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A roar of thunder punctuates a cloudy sky. I hot-wire the two-seater sports car and the engine roars into life. Professor Llewellyn appears at the lift door and lets out an exclamation of surprise as I shoot past him in his pride and joy and up the ramp into the busy London streets. I have half a mind to crash the car, after all that man has put me through in the last few hours.

I know he means well and I try to make allowances, but the beam of pleasure on his geriatric face as I stepped out of his experimental time capsule was too much to bear. ‘You see! Exactly ten minutes!’ he declared with boyish enthusiasm. I had arrived back at the laboratory precisely ten minutes after I had left. ‘The machine works perfectly.’ He beamed. I had to stop myself from throttling him then and there.

As a Fembot – a female android – I am incapable of genuine anger, but I have various subroutines that can be employed to simulate human emotions when the situation demands it. From my point of view, I had been away for far longer than ten minutes. In fact, I have been adrift in his damned machine for months. I only managed to get back to the present day by the skin of my teeth. Professor Llewellyn is lucky I didn’t break his neck.

I arc the car around Marble Arch, weaving through the early morning traffic as if I own the road. I am really past caring now. I dive down a narrow concrete ramp into an underground car park. The car screeches to a halt – the brakes are phenomenal – and I jump out, punch a nearby security guard, and make my way angrily down a concrete tunnel into the heart of British Intelligence.

The thunder rumbles again, echoing through the underground corridor as I clomp determinedly forward in my high heeled shoes. It is not easy to clomp in high heels but, in the circumstances, it is worth the effort.

I have a bone to pick with my boss. It is not just the time travel fiasco or the extended debriefing when the powers-that-be realised how long I had actually been away. It was the departmental meeting that was hastily scheduled afterwards, just as I was preparing to head off for a much delayed dinner at the Purple Pussy with my old friend Simon Hunt.

Top secret information has gone walkabouts, apparently, and it was implied – thanks to the glitches in my internal chronometer – that I may have had something to do with it. The nerve of these people. Those errors, as Professor Llewellyn patiently explained, were a side effect of travelling through time. Even the digital watch he insisted I carry with me was thrown out of synch by all that to-ing and fro-ing. And anyway, what exactly did they suspect me of doing? Hopping back in time, stealing their secrets and then wiping my own memory? It’s ridiculous. After all I’ve done for them. I am a good girl now. I only steal things at the request of Her Majesty’s Government. There is no evidence to support any of these allegations. It could just as easily have been a human agent sneaking in and Xeroxing everything on the office photocopier. But that possibility was barely even considered. If in doubt, blame the android. Well, to hell with them.

I burst through the doors into a leather lined room and confront the head honcho. Sir Patrick is not surprised to see me. He doesn’t do surprise, though he is as slippery and combative as you would expect any director of British Intelligence to be. He wasn’t at the meeting last night but I am sure he was listening in. He is now sitting behind a large mahogany desk in front of an enormous wall screen showing a detailed geopolitical map of the world. His walrus like moustache regards me with practised disdain as I begin to lay into him.

‘I’ve had it!’ I exclaim, smashing my fist down on the heavy tabletop for emphasis. The impact causes a cup of tea to fly through the air and into his lap. ‘I resign!’

Sir Patrick does not bat an eyelid, though I can see the steam rising from his now damp nether regions. ‘You cannot resign,’ he tells me, lifting the empty china cup and placing it calmly back on the saucer. ‘You are not an employee. You are an android. You are government property. You belong to us.’

‘Not any more!’ I say. I slam down my letter of resignation and storm out of the room.

Sir Patrick makes no move to stop me.

A security guard is standing by the two-seater sports car with a pen and paper. He looks for all the world like a traffic warden, about to give me a ticket. I am in no mood to parley. I knock him to the ground, hop into the driver’s seat, do an elaborate one point turn and roar back up the ramp and out onto the streets of London.

I will get the first flight out of the country. I’ll head to America, perhaps, or Australia. There’s bound to be a vacancy there for a spy of my calibre. Or perhaps I’ll retire and open a bar on a beach somewhere in South East Asia. That’s what a lot of secret agents seem to do these days.

I need to pop back to my flat first, though, to pick up some money and a fake identity. The Mayfair apartment belongs to the bureau but I keep a few tools of the trade stashed away there. I’ll grab a change of clothes and maybe an alternative faceplate.

I pull up in the street a few yards from the front entrance. It is a grand Victorian terrace. On the opposite side of the road I see a black hearse sliding gracefully to a halt. A funeral is in the offing; somebody in London having a worse day than me. But I have no time to sympathise. I rush up the steps to the front door of the apartment block. There is a key under the mat. High security is not necessary here. There is a pass code and a retinal scan for each of the flats. I don’t have a retina as such but my ident chip should grant me automatic entrance.

