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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of the Chronicles of St Mary’s series, the story of a bunch of disaster prone individuals who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel! She is also the author of the Time Police series – a St Mary’s spinoff and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.

			 

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

			 

			Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Over twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			Patience is not a virtue known to the Time Police. And Commander Hay is facing the longest day of her life . . . 

			 

			 After their heroic efforts to safeguard the Acropolis and prevent the Paris Time-Stop, the Time Police have gone from zero to hero. Then one fateful mission to apprehend a minor criminal selling dodgy historical artefacts blows up in all their faces.

			 

			An officer is attacked within TPHQ. A prisoner is murdered. And investigations are about to lead to the one place where no officer can legally tread.

			 

			Worst of all, trouble is brewing for Luke, Jane and Matthew as a shocking revelation threatens to tear Team Weird apart for good.
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							TIME POLICE PERSONNEL

						
					

					
							
							­Commander Hay

						
							
							­Commander of the Time Police. About to endure the longest day ever.

						
					

					
							
							Captain Farenden

						
							
							Her adjutant. Looking on the bright side has never been more difficult.

						
					

					
							
							Amelia Meiklejohn

						
							
							One half of the perfidious Meiklejohn siblings. About to embark on a new career with the Time Police. What could possibly go wrong?

						
					

					
							
							Major Ellis

						
							
							New head of BeeBOC (Big Business and Organised Crime, for the uninitiated).

						
					

					
							
							Lt North

						
							
							New head of Records/Historical Briefing. And heading up the first team to boldly go where no man has gone before.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							TEAM 235

						
					

					
							
							Lt Grint

						
							
							Team leader. Still stumbling down the rocky road of romance.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Kohl (Socko) 

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Hansen

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Rossi

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							TEAM 236 – TEAM WEIRD

						
					

					
							
							Luke Parrish

						
							
							Self-­appointed team leader – but not for much longer.

						
					

					
							
							Jane Lockland

						
							
							Actually – she isn’t.

						
					

					
							
							­Matthew Farrell

						
							
							Right in the middle and not happy.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							SECURITY TEAM

						
							
					

					
							
							Lt Filbert

						
							
							Head of security.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Varma

						
							
							Persistent. Always gets there in the end.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Wu

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Harvey

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Jessup

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Miller

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							MEDCEN

						
					

					
							
							The doctor

						
							
							Possibly even more depressed than ever.

						
					

					
							
							Kelly

						
							
							Medical orderly.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							POD BAY & LOGISTICS

						
					

					
							
							Senior Mech

						
							
							Unhappy about the number of women in his life. The unnecessary number of women in his life.

						
					

					
							
							Oti

						
							
							From Logistics. Crate provider.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							OTHER OFFICERS

						
							
					

					
							
							Major Callen

						
							
							Using his initiative.

						
					

					
							
							Lt Dal

						
							
					

					
							
							Lt Chigozie

						
							
							All of these are relatively normal officers.

						
					

					
							
							Lt Fanboten

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Curtis

						
							
							Just don’t mention sentient poo.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Rockmeyer

						
							
							Unwillingly hosting Officer Curtis’s naked buttocks. Don’t ask.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							St MARY’S PERSONNEL

						
					

					
							
							Dr Maxwell

						
							
							Supposedly in charge of evacuating St Mary’s but easily distracted.

						
					

					
							
							Leon

						
							
							Heroically fire-­fighting while his pod takes a bit of a bashing. Again.

						
					

					
							
							Dr Peterson 

						
							
							Both disappointed at not being involved

						
					

					
							
							Mr Markham

						
							
							but still happy to shove their oar in.

						
					

					
							
							Mr Dieter

						
							
							Very nearly squashed.

						
					

					
							
							Adrian Meiklejohn

						
							
							The other half.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							CIVILIANS

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Lockland

						
							
							Jane’s grandmother.

						
					

					
							
							Mrs Farnborough

						
							
							The Home Counties’ Valkyrie. In all sorts of trouble.

						
					

					
							
							John Costello

						
							
							It’s his pod, so it’s not really stealing, is it?

						
					

					
							
							Nikola Tesla

						
							
							Yes, him.

						
					

					
							
							Henry Plimpton

						
							
							Still rocking the benevolent grandfather look but he’ll shoot you dead if you cross him. Sometimes, even if you don’t.

						
					

					
							
							His men

						
							
							Assorted minions, including: Blue Coat/Broom, Jim, Tucker, Clore, Trip, Fisher, Otto and Andy.

						
					

					
							
							Raymond Parrish

						
							
							On really top form and rather enjoying himself.

						
					

					
							
							Lucinda Steel

						
							
							His PA. Sadly unable to bring the world to its knees this time round, but there’s always hope for the future.

						
					

					
							
							Ernesto Portman

						
							
					

					
							
							Anthony Portman

						
							
							Portmans, so no one likes them.

						
					

					
							
							Bradley Portman

						
							
					

					
							
							Portman Security

						
							
							Not having a good day.

						
					

					
							
							Lola

						
							
							Cat-­loving call girl.

						
					

					
							
							Lift attendant 

						
							
							Now knows not to mix his lights with his darks.

						
					

					
							
							Waitress

						
							
							Provider of very welcome coffee.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							SUNNYSIDE NURSING HOME

						
					

					
							
							Dr Anne Summers

						
							
					

					
							
							Nurse Suti

						
							
					

					
							
							Their patient

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							MISCELLANEOUS

						
					

					
							
							Mellor

						
							
							Time Police helicopter pilot.

						
					

					
							
							Miles

						
							
							Civilian pilot.

						
					

					
							
							A small box of emergency tissues

						
							
							Doesn’t get out much. The Time Police do not have a procedure for sobbing.
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			­Commander Hay settled herself comfortably at her desk and picked up her mug of coffee.

			‘Right then, Charlie. Hit me with today’s calamities.’

			The usual procedure, established during their long working relationship, was for Captain Farenden to ease his commanding officer gently into a list of yesterday’s disasters, following through with today’s pending catastrophes, and then, depending on how things had gone so far, offer a teasing glimpse of tomorrow’s possible misfortunes. As adjutant to ­Commander Hay, it was his job to expect the unexpected. The bizarre. The sudden. The inexplicable. And the downright stupid. Especially the downright stupid. 

			This last week, however, he had been spending his working days dealing with the Time Police’s latest . . . ‘recruit’ was the wrong word. ‘Acquisition’ was perhaps more appropriate. Amelia Meiklejohn – one half of the perfidious Meiklejohn siblings and former illegal – was now, unbelievably, a member of the Time Police.

			A much-­decorated and resourceful officer, Captain Farenden was struggling daily with all the feelings of exasperation and frustration traditionally experienced by anyone in a supervisory category coming into contact with either or both of the Meiklejohn siblings. However, he was an officer in the Time Police and challenges existed to be risen to. The alternative – and rapidly becoming his preferred option – was to shoot her dead, drop the body in the Thames and disclaim all knowledge of anything. This was a tactic that had always worked well for the Time Police in the past and he saw no reason why it should let him down now.

			Captain Farenden was roused from these happy thoughts by his commanding officer enquiring whether he had gone to sleep.

			He gritted his teeth. ‘No, ma’am. I was merely arranging my thoughts in order to present today’s agenda in a timely and efficient manner.’

			‘Good God, Charlie – you are in a bad mood.’

			‘Not at all, ma’am. Merely . . .’ He paused.

			‘Merely . . . ?’

			‘Nothing, ma’am.’

			­Commander Hay, having herself endured several frustrating interviews with Miss Meiklejohn over the last couple of weeks, had gone on to dump the whole business of their new recruit in her adjutant’s lap, citing her need to concentrate on securing additional funding from a reluctant government. Having, therefore, a very good idea of the cause of his tensely uttered ‘Merely . . .’, she simply grinned and waited.

			Captain Farenden pulled himself together. ‘Well, ma’am. The situation at the moment is as follows: everyone involved in the Paris Time-­Stop and Acropolis incidents has completely recovered. Lt Grint is to be formally discharged later today, although he’s been up and about for some time now. Ten days’ light duties and if nothing drops off then it’s a full return to work for him, as well.’

