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Never trust a man in a white coat; that is a lesson I hadn’t properly learnt until today. I have met my fair share of megalomaniacs – as an android secret agent you’re bound to come across a few – but even so you don’t expect to find them on your own turf. Ten minutes, I was told by the professor in the white coat, and then I could head off to the Purple Pussy for dinner with my old friend Simon Hunt. I was happy to help out. I have good reason to be grateful to the boys in K Division at the moment. I have just come back from a particularly bruising mission in Central Europe and the lads have performed a complete overhaul of my systems, which has left me feeling in particularly fine fettle.

That is no excuse, however, for what has just happened.

‘It won’t take ten minutes,’ Professor Llewellyn tells me with his usual enthusiasm. He is the assistant head of K Division, a sprightly geriatric scientist with gangly, awkward limbs and a fatherly twinkle in his eye. ‘Just something we want to try out.’ He points me cheerfully in the direction of a small domed vehicle, not unlike an Apollo space capsule.

I ask the obvious question. ‘What is it?’

Llewellyn bubbles with excitement. ‘We call it a chronocapsule. Our latest wheeze! It’s only in the experimental phase.’

‘What does it do?’

The professor grins and lifts a finger. He enjoys a good lecture and I am happy to indulge him. ‘It generates a small tear in the fabric of space-time, through which we hope to send tiny parcels of information.’

‘What kind of information?’

‘Well...hopefully, people information. That’s what we want to test.’ He gestures me towards the capsule. ‘We’ve managed to translate a couple of mice into a long sequence of binary code and then propel them and the capsule two and a half minutes into the future. But now we want to extend things a little further.’

‘You want to send me into the future?’

‘That’s the ticket!’ He beams. ‘We’re not quite ready for a full grown human yet, but your relatively simple circuitry should translate perfectly!’

I decide not to take offence at the “simple”.

‘So how far forward do you intend to send me?’ I am meeting Simon Hunt at seven thirty and I will need a couple of hours to prepare.

‘Oh, only ten minutes,’ Llewellyn replies breezily. ‘We’re fairly confident we’ve got our sums right.’

“Fairly confident” is hardly inspiring but Llewellyn is so full of boyish enthusiasm I am not inclined to doubt him. This man has more letters after his name than the Queen and he has just overseen a significant upgrade to my weapons capability.

And so, a few minutes later, I find myself willingly strapped inside the metal capsule, with the bright hum of experimental machinery throbbing all around me.

‘From your point of view, you shouldn’t notice anything at all,’ Llewellyn informs me through the entry hatch. ‘We flick a switch and you move forward in time. From our point of view, the capsule will disappear, as your atoms are torn apart and reduced to binary information. That code will be transmitted through a tiny crack the machine will have opened up in space-time and the capsule will be reassembled in exactly the same position ten minutes later, as if nothing has happened. Here, take this.’

He hands me a plastic wrist watch. It is one of these new fangled digital models. They’re not on the market yet so I’m lucky to have one. Not that I really needed a watch – my internal chronometer is good for several thousand years – but it is clearly more for the professor’s benefit than mine.

‘That’ll help us map out the time differential,’ he says, as I strap it onto my wrist. ‘Make sure you don’t touch anything in there!’ He chuckles and cheerfully closes the heavy metal hatch, locking it firmly from the outside. Through the porthole, I see him move over to a large bank of computers. There are lots of flashing lights and whirring tape spools. Professor Llewellyn flicks a few switches and then gives me a thumbs up. ‘Good luck!’ he calls.

I take a moment to look over some of the equipment inside the capsule. There are a fair number of flashing lights in here as well, not to mention dials and several clunky levers. It really could be the inside of a space ship or the cockpit of a jumbo jet. Perhaps I should ask the professor what some of these buttons do, just in case anything goes wrong. Before I get the chance, there is a loud ripping sound and all at once the view through the porthole changes. I am no longer in the laboratory. Daylight is streaming into the capsule. Bright sunlight, in fact.

‘Professor Llewellyn?’ I call out, but there is no reply.

I look down at the hatch below the window and only now do I realise that there is no handle on the inside. How on earth am I supposed to get out of this thing? I glance down at my digital watch. It bleeps happily but tells me nothing useful. As far as it is concerned no time at all has passed and my internal chronometer is in full agreement. Outside the capsule, the reality is somewhat different. Goodness knows where I have ended up. I was supposed to move through time, not through space. But I am definitely not in the laboratory any more. I could lie back in the capsule and wait for somebody to rescue me. Professor Llewellyn has probably just got a few wires crossed and he’s bound to sort it out eventually. But I am not the kind of girl to sit and wait. I’ve got a hot date in a few hours and I need time to prepare. I’m damned if I’m going to miss the entrée because I’m stuck in a tin can.

In the absence of a handle, there is only one way out of the machine. I pull back my fist and smash through the glass port hole. The plate shatters with satisfying ease. I pull back my arm and gaze at it happily. The boys in K Division have done a really good job upgrading my servos. That’s one hell of a punch I’ve got now. I will withhold any further appreciation, however, until after I have stepped out of the capsule. I reach a hand through the broken window, pull on the outside handle and, with some difficulty, swing open the hatch.

