note along the lines of:

			Dear Granny,

			I broke your bird and by the way I’ve hated every moment here, and you claiming my carer allowance for yourself for my board and lodging was a really mean trick so I’m running away. I’ve taken the housekeeping in lieu of non-existent wages and I can promise you’ll never see me again.

			Jane.

			PS The seagull head is under the chest of drawers. Don’t think you’ll be able to reach it. Hope it doesn’t start to smell. Goodbye.

			On second thoughts . . . why not? Why not leave a note just like that?

			I left it lying on her pillow. Right next to where the housekeeping used to be.

			My heart was thudding fit to burst. I think I was terrified she’d come home early and catch me. She never had – she paid what she always classed as ‘an enormous sum’ of money to the Centre to take her and feed her and entertain her and she’d never leave until she felt she’d had her money’s worth. I had plenty of time.

			I made myself slow down, select stout shoes, something waterproof, warm clothes and some underwear. I stuffed the money – I hadn’t had time to stop and count it – into my toilet bag and shoved the whole lot into a carrier bag, because I never went anywhere, so why would I have a suitcase?

			I threw on my coat, flung open the front door and ran down the path. I heard the door slam behind me and realised I’d left my key behind.

			Now I couldn’t go back even if I wanted to.

			I see I’ve begun in the middle but the seagull thing was a truly major event for me. It changed everything. Fear, coupled with shame and anger at being so afraid, propelled me from the house and out into the street and then deserted me completely. I found my way to the High Street and stood on the pavement watching the world go past. Where to go?

			I couldn’t stay here. Everyone knew my grandmother, therefore, everyone knew me. I turned left for the airbus station. I would buy a ticket to . . . somewhere. In the meantime, I needed to survey my resources.

			Actually, I was astonished at the really rather large sum of money I’d grabbed. Given the way she doled it out in pitifully small amounts whenever I went shopping and snarled at me if she thought there was insufficient change, there was a lot of money here. I could go almost anywhere.

			I stuffed it all back into my bag before anyone saw it, bought myself a coffee and sat down on a bench to think. There was one of those holographic news and advertising boards on the wall. I sipped my coffee and watched the adverts slide by. Cheap airship travel, the latest blockbuster holos, Parrish Industries, cheap loans, national news, international news – image after image flickered by while the words slid past at the bottom of the screen. It was all on a continuous loop and I think I watched it twice before it registered.

			The Time Police were recruiting. And they especially wanted women.

			I don’t know at what point it occurred to me that this could be just what I was looking for – a job with living accommodation provided. I watched it go by a couple more times – I was worried in case they changed their minds suddenly and took it down, but they didn’t so I caught the airbus to London and enlisted.

		

	
		
			Luke

			The bleeping woke me. I had a message coming through. I blinked and tried to focus. Blinked again, tried again, blinked again and gave it up, hoping the whole thing would go away.

			It didn’t.

			When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I sat up and waited vainly for the pounding behind my eyes to go away, until I was finally able to focus on the read-out.

			Hey, what do you know? A message from dear old Dad. Had he remembered my birthday? A bit of a first for him. And it’s not as if he had any excuse – he had armies of people to remind him about things like this. There it was, though. His name flashing on the screen.

			I hadn’t heard from him for quite some time, and actually I’d rather been expecting to be on the receiving end of massive parental displeasure over the Tannhauser business, but there had been complete silence and since that had been some time ago now, he’d obviously missed it.

			Like an idiot, I was pleased to hear from him. I thought he was messaging me because today was my birthday. Celebrations had begun last night – hence the pounding head this morning – and were due to continue for quite some time. And then I read the message and thought – shit.

			It was a bit of a bugger getting the girl out of bed and I couldn’t remember her name. Dianna? Dinah? Yes, Ruth – that was it. Actually, it turned out her name was Deidre so I wasn’t that far out. But calling her Ruth would account for her snippy exit.

			Heroically and despite the hangover, I made a real effort to clean up my apartment. Well, technically, I just shoved everything into a black bag and hurled it into the incineration chute. I can’t think why people find housework so difficult. It wasn’t wonderful, but thirty minutes later things did look considerably tidier. He’d never been here before so I wanted to make a good impression. It would be nice if he liked the place.

			I’d just selected Scottish Heather for the air conditioner when the doorbell rang. He was here.

			No, he wasn’t. He’d sent his PA, Ms Steel, instead.

			I don’t like Ms Steel. Steel by name and steel by nature. She is extremely good-looking in a severe sort of way. It really gets my goat that it’s OK for Dad to surround himself with shit-hot women but not me. Anyway, there I was, staring gormlessly at the severe but sexy Ms Steel. I really wouldn’t have minded easing her between my sheets – freshly changed after Ruth, before anyone gets the wrong idea – but so far that opportunity hadn’t been granted me.

			There was no opening preamble. No ‘Hello, Luke, how are you? Do you fancy a spot of afternoon delight?’

			‘A message from your father,’ she announced, laying a whole rainforest of documents on the table.

			A bit environmentally irresponsible, as I pointed out and she ignored me. I did try a quick squint at them, but my head was still pounding and quite honestly, my eyes weren’t focusing that well, either.

			Ms Steel sighed, conveying an entire continent of impatience and judgement. ‘Can you even see the papers, Mr Parrish?’

			‘I’m actually having difficulty seeing the table. Can’t you just tell me?’

			‘Very well. These are enlistment papers for the Time Police.’

			I was shocked. Seriously shocked. ‘What? Why the hell is the old man joining the Time Police?’

			She didn’t bother to laugh. ‘Your father feels that after the Tannhauser incident last year, your life would benefit from more structure. Hence, you will serve two years in the Time Police.’

			I had the feeling I was fighting a losing battle but I had a go anyway. ‘He can’t do that.’

			‘He has already done it.’

			I said with confidence, ‘They’re not going to take someone like me.’

			‘With the right inducements, they would take even someone like you.’

			I thought the ‘even’ was a little bit offensive and said so.

			She shrugged, giving an excellent impersonation of a woman who really couldn’t give a fu . . . give a damn.