			‘That’s good news. He’s rather unique and I was worried we’d lost him in Paris.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am. And before you ask, there’s no news of Henry Plimpton anywhere. If he has any sense, he’ll go to ground for a good while. He must know we’ll put the word out that he’s a person of considerable interest with whom we would like more than a quick word after his recent attempt to stop Time. I’ve circulated rumours of a substantial reward.’

			‘Have we discussed this worrying tendency of yours to spend money the Time Police does not possess?’

			‘We have, ma’am. On several occasions.’

			‘And did we come to any conclusions?’

			‘I believe you expressed the appropriate sentiments, ma’am.’

			‘I’m certain I did and yet . . .’

			‘Would you like me to continue, ma’am?’

			‘Spending money we don’t have, or today’s sitrep?’

			Recognising provocation when he heard it, Captain Farenden continued.

			‘Second stage reorganisation, ma’am. I’ve pulled together your thoughts on the latest changes to staff structure and this is how things look now.’

			He activated a data stack. ‘As you directed, Major Ellis is now the new head of BeeBOC with Lt Grint as his number two. And Officer North is promoted to lieutenant.’

			‘Well deserved. She kept her head at the Acropolis.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am, and she’s now heading up the new Records/Historical Briefing section.’

			Hay nodded. ‘I’ll see her after this meeting.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ He made a note. ‘And in today’s good news – unbelievably, Team Two-­Three-­Six have finally made up their minds which department to grace with their presence. Form D12s have been completed and submitted and it would appear they have come to rest in BeeBOC, thus remaining the responsibility of Major Ellis. Much to the joy of everyone not Major Ellis.’

			‘Are we aware of Major Ellis’s thoughts on this matter?’

			‘We are not, ma’am, but I suspect they may easily be guessed. Everything else stays the same. And Major Callen remains in charge of the Hunter Division.’ 

			Captain Farenden paused invitingly but there was no visible reaction from his commanding officer. To be fair, there rarely was. ­Commander Hay had been injured in an accident during the Time Wars. The door had blown off her pod. She had been the only survivor. Half of her face was now considerably older than the other half. People found the effect disconcerting. ­Commander Hay found it useful.

			‘Actually,’ she said. ‘Just while we’re on the subject of Major Callen, please can you instruct all personnel to cease referring to him as the Vomit Magnet. Within my hearing, at least.’ 

			Casually, she reached over to blank her screen saver.

			‘Of course, ma’am.’ Discreetly, Captain Farenden turned his scratchpad face down. An unfortunate incident involving Dr Maxwell from St Mary’s, their own Major Callen, and a record-­holding amount of vomit had led to the acquisition of a substantial number of unofficial but amusing screen savers.

			‘And while we’re discussing our last assignment, Charlie . . .’

			‘Yes, ma’am?’

			‘Your work minimising our part in the Paris Time-­Stop and the Tunguska event was exemplary. I intend to promote you to major. I should actually have done it a couple of years ago but quite often a commander is only as good as her adjutant. I’ve been selfish, but I can’t hold you back any longer – it’s not fair to you. What do you say?’

			Captain Farenden slowly shut down the data stack and closed his file. ‘Well, first thoughts, ma’am – thank you very much.’

			She nodded. ‘And your second thoughts?’

			‘With grateful thanks, may I decline?’

			‘You may, of course, but why?’

			‘Several reasons, ma’am. I’m not A1 fit. I’m only A2.’ He laid a hand on his bad leg.

			She shrugged. ‘I’m not A1, either – doesn’t stop me.’

			‘True, ma’am, but there’s no getting around the fact that my days of leaping in and out of pods are over and done. But mostly, ma’am, I like this job, I’m at the centre of things. I’m able to use my initiative.’

			‘Such as spending the entire annual budget covering up our actions in Paris and Siberia.’

			He looked at her reproachfully. ‘You omitted the word “successfully” from that sentence, ma’am.’

			‘I also omitted the word “expensively”, Charlie. Be grateful.’ 

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			Hay swivelled her chair to look out of the window. ‘My sight is not improving. I may not be able to command the Time Police for much longer. My successor would certainly promote their own people. Refuse a promotion now and it might never be offered again.’

			‘I’ll happily take that risk, ma’am.’

			‘I can promote you and still keep you on as adjutant.’

			‘It would be unusual to have such a high-­ranking officer in the post.’

			She sighed. ‘Do you want some time to consider this?’

			‘No, I don’t think so, ma’am, thank you. I’m not likely to change my mind – but my grateful thanks for your consideration.’

			‘Very well. Moving on.’

			He took a deep breath. ‘Well, ma’am. Last item but one – our latest acquisition.’

			‘The one lurking in our deepest darkest dungeon.’

			‘Her workroom, ma’am. If you remember, you decided workroom was a much nicer word than dungeon.’

			‘It is the deepest darkest one we’ve got, though?’

			‘And correspondingly remote, ma’am. Accessed through the Pod Bay, past Logistics, past Storerooms 1 and 2 and right at the very end of a very long corridor. Behind the newly installed blast doors. I thought I could sell the location to Miss ­Meiklejohn on the grounds of health and safety.’

			‘And did she buy it?’

			‘She seemed completely unaware of the concept, ma’am. I gave up in the end. It was sapping my will to live. I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but she can be a . . . provocative . . . conversationalist.’

			‘Well, never mind – I’m sure you’re giving it your best shot, Charlie.’ She paused. ‘Obviously, I’d attend to all this myself if only I wasn’t so taken up with our funding issues. Alas . . .’

			‘Indeed, ma’am. Your regret shines through your every word. Fortunately, I find myself in a position to alleviate this disappointment.’

			‘Oh?’

			He picked up his scratchpad again and flicked. ‘I have good news.’

			‘Great Scott – we have good news? Actual good news?’

			‘We have very good news. I’m certain you will receive confirmation from the Right Honourable Mrs Farnborough very shortly, but my own sources tell me it looks as though the bill approving a substantial budget increase for the Time Police will soon be before the House and is certain to go through. Well done, ma’am. A complete turnaround from a few months ago when they were threatening us with cutbacks.’

			‘Well, I think our success in saving the Acropolis went a long way towards that.’

			‘Yes, we were lucky there. Failure could have meant the end of us. The Time Police went from zero to hero, ma’am.’ 

			‘In a single bound, no less. Arising from that, Charlie, please tell me Dr Maxwell has been returned to St Mary’s.’

			‘Two days ago, ma’am.’

			‘I honestly thought her legendary luck had run out this time. Any lingering effects from her . . . experience?’

			‘She’s St Mary’s, ma’am, so it was hard to tell, but the doctor says probably not and it’s not our problem anyway. I believe she passed the time in MedCen by assisting Meiklejohn with her investigation into the effects of using portable Time-­travel devices.’

			‘And their conclusion?’

			‘Don’t.’

			‘Fair enough, I suppose, given what happened to them both. They were lucky. They might not survive next time.’

			‘With luck, there won’t be a next time, will there, ma’am? Amelia Meiklejohn is now a member of the Time Police and safely ensconced within our walls. Not sure how safe that will be for us, though,’ he added reflectively. ‘Still, I expect we’ll soon find out.’ 

			‘I think you should look on the bright side, Charlie. There is an outside chance that both we and Meiklejohn will not only survive her time here but actually benefit from it.’

			‘Speaking of benefits, ma’am, and the final item today – I’ve re­jigged the standard employment contract to reflect her . . . unique status.’ He opened another file.

			‘And how have we defined the undefinable Miss Meiklejohn?’

			‘Consultant, ma’am.’

			‘Interesting.’ 

			‘The document clarifies her position and, I think, lessens the possibility of any future misunderstandings over what does and does not constitute reasonable behaviour.’ 

			‘You’re imposing guidelines upon Miss Meiklejohn?’

			‘Rules, ma’am.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t feel this is an area where ambiguity would be our friend.’

