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			Life is good for Team Weird, now heroes and fully fledged Time Police officers. Luke can’t wait to bear arms. Jane has a date. And Matthew still hasn’t had his hair cut.

			 

			But Time waits for no one and neither do criminal masterminds. A major threat to the Timeline is looming, one far deadlier than mere idiots who want to change history. And when a familiar face becomes a Very Important Lead, will conflicting family loyalties spell trouble for Team Weird?

			 

			One missing. One guilt-ridden. And one facing the end of their Time Police career before it’s even begun. Not so good then, after all.
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			Prologue

			Voice communication from Commander Hay, officer commanding Time Police HQ, to Captain Farenden

			Time: 0908 UTC

			Date: Redacted 

			Charlie, what the bloody hell’s going on with Team 236? Are they in or out? Are their Form D12s completed yet? How can one small team make such a business of deciding which department to grace with their presence? Put a rocket up someone’s backside and get it sorted.

			 

			Electronic communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis, officer i/c Team 236

			Time: 0915 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Matthew, has your bunch of shambling misfits completed their training yet? Any idea which unfortunate department(s) will be bearing the brunt of them in future?

			 

			Voice communication to all members of Team 236 from Major Ellis

			Time: 0916 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Have you lot sorted yourselves out yet? You qualify in a week’s time. Department heads want to know which, if any of you, they can expect to welcome. As does Commander Hay. As do I. Get on it. Now.

			 

			Voice communication from Major Ellis to Captain Farenden

			Time: 1421 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			My compliments to Commander Hay. Team 236 are still considering their options.

			 

			Voice communication from Commander Hay to Captain Farenden across her desk

			Time: 1422 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Options? What do they mean, options? My compliments to Major Ellis and tell him to tell his team they’re in the Time Police now. Not some fire-trucking holiday camp.

			 

			Electronic communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis

			Time: 1423 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			For God’s sake, Matthew – get your team sorted out. She’s reaching for her paper knife again.

			 

			Electronic communication from Major Ellis to Captain Farenden

			Time: 1427 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Just hide the bloody thing, Charlie, and we’ll all be fine.

			 

			Voice communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis

			Time: 1428 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Get your team’s Form D12s on my desk by Friday or I swear I will go off sick and leave you to handle this by yourself.

			 

			Electronic communication from Major Ellis to Captain Farenden

			Time: 1428 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Being shot has not improved your temper much, has it?

			 

			Electronic communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis

			Time: 1428 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Shooting your fire-trucking team would go a long way towards improving everyone’s temper. Never have I more longed for the good old days when Parrish, Lockland and Farrell would certainly have been blasted into fiery oblivion by the first real Time Police officer whose path they crossed.

			 

			Electronic communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis

			Time: 1627 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			I haven’t heard from you. Did you get my message?

			 

			Electronic communication from Major Ellis to Captain Farenden

			Time: 1628 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Yes. Did you get my hurt silence?

			 

			Voice communication from Commander Hay to Captain Farenden conveyed through her office intercom

			Time: 1650 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			What the fire truck is happening with those idiots in 236, Charlie? Give them one week and then shoot the lot of them and we’ll start again.

			 

			Electronic communication from Captain Farenden to Major Ellis

			Time: 1650 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Matthew – be warned. She’s warming up the firing squad.

			 

			Electronic communication from Major Ellis to Commander Hay

			Time: 1651 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Subject: Team 236 – Trainees Farrell, Lockland and Parrish

			Ma’am,

			I have the honour to inform you Team 236 have officially completed their training period and, with effect from next week, will be available for assignment as fully qualified Time Police officers.

			Form D12s have yet to materialise but are, I am convinced, imminent.

			 

			Electronic communication from Commander Hay to Major Ellis

			Time: 1652 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Don’t give me that crap. Find out what they’re doing and advise soonest. Don’t make me come down there, Major.

			 

			Automatic Reply from the desk of Major Ellis

			Time: 1652 UTC

			Date: Redacted

			Major Ellis is not currently available. For urgent matters, contact Captain Farenden, who is providing cover until his return.
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			Commander Hay settled herself at her desk, opened up her scratchpad, picked up her coffee and gazed expectantly at her adjutant.

			‘You’re wearing your bad news face, Charlie.’

			‘A whole shedload for you this morning, ma’am.’

			‘Oh – you’re going to come straight out with it, are you? Normally there’s a bit of banter and obfuscation as you slip me the details of our latest debacle and hope I won’t notice.’

			‘Not today, ma’am. I’m not even going to try.’

			She sighed. ‘Go on, then. Let’s have it all over with at once. Rip the plaster off, Charlie, but don’t blame me if I scream.’

			He sighed. ‘Well, in no particular order: Imogen Farnborough’s appeal has failed. The date of her execution is yet to be determined, but certainly within the next twenty-eight days.’

			‘Well, that’s no surprise, is it? She was lucky to escape the consequences of her first offence – there was no chance of escaping her second.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Make a note to ask Ellis to keep an eye on Parrish, will you? He and Farnborough used to know each other well – I’m not sure how he will react.’

			‘She tried to have him killed, ma’am.’

			‘Very true, but given their former relationship and the possible involvement of his father at Site X, I still think his reactions should be closely monitored. What about our other prisoner – the ghastly Mr Geoffrey?’

			‘The oil-slick Geoffrey sang like the proverbial cassowary, ma’am. Unfortunately for him, he didn’t know as much as he thought he did, and a lot of his supposedly valuable intel turned out to be . . . shall we say, considerably enhanced, and didn’t really tell us any more than we knew already. Yes, we picked up a lot of their lower- and mid-level people, but those at the very top appear to have slipped through our net. Geoffrey was promised his death sentence would be commuted, however, so it’ll be life for him. I don’t suppose it matters because he’s not the type to thrive in our prison system. I believe bets are being laid on how long he’ll last. A projected lifespan of about six months appears to be the most optimistic estimate.’

			‘Put me down for seven weeks and two days, Charlie. What’s next on your list?’

			‘The word on the street is that Farnborough’s mother, the Right Honourable Patricia, will resign from the government any day now.’

			Commander Hay sighed. ‘Damn. Go on.’

			‘Site X is being dismantled. The components manufactured by Parrish Industries are generic and not, according to Parrish Industries’ legal eagles, manufactured for a specific client or purpose. Their legal department wishes to point out that Parrish Industries abhors the use to which their product has been put, but they take no responsibility for said use once their product has left the factory. They regret they are unable to assist further with our enquiries.’

			She sighed. ‘And the worst news?’

			Captain Farenden stared out of the window. The air lanes were thick with rush-hour traffic. The Belfast shuttle chugged past on its way to Croydon. He was conscious of a wish that he was on it.

			Taking a deep breath, he said, ‘Eric Portman, Farnborough’s boyfriend – the one who got her into all this – got off. We didn’t have enough to hold him. Forty-five people are willing to swear he was with them at the times in question. Including two MPs. Not that their word counts for much. The official explanation is that an imposter has been taking the Portman name in vain.’

			Commander Hay’s face in no way registered her intense frustration at this news, but to be fair, her face rarely registered any expression at all. In her youth, during a particularly bloody chapter of the Time Wars, there had been an accident. The door had blown off her pod in mid-jump. The results had not been pretty. Lt Marietta Hay had been the only survivor, and when they’d eventually managed to get her out, half of her face was considerably older than the other half. It had been some time before she had been able to accept her survival for the miracle she was continually being told it was.

			Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘Are Portman’s lawyers actually suggesting Imogen Farnborough didn’t know who she was dating? They went out for three months, for heaven’s sake.’

