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

			 

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

			 

			Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Over twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			A ghost train, lost in Time, hurtles through the night . . .

			 

			Two members of Team 236 are trapped on board. Not ideal under any circumstances but catastrophic when they’re at each other’s throats.

			 

			Hot on their heels, but never quite able to catch up, can Lt Grint and his team overcome all obstacles in their way and save their fellow officers before the train disappears for good?

			 

			Nor is TPHQ without its own problems as Matthew risks his sanity to track them through the Time Map. And a Mikey-experiment goes horribly wrong, exposing something better left concealed for all Time. What are the Time Police hiding?

			 

			And what will they do to keep their secret?
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			Author’s Note

			This is my twenty-­fifth novel. Ten years ago I thought I’d try and write a book – Just One Damned Thing After Another. I did it for fun (yes, I know, but I don’t get out a lot). I certainly never intended to publish it, but I was taken away and plied with alcohol and we all know what happened next. Then I thought I’d write another – and then another, because trilogies are very fashionable – and here we are, twenty-­five novels and twenty-­one short stories later.

			Surely I should be getting the hang of it soon.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note: Take Two

			A very quick catch-­up for those who can’t remember what happened in About Time.

			Team 236 still have not completely resolved their personal differences.

			Mrs Farnborough and her daughter have been hidden in a private nursing home while they recover from recent events. Other than Raymond and Luke Parrish, no one knows where they are.

			Lt Grint and Officer Lockland are continuing their stumbling path along the rocky road of romance. Sprained ankles ahead.

		

	
		
			Roll Call

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							TIME POLICE PERSONNEL

						
					

					
							
							Commander Hay

						
							
							Commander of the Time Police. If things get much worse, they’ll have only two pencils with which to defend the Timeline. Two very small pencils.

						
					

					
							
							Captain Farenden

						
							
							Adjutant to Commander Hay. Member of MENSA. Who knew?

						
					

					
							
							Major Callen

						
							
							Second in charge of the Time Police. Suspiciously quiet in this story.

						
					

					
							
							Major Ellis

						
							
							Head of BeeBOC – the Big Business and Organised Crime Unit.

						
					

					
							
							Lt Grint

						
							
							Ellis’s deputy. Head of Team 235. Inching his way towards a romantic tryst with Officer Lockland. Don’t hold your breath. (No. Seriously. Don’t.)

						
					

					
							
							Lt North

						
							
							Head of Records/Historical Briefing Unit. Includes shooting people as her favourite teaching aid. It rarely fails.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							TEAM 235

						
					

					
							
							Officer Kohl (Socko)

						
							
							All moderately normal by Time Police standards.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Hansen

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Rossi

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							TEAM 236

						
					

					
							
							Officer Farrell

						
							
							The dreaded Team Weird. Been through a lot recently and are about to be returned to factory setting.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Lockland

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Parrish

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							SECURITY

						
					

					
							
							Officer Varma

						
							
							Whose future go-­to solution to all problems will be to hurl people down the stairs. Because it works.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Harvey

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Jessup

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Schwartz

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Wu

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Mitchell

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Etok

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Roche

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							POD BAY & LOGISTICS

						
					

					
							
							Senior Mech

						
							
							In charge of the Pod Bay. A very worried man.

						
					

					
							
							Officer Oti

						
							
							Logistics.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							OTHER TIME POLICE OFFICERS

						
					

					
							
							Lt Dal

						
							
					

					
							
							Lt Chigozie

						
							
					

					
							
							Lt Fanboten

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Curtis

						
							
					

					
							
							Officer Rockmeyer

						
							
					

					
							
							Trainee Tucker

						
							
							Hadn’t realised working for the Time Police would be so much fun.

						
					

					
							
							Trainee Clore

						
							
							Ditto.

						
					

					
							
							Mikey

						
							
							Time Police consultant and both witting and unwitting cause of Senior Mech anxiety.

						
					

					
							
							The doctor

						
							
							Head of MedCen.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							TIME MAP

						
					

					
							
							Map Master

						
							
							In charge of the Time Map.

						
					

					
							
							Connor

						
							
							A TiMM.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							CIVILIANS

						
					

					
							
							Nora Adesina

						
							
							Worried mum.

						
					

					
							
							Jay Adesina

						
							
							Her son.

						
					

					
							
							Devan Kumar

						
							
							His friend. Both of them talented lads who really should have known better.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							THE ZANETTI TRAIN PASSENGERS AND GUARDS

						
					

					
							
							Luigi de Luca

						
							
							A passenger.

						
					

					
							
							Tommaso

						
							
							A guard.

						
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							HOSPITAL DE SAN HIPÓLITA PERSONNEL

						
					

					
							
							Dr José Saxino

						
							
							All treatment must be unpleasant to be effective.

						
					

					
							
							Various guards and warders

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							MISCELLANEOUS

						
					

					
							
							Lady Amelia Smallhope

						
							
							Bounty hunter.

						
					

					
							
							Pennyroyal

						
							
							Butler and bounty hunter.

						
					

					
							
							Ernesto Portman

						
							
							Has had better days.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			Luke

			Well, I’ve really screwed up this time. No going back, as far as I can see. I doubt you’ll find anyone in TPHQ – or outside it either – who has a good word to say to me. Or about me.

			I don’t know what’s going to happen next. I’ve been out of things for a while, recuperating, talking to Dad, getting to know Mum. Although we’re taking things slowly. There are days when she doesn’t know me, just as Dad said would happen.

			And Immy is slowly returning to normal now the drugs have worked their way out of her system. There’s no real reason for her to remain at the Sunnyside Nursing Home but she can’t bring herself to face the world and I can’t say I blame her. I could do with a bit more hiding from the world myself. Not that I’m likely to get the chance. We’re suffering from what’s known as ‘team issues’. Things were said – by me, mostly. People got thumped – again, me, mostly. And now Major Ellis has lost his rag and is threatening to lock us all – me, Jane and Matthew – in a small room until we’ve sorted ourselves out, once and for all.

			Yeah – we could be here a while.

		

	
		
			Jane

			I’m still not entirely sure what’s going on. Every day seems to bring fresh revelations. My grandmother’s dead. My parents weren’t who I thought they were. Who anyone thought they were.

			And I’m a Portman. Which came as a bit of a shock. Well, quite a big shock, actually. And not just to me. Luke didn’t take it at all well and now Team 236 is broken. More than broken, actually. Shattered would be a better word.

			The Time Police want to know if we can still work together – and we did at Mile End.

			We’ve been ordered to resolve our differences but I’m not sure that’s possible.

			I don’t know what the future holds for me.

			I don’t even know what I want.

		

	
		
			Matthew

			I have no idea what’s going on. I know what Luke’s problem is. Well, we all know what Luke’s problem is. Jane’s a bit more of a mystery. I don’t know what she wants to do and I suspect she doesn’t either. It’s all a horrible mess. People always said Team 236 could never last and it looks as if they might be right.