			­Commander Hay, who knew her adjutant very well, hid a smile and settled back. ‘Let’s hear these rules, then.’

			Captain Farenden cleared his throat. ‘Well, ma’am, in no particular order: no experimenting on anything alive. Or dead, for that matter.’

			‘Sensible,’ commented ­Commander Hay.

			‘Everything remains the property of the Time Police. Except for any blame, liability or expense, which will automatically revert back to the blamee – i.e. Meiklejohn.’

			She nodded. ‘Yes, good.’

			‘Any and all fines are to be met by the employee.’

			‘Good.’

			‘All gaol time to be served by the employee herself.’ 

			‘Well, I’m not doing it.’

			‘Exactly, ma’am. The Time Police reserve the right to repudiate the employee and all her works at any time.’

			‘Good thought, Charlie. That could come in very useful.’

			‘The employee is to report to you every Friday afternoon with a detailed account of her week’s activities together with her proposed schedule for the upcoming week.’

			‘Thus buggering my peaceful Friday-­afternoon run-­up to the weekend. Thank you, Captain.’

			‘My pleasure, ma’am. At the discretion of the commander of the Time Police, the employee may be terminated at any moment. And her employment, too.’

			‘Can I shoot her myself?’

			‘I don’t see why not, ma’am, although I only put that one in as a joke. To lighten the mood, so to speak.’

			‘No, I like that one best. Make that Rule One.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘How is the Senior Mech coping with this addition to his empire?’

			‘Meiklejohn has a sign up which reads, “This way to the Batcave”, so he’s deeply unhappy, ma’am.’

			‘And how is she dealing with that?’

			‘Waves merrily every time she sees him.’

			‘I meant her office accommodation. Is she finding it adequate?’

			‘It has four walls and a workbench, ma’am, and she’s from St Mary’s, which means she’s accustomed to primitive. She’s probably grateful she has a roof over her head.’ He paused. ‘For the time being, at least.’

			‘You’re quite enjoying this, aren’t you?’

			‘Actually, ma’am, I am. I have all the entertainment of watching the cat among the pigeons without being the one responsible for actually putting the cat among the pigeons.’

			Hay sighed. ‘Have I done the right thing, Charlie? Bringing her here?’

			‘Oh, I think so. There’s no doubt she could be useful to us. She’s brimming with ideas. And as Dr Maxwell said, we don’t want those ideas falling into someone else’s hands. Now those ideas can benefit the Time Police.’

			‘Unless she manages to blow us all up first.’

			‘I was very carefully not going to mention that.’

			‘Your restraint is greatly appreciated, Charlie. What else does the contract say?’ 

			‘Not a lot more. Just the standard terms and conditions. She’ll start on the same rate of pay as a Junior Mech but I’ve built in performance increments. Nothing extravagant, but I don’t think this is an occasion on which to be stingy. Not that she seems to care much for money.’

			‘No, you’ve done the right thing there.’ She paused. ‘One thing that does cause me concern, Charlie – Meiklejohn is on the radar now and I can’t help feeling Henry Plimpton won’t give her up so easily. Especially after their showdown in Paris. And given the brutality with which he eliminated the residents of Beaver Avenue, we all know he doesn’t like loose ends. At some point, he will come after her.’

			‘Yes, ma’am, in fact . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Have you considered assigning her additional security? She’s safe enough here at TPHQ, but it would be easy for him to snatch her off the street.’

			‘I take your point, Charlie, but I can hardly confine her to TPHQ for the rest of her life.’ She appeared to consider this option again and then shook her head regretfully. ‘No – sorry. Besides, it’s Meiklejohn. She and her idiot brother evaded us for years. I can’t help feeling anyone attempting to force either of them to do anything against their will would very soon regret it.’

			‘Including us, ma’am?’

			‘That is a possibility, I suppose.’

			‘Well, if I could just draw your attention to Clause 10 open bracket iii close bracket letter c, her contract does give us the right to shoot her if she doesn’t do exactly as she’s told.’ 

			‘Have the whole thing typed up and laminated with something heatproof and bombproof, and nail it to her office wall. Actually, put a copy on every wall in her workroom. We don’t want her claiming ignorance of the rules, do we?’

			Captain Farenden passed the document across the desk. ‘I’ll just leave this with you then, ma’am.’

			She took it very reluctantly. ‘Why?’

			‘For your meeting this afternoon.’ He noticed her blank look. ‘It’s Friday, ma’am.’ 

			­Commander Hay regarded him coldly.
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			At 1500 hours promptly, the Time Police’s latest recruit presented herself in Captain Farenden’s office, clutching several files and festooned with data cubes.

			‘I’m here,’ she announced, presumably in case he hadn’t noticed.

			In modern holos, scientists are always depicted wearing white coats. Mad scientists clutch a phial of bubbling green stuff – while wearing white coats. Scientists up to no good carry briefcases, thus reminding the viewer that they are smuggling sensitive material out of their top-­secret labs – but still wear white coats while doing so. Even truly evil scientists – the cackling kind who habitually gather in ­hollowed-­out volcanoes – wear white coats. No one knows why they all do this. Presumably there’s a scientists’ code somewhere.

			All attempts to persuade Amelia Meiklejohn to wear the standard Time Police uniform had failed. Ditto with the white coat.

			Time Police officers – who tend to like things cut and dried – were somewhat confused by her attire, which consisted of a brand-­new leather flying jacket – the old one had met a terrible end in Paris, 1902 – and goggles. But at least she didn’t cackle. Yet.

			Captain Farenden frowned at her. ‘Your meeting with ­­Commander Hay was scheduled for 1400 hours. You’re late.’

			‘Am I? Oh. Sorry. Forgot the time. I can go away again if you like.’

			She made gestures indicative of going away again.

			Aware that boundaries were being tested, Captain Farenden paused to give her time to contemplate her sins. Sadly, very little contemplation occurred. 

			‘Stay put. I’ll tell the commander you’re here. She may still be able to fit you in.’

			‘OK.’

			He limped into ­Commander Hay’s office. ‘Miss Meiklejohn is here, ma’am.’

			Hay’s reply drifted back through the open door. ‘So soon? I hope she hasn’t cut short anything important. Ask her to wait two minutes, please.’

			Captain Farenden nodded and returned to his office.

			Mikey, who knew very well why she’d been told to wait, merely grinned at him and asked what was wrong with his leg.

			‘Helicopter crash,’ he said, briefly.

			‘Did your leg cause the crash or was it damaged in it?’

			‘Most people are polite enough not to mention it.’

			She beamed. ‘Are they?’

			Captain Farenden had no sisters but recognised deliberate provocation when he saw it.

			Fortunately – or deliberately – or both – ­Commander Hay appeared at her door. ‘Would you come in, please, Miss Meiklejohn? Yes, you too, Captain. I think we’ll need minuting.’ 

			She grinned at him as he entered because even a commander is occasionally at the mercy of her adjutant and revenge is sweet.

			Amelia Meiklejohn had been gracing the Time Police with her presence for a fortnight now, but this was her first official visit to ­Commander Hay’s office. That she was impressed was apparent.

			‘Cool.’ She rushed to the window to stare out at the view.

			The London skyline rose before her – all geometric shapes and flashing glass. The Gherkin, the Startled Hamster, the Shard, the Box of Tissues and the Sea Slug dominated the skyline, along with half a dozen giant mooring towers for docking airships. Just a little way downriver, the Wibbly-­Wobbly Bridge continued to provide a challenge to pedestrians and a delight to small children.

			Overhead, a number of smaller airships ground to a halt and trod water – figuratively speaking – as Concorde took off from Heathrow’s Runway Seven, clawing her way into the heavens before sticking out her nose and heading to Bahrain at Mach 2.5.

			‘Wow,’ said Mikey, temporarily awed.

			The Thames meandered past, glittering silver on this sunny afternoon. Public clippers queued at their moorings to discharge their passengers. Boy racers and the river police battled for supremacy in the fast lane and water taxis zipped in and out of the traffic, cutting up slower-­moving vehicles without a second thought.