			Time to turn on the old Parrish charm. Never lets me down.

			I inched my chair closer. ‘I feel sure there’s been a mistake somewhere along the line, Ms Steel. He didn’t actually mean me to join. It’s just to scare me. And it’s worked. Obviously, I’ll be a good boy from now on. Please pass on my congratulations regarding his tactics. Is he coming to my birthday party tonight?’

			‘No. And neither are you. These papers order you to report immediately. Later today, in fact.’

			I blinked furiously. As if that would make any difference. He can’t do this.’

			She didn’t bother with a response this time.

			I stirred the papers with my finger. They all looked horribly genuine. Not that I’d know any differently but they did all the same. My headache redoubled its thumping. I couldn’t join the Time Police. What was the old man thinking?

			‘I can’t join the Time Police,’ I said. ‘I have . . . responsibilities. Commitments I must honour.’ The old man was very big on honouring commitments. Now was obviously a good time to make a start. ‘I’ve got Glastonbury. And Wimbledon. A fortnight at a mate’s house in the Caribbean. There’s the test match next month. I can’t let people down.’

			‘Mr Parrish has instructed me to say that letting people down is second nature to you. And that you have never shown the slightest inclination to shoulder any of your responsibilities. The Tannhauser affair was the last straw, I’m afraid. Responsibilities are about to be imposed upon you.’

			‘I know the Time Police,’ I lied. ‘You can’t just waltz in and sign on the dotted line. There are tests and interviews and . . . things.’

			‘All of which have been completed on your behalf.’

			I scoffed. ‘They wouldn’t take me sight unseen.’

			‘They know you by reputation. Everyone knows you by reputation.’

			Ten minutes ago I might have thought that was a compliment.

			‘I am sure your vanity will be happy to hear it took a very great deal of persuasion and an extremely large sum of money to induce the Time Police even to contemplate the idea. You are not cheap, Mr Parrish.’

			Time to switch on even more Parrish charm and get myself out of this. I pulled my chair closer still, smiled into her flint-hard eyes and said, ‘I’ve never been cheap, Ms Steel, but I can assure you I am extremely good value.’

			Not a flicker. Not a bloody flicker. I was obviously a lot more hungover than I thought. Or she was a lesbian. Yes, that was far more likely. Typical Dad to send a lesbian.

			‘Officially, your father has made a very generous contribution to their Widows and Orphans Fund. They were extraordinarily grateful.’

			The net was closing. ‘I’ll bet they were.’

			‘To the extent they would take even you.’

			I noticed we were back to the ‘even’ again. Lesbian, for sure.

			‘So,’ she said, indicating the dead trees strewn across the table. ‘It’s all here. Travel documents. Joining instructions.’ She paused for the kicker. ‘Contract of employment.’

			I leaped at a perceived opportunity. ‘I haven’t signed a contract.’

			‘Haven’t you?’ She pushed a document across the table and I peered at it. The throbbing behind my eyes now quite bad and getting worse by the second, because there was my signature. Quite definitely mine. The clouds of alcohol grudgingly parted to make room for the airbus of memory. I had vague memories of signing an enormous number of bar bills. This must have been among them and I hadn’t noticed.

			I pushed it back. ‘Signed under the influence of alcohol. And a couple of other things as well. Probably not legal.’

			She pushed it back again. ‘Substance abuse these days is punishable by considerably more than a two-year gaol term, and is invariably served in institutions far less benevolent than the Time Police. The end result will be the same, however – you out of harm’s way for at least two years. Your father is graciously offering you a choice. I’ll tell him you’ve declined the Time Police and chosen the other option, shall I?’

			She began to gather up the papers.

			It started to dawn on me with a very nasty thud that there was no way out of this other than to do as my father . . . well, I was going to say ‘wished’, but ‘commanded’ would probably be more accurate.

			I held out my hand for the documents. Could be worse, I suppose. The uniform was pretty cool and you got to shoot people. And they were based in London, so apart from showing up for work occasionally, I could just carry on as before. My dad’s not as clever as he thinks he is.

			‘One other thing,’ she said. ‘During your period of service, you will receive no money other than that which you earn.’

			I must have gaped like an idiot.

			‘Your allowance is rescinded. Your social engagements are cancelled. All your accounts except one have been closed and that one is now empty. Your property – all your property – is confiscated. You may take with you one small suitcase. I advise you to choose wisely – the contents will have to last you two years. And now I must take my leave, Mr Parrish.’

			Honour demanded I have one last try.

			‘Oh, don’t go yet, Ms Steel. I thought we could spend a little time discussing things and . . .’

			‘I’m a very busy woman,’ she said, clicking her case closed. ‘You are simply number three on my list of Things To Do Today, Mr Parrish. Good luck with your new career.’

			And she was gone. Just like that. I know I was well hungover but surely I hadn’t lost that much of my touch.

			I made a giant pot of coffee and sat down to read. There were more words there than I’d read in the last five years put together. It made my eyes ache but at the end of it there was no doubt. Like it or not, I was now a member of the Time Police.

		

	
		
			Matthew

			I always knew I’d join the Time Police. I hadn’t said anything because I knew my parents wouldn’t like it. They work for the Institute of Historical Research at St Mary’s Priory and the two organisations tend to hate each other on sight. St Mary’s does work with the Time Police occasionally – although not for them, as my mother is always very keen to point out. Sometimes it ends well, although usually it doesn’t, so I was expecting all sorts of fuss when I told them.

			There was a long silence and then Dad said, ‘For how long?’

			‘Two years,’ I said, and they both looked so relieved that I felt compelled to add, ‘to begin with.’

			‘And then?’

			‘I don’t know. Depends how it goes, I suppose.’

			‘But why?’ said Mum.

			‘The initial contract is always for two years. After that there’s a variety of options, ranging from . . .’

			‘No, I mean why on earth would you want to join the Time Police? They have the combined intelligence of a pencil sharpener.’

