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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of over thirty novels and more short stories than you can shake a stick at.

			 

			Her Chronicles of St Mary’s series follows 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 books. Set in the same world as St Mary’s, this spinoff charts the highs and lows of an all-powerful, international organisation tasked with keeping the Timeline straight no matter what the cost. Efficient and disciplined, obviously they’re nothing like St Mary’s. Except when they are. And when a short story set in the same world accidentally grew into a full-length novel, the Smallhope & Pennyroyal series was born, following the adventures of two unlikely partners in crime.

			 

			Jodi is also known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring the mysterious 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 book. And then another twenty-nine after that. And she hasn’t finished yet.
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			This story is dedicated to those who work in our fast-­disappearing public libraries. All of whom are, in my experience, equal to everything and anything the world can hurl at them. Dead dogs, exploding holes, temperamental urinals, first-­aid emergencies, floods, stupid facilities managers getting themselves wedged in the wheel arch of a mobile library (yes, that has happened), readers demanding the book they had last year with the red cover – it’s all in a day’s work for library staff.
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			The Time Police don’t think twice about jumping to the past. But, this time, the past has come to them . . .

			 

			What connects a dead dinosaur in Wales with Romulus the founder of Rome, a plot to murder the Princes in the Tower and a shocking cover-up at TPHQ?

			 

			It sounds like a joke. It isn’t.

			 

			The Time Police are determined to find the answers, helped – and occasionally hindered – by a certain wayward member of St Mary’s and a recently reunited Team 236. Will they succeed before Time runs out?

			 

			And, as if all that wasn’t enough, something somewhere in the Timeline is wrong. Very, very wrong. 

			 

			What is the Time Map trying to tell them?
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			Roll Call

			TIME POLICE PERSONNEL

			Commander Hay	Her world will be rocked. And not in a good way.

			Captain Farenden	Not a lot he can do to help.

			Major Callen	His world is ended.

			Major Ellis	His world is rocked, too. But for completely different reasons.

			Lt North	And hers.

			Lt Grint	And his. For even more different reasons. There’s a lot of world-­rocking in this story.

			 

			TEAM 235

			No one rocks their world. They’re being very brave about that.

			 

			Officer Hansen	Engrossed in the world of Guinea Pigs for Fun and Profit. Not sure what that’s about.

			Officer Kohl

			Officer Rossi

			

			TEAM 236 – TEAM WEIRD

			Officer Farrell	His world’s gone silver again.

			Officer Lockland	Manages to well and truly rock someone else’s world. Who’d have thought?

			Officer Parrish	Too late for his world. And he knows it.

			 

			SECURITY

			Lt Varma	Her world doesn’t sit still long enough to be rocked. Not once Maxwell turns up.

			Officer Etok	Their worlds remain much the same.

			Officer Roche

			Officer Wu

			Trainee Tucker	Decision time. This new world? Or back to the old one.

			 

			HELICOPTER PILOTS

			Lt Mellor	Never gets to see the football. Not in this world.

			Lt Bailey	Her world rocks. Always has done.

			 

			OTHER TIME POLICE PERSONNEL

			Lt Dahl

			Lt Chigozie

			Officer Curtis	His world is clingfilmed. Twice.

			Officer Rockmeyer

			 

			

			POD BAY & LOGISTICS

			Senior Mech	A second chance for his world.

			Officer Oti

			Mikey

			 

			MEDCEN

			The doctor

			Medtec Kelly

			 

			TiMMs

			The Map Master	Sod the world. Save the Map!

			Officer Connor

			 

			Dr Maxwell	Temporarily co-­opted into the world of the Time Police. Everyone knows how that will end.

			 

			Missing in Action

			Their world is finally ended.

			Lt Pyotr Hahn 

			Officer Ado Aziz

			Officer Denny Britton

			Officer Alfred Burns

			Officer Simon Coyle

			Officer Sven Dikstrom

			Officer Alexander Haddad

			Officer Michael Murphy

			Officer Marcus Noon

			Officer Senze Okuta

			Officer Devan Singh

			Officer Adina Sharron

			Officer Greg Turner

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

			Previously on the Time Police . . .

			Luke and Jane have finally escaped the clutches of the Zanetti Train and the 19th century’s ideas of ‘enlightened treatment for the insane’. Several days have passed, during which Matthew’s broken arm has been set for the second time and Luke and Jane have more or less recovered from their physical injuries.

			However, owing to their recent dysfunction, Team 236 is to be placed under supervision. They are not happy about this.

			Luke is struggling – in as much as he struggles with anything – to come to terms with the realisation that he’s rather fond of Jane. He is unaware of the fact that Imogen Farnborough is struggling to come to terms with the realisation that she’s rather fond of him. Tears and tantrums ahead, probably.

			Messrs Hooke and Sawney, ex-­Time Police officers and very naughty people, have been arrested over their part in the Zanetti Train incident and are currently being held at TPHQ, awaiting interrogation.

			The Pod Bay is still not fully functioning owing to the discovery of something mysterious when the wall fell down. Well, when the wall was knocked down, actually, during the course of one of Mikey’s experiments. The Senior Mech is wrestling with his conscience. And a ton of plasterboard.

			

			Jane and Grint have still not done the deed. Blame the unit-­wide recall imposed at just the wrong moment.

			Speaking of unit-­wide recalls . . . a dead dinosaur has washed up in Wales, land of the dragon, so it’s surprising anyone has actually noticed. But they have.

			The Time Police are assembling a force to investigate.

			To pass the time until the Pod Bay is fully functioning, the Time Police’s technical advisor has been putting the finishing touches to her patented poo-­packaging thingy. Chipolatas are involved. SPOILER ALERT – they do not fare well.

			Now read on . . . if you dare.

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			It was a trap. If they hadn’t all been exhausted from their third major mission in as many days, they might have tumbled to it sooner. But they were exhausted and it was a disaster. That’s the way the dice fall sometimes.

			The ravine was narrow and rocky. The sky was clear – stars twinkled overhead but there was no moon. Perfect conditions for the ambush they didn’t know they were walking into.

			‘Night visors,’ ordered Lt Hahn. ‘Normal stealth formations.’

			He led the way along the western side of the ravine with Team 94 behind him.

			On the eastern side, Team 88 moved equally silently. Ideally, a third team – Team 101 – should be acting as backstop, but there had been an accident the previous week. A disaster. The door of their pod had come off mid-­jump. Apart from one survivor – Lt Hay – everyone had died. She had been discovered under a pile of her melted colleagues and was now in MedCen on suicide watch as she attempted to come to terms with what had happened to her team – and to herself. So no backstop tonight. They’d just have to manage.

			No one had actually mentioned that there were thirteen officers on this particular operation. Lt Hahn, Officer Sharron, five members of Team 88 and six members of Team 94. ­Thirteen in all.

			

			Lt Hahn was young and inexperienced. Overpromoted, of course, because the Time Police were so desperate for manpower these days. Some reassurance was provided by the presence of Officer Sharron – never knowingly undersold in the ball-­busting department and widely referred to, with typical Time Police imagination, as Ball-­buster Sharron. No one messed with her. Not for long, anyway.

			The night was bitterly cold and the air crackled around them. Other than the occasional muttered curse as a loose rock moved underfoot and someone turned an ankle, the officers moved silently through the night.

			Eventually Hahn threw up his hand and called a halt. They pressed back against the ravine walls, seeking shelter in the shadows. Hahn looked about him. ‘Have we missed them somehow? Sharron – anything behind us?’

			Sharron took her time scanning the ravine from wall to wall, up and down and back again.

			‘No lights. Nothing moving. No figures silhouetted against the skyline. Nothing on my proximities.’

			To check her equipment was working properly, she turned and scanned ahead of her. Various grainy green lumps resolved themselves into her colleagues.

			‘Negative, sir. All clear above and behind. All equipment functioning as per.’

			‘Have we overshot? Or have they been and gone?’

			Several officers rose to their feet, consulting their visor read-­outs.

			

			Dikstrom from Team 88 had just got as far as, ‘Something’s moving, sir . . .’ when, without warning, the trap was sprung.

			Sharron, standing slightly apart from all the others, felt her head swim. Violent nausea swept through her and her legs buckled. She fell heavily to the rocky ground – which almost certainly saved her life.

			Ahead of her, closer to the source of the attack, two of her colleagues burst into flames, standing for a moment like giant, human-­shaped candles before collapsing to the ground. Very dead.

