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UNDER CONTROL
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‘Whoa!’ The Doctor burst out of the TARDIS and into a dank, rocky gloom. He grinned as he stared about. ‘It’s a cave. I love a cave!’ The only dim light came from seams of gleaming silver in the stone. ‘Natural phosphorescence? Or has someone given nature a hand? Or a claw, or a tentacle, or –?’

A scream, deep and despairing, echoed from somewhere in the blackness beyond the cave’s mouth.

The Doctor’s eyes widened. ‘Someone to save, inside a cave.’ He froze for a moment, every sense working to pinpoint the source of the scream. Then he set off at a sprint.

The cave opened on to a tunnel. Soft, silvery light blossomed over the bare rock walls as the Doctor raced forward – was it responding to vibration? Movement? Body heat? The scream sounded again, more desperate this time, and the question was forgotten as he rounded a corner.

Ahead of him was a deep fissure in the rock. Wedged inside it was a powerful, white-furred creature easily twice his size. A Strombok! thought the Doctor. Must have landed on Strombokkaccino. The Strombok’s shaggy limbs were braced against the rock, its face twisted in effort.

The Doctor stared. ‘Are you stuck?’

‘Trapped.’ The creature’s groan was deep and rumbling.

‘Let’s have a look,’ said the Doctor, darting straight into the fissure.

It was then that he realised the walls were closing in.

‘Whoa! All right, then!’ The Doctor added his strength to the Strombok’s, making a concertina of his body between the two walls. ‘Squeeze past me. Quickly!’

‘No good.’ Sweat was wetting the Strombok’s furry face. ‘Can’t get out.’

‘You can! Same way I got in.’ The Doctor pulled his sonic screwdriver from inside his coat pocket and buzzed it about the crevice. There was some sort of technology in the rock walls, but he couldn’t get a clear reading.

The Strombok groaned as rock dust showered down from above. ‘Leave me.’

‘Nah, don’t want to do that. A-ha!’ The Doctor pointed the sonic up at the ceiling. ‘If I can hit just the right resonance where the wall meets the roof …’ The pitch of the sonic snaked in and out of hearing, then hit a note so high even Time Lord ears couldn’t hear it. A huge slab of rock that was very nearly the width of the fissure started to detach itself from the ceiling overhead.

Yellow eyes bulged in the Strombok’s face. ‘We’ll be flattened.’

‘Not yet we won’t!’ The Doctor tugged down on the creature’s right arm, dislodging it. Then with a grating, grinding sound, the unsupported wall closed inward – until it came up against one end of the slab of rock about to topple from the roof. With the rock wedged in place, the walls could no longer squeeze shut.

The Doctor dragged the Strombok out of the crevice, and they tumbled together to the cold ground. ‘Now that we’ve rocked each other’s world –’ he said, panting for breath – ‘why don’t you tell me what’s going on? I’m the Doctor. You are …?’

‘Trapped.’ The Strombok stared at him. ‘Can’t get out.’

‘You are out.’ The Doctor peered into the creature’s clouded yellow eyes. ‘But you might be in shock …’

There was another grating noise, and the slab of rock fell loose from the ceiling with a terrific crump as the walls now began to slide apart. The Strombok pushed the Doctor away and then scrambled back inside the widening fissure.

‘Oi!’ The Doctor stared as the Strombok disappeared through a gap in the rock at the back. Then, another, near-identical Strombok emerged from inside and stepped forward to stand in the same spot as his predecessor. The walls of the fissure began to shudder and close in again. This second Strombok flexed his arms mechanically, ready to brace against the wall.

The Doctor got up and crossed to the Strombok. ‘Who’s doing this to you? How many of you are in there?’

Suddenly, another scream of terror tore through the tunnel – this one higher pitched, almost bestial. The Doctor turned to his right and saw silvery glints sparkle along the length of the dark passage, like a trail of luminous breadcrumbs leading the way. He hesitated a moment, conflicted, as the Strombok grunted with the effort of holding back the vice of the enclosing rock. But as more screams came from the same direction, he made the decision and ran off, yelling over his shoulder as he did so, ‘I’ll be back!’

The screams bounced off the rock in confusing echoes, and more than once the passageway branched into multiple tunnels leading in different directions. He let instinct guide him, and when he discovered a den of mole-like creatures, clustered and quivering together in a filthy cavern, the relief he felt was like a physical weight had been lifted from him. As the Doctor skidded to a stop, coat-tails flapping about his legs, he recognised three things at once: firstly, that the creatures had curved tusks for digging and wide, bulbous eyes for seeing in the dark, which could only mean they were a mining race from Vega Raptos. Secondly, that the Vega Raptons seemed too terrified to have noticed his dramatic entrance. And, thirdly, that the focus of their fear appeared to be a small pig.

‘I’m the Doctor,’ he announced. ‘Who can tell me, are we on Strombokkaccino? The gravity feels off for Vega Raptos …’ The miners ignored him, but the pig spared him a glance, and a morose oink. The Doctor approached it, making soothing noises. The pig shifted its meagre weight, skinny and sad-looking – the Doctor noticed the poor thing had been roped to a nearby stalagmite. ‘You’re not so scary, are you?’ the Doctor murmured. It looked to be a genuine Earthling pig, but as he reached out a hand to touch it, the Vega Raptons started screaming again.

‘It will destroy you,’ one shouted shrilly. ‘Destroy us all.’

‘Yeah?’ The Doctor turned to face them. ‘How’s it gonna do that? I mean, you can never rule out a twist in the tail – not with a pig, anyway – but, still …’

‘If we take our eyes off the beast, it will kill us,’ a Vega Rapton said hoarsely. ‘It will tear us apart.’

The Doctor stooped to untie the rope and scooped up the bony pig, which barely struggled. ‘This poor animal’s been too badly treated to do anything,’ he said angrily. ‘Look!’

‘The armoured beast!’ One of the miners was gibbering with fear, while its neighbours gouged at the rock in terror. ‘Its bristles are tipped with poison; its tusks will tear your flesh …’

What are they seeing here? the Doctor wondered. With the pig under one arm, he scanned again with the sonic. And again he picked up an unclear reading of technology somewhere in the walls that might not be technology at all.

The Doctor cast an accusing look at the sonic and pushed it back in his pocket. ‘It’s fine!’ he told the Vega Raptons. ‘Honestly.’ The Doctor backed away with the pig under his arm, holding up his free hand in a placating gesture. ‘Look, I’m taking him away. You’re free.’

But though the Vega Raptons quietened, they remained huddled together, tearful eyes still sharp and suspicious.

‘Where is this place?’ the Doctor asked. ‘I’ve seen Stromboks, you lot and now a pig …’

‘We travel to the place of offering,’ someone said.

‘Travel? To somewhere else in the caves, you mean? Where? I’ll help you find it if you like.’ There was no response, so the Doctor tried again. ‘What place of offering? Offering what?’

‘Ourselves,’ came a whisper from the crowd.

The Doctor was about to question them further when he heard another hoarse scream from somewhere. ‘Wait. Really?’ He narrowed his eyes in sudden suspicion. ‘Do you hear screams a lot around here?’

There was a rustling in the gloom as a hundred heads nodded.

‘They travel with us,’ someone said.

‘Sounds like someone’s in trouble,’ the Doctor said. ‘Who wants to help me help them?’

No one moved. The shouts started up again, multiple tones, and then the pig gave a short but plucky squeal.

‘Come on then, Alfredo,’ said the Doctor, disquieted. ‘Can I call you Alfredo? Anyway, let’s leave this lot to it, shall we?’ Alfredo didn’t answer, but, as the Doctor moved away with the pig in his arms, he wished that someone would. What is happening here? Two wildly different races living side by side, trapped by their own fears. Two failed interventions. And now a third species? The Doctor felt a sense of urgency at the back of his mind, driving him to find whoever was in trouble.

That’s who you are, he thought. That’s what you do – whatever you can.

He paused for a moment to set down the pig. ‘Nothing personal, Alfredo,’ he apologised. ‘I just don’t know how dangerous it’s gonna be through there and I might need both hands to …’

The Doctor trailed off as the pig scurried on ahead of him. ‘Why do they never listen?’ he muttered, and hurried after Alfredo.

Another cavern opened up to his right, lit with torches that burned infernal red. In the hellish light, people writhed helplessly on the floor, transfixed by a platform of stalactites with sharpened points that hung overhead. Alfredo snuffled up to one of the humans and licked his face. The man recoiled. ‘What on Earth …?’

‘Earth, is it?’ the Doctor said. ‘Well, sort of makes sense. Twenty light years on from Vega Raptos and maybe forty from Strombokkaccino. It’s like a join-the-dots in space!’

‘Christmas.’ The man was staring at Alfredo. ‘They came back for us at Christmas.’

‘Christmas?’ The Doctor frowned. ‘Don’t tell me the place of offering is Santa’s grotto? Who came back for you?’

‘They found the sword,’ someone said.

‘Found us,’ said another.

‘Whoever “they” are,’ the Doctor replied, ‘they’re gonna find trouble. Who’s with me?’ He was unsurprised by the lack of response. ‘Don’t tell me – you’d rather lie on the ground feeling helpless …’

Alfredo nudged his ankle. The Doctor saw that the vicious spiked platform was held up by a heavy chain wrapped round a pulley. He studied it for a moment, then switched on the sonic. At the bright blue buzz, the chain jumped and unwound to its full extent. A collective scream went up from the humans as the stalactites dropped a half-metre lower, then stopped.

‘That’s as far as the trap can go,’ the Doctor announced. ‘Look. It’s run out of chain.’

‘You’ll kill us all!’ someone shouted. ‘Get away from those controls.’

The Doctor waved the sonic and the chain rewound itself, hauling up the stalactites. With another buzz, they chuntered noisily free again, well away from their would-be victims. ‘Not wanting to make you feel silly or anything, but you’re not in any danger,’ the Doctor insisted. ‘I have a feeling the Stromboks’ closing walls can’t close all the way either, and Alfredo’s no bother at all. But you’re all being kept in a state of hypervigilance, focusing so much on your fear that you can’t do anything about anything else. Come on, up you get.’

‘You don’t understand,’ a man sneered.

‘They’ll spear us if we move away,’ a woman said, ‘and spare us if we don’t.’

‘Ahh, the mysterious “they” that you can’t seem to name,’ said the Doctor. ‘Either you don’t know, or it’s some kind of hypnosis.’ He blinked. ‘They came back at Christmas. I wonder …’

A deep, rumbling bellow shook the ground and ploughed straight through his thoughts.

‘Not again.’ The Doctor sighed. ‘Cue Doctor, off into the dark again, trusty pig by his side …’

But Alfredo had wandered off somewhere. The Doctor couldn’t blame him – a strong reek of spice and decay was filling the corridor. He ran on towards it, aware of that same strange pressure at the back of his mind, trying to push him on. He stopped for a few moments, just to be sure he could resist the impulse, wary of a trap. But the sound of anyone in despair set his teeth on edge, and teeth were troubling enough at the best of times. He ran on along the tunnel … which ended in a huge circular chamber with six passages leading off from it. The chamber was dominated by a pool of dark fluid where vast octopods thrashed and quaked in a frenzy of motion.

‘Sarnsquids!’ The Doctor shook his head. On their native world, they were a gentle race of scientists and philosophers, their great bulk and clumsy appendages at odds with the elegance of their thought. ‘What a menagerie …’

‘The bile-pit burns!’ shrieked one of the Sarnsquids, its single eye blood-red and rolling. ‘Burns like fire!’

Of course, the Doctor realised. The stench is the Sarnsquids’ physical pain and fear. ‘What can I do?’ he muttered. ‘Got to be something …’ A strong vibration hummed through the ground around the pool, and the Doctor saw the silver veins in the rock thread upward like powerlines towards a giant porthole in the roof. Stars glowed beyond and, as he stared, gobsmacked, a pale ringed planet passed by.

The Doctor remembered the words of the Vega Rapton: We travel. ‘This isn’t just a cave system,’ he breathed. ‘It’s a cave system inside a spaceship.’ The howl of another Sarnsquid snapped him back into action. He waved the sonic around, tracing the silver powerlines. The same unclear readings showed that he was scanning something that either was or wasn’t technology. The sensors he’d detected in the walls of the cells all fed into this arterial network. They reminded him of a humanoid nervous system pinned down in two dimensions – as if the Boneless were on board. But as the sonic did its work, these powerlines seemed to culminate in a decidedly three-dimensional crimson panel in the dark stone wall, where strange symbols danced and shook. The Doctor stabbed at the design with his fingers, directing the squiggles with short, precise movements until the panel cooled to blue and the thrashing of the Sarnsquids died down.

The Doctor crossed back to the edge of the giant pool and crouched down to address the octopods. ‘I’m sorry. So sorry for what’s been done to you.’

‘Thank you.’ A Sarnsquid reached out a quivering tentacle and pressed it to the Doctor’s arm. ‘The scale of our pain turns the psychic turbines that power this craft.’

‘Yeah. Scream if you want to go faster,’ the Doctor said grimly. ‘The systems here were designed to torture whoever’s in the pool in perpetuity. I shouldn’t think there are many races who could withstand such a punishment.’

‘No.’ Another Sarnsquid panted, eyes closed. ‘There are not many.’

‘We are all slaves,’ said another. ‘Everyone on this vessel.’

‘Slaves, to be brought to the place of offering,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘And I’m being brought there too …’ He couldn’t hear the Sarnsquids’ response over a new clamour – hundreds of raucous cries and screams. More people needing help, that’s what I’m meant to think. ‘Turn the shouting up to eleven!’ he yelled up at the ceiling. ‘It’s not gonna do you any good.’ He walked out of the chamber through the nearest tunnel. The walls pulsed about him with thick red light. The atmosphere grew hot and oppressive. The Doctor heard groaning, keening, calling. Stromboks, Vega Raptons, humans, Sarnsquids. Other voices, taunting him with their pain. So many prisoners on this ship. He had to help them.

‘Come on, then!’ he yelled. ‘Let’s do this.’ The Doctor marched on, spying light at the end of the tunnel ahead through the red haze. ‘Who needs me most? Who needs help first?’