			I nearly said, ‘It’s my home,’ but although this was true to some extent – the Time Police had once housed and educated me – it wasn’t what Mum and Dad wanted to hear at that moment, so I told them the work interested me.

			‘They shoot people,’ said my mother, waving her arms about. ‘They race up and down the timeline wearing stupid black cloaks and buggering up everything they touch. They’re a bunch of lying toerags with no principles or honour. They don’t keep their word. You can’t trust them an inch. They . . .’

			Dad pulled her back down again and she subsided. ‘We agreed,’ he said mildly, ‘that Matthew should choose his own way and that whatever he decided to do with his life, we would support and encourage him.’

			‘I am supporting and encouraging him,’ she said, crossly. ‘I’m just making sure he understands what a terrible mistake he’s making and that he’s aware of the true nature of the imbeciles with whom he intends to spend every moment of the next two years. Always supposing they don’t manage to kill him on his first day. Which could happen. Especially the way they go about things. Seriously, Matthew, if you want to join a bunch of mindless thugs who can’t get anything right and ruin people’s lives, why don’t you become a politician?’

			‘It’s no different to the way things have been up till now,’ I said, keeping calm because one of us had to. ‘I’ve been in and out of the TPHQ for a couple of years now and you’ve been all right with that.’

			‘Yes, but that was different. You could come home any time you liked. You were a sort of guest there. This is something else completely. You’ll be one of them. You’ll belong to them and they could have you doing anything. Do you honestly think you could kill someone?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said, because I didn’t. ‘I suppose there’s training for that sort of thing. I might not get through. In which case . . .’

			‘Are they making you do this?’ demanded my mother. ‘Have they been putting pressure on you to join them? Because if so, then just tell me and I’ll shoot off and have a quick word with Commander Hay.’

			‘No, no,’ I said, meaning no, they weren’t putting any pressure on me and no, for God’s sake, don’t shoot off and have a word with Commander Hay. Mum and Commander Hay frequently had far too many words together and the results were never happy for anyone. ‘Look, you said yourselves, you’d support any career choice I made and this is it.’

			She seized at another straw. ‘But you’re too young, surely?’

			‘Well, that’s just it, isn’t it? No one knows how old I am. The Time Police have chosen to believe I’ve reached the minimum age.’

			‘But . . .’ she said, because she never goes down without a fight.

			Dad put his hand on hers. ‘Max . . .’

			‘I know,’ she said, ‘but even so . . .’

			‘I was never going to come and work here,’ I said as gently as I could, because she really was upset and I felt a little guilty. They’re my parents and I love them.

			‘I know you weren’t,’ said Mum. ‘And I wouldn’t have encouraged that, anyway, but I thought . . . Oh, I don’t know. It’s as if they’ve been . . . grooming you. That’s it, isn’t it? They’re like a cult and you’ve fallen under their influence.’

			I shook my head. ‘Of course they’re not and I haven’t.’

			‘But that’s just it,’ said Mum. ‘You wouldn’t know, would you? But don’t panic – there are people out there who can de-cult you and . . .’

			‘They’re not a cult,’ I said. ‘And if it makes you feel any better, I approached Captain . . . no, he’s a major now . . . Major Ellis some time ago and said I’d like to join and he said because I was so young, I had to think about it for at least six months before he’d put my name forwards and I have. Waited six months, I mean, and I still want to do it. Now it’s time.’

			‘Will they accept you?’ said Dad.

			Mum rounded on him at once. ‘Why wouldn’t they?’

			‘No reason,’ he said calmly. ‘No reason at all.’ But I knew exactly what he meant. He wasn’t referring to the Time Police as an organisation as a whole, but rather the many individuals who made up that whole. Individuals who had not been selected for their good-natured ability to embrace diversity and live and let live.

			Major Ellis, to give him credit, had touched on this.

			‘You might find, Matthew, that there’s a big difference between a little boy trotting up and down the corridors clutching his schoolbooks under his arm, and a young man with a defiantly non-regulation haircut and an attitude problem. They still remember that incident when you broke the Time Map.’ And now it would seem that Dad was thinking along the same lines.

			‘I’ve thought about that,’ I said to him, because I had. ‘And I still want to do it.’

			‘Well, in that case,’ he said, sitting back, ‘good luck, son. Your mother and I wish you well.’

			‘So what does all this entail?’ asked Mum, suspiciously. I think she was convinced the Time Police ran special courses for racing up and down the timeline, endangering history and generally getting in her way.

			‘Six weeks’ basic training, then six months of what they call “gruntwork”. Dealing with minor problems, sorting out naughty people, probably not shooting anyone, that sort of thing. Then I can select my speciality. IT, or admin, or one of the active squads – whatever.’

			‘Have you thought about yours?’ enquired Mum.

			‘I want to work with the Time Map,’ I said, and could see their relief immediately. I must remember to tell Major Ellis his plan had worked. To get them believing and expecting the worst, and then tell them I wanted to do something benign with the Time Map.

			‘Your parents will be so relieved,’ he’d said, grinning at the thought of putting one over on Mum, ‘they’ll agree to anything.’

			And it looked as if he’d been right.
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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.

			‘Well, Charlie, what do you have for me today?’

			Captain Farenden opened his first file.

			‘Not a lot, ma’am. The finance section has the budget figures you requested.’ He passed them across. ‘Visitor figures are slightly down on last month but not by enough to cause concern; maintenance on the North Chimney has been completed and we lost four officers last month.’

			‘Did they run away?’

			‘One invalided out and three resignations. They think they can earn more money in the private sector.’

			‘That’s the official reason,’ she said. ‘What they mean is they don’t like the direction in which I’m leading this organisation.’

			Captain Farenden had not achieved his position without mastering the use of massive tact.

			‘It’s a difficult time, ma’am. People don’t like change. They’re bound to feel a little . . . unsettled.’

			She sighed. ‘If we don’t get a grip – if I don’t get a grip – if I can’t turn them around and get them facing the threats of today rather than those of yesterday . . .’

			‘But you are making progress, ma’am.’

			‘Not quickly enough. We’re an organisation of two halves, Charlie.’