			Shit – this had to be the very latest weapon on the black market. A lethal combination of blaster fire and a sonic cannon. Even the Time Police didn’t have these yet. But there was one here now. Possibly two.

			Slowly Sharron became aware of shouting and screaming around her. Above everything, she could hear Lt Hahn.

			‘Fall back. Fall ba—’

			Another arrow-­straight stream of blaster fire roared through the night and his voice was abruptly cut off.

			She lifted her head, pushed up her visor and tried to see. Blaster fire had destroyed her night vision. And not just hers. Half-­blind officers were running into each other. Chaos reigned as everything turned to shit around them. Drones criss-­crossed the night, raining down lethal fire. Nasty – but only until the surprise had worn off. Officers dropped to the ground, rolled on to their backs and began the satisfying task of shooting them out of the sky.

			Now that they’d recovered from the initial shock of the ambush, the tide of battle was beginning to turn their way. And there had been no repeat of the sonic cannon; they took some time to recharge. If officers could consolidate their position – dig in – was there a chance they might actually get out of this after all?

			

			Probably not. This was some quality opposition. Certainly not the usual combination of slightly unbalanced fanatics temporarily allied to those trying to make a quick buck. These were true professionals – on resuming fire, they were canny enough to change the angle, blasting great lumps of burning rock out of the cliff walls to fall on the hapless TPOs below. If officers didn’t move now, they could find themselves becoming a permanent part of the landscape.

			The lieutenant was gone. That left Sharron.

			‘To me, to me,’ she shouted. ‘Regroup to my position. We’ll fight our way back to the pod. To me. To me.’

			The night was still full of green and purple after-­images but her vision was slowly returning. She could make out her colleagues’ shadowy figures flitting from rock to rock. Not as many of them as there should have been.

			‘Dikstrom, take the lead. Get the wounded out. No one left behind. I’ll bring up the rear. Barber, you and Coyle are with me. Move. Before they start with that sodding cannon again.’

			They moved. Slipping and stumbling on the rocky slopes. Sharron, Barber and Coyle laid down covering fire for their colleagues and themselves, all the time moving back. The retreat was orderly. Controlled. Textbook. Sharron experienced a surge of hope. They could do this.

			Gunfire up ahead. What now? Had the illegals somehow got around them in the dark? Or was there another group out there somewhere? Or more drones? Which would be a bitch. What a shitstorm this was turning out to be. When they got back, she’d be demanding a twenty-­four-­hour standdown for all of them. All the ones who made it back, that was. Officers couldn’t keep going like this. They were all exhausted, and exhausted people make mistakes. A hot meal and some rest and Albay could just suck on it.

			

			A huge explosion ahead recalled her to the moment. ‘Barber, Coyle, go and lend a hand getting the wounded into the pod. I’ll cover you. Leave me your big blaster.’

			The ravine narrowed here. She could hold them off for a while. Coyle’s blaster held a full charge. She settled back behind a handy rock and . . .

			They came out of the dark. Far more of them than the briefing had led her to believe. What the hell had been going on in this God-­forsaken part of the world? Their preliminary survey had shown no electronic activity. And there was certainly nothing of any value around here. A few goats, perhaps . . . Unless . . . The truth hit hard. There was nothing here but this less than welcoming committee. They’d been set up.

			Something moved in the dark. Gritting her teeth, Sharron laid down a blanket of fire, sweeping the narrow ravine from left to right. She heard shouts in the dark. And some screams. Good. With luck she’d done some damage. Not giving them a chance to regroup, she shut down the blaster, heaved it over her shoulder and set off after her colleagues.

			She found Singh propped against a rock. Dead. His weapons were empty. Both of them. She stumbled on. The silence behind her was not reassuring. In these circumstances, that usually meant hostiles were building up to something big.

			Worst of all, her teams were only just around the next bend. Pinned down by the sound of it. Shit – she’d been hoping they were back at the pod by now. She took a moment to think and then moved to her left. If she could get behind whoever was . . .

			

			At least there was no longer a need for silence. Between the shouting and the weapons discharge, no one was going to hear one solitary officer working her way slowly through the night. And her vision was almost restored to normal. She could get behind them. Take the bastards down. Go home. Grab a quick drink on her way. Find an opportunity to slap the stupid sods whose intel had been so useless. Then another drink. Then sleep.

			Good plan.

			She opened her com. ‘Dikstrom, I’m behind you and working my way to your left. Do not shoot me or I will come after you. Get everyone together and head for the pod. Forget dignified retreat. Just shift their arses. On my word.’

			She checked the charge on her blaster. She wasn’t that far away – not according to her proximities. One final effort and they could all go home.

			‘Now.’

			She eased herself off the rock, firing as she went. Activity to her right. That would be Dikstrom getting them back to the pod. She changed the blaster setting to wide beam, backed against the cliff wall and sprayed from left to right. Right to left. Left to right. Don’t stop. Don’t give the bastards a chance to regroup. Keep them pinned down. Keep firing. Keep firing.

			A voice sounded in her ear. ‘Sharron. We’re at the pod. Get your arse over here now or we’ll go without you.’

			‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Like you could find your way home without me.’

			She could hear firing up ahead. Slinging the blaster over her shoulder again, she picked her way over the rough ground. There were bodies here. None of them TPOs.

			

			‘Dikstrom here. I’m just ahead of you. Your two o’clock. I can see you.’

			‘Yeah – I can see you, too. Everyone back OK?’

			‘We have wounded, but yeah.’

			The explosion knocked them both off their feet. The air above their heads seemed to contract and then expand. Sharron hit the ground hard. What felt like half a mountain fell on top of her. Someone was shouting her name. Hands pulled at her. Lots of hands. If those stupid bastards had left the pod to pull her out, then she’d be dragging them round the back of TPHQ to kick the living shit out of them. And then probably buy them a drink afterwards. But the kicking would definitely come first.

			The illegals were firing their sonic cannon again, but at the cliff walls this time. Large lumps of mountainside were bouncing and tumbling down to the ravine floor. Their night visors couldn’t cope with the dust. She really had no idea where . . .

			The pod. There. Looming up through the murk.

			‘Get everyone inside now. Move it. Move it.’

			And then she was in through the door – last one in – which slammed shut behind them, and the only sounds were panting officers and small pieces of rock peppering the roof over their heads.

			The peppering did not die away. Rather, it intensified. The precursor to an avalanche, perhaps. They needed to move and move quickly.

			She pulled off her helmet. ‘Is everyone here? Call the roll.’

			Dikstrom responded. ‘Everyone who isn’t dead is here.’

			

			‘How many did we lose?’

			‘Seven.’

			‘Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks.’

			There was a bang as something hefty landed on the roof.

			‘We need to go. Now.’

			There was another explosion. The pod rocked.

			‘Coordinates . . .’

			‘Never mind that. Emergency evac.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘Do it. Just do it.’

			Another bang. They were firing directly at the pod. Any moment now and they’d be hit with an EMP and then it really would be game over.

			Dikstrom was at the controls. ‘Pod – emergency evac. Immediate.’

			There was a massive explosion. The floor heaved under their feet. Everything went black. Someone screamed, ‘Oh my God, I’m—’ His words ended in a hoarse shriek. Everyone was shouting. There was an odd sensation in her left arm. Emergency evacs were the pits. They’d be throwing up all over the pod and then the mechs would complain and . . . God, her head hurt. At some point she must have fetched it a right wallop.

			Why was it still dark? Where were the lights? Surely they must have landed by now. Where were the mechs? This pod must be in a hell of a state and it wasn’t like them not to be banging on the door and whinging on for hours about it.

			She tried to struggle to her feet, failed badly, and decided it wasn’t important right now.

			‘Pod – lights.’

			

			The pod remained obstinately silent. Shit – they’d broken the AI as well. IT would be in here yelling at them alongside the mechs.

			And still there was screaming.

			‘Everyone shut the fuck up,’ she shouted and was slightly surprised when silence fell.

			The emergency lights flickered on. Yes – they were on a separate battery. They should work OK. And the door.

			Her left arm didn’t feel right but she was able to push herself to a near sitting position and look round.

			The silence in the pod was complete. She wasn’t even aware of the sound of breathing. Because this was . . . this was . . . not right. This couldn’t be . . . couldn’t have happened. This was . . . wrong. This was . . .

			The lights flickered off again. Which was worse. Because now she’d seen what had happened . . . And somehow it was worse in the dark.

			Someone whimpered.

			The lights flickered on again.