			‘His team did an excellent job of discrediting her evidence. They argued that her obvious mental instability rendered it unreliable and referred to the fact that, at her trial, even her own defence team had tried to claim she wasn’t fit to plead. That defence failed, as we know, but it did allow the Portmans’ legal team to highlight her unreliability and throw massive doubt on her statement. They followed that up with lots of outraged innocence from the Portman family themselves, who made a few minor endowments to worthy causes to show the world what nice people they are, together with a couple of massive donations to those who matter, and that was the end of it. I suspect he’s celebrating in a bar at this very moment.’

			‘Damn and blast, Charlie.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am.’

			Hay pushed her chair back and began to pace. ‘We had them. We had their people, their pods, we had Shoreditch, we had Site X, we had what they were doing to those poor sods in the Stone Age. And still the top dogs got away from us. I’d happily return Imogen Farnborough to the wild if we could have got just one of them.’

			‘Well, looking on the bright side, ma’am, which as your adjutant I am required to do no matter what the personal risk, we have dismantled Site X. No more experimentation on Neanders. Big Pharma has retired back to its lair, muttering. A large and sophisticated Temporal Tourism operation has been shut down before it did any real harm. Fifty-six arrests and five pods impounded. And, with luck, Eric Portman looking over his shoulder every moment of every day for the rest of his life.’

			‘We lost Nuñez and Klein. We nearly lost Lockland and Parrish, as well. Parrish lost two fingers.’

			‘Well, as to that, ma’am, yes – Nuñez and Klein were unfortunate but they were buried with full honours, if that makes a difference. And their sacrifice ultimately led us to Site X. Lockland and Parrish survived their ordeal in the snow. Yes, Parrish lost two fingers to frostbite but he now struts the corridors with a dramatic black glove on his left hand, threatening to hire a redhead to cut up his meat for him.’

			She blinked. ‘Why a redhead?’

			‘Apparently he already has a blonde and a brunette and requires a redhead to complete the set.’

			She sat back down again. ‘How is he even still alive?’

			‘I don’t believe losing a few fingers is generally fatal, ma’am.’

			‘It wasn’t his missing fingers I was referring to.’

			‘Oh. Well, much as it pains me to admit ignorance in the face of my commanding officer, I don’t know. I suspect if I tried even half the things he seems to get away with, I’d be floating face down in the Thames by now while the entire female population of London lined the banks and cheered. He just . . . gets away with it, ma’am.’

			Hay sighed again.

			Captain Farenden tapped his scratchpad. ‘Major Callen has requested a slot for his monthly meeting, ma’am.’ He waited.

			‘I want you present, Charlie. Nothing formal. Just tuck yourself away in a corner and take notes. In fact, I don’t ever want to find myself alone with him, however briefly. Make sure you’re always there.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			He waited but nothing more was forthcoming. ‘Moving on, ma’am, I do have one final piece of news you may or may not regard as good.’

			‘Go on, Charlie, hit me with it.’

			‘It’s taken a while, ma’am. About two months longer than . . .’ He stopped, apparently groping for a word.

			‘Than what?’

			‘I’m struggling to construct a sentence that doesn’t contain the word “normal”, ma’am. Ah, I have it. It’s only taken about two months longer than more conventional teams, ma’am, but, believe it or not – Team Two-Three-Six graduate tomorrow.’

			‘Only two months longer? From where I’m sitting it’s seemed endless.’

			‘A fact I hope you won’t mention at their formal swearing-in tomorrow afternoon, ma’am.’

			‘No. Wheel them up here. They can retake the oath. I’ll hand them their flashes and give them my famous Welcome to the Time Police speech. You hand them details of their Death in Service benefits and we both wish them good luck for the future.’

			‘And following that, ma’am, I suppose we step back and let them get on with it.’

			‘Well, there’s the mandatory one month’s hands-off supervision – I expect Ellis and North will split that between them – and then off they go. Out into the wild blue yonder.’

			Farenden grinned. ‘It’s going to be interesting to watch their progress, ma’am. On a slightly related matter, Officer North has requested an appointment this morning.’

			She sighed. ‘After what Lt Grint and his team did to her . . .’

			‘Indeed, ma’am, but you will remember the expected fallout over that unfortunate incident failed to materialise.’

			‘I believe that has been mainly due to the mature attitude adopted by North herself. There was a great deal of support for her at the time and at one point I feared we’d be blocking the walls with our Time Police dead. That there weren’t more casualties was entirely due to her intelligent handling of the situation.’

			‘Yes, she would have had a spectacular career with us.’

			‘She still can – if we can persuade her to stay.’

			‘I’ve pencilled her in for 1100 hours.’

			‘Was she clutching her resignation?’

			‘Not that I was aware, ma’am, but she made the appointment via her com link so it was difficult for me to tell.’

			‘I’m not going to let her go, Charlie, even if I have to nail her to a desk.’

			‘An innovative solution to our staffing difficulties, ma’am, and, simultaneously, a warning to the rest of us.’

			Hay’s hand drifted towards her paper knife.

			‘I’m so sorry, ma’am – did I say warning? Obviously, I meant inspiration.’

			Hay’s hand drifted away from her paper knife. ‘I thought you did.’

			 

			An hour later, Captain Farenden ushered Officer North into Commander Hay’s office. The commander, who had spent much of the intervening time marshalling her arguments against Officer North leaving the Time Police, was cheered to see her carrying a file under one arm.

			‘Good morning, Officer North.’

			‘Good morning, ma’am. Thank you for seeing me.’

			‘I believe you had something to discuss.’

			‘Ma’am, arising out of the unfortunate incident at Versailles when, perhaps, some officers paid less attention to the briefing than they could have done, I’ve put together a recommendation that all teams be provided with historical context before they embark on a jump. It shouldn’t be over-detailed – we’re not St Mary’s – but it would give a background and perspective for each individual mission that may prevent similar incidents occurring in future.’

			She passed over the folder and sat staring out of the window as the commander read it through.

			‘And this would be provided by you?’

			‘My opinion is that I would be the best person for the job. I have the background knowledge.’

			‘You think they would listen to you?’

			‘Yes. I believe I have hit on an innovative way of gaining and retaining their attention, ma’am. And I do think the more perceptive among them will recognise the value of attending.’

			‘And the less perceptive?’

			‘May not be around long enough to regret not listening to the historical background and perspective that might have saved their lives. A striking example of Darwinism in action. However, I hope to make clear the wisdom of attending briefings which have been tailored to their team’s individual requirements.’

			‘What will you do if no one attends?’

			‘Without actually saying so, ma’am, I shall endeavour to give the impression that anyone failing to take advantage of this useful and possibly life-saving opportunity has slightly fewer brain cells than testicles.’

			The words ‘Lt Grint’ were not spoken.

			‘So, it is only male officers from whom you expect to encounter difficulties?’

			‘Frankly, ma’am, yes, but the insult works even better for our few female officers.’

			‘Is your continuing presence in the Time Police contingent upon my consent and approval?’

			North hesitated. ‘I don’t want to leave the Time Police, but now that I’m no longer a Hunter, I have to find another role for myself. I have discussed this with Major Ellis who was very encouraging.’

			If Commander Hay considered Major Ellis had his own reasons for North-related encouragement and none of them had anything to do with providing historical perspectives, she did not say so.

			‘In addition, ma’am, Team Two-Three-Six will soon be qualified . . .’ She tailed away.

			‘I am always very reluctant to lose a good officer.’ Commander Hay closed the file. ‘Shall we say a trial period of three months? I’ll leave it up to you to decide the depth and detail of your briefings and the form they will take. This will be your project, Officer North. At the end of three months, I will be requesting evaluation reports from my senior officers as to the success of your initiative. And from you too.’