			­Commander Hay cleared her throat and gestured for everyone to seat themselves at the long briefing table. 

			‘Well, Miss Meiklejohn, have you familiarised yourself with your operating instructions?’

			‘Not really. I thought it would be easier and quicker just to make a start on things and see what happens.’

			‘Have you had time to read your copy of . . . ?’

			She shrugged. ‘I sort of skimmed the first few lines but you seem to have an awful lot of rules and I’m not really very good at remembering that sort of thing, so I think the best thing for everyone is that I just keep going until someone tells me to stop.’

			‘I think you’ll find things here are very different from St Mary’s. The Time Police will expect you to take just a little more responsibility for your own actions.’ 

			Mikey cocked her head to one side. ‘No – I don’t think that argument would work in a court of law. According to the rules – your rules – you own me and you own my work. It follows, therefore, that you own the consequences of that work, good or bad. I’m pretty certain that should I come up with something ground-­breaking you’re not going to sit back and say, “Well done, Amelia. What a clever girl. Do enjoy spending all the money this will make you.” We both know that everything I create – and sadly for you, that includes the stuff that goes horribly wrong – will automatically become the property and responsibility of the Time Police and not me. I think a good defence lawyer would pounce with delight on that particular contractual inconsistency, don’t you? Just prior to having me acquitted from whatever you’ve accused me of.’ Mikey gestured at her files and cubes. ‘Shall I begin? So you can tell me to stop?’

			Both ­Commander Hay and Captain Farenden sat in cold silence which their newest recruit, busy arranging her files and cubes, completely failed to notice.

			‘Firstly,’ she said, ‘you have a problem with your portable power source.’

			Hay frowned. ‘What portable power source?’

			‘Exactly. I mean, yes, you have solar panels on the pods and whatnot, but they’re not a lot of use in Scandinavia in the middle of winter, are they? And the panels become less and less effective as a mission drags on, so in the end, before power drops to critical levels, the pod is forced to return to base for a proper recharge. I don’t know how long-term some of your assignments are, but I bet it’s a bit of a bugger if, after months of careful surveillance, you’re all prepared to pounce but you can’t because you’re getting low on power. And, of course, using the camo thingy really eats into your power levels.’

			­Commander Hay opened her mouth but there was no chance.

			‘So, I’ve had some thoughts and I think I could convert a pod into an actual power source.’ 

			‘But what about . . .’

			‘I’d strip out all the innards – everything not essential would go – then I’d pack it full of cells, batteries, power packs – the lot. I’d leave just enough room for a mech to pilot and do the hooking up. It needn’t be a big pod, either. In fact, it shouldn’t be because it’s going to have to be able to access everywhere. And, if I can rig a couple more Parissa fittings – without damaging the shell, of course – then possibly it could recharge more than one pod at a time. And that could double – possibly triple – the length of time your pods can spend on site. And then the power pod returns to base, either swaps out its cells – you’d need a constant supply – or recharges itself again and then nips off to service someone else. I think that could be quite useful, don’t you, but I’ll stop if you want?’ She looked up. ‘Yes? No? OK – we’ll call that a yes, then. If you can persuade Old Porky to give me a pod to tinker with, then I should be able to have something to show you in about a month.’

			‘Old . . . Porky?’

			‘Yes, you know. Fat bloke. Never smiles. Bald spot. Old. Shouts a lot.’

			‘I suspect you are referring to our Senior Mechanic.’

			‘Yes, him. Doesn’t like women.’ Mikey grinned. ‘And he especially doesn’t like me.’

			‘I suspect that has very little to do with your gender and more to do with your attitude.’

			Mikey gave this serious consideration. ‘Could be. Could be. Anyway, yes or no on getting me a pod?’

			­Commander Hay nodded at Captain Farenden who said, ‘The matter will be addressed. Is there anything else?’

			‘Oh God, yes. Loads. I was talking to someone. Can’t remember his name. Big bloke. Looks like a puzzled mammoth.’ She paused, but neither ­Commander Hay nor Captain Farenden were going to admit they’d recognised Lt Grint from that unflattering description. ‘He was telling me about a time when an illegal pod got away from him because he couldn’t get the EMP going quickly enough. Actually, as he progressed with the story, I rather think it might have been me and Adrian he’d been pursuing at the time. We used to get away from you quite a lot, didn’t we? Remember that time in Pisa? Love the way you denied all responsibility for the Leaning Tower. And the eleventh stone at Stonehenge? That definitely wasn’t our fault. Anyway, I’m thinking some kind of mesh. Or net, possibly. Light and flexible. You chuck it over the pod, switch it on and it neutralises the field in much the same way as an EMP but ten times quicker, and targeted as well. It would prevent the illegal pod from jumping away before you can get to it. You can’t always spare the time it takes to set up an electro-­magnetic pulse and you always have to be careful not to disable your own pods, so I should imagine you’d find something like that quite useful.’

			‘I rather suspect,’ said Captain Farenden, ‘that an illegal pod would be able to jump long before a couple of officers were able to creep up behind it and somehow manage to throw a net over it, don’t you? It’s not like catching chickens.’

			‘Drone deployed,’ said Mikey, already moving on to her next project. ‘The net would be packed underneath. At a given signal, it would be released. I’ll weight it so it falls properly and as long as your people can get it lined up correctly, it should work well. What do you say? Yes? No?’ 

			‘Yes,’ said ­Commander Hay. ‘Well, thank you, Miss Mei—’

			‘And then there’s the invisibility field.’

			‘What invisibility field?’

			‘Exactly.’ Mikey waited. No one spoke.

			‘Oh, you want me to continue. OK. Using bracelets to generate an invisibility field . . . well – a bit of background first.’

			‘I don’t think . . .’ began Captain Farenden.

			‘No, it’s OK – I’ll keep it simple.’

			‘That wasn’t what I meant.’

			He was wasting his time.

			‘There have been various approaches over the years: meta­materials, negative index of refraction – which has proved impossible, by the way. Tons of time and money have been wasted on that. And yes, the Time Police have done things with cameras and sophisticated computer equipment, but it’s not perfect. Everything depends on the background and the point of view of the observer. Sometimes it’s still possible to make out an image. Especially if you know it’s there.’

			She leaned forwards in her enthusiasm. ‘And then – along comes Henry Plimpton and his Time-­travel bracelets and he inadvertently showed me a new approach. His bracelet wasn’t calibrated properly. The field-­to-­power ratio was all wrong. Not entirely his fault – the concept itself was faulty. But I was wearing the bracelet and when he activated his pod, I was close enough for the pod’s field to do something to the bracelet’s field and I vanished. I honestly thought I’d be invisible forever until Max appeared with her bracelet and her field knocked mine back off and suddenly you could see me again. I wasn’t actually invisible. You couldn’t hear me and I couldn’t really touch anything, so it wasn’t true invisibility, but close enough. I could knock up something that could do the same – but under our control. It might mean people have to travel in pairs, though . . . You’d need the two fields to interact . . . unless, of course . . .’

			Unconsciously twiddling her pen, Mikey lost herself in thought for a while before remembering her audience, who were regarding her with varying expressions of concern, dismay, alarm and trepidation.

			Mistaking the cause of these kaleidoscopic reactions, she smiled in what she imagined was a reassuring manner. ‘Oh, don’t worry – I’ll sort it all out.’

			Captain Farenden surprised both Mikey and his commanding officer. ‘Would this be anything to do with invisibility via the fourth dimension?’

			She regarded him with approval. ‘At the moment I don’t think so, but that would be an interesting approach, wouldn’t it? Another thing I’ve been thinking about . . .’

			­Commander Hay intervened. ‘I think, for the time being, three projects are enough to be going on with. Our budget is somewhat constrained at the moment . . .’ Captain Farenden looked carefully at the carpet, ‘and our resources are limited. You can keep me updated on your progress through our weekly meetings. Successful completion of one project will open up opportunities for the next.’

			Mikey, possibly familiar with this approach from her days at St Mary’s, nodded. ‘Fine. I’ll be off, then. See you next Friday. Same Bat time? Same Bat channel?’