			Update – the Time Map spoke to me. I heard it. Or I’ve gone mad. One of the two, anyway.
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			Commander Hay seated herself at her desk, arranged her files neatly and picked up her mug of very excellent coffee.

			‘Right then, Charlie. Give it your best shot.’

			‘And good morning to you too, ma’am. Not a great deal today, I’m happy to say.’

			‘Excellent. In that case I’ll push off now before our next catastrophe lands squarely on my desk.’

			‘As you wish, ma’am, but before you go . . .’

			Commander Hay sighed. ‘I knew it was too good to be true.’

			‘No, ma’am, really. It’s mostly just updates and one or two of those updates are mostly good news.’

			‘A pleasant change. However, the day is yet young. I’m sure we’ll all be fighting for our lives before teatime.’

			‘Something for us to look forward to. Shall I begin? Before the government slashes our non-­existent budget even further? Or Henry Plimpton destroys the Timeline. Or Officer Parrish’s blood decorates the corridors again. Or dread Cthulhu rises from the depths to destroy us all.’

			‘You may, Charlie, although after a build-­up like that, I warn you, my expectations are high.’

			‘Team Two-­Three-­Six, ma’am.’

			‘Oh God. I think I prefer dread Cthulhu.’

			‘As would we all, ma’am. However . . .’

			‘Yes, what’s happening there? Does Two-­Three-­Six still exist or have they decided to go their separate ways? I freely admit, I’ll miss them. Like when your heat rash subsides but you miss the pleasure of scratching it.’

			‘I believe there’s an ointment for . . .’

			‘It was a metaphor, Charlie.’ She paused. ‘Or do I mean simile?’

			‘Actually, ma’am . . .’

			‘And that was rhetorical.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			There was a pause.

			‘Why have you stopped?’

			‘I was wondering whether it was safe to continue, ma’am.’

			‘Team Two-­Three-­Six . . .’

			‘Are still with us, ma’am. At least they were as of 1000 hours this morning, which was when Major Ellis locked them in their office with instructions not to emerge until they’ve resolved their issues.’

			Hay sighed. ‘We may never see them again.’

			‘As Major Callen remarked, no downside, ma’am.’

			Hay frowned. ‘What’s the word on the street.’

			‘You can get good odds that they’ll kill each other, but the smart money’s on a reconciliation.’

			‘The smart money being yours, I suppose.’

			‘Naturally.’

			‘Hm. Put me down for a tenner each way.’

			Captain Farenden made a note. And paused.

			Hay sipped her coffee. ‘Ah . . . we approach the item I’m not going to like.’

			Her adjutant took a breath. ‘It’s not yet been made public but . . .’ He took another breath. ‘It would appear there has been an accident.’

			Commander Hay, who knew him well, waited quietly.

			‘At some point between 2300 hours last night and 0450 this morning, a car went off the road just outside of a small, private airfield in Kent. There were no survivors. Preliminary identification indicates the occupants were Anthony and Bradley Portman, together with their driver and bodyguard.’

			He waited. The silence went on for a very long time.

			Eventually, Commander Hay stirred. ‘Coincidence?’

			‘So soon after they kidnapped Raymond Parrish, ma’am? How likely is that? And also . . .’ He paused again. ‘An airfield, ma’am. Is it possible they were seeking to flee the country?’

			‘I rather think that depends on from whom they were fleeing.’

			‘Plus . . .’

			‘There’s more?’

			‘Ernesto Portman has completely disappeared. He was known to have a heart condition – albeit not a serious one – and it’s thought he has been removed to a secret location.’

			‘Are we aware of this secret location?’

			‘At this precise moment, ma’am – no.’

			‘Do we know exactly who removed him to this secret ­location?’

			‘At this precise moment, ma’am – no.’

			‘Is he aware his sons are dead?’

			‘Unknown, ma’am.’

			Hay looked thoughtful. ‘So that’s all three Portmans out of the picture, then? You have to admire an organisation that cleans up after itself.’

			He nodded. ‘Very considerate, ma’am.’

			‘Although a little bird tells me Raymond Parrish might not be unconnected with these events.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am.’

			‘Just as a courtesy, could you update Raymond Parrish – who almost certainly already knows. Fortunately, this is between the Parrishes and the Portmans and absolutely nothing to do with us. We’ll stand well back on this one, I think.’ Hay appeared struck by a thought. ‘Does Officer Parrish know?’

			‘I received the news only an hour ago, ma’am. He’s been in conclave since mid-­morning. That doesn’t mean, of course, that he wouldn’t be aware of his father’s intentions. If it was his father, of course.’

			Hay drummed her fingers on her desk. ‘None of this involves the Time Police, Charlie. Not officially. I think we’ll sit on this intel for the time being – wait and see what happens next.’

			‘Yes, ma’am. Moving on . . . I have received a joint request from both Officer Varma and the Senior Mech.’

			She blinked. ‘Unlikely bedfellows.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am. I was somewhat taken aback myself.’

			‘What do they want?’

			‘If you cast your mind back to when Varma and Maxwell returned from Roan—’

			‘We decided that name was never to be spoken, Captain.’

			‘No, ma’am. You will remember they did not return alone.’

			‘I remember they brought four illegals back with them. Are they dead?’

			‘Um . . . no, ma’am.’

			Commander Hay regarded him shrewdly. ‘Because . . . ?’

			Captain Farenden shifted in his seat. ‘Well, ma’am – and I don’t know how you’re going to feel about this – but Varma has requested two of them be considered as potential recruits for the security department, and the Senior Mech has his eye on the other two. Apparently all four are not without . . . useful skills, ma’am.’

			‘Skills,’ said Hay flatly.

			‘Indeed, ma’am, and at some point during the operation at . . . that place which must not be named . . . Officer Varma made a tentative and definitely non-­binding offer of amnesty in return for information and cooperation.’

			Hay sighed. ‘I have to ask, Charlie, given the frequent offers of amnesty we’ve been hurling around recently, to John Costello and the like – we appear to be recruiting solely from the criminal classes these days – whatever happened to conventional recruitment procedures? You know – keen young people battering down our doors in their enthusiasm to join.’

			‘As far as I am aware, ma’am, nothing has happened to conventional recruitment procedures, but Mr Tucker, apparently, displays exactly the type of leadership skills we look for, as verified by Officer Farrell.’

			‘Farrell? What would he know about leadership skills? Given his hairstyle I’m astonished he can even see properly. This Tucker and his men work – worked – for Henry Plimpton and . . .’

			‘They’ve been very cooperative in the matter of grassing up their former employer, ma’am. Understandably so since Plimpton was going to kill them all. He – Tucker – has also had some very interesting things to say about the site at Ro— the site where he and his team were apprehended, ma’am.’

			Hay sat up in a hurry. ‘We’ve found the Death Ray.’

			‘Alas, no, ma’am. To massive disappointment, the teams on site have found absolutely no trace of Tesla’s fabled Death Ray.’