He emerged into a stone arena lit as hard and cold as a winter dawn. The ground was stained dark as if with blood. The screams fell silent.

The Doctor stumbled to a stop and gazed around at the hideous figures filling the rocky arena. ‘Well, now we know who really needs help,’ he said.

‘It’s me.’

Continued on page 255 …
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SAVIOUR
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If pain were a colour, Doctor, it would be white. Not the pure, serene white of Christmas snow, but that total absence of shade – the bald, brittle white of sun-bleached bones. The horror of a body stripped of everything that made it pulse with life – only the bare framework of a person left behind, bland and colourless. It’s the last of us and the least of us. It’s the opposite of life. It makes my soul scream.

No wonder we keep our skeletons hidden. They’re just a mocking memory of what a life once was; even those we love most couldn’t tell ours from another’s. The bones, dry and dead, dream of blood. Blood, the bringer of life.

If love were a colour, it would be deep, dark, sticky red.

But I suppose I would say that.

I am a vampire.

That’s what they call my kind, isn’t it? Wherever we go. You’ve told me that creatures related to my people were the bitterest enemies of yours, back when the universe was young … and maybe that is why your ship brought you here. To do something about us. To stop us.

This is the experience of vampires – shunned by all for daring to act on our biological needs. Forced to shuttle through space in our little bands, landing on those dusty, out-of-the-way worlds where we can creep through a community. Feared and hated at first, but then … then there is love.

Love brings longing. When the longing is met, love binds us for all time. And time brings acceptance. Even for vampires.

Love sharpens our teeth.

It all happened on my sixteenth birthday, two days before Christmas. I was looking at the stars after another birthday feast of meat from a tin, wondering if I would ever leave this miserable planet. If my shoes would ever be free of its sand and my lungs of its dust and if my eyes would ever know the glare of different suns.

And, as I watched, a new star appeared and fell slowly to the ground beyond the mountains.

I felt excited for the first time in as long as I could remember. Back on Earth, there would be millions of people watching every time a falling star did its fiery thing. But on this rock, deserted except for our little colony (which had existed for less than thirty years), chances were that the little light show was just for me – for Alessandro Pulani, growing up in the dust but determined not to grow old there. I thought of the Christmas star that had once appeared to the Wise Men, leading them to something that would change the course of humanity. And I felt like this star had come to me. An actual gift – birthday and Christmas together – unwrapped from the sky to fall pretty much at my feet.

That night I didn’t tell anyone what I’d seen. I wanted to keep it to myself – a secret, just for a while.

Stupid.

I’ve spent so many hours wondering how different things might’ve been if I’d run through our camp, banging on the doors of the tugs and trailers, raising the alarm. Something came down! Just a few miles away.

Something, you see? I didn’t know exactly what it was. Maybe a supply dump sent by one of Earth’s charities – they’d fallen here before, full of food tins and petrol and first-aid equipment. Maybe it was a drill-probe from a mining company trying to push past the people scratching at the soil to taste the riches in the rock beneath. Maybe even you guys from Interplanetary Law Enforcement – you’d called plenty of times to make sure the colony was safe and secure for the likes of me. That we weren’t at each other’s throats.

But something else was eyeing our throats. Licking its lips.

I didn’t know that the falling star was a ship of vampires. Didn’t know how quickly they would move against us.

Didn’t know how hungry they were.

I’d brought my family to feed in so many human camps before. You must know them, Doctor. They’re all alike: ramshackle homes huddled together beside a river, like pups around a mother. Filled with the stink of greasy old generators, smoke and desperation. Haunted by tired wrecks who’d worn out their shoes in their old lives and struck out barefoot for challenge and adventure. Starting from scratch – a new way of being on a new world.

They came here to be farmers. We came here to make them livestock.

And they would love us for it. Unconditionally.

I know that’s disgust in your eyes, Doctor. As cold and sharp as a stake in your hand.

The way these vampires worked is what freaked me out the most.

I understand that they have to feed on our blood. I understand that they can’t help being monsters – the Doctor told me that. But understanding is the head’s job, and in my heart … I’ll never accept what they did to us.

Yeah, I know the Doctor has gone now. He always goes – he told me that too. And he’s right. What the vampires did was better than just killing us. But what life will be like after … I dunno. Guess we’ll have to see.

When, on Christmas morning, I finally told people about the star coming down, no one believed me at first. But then Jess Parsons came back from foraging past the river for the mushroom things that we’ve found there sometimes; she’d been trying to make our community Christmas meal more special.

She had this rash on her wrist. The skin was all red around something that looked like a bite or a bee sting. But that couldn’t have happened because there are no insects here. Dad thought that maybe pests had come down with an old supply drop. It didn’t sound likely; no freighters were due to pass for months. Nothing was.

Anyway, Christmas dinner was fungus free, as the bite marks were all that Jess had brought back, besides a big grey cloud over her head. All through Christmas, her partner, Holly, kept trying to jolly her up. Christmas Holly, Jess used to call her in the old days, cos she was bright as Christmas morning (or something soppy like that). But I guess she wasn’t bright enough any more, cos on Boxing Day Jess left her to go out again and came back with marks on her arm, and she looked real pale. And Holly just said that Jess had been overdoing the Christmas celebrations, that she just needed a bit of rest to get better.

But, by then, Old Jondar was acting weird too. He’s lived on his own at the edge of town since his wife died the first winter here. Jondar’s in charge of the radio, our only contact with life beyond this rock. He monitors communications traffic from all over the sector. I used to go round sometimes and we’d sit in silence – like fishermen, he’d say, whatever a fisherman is – trying to catch the most distant signals we could.

Anyway, I tagged along with Dad when he went round to ask if Jondar could pipe the recording of the King’s Christmas Speech to the receivers in our rooms. The place was dark besides the Christmas tree lights, but we soon saw the radio had been smashed in. Jondar said he didn’t know what had happened. There were signs that the window had been forced, but Jondar said, no, he’d opened the window. Why shouldn’t he open a window? He looked so sad. I never saw him cry a tear in his life, but his eyes were lined with red as he looked out at the dark. We thought he’d been sleepwalking or something and was just upset about the radio. It looked to be messed up pretty bad.

See, no one knew just what was happening, back then. But I knew one thing – I needed to go and explore that part of the mountain where the star had fallen. The memory of what I’d seen tugged at my sleeve. Like the Wise Men and the star, I had to follow.

Something had been born and I needed to see what.

The hunger is worst when we wake from the long sleep.

You know the curse of a long life, Doctor. It must be filled with one thing or another, or else the mind turns to madness. And you know our curse. You know what sets us apart from vampires of legend, and what we must do to survive. Our weakness – our dependency – can leave us exposed.

The way we live means we move on more than most. But our spaceships are old and slow, and it takes so long to travel those dark gulfs between the stars. We put ourselves to sleep so that the months pass without us, but then, when we wake, and the ache fills us, there is only one thing we can do, and that is to begin our life cycle over again. To feed.

The ship’s systems scan for likely landing sites: close enough to a settlement but also near places we can hide. Like these caves. And the feeding always starts with stragglers. The humans who stray furthest from the flock, or the ones who live alone. Those solitary people, who think they’re so strong, they make the best prey. They don’t realise how vulnerable they are.

I knew this place would be hard for us. Too few people for our takings to be unnoticed, even for a small time, and too many to eliminate without risk. But we couldn’t afford the luxury of choice. These days the hunger is worse – too strong to sleep through for very long. And long life makes you bold, doesn’t it? Reckless. Yes, you know that.

So, we woke and held each other and nursed each other through the pain of the hunger, and then we reached out with our minds to the little souls in the colony. We sensed their excitement for the feast day to come. It’s funny – some of us are drawn to particular individuals. Some of us can take anyone.

The woman we came for first was out looking for food, just as we were. We let Agon go to her as his hungering was worst of all. It usually is. So many times, we’ve had to move on because of him.

He took life from the woman. Just a little. Even Agon knows he can’t draw too much blood at first if the charm is to work. I watched her stumble away from him, back to her home, and I felt sad, Doctor. You may not believe it, but I felt sad that this scrappy colony’s tiny try at life was over. That this place would fall to us, as so many others had. As the decades passed, the homes we’d destroyed had all blurred together. So, I tried to remember the woman as she left. Tried to commit the form of her to my memory.

I did feel sad.

But mostly, I felt hungry.

I circled the little town with Bethnar. We wanted to gauge their defences, but they had none. Just a radio: their only way to call for help. One of those strong and solitary souls I mentioned, he owned the radio. Protected it. Lived for it.

Bethnar forced her way inside the man’s dwelling and fed from him. Then she told him to destroy his radio, cutting off his colony’s lifeline.

He didn’t hesitate.

We returned to the caves, Bethnar giggling like a drunk. She and Agon, both so happy. Like Redd and Tamso and the rest, I was still burning with the hunger. But we had to hold on just a while longer. Pick and choose the strongest to feed from. The fittest. The most popular. Make them our allies. Turn enough, and they would fight for us against the weaker humans. Once those other ones were dead, we could move freely. Bleed our chosen ones dry.

I was dreaming of those special times to come when I was half-woken by your blue box. Yes, Doctor, like you said, maybe it sniffed us out, or maybe you came to us by chance. I understand why you felt you had to stop us.

Didn’t quite work out that way, huh.

I headed for the mountain without telling Mum or Dad, first thing the next day. The day after Boxing Day – not that I’d had any boxes to open. (‘We’ve moved beyond that crass commercialism,’ Mum had said, same as every Christmas.) The suns were rising. I felt good, like I was making peace with this world at last – perhaps because I had the feeling that I’d be leaving it soon. It felt like I was headed for my destiny or something.

I was nearly at the brow of a muddy hill when I heard a noise. It sounded like Jess. I thought she must be out looking for more food and was glad if it meant she felt better. I hung back for a while cos I didn’t want her telling my parents I’d snuck out here.

I waited until it was quiet, then crept over the top of the rise.

Jess was holding hands with this … thing. It was humanoid, as big as a person, but more spindly. Its mottled blue skin was weathered and wrinkled; great flaps of it hung down from its arms like baggy wings. The features were distorted, like ice that had melted and then frozen again. Six fingers on each hand wriggled like fleshy worms. A sort of dewclaw, bony and pointed, extended from each of its wrists like a fang. The creature’s fingers were wrapped round Jess’s forearm and the tip of that fang was sticking into the flesh.

I stared, so scared I couldn’t make a sound. Jess should’ve been screaming, but she wasn’t. She was smiling into the horrible face of this thing that had its spike in her arm. The creature’s leathery skin was growing smoother. Redder.

Finally, I remembered how to scream. Breath scraped into my lungs and my mouth began to open.

Then someone’s hand clamped down over my lips. I was dragged away back down the slope, and suddenly a stranger’s face was all up in mine. A face at angles with itself. Dark, spiky hair. Brown, eloquent eyes: even as he smiled, I could see the concern behind them.

‘Don’t scream,’ the stranger said. ‘Don’t disturb them. Breaking the link like that could kill her.’

I stared up at him with a hundred questions on my lips, but unable to stammer even one.

‘I’m the Doctor,’ he said. ‘I’d like to say things are gonna be all right, but, just now, I can’t. Your little colony’s got big trouble. What’s your name? Why are you out here by yourself?’

‘I’m Alessandro,’ I whispered. ‘I saw a star fall and I wanted to find it.’

‘That was no star. Just a ship that travels among them,’ the Doctor told me. ‘I saw what was inside. It’s a ship full of vampires.’

I had heard vampire stories, like anyone else. But the Doctor had actually lived them. He’d landed here in his own spacecraft and found theirs, hidden in a cavern, and he’d checked it out. There were all kinds of vampire, he said, with different ways and needs. Different M.O.s. Some called themselves haemovores or plasmavores. Some leeched blood, some leeched energy. Some were stronger than others. Sneakier. Nastier.

‘I thought vampires bit people to drink their blood?’ I said at last. ‘That thing’s using the spike on its arm.’

‘I’ve heard of this type. Still basically a vampire – drawing blood into its veins like a transfusion.’ He looked back towards the colony. ‘You must have a radio, right? So you can call for help? Trust me, you’re gonna need it.’

The way he said that gave me chills. ‘Jondar has our radio. He smashed it, though.’

‘What? Why?’

‘He had the rash on his wrist. They must have got to him –’

‘And told him to smash it – and so, boom, that’s what he does.’ The Doctor nodded. ‘Clever vampires. First objective, isolate your prey. Second objective, start feeding.’

‘And the third objective?’ I asked.

‘They don’t have one,’ the Doctor said. ‘Ours has to be to get that radio working. Come on – take me to your Jondar.’

‘But will Jess be all right?’ I chewed my lip. ‘This is the third time she’s come out here by herself. Both times before she had marks on her wrist. Why would she come back for more?’

‘Because I love him,’ Jess said. She was standing behind us at the top of the slope, swaying like she’d drunk too much. ‘And Agon loves me. He needs me.’ She paused. ‘You’re needed too, Alessandro.’

‘O-ho! Don’t think so.’ In a second, the Doctor was standing between us. I mean, I’d only just met him, but here he was trying to protect me. ‘So, Agon, is it?’

‘I have to tell Holly,’ Jess said. ‘Agon needs me.’

‘No. Agon only needs your blood.’ He looked at Jess, spoke slowly, steadily, the way my dad talks to tricksy animals he doesn’t want to spook. ‘He and his friends belong to a special breed of vampire – each dependent on a single person for their ongoing survival …’

And he told Jess – and me too – how, once these vampires are bonded to a human, that’s it: they can’t nourish themselves with anyone else’s blood for a long time. They’d starve. So, these ones would each take a victim and get rid of anyone they didn’t need so they could go on feeding in peace. And cos they need to always keep their supply to hand, they make their victims fall in love with them.

Anyway, as the Doctor was trying to explain all this, Agon rose into view behind Jess. Put his long fingers on her shoulder. Jess laid her hand on them and squeezed, a smile on her face, like she was so grateful for him. I saw a fresh point of blood on her wrist, and the rash was angry right up to her elbow.