			­Commander Hay regarded her blankly. ‘I beg your pardon?’

			Mikey sighed. ‘Never mind.’

			The door closed behind her.

			‘Dear God,’ said ­Commander Hay, faintly. ‘What have I done?’
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			A new day was dawning for Team 236, two of whom were downstairs in their office and benefitting from a new and definitely illegal piece of equipment. 

			‘It’s a coffee machine,’ announced Luke. ‘They can’t possibly expect us to keep drinking that stuff from the vending machines. I’m no expert but I’m pretty sure coffee shouldn’t be grey. Anyway, I dipped into the bank account I’m not supposed to have and treated us to this.’

			He gestured to the magnificent chrome edifice glittering illegally on top of their illegal bookcase. It is possible that Jane might have drawn breath to utter a comment of some kind but, as was frequently the case with her team leader, she wasn’t given the chance. 

			‘It’s brilliant, isn’t it? We’re breaking all the rules. And we can have delicious coffee whenever we want. And it’s pissing off everyone else along this corridor with the aroma of said delicious coffee. There is no downside, is there?’

			As it turned out, he was wrong. The downside turned up in the form of Team 235 – Officers Rossi, Hansen and Kohl (known for reasons never disclosed as Socko), who crowded into the tiny office. ‘What’s that smell?’

			Luke frowned. ‘Well, that’s not very polite. I’m certain Jane showered this morning.’ 

			Rossi waved this aside. ‘What is that smell?’

			Luke indicated the newly installed illegal machine snorting illegal steam and foam in the corner. Like a chrome dragon. 

			Team 235 regarded it in wonder and envy. ‘Where’s the water coming from?’

			Luke gestured vaguely. ‘Pipe behind the wall. Mikey did something and hey presto – water.’

			Hansen gaped. ‘What? You’ve tapped into . . .? You can’t do that.’

			‘We didn’t. Mikey did.’ 

			‘But . . .’

			‘Apparently it’s called research. Was there a water source and if so, could she connect to it? Research is like family values – you can get away with murder if you do it right.’

			‘What if someone finds out?’

			‘Like I say – research. And how would they ever know?’

			‘They will if we tell them.’

			Luke sighed. ‘Well, in that case we’ll have to kill you now. Don’t just sit there, Jane.’

			‘Kill them yourself,’ said Jane, not moving. ‘I’m enjoying my coffee.’

			‘That’s the spirit, sweetie,’ said Bolshy Jane, approvingly. ‘He’ll have you darning his socks next if you’re not careful.’

			Jane concentrated on her coffee. Should she mention these voices in her head at her next medical? Probably not.

			The door opened but only a little way because it was a very small office and now there were five of them in it. 

			‘What’s going on in there?’ said a voice. ‘Open this door.’

			They all shuffled around until the door could open properly.

			Major Ellis, their former team leader and now their head of department, stood on the threshold. ‘What’s that smell?’

			‘We’ve been through all this,’ said Luke wearily. ‘It’s all good.’

			Ellis was staring across the room. ‘What the hell is that and why is it making that noise?’

			‘Well, that’s rather rude,’ said Luke. ‘We all know Jane is never at her best in the early morning but that’s rather dehumanising, don’t you think? Pay no attention, Jane. We who know and love you are . . .’

			‘Shut up, Parrish,’ said Ellis. ‘I know an illegal coffee machine when I see one.’

			‘Are you certain? Jane has many skills, you know, camouflage being not the least of them, and . . .’

			‘Shut up, Parrish, or I’ll put you on a charge.’

			‘For what?’

			‘I shall seek suggestions from your colleagues. Who will, I am certain, be delighted to assist me in my search for something that will mean your certain incarceration for a considerable period of time.’

			‘Oh, please,’ said Rossi, putting up his hand. ‘Could you start with me, sir?’

			‘Shut up, Rossi. Parrish, get rid of that thing.’

			‘Can’t. It’s attached to the wall.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Health and safety.’

			‘You are a Time Police officer, Parrish. You should be unfamiliar with either concept.’ Ellis eyed Jane, quietly sipping the best cup of coffee she’d ever had in her life. ‘I’m surprised at you, Lockland.’

			Jane nodded. She was quite surprised at herself, too.

			North appeared at the door. ‘What’s that smell?’

			‘Oh God,’ said Luke, wearily.

			‘Only I thought I smelled coffee.’

			‘No, you didn’t.’

			‘Is that an illegal coffee machine?’

			‘No, it isn’t,’ said Luke.

			‘Yes, it is,’ said Jane, Socko, Hansen and Rossi. 

			North frowned. ‘I should report this.’

			Luke stood in front of the illegal subject of their conversation. ‘No, you shouldn’t.’

			Ellis frowned. ‘That’s “No, you shouldn’t, ma’am”.’

			North’s eyes narrowed. ‘As a responsible officer in the Time Police, it is my duty to report this.’

			‘Why?’ demanded Luke. ‘It’s not doing anyone any harm.’

			‘It’s doing me harm.’

			Luke spread his arms in bewilderment. ‘How?’

			‘Because I haven’t been offered any.’

			‘But . . .’ said Luke.

			‘Continued use of this illegal machine – even continued possession of this illegal machine – will not come cheap.’

			‘What?’ said Luke, indignantly.

			‘Allow me to simplify things, Officer Parrish. It’s going to cost you.’

			‘What?’

			North sighed. ‘That illegal coffee machine. It’s going to cost you.’

			‘Hold on a minute,’ protested Luke.

			‘Are you arguing with me, Parrish?’ 

			‘No. Well, only a little bit.’

			She stared at him.

			Luke sighed. ‘Exactly how much is providing a much-­needed resource for my team – and out of my own pocket, too – going to cost me?’ 

			‘One mug at the beginning of every shift. Just to ease me into the day. And one at the end of the shift. Just to ease me back out again.’ 

			Luke sighed. ‘You can’t do this.’

			‘That’s “You can’t do this, ma’am”,’ said Ellis, keeping a straight face with difficulty.

			‘And the same terms for your respected head of department. Officers’ privilege,’ said North.

			Luke appealed to Ellis. ‘Can she do that?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Ellis pleasantly. ‘I don’t always hear very well first thing in the morning. Not until I’ve had my first cup of coffee anyway.’

			‘But . . .’

			North folded her arms. ‘Take it or leave it, Parrish.’

			Luke sighed and turned to his head of department. ‘Are you here for a reason, Major? Other than to render the junior members of your department’s day even more traumatic than usual.’

			‘Ah, thank you for reminding me.’ 

			‘I’ve heard that lack of decent coffee can affect your memory, sir,’ said Rossi brightly and was ordered from the room with the rest of his team.

			Ellis shut the door behind them. ‘Team Two-­Three-­Six, I have pleasure in announcing your first BeeBOC assignment. Something gentle after your Paris experience. We’ve had a tip-­off. The usual thing. Someone somewhere’s doing something naughty. Interrupt Officer Farrell’s love affair with the Time Map and assemble in Briefing Room 3 in ten minutes. Black – no sugar.’

			 

			The finding of a clean mug and making coffee for Major Ellis took Luke more than a few minutes. Consequently, when he stepped out into the corridor, it was empty. Until the sudden appearance of Lt Grint, newly released from MedCen. 

			Protocol decreed that Luke should step aside for the more senior officer. Especially one the size of Lt Grint. Sadly, Luke Parrish had never really got the hang of protocol.

			He planted himself squarely in the middle of the corridor and waited.

			Grint ground to a halt. Rather in the manner of India seeking to avoid a collision with the Isle of Wight. Both parties took a step backwards and blinked.

			‘Get out of the way,’ said Grint, proud possessor of slightly fewer social skills than your average spleen.

			‘Or what?’ said Luke, proud possessor of slightly fewer appeasement skills than your average Mongol horde.

			‘What do you want, Parrish?’

			‘Jane.’

			‘What about Jane?’