The chronocapsule is resting on a small plateau. There is a wall of rock behind me, with a large cave off to the right. The air is fresh and unpolluted, the soundscape distinctly pastoral. That is odd. I switch my audio receptors to maximum. I cannot fault the volume of noise – I can hear birds, insects, the sea in the distance, large animals even – but I cannot detect anything remotely artificial. No cars, no aeroplanes, no radio. Not even the BBC. Isn’t that typical? I have just had my audio sensors upgraded so I can listen to Radio One and the damned station isn’t even broadcasting.

‘The boys at K Division have really messed up this time,’ I mutter.

It is only when I hear the heavy, thumping footsteps of a large animal lumbering towards me that I begin to realise how badly they have cocked up. At first, I have no idea that the animal approaching me is a fully grown dinosaur – from the noise, I assume it must be some kind of elephant – but when the creature lumbers into view with a large, rodent-like animal jammed between its teeth, I am quickly able to make the correct classification. It is an allosaurus, a huge and distinctly carnivorous dinosaur. 

It is not just a matter of a change in location. Those idiots in the lab have sent me spiralling back through time.

I don’t have any time to reflect on this. The allosaurus may have a brain the size of a tennis ball – at least, according to my databanks – but its eyes work well enough and it has spotted me already. It’s odd. I have seen dinosaur skeletons in the Natural History Museum in London. I know they are big. But nothing quite prepares you for the reality. This beast must be thirty feet long and at least fifteen feet high. A row of slavering teeth are revealed as it drops its lunch and abruptly hurtles towards me. I had not realised an animal like that could move so quickly. I am pretty flight of feet, especially since my upgrade, but this particular dinosaur could outpace an Olympic athlete.

I have no choice. If I cannot outrun it, I will have to shoot the damn thing and causality be damned. I click my machine guns into place – the shiny new gun barrels slide effortlessly out of my dress – but then I remember I haven’t had time to visit the armoury yet. Drat. My boobs are completely empty.

What else can I do? The only other option, apart from ending up as lunch, is to retreat into the chronocapsule.

That is not such a good idea. I swing the hatch shut behind me, but the allosaurus runs at it and clamps the entire vehicle in its mouth, lifting the capsule right up into the air. It smacks it hard against the rock wall and I am thrown about like a beetle in a jam jar. I didn’t have time to strap myself in, so I am quickly on the receiving end of a massive battering. It’s just as well I won’t be meeting up with Simon Hunt this evening. I think I may have smudged my lipstick.

At this point, my audio receptors pick up some strange grunting noises nearby. Footsteps padding in my direction; real human feet. The allosaurus has heard the noise too. It drops the chronocapsule, causing me to smash my head into an overhead battery pack, and turns to face its new adversaries. I clutch my battered bonce and peer out of the shattered porthole to see what is going on.

A group of hairy cavemen are taunting the sharp toothed dinosaur. The men are either very brave or very stupid. Probably both. They are carrying iron spears and are darting in close to the creature from a variety of different angles, hoping to disorientate the mighty beast.

Wait a minute. Cavemen? Dinosaurs? At the same time? That makes no sense. My databanks are clear: dinosaurs have been extinct for sixty-five million years. When I first saw the allosaurus I naturally assumed I had travelled way back in time. But these men, for all their hairy beards and admirable lack of clothing, are anatomically modern humans. I’d recognise biceps like that anywhere. And people like this didn’t start running around in loincloths until at least a couple of hundred thousand years ago. Which makes their presence here, taunting old big mouth, just a little bit surprising.

What in God’s name is going on?

The tribesmen have had enough with teasing the allosaurus. Now they are launching their spears at it. The animal shrieks as some of the spikes rip through its thick hide and even draw blood. Its tail thrashes heavily and a man is knocked flying through the air. There is method in the hunter’s madness, however. They are goading the dinosaur, moving it in a particular direction. Abruptly, I hear a rumble as a large boulder comes crashing down from above. There are more men above us, up on the ridge. The tribesmen in front of me scatter just in time as the boulder smacks hard into the head of the allosaurus and knocks the poor animal for six.

The creature sways for a moment, a puzzled expression on its hideously distorted face, and then crashes to the ground.

The cavemen let out a coarse cheer. The injured man, who was thrown a good twenty feet, is tended to at once while others move in to finish the dinosaur off. One guy, clearly their leader, is shouting out guttural instructions to the others. I am not sure if it is a language as such or just random grunts, but the others seem to defer to him.

The man is hairy and ruggedly handsome, though his beard is not long and his chest is strangely denuded. A loincloth clings to his backside and his body is slicked with sweat. He turns now and looks straight at me through the broken window of the chronocapsule. I can almost hear the cogs of his brain working as he does a double take and then moves in to get a better look.

I have not been trained for first contact situations. I am not quite sure what the procedure is. Oh well. When in doubt, smile sweetly and flutter your eyelashes. I push a hand through the window pane and reopen the door. The chronocapsule is lying on its side so it is a bit of struggle getting out.

The caveman stares at me, not offering to help. He has
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