			‘Damn.’

			‘Your comment is being echoed around TPHQ, ma’am. There was enormous enthusiasm for a Death Ray.’

			‘I’m not surprised. I was quite excited myself. Possession of a Death Ray would solve so many of our problems.’ She sighed. ‘However, returning to the real world, why was Plimpton building a base there? Given the body count and primitive living conditions . . . why there?’

			‘Mr Tucker does not appear to be privy to that information, ma’am. Several teams are carrying out a methodical search – during the hours of daylight since no one’s keen to leave the safety of their pods after dark. There is a certain . . . atmosphere about the place. However, nothing even remotely Death Rayish has been discovered – although, to be fair, construction of the base was in its early stages. Their interim reports will be with you tomorrow. But to return to the undefined status of Mr Tucker and his crew . . .’

			Hay stared out of the window. ‘I don’t know anyone better at reading people than Varma.’

			‘No, ma’am. Nor the Senior Mech, either. He is particularly interested in Mr Clore.’

			‘Are we aware of the feelings of Tucker and his former crew?’

			‘They appear to be quite enthusiastic, ma’am.’

			‘I suspect after Henry Plimpton even we look good. Even so . . .’

			‘We do have several officers with criminal records, ma’am.’

			‘Only because their skills are useful to us.’

			‘I believe that is the Senior Mech’s and Varma’s argument, ma’am.’

			‘All right, let’s see where this goes. Rigorous vetting for Tucker and all his team. Restricted access to the more sensitive parts of the building. They need to earn our trust.’

			He made a note on his scratchpad. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Is that it?’

			‘Very nearly, ma’am. Mrs and Miss Farnborough.’

			‘I thought Mrs Farnborough had returned to London.’

			‘She has, ma’am. Ostensibly to oversee the repairs to her house in Mile End.’

			Commander Hay closed her eyes. ‘Let’s not talk about that now, Charlie.’

			‘As you wish, ma’am. My sources tell me she offered to resign as an MP but was persuaded to remain. She has, however, declined to resume her role in the cabinet.’

			‘And how is Miss Farnborough recovering?’

			‘Well, I believe, ma’am.’

			‘You believe? Have your legendary sources let you down?’

			‘Well, if I knew where she was, ma’am, I would be able to provide more details. I believe she is in the care of Parrish Industries, so she could, literally, be anywhere in the world.’

			‘Bet you Officer Parrish knows her whereabouts.’

			‘I have refrained from enquiring, ma’am.’

			Hay nodded. ‘We’ll need to speak to her at some point but there’s no rush. I don’t want to crowd her at this stage. Plus, I am certain that by now, no trace of her incarceration at the hands of the Portmans will remain and they will simply deny everything.’

			‘And as discussed just now, we can safely leave any and all punitive action to Raymond Parrish, ma’am.’

			‘Very true. And should it become necessary, we can honestly claim we have no knowledge of her whereabouts. I’m very big on plausible deniability at the moment. Speaking of which – how are we off for money?’

			‘Er . . . well . . . running a quick check, ma’am, my current account is not as healthy as I could wish, and I have a small savings account.’

			‘I meant the financial standing of the Time Police.’

			‘Ah. Less good news on that front, ma’am.’

			‘How less good?’

			‘Very less good.’

			‘Anything in the wages budget?’

			‘No.’

			‘Materiel and equipment?’

			‘No.’

			‘Repairs and maintenance?’

			‘No.’

			‘Vehicle and fleet expenditure?’

			‘No.’

			‘Utilities?’

			‘God, no.’

			‘Medical?’

			‘Never anything in that one, ma’am.’

			‘Contingency fund?’

			‘We contingenced out over two years ago, ma’am.’

			‘Stationery?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How much?’

			‘How much do you need?’

			‘Could I buy a pencil?’

			‘You could buy two but they’d have to be very small.’

			‘Something to look forward to. What about the pension fund?’

			He threw her a pained look. ‘We’re not captains of industry or politicians, ma’am. Raiding pension funds is illegal.’

			‘Damnation. Are you sure?’

			‘Absolutely certain, ma’am. Do you have any instructions as to how we should proceed?’

			‘Standard procedure, Captain. Keep going as hard as we can until someone tells us to stop. And then pretend we didn’t hear them and continue to push on for as long as possible.’

			‘It’s payday at the end of the month, ma’am.’

			‘A whole thirteen days away. A lot can happen in a single day, Charlie, as we should know, and we still have thirteen of them. What else do you have on your list of things with which to annoy your commanding officer?’

			‘Lt Filbert, ma’am.’

			Commander Hay’s expression did not change. Although to be fair, it rarely did. As the result of an accident, one half of her face was considerably older than the other. Facial expressions did not come easily to her.

			Looking down at her desk, she said quietly, ‘And what about Lt Filbert?’

			‘I know we’ve told people he was already dead, ma’am, but I have to inform you that Lt Filbert has died of his injuries while still in custody at the Tower of London. Last night.’

			She sighed. ‘Did he say anything before . . . ?’

			‘Not a word, ma’am.’ He looked up. ‘Will there be a service for him?’

			There was another pause.

			‘Ma’am?’

			‘Yes, yes, of course. Full honours, Charlie.’

			He made another note.

			Hay continued. ‘I’ll need to start thinking about his replacement. I’ll be discussing this with Majors Callen and Ellis, of course, but for me it’s between two officers at the moment.’

			‘May I hazard a guess? Varma and Grint.’

			‘Spot on, Charlie. Remind me never to bet against you.’

			‘So noted, ma’am.’

			‘Varma is my first choice, but if Two-­Three-­Six don’t pull themselves together then I’ll need to move Lockland to Two-­Three-­Five, and for obvious reasons, I don’t want Lockland and Grint in the same team. No reflection on either of them but it’s not an ideal situation.’

			‘Agreed, ma’am, but we don’t yet know which way Two-­Three-­Six will drop.’

			‘Oh, I think we both know it will be butter-side down, Charlie.’

			He grinned.

			‘My first choice is for Two-­Three-­Six to find a way to work together and put Varma in charge of security.’

			‘If it helps the decision-­making process, ma’am, things are very quiet at the moment.’

			‘Yes. And I shan’t formally appoint anyone until after ­Filbert’s service, anyway. We have a short breathing space.’

			‘Lt Grint has seniority. And would be a good choice for the role, ma’am. He even looks the part. You know – massive, muscled, and so forth.’

			‘Very true, but Varma has the skills and the security ­experience.’

			‘It is a difficult choice, ma’am.’ He paused.

			‘Go on, Charlie, say it.’

			‘Security is a tough gig, ma’am. They take no prisoners in there – quite literally, sometimes – and the remit covers responsibility for the clean-­up crews as well. Internal promotions are tough. Varma would be supervising former friends and colleagues. Our policy is usually to promote from outside the relevant department.’

			‘Not always possible, Charlie.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am.’ He shifted in his seat. ‘Please do not shoot the messenger, but . . .’