			‘Mess her about,’ said Luke affably, ‘and we both know what I’m talking about – and I will come after you.’

			Grint stared down at him. Not a muscle moved. ‘Get out of my way or I’ll crush you like the useless piece of crap you are but Jane hasn’t realised yet.’

			Luke’s eyes blazed. The moment went on and on and then he stepped to one side. Grint curled his lip and continued on his way.

			‘You’re late, Parrish,’ said Ellis as Luke entered Briefing Room 3.

			Luke placed the coffee on Ellis’s desk and glanced at the clock. ‘Yes, I am. I intend to blame Lt Grint who detained me in the corridor.’

			‘Let’s get started.’ Ellis activated the screen, bringing up an image of a scruffy individual with a great deal of facial hair. The picture was somewhat blurred so it seemed safe to assume the subject had been travelling at speed. ‘Pay attention, people.’ Jane and ­Matthew sat up straighter. Luke lounged. Ellis pointed. ‘This is John Costello. Alias James Costello. Sometimes alias Jack Costello.’

			‘Not very imaginative,’ said Luke.

			‘Our Mr Costello sells rare historical artefacts.’

			­Matthew looked up. ‘You mean like the flying auctions people?’

			‘I do not. Mr Costello operates much further down the social and commercial scale, offering his customers such rare pieces as the eye that Harold lost at Hastings, the shroud cloth of Genghis Khan – complete with the manufacturer’s washing instructions recommending a thirty-­degree wash and short spin – a horseshoe from the apparently sixteen-­legged Black Bess and so forth. All of it completely unverifiable, which is not surprising because all of it is extremely fake. He’s been known to us for some time but we haven’t bothered because he’s never been that important. He usually hovers around the big boys, picking up unwanted scraps.’

			‘Like a remora,’ suggested Luke.

			‘Exactly. Although that might be slightly overstating his status. Anyway, we now have the time, the resources and the info to deal with Mr Costello, who recently came to the attention of another team. Sadly, they were unable to engage with him at the time since they were busy chasing down a group of inebriated students who had mistakenly thought 1746 would be a good place to celebrate their graduation.’

			Jane put up her hand, feeling the usual blush sweep across her face. 

			‘Sweetie, have you thought of seeking medical assistance for that?’ enquired Bolshy Jane.

			Jane ignored her. ‘Do we know what Costello was doing there? In 1746?’ 

			‘From what the team could see as they raced past, Mr Costello was attempting to sell the head of Charles I.’

			‘The severed head?’ said Jane, faintly.

			‘The skull,’ said Ellis. ‘Not the actual . . .’ He made head gestures. ‘Anyway, the students enthusiastically resisted arrest, matters became even more lively than Team One-­Three-­Eight had anticipated, and they didn’t have time to stop and add Costello to their collection. But they have generously passed on the info and Team Two-­Three-­Six are today’s lucky winners.’

			‘Oh great,’ said Luke. ‘Right in the middle of the Jacobite rebellion. What an idiot.’

			‘The rebellion has petered out,’ said North. 

			‘Yes, but no one in 1746 knows that, do they?’ said Luke. ‘For all they know, the Scots are poised to do it all again. A Stuart skull – is the bloke insane? Is the recent rebellion, Culloden and “Butcher” Cumberland not enough to worry about without adding Catholic relics to the mix?’

			Ellis blinked. ‘Gratifying to see the cash splashed on your education wasn’t entirely wasted, Parrish.’ He addressed Team 236 in general. ‘Obviously, given your track record, I hesitate to say, “This should be a piece of cake,” but I doubt even you will be able to screw this one up. Mr Costello has no record of violence, although he is reported to possess a serious turn of speed in a crisis so put your running shoes on. We want him, his pod and his merchandise. We’d also like details of his contacts – buyers, sellers, fences and so forth – so bring him back intact. You’ll find him in London 1746 and Lt North will provide brief details of what you can expect to find there.’

			North stood up.

			‘London – the whole country – is in a state of high tension after the recent Jacobite rebellion. The attempt to replace Hanoverian George I with the exiled Stuart line has failed. The Stuart Prince – Bonnie Prince Charlie, as he’s popularly known – has been defeated at Culloden – incidentally the last battle fought on British soil. Until the Civil Uprisings, of course. The government forces were led by the Duke of Cumberland – “Butcher” Cumberland as Officer Parrish so vividly describes him.

			‘As it so often is, the aftermath was brutal and bloody. Attempts to integrate the Scots were neither sympathetic nor successful. Oaths of allegiance were required. Wearing the kilt was banned. The clans were disbanded. Yes, government reprisals were harsh, but please remember the rebels penetrated as far south as Derby. The French were poised to attack the south coast. The situation was critical and the government came down hard. Bonnie Prince Charlie escaped with the aid of Flora MacDonald and was never really a threat again. By the time you will arrive, Francis Towneley, together with fellow members of the Jacobite Manchester Regiment, has been hanged, drawn and quartered at Kennington Common. Their heads were the last to be displayed on Temple Bar. The Earl of Kilmarnock and Lord Balmerino have been beheaded in the Tower. Lord Lovat is awaiting execution. Treason is still in the air. People are jumpy. There will be soldiers everywhere. Caution and discretion are strongly advised.’ 

			Jane was scribbling frantically. Alone among the Time Police, she still preferred her trusty notebook to a scratchpad. Luke folded his arms and looked bored.

			Ellis looked around. ‘Any questions, anyone?’

			There were none.

			‘Then why are you still here? Collect your gear and be on your way.’ 

			 

			‘No helmets,’ said Luke as Team 236 entered their pod. ­‘Londoners will still be jumpy after ’45 and we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves with outlandish headgear.’

			That Team Weird had never been able to avoid drawing attention to themselves – outlandish headgear or not – was not mentioned.

			‘Yes, because everyone wore sinister black clothing in those days,’ said ­Matthew, looking down at his uniform. ‘I really think it’s time we reconsidered our public image.’ 

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Luke. ‘I quite like the whole shock-­and-­awe thing we have going for us. After all, we want people to wet themselves when they see us coming. For me, that’s the best part of the job. Jane, what the hell is that? Have you taken to wearing your knickers on your head for some reason?’

			‘It’s a mobcap, actually,’ said Jane, busy laying in the coordinates. ‘There are now so many women in the Time Police that . . .’

			‘Twelve,’ said Luke. ‘There are twelve women in the Time Police. Thirteen if you count the Map Master and don’t accept the popular view she’s not from this planet. I don’t call that “many”.’

			‘And you’re going out with four of them,’ said ­Matthew.

			Jane persevered, ‘. . . that someone . . . high up . . . and not being a member of the gender who would have to wear it . . . decided there should be some sort of camouflage for us. Hence the all-­purpose mobcap.’

			Luke sneered. ‘Are you wearing a pinny under your cloak as well?’

			‘No, I’m wearing a small but perfectly formed blaster, a fully charged sonic, my trusty baton and two lots of liquid string, because now that you’re our team leader, I expect to have to use all of it before we eventually manage to overcome John Costello, dismantle his operation, impound his pod and illegal hoard and barely escape with our lives.’

			There was a pause. ‘That was very hurtful,’ said Luke. He turned to ­Matthew. ‘­Matthew . . .’

			­Matthew grinned at him. ‘What she said.’

			Luke sighed impatiently. ‘Are we done yet?’

			‘Um . . .’

			‘Just finish the coordinates and let’s go.’

			Silence fell. ‘Coordinates laid in,’ said Jane. ‘Go on, team leader. Engage the AI.’

			Luke threw himself into a seat and waved a vague hand. ‘I’ll leave all that to you.’

			‘But you’re the team leader,’ said Jane, carefully not catching ­Matthew’s eye. ‘You should be the one who . . .’

			‘That’s just tradition,’ said Luke. ‘I don’t think we . . .’

			‘No, it’s not. The rules specifically state that it’s the team leader’s responsibility to initiate . . .’

			‘All right. Jeez, give it a rest, will you.’ He drew breath. ‘Pod – commence jump procedures.’