			‘Yes, ma’am. The old and the new.’

			‘There’s nothing wrong with the old, Charlie. Just as long as they’ll let me lead them into the realms of the new. Sadly, there are those who just won’t be led.’

			‘Albayans, ma’am.’

			‘After the late and very unlamented Colonel Albay, yes. Getting rid of him is about the only useful thing St Mary’s has ever done.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			She sighed. ‘Well, if these . . . Albayans won’t come around, then they’ll have to be induced to leave. Somehow.’

			‘Or you could just shoot them, ma’am.’

			She brightened. ‘Very true. Before they shoot me.’ She paused. ‘You’re supposed to say, “It will never come to that.” Seriously, Charlie, I sometimes wonder if you’ve quite grasped the full extent of your role as my adjutant.’

			‘I beg your pardon, ma’am. I was giving you a moment before diverting you with the next piece of bad news.’

			‘Thoughtful of you.’

			‘Simply part of my role as your adjutant, ma’am.’

			‘Go on then. Divert me.’

			‘Sadly, it’s only a very small piece of bad news.’

			‘Well, never mind. I’m sure we’ll manage to turn it into a crisis by the end of the day.’

			Captain Farenden sighed. ‘Our trainees.’

			‘What about them?’

			‘It’s their last day of basic training today. Graduation ceremony on Friday.’ He looked pointedly at her scratchpad. ‘It’s in your diary, ma’am.’

			‘Can’t you shunt it on to Major Callen?’

			‘Er . . .’

			‘He shunted it on to me, didn’t he?’

			‘Er . . .’

			‘Recruitment and Training is part of his remit. Why isn’t he addressing the proud parents and relatives?’

			‘Recruitment drive, ma’am.’

			‘In Outer Mongolia, no doubt. Some place so remote and with such primitive travel links that he can’t possibly get back here in time.’

			‘Glasgow, ma’am.’

			‘Oh, yes – that would do it. So, what’s the bad news you think you’ve successfully distracted me from?’

			‘The trainees, ma’am.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘We’ve lost one.’

			‘Dead or mislaid?’

			‘Dropped out.’

			Commander Hay picked up her paper knife. Never a good sign.

			‘Well,’ said Captain Farenden mildly, ‘we do tell them they can leave at any point before they formally complete their training.’

			‘That doesn’t mean they should. Or that I have to be happy about it.’ She had a sudden thought. ‘Which one? Please tell me it was Parrish.’

			‘Larsson, ma’am.’

			‘Bugger. He was . . .’ She pulled herself up.

			‘The normal one?’

			‘They’re none of them normal, but he was . . .’

			‘The closest, ma’am.’

			‘Exactly. And the point you’re dancing around is . . . ?’

			‘We no longer have enough people to form two teams, ma’am. We have one team and . . .’

			‘And three left over. And we both know which three, don’t we?’

			‘Well, I do, ma’am.’

			‘Matthew Farrell, Jane Lockland and Luke Parrish.’

			‘And so do you.’

			She sighed. The Time Police traditionally work in teams of four. There had been eight trainees – now there were seven. One complete team and three . . . misfits.

			‘It would be those three, wouldn’t it?’

			‘I’m afraid so, ma’am. And they’re a weak team. Farrell is very young, Lockland is very wet and Luke Parrish is – despite intensive efforts by his instructors – still Luke Parrish.’

			She nodded. Notwithstanding their reputation as an organisation that firmly believed in strict control and discipline, the Time Police had realised quite early on that recruits are best left to form their own teams. Attempts to impose their own preferences never ended well. The best and strongest teams were those who selected each other. One team had already sorted itself out – which left three remaining.

			A thought struck her. ‘Did Larsson leave because he saw himself being landed with these three?’

			‘Not an impossibility, ma’am. They do have a certain reputation. Parrish the playboy, Lockland the mouse, and Matthew Farrell . . .’ He paused.

			‘The weird one from St Mary’s.’

			‘If you say so, ma’am.’

			‘Has anyone yet induced him to have his hair cut?’

			Her answer was in the silence that followed.

			Captain Farenden shifted his weight, stretched out his bad leg and said delicately, ‘I have to ask, ma’am . . . why have we taken on Parrish, of all people?’

			She sighed again. ‘After his son’s latest headline-grabbing escapade, Parrish senior came to see me with a proposition. He would see to it that the Amendment Bill curtailing our powers would never make it through the next reading if I accepted his son for the minimum term. Two years.’

			Captain Farenden was shocked. ‘And obviously you said no, ma’am.’

			‘Well, of course I did. I told him straight – not without a considerable donation to our Widows and Orphans Fund to sweeten the deal. Just a tip, Charlie – if you’re going to accept a bribe, always make it a big one. People despise you if you settle for a piddling little sum. Ask any senior cabinet minister.’

			‘I shall do so at the first opportunity, ma’am. So we can look forward to having Mr Parrish for at least two years.’

			‘Yes. I probably shouldn’t have accepted him. He’s all wrong for us. He’s intelligent enough – too intelligent, probably – but there’s no sense of responsibility there. Or loyalty.’

			‘Great,’ said Captain Farenden. ‘Rich, handsome, entitled and a babe magnet.’ He paused. ‘A babe magnet, ma’am, is . . .’

			‘I know what a babe magnet is, Charlie. How old do you think I am?’

			He stared straight into her damaged face. ‘Difficult question to answer, ma’am.’

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to put you on the spot. Anyway, we’re stuck with him. He’s signed a contract for two years. We’re supposed to instil discipline, responsibility and some sort of work ethic. Frankly, I’m not optimistic. He’ll do the compulsory six months’ gruntwork like all the others and then I’ll transfer him downstairs. He can finish his time on the front desk, meeting and greeting the public. He’s handsome and charming – there’ll be a stampede of young women – and probably some young men – all clamouring to join up as quickly as possible.’

			‘Speaking of girls, ma’am . . .’

			‘Oh yes, Jane Lockland. Well, we were supposed to take on more women.’

			‘But Lockland, ma’am . . .’