			North nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘In theory, I think this might work very well. You are aware your former boss – Dr Maxwell – once provided something very similar during her mercifully short secondment here.’

			‘I am aware, ma’am, and I believe they were quite successful.’

			‘Well, no one died, which is always my criteria for a successful initiative. Keep me informed, Officer North, and good luck.’

			‘Thank you, ma’am.’

		

	
		
			2

			At that precise moment, Team 236 were assembled in Luke’s room, peering at the Graduation Countdown Calendar pinned to the back of his door.

			‘Ta-dah!’ cried Luke, crossing through the last day with a flourish.

			‘Ta-dah!’ cried Jane and Matthew, dutifully watching him cross through the last day with a flourish.

			‘That’s it, people. We’ve done it. Who’d have thought? A quick handshake with Commander Hay and then Jane sews on our flashes because she’s the only girl on the team, and away we go.’

			‘Happy to,’ said Jane, ‘and I know exactly to which appendage I shall be attaching them.’

			‘The flashes are woven on,’ said Matthew, in a placatory tone. ‘They’ll just give us new kit.’

			‘So, what does Hay give us tomorrow?’

			‘Sympathy regarding our life choices, presumably,’ said Luke, gloomily.

			‘Ceremonial flashes to signify our new status,’ said Matthew.

			Jane sighed. ‘Shame. I was looking forward to wielding a bodkin.’

			Luke shook his head. ‘Jane, I have to say, being in the Time Police has certainly brought out the worst in you. You used to be such a sweet little thing. How you’ve changed.’

			‘I have,’ said Jane complacently. ‘You, on the other hand, are as big an arsehole as you’ve always been.’

			Matthew nodded his agreement.

			The three of them grinned at each other. Yes, all right, they’d taken the long way round – and some of it had been a little dodgy – but now, here they were, fully qualified Time Police officers. Almost.

			‘We can bear arms,’ said Luke. ‘I can’t wait.’

			‘Weapons training first,’ said Matthew.

			‘What – point and press?’ said Luke scornfully. ‘It’s not rocket science. Otherwise, half the people here couldn’t do it.’

			‘Blasters are a little more wayward than you might think,’ said Matthew, the only member of the team to have fired one so far. Yes, he’d successfully played his part in fighting off the enemy when TPHQ had come under attack, but there was an ex-flowering tree at the front of the building that would never be the same again. Or its decorative planter. Matthew and his blaster had truly embraced the scorched earth policy.

			Back out in the corridor they were joined by their former fellow trainees – Team 235.

			‘All right, mate?’ said Kohl, who was known, for reasons that were never disclosed, as Socko.

			‘Yeah,’ said Luke in surprise. ‘Why do you ask?’

			Socko shuffled. ‘Well . . . you know.’

			‘Ah, got it. You’re just being nice to me because of my fingers.’

			‘Well, of course we are,’ said Hansen. ‘No one here can stand you, but we feel sorry for you so we’re making the effort. The least you can do is reciprocate.’

			‘Sorry,’ said Luke. ‘I hadn’t realised. Can we organise some sort of hand signal so I know when you’re trying to be nice? Otherwise, I’m afraid the world is none the wiser.’

			Socko grinned. ‘How about we thump you half a dozen times? Would that be enough for you to get the message?’

			‘Not you, Jane,’ said Rossi, hastily. ‘We’ve all seen the legendary Lockland knee in action.’ He indicated Matthew and Luke. ‘Just these two.’

			There was some good-natured shoving. Jane glowed. This was what it was like to be accepted. She was one of them. She could hold her own. She was a Time Police officer. Now all she had to do was make sure she was a good one.

			Rossi was talking about the graduation ceremony.

			‘It’s not huge – not like when you smart arses got your medals for bringing down Site X. Just Hay shaking you by the hand, congratulating you on having lived this long, conspicuously not promising you’ll still be alive this time next week and handing you your flashes. Have you been allocated your office yet?’

			‘Same corridor as you but further down,’ said Jane.

			‘Can you see the river?’

			Luke nodded. ‘We can. If Jane stands on my shoulders and leans eighty-five degrees to the left, then yes, our new office has a fine view of the river.’

			Team 236 did indeed have a tiny space to call their own. As Luke said, all right, it wasn’t huge, but as long as none of them put on any weight they’d be fine. And it was their very own. Somewhere in which to work, write their reports, take a snooze after lunch and so forth.

			And, as qualified officers, they could bear arms. Their first training session was booked for the day after graduation. They would start with the small blasters and then work up to the larger ones. Luke could hardly wait, although Jane couldn’t see herself getting much past the little ones. The ones that would happily nestle on her rip-grip patches. Eventually, if they wished – and it was apparent that Luke did – they could graduate to everything up to and including the building-smashers.

			There would also be a small pay rise. As Luke said – nothing but good times ahead.

			They split up at the end of the corridor. Team 235 went to find their team leader, Lt Grint; Matthew disappeared in the direction of the Time Map and Luke and Jane went to inspect the damaged front of the building, still under repair from the recent attack.

			They stood for some time, looking at the craters, the shattered gardens, and the boarded-up windows, and then went down to watch the river flow past.

			‘You’re very quiet, Jane. What are you thinking about?’

			‘Well, actually – and don’t read anything into this – I was thinking how much I enjoyed living further downriver. You know – when we were in your apartment. I think I could get used to being rich.’

			‘That’s a shame. You’re not ever likely to be rich in the Time Police.’

			‘No.’ She hesitated a moment and then said, ‘Luke – when you wrote out your report – did you mention Parrish Industries at all?’

			‘I did. How could I not? The Parrish Industries logo was there in plain sight.’ He paused. ‘I’m going to go and talk to my father about it. See what he has to say.’

			She nodded. ‘All right. Can I play devil’s advocate here?’

			‘Why would you need to?’

			‘Well, I think you need to decide whether you’re going as a Time Police officer or Raymond Parrish’s son.’

			‘Obviously I’m both.’

			‘I’m not sure you can be. Which is the most important to you?’

			Luke stared out across the river. The cold wind rippled the water and made him shiver. At least, he assumed it was the cold wind. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Have you thought that by going to see him you could be making things worse?’

			‘He knows all about our investigation into Site X. He probably knows more than I do, and I was actually there.’

			‘Then why go to see him?’

			‘I want to hear his explanation.’

			‘But we’ve heard it. Parrish Industries manufactures generic components. They’re not responsible for the use to which those components are put.’

			‘Not good enough, Jane. I want to see his face when he says that.’

			‘Again – will you go as Officer Parrish or Luke Parrish?’

			‘It won’t be an official visit.’

			She turned to face him. ‘Do you want me to come too? I don’t think you should go alone.’

			He smiled down at her. ‘That’s kind, Jane. Can I let you know?’

			‘Of course. When are you going?’

			‘Soon, I hope. I submitted my application for a twenty-four-hour pass this morning.’

			His com bleeped. The read-out said Ellis.

			‘What do you bet that’s what he wants to talk to me about?’

			‘Good luck.’

			He left her watching the river flow past.

			 

			Major Ellis – soon to be the former officer in charge of Team 236 – was in his office.

			‘Come in, Parrish, sit down. How’s the hand?’

			Luke flourished his dramatically black-gloved hand. ‘I wouldn’t have thought I could possibly be any more appealing to the female sex, but apparently I was wrong. I’m fighting them off with one complete and one three-fingered hand.’

			‘Two fingers and a thumb,’ said Ellis, automatically.

			‘That’s what Jane keeps saying, but you have to admit Three-Fingered Luke sounds much better than Two-Fingers-and-a-Thumb Luke.’ He stared down at his gloved left hand.

			‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Ellis, ‘but with your permission – and even without it – I shall continue to refer to you as Trainee soon-to-be Officer Parrish.’

			Luke shrugged. ‘I’ve been called worse. And in this very building, too.’

			‘Does your injury interfere at all with your ability to do your job?’

			‘Surprisingly, no. Except for typing, of course, but I usually get Jane to do that for me anyway. You know – because she’s a girl.’

			Ellis sat back in his chair. ‘You’re still angry, aren’t you?’

			Luke shrugged.

			‘You can dictate your reports. As you’ve always done. As everyone else does.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Luke. ‘I thought I’d embrace traditional Time Police culture and disparage women at every opportunity.’

			‘I so look forward to seeing you attempt that with every female officer here.’

			‘Why don’t we call one in and I’ll give it a go?’

			‘I know you’re angry but stop pushing me, Parrish. It’s not going to work.’

			Luke shrugged again.

			Ellis regarded him briefly and then brought up a data stack. ‘I’ve been reading your report on your adventures at Site X. There are one or two areas on which I require clarification.’

			‘Well,’ said Luke, ‘I’m guessing that would be the section of my report concerning the organisation apparently responsible for its construction.’

			‘The components for its construction,’ corrected Ellis. ‘Not the actual site itself.’

			‘Don’t forget the Shoreditch facility,’ interjected Luke. ‘Built by the same Parrish Industries.’

			‘No – again – while the components were manufactured by Parrish Industries, there is no evidence we can find that shows they built either Site X or Shoreditch.’

			‘But pretty well everything was supplied by them,’ said Luke.

			Ellis was silent.

			‘By my dad,’ said Luke, in case the significance of this statement was not clear.

			‘Yes, I know.’

			‘He’s the one who’s been . . .’ Luke stopped and stared out of the window. Majors in the Time Police were entitled to considerably bigger office windows than recently qualified officers. The River Thames flowed past, glittering in the cold sunshine, thronged with water taxis for the more well off. Public clippers served lesser mortals. A grimy tug chugged past, towing a long line of barges on their way to pick up their cargo from the Rotherhithe depots.

			Luke turned back. He and Ellis regarded each other for a moment and then Ellis, seemingly changing the subject, said, ‘I received your request for a twenty-four-hour pass.’

			Luke nodded. ‘Yeah – I thought I’d enjoy a night on the town before resuming the burden of my Time Police responsibilities again.’

			‘Ah – absolutely nothing to do with confronting your father over this issue then?’

			Luke held his gaze, challengingly. ‘I had intended to work that into some part of the proceedings.’

			‘To hear his explanation, presumably.’

			Luke nodded. ‘Yes, I managed to get an appointment.’

			Ellis reflected briefly on a son who had to make an appointment to see his own father.

			‘Do you think you’ll get any more from him than the statement issued by the company lawyers? That the components are generic and widely distributed. That Parrish Industries are not responsible for their use by third parties, illegal or otherwise.’

			Luke shrugged.

			‘Our best legal brains have been all over this, Parrish. What makes you think you’ll get any more from your father than our legal people?’

			Luke folded his arms. ‘Surely even the Time Police must admit I’m likely to know Raymond Parrish better than they. Frankly, I’ve seen him wriggle out of tighter spots than this. If you open the window, you’ll probably be able to hear him laughing.’

			‘Are you advocating moving against your father without concrete proof?’

			‘Well, it’s not as if the Time Police have never done that before. Why not now? Why not hold him until proof is obtained? Or is it one rule for the rich and another for everyone else?’

			‘Parrish,’ said Ellis warningly.

			‘His company logo plastered all over every surface? Everyone taking their instructions from Mr P? Don’t you think it’s obvious?’

			‘My opinion is irrelevant,’ said Ellis evenly. ‘As is that of everyone in the Time Police except that of Commander Hay and her advisors.’

			Luke shrugged once more. Ellis, who knew he was doing it on purpose, swallowed down his irritation and refused to be drawn.

			‘Parrish, you do remember it was your father’s wish you joined the Time Police, don’t you?’

			‘Yes, of course, but perhaps he thought he could turn me to the Dark Side and I could be useful to him.’ He paused. Honesty compelled him to say, ‘Unlikely though that might seem. Or maybe he thought you’d chuck me out after the first week. And when you didn’t, he pretty soon tried to get me back out again, didn’t he? Personal visit to Commander Hay?’

			‘Who offered you the choice to leave.’

			‘She did and I opted to stay.’ Luke held up his glove again. ‘Not sure it’s the best decision I ever made.’

			‘I disagree.’

			There was another silence.

			‘Your father has made no attempt to reclaim you since then.’

			‘We don’t actually know that, do we? In fact, I suspect if he approached Hay now, she’d hand me over in a flash.’

			Ellis shook his head. ‘You underestimate her loyalty to her officers.’ His voice hardened slightly. ‘And mine.’

			‘Only because she dislikes me slightly less than she dislikes him.’

			‘She doesn’t dislike you.’

			‘Oh, come on.’

			Ellis grinned suddenly. ‘Well, it’s true she has occasionally expressed a mild regret she ever clapped eyes on you – usually followed by a desire to inflict a painful and lingering injury on you – but that doesn’t mean she dislikes you.’

			‘She only keeps me here because I’m the son of the man in whom the Time Police are extremely interested.’

			‘She kept you here long before that.’

			‘So, am I the very promising soon-to-be Officer Parrish or am I only the son of Raymond Parrish, prime suspect in our current temporal Time-travelling investigation?’

			‘I’m going to bat that back to you. In what capacity are you visiting your father? Time Police officer? Or his son?’

			Luke shrugged yet again. ‘Interestingly, Jane asked me that. Twice, in fact. Haven’t given it much thought. After all, this is me and we all know I don’t do deep thinking. Or even, if you listen to Jane, any thinking at all.’

			‘Parrish, I once said that if you ever found yourself in any difficulties, you could come and talk to me.’

			‘I remember.’

			‘The offer still stands. And it’s genuine. Don’t reject it just because you’re Luke Parrish and can’t help being an idiot.’

			Luke grinned.

			‘Are you going alone?’

			‘Probably. After all, no one ever wants to advertise the family shame, do they?’

			‘Take someone with you.’

			‘I’d rather not if it’s all the same to you.’

			‘It isn’t. If you want your pass signed, then take someone with you.’

			Luke sighed and nodded. ‘All right.’

			Ellis opened his mouth to say, ‘I think you mean “All right, sir,”’ caught the anticipatory gleam in Luke’s eye, swallowed down his irritation and dismissed him.

			 

			Following their formal graduation, Team 236 treated themselves to a small celebration that night.

			‘Now that we’re real Time Police officers,’ said Jane, glowing with excitement because eating out was still a massive treat for her. Matthew nodded, because after his days as a beaten and starving climbing boy in 18th-century London, any and all food was good. The restaurant was small and cosy and, as Luke pointed out, within easy staggering distance of TPHQ, being situated just around the corner from the Flying Duck pub, a favourite haunt of the Time Police.

			‘This is nice,’ said Luke, looking around as they seated themselves. The prevailing colour scheme was a cheerful red and white. Gingham tablecloths covered the tables and red curtains were drawn to shut out the dank night. Green bottles held candles covered in stalactites of melted wax. The ceiling – a feature for which the restaurant was famous – was made of hundreds of empty – at least Jane hoped they were empty – wine bottles, laid horizontally, label side down.

			Luke glanced up as well, probably calculating how long it would have taken him to drink his way through that lot. Matthew also looked up.

			‘Probably calculating the weight,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘That’s a lot of bottles.’