			The AI responded in its pleasantly female voice. ‘Unable to comply.’

			‘Here we go,’ muttered ­Matthew, making himself comfortable.

			‘What? Why not?’ demanded Luke.

			‘Protocol failure. You have failed to identify yourself.’

			Luke looked at Jane. ‘Don’t you usually do that?’

			‘Usually, yes.’

			‘Well, why haven’t you . . . ?’

			‘You only told me to finish the coordinates.’

			‘Jane, I expect this sort of behaviour from our wildly misnamed artificial intelligence but not from you. Could you enter the team ID and let’s get on before the Senior Mech starts banging on the door to ask if we’ve forgotten how to jump?’

			‘Won’t that make Jane the team leader, though?’ murmured ­Matthew provocatively.

			‘For God’s sake, can we just go?’

			Jane swivelled her chair back to the console and entered the team ID. ‘Pod, commence jump procedures, please.’

			Luke sighed in exasperation. ‘I keep telling you – it’s a machine. You don’t have to say please.’

			‘Jump procedures commenced.’

			Jane smiled. ‘Thank you.’

			‘You’re welcome.’

			Luke sat up in a hurry. ‘What did you say?’

			‘Which of us are you talking to?’ enquired Jane.

			Luke gestured. ‘It said, “You’re welcome.”’

			‘No, it didn’t,’ said Jane, not looking at ­Matthew.

			‘You said, “Thank you,” which you don’t need to say, Jane, I keep telling you, and it said, “You’re welcome.”’

			‘No, it didn’t.’

			‘Can we go?’ said ­Matthew. ‘Before the Senior Mech starts banging on the door to find out if we’ve forgotten how to jump.’

			‘But it shouldn’t . . .’

			The world flickered.
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			‘We’re exactly where and when we should be,’ reported Jane. ‘Southwark, 15th December 1746.’

			‘Let’s have a look, then,’ said Luke.

			They all peered at the screen.

			‘Trees?’ said Luke. ‘I can see trees. Why can I see trees? For God’s sake, Jane, have you put us down in the Forest of Dean?’

			‘We’re in a churchyard,’ said Jane, calmly. ‘It has trees.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘If you take a moment to recover your composure,’ said ­Matthew, ‘you’ll be able to make out the headstones. Oh, look – is that a patch of disturbed earth? Do you think something’s clawed itself free of its grave and is waiting to rip out our throats?’

			Luke stared at ­Matthew. ‘Only if I’m very lucky.’

			‘Not a nice day out there,’ said Jane, consulting her instruments. ‘Cold and damp.’

			‘And foggy?’

			‘No, I think that’s old-­fashioned smog. From all the fires. Caused by wet wood and cheap coal, I expect.’

			‘Oh God. So we can add respiratory diseases to everything else we’re going to pick up here.’

			‘It’s a time of massive social unrest,’ said ­Matthew comfortingly. ‘You’re much more likely to end your days with your head on a spike on London Bridge than live long enough to cough black sputum all over the pod.’

			Luke glared at him. ‘I still don’t know why we bring you.’

			‘I’m the morale officer.’

			‘Well, stay at home and cheer us all up.’

			‘Or you could stay at home and cheer us up.’

			Jane, who had occupied her time by being a proper officer and donned her cloak all ready to go, stood at the door and cleared her throat. ‘In your own time, gentlemen.’

			They opened the door and stepped out.

			‘Bloody hell, it’s a bit nippy,’ said Luke, pulling his cloak around him.

			‘Yes, it’s winter,’ said Jane. ‘As in the date. Fifteenth of December.’

			Luke stamped his foot on the hard ground. They were indeed standing in a dank and gloomy churchyard. The dark bulk of St Saviour’s loomed behind them. The ground was rutted and frozen. Tufts of dead, brown grass, ancient wooden crosses and toppled tombstones provided additional trip hazards. The sun hadn’t been strong enough to melt the larger icy puddles. In fact, the weak sunshine struggling through the smog only emphasised the bitter cold. They could see their own breath.

			That they were in a heavily populated area was evident. There were smoking chimneys everywhere. The smoke would climb a little way and then stream sideways to hang over the houses in a dirty, yellow-­brown cloud. 

			Luke coughed extravagantly. His team ignored him.

			Jane sniffed delicately. Smoke wasn’t the only smell on the block. The river, sewage, cut wood, earth and cooking – although what was being cooked was debatable – all with top notes of stale urine. 

			Surrounding the churchyard was a waist-­high stone wall over which they could see a wider street off to their left, lined each side with haphazardly built stone and timber buildings. There was a bizarre mixture of good and bad. One or two houses were stone-­built and of good quality with tiled roofs. These stood alongside fragile-­looking wooden structures – some only part-­roofed and a few with no roofs at all. From where Team 236 were standing, it was impossible to see whether the street was paved or not but, going on past experience of London streets, even if it was, the stones would long since have disappeared under regular floods of mud, rubbish, sewage, rotting vegetables and animal shit.

			The street was not particularly crowded. Possibly everyone who could was staying indoors. And not just because of the weather. The country was suffering the aftermath of a major coup. A failed major coup. No one would be on the streets who didn’t have to be. And no women at all that Jane could see. Not even the ladies of briefly purchased affection. Jane reflected briefly on the folly of lifting your skirts in this weather and then wished she hadn’t.

			Those who were out and about wore layers of coats, cloaks, shawls, blankets, even tattered rags. Every piece of clothing they owned, probably. The good news was that Team 236 would be able to get around more quickly in the empty streets. The bad was that they’d be more noticeable.

			Staring around him, Luke groaned.

			‘Makes the 20th century look good, doesn’t it?’ said ­­Matthew cheerfully.

			‘For God’s sake, watch where you put your feet,’ said Luke, looking down at the frozen mud. ‘We don’t want any broken ankles.’

			‘Pod, send a street map of 1746 Southwark to our scratchpads, please,’ said Jane. ‘Overlay with pod signatures.’

			‘Dear God,’ said Luke, staring at ­Matthew’s scratchpad. ‘How many Cock Alleys does one city actually need?’

			‘That one leads to Naked Boy Yard,’ said ­Matthew, pointing.

			‘I am not going down there and neither are you. Jane, I think you should wait in the pod.’

			‘I keep telling you,’ said Bolshy Jane in exasperation. ‘Kill him now. Why won’t you listen to me?’

			‘Actually,’ said Wimpy Jane timidly, ‘I think he might be joking.’

			‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ said Actual Jane, darkly. ‘But whether he is or not, I’m still not waiting in the pod.’

			‘That way leads to Dead Man’s Place,’ said ­Matthew, now pointing in another direction. ‘I don’t think we want to go there either, do we?’

			‘Lord, no,’ said Luke. ‘Although I wouldn’t mind a peek at Whore’s Nest. Just think how fascinating it would be to study, close up, the nesting habits of the . . .’

			‘How do we get to Costello’s pod?’ enquired Jane, before Luke’s plans for the team’s social education could derail the entire mission.

			­Matthew frowned at his scratchpad. ‘Um . . . the direct route would be through the gate over there, into Church Alley, turn right into Green Dragon Court and then left into Frying Pan Alley.’

			He paused invitingly for the inevitable comment but Jane was frowning at her notes and apparently Luke was too cold and grumpy to make the effort. 

			‘Or, if you want a less direct route, we could go via Stoney Street, down Dirty Lane, turn right into Foul Lane, left into Green Dragon Court and turn right into Frying Pan Alley. Whichever we choose, Costello’s pod is about halfway down. Quite a good pitch because there’s what passes for a main road at the end which leads directly to London Bridge, so he’s probably after any passing trade cutting through to Stoney Street.’ 

			‘Can we just get on?’ said Jane, plaintively.

			‘What’s the rush?’

			Jane blushed. ‘Some of us forgot to go before we came out.’

			‘Well, nip behind that headstone over there.’

			Jane contemplated that headstone over there. Wild horses could not induce her to relieve herself in a churchyard – what sort of person weed on the dead? – and she didn’t even want to contemplate the muddy, shit-­ridden area on the other side of the churchyard wall.