But, while we were watching all this, this vampire woman came up behind the Doctor and placed the bony spike on her wrist against his throat.

Do you remember that moment, Doctor? When the bond first formed between us. When my blood-claw pushed into your neck and drew the first sparks of your life force into me.

The boy threw himself at us, shoved me away. Poor, scared little Alessandro. He was going to be mine. I’d gone out to get him, to take his youthful strength and make it my own. But then I saw you there, facing Agon, unafraid. You, who’d landed as we’d slept and learned our secrets, who’d seen my brothers and sisters lying helpless with the hunger, easy prey – I knew it was you I had to take. Your strength, your sureness of purpose … it was almost hypnotic. My hunger drew me to you like a magnet to metal.

I’d barely begun before I was down in the dirt, and you and the boy were running back to the camp. You were clutching your neck. Agon’s cattle, Jess, just stood there, watching you go.

And I knew you were heading for the radio.

‘Go to your friends,’ Agon told Jess. ‘Tell them the stranger cannot be believed. That he means to harm you all. He has brainwashed the boy. He broke the radio. He hurt you.’

She smiled at Agon, uncertain. ‘He hurt me?’

‘That’s what you must tell them.’ Agon held up her wrists. ‘Tell them he did this to you.’

I watched her go after you. I felt my blood and yours mix and mingle, becoming one. I knew that, in time, I would go after you too.

The Doctor told me that I’d done good, pushing the vampire lady down. I’d broken the feeding before the bond was too strong. I was worried about leaving Jess behind, but he said she’d be OK. Agon needed her alive.

As we ran to check on the smashed radio, the Doctor told me more. That when the vampires took our blood, they put something else in. You know how a mosquito injects stuff into your blood to stop it clotting while it’s sucking it out? These things injected something that bound them to the people they stuck their fangs into – bound the humans with love, and the vampires with need. Of course, the humans didn’t really love them; the Doctor said it was a kind of chemical-helped hypnosis, but more complicated than that. I remembered the way Jondar had acted last night; the way he wouldn’t talk about how something had come into his room.

The Doctor said that this stuff the vampire lady had put into his bloodstream was already affecting him. How, in a few hours, he might be willing to die for her though they’d never said a word. I guess it’s the same way a dog loves its master, even when its master treats it cruelly. We’re the vampires’ dogs, man. We’ll do whatever they want, whenever they need. Tame food on tap.

Me and the Doctor, we had to move fast.

The morning was well underway by now, and we had another problem: we couldn’t risk the rest of the colony seeing the Doctor running through the streets. The first stranger to come here in maybe twenty years? We both knew he’d start a panic – and, by the time he’d reassured everyone that he wasn’t a danger, the real danger would be up close all around us, in our faces.

‘What if we can’t get the radio working, so we can’t ask for help?’ I said. ‘How do we kill the vampires?’

‘Kill them?’ The Doctor scowled. ‘They didn’t choose to be killers, Alessandro. Just knowing that back-up is coming may be enough for this group to cut their losses and run.’

‘To do the same thing somewhere else? How is that right?’ I stared at him. ‘Has she already put you on the vampire side?’

‘No. I’m in control.’ He closed his eyes and took a shaky breath. ‘And, if the radio thing doesn’t pan out, there’s something else I can do. A last resort.’ When his brown eyes opened again, they looked kind of haunted. ‘Go on, Alessandro. Go get that radio.’

So, I left the Doctor hunched up and hiding in these rocks I used to play on as a kid, just beyond the recycle plant. I thought of the other kids here in the camp. Of what might happen to us.

There were thirty vampires in the caves, the Doctor reckoned. And 200 people. We had them outnumbered, right? Yeah, maybe, but none of us were fighters. And the vampires would turn more people to their side, and those people would be happy to help them kill the leftover colonists in the name of love. How could we bring ourselves to fight our friends?

I slipped between the trailers and the allotment patches as best I could. I wanted to warn Mum and Dad, but they were out in the fields. Another day spent trying to do enough to make the colony work. It’s funny; I’d been hating on this place all my life, but at least I’d always felt safe – especially at Christmas. Garlands dangled from the power poles, and the plastic evergreens were pitched in patches of dirt. This was supposed to be a happy time, but the thought of all of us fighting for our lives here … I was scared, man. I reached Jondar’s place and hammered on his door. I thought of the way he had smashed his radio – the thing he loved most in all the world – just cos a vampire told him to. And I found myself hoping he wasn’t in. Maybe I could slip in through a window, you know?

But, no.

‘Is that you?’ Jondar’s voice sounded weird. Kind of trembling. ‘Have you come back to me?’

I tried to stay calm; didn’t speak, just banged on the door again. And, when it opened, I pushed straight past Jondar and ran to the living room, where the radio still lay with its side smashed in, beneath the artificial Christmas tree.

‘No time to explain,’ I said. ‘I need this.’

‘No.’ He grabbed the radio from me. ‘You mustn’t.’

‘Why?’ I snapped. ‘Cos some vampire messed up your head? We need to fix this radio!’

‘No.’ Jondar tried to hit me. Missed. I tried to take the radio. It was heavy; I lost my balance. Fell.

The radio smashed some more as it hit the floor. I’d messed up, only made things worse. But I grabbed it and this time I was too quick for Jondar. I ran back out with the radio under my arm, kicking up clouds of dust as I went. I made my way back towards the rocks where I’d left the Doctor.

But I was too late. I could hear Jess, shouting from the main square. She had made it back.

I peeped round from behind our trailer. Her arms were swollen and red, just like her eyes. She was sobbing and Holly was trying to hold her while she babbled about a stranger, a guy with brown hair and a long coat and a pinstriped suit. Gabe Elders, who’s married to the mayor, was listening; I never saw anything faze him before but, as Jess went on, I saw how shellshocked he looked.

‘We can’t wait around here for this man to come back and hurt someone else,’ Jess said. ‘I scared him off – saw him headed for the foot of the mountain. Gabe, we need to scramble a search party. At least thirty of us, for safety. We need to track down this stranger and we need to catch him …’

I felt cold all over as I realised what Jess was doing. The foot of the mountain? She was gonna send everyone running straight into Vampire Cavern – where she and Agon and all the rest would be waiting. Warm food delivered straight to their door.

Well. Two could play at Jess’s game, right? So, I dropped the useless radio, and I ran out from my cover, panting like I’d been running for miles.

‘I saw the stranger too!’ I panted. ‘Just now, right here in camp. He’s over at Jondar’s place.’

Holly stared in alarm. ‘What?’

‘He was the one who came through Jondar’s window last night,’ I said. ‘He … he was the one who broke the radio.’

‘Alessandro is lying,’ Jess snapped.

I reached back behind the trailer and produced the damaged radio. ‘Look! It’s even more bust up. He tried to smash it totally this time. Quick, you guys, we have to help Jondar!’

It worked. Gabe and Holly were already moving away, banging on doors, raising the alarm.

Jess stared at me, her face slowly twisting in anger. ‘Agon’s going to hate me! You’ve ruined everything, you idiot. He’s going to hate me!’

I was already running to the rocks where I’d actually last seen the Doctor.

He was gone. He must have heard all the shouting. I saw him running, already disappearing in the distance.

Making for the mountain.

The best-laid plans, eh, Doctor? You heard Agon’s cattle raise her alarm, and then the boy raise his. He thought fast, I’ll admit – but you couldn’t hope to make the rest of the livestock listen to you after that. Not in time to stop us, anyway. And that radio couldn’t be saved with only a sonic screwdriver.

So, you came back to the caves, where my ship lay silent as a tomb for my brothers and sisters. Agon and Bethnar were making the last adjustments to the revival machines. The clan would awaken from agonised slumbers to receive the witless humans who would soon be arriving.

Or so we thought.

We were wrong. And I was wrong to think you would try running back to your blue coffin to escape back to the stars and darkness.

It’s where I waited for you – do you remember? You came into the dark and found me by your little blue box.

‘You wouldn’t leave me,’ I said. ‘Not without saying goodbye.’

You looked so sad and serious. ‘I’d die for you,’ you told me. And you held out your arms.

I was so eager, wasn’t I? Rushed to your embrace. Threw my arms round your neck and pierced your skin with both blood-claws. Dragged your life force into my veins. I was looking forward to living long with you, Doctor. Oh, the joy I felt as your strength grew in me.

And then the tiniest curl of gold – shining from round your neck – lit the cave. I recoiled. I felt sick.

‘I said I’d die for you,’ you told me, ‘and I did. Just a little. A few minutes of my life, given up.’ You didn’t smile as you spoke, Doctor, did you? ‘Regenerative energy. You just drew it down deep into yourself.’

I could barely speak. It felt like a fire was trying to start in my old, leathery veins. I snarled and snapped and asked you what you’d done.

‘I’ve changed you,’ you said simply. ‘By feeding on me, you’ve merged your DNA with mine. And that little golden energy I gifted, well. Your cells are now fluid enough that you can feed from anyone you like. A quick jab from those dewclaws and you can let them go, move on. No need to commit to your prey – and no need to make them fall in love with the monster that’s slowly killing them.’

The fire inside wasn’t consuming me completely, Doctor, was it? It was burning out the old, leaving something new and strange. Change.

‘But this is such power,’ I said quietly. ‘You have made me the strongest of all my kind. I can take from a thousand victims without care: forever wakeful, forever fed. Why would you give me this gift?’

You shrugged. ‘Didn’t you get the memo? It’s Christmas.’

‘You know what my kind do. What we have always done.’

‘And that’s why I gave you my gift,’ you said. ‘No swapsies. No returns. It’s only you that has this power – for now.’ Your look hardened and your voice with it. ‘Your clan-mates are waking up, aren’t they? Ready to hitch themselves to some human prey for the next few years – once they’ve murdered anyone surplus to requirements, of course. Business as usual. And soon enough you’ll be back sleeping in your old spaceship, slipping through the dark, ready for the next slow slaughter.’

‘It is all we can do,’ I hissed. ‘We have a right to live.’

‘And a right to live better. You could help your clan-mates like I’ve helped you. You must love them all. Proper love. But love brings consequences … and love brings sacrifices.’

I grasped the meaning in your words, sharp as knives and needles. ‘You’re saying … I should heal the clan by letting them feed from me?’

‘That’s right,’ you said. ‘Oh, and it’ll have to be soon. You can’t hope to contain a Time Lord’s energy for long. Within another – what, fifteen hours or so? – the chance is lost.’

‘But … so many of the clan … in a matter of hours?’ I breathed the words into the darkness. ‘I don’t know if I can survive so much feeding.’

‘Nor do I,’ you said quietly. ‘And it will take a lot longer for the others to change to be like you. In that time, they’ll be weak and vulnerable. You can’t wait around here, or the humans will destroy you. You must take off from this planet and go back to sleep.’

‘How clever you think you are,’ I said. ‘I can be a saviour and sacrifice myself for those I love … or I can leave them and run on alone. Alone and unloved.’

‘I’ve given you a choice,’ you said. ‘It’s more than you ever gave your prey.’

And you pushed past me and walked into your blue box. And the grinding and wailing of your coffin-craft’s engines spoke for me.

Agon came out from our ship. His eyes were alight. ‘Is it time?’ he said. ‘Time for the feeding to start in earnest?’

I thought on your words, Doctor, shivering in the darkness all about us. I felt something strange upon my cheek. A wetness; not blood but saltwater.

‘Perhaps it is,’ I said.

Of course, Gabe and Holly and everyone never found this mysterious stranger at Jondar’s – cos the Doctor was never there. But as Mum and Dad came back from the fields to keep me safe and search the camp for the fifteenth time, we saw the old spaceship take off from behind the mountains and steal away into the sky. And I’m pretty sure, for a few moments, I saw this little blue box hovering over the fields. Then it faded away.

‘He’s gone,’ Jess said. Everyone thought she meant the Doctor.

‘They’ve all gone,’ I heard Jondar whisper. And Jess put her arms round him, and Holly held them both. I hope they’ll all be OK. It’s only been a few weeks, I guess. Time will help, right?

Time certainly helped us fix the radio. And the second we got it working again, we called you guys. Those security force-barriers you brought will mean a lot of us sleep better at night. And Dad thinks we can maybe use them to protect our crops, change the density field and filter the sunlight so they grow better. Faster. That will help this place to grow too. And I want this place to grow. I want others to want to come here, so I won’t feel so bad about leaving myself when the time comes.

But, wherever I end up, I know I’ll be coming back each and every Christmas.

Watching out for falling stars.




3



NOT A CREATURE WAS STIRRING
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Celia Jeffries had been the events coordinator at Chalstone Manor for nearly three years now, and the run-up to Christmas was one of her busiest times of year.

For the last fortnight, the sprawling National Trust property had been closed to the public while an army of volunteers decorated the house ready for the grand reopening next week – just in time for the Christmas holidays. The magnificent fir tree that stood in the main entrance hall was one of the best that they’d ever had; the glass baubles and twinkling lights hanging from its branches turned what she often thought was a cold and sombre place into a magical winter wonderland. The other rooms looked equally festive, decorated to evoke how the house would have looked during Christmases long past.

Celia was just making a final adjustment to a floral arrangement in the dining room when a rustling noise from the far side of the room made her start. She was about to investigate when the lights suddenly went out and the space was bathed in the dull, green glow of the emergency-exit signs.

She cursed under her breath. There had been a violent thunderstorm a week ago and they’d been experiencing the occasional power problem ever since.

The noise came again. It wasn’t just rustling; it was the sound of something chewing. Her heart sank. They’d had a problem with squirrels nesting in the attic earlier in the year. She was assured that it had been dealt with.

As Celia began making her way towards the noise, something small and grey and angry launched itself out of the darkness at her legs.

She screamed.

A day later, the dignified quiet of Chalstone Manor was disturbed again, this time by a discordant groaning as the battered police-box shell of the TARDIS materialised in one of the vaulted wine cellars that stretched beneath the elegant rooms above.