			‘I know what you’re going to say.’

			‘It will be said all over the building. Varma’s female.’

			‘We have a female Map Master and to my certain knowledge no one argues with her. And Lt North heads up the Records section.’

			‘There was some initial resistance to that appointment, ma’am.’

			‘True, but she very soon brought people around to her way of thinking.’

			‘She shot them, ma’am.’

			‘With blanks, Charlie.’

			‘They didn’t know that at the time.’

			‘All the better to make her point, don’t you think?’

			‘I doubt Varma would use blanks.’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘She may still find the going rather tough, though, ma’am.’

			‘Isn’t there a general feeling that when the going gets tough, we send in Varma?’

			He nodded. ‘Very true.’

			‘Speaking of the going getting tough, I see you have scheduled me a meeting today with Miss Meiklejohn.’

			‘That is correct, ma’am. It’s Friday.’

			Commander Hay regarded him with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. Friday was the designated day for the Time Police’s one and only civilian consultant, Miss Meiklejohn, to report on her week’s activities, present Commander Hay with her proposed schedule for the coming week, describe any brilliant ideas she might have hatched since their last meeting and depart, trailing inspiration, enthusiasm and potential catastrophe.

			‘Ten minutes tops, ma’am.’

			Commander Hay sighed. Her adjutant’s allocation of ten minutes for this encounter invariably overran.

			He grinned. ‘I can, if you wish, interrupt you with an urgent call from the prime minister.’

			‘I’m never going to be that desperate, Charlie.’

			‘Then that’s it for the time being, ma’am.’ He stood up to depart.

			As he was leaving, she said, ‘Ask Major Callen if he can spare me a moment, please.’

		

	
		
			2

			In another part of the building, Team 236 were seated in their tiny office, looking everywhere except at each other. If any of them remembered the excitement and anticipation of their first day’s occupation and the plans they had to make the office more comfortable, none of them were saying anything now.

			There was a table and four chairs – even though there were only three of them. Normal teams consisted of four officers. In this matter – as in every other – Team 236 did not conform.

			Over in the corner stood an illegal bookcase, stuffed with books, papers, a broken scratchpad, a mug full of mouldy coffee dregs no one would own up to, two unmatched socks and a tube of hand cream. Various posters adorned the walls: a sunset (Jane’s), the periodic table (Matthew’s) and a young woman on a tennis court scratching her bare bottom (no prizes for guessing the owner of that one but apparently it was Art). On top of the illegal bookcase, an illegal coffee machine bubbled away. Illegally.

			They had been there for some time. Meaningful discussions had not taken place. Issues had not been resolved once and for all. A solution to their team breakdown had not been mooted, discussed and agreed. A possible way forwards had not been discovered.

			The coffee machine gave a final roar. Matthew stood up, poured the coffee, placed a mug in front of each of his teammates and sat back down again. Three people sipped in silence.

			‘Well,’ said Luke eventually. ‘Since no one’s going anywhere until we get this sorted, and since I’m the one with the most to regret, I suppose I’d better start the ball rolling.’

			He turned to Jane, sitting with her back to the bottom-­scratcher.

			‘Jane, I apologise for the way I behaved. As you may be aware, I’m not too balanced on the subject of our friends the Portmans, and suddenly to discover you are one was rather a shock. However, that’s no excuse. And Matthew – I’m not sure what I might have said or done to upset you, but I’m sure I will have done something. This is me, after all. So, I apologise to you, too. If either of you feels you can’t accept my apologies, then I think everything ends officially here and now and we inform the major accordingly. And even if you feel you can accept them, then we still need to discuss whether we can continue to work together. As a team, I mean. I’m not sure what would happen next, but I think if we went to Ellis and said the situation was irretrievable then they’d reallocate us. Jane, I’m certain that Two-­Three-­Five would welcome you with open arms. And Matthew could divide his time between the Time Map and assisting Mikey in her underground bunker. I don’t think any of that would be a problem.’

			Jane looked at him. ‘What about you? Where would you work?’

			‘Oh, I think it’s a given that no one will want me here. And I’m not sure I’d want to work with anyone who would have me. Relations with my dad are better – he’d find me a job if I asked – although I’m not sure I would. Ask, I mean. I might strike out on my own for a bit. See where that takes me.’

			He sipped his coffee.

			‘What you’re saying,’ said Matthew, ‘is that if we break up the team then you’ll have nowhere to go.’

			‘Matthew, my dad’s one of the richest people on the planet – I’m not going to starve. Besides, he’ll be plotting his revenge against the Portmans for kidnapping him. He might need me to give him a hand with that. Which I’ll be very happy to do.’

			Matthew looked across at Jane. ‘Jane – how would you feel about applying to join Two-­Three-­Five?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ said Jane slowly. ‘I’m sorry – I’m still a bit thrown by everything. The death of my grandmother. And the other things about my parents – who they were and how they died. A lot has happened recently and I still don’t know how I feel about some of it.’

			‘Then you should consult me,’ said Luke. ‘I am still your team leader, after all. It’s my job to advise on personal problems. And even if we do decide to go our separate ways, as the one outside the team, I’ll be able to provide a valuable perspective. You see – as always, I’m the important one around here.’

			Jane had to smile.

			Matthew, who had been watching Luke carefully, said, ‘Never mind us, Luke. What do you want?’

			Luke paused. What did he want? His life had changed irrevocably. And so had he. He had a greater insight into the burdens carried by his father. He’d rediscovered his mother and that was another relationship to be built and cherished. Then there was Imogen Farnborough. Kidnapped and abused by the Portmans – for which they would pay. Heavily. She was sick, broken-­down, fearful – if he left the Time Police, he could spend some time with her. He missed the old Immy, spitting fire at him. Yes, there was no doubt – if he left the Time Police – if he regarded this as a natural ending to his career – he could devote more time to Immy, to getting to know his mother properly, and possibly do something worthwhile with his life.

			But he’d enjoyed his time at TPHQ. He had responsibility. A purpose. Somehow life here – difficult as it could frequently be – was more enjoyable than fast cars, faster women and very fast money. However – and he was the first to recognise this – he was Luke Parrish and, sooner or later, Luke Parrish always screwed up. Wrecked everything he touched. And not only his own life. He still couldn’t think about Orduroy Tannhauser, the man – well, boy, really – who had killed himself because of what he, Luke, had done. The guilt would never leave him. Nor should it, he supposed.

			‘Your coffee’s getting cold,’ said Matthew, who was still watching him.

			Luke shook himself free of those thoughts. ‘I tell you what,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a secret ballot. Yes if we want to continue in Two-­Three-­Six. No if we all fancy a bright, shiny new future. And if we want to keep the team together then it has to be unanimous. Two to one is no good. It has to be all of us. Agreed?’

			They nodded.

			‘Jane – bring forth your trusty notebook.’