			This wasn’t a nightmare. This was happening. Had actually happened. They’d always been told it couldn’t but it had. It had happened to them. She looked down. It had happened to her, as well.

			Someone whimpered again. A tiny thread of a voice. ‘Sharron, help me. For God’s sake, help me.’

			The lights flickered off again. Someone was crying in the dark.

			From somewhere, she found a voice. ‘All right, everyone, listen up.’ Her voice didn’t sound right. She swallowed and tried again, forcing herself to be calm. ‘We’ve had a bad landing.’

			

			‘You think?’ said a voice and began to laugh. The wrong sort of laughter. Hysteria swirled in the dark.

			The lights flickered on again.

			‘Right,’ she said, and this time her voice was very nearly normal. ‘Who’s nearest the console? Can you contact the Pod Bay? Or anyone still wearing a helmet? Can you chin your mic?’

			Barber was nearest the console but his hands had gone and no one else could reach. Dikstrom was still wearing his helmet. He’d pushed up the visor so she could see his face. But his face wasn’t there, either. Not all of it, anyway. Looking around, it was hard to tell who was dead and who was still alive. For the moment.

			Her helmet lay just to her right. By hooking one leg around it, she was able to bring it closer and there was just enough movement in her right hand to operate the mic.

			‘Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Sharron. Can anyone hear me?’

			The response was immediate. ‘Sharron? This is the Pod Bay. Where the fuck are you?’

			She forced back a sob. Crying never helped anyone and she wasn’t going to start now. ‘I’m . . . we’re here. But I don’t know where here is.’

			‘Typical grunts. All the sense of direction of a small rock. Where were you aiming for?’

			‘Emergency evac . . . gone wrong.’

			Another voice was shouting something in the background. The first voice sharpened. ‘Sharron – describe your surroundings.’

			This time the sob did not go away. ‘Hell. We’re in hell. Help us. Help us. Please.’

			

			Dimly, through the com, she could hear alarm bells going off.

			The voice had changed. Now it was calm and reassuring. ‘All right, Sharron. We’ll get to you. Keep talking. We’ve got your signature. You missed the Pod Bay – that’s all. By about twenty feet. Not a bad effort for a grunt. We’ll get you out.’

			She looked around the pod. ‘No – I don’t think you will.’

			‘What’s that? Sharron – stay awake. Keep talking. There’s a couple of mechs on their way now and we’re assembling medics and rescue equipment. We’ll get to you. Just stay put.’

			This struck Sharron as being extraordinarily funny. She began to laugh. And laugh. And laugh. And then to cry.

			A new voice. The Senior Mech spoke in her ear. His voice deep and reassuring. ‘Now then, lass, you don’t want to be doing that. I’m here now . . . We’ve found you. You’re right in front of us and . . .’

			He broke off. The silence went on and on and on. She could just imagine the shock . . . Because this just couldn’t happen. Except it had.

			‘Yeah,’ said Sharron flatly. ‘How are you going to deal with this?’

			She could almost picture him pulling himself together. Or trying to. The stunned looks. The silence. The moment they realised what had happened.

			‘Sharron?’ His voice was hoarse.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘We’re outside the pod now. We’re coming in. Is it . . . ? How bad is it?’

			‘It’s bad. It’s very, very bad.’

			The voice said something she couldn’t catch but she heard the word Albay so clearly they’d sent for the colonel.

			

			‘All right, lass, we’re coming in now.’

			She pulled herself together. She was in charge. People were relying on her. Turning her head, she addressed her colleagues.

			‘OK, lads, the rescue team’s arrived. They’re just outside. They’ll soon have us out of this. Just stay calm and let them do their jobs.’

			Someone was still crying. One of the luckier ones.

			There were sounds at the door. They were trying to get it open. At least the pod had landed the right way up.

			The door jerked open a little way, then a little further, and then, finally, all the way. Four figures stood dark against the lights behind them. There was the sound of snapping lightsticks. Two were rolled across the floor. Two more held high.

			Bright, cruel light illuminated a scene from hell.

			The pod had so nearly made it.

			They were only twenty feet from the Pod Bay. No more. So near and yet so far. They’d landed in one of the corridors between Pod Bay and security. The pod’s AI had got that right. Everything else was wrong. Horribly, horribly wrong. Whether as a result of the explosions just as they jumped or whether the emergency evac had gone wrong – none of them would ever know.

			The safety protocols had failed. The pod had materialised inside a wall. Or rather, the wall was now inside the pod. They were half in and half out of the corridor. Officers, pod and wall were all occupying the same space. Or had tried to. The wall had won.

			Worse – they’d materialised below floor level. Those lying on the floor were now lying in the floor. Coyle was on his back, only his head, one hand and one knee visible. The rest of him was just . . . floor. His one hand clawed uselessly at the air and he was screaming, ‘Oh my God oh my God oh my God . . .’ On and on and on. Endlessly.

			

			Barber was simply staring down at his arms, both embedded in the console. Occasionally, he whimpered, seemingly unable to comprehend what had happened to him.

			Another officer lay face down on the console. Sharron amended that to face down in the console. Slowly dying. His face and the console were one. His hands were beating a violent tattoo as his body fought to breathe. Even as she watched, his movements grew weaker and weaker. He was going. He was dying. Right in front of her.

			‘Get him out,’ she shouted, knowing it was useless. ‘He’s dying. Someone get him out.’

			No one moved in the doorway. They stood silently, taking in the scene.

			Part of Murphy’s face was pressed into the wall. She could see one eye and one ear. And his nostrils flaring wide as he struggled to breathe.

			She looked down. Her own left arm was embedded in the floor almost to her elbow but both legs and her right arm were free. Somehow, she was the least injured.

			Still no one had moved from the doorway. Four men stared and stared and stared. Then one stepped back out of sight. She could hear him vomiting.

			There was a commotion behind them. The medteam had arrived.

			‘Get out of the way,’ said the doctor, shouldering his way through.

			Everyone willingly stepped back.

			

			The doctor stopped dead. Sharron could imagine his brain struggling to make sense of what his eyes were seeing. Where to begin? What could possibly be done?

			There was another voice. Colonel Albay had arrived. Now they’d get some action. He’d think of something.

			Albay stood on the threshold, gazing into the pod. After long moments, he looked over his shoulder, saying, ‘Where’s the Senior Mech?’

			Lt Callen had pulled himself together. ‘Gone to organise rescue gear and cutting equipment, sir.’

			‘Stay off your com. Go and bring him back here. Quickly.’

			Callen left at a run.

			Taking a deep breath, Colonel Albay stepped into the pod. No one spoke. Eyes watched him as he stepped carefully over Sharron – who was nearest the door – and moved from one officer to another. The silence gathered.

			Still without speaking, he stepped back over Sharron and left the pod, closing the door behind him.

			Outside the pod, the doctor was busily unpacking his kit. Without looking up, he said in an undertone, ‘I can save Sharron. Amputating her arm will free her. And I think Aziz and possibly Barber as well. If they survive the shock, of course.’ He looked up at Albay. ‘How could this happen? What went wrong? Should we be grounding the other pods while we run checks?’

			‘No,’ said Albay decisively. ‘We don’t stop. We can’t afford to stop. If word of this gets out, then we’ve lost the war.’

			The doctor was laying out his equipment. ‘Well, as I said, I can definitely save two of them. Probably three.’

			‘That’s no good to us. They won’t be able to fight.’

			‘Not really the point, Colonel.’

			

			‘It’s exactly the point, doctor. We’re fighting a war.’

			The Senior Mech arrived with Callen, both festooned with equipment. ‘More cutting gear on its way. I’ve halted all pod activity and . . .’

			‘Belay that order.’

			‘But at the very least, we have to ground the other pods until . . .’

			‘No.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘Doctor – you are dismissed. And take your team.’ Albay stared around. ‘Out. All of you. Except for the Senior Mech. And you, Callen. Everyone else wait for me in the Pod Bay.’

			The doctor stood his ground. ‘What are your intentions, Colonel?’

			‘Carry out your instructions, doctor.’

			The doctor lowered his voice. ‘There are people needing urgent attention or they will die.’

			‘That’s an order, doctor.’

			The doctor stared at him for a long moment.

			Albay laid a hand on his blaster. ‘Collect your equipment and go.’

			The only sound was that of the doctor’s harsh breathing as he bundled his gear together and departed, his team following on. Their footsteps faded into silence.

			Colonel Albay re-­entered the pod and closed and locked the door behind him, shutting out the Senior Mech and Lt Callen.