			‘Do you think it’s safe?’ whispered Wimpy Jane.

			‘Hell of a way to go if it’s not,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘What’s on the menu tonight, sweetie?’

			Jane sighed, convinced the voices in her head were far more likely to kill her than being crushed flat beneath the massive weight of a ceiling of wine bottles.

			‘Empty wine bottles,’ said Bolshy Jane, regretfully.

			Jane ignored her.

			Matthew was, as always, reading the menu from top to bottom. That he could apparently eat four times as much as officers twice his size was a matter of endless speculation and amazement to his colleagues. It was rumoured he had hollow legs.

			‘What are we eating?’ said Luke.

			‘I’ll have the fish,’ said Jane.

			‘So will I,’ said Matthew. He raised puppy dog eyes to the waitress. ‘Can I have extra chips?’

			‘Of course,’ she said.

			‘And extra fish?’

			She smiled at him. ‘Of course you can. Would you like a couple of extra bread rolls, as well? And butter?’

			Matthew beamed. ‘I would. Thank you very much.’

			‘You’re very welcome.’

			They smiled at each other.

			‘Have you quite finished?’ said Luke. He turned to the waitress. ‘If there’s anything left, I’d like the steak, please.’

			Jane waited until the waitress had withdrawn, opened her mouth to query his choice, recognised the gleam in Luke’s eye and closed it again.

			They sat in silence as two waitresses brought Matthew’s supplementary order. Plates of additional rolls and creamy butter were spread across their table. Matthew, who had obviously never heard the phrase, ‘Don’t fill up on the bread,’ immediately got stuck in, munching happily until their actual order arrived.

			Under the sympathetic eye of every woman in the place, Luke ostentatiously struggled to cut his steak with a spoon, sighing loudly and exuding pathetic helplessness at every move. Matthew ignored him, concentrating on his food as always and barely raising his eyes from his plate. It was Jane, unable to bear the sight of a perfectly able-bodied man wrestling with a steak and a dessert spoon, who finally snapped.

			‘Use the fork, Luke.’

			Matthew snorted wine.

			‘Good one, sweetie,’ cried Bolshy Jane.

			Luke laid down his spoon. ‘Oh, come on, Jane, how long have you been waiting to say that?’

			She grinned at him. ‘Almost since the moment your fingers dropped off.’

			‘Was it worth the wait?’

			Jane looked at Matthew, still wiping himself down. ‘Oh yes.’

			Matthew took himself off to deal with his inadvertent wine ingestion. Luke picked up his glass, looked around and said quietly, ‘Jane, you’re not in contact with Birgitte, are you?’

			She looked up, surprised. ‘Since we saw her in Glasgow? No. Why?’

			‘Only I’ve been trying to get hold of her and there’s no reply.’

			‘Give it a day or so.’

			‘It’s been over a week.’

			‘Perhaps she’s gone on holiday.’

			‘I’ve talked to the Design Centre where she works. She hasn’t been in to work and she’s made no application for time off.’

			‘Have you tried her wife?’

			‘Also no response. Birgitte never mentioned going away, did she?’

			‘Not to me, no. Luke . . .’

			‘I know, Jane, but it’s a little bit worrying, don’t you think? I find Birgitte after all these years, she tells us what she knows about a possible attempt to kidnap me as a child, we promise to keep in touch and then she drops off the face of the earth. Too much of a coincidence, I think.’

			‘What are you going to do?’

			‘Come right out with it when I see Dad. I’m the one with the questions – I suspect he’s the one with the answers. Now – enough of Dad and gloom. Here’s Matthew back again. Shall we have another bottle of wine and see if we can get him to do that again?’

			 

			Jane rose early the next morning, full of enthusiasm and optimism. She was a fully qualified Time Police officer. Who would ever have thought? She donned her uniform, arranged her sleeves to show off her new flashes and admired herself in the mirror. Her long-coveted flashes gleamed white on her upper arms while underneath her name badge, a small green and purple ribbon declared she was the proud holder of an award for meritorious service. It would be accurate to say there was a very small swagger to her step and her ponytail swung cheekily behind her. In only a little over the training period allotted to more normal teams and against all the odds, Team Weird had gone from zero to hero. Conscious of an unfamiliar but very enjoyable glow of satisfaction, she strode along the corridor towards the lift.

			She was unaware of it at the time, but another team watched her go. The silence was not friendly. Team 171 was comprised of very traditional officers.

			‘Would you look at that,’ said Hooke, turning from the notice board where they’d been studying the duty rosters. ‘I’ve done nearly ten years in this fucking shithole. Ten sodding years I’ve worked my bloody arse off and never so much as a sniff of a commendation, far less an award. And a bloody girl, too. She’s been here ten minutes and look at her – swaggering about as if she owned the place. Makes you want to spit.’

			His mate shrugged. ‘That’s what happens when you get a bloody woman in charge. This place is going to the dogs.’

			‘Or bitches,’ said Hooke, cleverly. Everyone laughed.

			Their team leader, Lt Sawney, was staring after Jane. ‘Fancy a bit of fun, boys?’
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			A day later, just after their first weapons training session – during which no one from Team Weird had inadvertently burned down a part of TPHQ – Lt Grint hailed Officer Lockland.

			‘Lockland – I need a non-man.’

			Jane blinked, feeling her face turn the familiar scarlet. ‘What, now, sir?’

			‘Immediately, yes.’

			There was no way Officer Parrish was going to let this go. ‘Shouldn’t you at least buy her dinner first?’

			‘Eh?’

			Lockland intervened hastily. ‘Never mind. How can I help you, sir?’

			‘Team One-Seven-One. They’re in BeeBOC – same as me – and they’re looking for a female officer. They’re taking down a group of lowlifes and they need someone to make initial contact. Later today, probably. Lt Sawney asked me to check whether you’d be interested. They’ve cleared it with Major Ellis, apparently, and he has no objections.’

			‘They asked for me?’ said Jane in amazement.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Just what I was thinking,’ said Luke. ‘Why?’

			She wheeled on him. ‘Shut up, Parrish.’ She turned back to Grint. ‘I’ll do it, sir.’

			‘Report to them asap. They’re in their office. Second floor, east corridor.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			Jane set off immediately in a very agreeable flutter of excitement. Not only had she survived long enough to qualify, but another team was actually asking her to join them for a special assignment. Who could ever have imagined such a thing? Certainly not Jane herself. What a slap in the face for all those who thought she’d never make a proper officer. If Time Police officers could float, Jane would have floated all the way to Team 171’s office.

			Luke watched her hurry away and frowned.

			‘What?’ said Matthew.

			‘I don’t know. Did any of that strike you as odd?’

			Matthew shrugged. ‘She doesn’t look like a Time Police officer. None of us do. Which is probably why they want her.’

			‘True. But why would she . . . ?’

			‘She just wants to fit in,’ said Matthew. ‘She’s desperate for acceptance and she’ll do anything to get it.’

			‘Yes, but Sawney. He’s nearly as low a life form as those he’s trying to take down.’

			‘Ellis wouldn’t have agreed if he thought she couldn’t handle it.’

			‘Again, true. Look, are you doing anything this afternoon?’

			‘No.’

			‘I’ve got a visit with my dad lined up but Ellis says I can’t go unless I take someone with me. I wondered – since you’re not busy – do you want to come?’

			‘Yeah, sure. What do you want me to do?’

			‘Not a thing. Just stand around, look as if you haven’t a clue what’s going on, and say nothing. You know – playing to your strengths.’

			‘Yes, I think I can manage all that easily enough.’

			‘In an hour then?’

			Matthew peered at him from underneath his still very non-regulation hairstyle. ‘You sure you want to do this?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I?’