Moments later the door was pulled open. The Doctor peered out into the gloom, his angular nose wrinkling at the musty smell.

‘Well?’ came a strident voice from behind him. ‘Are we there?’

‘We’re somewhere,’ said the Doctor noncommittally.

He took a few steps into the darkness, allowing his companion to step out after him. Donna Noble had only been travelling with the Doctor a short time, but it was long enough for him to know that she was hard to impress.

Sure enough, as she took in her surroundings, her face fell. ‘Have you got an urge to seek out all the dark, smelly places in the universe? I thought you were taking me for tea at the Ritz!’

‘For all we know this is the Ritz!’ said the Doctor. ‘Or not. The TARDIS went a bit funny just as we materialised.’

There was a sudden scratching, scurrying sound from behind a wine rack situated in one of the brick arches.

‘Ritz?’ Donna shook her head. ‘Rats!’

‘Someone’s getting a bite to eat in any case.’ The Doctor grinned at her. ‘Come on.’ He crossed to an ancient wooden staircase and bounded up the stairs two at a time. Donna hurried to keep up.

They emerged into a large kitchen. Donna took in its flagstone floor, the copper pots hanging from the beams in the ceiling and a vast soot-blackened fireplace that dominated the far wall.

The Doctor sighed. ‘OK. So, it’s not the Ritz.’

They made their way through the kitchen, emerging into a long, wood-panelled hallway decorated with tinsel.

‘This is posh,’ said Donna, looking around approvingly. ‘National Trust property by the look of it.’

The Doctor glanced at her curiously. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Thistles on the cushions …’ said Donna indicating one of the chairs standing against the wall. ‘Stops people sitting on the furniture.’ She looked around at the decorations. ‘Hey, it’s Christmas. We can get a mulled wine at the cafe. Or an eggnog latte or something.’ With renewed enthusiasm she peered through one of the open doorways and slipped inside. ‘Ooh. This looks nice …’

The Doctor was about to follow her when something at floor level behind one of the chairs caught his eye. It looked like a pile of sawdust.

Curious, he knelt down to examine it. It was sawdust. Lots of it.

He pulled the chair to one side. A neat hole about the size of a saucer had been gnawed through the skirting board. ‘That’s one big rodent,’ he murmured.

‘Excuse me, who are you?’

The Doctor looked up to see a young woman in a colourful Christmas jumper standing over him. He scrambled to his feet, fumbling in his coat pocket for his psychic paper.

‘Oh, hello. Yes. I’m the Doctor. I was just, um, you know, checking. The hole, that is …’

The woman peered at the paper. ‘Ah, of course! Well, I’m grateful that you’ve come so quickly. But you shouldn’t have just wandered in.’ She held out her hand. ‘Miss Celia Jeffries.’

‘And I’m the Doctor. What seems to be the problem, Miss Jeffries?’

‘As I explained to your company on the phone, we have something of an unusual infestation. I’ll show you where we’ve been having the bulk of the problems …’

As Celia led the way along the corridor, the Doctor looked down at the psychic imprint that she had left on the paper. It read DOCTOR JOHN SMITH. PEST CONTROL.

Donna wandered through the house, entranced. The whole place was beautiful. Every room featured a Christmas tree decorated in a different style. The elegant drawing room that she now found herself in had a tree festooned with nothing but golden pine cones.

She sighed. She’d always loved Christmas. Gramps had made it special by insisting that they all played silly games; wearing the paper crown that he got from his cracker every single day over the holidays; his infectious laughter filling the house as they watched Christmas shows on telly.

One Christmas had changed that, though. It was difficult to get misty-eyed about the festive season when all it did was remind you of the time your fiancé dumped you on your wedding day for a giant alien spider. Although the Doctor had turned up in her life that day too …

She looked around, suddenly aware that he hadn’t followed her. That was typical. Obviously, something else had caught his attention. She doubted that it was going to be anything as straightforward as an eggnog latte …

Suddenly, the lights went out.

‘Oh, isn’t that wizard,’ Donna muttered, as she fumbled in her jacket pocket so she could use her phone’s flashlight. But, before she could find it, the room suddenly lit up with a pale, flickering bluish light. Puzzled, Donna looked up to see where the light was coming from.

And she froze.

The light was emanating from a tall, gangly figure standing in the centre of the room, its thin frame seemingly clad in bandages, like a mummy. Its trembling arms were outstretched, and its eyes stared right at her.

‘Jorcon,’ it said, its voice echoey and indistinct. ‘Trapped … Must find bond …’

For several long seconds, Donna just stared at it. Surely it had to be a trick of some kind. An actor paid to wander through the house playing the part of the Ghost of Christmas Past or something.

She was about to bawl out the figure for scaring her half to death when she realised she could see right through it.

‘Jorcon,’ it whispered again. ‘Trapped …’

Any lingering thoughts that Donna might have had about it being a trick vanished as the spectral figure passed right through an armchair.

She didn’t need to see any more. She turned and ran.

Celia had just shown the Doctor into the dining room when the lights went out.

‘Blast!’ she exclaimed loudly. ‘Ever since that storm last week, the electricity has been so temperamental.’

As if to prove her right, the lights came back on again.

The Doctor examined the remains of food scattered across the tablecloth, all made of plastic and intended to give the effect of a sumptuous Victorian banquet without attracting flies or pests. At least that was the theory …

‘Your little visitor’s making quite a mess, isn’t it?’ He picked up a piece of artificial fruit that had been half eaten. The bite marks were the same as those on the hole he’d found in the skirting board.

‘This was the first place I saw it,’ said Celia, pointing at another hole in the skirting board over in the corner of the room. ‘Since then, holes have popped up all over. It nearly knocked me down yesterday. We can’t risk that happening to a visitor!’

‘It’s not your classic rodent behaviour, is it?’ The Doctor bent down, peering into the hole. ‘S’pose there’s only one way to find out what you’ve got here.’ He pulled his sonic screwdriver from his jacket pocket and thrust it into the hole, the blue light from its tip illuminating the dark cavity beyond.

‘Can you see anything?’ asked Celia nervously.

‘Not yet, but if I just –’ Before the Doctor could finish his sentence, he felt something grab hold of the end of the sonic. ‘Oi!’ The Doctor snatched his hand away – but it came out empty. ‘Hey! Give that back.’ Dropping to his stomach, he peered into the hole and was startled to see two sets of gleaming blue eyes peering back at him.

Two sets of eyes belonging to the same creature.

In an explosion of movement, the thing burst from the hole, the sonic screwdriver clamped in its jaws. Celia jumped back in alarm as it raced across the dining room and vanished through the open doorway into the hallway.

‘Stop, thief!’ The Doctor jumped to his feet and hared after it.

‘Doctooooor!’

Donna retraced her steps through the house, desperate to find the Doctor. If she hadn’t been so frightened, she might have noticed that in each room she ran through, the ornate Christmas decorations that had impressed her had all vanished. It was only once she arrived back in the long, wood-panelled hallway where she had last seen the Doctor that it finally dawned on her that everything in the house had altered.

For a moment she thought that she must have got lost somehow and taken a wrong turn in her panic. But, no – it was the same corridor, just … different. She noticed with a start that all the electric light fittings had vanished – along with the plug sockets and radiators. In fact, the entire house was now seemingly lit by candles.

A sudden horrible thought struck her.

Her panic rising once more, she ran towards the kitchen but, as she reached out for the door, it swung open and Donna found herself confronted by a surprised young woman dressed in the plain black dress, mob cap and starched apron of a serving girl.

The two stared at each other in shock.

‘Excuse me,’ said Donna, giving her an apologetic smile. ‘I’ve just got to check something in your cellar.’

Donna pushed past her, crossing the kitchen to the wine-cellar door and hurrying down the rickety wooden stairs. It was just as she had feared. Everything was different. The crates had gone, the racks of wine had gone …

And the TARDIS had gone.

Donna closed her eyes in despair. She’d gone back in time! Anger slowly started to replace her panic. ‘Oi!’ she shouted, her voice echoing off the arched brickwork. ‘I just know that this is your fault, you skinny spaceman! So you can just haul your bony backside back here and rescue me. Now!’

Unsurprisingly there was no reply. Then, to her dismay, the same strange glow that she had witnessed upstairs illuminated the darkness of the cellar and the ghostly, bandaged figure began to materialise in the space where the TARDIS had once stood.

This time Donna stood her ground. Perhaps she’d been a bit too hasty in blaming the Doctor for her predicament. ‘Did you do this?’ she asked testily. ‘Are you the reason I’m stuck here?’

‘Jorcon,’ whispered the figure. ‘Trapped …’

‘It’s Donna, not Jorcon. But, yeah, very trapped. Whatcha going to do about it?’

As abruptly as it had appeared, the figure began to fade. Donna ran towards it. ‘Oh, no you don’t. Come back here!’

It was no use. Whatever it was had gone.

She suddenly heard a commotion behind her and turned to find the serving girl she’d pushed past pointing from the top of the stairs. ‘There she is!’

Before Donna knew what was happening, two smartly dressed servants had hurried into the cellar and bundled her back up the stairs and into the kitchen.

‘Gerroff me,’ yelled Donna.

‘What is going on here?’ A gruff male voice cut through the uproar. Donna looked up to see a man in full Elizabethan dress staring at her angrily. She had hoped that these more solid-looking figures were really volunteers in costume for the National Trust. But no; the pong of these people was too real to be make-believe.

‘Begging your pardon, master, but this woman pushed past me,’ the girl said, her pale face fearful. ‘I heard her shouting strange words. Then a … demon appeared.’

‘Demon?’ The man frowned. ‘Explain yourself.’

‘A demon or unquiet spirit or some such!’ cried the girl. ‘She summoned it. I heard her call out for a Skinny Man or something.’ She stared at Donna accusingly. ‘I think she’s a witch!’

The Doctor caught up with the mysterious rodent in the hallway. It was crouched under one of the chairs, gnawing on the handle of the sonic screwdriver like a dog with a chew toy. Slowly the Doctor dropped to all fours and crawled towards the creature – if it vanished into the walls, he might never get his sonic back.

‘There’s a good boy,’ he murmured. ‘How about letting go of the nasty old screwdriver, hmm?’

Tensing, the creature gave a low growl, all four of its beady eyes regarding him balefully. Apart from that extra set of eyes, it really did resemble a large squirrel, with its sharp claws skittering on the wooden floor and bushy tail twitching nervously.

Suddenly, the hallway was flooded by a pale blue glow and the Doctor looked up in astonishment as a spectral shape began to form in the air at the far end of the corridor.

The effect on the rodent was instantaneous. Dropping the sonic screwdriver, it raced towards the figure, circling it frantically and emitting a series of high-pitched yelps.

‘Oh! Hello,’ said the Doctor in surprise. ‘Who are you then?’

‘Jorcon,’ whispered the figure. ‘Trapped … bond … rescue.’

Fascinated, the Doctor hurried over to where the giant rodent had been hiding, snatched up his slightly sticky sonic screwdriver and began to scan the ghostly apparition.

‘Well, well,’ he said, slipping on his glasses to examine the readings. ‘Delta particles.’

Before he could scan again, the figure began to vanish, and the creature at its feet let out a long, unhappy whine as it slowly disappeared from view.

‘No, wait –’ The Doctor hurried forward, but the creature growled at him, warning him off. Then it scampered away into the hole he’d noticed when he’d first arrived.

‘Did you catch it?’ said Celia hopefully, hurrying down the corridor towards him. She must have arrived just too late to witness the apparition.

‘Tell me, Miss Jeffries,’ said the Doctor, peering at her over his glasses. ‘Does Chalstone Manor have any ghosts?’

It was, thought Donna, lucky for the big man’s servants that they had decided to tie her to a chair, or she might not have been accountable for her actions.

She had tried her best to calmly convince her captors that the ghost was nothing to do with her, but she’d ended up yelling and cursing in words she wasn’t sure even existed yet (which in hindsight might not have helped her cause). They’d summoned some old clergyman so she might confess her sins and save her soul – but the earful she’d given him in response had turned him so white that he could’ve passed for a ghost himself. That had resulted in her being gagged as well as bound by the servants.

She wracked her brain, trying to remember what she’d learned in school about witches. Did they burn witches in Elizabethan times? She seemed to recall someone called Matthew Hopkins who was a witchfinder – or was that the bloke from Friends …?

Movement outside the window caught her eye, and her heart sank as she watched a crowd of eager young men starting to erect a large wooden structure on the bank of the river that ran alongside the house.

Suddenly, everything that she’d been taught about witch trials came flooding back to her.

They were building a ducking stool.

The Doctor and Celia stood in the ticket office of Chalstone Manor looking at one of the information boards. The board gave visitors background information about the house – its construction, the families who had lived there, and so on. The one the Doctor was interested in was titled MYSTERIOUS CHALSTONE – ITS GHOSTS AND WITCHES.

‘As you can see, the ghost has been seen on several occasions during the manor’s history, going back as far as 1340,’ said Celia, pointing to the relevant paragraph. ‘And while it’s not mentioned here – and I’ve not experienced it myself – a voice has been heard many times from behind one of the wine racks, saying …’ She trailed off, seemingly embarrassed.

The Doctor blinked. ‘Yes? Saying what?’

‘Apparently the voice says, “Uhhh! My mate Rick’s random eyes.”’ Celia shrugged. ‘Doesn’t sound very likely, though, does it?’

‘Not very,’ the Doctor conceded. ‘I can see why you left out that little nugget. But! Look at what we do have here: a lot of activity in December 1589. Around the time your witchy witch was put on trial.’ This witch had apparently been caught in the house communing with a spirit or demon. According to an account written by the local vicar, she was “a woman of fiery hair and fiery temper” who had summoned “a fearful figure that lacked flesh or substance”. She had also made “repeated entreaties for deliverance from her master, the Skinny Man, lest he feel the full might of her terrible wrath”.’

‘Strange that we don’t know what happened to her,’ admitted Celia. ‘We know very little of Chalstone’s poor witch.’