			‘She was the only one who applied.’

			He sighed. ‘Why is it that most women seem to avoid the Time Police like the plague?’

			‘More sense than men,’ Hay said shortly. ‘Anyway, she might not be all bad. Her theory results were excellent so she’s obviously quite bright . . .’ She trailed away.

			‘Ma’am, she’s so terrified of doing something wrong she writes everything down. Everything. In a notebook. The general consensus is that she’s wetter than a wet weekend. She’ll probably burst into tears if she ever has to arrest someone, and worst of all, word on the street says she’s not the sort of person you want watching your back. You know as well as I do, ma’am – they’ll ditch her at the first opportunity. They’ll fling her into some God-awful situation and leave her to cope. Make or break.’

			She said doubtfully, ‘Don’t be too sure she’ll break, Charlie. But she has to do her six months like everyone else. Then, if she hasn’t already left, I’ll transfer her to admin where she’ll be perfectly happy moving files around, and it will free up . . .’ She stopped.

			‘Free up a proper officer to get back in the game.’

			‘Such a politically incorrect thought never entered my mind.’

			‘She’s a gesture towards the quota, isn’t she?’

			Commander Hay closed her eyes and with the air of one quoting the Oracle at Delphi, intoned, ‘The make-up of the Time Police must at all times reflect the diversity of those whom they protect and serve.’

			Captain Farenden made a rude noise.

			‘You do our leaders an injustice, Charlie. I’m simply following their shining example. At least thirty per cent of seats at the next general election will have female-only candidates.’

			‘What? Regardless of ability?’

			‘I don’t believe ability is high on the selection list when it comes to any MP, male or female.’

			‘Diversity is good, ma’am.’

			‘So it would seem. So far it’s got us Miss Lockland and Mr Parrish.’

			They fell silent.

			‘Which brings us to Matthew Farrell, ma’am.’

			‘His abilities with the Time Map are well beyond his years.’

			‘Sadly, that hasn’t made him any friends. And then there was that incident when he was younger. When he brought the Map crashing down.’

			She sighed. ‘No one wants to work with him, do they?’

			‘They find him . . . disconcerting. And his background is against him. He’s tainted by association with St Mary’s.’

			She said firmly, ‘That will not be a problem. He’s destined for IT and the Time Map and I’ll happily sacrifice the other two – indeed, the entire intake – to keep him here. So again, he does his gruntwork and then straight to the Map Master for our Mr Farrell.’

			Captain Farenden said nothing.

			She sighed. ‘It’s only six months, Charlie. In six months, Farrell can be transferred to the Time Map where he can really do some good. Jane Lockland will either have succumbed to terminal anxiety or grown a set, and Parrish . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I suspect we’ll have discharged him long before six months are up, let alone his two years. Whatever his father says.’

			He began to put his papers away. ‘As you say, ma’am, only six months. We just have to get them through their gruntwork. Which brings us back to the original problem. The missing fourth man.’

			‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Could you ask Major Ellis to step in, please.’

			Five minutes later he was ushered into her office.

			‘Good morning, Major.’

			‘Ma’am.’

			‘Congratulations on your promotion.’

			‘Thank you, ma’am.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Would I be correct in assuming I’m about to pay the price?’

			She smiled. Only half her face moved. As a young officer, Commander Hay had fought in the Time Wars and there had been an accident. During an emergency extraction, their pod had lost its door in mid-jump. Commander Hay had survived but by the time they could get to her, one half of her face was older than the other. She was the lucky one. Everyone else had died. It had not been pretty.

			‘Your promotion was on merit, Major, and well deserved. However, before you take up your new duties, I have an assignment for you. One which you may refuse if you wish. There is no obligation.’

			‘You want me to take on Matthew Farrell and the others, don’t you?’

			‘For the six months of their basic training, yes. I can’t waste three potential officers and they have to do their gruntwork like everyone else – but that’s all. After that, I’ll break up the team. They can all go their separate ways and you can return to normal duties.’

			‘I was Matthew Farrell’s mentor for some years, ma’am, and I’d have no problem overseeing his gruntwork, but surely it would be better for him to have someone new.’

			It was very obvious from the silence that no other officer would take on Matthew Farrell. Or any of his fellow trainees.

			‘To be honest, Major, we should probably never have taken two of them in the first place, but we did. We’ve expended a great deal of money and effort on their basic training and now we need to see some return.’

			Major Ellis frowned thoughtfully and for some reason, Commander Hay’s earlier comments on making sure the size of the bribe was commensurate with the inconvenience sprang to Captain Farenden’s mind.

			Ellis said slowly, ‘Obviously, I’m always happy to oblige, ma’am, but it won’t be easy. As I’m sure you will have noticed, they’re not a strong team and will require a great deal of supervision. Furthermore, given the potential value of Farrell to this organisation . . .’

			He paused to let the rest of the sentence hang in the air.

			‘Gratifying to see you’ve acquired the Machiavellian skills of senior management already, Major. What do you want? What price must I pay?’

			‘Officer North, ma’am, to assist me.’

			‘And what compensation will she require for being pulled from her normal duties?’

			‘Expedited route to the Hunter Division, ma’am.’

			Commander Ellis didn’t even blink. ‘Agreed.’

			He sighed. ‘I can’t say I’m looking forward to resuming the struggle to get Farrell to cut his hair, ma’am.’

			She smiled. ‘I have every confidence, Major.’

			Ellis stood up. ‘Then with your permission, ma’am, I’ll go and advise Officer North of her good fortune and assemble my new team.’

			‘Thank you, Major.’

			‘Just as a matter of interest, ma’am, who has the other team?’

			‘I’ve given them to Lt Grint. His first assignment as a team leader.’

			‘Interesting.’

			The door closed behind him.

			He met Officer North outside one of the briefing rooms and broke the glad tidings.

			She remained quiet for some time.

			‘It’s your choice,’ he said, sensing reluctance. ‘You don’t have to do it.’

			‘But why me, sir?’

			‘I felt this particular squad would respond well to a gentler touch.’

			Celia North stared at him in complete incomprehension.