			‘It’s up to you, of course, but I can’t help feeling there will be consequences. One way or another.’

			‘With luck, yes. See you in an hour.’

			 

			Jane found the right office quickly enough. Team 171 were already assembled and waiting. Their team leader, Lt Sawney, gave her a friendly greeting.

			‘Come in, Lockland. Grab a seat. Anywhere will do. Quick introductions. That’s Scrape on your left, Hooke and Maru on your right. Boys, this is Lockland. She’ll be joining us for this one.’

			They looked at her and nodded. No one smiled. Jane refused to be intimidated.

			Sawney coughed for attention. ‘Right, let’s get started. Lockland, this briefing is mainly for your benefit. We had ours yesterday and the first thing we decided was that we needed someone like you to be our initial contact person. You up for that?’

			Jane nodded.

			‘OK, then. This is an interesting one. Right up BeeBOC’s alley.’

			BeeBOC was the Big Business and Organised Crime department – the biggest department within the Time Police. Time travel can be extremely lucrative – especially if done illegally – and there were always people and organisations out there willing to take the risk in order to benefit from the rewards. The department was always busy. Team 236 had aspirations in this area. After the Hunter division, BeeBOC was generally reckoned the department to be in and Jane was conscious that if she did well then it would go a long way towards opening some doors for them. They would be regarded as proper Time Police officers. People might even stop calling them Team Weird. And Team 171 had actually asked for her. She still couldn’t quite believe it. Oblivious to the nudges and grins, she took out her trusty notebook.

			Sawney activated a data stack. ‘Believe it or not, someone out there is claiming they can sell Time.’ He paused for comment.

			‘What?’ said Jane, dumbfounded.

			‘Yes. Basically, they’re targeting old rich people. A chance to buy themselves more Time. Recapture their youth and suchlike.’

			Jane blinked. ‘How? Are they actually claiming they could take their customers back in Time and then they – the customers – would be correspondingly younger?’

			She could hardly believe there were still people who didn’t know how dangerous that was. For a start, the customer was already alive ten or twenty years ago. There would be two of them in the same Time. Although not for very long, she reflected, because the universe has a very nasty way of dealing with two versions of the same person in the same Time. The results were unbelievably messy and unbelievably painful. Something the Time Police were always telling people and then complaining bitterly because no one ever believed them. During their training, Team 236 had sat through three separate modules on the perils of that happening.

			And secondly, everyone has their own internal clock and these don’t change. It doesn’t matter how many times someone jumps up and down the Timeline, they themselves will still continue to age normally. If Jane was eighty years old and jumped back ten years then she’d still be eighty.

			‘Relax, Lockland. It’s just a con,’ said Sawney. ‘They’re not saying they can prolong your life, they’re not offering a centen­arian an extra ten years – because who wants extra Time at that age? They’re offering to give you more Time when it counts.’

			Jane frowned. ‘Are they saying they’re selling people more Time between, say, thirty and forty years of age?’

			‘Well done, Lockland, that’s it. Yes, they’re claiming they can sell you not only extra Time, but quality Time as well. I don’t imagine many people would jump at the chance of being ninety again, but thirty, on the other hand . . .’

			‘But . . . how could that work?’ asked Jane, scribbling in her notebook. ‘It’s impossible, surely.’

			‘It doesn’t work. It’s a clever con. Although no one discovers that until after they’ve parted with a ton of untraceable cash.’

			‘Yes,’ said Hooke. ‘And they don’t make the mistake of underselling themselves. The bigger the con, the bigger the price, I always say. According to the sales pitch, you can buy an additional two years, five years, or ten years – whatever you can afford. They don’t do more than ten years, because, they say, friends and family would notice the difference and become suspicious, thus rather cleverly giving themselves some dubious credibility. “It doesn’t matter how much money you offer,” they say virtuously, “you can’t have more than ten years. Sorry.”’

			Sawney continued. ‘The poor dumb cluck of a punter – or victim, I suppose we should call them – then goes off and mortgages their life to get the money together, convinced that a benevolent and principled organisation is looking after their best interests. People genuinely think they’re buying extra Time. Postponing the inevitable. And to get that, they will pay sums of money that would make our ears drop off if we poor underpaid sods in the Time Police could even imagine amounts that big.’

			‘But . . . how?’

			‘They claim they’ve developed a drug that resets a person’s body clock.’

			Jane grappled with this thought. ‘Impossible, but it sounds plausible.’

			‘Especially to people who want to believe – yes.’

			‘How on earth do they go about supposedly resetting someone’s body clock?’

			‘Good question, Lockland. We’re not sure, but we think there’s an injection – in a suitably “medical” environment, obviously. Remember, their victims are paying a fortune so no expense is spared in the set-up.’

			‘And what’s in this injection?’

			‘We think probably a combination of some sort of mild but fast-acting anti-depressant and something that renders you very open to suggestion. Both substances are probably hugely illegal but that’s nothing to do with us. The point is the punter wakes up feeling great. Everyone staggers back in well-simulated shock at the supposed improvement. Huge congratulations all around. Does the punter want to take a look? Well, of course they do. A subtly doctored mirror is produced. Shouts of “Wow, look at you – you look amazing.” And away goes the victim, considerably poorer and definitely not any younger. The so-called extra Time lasts only as long as it takes for the euphoria to wear off.’

			‘At what point do they usually discover they’ve been duped?’

			‘Shortly before the point they decide prosecution is not worth the public humiliation of being seen to be so easily conned. Many of them are rich and prominent people who can’t afford for the public to find out that yes, they really are that stupid.’

			‘Bloody idiots,’ said Maru.

			‘Yes. Don’t take offence at this, Lockland, but this is where you come in.’

			Everyone laughed. Including Jane.

			‘The hard work has all been done on this one. We know more or less how the con is pulled – now we want someone to go and persuade them to commit themselves. In other words, we want you to pose as a gullible punter.’

			‘Um . . .’ said Jane, tentatively.

			‘Problem?’

			‘Well, surely I’m not old enough to be a credible customer, don’t you think?’

			‘We rather thought you could be making enquiries on behalf of a family member. A much loved and very rich family member. A grandparent, perhaps.’

			‘I do have a grandmother,’ said Jane, a picture of her extremely unlovable grandparent making an unwelcome appearance in her thoughts.

			‘Well, there you are then. Dream up some sort of cover story about wanting to buy Granny some extra Time. We’ll use our info to get you an appointment. You persuade them to incriminate themselves – and as soon as we’ve got what we need, we’ll kick the doors down and arrest everyone in sight. With luck, we should be able to wrap this up in a single night.’

			He waited while Jane finished scribbling and then continued. ‘We’ve had this bunch under obbo for about a fortnight now and as far as we can establish, an initial contact is made in a public place and the punter invited to a private meeting. We’re a bit vague about what happens next, which is where you come in, Lockland. Get us as much info as you can. What happens next, where it happens – names, places, dates, if you can get them. We’ll be listening in, and as soon as you’ve got what we need, we’ll be in through the door and take them down.’

			‘So, I’ll be going in on my own,’ said Jane.

			‘Yes. They’re a bunch of amateur con artists and we reckon they’ll be falling over themselves to give each other up, but we need you to make the initial contact and then get us as much intel as possible. No insult intended, Lockland, but you really don’t look like one of us, so we don’t reckon you’ll have any problem at all.’

			Jane nodded, still scribbling in her notebook and oblivious to the glances over her head.

			‘Where and when do I meet them?’

			‘I’ll let you know later today.’

			‘What happens if they discover who I am?’

			‘We’ll never be very far away, Lockland. We’ll be in like a flash if anything looks like going wrong. Won’t we, boys?’