‘Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea of the sort of person she was.’ The Doctor sighed. This explained where Donna had got to. He’d gone to look for her straight after his encounter with the ‘ghost’, and, although he’d made several circuits of the house, Donna was nowhere to be found.

Celia cleared her throat. ‘I’m delighted you’ve taken such an interest in the history of the house. But, if I may ask, what do you think we’re dealing with here?’

‘Well, I had my suspicions as soon as I detected delta particles around that apparition,’ the Doctor admitted, staring absently into space. ‘I believe that someone is using an osmic field projector to move people and objects back through time. Trouble is, it’s faulty – that sort of time travel is always amateur hour. And without knowing where the source of the beam is, or who’s working it, there’s only one way to deal with …’ He looked at a very baffled Celia. ‘Oh. You were talking about the squirrel, weren’t you?’

Celia nodded faintly, wide-eyed. ‘I think perhaps I should talk to your manager.’

‘Good idea. ’Scuse me while I just fetch some of my, er, squirrel neutraliser from the cellar!’ The Doctor beamed, waved and hurried back to the TARDIS.

He emerged a few minutes later with a compact electrical device on a strap round his neck. It resembled a cross between a ship’s compass and an alarm clock – an osmic-beam detector. His plan was to draw the focus of the projection field and allow himself to be caught up in it. With luck, it would drag him into the past, to the source of the beam, so he could get some answers and get Donna safely back. Without luck, she’d be doomed to die as a witch and his burning atoms would be scattered across the centuries.

‘Let’s hope for luck,’ the Doctor murmured, and turned on his machine. Immediately it began to oscillate. The Doctor nodded in satisfaction. There was an osmic beam, just as he had suspected, but it was fluctuating wildly. He began adjusting controls, using his sonic screwdriver to fine-tune the power.

‘Nearly there,’ he muttered. ‘If I can just get a bit more focus …’

The machine suddenly gave a loud electronic squawk, and the Doctor had to shield his eyes as he was engulfed in a blaze of flickering light.

When the brightness faded, the Doctor found himself standing in what appeared to be the same place. But the quality of the air had changed; the echo was different. He had travelled back in time. A long way back. He checked the readings on the device round his neck: 1340 AD.

‘Figures,’ he said. ‘First sighting and all that.’

‘At last …’ came a wavering voice from the shadows. ‘Thank the Goddess.’

The Doctor turned towards the voice. Lying on a crude bed of straw in one corner of the cellar was a solid version of the figure he’d seen as a ghost in the hallway. It was tall, thin, wrapped in bandages of some kind and clearly not of Planet Earth.

‘Hello.’ The Doctor hurried to the figure’s side and knelt down. ‘I’m the Doctor.’

‘Doctor,’ echoed the tall, thin creature. ‘My name is Surveyor.’

‘Title instead of a name!’ The Doctor beamed and shook Surveyor’s hand. ‘It really works, doesn’t it? Some people struggle with the concept, but –’

‘They overlook the pleasing simplicity of name as function.’ Surveyor smiled weakly. ‘For instance, you, Doctor – you heal the sick.’

‘Well, no.’ He frowned. ‘It’s a bit less pleasingly simple than that. Still! I may not be a medical doctor, but I can see these bandages are impregnated with nano-surgical technology.’

‘My being here is an accident,’ Surveyor admitted. ‘An accident caused by another accident.’

‘Go on.’

‘While my Jorcon and I were making a survey of this planet, our craft got caught in a violent electrical storm that scrambled the time settings. We were forced to materialise in the twenty-first century.’

‘In the wine cellar? That must be what pulled the TARDIS off course.’ The Doctor looked accusingly at Surveyor. ‘My friend and I should be putting on the Ritz right now. Meanwhile, what’s a Jorcon?’

‘My bond animal. I think you would refer to her as a … pet?’

‘Ah!’ The Doctor nodded. ‘You mean the small grey furry thing with four eyes!’

‘You have seen her?’ Surveyor looked up at him eagerly. ‘The rhythms of her bio-mechanical electric field are in sync with my heart batteries – we each sustain the other on long missions. Without her, my vitality is weak … and without me –’

‘She’s full of attitude. Attitude and wood, plaster, anything else she can get her teeth into, because she’s not getting fed by you. And here we are, over seven hundred years in the past, while Donna’s been whipped off and stranded about two hundred and thirty years from now.’

Surveyor gave a deep sigh. ‘The misappropriation of your friend also was an accident.’

‘Bit accident-prone, aren’t you?’

‘My time–space craft is a sentient organic construction – more plant than machine,’ said Surveyor defensively. ‘When it realised that I was injured, it cocooned my body in these medi-strips and began using the osmic field to accelerate my recovery.’

‘But let me guess,’ said the Doctor. ‘There was an accident!’

‘The electrical disturbance that forced us to land must have damaged the ship’s biorhythms. The osmic beam misfired – displacing the ship in time and sending me here. And so the recall device no longer functions properly …’ Surveyor’s head fell back against the floor. ‘All I could do was try to attract the attention of some fellow time-traveller in the hope of rescue. But with low vitality I could only project an image of myself.’

‘Yeah, spooking a fair few locals through the ages in the process. This Boris Karloff look you’ve got going on really isn’t helping.’ The Doctor took out his glasses and slipped them on. ‘Let’s have a look at this recall device of yours. If the sonic can boost your batteries and get it functioning properly, we might be able to get back to your original landing point …’

‘And, from there, I’m sure there’s a way to locate my ship. Very well.’ Surveyor held out his hand. A faint circle of blue light glowed beneath the skin. ‘I give you my heart, Doctor. Can I trust you?’

‘I give you my word, Surveyor. Yes, you can. Hand on hearts … in hand.’ Adjusting the settings on his screwdriver, he began to run the tip over Surveyor’s palm. Soon the light became brighter.

Surveyor gave a gasp. ‘The field power … I can feel it building …’

‘It’ll take a few minutes to reach full strength.’ The Doctor frowned. ‘Let’s just hope there’s time and power enough for a quick stop on the way back.’

Donna had never felt more helpless. Still tied to the chair, she had been lifted bodily into the air by four terrified servants and was now being carried at shoulder height across the lawn – towards the waiting ducking stool. A small, agitated crowd had gathered. She could see the priest or vicar or whatever he was standing among them, Bible in hand, presumably ready to read her the last rites or whatever.

As they reached the water’s edge she was set down, none too gently. One of the crowd edged forward nervously to untie her gag.

‘Are you ready to confess?’ asked the vicar. ‘Or do we need to force the truth from you?’

Donna fixed him with her most withering glare. ‘Just you listen to me, sunshine. If I get so much as an ankle wet then you and your jolly little gang here are going to regret ever being born. You’ve got one chance to untie me and walk away, because if you don’t …’

As Donna began to elaborate on exactly what misfortune might befall them if they didn’t do as she said, the vicar started to back away from her, his eyes widening in terror.

‘That’s better,’ said Donna, pleased at the effect that her words were having. Then she realised that it wasn’t her that the vicar was frightened of.

It was something behind her.

To Donna’s astonishment, the entire crowd fled, running in terror across the lawn. Some of the younger ones even threw themselves into the river to escape whatever was approaching.

Struggling against her bonds, Donna twisted round to try to see whatever horror had manifested itself.

It was the ghost. Only this time it was no insubstantial wraith. It was solid, real, its bandages flapping in the breeze. Donna held her breath as it approached her. Then, to her immense surprise, it smiled at her.

‘The Doctor is waiting for you in the house,’ said the ghost, untying the ropes round her wrists. ‘He told me to tell you, “Molto bene!”’

‘Molto bene indeed!’ Donna’s voice echoed around the cellar as the osmic beam deposited her, the Doctor and Surveyor back in the twenty-first century, right next to the TARDIS. ‘Why couldn’t you come out and rescue me yourself instead of sending King Tut here to do it for you?’

‘It was all I could do to hold the osmic field stable with the sonic,’ said the Doctor defensively, looking down at the recall device in his hand. ‘One slip and we’d all have been stranded in Elizabethan times. Anyway, I’ve got to be a bit careful showing my face there.’

‘Oh, and why’s that, then? Bother with Queen Elizabeth or something?’

‘Moving on!’ said the Doctor quickly. He turned to Surveyor. ‘You need to take this dodgy osmic technology away from the Earth before it misfires again and causes more bother. How do we find your ship?’

‘My mind is still a little hazy,’ Surveyor admitted. ‘I’m sure the self-repair circuits will have kicked in, and I’m sure that once I’m reunited with my Jorcon, my full powers will return.’

‘And how long will that take? This is a National Trust property – at Christmas!’ Donna informed him. ‘We can’t leave you wandering about, zapping random people back through history when it’s rammed to the rafters!’

‘Fair point,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘First priority: find your Jorcon and send you packing. In the nicest possible way, of course.’

As if on cue, there was a frantic scrabbling from the far side of the cellar, and the Jorcon came bounding towards them, trilling excitedly. It leaped into Surveyor’s arms and almost knocked him over.

‘There, there.’ As Surveyor hugged his pet tightly, a blue glow passed through them both. ‘Ahhh, our batteries recharge, dear Jorcon. Our strength of body and power of will return …’

‘So long as this thing doesn’t accidentally send him back to the start again.’ The osmic-recall device fizzed briefly in the Doctor’s hand, and he eyed it warily. ‘Come on …’

‘Sweet, though, isn’t it? The two of them whizzing through time together,’ said Donna. ‘Not many people get to take their pet to work.’

‘That’s true. We don’t,’ the Doctor agreed with an innocent expression.

Donna was about to retort vocally and at length when there was a loud clearing of the throat from the top of the cellar stairs and Celia Jeffries stepped into view.

‘What’s going on down here?’ she said.

Startled by this new arrival, the Jorcon jumped from Surveyor’s arms, vanishing back behind the wine rack. Muffling a cry, Surveyor hurried after it.

‘Ah! Miss Jeffries. Sorry I ran off earlier.’ The Doctor waved awkwardly as Celia descended the staircase. ‘I called my manager here to come and give me a hand, and here she is! And the squirrel issue – sorted.’

Celia eyed Donna warily. ‘I’m surprised you’ve come through for us, Doctor, since when I called the pest controllers, they’d never heard of you.’

‘He’s, er, off sick a lot,’ Donna said.

‘I see.’ Celia nodded slowly, clearly unconvinced. ‘May I see the rodent?’

‘Best not. It’s … got rabies.’

‘Rabies?’ Before Celia could ask any more incredulous questions, a warm blue glow illuminated the ancient brickwork behind the wine rack.

Donna groaned inwardly – Surveyor had picked up the Jorcon again, boosting both their batteries. ‘Uh, ignore that!’ she told Celia. ‘That’s just the, uh, special torch we use to find the squirrels …’

‘The light behind the wine rack! Goodness.’ Celia fanned her face with her hands. ‘Finally, I’m going to hear the voice. The ghostly voice!’

‘The voice! Of course.’ The Doctor bounded up to her. ‘What did it say, Miss Jeffries? You told me before – what was it? Quick, say it nice and loud.’

‘It’s nonsense really,’ she protested, and cleared her throat. ‘The voice is meant to say, “Uhhh, my mate Rick’s random eyes –”’

‘Errrr!’ Surveyor cried suddenly from behind the rack. ‘My matrix randomiser! Yes, of course, thank you. Activating the matrix randomiser will open a path through the timeways and summon the ship …’

‘Ow!’ The Doctor winced as the recall device buzzed in his hand again and then he looked up at Donna. ‘That’s what all those people heard: not “Uhhh, my mate Rick’s random eyes”, but “My matrix randomiserrrr!”’ A smile was spreading over his face. ‘Words misheard and garbled through the ages – but thanks to Celia speaking them aloud, they were enough to remind Surveyor what he has to do!’

‘And that broken osmic thing sucked up those words and spat them out through time?’ Donna realised. ‘But that’s impossible! That’s –’

‘A little bit timey-wimey!’ the Doctor said happily. ‘And definitely wibbly-wobbly.’

‘What are you babbling about?’ Celia stepped forward to get a closer look, but the Doctor stopped her. ‘Move aside, please. Who even is that down there?’

‘Um. Another employee?’ Donna shrugged. ‘And another squirrel.’

‘That does it,’ said Celia. ‘I’m fetching security.’

‘Good idea!’ the Doctor agreed. ‘Off you go, quick. Oh, and merry Christmas!’

As Celia turned and stomped up the stairs, the Doctor rejoined Donna and they both squeezed down the side of the wine rack to join Surveyor and the Jorcon. Red lights flickered under the skin on the back of Surveyor’s hand, matching staccato orange flashes in the Jorcon’s fur.

‘That’s his matrix thingy?’ Donna enquired.

‘It’s generating random coordinates that give the ship a safe path back here,’ the Doctor noted, as light pooled at their feet. ‘Better stand back.’

Donna did so as a curious rippling green shape appeared on the floor behind the wine rack. At first glance, it resembled a huge rolled tobacco leaf but, as the light from Surveyor’s palm washed over it, the leaf began to unfurl and grow bigger. As vine-like tendrils started to curl round the ship’s crew, the Doctor tossed the recall device to the Jorcon, who caught it in her jaws and swallowed it down. The leaves went on thickening and twisting together until both aliens were enveloped in the veiny folds. As the leafy machine began to dematerialise, Surveyor’s whispering voice echoed around the cellar: ‘Thank you, Doctor. And farewell!’

Abruptly, the ship was gone, and the cellar was plunged into gloom once more.

‘There!’ The Doctor nodded in satisfaction. ‘They should be home in time for Christmas.’

‘Well, I’m still waiting for a proper staff outing.’ Donna sighed. ‘You owe me, spaceman. I haven’t had so much as a Ritz cracker yet …’

The Doctor opened the TARDIS door and winked. ‘No ducking out of it, eh?’

‘Don’t.’ Donna shoved him inside. ‘Just don’t.’

Seconds later, Celia burst back into the cellar with a slightly bewildered security guard. At the first flash of light and grinding wail of eerie machinery, he turned and ran, but Celia lingered as a strange, wild wind blew up. She thought she’d glimpsed, just for a moment, an old police box, of all things. But soon the cellar settled back into silence, leaving only a cloud of dust and shadows.