The apartment I want is on the second floor. I snatch a suitcase from the wardrobe and pile up some clothes. There is a dark blazer inside that I am sure I never bought. I open the safe and sift through a handful of passports to find an appropriate identity. There’s a bit of cash in there as well. I cast a quick eye over a couple of old faceplates. The air hostess from South America? No, don’t like the nose. The Russetanian princess? Too well-known. I think I’ll just stick with my regular plate.

There are footsteps in the street outside. I have extremely acute audio receptors but I am currently prioritising sounds within the flat. It is only when I hear a key in the lock and two pairs of hobnailed boots thudding up the stairwell that I realise something is wrong. And now it is too late to do anything about it. There is an ear-splitting screech that I recognise all too well: it is a sonic oscillator, the one thing guaranteed to scramble a Fembot’s circuitry. I don’t even have time to grab hold of the bedside table.

I black out and crash to the ground.
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My head is resting on a muddy brown pillow. I have no idea how long I have been offline. That in itself is worrying. My internal chronometer should keep a perfect track of time, down to the nearest millisecond, but the entire mechanism has been reset. Other bits of software remain stubbornly offline. I flick my eyes open and try to get my bearings. I am still in the flat in Mayfair. There is daylight flickering through the blinds but something is wrong, I can feel it in the air. My nasal and audio sensors are still functioning but the ambience of the room has shifted. It is very strange. The flat is in the middle of London but I can’t hear any cars out in the street. The air is colder than it should be and there is an abnormally high moisture content. I think I must be near the sea. I can even hear seagulls in the distance. There is only one way to resolve the incongruity. I rise to my feet and pull the cord on the blind.

A candy coloured cartoon of a town is spread out before me, a bizarre mix of miniaturised, vaguely Italian looking buildings and some pleasantly garish public spaces. I am not in Mayfair any more, that’s for certain. A small, rectangular pond provides a nearby focal point, around which dozens of people are quietly milling, for all the world like the elderly residents of a fading seaside town. The place is awash with blazers and straw hats. And that’s just the women. What is this place? And how the hell did I get here?

I send a quick location request to my internal compass but that too is offline. I have a horrible feeling someone has been interfering with my circuitry while I have been asleep. Admittedly, my chronometer has been on the blink recently – as Professor Llewellyn discovered – but completely resetting it would require manual intervention. Something very strange is going on here. I don’t like it at all.

If I can’t pinpoint my position geographically, I can at least take an educated guess. The architecture suggests Italy, but it is a mad schoolboy’s impression of what Italy might be like rather than anything approaching the real thing. Some kind of grand folly then. We are near the coast but I do not think we are on an island. It is rather chilly and the sky is overcast. That settles it. It must be North Wales.

But why would anyone go to the trouble of building a complete replica of a Mayfair flat several hundred miles from London and then bringing me to it? Is it something to do with my resignation? Have I been brought here by my bosses, fretting over their lost secrets? Or have I been kidnapped by a sinister foreign power? There is only one way to find out. I will have to step outside and ask.

The exterior door clunks open as I step towards it. I am no longer on the second floor. I step out into a small plaza. A multicoloured golf buggy chugs past, the word ‘TAXI’ stencilled on the side. In the distance, a bell tolls from a small clock tower. I move through an archway into a larger square. This is the place I saw from my apartment window. The rectangular pond forms a centrepiece around which the local people are milling, all of them trying their best to ignore the irritatingly cheerful music being piped in over the Tannoy system.

A retired admiral is sitting at a table, apparently playing chess with himself. I seat myself opposite him. ‘Good move,’ he declares, his whiskers rippling in the chilly Welsh air. He has an amiable, weather-beaten face and large muscular hands. He must be at least seventy-five. ‘I shall have to think about this,’ he says, without looking up.

‘What is this place?’ I ask him, gesturing vaguely to the pond and the brightly coloured buildings surrounding it.

His gaze remains fixed on the board. ‘This is the main square. Ha!’ He moves his bishop a few squares across the table top. ‘Check!’ He is too absorbed in the game to pay much attention to me. It is rather irritating. I am not used to being ignored.

‘How did I get here?’ I ask him.

‘You walked, I should imagine.’ He indicates the board. ‘Your move.’

Oh, what the hell. I scan the pieces on the table. I can compute every possible move in a game like this. My side, white, is three steps away from victory. I slide my queen confidently across the board. ‘Who’s in charge here?’ I ask the man, now that I have made my move. ‘I need to speak to someone in authority.’ A rather nasty game is being played here and I am not talking about the chess.

‘Could try the post office,’ the admiral suggests. ‘Aha!’ He moves the black bishop again. ‘Check mate! Bad luck.’

I stare down at the board in disbelief. That is not possible. I calculated every conceivable move. Someone really has been fiddling with my circuits. I rise up and stride away from the table.

‘Be seeing you!’ the admiral calls out.
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The post office is a Romanesque building with a small queue of people waiting patiently outside. As I arrive, a set of double doors begin to open and the citizens rush forward between two faux marble pillars. The interior of the building is dark and musty with a long row of grim looking windows set out across the length of the room. An equally austere bunch of greying post office employees gaze back from the
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