			Ellis sighed. ‘So that will be up to me, then.’
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			Their official designation was Team 236. Parrish was disgusted.

			‘How pathetic is that? What sort of a name is that for a team? We should be Team Terror. Or Team Timeshredder or something. What’s the point of wearing a really cool uniform,’ he glanced complacently at his black-clad self in the mirror, ‘if you don’t have a cool name to go with it?’

			Typically, neither of his teammates made any response. One because silence was his habitual state – Parrish wasn’t even sure he could speak – and the other because in the unlikely event she was bright enough to have opinions of her own, he was pretty sure she would never express them in case they upset someone.

			He rotated slowly in front of the mirror, apparently unable to drag his eyes away from his own image, saying absently, ‘How long before our first assignment, do you think?’

			Again, no response. He sighed and turned around. ‘I knew being in the Time Police was going to be tough, but I never thought it would be this bad. Let me try again. Our fellow trainees – Team Two-Three-Five – went out yesterday. Everyone else is out. Surely it must be our turn soon.’

			He pulled an imaginary gun from his hip and fired at his reflection.

			‘Missed,’ said Farrell, sardonically.

			Parrish ignored him. ‘What do you think we’ll get? Illegal assassination attempt? Treasure hunters? Someone building a dimension-warping device in their spare bedroom?’

			He fired again. From the hip, this time. ‘And as soon as we’re qualified, we can go armed all the time. Pretty cool, eh?’

			Farrell rolled his eyes. Parrish sighed. ‘Have you exceeded today’s word quota? Or is it me?’

			Farrell shook his head. If addressed, he would respond briefly but he rarely initiated conversation or made small talk. His attitude was very clearly that talking just wasn’t something he did if he could help it. It wasn’t just Parrish who thought him odd. The consensus around the Time Police was that there was something seriously wrong with him. Well, his parents were from St Mary’s so there was certainly something seriously wrong with him.

			Time Police officers are not noted for their sensitivity or tact and so the bulk of them usually stayed well clear of ­Matthew. Something which suited him well enough. Being small and wiry he had, on occasions, found himself pushed into a quiet corner and given some grief. The more intelligent of his tormentors found his lack of response worrying, and within a few minutes would pull their less enlightened colleagues away with the time-honoured phrase, ‘Leave it, mate – he’s not worth it,’ thus displaying an intelligence and acumen entirely wasted on the Time Police.

			The door opened and while two members of Team 236 immediately rose to their feet, Trainee Parrish appeared to be experiencing his usual difficulty adjusting himself to the correct method of addressing senior officers.

			Accustomed as he was to Time Police standardisation, Major Ellis regarded his new team with resignation. Two of them, Farrell and Lockland, only just cleared the minimum height requirement and Parrish, though tall, was slight. The traditional Time Police officer bulked himself out with long hours in the gym but these three showed no signs of even knowing where the gym was. Ellis sighed. The weirdo, the mouse and the playboy. However, as Commander Hay had said, only six months, and then they could all go their separate ways and Matthew Farrell would be safely ensconced in the Map Room, which was everyone’s goal. Including Farrell himself. All he, Ellis, had to do, was get them there.

			He cleared his throat. ‘Right, Team Two-Three-Six. We’ve got one. Briefing Room 3 in ten minutes.’

			Despite six weeks of basic training, and seemingly still un-aware that the correct response to any order given by a senior officer was, ‘Yes, sir,’ Parrish demanded to know what they had got. ‘Where are we going? How long will we be gone?’

			‘Full briefing in ten minutes. Get your gear and be there, Parrish.’

			‘I only ask because I have quite an important appointment this evening and . . .’

			‘Be there, Parrish, or be on the end of my boot. Your choice.’

			Ten minutes later in Briefing Room 3, Major Ellis called them to order. ‘Right. Pay attention. Something harmless for your first assignment. This . . . is Henry Plimpton.’

			Activating the screen, he brought up a blurred picture of a plump, balding man in his early- to mid-fifties, peering amiably from behind thick spectacles.

			‘He doesn’t look like a criminal mastermind,’ said Parrish, doubtfully.

			Farrell stared fixedly at the wallscreen, giving it his full attention and saying nothing.

			Lockland was busy scribbling in her notebook, a deep frown furrowing her brows.

			‘I mean,’ continued Parrish, oblivious to Ellis’s impatience, ‘you expect a giant bald head, don’t you? And scars. And a signet ring with skull and crossbones. And an evil leer. And possibly a white cat. I’m not sure this one’s read the Handbook for Megalomaniacs. What’s he done?’

			‘Well, if I can get a word in edgeways, I’ll tell you,’ said Ellis, and let the silence hang for a few seconds.

			When he was sure he had their attention and that Lockland had stopped writing and looked up, he said, ‘Lottery ticket.’

			Parrish raised his hand. ‘What’s a . . . ?’

			‘Similar to a giant raffle.’

			Parrish raised his hand again.

			‘Shut up, Parrish.’

			Parrish lowered his hand.

			‘It was a stealth tax in the late 20th and early 21st centuries,’ said Ellis. ‘You bought a ticket – as many tickets as you liked, actually – and there was a weekly draw. A small part was set aside as prizes and most of the rest went to the government.’

			Up went Parrish’s hand again. ‘So what was the first prize?’

			‘Several million pounds.’

			Even Parrish was rocked. ‘Wow. Why don’t we do that now?’

			‘Well, money wasn’t worth as much then as it is now, plus the odds of winning were astronomical. You had more chance of being eaten by a dinosaur than of winning the big prize. And eventually people realised that a smaller and smaller proportion of the ticket money was being allocated to something that would benefit them and the whole thing fizzled out.’

			‘But people still did it?’

			‘It was a time of great economic hardship. Millions of people bought tickets in the hope of changing their lives.’

			Parrish raised his hand. ‘But . . .’

			‘Shut up, Parrish.’

			‘I thought we were supposed to ask questions.’

			‘You’re also supposed to be a Time Police officer – intelligent, loyal, dedicated and hard-working. How’s that working out for you so far?’