			Sharron twisted around to watch him. ‘Sir . . . ?’

			He ignored her and bent over Coyle, still not quite dead. Pulling out his blaster, he checked the charge, placed the muzzle against Coyle’s forehead . . . and fired.

			

			‘What are you doing?’ shouted Sharron in disbelief, struggling to tear her arm free from the floor. It was no use. Blood began to pool as her efforts rubbed her arm raw. She didn’t notice. ‘You shot him. You killed him.’

			Stepping over Coyle, Albay made his way towards a struggling Barber, still part of the console. Again, he checked the charge on his blaster.

			Barber began to scream, striving frantically to tear his arms free.

			‘Leave him alone,’ shouted Sharron, still wildly fighting to free her arm. She kicked out, missing him by feet. ‘You bastard – you can’t do this. Albay, I swear I will . . .’

			Again, she strained every muscle to pull free. Her weapon was just fractionally out of reach. If she could just somehow gain an inch or two . . . The pain in her arm was massive and intense. She gritted her teeth and stretched . . . her fingers scrabbling for her blaster . . .

			Albay had moved behind Barber who, as far as his trapped arms would allow him, was twisting in his seat to see what was happening, begging for his life. Begging to be spared. Curses . . . entreaties . . . appeals . . . threats . . . Sharron’s throat was hoarse with shouting and crying. Her eyesight blurred with tears.

			‘He can be saved,’ she shouted. ‘You can’t do this.’

			‘I have to,’ Albay said calmly. ‘Think about it, Sharron. There’s no way we can get you out. The rescue would kill you. We’d have to drill you out of the floor. Or the wall. Without drilling through you. It would take hours. None of you would survive the shock. And the effect on your colleagues would be devastating. We’d never get anyone in a pod again. I can’t have that. So you have to die. I’m sorry. I regret the necessity, but it’s a kindness when you think about it.’

			

			Albay’s blaster whined. Barber slumped forwards.

			Silence fell. Sharron scrubbed the tears from her eyes and watched Albay approach Murphy. The blaster fired again.

			Sharron spoke between gritted teeth. ‘You’re a murderer, Albay. A fucking, bastarding murderer. You’ll pay for this. And all those other cowards hiding out there pretending this isn’t happening.’

			‘Just you, now,’ said Albay without emotion.

			She glared up at him. ‘You piece of filth. I swear I’ll get you if I have to wait until the end of Time itself.’ Her voice rose to a scream. ‘Murderer.’

			He checked the charge on his gun, saying quite normally, ‘I’m sorry, Sharron, but you must see this can’t get out. We’re down to less than fifty officers.’

			‘Even fewer now,’ said Sharron hoarsely. ‘Thanks to you. You can’t cover this up.’

			‘I can and I will. No one will ever know you’re here. I’ll have the corridor bricked up. You’ll be classified MIA. You never made it back. Sad, but no time to mourn. We have a war to fight.’

			‘I swear, Albay, on behalf of those you murdered today . . .’

			‘What, Sharron? What exactly do you swear?’

			‘This will come out one day. One day the world will know what you’ve done here. That you murdered your own people.’

			With wild thoughts of cutting off her own arm, she tried to grope for her knife.

			He shook his head. ‘This pod’s dead. And so are you. I’m sorry, Sharron. You were a good officer.’

			

			He walked around behind her. She tried to twist around to watch him and held out her free arm, although whether in accusation or a pitiful attempt to defend herself was not clear.

			‘Rot in hell. Murderer.’

			The blaster whined. She refused to close her eyes. ‘I’ll get you for this if it’s the last thing I—’

			He pulled the trigger.

			The lightsticks were beginning to fail. Darkness crept across the pod.

			Unlocking the door, Colonel Albay stepped outside and carefully closed it behind him.

			The Senior Mech seized him from behind and threw him against a wall. ‘You bastard. What have you just done?’

			‘What I had to. You know that, Senior.’

			‘You’ve killed them all?’

			The Senior Mech was a hefty man but Albay shoved him away with very little effort. ‘I saved them hours of agony and a painful death. Cutting them free would have killed them. You know that. The doctor knew it – that’s why he left. And if you had any balls, you’d have helped me. My only regret – and it is a regret – is that we’ve just lost twenty-­five per cent of our remaining officers.’

			Callen raised a clenched fist. ‘They were people, not a percentage.’

			‘They were doomed. There was no way we could ever get them out without chopping them into pieces. It was a kindness.’

			‘You murdered them.’

			‘I put them out of their misery. We don’t have the manpower or resources needed to free that pod. Even if that had been possible, it’s part of the structure now. We might have brought the whole building down on top of us. Senior – assemble whatever you need and get this out of sight. Build a wall, change the layout, do whatever you want, but get it done. Use your own people and tell them to keep quiet about it afterwards or they’ll end up the same way.’

			

			The Senior Mech’s eyes blazed.

			Albay closed the gap between them, saying quietly, ‘Don’t you understand? This is our second serious accident in ten days. This can’t ever get out. Not after what happened to Lt Hay and her team last week.’

			The Senior Mech lowered his voice. ‘I keep telling you – we’re pushing the pods too hard. To say nothing of their crews.’

			‘I have no choice. If people were to find out that this could happen, they’d never get into a pod again. We’ve lost a quarter of our people today. We’ll lose more tomorrow. And more the day after. But we’re the Time Police. We keep going.’

			Callen turned to look at him. ‘And when there’s no one left?’

			Albay shrugged. ‘It won’t be our problem any longer.’

			‘And what do we tell people about . . .’ He gestured at the pod.

			‘I told you – nothing. They’re missing in action. They could return at any moment.’

			‘People won’t believe that.’

			‘The chances are we’ll all be dead by this time next week, so it’s not really an issue, is it?’

			Callen punched him in the face. Hard.

			Albay slid down the wall, his nose gushing blood. ‘You struck a senior officer.’

			‘I did,’ said Callen tightly. ‘And if you get up, I can do it again.’

			

			‘That’s a court martial offence.’

			‘Oh – we both know it won’t come to that. But if it makes things easier for you, I can turn my back while you shoot me. And the Senior Mech, if you want to eliminate all the witnesses. What’s a couple more dead officers today? Sir.’

			He turned his back.

			Albay made no move.

			Callen turned around again and bent over him.

			‘No? Probably very wise.’

			Albay wiped the blood across his face and pushed himself to his feet. ‘Return to your duties, Lt Callen. And you as well, Senior. That’s an order.’

			Slightly unsteadily, he walked away.

			 

			Inside the pod, the darkness was complete. The silence was complete. Nothing moved. Nothing lived.

			And then, on the console, a single red light came on. A faint voice said, ‘Mur . . . der . . . er.’

			The light flickered and died.

			Darkness and silence returned.

			For a very, very long time.

		

	
		
			

			1

			Entering Captain Farenden’s office in search of the file relating to this year’s equipment budget, Commander Hay was slightly taken aback to find her adjutant face down on his desk, his arms hanging loosely to the floor.

			‘Er . . . Captain?’

			‘Yes?’ His voice was somewhat muffled.

			‘Is everything all right?’

			‘Perfectly, thank you, ma’am.’

			‘Only you appear to have adopted a slightly more informal position than I usually expect from you.’

			‘No, ma’am, I’m fine.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			There was a pause.

			‘Is there anything I can do?’

			‘Thank you, ma’am – no.’

			‘Why are you . . . ?’

			‘I’m recovering.’

			‘Oh. All right. Well. Is this recuperation likely to be of a long duration? I ask only because your head appears to be resting on this year’s equipment allocation figures and I . . . um . . .’

			

			‘I shall bring the file through momentarily.’

			‘Are you sure? I mean, I don’t want to disturb your . . .’

			‘Not a problem, ma’am.’

			‘Only I wondered if this was something in the nature of a religious vigil, perhaps?’

			‘Not really. Only a very inadequate expression of a deep, dark despair for which there are no words.’

			‘That’s all right, then. I was worried you might have undergone some sort of religious conversion.’

			‘No, ma’am, still – somewhat lackadaisically – Church of England.’

			‘Well . . . good, I’ll be in . . .’ she gestured over her shoulder, belatedly realised he couldn’t see her and continued, ‘in my office. But there’s no rush for the file. Assuage your despair first.’

			‘That’s very considerate of you, ma’am. Thank you.’

			Five minutes later, Captain Farenden appeared in her doorway, file in one hand, mug of coffee in the other.

			Commander Hay regarded him warily. ‘Everything OK now?’