			Jane brought out her by now rather dog-­eared notebook, carefully pulled out a page and tore it into three, passing one piece each to Matthew and Luke. They could only rustle up one pen between them so she carefully placed it in the centre of the table. They all looked at it.

			‘Do we have to decide now?’ enquired Matthew.

			‘I think so,’ said Luke. ‘Ellis said we can’t come out until we do. And it’s not like you to miss lunch, is it? But if you really want more time, I don’t see why not. We could send Jane out for some toast. You know, because she’s the girl on the team and catering is her responsibility.’

			‘See that pen?’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘You know what to do, sweetie. Straight up his left nostril, through his sinuses and into his brain. All problems solved and you and Matthew can go off and have a nice lunch. Although you’ll probably need a new pen.’

			‘Actually,’ said Wimpy Jane, timidly putting forwards her point of view. ‘I think Luke should stay. He talks about a fresh start outside the Time Police and he may mean it now, but I think once he’s back in his own world, the old Luke Parrish will soon come back and he knows it.’

			‘The old Luke Parrish never went away,’ said Bolshy Jane bluntly. ‘And anyway, it’s not our job to sort his life out. Jane should do what is best for Jane. Not what’s best for him.’

			Slowly, Matthew reached out, picked up the pen, made a mark on his paper, folded it up small and replaced the pen.

			Slowly, without meeting anyone’s gaze, Luke reached out, picked up the pen, made a mark on his paper, folded it up small and replaced the pen.

			They both looked at Jane.

			‘No pressure then,’ said Bolshy Jane chattily.

			Jane picked up the pen, made a mark on her paper, folded it up small and put the pen back in her pocket – because it was her pen, after all.

			They regarded the three folded slips.

			‘Shall I do the honours?’ said Luke.

			They nodded.

			He reached out, made the classic nothing up my sleeve gesture, unfolded the nearest scrap and smoothed it out. ‘I’m assuming Y is for yes.’

			Matthew nodded.

			Luke sighed. ‘This was supposed to be anonymous.’

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Matthew. ‘You know that wasn’t your vote. Jane knows it wasn’t hers. That only leaves me. Get a move on. I want my lunch.’

			Luke unfolded the second slip and laid it face up on the table.

			Yes.

			‘Well, that one was mine,’ he said, ‘so it’s all on you, Jane. Does the team continue or not?’

			He reached for the third slip.

			And then the fire alarm went off.

			 

			Commander Hay, meanwhile, had been grappling with her regular Friday meeting with the Time Police’s civilian consultant, Miss Meiklejohn. Or Mikey, as some people knew her. Or the former illegal, as most officers still regarded her.

			Captain Farenden had disappeared to begin the arrangements for Lt Filbert’s service, so Commander Hay was on her own.

			Mikey swung in through the door clutching files, scratchpads, data cubes, data sticks and sundry pieces of paper. ‘Hello there. Where’s Cheerful Charlie?’

			‘Captain Farenden is otherwise engaged at the moment. Please sit down.’

			Mikey sat and began to arrange her files and so forth on Commander Hay’s desk.

			‘Well – I’ve made excellent progress in some areas and not so much in others. Where would you like me to start?’

			Commander Hay closed her file, clasped her hands attentively and mentally braced herself. ‘Wherever you like.’

			‘OK. Well – the toilet’s stopped regurgitating stuff.’

			‘This is the facility you are developing for use in the pods?’

			‘Yes – obviously there are times when you don’t particularly want to pop outside to do the biz. You know – battles, weather, wild animals, whatever – and so . . .’

			‘You said regurgitating?’

			‘Yes. Quite vigorously in some cases. Sometimes the throughput is not as . . . through . . .’ she made appropriate gestures, ‘as I could wish, and the pressure builds up with sometimes unfortunate results. I suspect I may have to take a look at the composition of our compo rations. I know they’re supposed to have a binding effect, but I think we might have slightly overdone it and the result is sometimes too . . . stodgy . . . for optimum progress. I’m considering experimenting with the amount of binding material in the recipes. You know – aiming for throughput with a slightly more . . . sloppy constituency. Less solid, anyway. Although I’d have to be very precise. There’s a very fine line between malleable and . . . runny. We don’t want runny TPOs, do we?’

			She appeared to think deeply. ‘I wonder what would happen if I bypassed all that and addressed the problem at the other end – so to speak. Suppose I ignored the solid factor altogether and introduced some sort of built-­in macerator. To the equipment, obviously, not the personnel. The downside is that those things can be very dodgy sometimes and then it really would be a case of the effluent hitting the fan, wouldn’t it? I wonder if the St Mary’s approach might not be the best after all. Chemical breakdown, I mean. Although given the volatility of the individual components – methane plus blasters plus Time Police plus chemicals – even I feel we could be asking for trouble there.’

			Mikey regarded Commander Hay and tilted her head to one side. ‘How would you feel about some sort of shrink-­wrapping device? You know – like on spaceships. You sit down, do the biz, press a button, and something shrink-­wrapped shoots out the other end. And then at the end of the mission, it’s all just brought back and hygienically disposed of. Actually, I think that might well be the way to go. Leave it with me, Commander.’

			‘Happily,’ said Hay drily. She began to stack her papers neatly – a triumph of optimism over experience. Neither Mikey nor her sibling Adrian had ever demonstrated the slightest ability to take a hint.

			‘The one thing that is going well,’ continued Mikey, ‘is the rapidly hardening string I’ve been working on.’

			‘Rapidly hardening . . .’

			‘Yes. I’m really going to have to come up with a better name than that, of course. Perhaps we could have a competition. You know . . . with a small prize. Make everyone feel included. Management thinking is very big on inclusivity these days. Anyway. Yes. At the moment you point and squirt – I’m talking about the string now – not . . . not the other thing, you understand – and it takes a while for the string to set. Especially if your victim is still moving. People are always complaining their target has escaped because of that. Now, however, I’ve jiggled the chemical components and I’m rather optimistic. Tests so far demonstrate a much faster hardening time. I’ve got it down to only about five seconds. Don’t think I want it any faster, otherwise it’ll be hardening while it’s still in the can, which won’t do at all, will it?’

			‘Well . . .’

			‘Yes, properly deployed, the victim—’

			‘Person of interest . . .’ murmured Commander Hay.

			‘. . . will crash to the ground, legs, arms and torso cocooned in a rigid web of string, secure and utterly helpless and waiting to be collected at an officer’s convenience.’

			Something had been nagging at the back of Commander Hay’s mind. ‘You mentioned tests?’

			‘Yes. Don’t worry – everyone volunteered. There’s quite a bit of enthusiasm for rapidly hardening string – I wonder if we could call it RHS – although people might confuse us with the Royal Horticultural Thingummy, mightn’t they, and I know we’re working on our image, but . . . no, not RHS. Anyway, a number of officers are participating, and don’t worry, we chose a quiet spot – the corridor between the Batcave, security and the Pod Bay – no one ever uses it but me. The idea was that the volunteers would act out the part of fleeing suspects. They’d run quickly or slowly or dodge about or whatever they felt like and I’d string them. Either close up or from a distance, and we’d see for how long they’d be immobile. They were to do their best to break free, of course. Oh – and something that occurred to me during the course of the tests was the possibility of stringing them to something immobile. To decrease their chances of escape even further. So walls, doors, the floor. Some officers are freestanding, of course – well, free-­lying would be more accurate, but you know what I mean – just to vary the conditions a little. The challenge is for them to escape before I get back.’