			Aware that he was, once again, on a disciplinary charge for reporting in late, Parrish sighed heavily.

			‘Problem, Parrish?’

			‘Well, I was hoping for something a little more exciting. You know – tomb robbers, or someone trying to kidnap Genghis Khan or, you know . . .’

			‘No, I don’t know. Enlighten me.’

			‘. . . Illegal time travel. You know – a chance to kick some arse. I mean, a lottery ticket is hardly world-ending, is it?’

			More silence indicated that it wasn’t just some hapless time traveller who was about to get his arse kicked.

			‘If I might continue . . .’

			Parrish indicated he might do so with his goodwill.

			Taking a deep breath, Ellis soldiered on.

			‘It would appear our Mr Plimpton has built something naughty, either in his spare bedroom or in his garden shed, and now he’s working the lottery ticket scam.’

			‘Um . . .’ said Lockland, scarlet-faced, and hesitantly raised her hand.

			‘You don’t need to do that, Lockland – just ask your question.’

			‘Um . . . how do we know this, sir?’

			‘Radiation signature. Homemade machines always have a radiation problem. Those unfortunates who manage to avoid our attention invariably die horribly sooner or later. Which shouldn’t be a problem – in a perfect world we could just leave them to glow in the dark and then expire – but the subsequent pod explosion could possibly level a small town. And, of course, their inevitably messy end rarely occurs before they’ve bounced around the timeline leaving chaos and disaster in their wake. Hence the need to get them out of circulation as quickly as possible. Our plan is to apprehend Mr Plimpton, locate his machine, identify the coordinates and send in a clean-up crew.’

			Lockland’s head snapped up. ‘A clean-up crew? What for?’

			Clean-up crews are bad news. They do exactly what it says on the tin.

			‘To destroy the pod. To ensure no trace remains. Nothing that can be ever used again. Total destruction.’

			‘And Plimpton?’ enquired Parrish.

			‘We bring him back here and hand him over.’

			‘And then?’

			There was a pause. ‘Not our concern.’

			There was silence in the room.

			‘Did you not cover this in training?’

			They nodded.

			‘Then you already know. Time travel is against the law. It is our job to uphold the law. We arrest the perpetrators and bring them back here so the law can take its course. What will happen to Plimpton afterwards is not our concern any more than what happens to criminals after their trial concerns the civilian police. If he’s found guilty, then he will be punished according to the law. If he’s not, then he’ll be returned whence he came.’ He stared at them thoughtfully. ‘Should I be anticipating any difficulties?’

			‘Not from me,’ said Parrish.

			Farrell silently shook his head.

			After a moment, Lockland shook hers.

			‘Right, I don’t think any of you have yet jumped to the 20th century?’

			They shook their heads.

			‘Well, it’s before the civil uprisings, so governments were weak and generally ineffective. There’s a great deal of crime, a lot of it opportunistic and up close and personal, so although you look the biggest bunch of shambolic incompetents I’ve ever clapped eyes on, I’m sure anyone from the 20th century would think twice before taking you on, so you should be safe. Air and water quality will be poor, so don’t drink anything that hasn’t been boiled. It’s the age of the automobile and they drive on the left. On the left, people, so watch how you cross the road. Times are hard – although not as hard as they’re going to be – so keep your hands on your holiday money.’

			His team eyed each other sideways in bafflement at the reference.

			He sighed. ‘Any questions?’

			‘Um . . .’ said Jane.

			‘Yes, Lockland.’

			‘Do they know about us? I mean, the Time Police?’

			‘No. Too early. Which is why you won’t be carrying blasters. Only sonics.’

			Luke blinked. ‘So how are we supposed to quell these savages?’

			‘You are Time Police officers with all the authority that entails.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘Two minutes ago, you were commenting adversely on Henry Plimpton and his lack of criminal characteristics. Make up your mind, Parrish.’

			Luke subsided, scowling.

			‘Right, draw your weapons from the Armoury and meet me in the Pod Bay asap.’

			The Pod Bay was underground – in case of accidents – and a good part of it was under the Thames itself. ‘To help contain the spread of radiation’ had been the cheerful explanation during their induction tour. It was a very large, sound-deadening space, well lit and spotlessly clean. On the far wall, swing doors led directly to the MedCen. Another door in another wall led to Stores, Logistics and the workshops. At the moment, however, the Pod Bay was comparatively empty.

			Pods are the centre of Time Police operations. Unlike St Mary’s, whose function required their pods to be unobtrusive in any time period, the Time Police favoured big, bad, trouser-soiling pods, designed to put the fear of God into anyone unfortunate enough to be present at the time, and most of their pods were just a plain black box, accessed either by a door or a ramp.

			Two of the four hospital pods were already out, as were most of the all-purpose pods. As Parrish had said, they were the last to be allocated an assignment.

			‘Team Bottom of the Barrel,’ murmured Farrell as they entered their designated pod.

			None of them were unfamiliar with the pod layout. There had been plenty of simulation exercises during their training and they had accompanied and observed other teams. This, however, was their first proper assignment and as Ellis was aware, no one can predict how a team will react to their first taste of action.

			To the right of the door stood the console, an array of flashing lights and read-outs. Basic metal seats were bolted around two of the walls and the fourth wall contained the weapons safe, equipment lockers and first-aid kit. The space wasn’t large, but it was well lit. The fixtures and fittings were all Time Police beige – the Time Police not being an organisation that embraced vibrant colour – and the floor covering was Time Police grey. The whole pod smelled pleasantly of Mountain Pine.

			Somewhat apprehensively, they filed in and waited, standing around, unsure what to do next. And, as if the day wasn’t going to be bad enough, the dreaded Officer North was waiting for them.

			Perfect was a word frequently used to describe Celia North. She was tall enough to be elegant but not so tall as to be gangly. Her hair was blonde and well managed, adapting itself quite happily to whichever style was currently required of it. Her carefully planned academic career had been exceptional. Head girl at the same exclusive public school attended by her mother and her mother before her, she’d gone on to graduate from Durham with a first-class degree and a CV filled with memberships of all the right societies and committees likely to prove useful in her future career – which, since her family owned extensive land and properties all across northern England, she hardly needed.