			‘Perfectly, thank you.’

			‘Are you sure? You have the look of one who has glimpsed terrors man was not meant to wot of.’

			‘What?’

			‘What have you wot of that you should not have wot of?’

			He placed her coffee in front of her. ‘Frighteningly, that sentence makes perfect sense.’

			‘Good heavens – you are in a bad way. What’s the problem, Charlie?’ She stiffened. ‘It’s not Team Two-­Three-­Six, is it? I thought everything had been more or less safely resolved with them.’

			‘That is happening as we speak, ma’am.’

			

			Hay sighed. ‘So what’s today’s particular crisis?’

			‘I’m not sure whether you’ve noticed my previous efforts to lighten the burden of your command by recounting a number of humorous anecdotes, ma’am . . .’

			‘Oh, that’s what you thought you were doing, was it? Can I assume you have recently encountered a catastrophe of such magnitude that even you can’t manage to put a positive spin on it?’

			‘Sadly, ma’am, yes.’

			‘Well, I can’t hear any screaming and no alarms have gone off, so it can’t be that bad, surely?’

			He shook his head. ‘Words fail me, ma’am.’

			‘Well, let’s start at the beginning. Is anyone dead?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Is anyone injured?’

			‘Not exactly, ma’am.’

			‘Is the building on fire?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Are we under attack?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Has our meagre budget been slashed even further?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Then I’m at a loss.’

			‘It’s Meiklejohn, ma’am.’

			She picked up the file. ‘Oh God, Charlie, go away. Suffer alone.’

			‘Too late, ma’am.’

			She sighed. ‘Out with it.’

			‘Well, this shouldn’t come as too much of a shock to you – I believe Meiklejohn touched on the subject during one of your previous meetings.’

			

			Her eyes narrowed. ‘Is this by any chance toilet-­related?’

			‘Alas, ma’am . . .’

			‘Go away. I really feel every last drop of humour has been wrung from . . .’

			‘This isn’t funny, ma’am.’

			She took off her spectacles and pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Go on, Charlie. Hit me.’

			‘When Meiklejohn was last here, ma’am, did she by any chance use the word shrink-­wrapped?’

			‘Two words, surely.’

			‘Hyphenated, ma’am. One word.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Almost completely, ma’am.’

			‘Actually, now I come to think of it – yes, she did. Do I gather . . .’

			‘There’s been an unfortunate occurrence, ma’am.’

			‘Oh God, Charlie. Just give me the salient points.’

			‘Very well. Officer Curtis. Half a pound of chipolatas. A Meiklejohn-­patented shrink-­wrapping contraption. Disaster.’

			‘Chipolatas?’

			‘To simulate . . . you know.’

			‘Well, that’s sausages off the menu for the rest of my life.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am. I share your pain.’

			‘Exactly what has occurred, Charlie?’

			‘Well, after her difficulties with . . .’

			‘Never mind the recap. Just hit me with the main points.’

			‘Miss Meiklejohn has invented and installed what she persists in referring to as the Meiklejohn-­Patented Poo-­Packaging Thingy.’

			‘Thingy?’

			

			‘She ran out of words beginning with p.’

			‘Really? I can think of many. But continue.’

			‘Officer Curtis – a willing volunteer, before you ask, ma’am – was to approach the . . . creation . . . seat himself appropriately . . .’

			‘Why?’

			‘The device is automatically triggered by weight-­detecting sensors, ma’am. In other words, someone has to sit on it for it to work. Anyway, having made himself comfortable, Officer Curtis was then to deposit half a pound of chipolatas into the receptacle provided. According to Miss Meiklejohn, who apparently inhabits a completely different universe to the rest of us – the deposit would then be appropriately dealt with by being hygienically wrapped and swept around the U-­bend to its designated destination.’

			Hay sat back. ‘Am I the only one who can foresee any number of potential catastrophes just waiting to happen?’

			‘Well, yes, ma’am, you are, actually. There are very few moving parts in the process and given that Meiklejohn’s preliminary tests had all proved most satisfactory, there was an unusual amount of optimism among the observers.’

			‘Observers?’

			‘Well, we’re still waiting for all officers to respond to your unit-­wide recall, ma’am, the Pod Bay is still out of service, people were bored, and Miss Meiklejohn’s experiments have gathered their own following. In short, the room was packed with those agog to see what would transpire.’

			‘And what exactly did transpire?’

			‘Well, as we all know, Officer Curtis is very fond of his food, whereas Meiklejohn probably has to run around in the shower to get wet. Her failure to take into account the effect of Curtis’s additional avoirdupois on a mechanism configured to someone half his weight resulted in the device becoming somewhat confused as to its true purpose.’

			

			‘No. You’re making all this up, Charlie. Go away.’

			‘If only, ma’am.’

			‘So how . . . ?’

			‘The apparatus having performed perfectly on every other occasion, Officer Curtis approached the trial with more confidence than was actually warranted. It would appear that the Meiklejohn-­Patented . . . um . . .’

			‘Poo-­Packaging Thingy . . .’

			‘Became confused by the sudden additional weight and tilted, throwing the mechanism off-­balance and, not to put too fine a point on it, ma’am, it shrink-­wrapped a portion of Officer Curtis instead.’

			‘Which por—’

			‘Please don’t ask me, ma’am.’

			‘And the chipolatas?’

			‘The fate of the chipolatas is unknown, ma’am.’

			‘This is St Mary’s doing, isn’t it? They’re working to bring us down and Meiklejohn is their instrument of destruction.’

			‘I wish I could argue, ma’am, but I am fast coming round to your point of view.’

			‘How have things been left?’

			‘Well, despite protests from Officer Curtis, an entrepreneurial Officer Rockmeyer is charging a substantial fee for sharing images of his . . .’

			‘They’re taking photos down there?’

			‘With a view to updating their screen savers, ma’am. I gather images of Lt Grint at the children’s party are being superseded by Officer Curtis wearing the latest thing in shrink-­wrap even as we speak.’

			

			‘Given our perilous financial state, Rockmeyer’s probably the richest person in the building at the moment.’

			‘That is almost certainly correct, ma’am, and I believe this is an excellent moment to divert your thoughts by informing you that Mrs Farnborough has requested a meeting.’

			‘Did she say why?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Oh. Well, go ahead and set it up, please, Charlie. I wonder what she has to say. Is she coming here?’

			‘She will combine it with a visit to her daughter, ma’am.’

			‘How is Miss Farnborough?’

			‘Remaining quietly in our guest suite, ma’am, and causing no trouble at all.’

			‘So not completely recovered from her ordeal, then?’

			‘MedCen says physically – yes. Mentally – probably not.’

			His scratchpad bleeped. ‘If you could excuse me for one moment, ma’am.’ He consulted the screen and sighed.

			‘This won’t surprise you, ma’am. Lt Varma has requested an appointment at your earliest convenience.’

			Commander Hay consoled herself with the fact that however bad her own yesterday had been, it hadn’t been anything like as bad as Varma’s.

			‘Well, I think we can guess what that’s about.’

			He sighed. ‘Indeed, yes, ma’am.’

			‘I’m not losing her, Charlie. She’s one of the best officers we’ve got and I’m not going to allow what’s happened to deprive us of her abilities.’

			

			‘Ma’am, I spoke to her briefly this morning and she’s . . . upset.’

			‘Shit.’ Hay got up and began to pace. ‘Get me all available footage, Charlie. I’ll have a look for myself.’

			‘I’ve seen it, ma’am. Varma enters the cell and . . .’

			‘Where’s the body now?’

			‘Removed to MedCen, ma’am.’

			‘I’ll see the footage first – then Varma.’

			 

			In another part of the building – their office, to be precise – Team 236 (or Team Weird as they were usually known) had gathered for their first official day back.

			‘I’ve just seen Imogen Farnborough,’ said Jane, pouring herself a mug of coffee from their illegal coffee machine. ‘She’s looking much better these days.’

			‘She is,’ said Luke. ‘She told me yesterday that I was an utter waste of space and that if I didn’t buck my ideas up pretty sharpish then she’d punch my lights out and trample my fallen body into the dust. Can you pour one for me, Jane?’

			‘No,’ said Jane. ‘You have arms. You have sufficient intelligence – barely – and I am not your handmaiden. Pour your own. Would you like one, Matthew?’

			‘Yes, please,’ said Matthew. ‘How very kind of you.’

			Recognising deliberate provocation when he saw it, Luke maintained a dignified silence.

			‘I am maintaining a dignified silence.’