			‘Wait,’ said Hay. ‘You left them there?’

			‘Well, they’re not going anywhere, are they? Or rather, they weren’t, but now they should be. If you see what I mean. I’m betting they’ll all be free by the time I get back. Don’t worry – I’ll collate the results and write it all up for you.’ She beamed. ‘I think we might have a bit of a winner here. You could patent the formula and license it out. Nice little earner.’

			‘These tests . . . who . . . ?’

			‘Well, this is a project very dear to officers’ hearts, so I was rather inundated with volunteers. Curtis, Rockmeyer, Kelly from MedCen, Oti from Logistics, three or four others from the Pod Bay, and a couple from security whose names I don’t know. About a dozen altogether. It’s all looking very promising.’

			‘I wonder if—’

			The fire alarms went off.

			Commander Hay stared accusingly at the Time Police’s one and only consultant.

			‘Don’t look at me,’ said Mikey indignantly. ‘I’m up here talking to you.’

			The door opened. Captain Farenden stood on the threshold. ‘Your urgent attention is required . . .’

			Commander Hay looked up. ‘No, no, it’s fine, Charlie. Everything’s fine. No need.’

			Captain Farenden raised his voice to be heard over the clamour. ‘No, ma’am. With respect – it’s not you I want. Mikey – report to the Pod Bay. Now. The Senior Mech wants a more than quick word with you. Just a warning – he’s not a happy bunny.’

			‘Shit.’ Mikey flew from the room.

			The outer door to Charlie Farenden’s office opened, very briefly admitting sounds of shouting and running feet.

			Hay was irritated. ‘What now? Why are people always shouting and screaming in the corridors? We’re supposed to be the bloody Time Police.’ She raised her voice to be heard over the alarm. ‘We endure. We have fortitude. We have grit.’

			The alarms died, enabling Commander Hay to bellow into the sudden silence, ‘Some of us even have balls.’

			One does not become an adjutant without developing superb facial control. And the ability to summon and maintain superb facial control at a second’s notice.

			Captain Farenden coughed, once. ‘Would you like me to investigate?’

			Hay sighed. ‘Does knowing what’s going on ever make me any happier?’

			‘Not that I can discern, despite all my efforts to lighten your day with humorous little anecdotes.’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘This will cheer you up, ma’am. Major Callen is here.’

			There was a short silence. Commander Hay peered at Mikey’s abandoned files and cubes. ‘I suspect my meeting with Miss Meiklejohn has ended. Rather more abruptly than is conventional, but this is Miss Meiklejohn, after all. Could you gather up her stuff, please. I’m sure she’ll remember where she’s left it sooner or later.’ She raised her voice slightly. ‘And ask Major Callen if he would come in.’

			Major Callen strode into the room. ‘Good day, Commander.’

			Captain Farenden, his arms full of Mikey’s gear, paused. ‘Do you wish me to take notes, ma’am.’

			‘No, thank you, Captain. Not for this meeting.’

			Captain Farenden closed the door behind him.

			‘Please sit down, Major.’

			He sat. ‘Well, this is very encouraging, implying, as it does, that this meeting will actually last long enough to warrant me sitting down.’

			Hay ignored this. ‘I understand Lt Filbert has died.’

			‘I was actually on my way to inform you of that fact, Commander, but it appears the frighteningly efficient Captain Farenden has done so before I could get here.’

			‘Of his injuries.’

			‘So I have been informed.’

			‘And did he die of his original wounds or of more recently acquired injuries?’

			‘Your implication wounds me, Commander.’

			‘Much the same as for Lt Filbert, I imagine.’

			‘Allow me to put your mind at rest, Commander. Lt Filbert died of the serious injuries he sustained here in TPHQ. Frankly, I am not at all surprised. He had very little to live for and I suspect he simply gave up. This was a perfectly legitimate death.’

			‘And where were you while Lt Filbert was legitimately dying?’

			‘Legitimately in a meeting with my teams here at TPHQ. With at least fifteen witnesses. Probably considerably more, but I regret I neglected to call the roll. I can see what you are thinking, Commander, but I believe you are, in this instance, considerably overestimating my abilities. However, should you wish to promote the myth that I somehow achieved this death at a distance scenario, please do so. I feel it cannot do anything other than enhance my already stellar prestige.’ He smiled at her over her desk. ‘Was there anything else?’

			‘Not from me.’

			‘Ah. Hardly worth my sitting down after all, was it?’ He stood up.

			‘Dismissed, Major.’

			‘Commander.’

			He left the room.

			Commander Hay took a moment to recover her composure. On reflection, it did seem likely that had Major Callen been involved in the death of the traitor Filbert then he would certainly have said so. She had never known him to be anything other than brutally honest. It would appear Filbert had legitimately died of his wounds. Given the extent of both his injuries and his crimes, this could be a merciful release for everyone.

			Captain Farenden appeared bearing a mug of steaming coffee.

			Hay surveyed this gift horse. ‘I am betting, Captain, that this is a precursor to yet more bad news.’

			‘You may regard it as such, ma’am, but I was actually intending to regale you with yet another of my humorous anecdotes. To lighten your day.’

			‘Will it increase my chances of making it to the weekend? Not that that will be any sort of relief. It’s Friday. All around the world, amateur pod builders will be leaving work to spend the weekend firing up their unstable contraptions, hell-­bent on fracturing the Timeline in the most spectacular ways imaginable. I think I might take to drink.’

			She sipped her coffee, closed her eyes and opened them again. ‘You’re still here, Charlie.’

			‘With my humorous anecdote, ma’am. Although, if you’d rather not . . .’

			‘You are, I feel sure, about to explain the inevitable link between Miss Meiklejohn’s current project and the alarms going off.’

			‘I am.’

			‘Are we on fire?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Is the building about to blow up?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Then why . . . ?’

			‘Officer Curtis fell on the fire alarm, ma’am.’

			There was a pause.

			‘I’m going to regret this, I know, but how? And why? Not forgetting where?’

			‘Just outside the Pod Bay, ma’am.’

			‘The Pod Bay’s on fire?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			Commander Hay regarded him shrewdly. ‘Was the Pod Bay on fire?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Then why did Officer Curtis feel it incumbent to . . . ?’

			‘He fell over, ma’am.’

			‘Over what?’

			‘Nothing, ma’am. He lost his balance.’

			‘Are they drinking down there? Why wasn’t I invited?’

			‘No, ma’am. Well, they weren’t then – I don’t know about now. They might well be. Would you like me to ascertain . . . ?’