She stared at the quiet space. The atmosphere had changed: it felt peaceful and somehow lighter. But, even so, there was no denying what she’d witnessed.

‘Merry Christmas to you too,’ she whispered. ‘Doctor.’

Celia Jeffries took a deep breath, then turned and hurried back up the stairs with fresh purpose. There should just be time to add a new section to the board in reception, she thought, to entertain the Christmas crowds: MYSTERIOUS CHALSTONE – ITS GHOSTS AND WITCHES.

AND SQUIRRELS.
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LIFE IN OILS
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Rose walked cautiously through the spacious steel corridor, the quiet rush of mechanical systems tinkling in her ears. Behind her, the Doctor was noisily sniffing the air.

‘Where are we now, then?’ she asked. ‘A spaceship? A city? Where are all the people?’

The Doctor inhaled again and shrugged. ‘Maybe there aren’t any.’

‘Or maybe there are.’ As they reached a junction in the corridor, Rose saw coils of metallic paper chains swaying across the ceiling, with glass baubles hanging down beside them. ‘Those look like Christmas decorations to me. Don’t reckon a robot put them up.’

‘I’ve known robots who were big fans of Christmas.’ The Doctor smiled wistfully as he eyed the decs. ‘Ah! The trouble Sarah Jane and I had with those three wise cyborgs …’

Rose scented a tall story and something rather more pungent, almost with a touch of sweetness. ‘Is that … petrol?’

The Doctor inhaled again, deeply. ‘Volatile hydrocarbons,’ he declared. ‘Bit of ethane, propane, butane …’

Rose noticed a curved viewing port that bulged outwards from the wall just ahead of them – a kind of glass bubble. She hurried forward to gaze out – and then gasped at the view. They were overlooking the surface of a thick, dark ocean that stretched away to the horizon with no land in sight. To left and right through the concave window, Rose could see outer walls covered with industrial pipework and outlet valves stretching away, and a landing pad of some sort that was partly hidden by stained dark towers. The waves below were black and gloopy.

‘I know where we are!’ The Doctor beamed. ‘We’re on a rig!’

Rose frowned. ‘An oil rig?’

‘Well. More of a chemical-sludge rig,’ he elaborated, coming to stand beside her. ‘This must be a hydrocarbon-rich world – you know, hydrogen and carbon atoms, bonded in all sorts of beautiful designs, making oceans of liquid butane and gasoline. This rig is mining it all for fuel components. Must be more or less entirely automated; proper enormous, but probably just a handful of people running it.’

‘And the decs …?’

‘Maintenance team, perhaps.’ The Doctor looked at the stains that ran along the floor. ‘Certainly not a clean-up team.’

‘So, that smell – is it dangerous?’

‘Nah. This rig is sealed and has its own atmosphere. But trace volatiles from the planet’s atmosphere will always get through.’ He sniffed again. ‘Something’s a bit odd, though. Balance isn’t quite right. I wonder why that is.’

Rose suddenly heard faint shouts – then a scream cut off by the sound of an explosion, shockingly loud. The decorations shattered and the floor rocked as the Doctor pushed her backwards against the wall. Rose gasped as a pungent blast rippled through the air and made her ears pop.

‘No need to shove!’ Rose complained. ‘What was that?’

‘Sorry. That was a pressure wave from an explosion.’ Distracted, the Doctor was peering down the smoky corridor. ‘Gasping opens your mouth, which helps equalise your body pressure as the wave goes past, so less stress on inner ears and internal organs.’

‘I meant, what was the explosion?’ Rose stared in the direction of the blast and saw thick, dark slime oozing from under a door at the end of the corridor. ‘And what is that?’

‘Leak of some kind? If the intake pipes have been breached, hydrocarbons from outside and the oxygen in the air in here could spark another, even bigger explosion.’ As the sound of distant shouts carried through the slimy door, the Doctor set off at a run. ‘Looks like we’re joining the maintenance team!’

Rose ran to keep up with him. Splashing through the thick mucal sludge, he sonicked a door marked CENTRAL CONTROL. As it opened, sliding upward, they burst into a huge control room. The walls were lined with metal pipes – each big and wide enough to hold Rose standing upright – stretching in regimented rows, connecting huge valves and steel tanks. The gleaming order was marred by thick, choking fumes, and Rose stopped running as she broke into a coughing fit. Ahead of her, a handful of human figures in full protective white suits were wading through green-and-black goo containing big, jelly-like lumps the size of armchairs, spraying it with foam from tanks on their backs. For a moment Rose thought she saw a patch of sludge moving by itself. I must be getting light-headed, she thought.

But then she realised with a lurch that it was moving! Large, gelatinous shapes stretched upward out of the goo. In seconds they were as tall as the humans who faced them: blobby, tar-black humanoids, like giant oil bubbles extruding gelatinous limbs. Rose stared, horrified.

One of the white-suited humans recoiled away from the group and stumbled in front of Rose. She caught him by the elbow, helping him balance. He grabbed her in turn and started to haul her further aside, away from the fighting.

‘Get off,’ she demanded as she pulled herself free of his grip. ‘We’ve come to help!’

‘Help how?’ The man stared at her, and even through the visor she could see the shock in his eyes. ‘We need back-up. I don’t know what these things are, but they must have been in the ocean, came up through the intake pipe …’

As the man ran to help his friends, Rose looked back to find the Doctor pushing a woman clear of the slime – unaware of the oily creature bearing down on him. ‘Look out, Doctor!’ she bellowed, and he looked up just in time to dodge a savage swipe from its sticky arm.

‘Thanks!’ the Doctor yelled back. ‘But never mind me, Rose – help the others!’

‘Yeah, trying to.’ Rose started forward as a goo monster surged towards a woman and enveloped her in a wave of murky black sludge. A high-pitched scream cut off and Rose turned her head to avoid looking at the shadowy human shape just visible through the creature’s bubbling mass.

She slipped and scrambled over to join the Doctor. ‘What are those things? One of those men said it came up through the intake pipe –’

‘And no guesses where!’ he shouted, pointing to a torn-open inspection hatch in the far corner of the room, which was twisted out of shape. Rose watched as another greeny-black goo monster bubbled out of the hatch and splashed stickily to the floor before rearing up to its full, towering height. Then another.

‘They’ve broken out of the pipe at the weakest point, where it meets the inspection hatch,’ the Doctor muttered. ‘Intelligent? Or just lucky?’

‘We’d better be both,’ said Rose, breathless. ‘How do we stop them coming in?’

‘Reverse the intake feed.’ The Doctor studied the bank of controls running along the far wall and pulled his sonic screwdriver from his pinstriped pocket. ‘A-ha! Emergency valves …’

Someone screamed behind them. Rose turned and saw the man who’d tried to help her before, cornered by one of the oily monsters and desperately shaking the nozzle of his sprayer – it must have jammed. She splashed and skidded through the tarry mire until she stood behind the threat. ‘Oi! Here! Get me!’

The alien creature turned and stared at her quizzically, as if clocking her lack of protective gear – and no weapon. But, while it was distracted, the man sprayed more foam at its ankles, which started to bubble. Rose felt sick as the creature thrashed about and lost even the vague humanoid shape it had adopted, dissolving into a sticky, oily pool.

She was distracted by a CLUNK, a loud whirr and some deeply disgusting slurping, squelching sounds – the Doctor was sonicking a computer terminal.

‘Yes!’ someone yelled, as the slime oozing from the hatch was sucked noisily back inside the pipe. ‘He’s reversed the pump mechanism …’

Rose choked and doubled over as a wafting reek of chemicals burned the back of her throat. She felt dizzy. The man she’d helped took hold of her arm. ‘Come on – there’s too many of them!’

Looking up through watering eyes, Rose saw three more of the shuddering, oily creatures slopping towards them. The man hauled her towards the door she’d come through – it was starting to close. Just in time, the two of them slithered through the shrinking gap between door and floor.

‘Rose!’ The Doctor saw her dragged away, sludge monsters in pursuit. He’d triggered an emergency systems shutdown that had started a reverse vortex in the coolant pipes, stopping any more of the creatures getting in. But now the emergency protocols must be locking down every entryway in the rig. Rose could be trapped.

He started after her, but a hand clamped down on his wrist and some sort of taser fired into his neck. The Doctor gasped and shook as the energy blasted through him and he fell to the slimy floor. Standing over him was a woman in her forties. Her hazmat suit was orange, not white, and she wasn’t carrying a tank on her back.

‘Saboteur!’ she hissed. ‘This is your doing.’

The Doctor frowned at the slime on his suit. ‘Saving your lives, you mean? You’re welcome. Though my tailor may disagree.’ He looked up at her a little woozily. ‘You’re in charge, I take it?’

‘I’m Director Hellan Folkow.’ She waved the taser in his face. ‘Thanks to you, production targets on this rig will be blown for at least the next twenty-four hours. How were you able to authorise a full shutdown?’

The Doctor pulled out his psychic paper. ‘Who do I need to be?’

Folkow read the paper and shifted uncomfortably. ‘Doctor John Smith?’ She lowered the taser. ‘Systems Safety Inspector, Serradol Industries?’

‘That’s me. My fellow inspector – Rose – was dragged clear of here by one of your crew.’ The Doctor struggled to his feet. ‘Three of those creatures were after them. If the emergency shutdown has deadlocked the bulkhead doors, they’ll be trapped.’

‘Then it’s a good job your “fellow inspector” is with Noet, our senior motorhand. He’s responsible for the maintenance of all equipment.’ Folkow pressed a switch on a control panel and fresh, freezing air flooded in from vents in the ceiling. ‘He can override the bulkhead controls before the Goobers get them.’

‘Goobers?’

‘Those things trying to kill us. That’s what we call them; they’re some sort of rudimentary life formed from the sediment.’ She looked troubled. ‘We didn’t even know they existed till a few weeks back. We scan for different grades of hydrocarbons, of course, but they didn’t register as life signs. They just … blended into the sludge and liquids surrounding them.’

‘You never tried to communicate?’ said the Doctor.

‘That would be like talking to something I stepped in,’ Folkow scoffed. ‘The Goobers just blobbed around in the slurry, like amoebas. No trace of sentience.’

‘Until suddenly, one day, they attack.’ The Doctor surveyed the reeking, foaming carnage. ‘What’s in that spray you used?’

‘It’s a dispersant foam – a mix of solvents and emulsifiers – that’s part of our safety systems. The foam breaks up the oils and stops them recombining, so we can clean it away.’

‘But they’re not oil slicks. They’re alive.’ The Doctor saw movement in one of the sludge puddles. One of the so-called Goobers was stirring feebly. He crouched over it and then reeled back quickly, coughing. ‘They leak fumes when they’re injured, like blood from a wound.’

‘Finish off that thing!’ one of the men shouted, blasting the tarry mass with the remaining contents of the tank on his back. ‘Kill it, like it killed Zyx.’ Another man joined him, and the death throes of the creature were lost in suds.

Angrily, the Doctor pushed the men apart. ‘Was that necessary?’

‘You think Branla should’ve asked them to leave nicely?’ Folkow took off her hood and breathed in the fresh, cold air. ‘They attacked us. Murdered my crew. They started this.’

‘Did they?’ the Doctor muttered. ‘I wonder …’

No way forward, Rose thought grimly, willing the door in the bulkhead before them to slide open. Her new companion, Noet, pressed buttons on a keypad with an air of increasing desperation. She glanced back over her shoulder as the dark globs heaved and shifted across the tiles on quivering stumps. Soon, the Goobers would be on top of them.

Literally.

‘Manual override isn’t responding,’ Noet muttered. ‘Which I guess is on me, since it’s my job to maintain the systems.’

‘You got anything left in that tank on your back?’

‘Sorry, Rose, it’s empty. Just hope the Goobers don’t work that out.’

The monsters seemed to be hanging back as they got closer, shifting and pulsating. Rose watched, transfixed, as rainbow hues played on their oily hides underneath the overhead lights. It was almost hypnotic.

‘Maybe they already know you can’t hurt them,’ Rose said softly. ‘That’s why they’re not trying to hurt us.’

‘Sounds like you’ve breathed in too many fumes.’

‘I’m serious! They’re intelligent. Look, they’re copying the way we move – on two legs – cos they’re not used to being on land. And they could tell the difference between me and you …’

‘Well, I am a lot prettier.’ Noet took off his mask to reveal a plain, pleasant face, light brown hair and a nervous smile. ‘Don’t you have any protective gear? Have you just arrived? Did you skip orientation?’ He turned back to the keypad. ‘Not that it matters right now. Just making conversation while I fail to open the emergency doors, you know.’

‘The Doctor …’ Rose felt woozy. ‘The Doctor can help us.’

‘Nope. Dr Shan’s off-rig. Christmas vacation.’ He gave a short, bitter laugh. ‘Swapped shifts with her so she could get away to see her family. Kind of wishing I hadn’t bothered …’

A festive bell chime sounded suddenly. The Goobers quivered, and Rose jumped with them.

‘Just the intercom,’ Noet tried to reassure her, tapping a grille beside them. ‘I set the OS to a “Christmas” theme. Folkow was not amused.’

‘Rose?’ The Doctor’s voice burst from the intercom. ‘Rose, it’s me. Are you all right?’

‘Talk back,’ said Noet. ‘It’s two-way.’

‘I’m feeling weird,’ Rose said. ‘Fumes, I guess. Anyway, I’m better than the … than these poor creatures.’ Rose felt a burning hostility swell up inside her. ‘I mean, imagine being just … dissolved like that.’

She rounded on Noet, suddenly furious with him, and the creatures behind her quivered, edging forward. ‘I don’t blame them for attacking. You’re sudsing them to death!’

Noet held up his hands in protest. ‘We had to do something!’

‘Rose, it’s all right,’ the Doctor told her, his voice low and urgent. ‘I’m working on how to make things right –’

His voice was eclipsed by the chintzy Christmas chimes of the intercom blaring out far louder than before. Rose clutched her ears and staggered back against the wall as the bulkhead door rumbled open wide enough for Noet to squeeze through.