			‘If only,’ murmured Jane, passing Matthew his coffee.

			The door opened to reveal Lt Grint – deputy head of BeeBOC – the Big Business and Organised Crime section.

			‘Message from Major Ellis. Briefing Room 3. Now.’

			

			‘Why?’ enquired Luke.

			‘Because I fire-­trucking well say so, Parrish.’

			‘No, I mean why a briefing – we only came back on duty at 0800 hours, I thought we were on light duties for a bit. You know – to ease us back in again.’

			‘I’ll ease you out of the door with the toe of my boot if you don’t shift yourself, Parrish. Move.’

			‘I’ll just pour myself . . .’

			‘Move.’

			Luke sighed heavily. Grint stepped aside to let him pass. Matthew followed him out. Jane put down her mug.

			‘Just a moment, Lockland.’

			‘Yes, sir?’

			Grint checked over his shoulder, ensuring Luke and Matthew were out of earshot. ‘I haven’t seen you around much. You have recovered?’

			Jane felt her face flood with hot colour. The pain had gone but the shame of being publicly beaten in a 19th-­century Mexican lunatic asylum still remained.

			‘Oh . . . Yes, sir . . . Thank you . . . Um . . . Perfectly fine . . . Thank you. Yes.’

			Grint stared over her shoulder. ‘Well, that’s . . . good.’

			Jane stared down at her boots. ‘Yes. Very good.’

			‘Well. I won’t keep you.’

			‘No, sir.’

			More staring occurred.

			‘Well. Off you go.’

			‘Yes, sir. Um . . .’

			Jane indicated that he would have to let her out.

			

			‘Oh. Yes.’ Grint stepped back into the corridor. ‘Well. See you later, Lockland.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			He strode away and Jane followed her teammates to Briefing Room 3.

			 

			Fifteen minutes later, Major Ellis was winding up his briefing.

			‘And so, to conclude, you should be very clear this is not a return to basic gruntwork. It is not a punishment. Or a demotion. Although you’re all still on junior officer level, so it’s not actually possible for you to go any lower . . .’

			Ellis paused, aware he had somewhat lost the thread, and began again.

			‘It is felt that given your recent team trauma, Two-­Three-­Six will benefit from a return to basics under the supervision of Lt North and myself. A few simple assignments – not that anything else is possible until Farrell’s arm heals and you, Parrish, are completely recovered.’

			A hostile silence greeted this pronouncement.

			Jane stared at the floor, her face hot with embarrassment. This was so humiliating. After all the solid work they’d put in on the Zanetti Train. She and Luke had performed well on that particular mission – she had a citation on her record confirming that fact. And Matthew himself had excelled with the Time Map. He had done everything asked of him – they all had. They always did. This need for ‘supervision’ was because their methods were a little unorthodox. And yes, there had been a minor episode of what was officially classed as ‘team dysfunction’, but she and Luke had really put themselves on the line on their last assignment and apparently their only reward was to go back to being babysat. It wasn’t good enough. It just wasn’t good enough.

			

			Luke, now recovered from his own experiences in San Hipólito, folded his arms and scowled at his feet and Matthew pulled at his arm-­length flexi-­glove, which was beginning to make his skin itch. Neither of them said anything. Matthew wouldn’t – he always just sucked up whatever life happened to be throwing at him at the time – but Jane was surprised at Luke. Normally he would be the first to argue. To make their case. To object.

			Was it to be up to her? Unfamiliar emotions rampaged inside her head. This wasn’t fair. This wasn’t right. No other team was treated this badly, but they were Team 236 – the Time Police’s scapegoat. Poor old Team Weird who never knowingly got it right the first time but who always came through in the end. She and Luke had resolved their differences and got themselves off that train. They’d held the passengers together while they awaited a rescue they secretly hadn’t been sure would ever come. Matthew had risked himself to acquire the coordinates for their rescue. This wasn’t right.

			Jane lifted her head. ‘Excuse me, sir, ma’am, but this isn’t right.’

			Major Ellis was somewhat taken aback. Not by the dissent – officers argued all the time – but by the dissenter herself. That Officer Lockland of all people should . . .

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			Jane stood up, unsure whether this was a mark of respect or simply that it enabled her to make her point more strongly. ‘I mean . . . I meant . . . With respect, sir . . . I don’t think . . . I mean . . . This isn’t right. Our last assignment was successful. We captured the two illegals – Adesina and Kumar. And their homemade pod. And Sawney. And Hooke. And Hooke’s pod in Modena as well. And we saved the passengers in Mexico City. Luke was injured during the mission. And Matthew. And . . . um . . . me. And now we’re to go back under supervision.’ She gathered herself for the final denunciation. ‘I’m sorry, sir – but it’s not . . . it’s not right.’

			

			‘OMG,’ said Wimpy Jane faintly, apparently on the verge of passing out. ‘What have you just done?’

			‘Oh sweetie,’ cried Bolshy Jane. ‘That was absolutely wonderful. Look at their faces. Well done, you.’

			There was a short silence while the other four people in the room struggled to get their heads around this strange new phenomenon. Ellis, who had expected the opposition to come from Luke Parrish, was at a loss.

			North moved in. ‘Officer Lockland, there is no criticism over your last assignment – your last successful assignment,’ she added smoothly. ‘It’s the team dynamic which is being addressed. You can’t deny that at one point recently, you and Parrish refused to work with each other. You were taken off duty and told to sort yourselves out. And you, Parrish, were on the verge of leaving the Time Police. You say now that your issues are resolved, and we very much hope that that is the case, but Major Ellis and I will need to verify that fact before Team Two-­Three-­Six can resume its full . . . effectiveness.’

			Jane sat down with a bump, her face on fire at her own behaviour, and privately resolved never to say another word to anyone until the day she died.

			‘Well, we may as well get all this out in the open now,’ said Ellis. ‘Does anyone else have anything to say?’

			

			‘Yes,’ said Matthew. ‘I agree.’

			‘With . . . ?’ said North carefully.

			‘With Jane.’

			Ellis looked over at Luke. ‘Officer Parrish?’

			Luke nodded. ‘Officer Lockland has expressed my feelings perfectly.’

			Ellis and North exchanged glances.

			‘Right,’ said Ellis. ‘As you’re aware, the unit is on recall at the moment. Something has come up. Lt North and I are about to depart for Wales to conduct an investigation there, but on our return . . .’

			‘Wales?’ said Luke, easily distracted. ‘What’s happening in Wales?’

			‘You were lolling around in MedCen at the time so you’ll have missed all the fun. The body of what looks like some kind of dinosaur has been discovered.’

			‘Fossil?’

			‘No – an actual flesh-­and-­blood body. Only recently deceased. We’re off to check it out.’

			Luke sat up. ‘Cool. Can we come?’

			‘No – Team Two-­Three-­Six will remain here to reflect on its past and contemplate its future.’

			‘Well, that’s no fun.’

			‘Life in the Time Police is not supposed to be fun, Officer Parrish. Your period of supervision officially begins tomorrow morning. Officer Farrell, you’re seconded to the Map Master until your arm is completely healed. Lockland and Parrish, report to my office at 0800 hours tomorrow. That’s all, everyone. Dismissed.’

			Once outside the briefing room, Luke chased after Jane as she strode down the corridor on her way to a destination she was far too angry to have given much thought to.

			

			‘Jane. Wait.’

			She carried on walking, her face still flushed with anger. ‘Where were you?’

			Luke fell into step beside her. ‘What do you mean? I’m here.’

			‘In there. Why was I the only one making a protest in there? Why weren’t you being your usual gobby self?’

			‘Jane . . .’

			‘I mean, normally no one else can get a word in edgeways.’

			‘I . . .’

			‘You hardly said a thing, Luke, and this isn’t fair.’

			‘Jane . . .’

			‘After everything we went through on that horrible train, they tell us we’re back under supervision.’

			‘Jane . . .’

			‘For heaven’s sake – what?’

			‘I’ve brought you a present.’

			‘Oh.’ Jane stopped dead.

			He pulled a prettily wrapped package from his pocket.

			‘Oh,’ said Jane again.

			Luke held it out to her. ‘For you.’

			‘Oh,’ said Jane, for the third time. Bolshy Jane rolled her eyes. ‘Um . . . Thank you. What is it?’

			‘Open it and see.’

			Jane hesitated. ‘Pretty paper . . .’

			‘The present’s inside the paper, Jane.’

			She pulled at the ribbon. ‘Did you wrap this?’