			 

			Jane took herself back to the Team 236 office, only to find it empty. Shrugging her shoulders, she sat down to review her notes. The mission seemed straightforward enough.

			‘Are you sure about this?’ enquired Bolshy Jane, irritating as ever.

			Jane sighed. Regular medicals had failed to pick up on what she suspected was undiagnosed schizophrenia.

			‘You should listen to her,’ said Wimpy Jane, equally irritating, but in a completely different sort of way.

			Jane ignored her as well.

			‘Only you’ve never worked with this team before,’ said Bolshy Jane.

			‘She’s right,’ said Wimpy Jane. ‘They’re a bit of an unknown quantity and I didn’t much like the look of that Sawney bloke. Or any of them, really.’

			‘Shut up, the pair of you.’

			‘Just saying,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘A few basic precautions might not be a bad idea. You know what they say – hope for the best but plan for the worst.’

			‘They asked for me,’ said Jane, defensively. ‘They actually asked me to join their team for this one. What could possibly go wrong?’

			Both Bolshy and Wimpy Jane remained annoyingly silent.

			 

			Jane lunched alone. Matthew and Luke had gone out. They’d been very cagey about where. She wondered if Luke was hauling Matthew off to some fleshpot somewhere. Well, she’d undoubtedly hear about it when they got back.

			Lt Sawney found her as she was leaving the dining room. ‘Lockland – we’re going this afternoon.’

			‘So soon? Where?’

			He shunted her into nearby Briefing Room 4. The rest of the team awaited them.

			‘Walthamstow. Do you know the William Morris Gallery?’

			She shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘Doesn’t matter. There’s a bit of a garden at the front. Meet them there. Wear something red.’

			‘How will I know them?’

			‘You won’t. They’ll know you. Because you’ll be wearing something red. We’ve set you up as Carol Jessup with a failing but very rich granny who will remember you in her will if you can pull this off.’

			‘Although obviously I’m concerned for my granny,’ said Jane.

			‘If you want to be, yes. Just make sure you get us enough to arrest them. Something for us to work with.’

			‘What about a wire? Will I wear one?’

			‘No, if they’ve any sense they’ll search you at some point.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Problem?’

			‘No, but how will you . . . ?’

			‘You can carry an ordinary com – something from any high street shop that could be carried by a normal member of the public.’

			‘Won’t they pick that up?’

			‘We hope they do. Everyone’s got at least one these days and we think they’d find it more suspicious if you’re not carrying something. They’ll examine it, discover it’s perfectly normal and then neutralise it in some way. Having done their due diligence, with luck they’ll feel perfectly safe and tell you everything we need to know.’

			‘But how will you know . . . ?’

			‘We’ll be outside with a listening stick.’

			A listening stick was simply a long-range aerial, but since it was generally reckoned this term was beyond the technical abilities of most officers, it was usually known as a listening stick.

			Sawney continued. ‘They pick up everything. Let the illegals do whatever they want to your com – we’ll still be able to hear everything going on.’

			‘OK,’ said Jane, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. ‘What about back-up?’

			Sawney nodded vigorously. ‘At least one of us will be with you at all times. You won’t see us so don’t look for us. I know this isn’t your first undercover job so you know the rules. Just get into the role and relax. Remember. Carol Jessup. Rich granny. You’ll do anything – you’ll pay anything. You get the info. We’ve got your back.’

			‘Is there a codeword? For if things go wrong.’

			‘Of course. “Corkscrew”. But you won’t need it. Off you go and make yourself look pretty.’

			Startled, Jane stared at him for a moment, surprised to find there was a vast difference between Luke Parrish saying that sort of thing and Lt Sawney saying that sort of thing.

			‘Joke, Lockland.’

			He disappeared along with his silent team.

			‘Bit of an arsehole,’ said Bolshy Jane.

			‘Really?’ said Wimpy Jane. ‘Actually, I thought he was quite a big arsehole.’

			‘She’s right,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘I think you need to watch your back.’

			‘So do I,’ said Jane, and went off to visit the security department.

			 

			An hour later, Jane slipped quietly out of TPHQ.

			In an effort to look considerably wealthier than she actually was, she was wearing one of the outfits she’d acquired during the Site X assignment.

			Never having had smart clothes before, Jane had fallen prey to the lure of online shopping using someone else’s line of credit. Telling herself that a stylish appearance was essential to the success of their undercover mission, she’d started small. A scarf. A top. A bag. Then there’d been the dress. Then the other dress. In case she spilled something on the first one. Then the suit. And the shoes. Then the other shoes. Then the really well-cut trousers she could wear anywhere. Then the jacket to go with them. And so on. She’d been horrified at the total but Luke, whose credit she was plundering, hadn’t even bothered to look. The whole experience had been simultaneously terrifying and enjoyable.

			Astonishingly, once the mission was over with, she’d been allowed to keep them all. Actually, no one had ever mentioned all the nice things she’d accumulated on that mission. Including Jane herself. She did occasionally endure a crisis of conscience, wondering whether she should declare her newly extended and very smart wardrobe and offer to return it. Bolshy Jane had had some pithy things to say to her on that subject and Jane hadn’t raised it again.

			There was no one to see her go. Luke and Matthew had still not returned. She suspected Luke had gone off to see his father. And if so, had he taken Matthew with him? She hoped so. She’d had only a very brief glimpse of Parrish senior but, to her, he had appeared quite terrifying.

			Walking up to Barricade Bridge, she picked up the downriver public clipper. She had a long journey ahead of her but the day was sunny, the air crisp, and the river sparkled around her. The Limehouse Cut being under repair and renovation, she disembarked at Blackfriars and headed north down a maze of tiny streets. St Paul’s rose spectacularly from behind a clutter of buildings. Around her, people shopped and chatted in the autumn sunshine. This mission promised to be considerably more pleasant than dying in the snow at Site X.

			She picked up the Regent’s Canal and bought herself a ticket to the Hertford Union. The canal was busy – as it always was – but from there she was able to hop on to the River Lee Navigation and head north again, enjoying a coffee on the way. Finally, she alighted at the Tottenham Lock. Although it was now late afternoon, the sun continued to shine. A perfect, lovely, crisp autumn day, she decided.

			A short walk brought her to the William Morris Gallery. Unsure how to proceed, she paused outside and looked around. There was no one in sight. Was she supposed to go inside after all? They hadn’t said so. They’d said to wait in the garden.

			She sighed. The temperature was dropping and people were beginning to leave the gallery and head for home. She was suddenly aware of feeling uncomfortably isolated. Sawney had said not to look for them and so she didn’t, but what should she do? Stand here like a lemon? Walk about? Sit down and wait to be contacted?

			She couldn’t help comparing Team 171’s briefings unfavourably with those of Major Ellis. It was quite possible that if they’d had Sawney as their team leader then none of Team 236 would ever have qualified.

			‘Actually, it’s quite possible that if you’d had Sawney as your team leader none of you would even have survived,’ said Bolshy Jane.

			Jane found herself unable to comment. Spying a bench, she sat down, carefully adjusting her red scarf for maximum visibility.

			A chilly wind sprang up. The sun sank behind neighbouring buildings. Jane shivered and tried not to think about how cold the return trip would be. She must be sure to get an inside seat.

			‘Surely you’ll go back in the pod with the others,’ said Bolshy Jane.

			‘Of course,’ said Jane, uncertainly, suddenly realising that hadn’t been mentioned.

			She sat for nearly an hour. Surely that was long enough for anyone, however suspicious, to be reassured she was alone. She certainly felt alone. She could see no sign of her back-up anywhere, which meant that either Team 171 were very good at being undercover – or they weren’t there at all. She hadn’t got the impression they were that good. On the other hand, they had said she wouldn’t see them.