‘Rose, come on!’ he shouted over the clanging din, holding out a hand for her. ‘Rose!’

But she couldn’t take it. The Goobers had surged round in front of her, forming a dark, sticky moat between Noet and Rose. She closed her eyes, her brain filled with noise and fumes, fogging her thoughts, hardening the pound of her heartbeat.

The noise cut off, leaving only its sharp echoes, but Rose’s head refused to clear.

‘Rose, I’m sorry,’ the Doctor shouted. ‘That wasn’t me; the director boosted the volume so –’

‘What have you done!’ she shouted. ‘Invaders. Murderers. What have you done?’

In Central Control, the Doctor watched Rose on the security feed as she raged incoherently. The Goobers had edged closer to her, hides quivering like thick skins on a quaking chocolate custard.

‘What is her problem?’ said Folkow.

‘What’s yours?’ The Doctor turned angrily to face her. ‘There was no need to crank up the volume like that.’

‘I saw the way they reacted to the first chime – as though it hurt,’ she said. ‘Reckoned you were almost there with the deadlocks and thought it would cause the distraction Noet needed. Which it did.’

‘It might have distracted them, but it fired them up too – didn’t you see that?’ Impatient, the Doctor turned back to Rose. He watched the struggle on her face, the tension in her clenched fists. ‘The Goobers aren’t hurting her. It’s like …’ He pressed the talk button. ‘Rose. You’re feeling what they’re feeling. Aren’t you?’

She fell quiet. ‘Doctor?’ she said, in a voice that was much smaller, more afraid.

‘Move towards the door, Rose. Can you do that for me?’

‘Can’t,’ said Rose. ‘Can’t see straight … feel so weak.’

‘I’ll come to you,’ the Doctor said. ‘I’ll help you –’

‘No!’ she bellowed. The Goobers quivered again and edged closer to Rose, almost protectively.

‘Rose, it’s all right,’ the Doctor said quickly. ‘You’re safe. Stay with me. You’re safe.’

‘Doctor.’ Rose’s voice was back to a frightened whisper. ‘What’s happening to me?’

‘The fumes these creatures bleed are pretty potent, and you’ve had some good lungfuls.’

‘So have you. Oh, wait – respiratory bypass thingy –’

‘Right,’ the Doctor broke in, with a glance at Folkow. ‘You’ve been taking those fumes down, unfiltered. Maybe that, combined with the TARDIS’s telepathic circuits –’

‘Long story short: I’m speaking Goober now?’

Folkow was staring at the Doctor. ‘You’re both speaking gibberish.’

The Doctor waved a hand to shut her up. ‘Rose, it might be a two-way thing. The Goobers have stopped the attack. Perhaps they’re feeling what you’re feeling – sadness. Concern. Compassion for both sides.’

Folkow snorted. ‘Sediment with sentiment?’

‘There’s something wrong, Doctor.’ Rose had leaned back against the wall and sunk down to her haunches, hugging herself. ‘Starving … I feel sick but it’s like I’m starving …’

‘I’m going to sort this, Rose, I promise.’ The Doctor gave Folkow a sideways look. ‘We are going to sort this.’

‘They’re definitely complex life forms,’ Noet said. He’d circled round to the engineering labs to find Folkow and this stranger, the Doctor – apparently an inspector of some sort – making the test equipment sing under his fingertips. Noet was helping by collecting samples from the broken-down remnants of the Goobers in Control, separating them from the dispersant foam and preparing microscope slides for closer analysis. A small screen on the intercom behind the Doctor showed Rose on the security feed. She was still rocking slowly on her haunches, the Goobers like dark, pulsating smears on the floor around her. The Doctor was checking on her as often as he was peering through the microscope; it wasn’t hard to tell that they were far more than just colleagues.

Folkow was clearly not happy with the Doctor taking charge. ‘We’ve sent an emergency request for back-up,’ she protested. ‘We just have to hold tight until it arrives.’

‘And let them kill every Goober on this rig?’ The Doctor fiddled with the microscope, studying the latest slide intently. ‘Or maybe you’re thinking, why stop there? Plenty more in the oceans around here – let’s wipe them out too.’

‘If it keeps my staff alive, yes. The fuel on this planet is worth hundreds of trillions to Earth’s empire.’ Folkow looked at Noet for support, but he turned away quickly, back to isolating the Goober cells. He’d seen the creatures’ quieter behaviour up close – he wanted to understand more.

‘Doctor,’ Noet said, after a moment’s thought. ‘We scanned before we built the rig. There were no indigenous life forms on this planet.’

‘None that were carbon-based, perhaps.’ The Doctor projected Noet’s sample slide on to a display screen, putting it into 3D mode. ‘Look here – look at these polyethers! They have the same organic complexity as DNA and RNA.’

‘What does that mean?’ said Folkow.

‘Could be evidence they have some level of sentience,’ Noet realised.

‘And the capacity to communicate,’ said the Doctor. He gave Folkow and Noet an evaluating look. ‘But there’s something else. I thought so when Rose and I arrived. This place smells wrong.’

Folkow scoffed. ‘Everything stinks here.’

‘Volatiles getting into the air inside the rig,’ said Noet.

‘It’s more than that,’ said the Doctor. ‘Something unnatural.’

Folkow began, ‘We create synthetic oils here from –’

‘We started injecting a solvent into the sludge around the rig to increase our yield,’ said Noet, trying not to flinch from Folkow’s poisonous look. ‘I had to OK the equipment for use.’

The Doctor closed his eyes. ‘And it worked just fine, didn’t it? No matter the damage to the environment.’

‘With no life here – no proper life – there’s nothing to pollute,’ Folkow declared. ‘It was a Head Office decision.’

‘Oh, well, if Head Office say that carbon life forms are the only ones that count, that’s fine, then! Easy. Sorted.’ Angrily, the Doctor tilted the screen towards them – it showed graphics of a fast-acting chemical reaction. ‘“Starving,” Rose said. I reckon your solvent has combined with elements your equipment isn’t built to detect, and it’s affected the genetic make-up of these creatures. Given them feelings they can’t understand. Driven them wild.’

Noet stared at the figures, checking the graphics with a sinking feeling. ‘You think that is what’s causing their aggression?’

‘Not only that.’ The Doctor looked at Folkow. ‘I don’t really need to ask who attacked first when these creatures came to confront you, do I?’

‘They didn’t exactly ask us for a meeting, Doctor,’ said Noet. ‘How could we hope to understand them?’

‘Rose seems to. But then her mind’s a little more open.’ The Doctor’s lip was starting to curl. ‘From the state of this equipment, I’d say we’re – what – twenty-sixth century? You lot are swarming across space, colonising here, expanding there. Eternity opening up all around you. Never been more to see – and you’ve never been more blinkered in the way that you see it. But it doesn’t have to be that way!’

‘I’m not sure who you think you are, but perhaps you could calm the dramatics,’ Folkow said coldly.

‘And perhaps you could put compassion over profit,’ said the Doctor. ‘Weigh it up – hundreds of trillions to be made here, or trillions of lives lost. What could you learn from the Goobers? We know they catalyse chemicals naturally and cleanly. You could discover natural, ground-breaking ways to process hydrocarbons. Folkow’s Formula – catchy, right? In the long term, how much more would safeguarding the environments of all the worlds you’re storming be worth to the empire than sucking them dry?’

Folkow considered. ‘Possibly,’ she conceded quietly. ‘But there is a simpler solution. Shut off the solvent injection.’

Noet nodded. ‘Cut the supply pipes.’

‘What an imagination!’ The Doctor groaned. ‘You can’t just withdraw the solvent while the Goobers are trying to adapt to the changes you started in them. You’ll leave them like addicts going cold turkey – the aggression will get worse, and then you’ll really have a war on your hands.’

‘Before back-up can even arrive,’ Noet realised. ‘All right, then. So we have to find something that will neutralise the solvent and give the Goobers back the nutrients they’ve lost.’

‘Without harming them,’ the Doctor emphasised. ‘Or Rose.’

Suddenly they heard a groan of tortured steel echoing through the entire structure.

Folkow looked around, spooked. ‘What the …?’

Noet dashed to the external monitors. The rig used a ground-penetrating radar to identify hydrocarbon reservoirs, and he switched it on. ‘There’s a hugely increased mass around the rig.’

‘Lots of movement,’ Folkow realised.

He turned to the security screen. The Goobers round Rose were shifting from side to side, like jellyfish on an invisible tide. Rose got to her feet, hugging herself.

The Doctor hit the talk button on the intercom. ‘Rose,’ he snapped, ‘what’s happening?’

‘There’s so many of them,’ she said, her voice shaking as one of the Goobers flowed away from her, shifting out of sight. ‘I’m losing hold … losing myself …!’

‘No, no, no, Rose. Stay with me …’

But the screen was darkening as a Goober flowed up and over the security camera. The link dropped out, and the screen showed nothing but static.

The Doctor looked away. ‘The creatures outside must have been listening in through Rose. They’ve worked out that the rig is the problem.’

‘So they’re gonna crush us,’ breathed Folkow.

Noet regarded her; Folkow’s aggression seemed to be edging towards despair. ‘What can we do, Doctor?’

‘Set new records for organic chemical synthesis using triple-bonded hydrocarbons and a hell of a lot of guesswork, I suppose … all while making sure that Rose gets out of this safely.’ The Doctor was already a whirl of pinstriped activity, bustling about with beakers and flasks. ‘Allons y!’

Rose was caught in a swirling nightmare haze of anger and craving. Her last remaining energy had burned away, and she groaned while feelings as cold and dark as stones at the bottom of the sea rumbled through her. No more waiting, no more restraint. No more being passive while something ate her up from the inside. She lost herself in a haze of green-and-black shadows, all – finally – wanting the same thing.

This was the solution. Crush everything and destroy what was hurting her – the things on two legs; the things that looked like her but weren’t her. Humans. She stood up straight and stretched her arms wide. It was time to go hunting.

But something was bothering her as she walked with the shadows. A voice. Someone’s voice. Some part of Rose, hidden deep under rushing dark depths, had woken up again. A voice, wanting her to do something …

No. Nothing.

‘Rose!’ The voice, so familiar, seemed to speak from the wall beside her. ‘Rose, don’t give in to that hunger. I won’t lose you – so you can’t lose yourself. Fight against it. Put your will against theirs. Say you understand.’

‘Doctor … I …’

‘Say it!’

‘I’ll try.’

‘Not enough. You’ll do it.’

Rose tried to gather energy. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Oh yes!’ the Doctor yelled. ‘That’s what I’m talking about!’

Despite everything, she almost smiled. He was right; she had to do this. She tried to conjure patience. But it didn’t work. The green-black rush of purpose was too strong. She couldn’t so much as scratch it.

She almost wept. How could she get through to them? Feelings. She needed to get more basic. The message had to be about emotions. What’s worth being patient for? Christmas dinner, she thought, and pictured herself back home with Mum cooking, and the telly on, and friends and family round. Rubbish jokes and tipsy laughter and good smells from the kitchen. Knowing that Christmas dinner was nearly ready, and that it would be delicious. Every ounce of her energy went towards keeping that image in her mind.

It’s nearly ready, Rose told herself – told anything that might be listening. Everything will be OK when Christmas dinner’s ready. And it’s coming. It’s nearly ready …

Folkow stood on the external operations platform that crowned the rig’s central tower. You needed a mask out here against the stench of tar and petrol. The sky was smoky pink, with two suns little more than blazing smears to the west. From the integrated control panel, the technicians could inject additives and chemical thinners to the raw sludge pumping through the huge waste inlet and output pipes. Folkow leaned against the safety rail, staring down into the shifting darkness far below, an alien ocean that churned and writhed like a soul possessed.

And it is possessed, Folkow thought miserably. The blackness sucked and slammed against the steel timbers of the rig below – the intensity of the creatures’ onslaught rising as steadily as the tide. A possession that leaves me with nothing. The Doctor’s arguments had overlooked the obvious: if word of a new life form got out, the environmental activists would jump on the news. Then a preservation order would almost certainly be slapped on this world, the rig would shut down and all this would be taken away from her. Perfect Christmas, she thought bitterly.

How did the Doctor know so much about the Goobers? He acted like no inspector she’d ever seen before. Perhaps he was an activist himself. In which case, he was probably lying when he’d said that cutting off the solvent slurry would stir up these monsters’ anger. He just didn’t want them harmed or dead.

Well, I do, Folkow thought, thinking of Kallo and the other casualties. And I could do it from right here. She studied the inlet and output pipe controls. Simple enough to slow down the flow and stop it all together …

The platform lurched as a swell of translucent slime detached itself from the ocean and hurled itself against the rig. Folkow was nearly knocked off her feet. She staggered up and returned to the output pipe with fresh determination.

It was then that the Doctor and Noet burst in, both wearing masks, frantic and dishevelled.

‘Well?’ she snapped. ‘Ready to cure those monsters?’

‘We can’t, Director,’ Noet said, with what seemed like genuine regret. ‘The processes are too subtle. Without close study, more samples, repeated experimentation –’ He broke off as the rig shook again.

‘In other words, we need to buy some time.’ The Doctor pointed to a large yellow dispersant tank they must have dragged here between them. ‘So! We whipped up this. Sediment sedative! Well, fingers crossed.’

‘It’s super-concentrated,’ Noet put in. ‘If we feed it into the current solvent mix, it ought to thicken what passes for their blood. It won’t harm them, but it’ll inhibit movement.’

‘Slow them down so they can’t attack as effectively.’ The Doctor fitted a flexible hose to the repurposed dispersant tank. ‘Give us time to find the way to undo the damage that’s been done to them.’

‘Then what are you waiting for, Doctor?’ said Folkow, as a deep vibration carried through the steel and concrete of the rig. ‘Put them to sleep.’

Noet helped the Doctor connect the hose to the output pipe. He’d always been a good worker – bright and optimistic. He’d likely find a way to put right what had been done, given long enough. But Folkow would fix things her way. Once the Goobers were slowed and sedated, all she had to do was cut the solvent pipes and they would die – possibly even peacefully. End of problem. Faster. Simpler. Guaranteed.