			‘I would like you to tell me about Officer Curtis. In the Pod Bay. With the fire alarm.’ She paused. ‘I sound like Cluedo.’

			‘I beg your pardon, ma’am. I thought you knew.’

			‘Why? How would I know? I’m all the way up here – they’re all the way down there.’

			‘Your meeting. With Miss Meiklejohn. Didn’t she explain?’

			‘She left at some speed. Let’s assume she hadn’t painted quite the full picture.’

			‘Ah. Well, in that case, ma’am, your confusion is understandable. String.’

			‘Is this her rapidly hardening string? Meiklejohn was saying they need a new name for it.’

			‘I think, in future, ma’am, it will probably be referred to as that bastard bastarding stuff she did it on purpose I swear that fire-­trucking troublemaker is out to murder us all.’

			‘Can I take it there is a problem with Meiklejohn’s rapidly hardening string?’

			‘Not at all, ma’am. The rapidly hardening string performs perfectly.’

			‘Then why . . . ?’

			‘Sadly its performance in the subsequent softening enough to be safely removed area is less than ideal.’

			‘You mean . . .’

			‘Yes. I regret to inform you that all the officers foolish enough to become embroiled in one of Miss Meiklejohn’s brilliant ideas will be unavailable for the foreseeable future.’

			‘They’ve been stringed?’

			‘Encased would be a more accurate description, ma’am. The experiment was carried out in the corridor outside Meiklejohn’s workshop. Her victims were instructed to attempt to escape while she chased after them, spraying them as they adopted a variety of different speeds, positions and so forth while she observed the results. The product worked perfectly every time. Her victims were almost instantaneously completely unable to move and the whole thing was judged a massive success. There were congratulations all round. Every officer reported they were completely incapacitated.’

			‘Oh God, Charlie.’

			‘I see you’re ahead of me, ma’am.’

			‘How long ago was this?’

			‘Over two hours, ma’am.’

			‘And they’re still . . . ?’

			‘Completely incapacitated, yes, but not quite so congratulatory as they were.’

			‘Oh God.’

			‘Indeed, ma’am. And to forestall your next question – Officer Curtis, slightly less stringed than his colleagues because the spray had run out before his part of the experiment had been completed, managed to hump his way down the corridor towards the Pod Bay, intending to summon assistance.’

			‘Hump?’

			‘Like a caterpillar, apparently. Anyway, arriving at the doors to the Pod Bay, he attempted, using the wall, to heave himself to an upright position.’

			‘And failed.’

			‘Spectacularly, ma’am. Not only did he manage to set off the fire alarm with his chin, causing consternation of the first order in the Pod Bay, but his subsequent fall dislodged the adjacent fire extinguisher, which very nearly crushed his skull.’

			‘I am still at TPHQ, aren’t I? I haven’t suddenly found myself at St Mary’s?’

			‘It gets worse.’

			‘Of course it does.’

			‘Racing to establish the location of the fire, the Senior Mech, followed by his team, burst through the doors and tripped over the prone Officer Curtis. He went down with quite a crash and his crew fell over him. It took some time for them to sort themselves out, but as soon as the Senior Mech was able to do so, he requested the immediate presence of Miss Meiklejohn in order that he could adequately convey to her his views on her ideas, her behaviour, her attitude, her experiments, and above all, her presence here in TPHQ. Miss Meiklejohn, appearing at exactly the wrong moment, apparently responded in a manner I can only describe as spirited and unconciliatory. The Senior Mech’s efforts to reach her were heroic, but fortunately, thanks to the massive efforts of everyone present, unsuccessful. She is currently being removed to a place of greater safety, ma’am.’

			‘The Antipodes?’

			‘Her workshop. Where she is attempting to address the problem of cocooned TPOs.’

			‘Is anyone expecting me to do anything about any of this?’

			‘I don’t think so, ma’am. A medical team was summoned and have professed themselves baffled. Work in the Pod Bay has been abandoned while the merits of various implements such as saws, pliers, drills, acid and so forth are being comprehensively discussed.’

			‘Good. Lock the doors and turn out the lights, Charlie. We’ll let someone else sort it all out.’

			‘As you wish, ma’am.’

			His scratchpad bleeped.

			Commander Hay picked up her coffee again. ‘Let’s hope nothing too serious kicks off in the meantime.’ She paused. ‘I wish I hadn’t just said that.’

			*    *    * 

			Back in their office, meanwhile, Team 236 were hesitating over whether they should become involved in whatever was happening elsewhere, or do as they had been commanded to do, which was to stay put until their personal issues had been resolved.

			The alarms stopped. Luke reached for the slip of paper again.

			‘To continue—’

			Major Ellis stuck his head round their door. ‘We have a slight problem.’

			‘You can’t blame us for that,’ said Luke. ‘We haven’t left this office all morning.’

			‘It’s shift change, and due to circumstances beyond our control, we appear to be suffering what I’m assured is a temporary shortage of officers, so I’m detailing you two . . .’ he pointed at Jane and Luke, ‘to the front desk this morning.’

			‘What about me?’ enquired Matthew, who had absolutely no desire to go down to the front desk but felt slightly indignant at being excluded.

			‘You are required to report to Miss Meiklejohn to assist her with a . . . technical issue. Don’t just sit there looking gormless, you three. Move.’
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			There’s a saying: Being a Time Police officer isn’t all shooting, shouting and shitting. A small part of every officer’s duties involves front-­of-­house sessions, when, much against their will and certainly against their better judgement, they are actually required to interact with the general public in a polite, helpful and, above all, non-­lethal fashion. Not all officers, obviously – by the direct order of Commander Hay, a few officers were exempt from this particular task. Clean-­up crews, for example. No one in their right mind would put a clean-­up crew anywhere near members of the public. They probably didn’t actually eat children – not these days, anyway – and definitely not in public – but who wanted to take the chance?

			As fully qualified officers, Jane and Luke were familiar with this non-­shooting, shouting and shitting part of their duties, but given their current circumstances, a prudent duty officer took care to station them at opposite ends of the public area. Jane stared resolutely ahead, determined not to catch Luke’s eye, and gave her full attention to those presenting themselves at her desk.

			There were five officers on reception duties that day, all approaching their task with varying degrees of unenthusiasm.

			Officer Parrish was allocated the desk nearest the door. He had by far the longest queue in front of his station – mostly young women, but a few young men as well. A shortage of personnel – as already mentioned – had led to the next two desks being empty. Then came Officer Volkan, currently wrestling (not actually, although give it time) with a determined young lady demanding Officer Volkan verify the authenticity of what she persisted in referring to as the artefact. Shrewd questioning on the part of Officer Volkan had established she’d purchased the artefact from that well-­known purveyor of genuine historical paraphernalia: a bloke in the pub last Friday.