			‘And you’re not seeing them, are you?’ said Bolshy Jane, darkly.

			Late afternoon had turned to early evening and darkness fell. Surely she wouldn’t be expected to sit here all night. Sooner or later an attendant or security guard was bound to ask her to move on. She shifted on her bench, using the movement to take a surreptitious look about her. There was no one in sight. Anywhere. Was it . . . was it actually possible that Sawney and his team were playing some sort of stupid joke? That they’d set her up? Sent her here to sit in the cold for nothing? Were they laying bets on how long she’d wait before finally realising she’d been had?

			She should go back to TPHQ. The mission had failed. Jane was just reaching for her bag when a young man and woman walked slowly past. Reaching the end of the path, they turned and retraced their steps.

			‘Hello, are you Carol?’

			Jane nodded.

			‘Nice to meet you, Carol. Please come with us. It’s not far.’

			Jane stood up, her limbs stiff with cold. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked, and it was only as she did so that she suddenly remembered she hadn’t switched on her recorder. And the suspects were just about to give her the address. She twitched her scarf so that it came loose and blew off, landing a few feet away.

			With a smile, the man picked it up for her.

			‘Oh . . . thank you . . .’

			Jane fumbled with her bag and under cover of stuffing the scarf into an inside pocket, activated her recorder. She was tempted to ask their destination again. Surely a genuine punter would want to know that. No one in their right mind goes off in the dark with two strangers.

			‘Um, sorry,’ she said, stopping. ‘I don’t think I can do this if I don’t know where I’m going.’

			‘Of course not,’ said the woman. ‘So sorry. We’re just in a bit of a hurry to get out of this wind. I’m Layla and this is Horst and we’re not going very far. We live in a flat a couple of streets away. Horst and I are just the meeters and greeters. We’re here to link you up with the right people, so you can talk through the details, agree the price and a time and date, and then we’ll escort you back to pick up your transport. Did you come via the Hertford Union or the Limehouse Cut?’

			‘Hertford Union,’ said Jane, recognising a gentle probe when she saw one, but outwardly willing, for the sake of the mission, to be lulled. And lured.

			They walked up and down several almost identical avenues. Gates opened into tiny front gardens. Most windows stared blindly out into the street, their curtains already drawn. Their inhabitants were, no doubt, snug and warm inside, and, unlike Jane, not on their way to a sinister rendezvous to meet with a bunch of criminals and comprehensively break the law. By now it was too dark to make out the street signs but Jane was certain she saw the same tree go by at least twice. She tried to relax. All this was as to be expected. They wouldn’t take a direct route to wherever it was they were going.

			She could hear footsteps on the pavement but only theirs. She gave herself a little shake. Of course Sawney and his crew were close by. At least one of them would be watching her at this very moment.

			She flashed a look up at the man – Horst – on her right, and Layla on her left and opened her mouth to ask how much further. It was unnecessary.

			‘Here we are,’ said Layla cheerfully, pushing open a front gate.

			Jane had an impression of a small, square front garden with red and black tiles leading to a recessed front door. This was a garden flat. Another door painted in a different colour presumably led to the one upstairs.

			Horst pushed open the front door. Jane’s fears were slightly allayed. This was no sinister criminal hideout. The hall was brightly lit. Coats hung on hooks. Shoes were scattered around in the way that shoes always manage somehow, no matter how neatly they’ve been stowed away. There was a faint smell of vanilla. Jane told herself that very few criminal dens smelled of vanilla.

			‘Let me take your coat,’ said Horst.

			‘Brr,’ said Layla. ‘It’s only when you get inside you realise how chilly the evenings are these days. Let’s go into the kitchen and get warm. I expect you’d like a drink, Carol.’

			‘Oh, yes, please,’ said Jane, remembering she was Carol. ‘That would be very nice.’

			‘Come through.’

			Under the guise of tidying her hair in a mirror, Jane took careful note of the layout. A long, narrow corridor stretched before her. The half-open door on her left seemed to lead to the sitting room, with windows to the front. Then the kitchen. Then the bathroom. Two closed doors at the end were almost certainly bedrooms which would overlook the tiny back garden.

			Far from being some kind of sinister drug manufactory, with a haze of toxic fumes and dubious stains, the kitchen was warm and cosy. A fashionably vintage look with shabby units and worktops.

			The Time Police have procedures for going into a situation blind. Firstly, note your exits. The one I came in through, thought Jane. And the back door is on the left-hand wall. One window over the sink. Blind not drawn. All accessible.

			Secondly, since she was unarmed, she should check for potential weapons she could use in the event of an emergency. OK – there was a set of good knives on the wall. A substantial-looking wok lay within easy reach. A spray bottle of kitchen cleaner had been left on the draining board. A wine rack with six full bottles stood on the worktop and if she wanted an empty bottle then there was the recycling box in the corner. Jane nodded to herself. She could fight a war with that lot.

			Layla and Horst invited her to sit down at the kitchen table. Jane unobtrusively laid her bag on the chair next to her where it sat mostly concealed by the patterned tablecloth. She smiled at her hosts and made a business of rubbing her hands together.

			‘There’s coffee,’ said Layla, ‘or I can do a mean hot chocolate.’

			Well, that was reassuring. Not many criminal masterminds made hot chocolate for their victims. This was almost too comforting and cosy. There was even a small ginger cat curled up by the radiator, completely ignoring everything going on around him. At least Jane assumed it was a him. She was sure she’d read somewhere that all gingers were toms and all tortoiseshells were female. Something to do with genetics, she thought.

			‘Sweetie – stop daydreaming,’ said Bolshy Jane.

			‘Oh, yes, a hot chocolate would be very nice, thank you.’

			Layla busied herself with some patterned mugs, and Horst began. ‘So, Carol, what can we do for you?’

			‘Um, well,’ said Jane, sticking to the truth because it was easier to remember, ‘I received a message to be at the William Morris Gallery and someone would meet me there.’

			‘Why was that, Carol?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Why would you want to meet someone today?’

			‘Well, um, my gran’s not very well.’

			Their faces registered immediate concern. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,’ said Layla, setting a steaming drink in front of Jane. ‘My granny died last year and I miss her so much.’

			Liar, thought Jane, and immediately felt much better. However, she nodded in sympathy and silence fell.

			‘You were saying about a message,’ prompted Horst. They clearly weren’t going to do anything to incriminate themselves.

			‘Well,’ Jane said, looking around the kitchen. ‘No one’s listening to this, are they?’

			Both Horst and Layla assured her they were not. ‘Although,’ said Horst, opening the kitchen drawer and pulling out an implement, ‘shall we put everyone’s mind at rest?’

			He waved some kind of wand at her.

			‘Yes,’ thought Jane. ‘If you think that tuppeny-halfpenny little thing is going to pick up my big rufty-tufty Time Police gizmo, you’re very much mistaken.’

			The wand bleeped. They’d found her high street com device.

			‘Here we go,’ thought Jane.

		

OEBPS/font/PerpetuaTitlingMT-Light.TTF


OEBPS/font/Perpetua.TTF


OEBPS/font/PerpetuaTitlingMT-Bold.TTF


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/Image93152.png





OEBPS/font/Impact.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/9781472273253.jpg
£
S
=
<
=
e
v
-3
o
W
S5}
=1
=
Z
e
=<
an
®)
<5}
an
-
o5
o
=7
o
am
=
)
<
=
an
[
p=
o
[~
B






OEBPS/image/1.png
JODI TAYLOR

SAVING
TIME

EEEEEEEE





OEBPS/image/9781472273253.png