			‘I can wait.’

			‘Sure?’ said Luke. ‘We can stand guard if you’re that ­worried.’

			‘Quite sure,’ said Jane, quite sure she couldn’t, but she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

			Rumour had it that St Mary’s pods had toilets. Of course, rumour also had it that St Mary’s were a bunch of reckless, irresponsible half-­wits with the life ­expectancy of a mayfly chatting to a trout at teatime, which was probably true, but that still made them reckless, irresponsible half-­wits, etc. with a toilet. 

			She sighed. Would it kill the Time Police to build a small toilet into each of their pods? It wasn’t as if they didn’t have the technology. Actually, that was a point. Not only did they have the technology, now they had a Mikey. Hmm . . . In the meantime, she tried to think of deserts, scorched earth and arid plains.

			Luke pulled his cloak around him again. ‘Let’s get moving before we freeze into the mud. I’ll take the lead, with Jane in the middle. ­Matthew, you bring up the rear.’

			‘Roger that,’ said ­Matthew.

			‘Very good,’ said Luke. ‘Just like a real Time Police officer.’

			‘Yes,’ said Jane. ‘Just think how good we could be if we had a real team leader.’

			That time was closer than they thought.

			In single file they made their way through the deserted churchyard. Naked trees stood silently, their thin, black branches clutching at the heavens. An appeal on behalf of the inhabitants, perhaps. The heavy wooden gate creaked as they let themselves out into Church Alley. The only sound was their breathing and the occasional drip of moisture from the bare branches to the hard ground beneath. 

			Tomorrow’s icy puddles, thought Jane.

			Compared to their last visit to London – nearly a hundred years before this – the streets and alleyways were almost completely deserted. Back in 1663, the popular Charles II had just ascended the throne, the long years of Puritanism were ending and Londoners were packing the streets, eager to make up for lost time. Then, the streets had been filled with the noise of the crowds, clattering hooves, wheels rumbling across the cobbles and the many and varied cries of street vendors. Now there was just a sullen, cowed silence.

			Such people as were about moved quickly, hugging the sides of the narrow streets, their eyes on the ground. Partly to watch where they were putting their feet, Jane guessed, and partly to avoid drawing any sort of attention to themselves. These were uncertain times. No one wanted their final address to be London Bridge, third spike from the left. Many shops and houses had their doors and lower windows boarded up. Were people still afraid of the rebels? Soldiers? Rioters? Even of each other?

			They moved quickly but not too quickly. As Luke had said, no one wanted to turn an ankle on the frozen ruts. Jane watched her breath cloud the air in front of her and wondered why the place stank even in winter. What must it be like in the ­summertime?

			At the head of Frying Pan Alley, Luke brought them to a halt and they crowded around ­Matthew’s scratchpad. 

			‘There,’ said Jane. ‘The signal’s quite strong. Set back a little. Behind the fourth – no, fifth – building on the left.’

			‘OK, people,’ said Luke. ‘Eyes peeled. Stay behind me. ­Matthew . . .’

			‘Yeah, I know,’ said ­Matthew. ‘Watch our backs.’

			They set off. Frying Pan Alley was not wide – certainly not wide enough to catch the last rays of the setting sun. The words ‘dark’ and ‘dank’ were almost too complimentary. The tiny houses on either side were unlit. Those that had shutters had closed them early. If, indeed, they ever opened them at all in these uncertain times. No lights showed. The smoke-­smelling mist eddied around them.

			They inched their way cautiously towards a tiny gap between what looked like a very informally built pigpen and someone’s possible kitchen. The two structures were remarkably similar and there was no sound from either. 

			Jane felt ­Matthew close up behind her. She increased her pace to stand directly behind Luke and placed her hand on his shoulder to let him know she was there.

			Luke halted, whispering, ‘Over there. That must be the pod. And look – there’s our boy.’

			‘Boy?’ said Jane, looking at the figure holding something aloft as he harangued the small and incredibly uninterested crowd. 

			The narrow gap widened into a small area of lumpy waste ground large enough to accommodate their target – the entrepreneur known as John Costello – together with his pod and a rough wooden table covered with a grubby purple cloth. This was strewn with interesting-­looking objects. Interesting to the Time Police, that is. No one else was showing a great deal of enthusiasm.

			Mr Costello, muffled in a long, heavy coat that could have come from any century, had managed to attract a crowd of about eight or nine men – all of them nearly as down at heel as he was himself – and none of them showing even the slightest spark of interest in the marvels laid out for their approval. In fact, they bore all the marks of people pausing only very briefly on their way home. Or on their way to the pub, for which they would certainly be saving their money.

			For all his sales talk, Mr Costello was clearly not winning them over.

			‘The headcloth of sainted Queen Jane Seymour, gentlemen. Bequeathed to an ancestor of mine who served that gracious lady and passed down through the family to me. Guaranteed – guaranteed, gentlemen – to cure dropsy, sweating sickness, the pox, whatever ails you. Look at the workmanship, gentlemen, fashioned by the hand of the queen herself . . .’

			There was a lot more along those lines. From what Jane could see, as Team 236 drew back into the rapidly deepening shadows, John Costello was around forty years old. An ageing hippy, she thought, with his long hair turning grey and his skimpy, already grey beard. He was tall and lanky and sagged in the middle – almost as if he lacked the strength to hold himself up and his massive coat had to do it for him.

			‘Is anyone else looking for Scooby Doo?’ murmured Luke.

			Lacking any kind of sound system, John Costello was reduced to shouting at the small, indifferent crowd. His thin, reedy voice cracked occasionally. Jane wondered how long he’d been at this. No one could fault his enthusiasm, however. Standing in front of his table of marvels, he selected another item. The failing light made it impossible to see what it was from this distance, but he’d obviously given up on the headcloth of Queen Jane.

			They’d been lucky, reflected Jane. The day was drawing to a close and Costello was winding down. Ten minutes later and they might have missed him altogether.

			‘I can’t see what he’s offering,’ she whispered.

			‘And I can’t hear what he’s saying,’ said Luke as another couple of punters drifted away. Those left showed no signs of snapping up the remaining bargains. Another one disappeared into the shadows.

			‘Hold on,’ said ­Matthew, fumbling at his belt for binoculars because none of them were wearing helmets or visors. He focused. ‘Yep – definitely at least one skull on the table. Don’t know if it’s King Charles’s . . .’

			‘It can’t be,’ said Jane swiftly, tilting her trusty notebook to catch the last of the light. ‘Charles I is buried in St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle. With his head.’

			‘It could be anyone’s skull,’ said ­Matthew.

			‘Yes, because they’re so easy to come by, aren’t they?’ said Luke sarcastically. ‘You go online and order a charming young lady, milk, newspapers, cheese, a couple of bottles of wine and – oh, two skulls, please. Just to see me over the weekend.’

			­Matthew and Jane ignored him. Not for the first time.

			‘They might not even be real skulls,’ said ­Matthew, still squinting. ‘No one here would recognise something plastic-­based.’

			‘Plastic’s illegal,’ said Jane, sharply.

			Luke turned. ‘Seriously? We have an illegal and his pod selling dubious artefacts that he acquired God knows how and you’re banging on about unlawful plastic?’

			Jane reflected briefly on the ease with which she continued to ignore her team leader. 

			‘What’s the plan?’ enquired ­Matthew. ‘There aren’t many people left and he’s going to know who we are as soon as we step out of this doorway.’

			‘I’ll go around behind him,’ said Jane. 

			‘Stay between him and his pod,’ warned Luke.

			‘I will.’ She disappeared back past the pigpen to work her way behind Mr Costello.

			‘Com check,’ said Luke as she rounded the corner.

			‘Loud and clear.’

			‘Right, team, stay on your toes. Remember the embarrassing saga of our first meeting with Henry Plimpton and everything that led to. So no sob stories. No second chances. No pity. In – grab the bastard – string him and straight back to the pod. Sonic him if he looks at you wrong. Let’s make sure we get this one right.’
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