			In vain did Officer Volkan strive to point out that the bloke in the pub last Friday was unlikely to have access to . . . he paused at this point, holding out his hand for the box, in which, he was guessing, the artefact currently reposed. The woman, however, simply clutched the box more tightly than ever and loudly demanded he provide a certificate confirming the artefact’s legitimacy. Now. Right this moment. Rather in the way hurricanes develop in the Caribbean before unleashing themselves on a wider area, a scene was developing nicely.

			Volkan held out his hand again. ‘Perhaps if I could inspect your artefact, madame, I could . . .’

			He got no further. This polite request was met with the rejoinder that she knew his type and to keep his hands to himself.

			Officer Volkan – whose first choice had been to shoot her, and who felt his restraint warranted at least a little gratitude – pointed out he could hardly issue a certificate if he had no idea of the artefact’s identity, could he?

			Glancing surreptitiously over both shoulders in a manner that attracted the attention of everyone present, the young woman informed him the box held nothing less than – the hand mirror of Helen of Troy herself.

			‘I’m sure it does, madame, but I still need to . . .’

			Possibly in an effort to speed things along a little, he wrestled the box from her and tipped a small, mass-­produced-­in-­China mirror – or the looking glass of Helen of Troy herself, if you like – on to the table.

			With all eyes upon him, Officer Volkan kept his head and bethought himself of an old enemy. Assuming an expression of great cunning, he informed her that now he’d looked at the artefact more closely, it was definitely Helen of Troy’s very own hand mirror – how could he have been so blind? – and recommended she convey her treasure immediately to the British Museum and demand the personal attention of the Head Curator there, who was known to be an authority on just this type of artefact and would – after only a little gentle persuasion – pay top whack for it and no questions asked. He recommended persistence and a refusal to accept the word ‘no’ to ensure a happy outcome.

			His customer barely waited for him to finish his sentence before grabbing the artefact from the suspiciously straight-­faced Officer Volkan and departing the building at top speed.

			On Officer Volkan’s left, Officer Mitchell was dealing with an earnest, middle-­aged man convinced his spare bedroom was being used as a Time portal by sinister beings hell-­bent on snatching him away to the future to become a sex ­slave to an unknown but voracious tribe of women based in Godalming who would remove all his clothing and . . .

			At this point – and to the disappointment of all – the man dwindled into twitching and dribbling, from which only the words ‘insatiable’ and ‘rapacious’ were audible.

			Next to Officer Mitchell sat Officer Wu from security, taking down details of a plot to turn the Isle of Wight into another Jurassic Park.

			Officer Lockland sat at the end.

			Possibly because no one could quite believe she was an officer in the Time Police, Jane’s queue was the shortest, which might have been why the woman chose her. Or, as Jane said afterwards, the poor woman had instinctively selected the most intelligent person present.

			Whatever the reason, Jane looked up to see a weary, work-­worn face with a nondescript hairstyle, careful but shabby clothes, and a worried expression.

			‘Hello,’ said Jane. ‘How can I help? Would you like to sit down?’

			Carefully, the woman sat, knees tightly together, clutching her bag on her lap.

			‘I . . . um . . . I . . . I . . .’ She lapsed into silence.

			Jane clasped her hands in front of her and tried to look encouraging. ‘Yes?’

			Away on the other side of the atrium, a man’s voice was raised. Someone else joined in. Officers moved in before a scuffle could develop.

			The woman had flinched at the noise. Now she looked over her shoulder. Jane recognised the signs. The woman was getting ready to run.

			‘Sweetie,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘There’s something about this one. I think you should follow this through.’

			For once, Jane found herself in complete agreement. ‘It’s very noisy in here, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Why don’t we find a nice interview room? It will be quieter in there. Would you like some coffee?’

			‘Oh, but . . .’

			‘And then you can tell me all about it, and if it turns out not to be something we’d be interested in, then you can enjoy your coffee and be on your way with no harm done.’

			Jane paused, fingers crossed. The Time Police have a procedure for reluctant witnesses. The first stage being – don’t let them get away.

			The woman said nothing but she didn’t run, either.

			‘Number 3’s free,’ said Jane, folding her screen back into her desk and standing up. ‘Let’s go in there.’

			Interview Room 3 was actually small, stuffy and slightly smelly, but, to Jane’s knowledge, no one had ever actually died in it and there was no dried blood splashed across the walls. No officer could ask for more.

			They settled themselves again, Jane being careful to sit between her interviewee and the door. Because, as had been drilled into her during training – you never knew with the general public.

			‘Now,’ she said, smiling. ‘How can I help you today?’

			She was particularly proud of this phrase, implying, as it did, that there were many occasions on which Jane could be helpful, but today was special.

			‘Well, I don’t really know . . .’ The woman trailed away, still clutching her bag as if her life depended upon it. Jane wondered if it contained something important.

			‘Why don’t we start with your name. I’m Officer Lockland. What shall I call you?’

			‘Nora. Nora . . .’ She stopped, unwilling to give her surname, perhaps.

			Jane pretended not to notice – or that it was important, although she had only to press a button under the desk and someone from IT would download Interview Room 3’s camera footage, run it through facial recognition and flash Nora’s name and details to her scratchpad within minutes. Probably even less. Rumour had it that the highly competitive IT section timed themselves on this sort of thing and the winner won the right to call themself Wonder of the Week and, more importantly, claim two free drinks in the bar on Friday evenings.

			For the moment, however, Jane was content to let it go.

			She smiled again. ‘So, Nora – how can we help you?’

			Nora swallowed. ‘Well . . . I . . . um . . .’

			Jane waited.

			‘My son . . . and his friend . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Well . . .’ She trailed away again into silence.

			‘Sweetie,’ said Bolshy Jane. ‘You’re going to have to speed things up a bit or we’ll still be here at Christmas.’

			‘Are they about to do something you think we might be interested in?’ enquired Jane helpfully. ‘Would it help to know that if they haven’t actually done it yet, then the Time Police often take a very lenient view?’

			Such leniency usually consisted of commuting a death sentence to life imprisonment, but there are times and places for conveying such information and this wasn’t any of them.

			‘They’ve already done it,’ blurted Nora.

			‘All right,’ said Jane. ‘Still not necessarily a disaster. Tell me what they’ve done and I’ll see how I can help.’

			As a TPO, the only thing she would be able to do for Nora’s son and his unfortunate friend would be to come down on them like a ton of bricks, but once again – this was not the time or place.

			Nora was pulling a tissue from her bag, apparently unable to continue. Another officer might, at this point, send for someone more versed in wresting information from unwilling victims – Varma from security, perhaps – but Jane was a big believer in carrots rather than sticks.

			‘Here’s a thought,’ she said. ‘Let’s start with the easy stuff and work up. Give me your address.’

			Nora hesitated and then passed over her citizen’s ID. Jane flashed it over the reader, which beeped reassuringly. It was genuine. Should it become necessary, she would now be able to access everything she needed to know about Nora. The fact that Nora had handed over her card was leading Jane to think that either the matter about which Nora had come in
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