			‘Honesty compels me to say no – the shop did that – but I did observe them very closely as they did so.’

			

			He waited as Jane carefully removed the paper.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but it always seems so ungrateful just to rip it off when someone’s gone to all that trouble. Oh.’ She held it out. ‘Luke, it’s a notebook.’

			‘Yes, I know,’ said Luke, grinning. ‘To replace the one you left on the Zanetti Train.’

			‘It’s perfect.’

			And, indeed, it was.

			Alone of Team 236 – indeed, alone of nearly all the Time Police – Jane still preferred her trusty notebook to her scratchpad, scribbling notes and diagrams as required, all to be produced in triumph on the admittedly few occasions a scratchpad wouldn’t work. She hadn’t said much at the time – to be fair, they’d had other things on their minds – but Luke knew she’d been upset at having left it behind. He’d remembered his careless promise to buy her another one, and as soon as he’d recovered sufficiently to leave MedCen, he’d gone out to do just that. Because – and he still didn’t know how or why it had happened – suddenly what Jane wanted was important to him.

			He’d been tempted by the floral one with gilt-­edged pages and creamy paper, but no – this was Jane, so he’d gone for practicality. A sturdy cover that could easily withstand being dragged in and out of Jane’s knee pocket ten times a day. Good quality paper, alternately ruled and blank pages. She could write, draw diagrams, scribble coordinates, whatever. It wasn’t anything like as pretty as the other one, but it was waterproof, resilient and just what she would want. Not what he wanted to give her. He’d selected two waterproof pens, as well. And the crowning touch – he’d had Jane’s Trusty Notebook emblazoned on the cover.

			

			Jane’s unaccustomed grumpiness fled and she smiled up at him. ‘Luke, it’s perfect. It’s just what I would have bought for myself. If I’d had time. And if I could have afforded it.’

			‘Jane – again – you don’t have to worry about money any longer. Your grandmother’s dead – remember? You’re probably quite rich.’

			She looked down. ‘I know – I know. I just don’t seem able to get my head around that.’

			‘Some advice from your team leader: take some time off. Find someone to represent you – legally and financially. Discuss everything. Listen to their advice. Weigh up all your options and decide what to do.’

			She smiled again. ‘Good advice from my team leader. Who’d have thought.’

			‘I’m not just a pretty face, you know. And listen, take someone with you when you go. Someone who knows what questions to ask.’ He hesitated, strangely unsure of himself. ‘I . . . um . . . I’d be happy to go with you. If you think it would help, of course. Genuine offer.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Jane, genuinely touched by this genuine offer. ‘And thank you for the notebook as well.’

			He nodded, every instinct telling him to make himself scarce before he managed to destroy her good impression of him. ‘I . . . um . . . see you at lunch then.’

			‘Yes. See you later.’

			He watched her walk away down the corridor, flipping through the pages of her new notebook. And still carrying the wrapping paper, which he knew she would carefully flatten out and keep. And the ribbon, too.

			He turned to find Matthew standing behind him.

			

			They looked at each other for a moment and then Matthew spoke.

			‘Are you perhaps intending to add Jane to your long list of female friends?’

			‘None of your business.’

			‘Yes, it is.’

			‘It’s not what you’re thinking.’

			‘Yes, it is.’

			‘No, I . . .’

			‘You’re not right for her.’

			‘Matthew . . .’

			‘You’re not right for her.’

			He turned and walked away before Luke could say another word.
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			‘Ma’am, I have yesterday’s security section footage as you requested. I’m sending it to your screen.’

			‘Thank you, Charlie.’

			Arming herself with more coffee – she really should cut down one day, but not today – Commander Hay settled herself at her briefing table, activated her screen, and began to trawl through the footage.

			The bottom left-­hand corner gave the location – Cell 6 – and the bottom right the prisoner ident, date and time. Hooke, A E. [DATE REDACTED]. 0230 hours.

			She flicked through at fifteen-­minute intervals. Hooke asleep. Hooke asleep. Hooke still asleep. Hooke receiving his hourly bed check. She could clearly see the face at the grille. Officer Harvey, by the look of it. All prisoners were monitored on-­screen but an hourly eyes-­on was mandatory. Hooke asleep. Hooke asleep. Harvey again. Hooke asleep. Officer Wu at the grille. Hooke asleep. The overhead lights coming on at 0630. Hooke sitting up. Hooke using the facility. Everything looked perfectly normal. Especially Hooke. Sleepy and scratching himself in some very unattractive areas, but normal. Hooke’s breakfast delivered by Etok. Hooke demanding to speak to his fellow prisoner – ex-­Lt Sawney. No response from Etok. Standing instructions – no conversation with the prisoner. Hooke’s breakfast finished. Hooke washing but not shaving. Already he was beginning to look very seedy. Unhealthy, even. Hooke half-­heartedly straightening his bedding because he knew his rations would be docked if he didn’t. Hooke sitting on his bed and staring into space.

			

			1028 – Hooke removed to one of the interrogation rooms. Escorted by Etok and Roche. No physical contact by either that Commander Hay could see. Hooke deposited in the interrogation room. Hooke left to twiddle his thumbs for thirty-­five minutes. Standard procedure. As an ex-­TPO, he’d know that. It wouldn’t worry him.

			Enter Etok with paperwork. More form-­filling. All this had already been done on his arrival into custody, but this was standard procedure, too. Irritate the prisoner. Keep him off-­balance. Break his concentration.

			‘Name?’

			‘You know my name, dickhead.’

			‘Name.’

			Hooke sighed. ‘Hooke.’

			And so it went on. Address. Next of kin. Medical questionnaire. Having the rules read to him as they pertained to prisoners. Speak only when spoken to. Answer all questions truthfully and completely. Obey instructions without question. No communication with other prisoners. Even the smallest contravention would result in loss of privileges. Not that he had any. The rules pertaining to his behaviour during interrogation. Remain seated at all times. Answer clearly and concisely. Hands on the table at all times. Any word or gesture that could be construed as hostile would result in immediate sonicking, not only from the officer on the other side of the table but also from the two outside the door just waiting for the opportunity. Again, none of this would be new to Hooke.

			

			Exit Etok. Another twenty-­five-­minute wait. Hooke shouting something at the camera – about wanting his lunch – which automatically added another fifteen minutes to his waiting time.

			Finally, enter Major Callen, delicately wiping his mouth and giving every appearance of having just enjoyed an excellent meal.

			Hay ceased to flick through, settled back and turned up the volume.

			‘Good afternoon,’ said Callen, inserting himself into the chair opposite.

			‘It might be for you,’ said Hooke, scowling. ‘I haven’t had any lunch yet.’

			Callen cast a glance at Hooke’s hefty frame. Missed meals were obviously not his favourite thing. ‘Nor will you until I hear something useful.’

			‘I don’t know anything about anything.’

			‘That I can well believe. I personally wouldn’t trust you to be ink monitor, but Time Police rules and regulations require me to begin each interrogation in a friendly and encouraging manner before abandoning all that as a complete waste of time and falling upon you in a frenzy of violence and retribution.’

			Hooke folded his arms. ‘What are you waiting for?’

			‘I’m letting my lunch go down first.’ He smiled coolly. ‘I’m so sorry – given your lunchless state, that was a cruel thing to say. Do forgive me.’

			‘I’m not telling you anything.’

			

			Callen glanced at his watch. ‘Ideally I’d like another ten minutes of peacefully digesting my delicious steak and kidney pudding before unleashing myself upon you, so please could you just shut up and I’ll get to you in due course.’

			He closed his eyes and settled back into the chair.

			‘I’m not saying a word,’ shouted Hooke.

			‘If only,’ murmured Callen. ‘Let’s both of us just sit quietly for a while, shall we? Then I’ll offer you the traditional deal whereby you make a full and complete statement in exchange for your worthless life. You’ll gratefully accept, tell me everything I want to know and then shoot off to enjoy a belated lunch. I would recommend the steak and kidney pudding. But there’s also battered cod today. Or vegetable lasagne.’ He eyed Hooke’s substantial form. ‘Or a nice, healthy salad.’

			He closed his eyes again.

			Hooke scowled. ‘I told you . . .’

			Callen exploded into action, slamming both hands flat on the table in front of Hooke and shouting, ‘And I told you to shut up.’

			He withdrew his hands, adding more mildly, ‘I’m trying to doze off here.’

			Hooke reciprocated, his meaty face purple with rage, slamming his own hands down on the exact same spot. ‘You’re an arsehole, Callen, and you’ll get nothing from me. Not until I’ve spoken to Sawney.’