			Recruited to St Mary’s, she was understood to be efficient, effective and capable. She was admired without being much liked. Held in respect, not affection.

			On arrival at St Mary’s, she had, as usual, identified her goals and set up two-, five- and ten-year plans for achieving them. These included – but were not necessarily limited to – becoming Head of the History Department. She would, naturally, go on to become Director of St Mary’s, after which the place would be run on very different lines to its current shambolic system of administration.

			A chance encounter with the Time Police had led to her spending some time with them while St Mary’s extricated itself from one of its many crises. There was always some sort of crisis at St Mary’s – something she had planned to rectify at the earliest opportunity – but to the surprise of everyone – including Officer North herself – there had been a mutual attraction between herself and the Time Police.

			The Time Police themselves were not unaware of the value of the historical perspective Officer North could provide and Officer North, scenting accelerated promotion, promptly revised her game plan.

			Events, as they always did, played out to her advantage. Several discreet conversations with Commander Hay had left them both pleased with each other, and even the problem of leaving St Mary’s short-staffed had been overcome by the fortuitous wish of a former St Mary’s colleague, Officer Van Owen, to return to her own time and place at St Mary’s. Dr Bairstow had raised no difficulties and she and Miss Van Owen had simply exchanged places.

			The results of her transfer had been beneficial to all. St Mary’s, released from her steady stream of constructive criticism, had heaved a massive sigh of relief – ‘Rather similar to taking your corsets off,’ Miss Sykes had remarked – and the Time Police had acquired a new member who was destined to be valued as she had always felt she should be.

			Whether being among so many kindred spirits had softened her edges a little or whether it was relief of at last being part of an organisation that did things properly, both Officer North and the Time Police had benefitted from the arrangements. Frequent and well-deserved promotions had settled her. She no longer had the feeling of not only being a square peg in a round hole, but also of facing the daunting task of converting all the other pegs, too. Here, everyone was a square peg. She relaxed into her job and, slightly to her surprise, found she was enjoying herself.

			She stood at the console, arms folded, disapproval radiating from every pore and turned a frosty glare on them as they entered. Nothing personal – an ancestor of Officer North’s had once resigned from the court of Queen Victoria citing its frivolity and reckless informality – frosty disapproval was her family’s default state.

			‘Right, first thing on entering a pod – always check your weapons are in safe mode. You can shoot yourselves and each other outside the pod, but I don’t want any accidents in here.’

			‘We don’t have any real weapons,’ said Parrish, resentfully.

			‘You have sonics, I presume?’

			Awkwardly, they drew and checked their sonic guns.

			‘Safe,’ said Parrish.

			‘Safe,’ said Farrell.

			‘Um . . . yes, safe.’

			‘Try to sound more confident, Lockland.’

			‘Um . . . yes, all right.’

			‘Um, yes, all right, what?’

			‘All right, ma’am.’

			‘Better. All of you go and stand over there. Do not touch anything.’

			Since Lockland appeared to be paralysed with anxiety, Farrell took her arm and the three of them shuffled into a corner out of the way.

			Major Ellis entered the pod and nodded at North. ‘All set?’

			‘All systems green, sir.’

			‘Coordinates?’

			‘Not yet, sir.’

			‘Right – who wants to lay in the coordinates? Don’t all rush at once.’ He eyed the trainees. Lockland closed her eyes. Don’t let it be me. Don’t let it be me.

			‘Lockland, what about you?’

			Some people enjoy being the centre of attention. Parrish, for example, had no problems in that area. For Jane Lockland, this sort of thing was her very worst nightmare. Everyone was looking at her. Automatically her hand reached for the safety of her notebook. North cleared her throat in a manner that could halt armies in their tracks and so, taking a deep breath, and telling herself she could do this, Jane stepped up to the console. North moved aside to make room. ‘Here. Sit down.’

			Lockland seated herself and ran her eyes over the console. This pod was different to the training simulator she was most accustomed to. Nothing appeared to be in the right place. Nothing was as she remembered. And everyone was watching. Panic was making her blind.

			She took a deep, controlling breath. I can do this. I can do this. I’ve done this in training. Many times. I’ve watched other teams do this. I can do it. Just stop. Slow down. Stop and think. There must be something I can recognise. There’s the chron­ometer. Those are the camera controls. Which means this must be the . . . The silence dragged on as she worked her way around the console, conscious of the seconds remorselessly ticking by.

			Parrish sighed loudly and shifted his weight impatiently.

			‘Take your time, Lockland,’ said Ellis, quietly. ‘There’s no rush. I think I speak for us all when I say we’d rather you were slow and correct than fast and flashy.’

			For some reason his eye fell on Parrish, who scowled.

			Hands shaking, she laid in the coordinates. She could imagine Parrish behind her, fidgeting impatiently as she went through the final checks, all ready to shoulder her aside and do it himself in a fraction of the time. Her heart felt as if it were about to leap from her chest. She knew her face was bright red – it always was when she became anxious – but there was nothing she could do about that. In fact, she realised with a sudden revelation, the only thing she could control was herself as she performed this small test. All right, she was slow and fumbling, but how much worse would it be to be slow, fumbling and wrong?

			Eventually, when she was certain everything was correct, she sat back and said, not without a tremor, ‘Coordinates laid in, sir.’

			‘All right,’ said North, quite gently for her. ‘Let’s have a look.’

			She ran an experienced eye over the console.

			‘Everything correct, sir.’

			‘Well done, Lockland.’

			Lockland, whose face was just beginning to return to something of its normal colour, flushed again but this time with pleasure.

			‘All right. Positions, everyone. When you’re ready, Lockland.’

			Oh my God . . . what?

			A tiny, trembly voice she vaguely recognised as her own said, ‘Pod – commence jump procedures.’

			The pod’s AI responded. ‘Jump procedures commenced.’

			The world flickered like a broken film and they were gone.
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