			Callen stood up. ‘Never going to happen.’ He thumped on the door, which opened. ‘Take him away.’

			Still alternately issuing blood-­curdling threats and shouting for his lunch, Hooke was marched back along the corridor – Officers Etok and Roche again, Hay noticed – and pushed into his cell, where he kicked the door in frustration, shouted something at the camera, helped himself to a beaker of water and stretched out on his barely made bunk.

			

			Twenty minutes later he was dead.

			During that time no one had entered his cell. Or even approached it.

			Hay frowned and replayed the interview. And again. Then she sat back and stared out of her window until she was recalled by Captain Farenden tapping on her door.

			‘Major Ellis and Lt North, ma’am, as you requested.’

			‘Thank you. Show them in, please. And bring yourself, too.’

			They seated themselves.

			‘Charlie, if you could give us an update on the dinosaur situation, please.’

			‘Yes, ma’am. We know that at some point – the details are hazy – a body was discovered on the banks of a river in Wales. Initially it was thought to be that of a very large lizard. Since nothing had been officially reported missing – local zoos, animal collections and so forth – it was assumed the animal had been an illegal pet which had been abandoned when either it grew too large or the novelty wore off. At that stage there was no great alarm or urgency.

			‘Initially, the body was examined in situ by a local vet who professed himself baffled, retired to consult various databases, and eventually came to the conclusion he was looking at something completely unknown.

			‘With some difficulty, the body was removed from the riverbank and taken to a nearby empty building while the vet again attempted to identify the species. It was at this point, ma’am, since both the species and the cause of death were unknown to him, that he sensibly secured the corpse and refused to let anyone touch it.’

			

			‘Anyone being . . . ?’

			‘The lads who’d discovered the body and a couple of local police officers.’

			‘Is it diseased?’ said North.

			Farenden shook his head. ‘Not visibly, but it was at this point, despite an odd circumstance, that the word dinosaur became more of a probability than a possibility and the vet recommended the police contact us.’

			There was a long silence. It was North who spoke first. ‘The body was discovered where?’

			‘A small town in Wales. But that was only where it was discovered. The body showed signs of having been immersed in and slightly damaged by a rapidly flowing body of water. Of which, of course, there is no shortage in Wales.’

			Ellis frowned. ‘What was the odd circumstance you mentioned?’

			‘It was wearing a collar.’

			There was another silence.

			‘Are we talking collar as in dog collar with the little tag saying “Rover”?’

			‘No – we’re talking collar as in electronic.’

			‘A tracker?’

			‘Possibly. Or a restraining device. As on supermarket trollies.’

			There was another silence while everyone thought about this.

			Hay sat forwards to address Ellis and North. ‘When you get to Wales, I want you to take statements from everyone you consider necessary, secure the body and bring it back here for our own people to take a look at. The Pod Bay’s not yet fully functioning so take a chopper. And not a word to anyone. If this gets out – that a possible dinosaur has been found in Wales – then there will be a stampede.’

			

			Ellis shot her a sharp look. ‘Do we honestly think this might be a dinosaur?’

			‘I don’t know what to think. That’s why I’m despatching you both to bring back answers and the body.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Thank you, officers.’
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			The Time Police have two helicopters, both of which are kept at the Battersea Heliport a few minutes away from TPHQ. Delta Zero Two, the smaller, did not keep North and Ellis waiting, setting down on the private landing jetty just as they exited the front doors and walked towards the Thames. The day was cold with a chilly wind coming upriver, but they waited quietly until Mellor gave them permission to approach.

			‘Good day, this is your pilot, Lt Chad Mellor, speaking. Welcome aboard Time Police Airlines Delta Zero Two. We shall shortly be taking off. Please fasten your seatbelts and assume an upright position. We hope you have a pleasant flight and thank you for choosing Time Police Airlines.’

			North pulled on her headset. ‘You’re in a good mood today, Mellor. There’s normally a ton of whinging and moaning to work through before you actually persuade this bucket of nuts and bolts to get airborne.’

			‘Not today. Today is a good day. Everyone in? Have you remembered to close the door? Right then. Off we jolly well go. Heading west-­ish.’

			‘West-­ish?’

			‘Yeah – west and a bit north. West-­ish.’

			

			‘A technical term, I assume.’

			‘Keeping it simple for the non-­aircrew on board.’

			‘I thought standard communication for pilots was a couple of grunts and a simple hand gesture.’

			‘You wound me, North.’

			‘You’re a helicopter pilot, Mellor. You have three basic modes – piloting, drinking and . . . something else. Anything more complex than that is a mystery to you and your kind. Any chance of an ETA?’

			‘About an hour.’

			‘Can you be more specific?’

			‘That was specific. If I was being non-­specific, then I would have said, “Today, sometime. Probably.”’

			Ellis sighed. ‘We should have gone with Bailey and Delta Zero One. Much more high-­class. And she provides in-­flight entertainment.’

			North regarded him in horror. ‘How can skimming upriver at a height of about six feet, hogging the emergency airway, and pretending to strafe Barricade Bridge as she sings interminable verses of “Barnacle Bill the Sailor” possibly be regarded as entertainment?’

			Mellor grinned. ‘We swapped shifts. Because . . .’ He paused for full dramatic effect. ‘I have tickets for the big match this evening.’

			‘Really?’ said Ellis, suddenly interested. ‘How the hell did you manage that?’

			North groaned and closed her eyes. ‘Suddenly Barnacle Bill doesn’t seem quite so bad.’

			Mellor ignored her. ‘Had my name down for ages. Finally got to the top of the list. Got the good news last week. Me and my sister are going.’

			

			‘You have a sister?’

			‘Yeah – doesn’t everyone?’

			North shook her sisterless head. ‘And you’re making the poor girl go to a football match. What sort of brother are you?’

			‘A wonderful one,’ he said. ‘She’s so made up she’s taking me for a meal afterwards. So, you know, if we could get the body on board asap I’d be grateful.’

			‘You are so sad,’ said North.

			‘Hey, I am a chopper pilot. I’m in the Time Police. I look really, really good in these shades. And I have tickets for England v Germany tonight. I am, literally, the coolest person on the planet.’

			North groaned again. The helicopter clattered on. Heading a bit west-­ish.

			 

			Captain Farenden ushered a deeply unhappy Lt Varma into Commander Hay’s office. Hay waved her to a seat, but Varma stood to attention, staring over Hay’s shoulder.

			‘I take full responsibility, ma’am. The prisoner was in my charge. I am tendering my resignation with immediate effect.’

			‘That is your prerogative,’ said Hay carefully, ‘but it is my duty to point out that if you leave now, so hastily, with this matter still unresolved, it will be regarded by some as clear evidence that you were, if not directly responsible for, then at least implicated in, Hooke’s death.’

			Varma forgot to stand to attention. ‘What?’ And then remembered again. ‘Obviously I will remain to assist in any way I can, ma’am, but as soon as is convenient, I shall leave.’

			

			‘It will never be convenient, Lt Varma. Sit down, please.’

			Varma bent stiffly and sat.

			Hay regarded her for a moment and then said, ‘If you truly wish to leave us, then of course I won’t stand in your way. I don’t want anyone here unwillingly. However, if I may offer some advice – for the time being, wait and see. The inquiry is already underway and I am awaiting the results of the medical examination. Once I have those, I shall proceed according to their findings. As will you. Now – in your own words – where were you yesterday while all this was happening?’

			Varma stiffened. ‘I came on duty at 0800, ma’am. Etok, Roche and Wu were in the office with me for shift change. Wu and Harvey went off watch. I spent an hour debriefing Devan Kumar and Jay Adesina. They’ve been as helpful as they can, ma’am, but other than their association with Sawney, they don’t know anything.

			‘At 0900 I met with Major Callen. We mapped out a strategy for questioning Ernesto Portman . . .’

			‘Is he saying anything about his kidnapping of Imogen Farnborough?’

			‘He’s not saying anything at all, ma’am, other than demanding a lawyer. I don’t know where he got the idea we allow that sort of human rights nonsense here – and then the major and I discussed Hooke and Sawney. The major would make a start with Hooke and I was to interrogate Sawney this afternoon. After that, I authorised the release of Nora Adesina – Jay’s mother – and arranged a travel pass for her because she’s not well off. I called in to Sawney’s cell to inform him of the interview schedule. Then on to Hooke. I thought he was asleep but he was dead.’
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