The Doctor crossed back to the tank and hit the surge controls. Noet was soon giving him a thumbs up as the variant mixture coursed into the output pipe. She could almost imagine it mixing through the solvent wash as it was forced out into the slimy seabed deep below the bubbling tarry surface.

The rig shook again, hard enough to floor all three of them.

‘How long till it starts working?’ Folkow demanded, on all fours.

‘Hard to say,’ the Doctor admitted. ‘But I’m hoping that the process will help Rose to separate herself from the creatures. When she gets better, we’ll know.’

‘When … or if?’

The Doctor glared at Folkow. ‘When.’

‘Let’s check the security feed back in Control,’ said Noet. ‘See how Rose is doing.’

The Doctor was already marching off, Noet puppy-dogging at his heels. Folkow was left alone, surplus to requirements. She watched and waited while the dispersant tank pumped the concentrated sedative into the solvent mix. With a groan and a gurgle, the last of the mixture was gone.

Then Folkow crossed to the output pipe. All she had to do was key in the override commands to shut down the solvent stream. Perhaps she could even say it was an accident.

Then she heard a thick, obscene squelching sound. A dark, green-black shape was slithering into view from underneath the platform, clinging to the metal walkway with shapeless hands. And she realised that the Goobers weren’t just attacking down below. They must have sent their forces climbing up the exterior pipework, like giant slugs. She turned to run, to raise the alarm, to find more dispersant gel.

But now another Goober was blocking her path, quivering blindly towards her. Ice ran down her spine as she turned again to find the Goober on the platform gathering itself like a swelling wave, ready to break over her.

‘No.’

The word was screaming through her mind – but it wasn’t her own voice. It belonged to the Doctor’s friend. Folkow spun round and saw Rose – flanked by two more Goobers – walking towards her.

‘You stop this, now,’ said Rose firmly. ‘I’ve felt the pain you’ve caused them. Now you make things right – properly.’ She looked serene and powerful as she breathed in the thick fumes, almost glowing with calm purpose. ‘I can feel something starting to shift … just the beginnings, but –’

A spray of liquid splashed over Rose’s cheek as the creatures beside her were doused. She didn’t flinch, just looked calmly over to the Doctor, standing there with an open steel flask.

‘I couldn’t find you on the security feed, and I thought … I mean, I was so … yeah.’ The Doctor cleared his throat, recovering himself. ‘Sorry for the early bath. Last of the sedative mix. Best I can do for your friends just now.’

Rose had cocked her head to one side as if listening to something only she could hear. Then she sighed in relief.

‘An absence of pain,’ the Doctor murmured, and something in his voice caught at Folkow. She saw that he was deep in old memories – in that moment, he somehow looked older than the world.

‘Oh, that’s good.’ Rose laughed in relief, her smile lighting up her face. ‘That stuff you whipped up, that’s more than good! Doctor …?’

‘Rose!’ And, as the monsters ebbed peacefully away, he ran to her and took her in his arms.

As the two of them clung together, Folkow turned back to the output pipe controls. She stared at the creature on the platform, thinking. It hadn’t been touched by the Doctor’s spray, but it seemed calmer. Docile. Less of a threat.

Perhaps because it knows that I’ve decided, Folkow thought. Why fight for the hell of it? The Goobers aren’t a problem now. I can make Head Office think it was my idea to save them – a way to show those activists we’re not all bad. And if we can learn something from these things …

She blinked in sudden surprise. Perhaps I already have.

As she walked back to Central Control, she saw the surviving metallic wisps of the paper chains dancing in the air con. And Folkow very nearly smiled.

‘In time we can change the structure of the solvent to make a beneficial catalyst, I’m sure,’ Noet said. ‘One that adds extra nutrients to the waste process of the rig.’

Standing by the TARDIS with the Doctor, Rose tested her clearing brain by trying to understand what he was saying. ‘What, like Goober-fertiliser, you mean?’

‘Well, in a way,’ said Noet. ‘It will boost their survival and help them flourish. We tried taking something away from this place, but now we can help something grow.’

‘It’s better to give than to receive, especially at Christmas,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘Is it not, Noet?’

‘What about Director Folkow?’ Rose asked.

‘Every news service in the sector wants an interview with her – the discoverer of a new species,’ Noet said, a touch petulantly. ‘Still, it’ll keep her off our backs till we’re cleared to run the rig again.’

‘Watch out for the wildlife this time.’ The Doctor waved goodbye to Noet and ushered Rose into the TARDIS. Then he closed the doors and sprang across to the console.

‘Tell me something,’ he said to Rose.

She grinned. ‘Anything? Or something specific?’

‘How did you get those creatures to stop their attack? You couldn’t have reasoned with them …?’

‘I was just thinking of waiting for my mum to finish making Christmas dinner as a kid,’ Rose told him. ‘I’d be starving, couldn’t wait to tuck in. But I had to, of course. That was part of the fun.’

‘Awww, waiting for Jackie’s Christmas dinner! Well, you’ve definitely got form with that. To think, last year we almost missed it altogether.’

‘Your fault.’ Rose shoved him lightly on the arm. Then she frowned. ‘You know you can’t tell her about this.’

‘Oh no. No way. Let Jackie know her cooking saved a species?’ The Doctor grinned. ‘We’d never hear the end of it!’
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THE CHRISTMAS BLESSING
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Attention! Attention! All personnel to combat stations. Greyhound Base is now at maximum alert status. I repeat, all personnel to combat stations.’

It was, the Doctor decided, something of a novelty to know exactly where and when he had landed for a change. Not only had he emerged from the TARDIS just in time to hear the booming tannoy announcement and blare of sirens, but the chronometer on the wall stated that the date was 18 December 2183, the plastic crates piled high around him were emblazoned with the UNITfn1 logo, and the magnificent view of the Earth through the window left absolutely no doubt as to his location.

He had landed in a storeroom on a UNIT base on the Moon.

‘Greyhound Base …’ He nodded approvingly. ‘Alistair would like that.’

The siren dipped in volume as the tannoy voice rang out again: ‘Contact crew to assemble in Main Control for final briefing. I repeat, contact crew to assemble in Main Control for final briefing. Launch in T-minus twenty.’

‘I heard you the first time,’ muttered the Doctor. The base was on combat footing and a contact crew was being assembled: a threat was approaching and clearly the commanding officer hadn’t quite decided how to deal with it yet. ‘Sounds like they could use a scientific adviser. Doctor, I do believe you’re invited to the party!’

The Doctor stepped out into a corridor painted a drab green. ‘Why do they never go for pastels?’ He sighed. Stuffing his hands in the pockets of his long coat, he strode off as if he owned the place, following signs for the main control room. They led him to a set of huge blast doors emblazoned with red capitals:


HIGH SECURITY AREA!

AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY



A brief buzz of the sonic was all it took to crack open the heavy doors, and the Doctor slipped through. The control room was large and multi-levelled, one wall dominated by a huge holographic display showing the Earth and Moon. And something else – several something elses – approaching fast. A fleet of ships? Missiles?

I need more info. The Doctor cleared his throat. ‘Um, excuse me. Can I be of any assistance?’

Two dozen startled faces swung in his direction, swiftly followed by the nozzles of two dozen snub-nosed energy weapons.

‘Secure that intruder,’ barked a woman in military uniform from the dais in the centre of the room. Moments later, the Doctor found his arms pinioned by two burly UNIT soldiers and he was marched towards the stern-looking woman.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘How did you get here?’

The Doctor glanced down at her ID badge. ‘Colonel Peshawar? I’m the Doctor.’ He grinned. ‘This is my most disarming smile. Is it working?’ He glanced round at the weapons pointing his way. ‘No? Not disarming you?’

Colonel Peshawar blinked at him in disbelief. ‘The Doctor?’

‘Yeah, you know. “Mysterious traveller in time and space”, “oncoming storm”, “worst person to ask to organise your secret Santa” … You must have a pension statement waiting for me somewhere.’ He let the smile drop. ‘Colonel, it seems to me you’ve got more to worry about than an old friend to UNIT turning up unannounced. What’s on its way here?’

Peshawar chewed her lip. She seemed uncertain.

The blast doors slid open and a soldier hurried in. ‘Security scan shows a foreign object in storage room four, ma’am. A large blue box, came out of nowhere –’

‘Ah. Thank you, Sergeant Franklin, I get the picture.’ Peshawar signalled her squad to stand down. ‘So it is you, Doctor.’

‘“I solo e unico,” as Chesney Hawkes might have said if he was Italian. A-ha!’ The Doctor trotted over to where a young woman in a white lab coat was peering at a 3D display showing vistas of space. ‘Deep-field scan-shot? That should tell us what we’re dealing with! Hello, I’m the Doctor. You are …?’

‘Professor Amir, bring the Doctor up to speed,’ said Peshawar wearily. ‘And quickly, please. We’re working to a countdown clock here.’

‘Geneva for you, Colonel,’ Sergeant Franklin called, holding up a comms handset.

As Peshawar rolled her eyes and crossed to take the call, the Doctor leaned closer to the display. ‘So, Professor Amir …’

‘Please, call me Eliz.’

‘OK. Eliz! What have we got here?’

‘They showed up on the long-range scanners about twelve hours ago. No idea of origin, but they were first detected just within the orbit of Uranus. Definitely not a species we’ve encountered before.’

‘How many?’

‘Twelve. Thought they were comets for a long time. But the Herkalocks are moving too fast and have changed course several times. They’re heading directly for Earth.’

The Doctor raised an eyebrow. ‘Herkalocks?’

‘Anomalies, I mean.’ Eliz flushed a bright red. ‘Everyone kept calling them “the anomalies” or “the objects” or “the NEOs” or whatever. When we realised they were alive, I figured that they needed a name, so … I chose one.’

‘Herkalocks?’

‘I didn’t expect it to stick. The shape of them reminded me of this cuddly dolphin toy I had when I was little called Mr Herkalock.’ Eliz shrugged. ‘Anyway, I mentioned this at one of the UNIT debriefings and the name caught on. Mostly.’ She glanced over at Peshawar. ‘Some think it trivialises their potential threat.’

‘Yeah, innocent until proven guilty doesn’t often apply to alien first contacts,’ the Doctor mused. ‘You’re not a xeno-biologist then?’

‘Not remotely. I actually study objects in low Earth orbit.’

‘Space junk!’ The Doctor shook his head and tutted. ‘Yeah, what a mess you’ve all made. Everything from defunct satellites and rocket parts to frozen coolant and flakes of paint …’

‘And, no matter how small these fragments are, they’re travelling at speeds that can cause catastrophic damage to anything in proximity.’ Eliz had grown suddenly serious. ‘Over the last hundred years, as we’ve kept pushing out into space, the number of LEO objects bigger than a millimetre has increased twenty-fold. Now we’re launching more projects from the Moon, we’re starting to get the same problem in lunar orbit too.’

‘Which is a big risk for space launches, there and here,’ the Doctor noted, flicking through the windows on Eliz’s display – images of the Earth with a thick halo of tagged LEO objects. ‘So, you’re a civilian scientist on a military base that’s been placed on a war footing. Bit awkward.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed.

‘Know the feeling.’ The Doctor tutted sympathetically. ‘But why drag you into all this Herkalocks stuff?’

Colonel Peshawar loomed over them. ‘Professor Amir is looking at ways to weaponise the space junk in LEO to protect us from incursion from hostile entities –’

‘Actually, I’m working on a way to eliminate the space junk,’ Eliz broke in, shaking her head, ‘while Colonel Peshawar looks for military applications.’

‘Well, I know which of you I’d be awarding a gold star for effort,’ the Doctor said.

‘The Earth must be defended, Doctor. If we can upcycle a problem into a solution, that’s a positive.’ Peshawar smiled bleakly. ‘I’m including your presence here in this.’

‘That’s told me,’ the Doctor said breezily. ‘So. Got any good images of these Herkalocks? Or is “stuffed dolphin” all we have to go on?’

‘Our early warning satellites got a good view of the anomalies as they passed Mars.’ Peshawar pointed a small remote at the main holographic display. ‘Perhaps you can enlighten us, Doctor? Since you’re the extraterrestrial expert – in both senses.’

The Doctor let out a gasp of delight as he got his first glimpse of the mysterious creatures. ‘Oh, aren’t you just gorgeous!’

The Herkalocks were huge; even the smallest of them must have been the size of a double-decker bus. There were about a dozen of them in the satellite image, each a different shade of greenish grey, their elephantine skin pockmarked and scarred from years in space. None of the creatures had anything that could be construed as a face, but each sported a long, javelin-like protuberance of bone that extended in front of them. It was as if a pod of narwhals had taken flight.

‘Well?’ said Peshawar. ‘Any insights?’

‘They definitely look a bit … Herkalocky,’ the Doctor concluded. ‘You’ve tried making contact, of course?’

‘Naturally,’ huffed Peshawar. ‘Radio signals, beamed images, speech, music, whale song …’

‘But these creatures have no spaceship,’ said Eliz. ‘So how can they receive messages?’

‘If they’re not here to communicate, why are they here?’ Peshawar brooded. ‘Geneva Command has authorised launch of the UNIT scout craft. We are to attempt first contact, pending further directives from the UN Emergency Committee now in session.’

‘Got here just in time, then, didn’t I?’ the Doctor said.

Peshawar didn’t argue. ‘Professor Amir, you’re going with the contact team too.’

Eliz frowned. ‘Me? Why me?’

‘How could Mr Herkalock ever hurt you?’ said Peshawar dryly. ‘We know nothing about these creatures and how they communicate. If they’re non-verbal – or telepathic and able to probe minds – it seems wise to soften the military presence by presenting a civilian as well as …’ Peshawar looked at the Doctor impassively. ‘You.’ She turned to her sergeant. ‘Sergeant Franklin. Confirm with flight control that the Benton has the launch capacity to handle the weight of two more passengers, then take the Doctor to the quartermaster and get him suited up. On the double!’

A short time later the Doctor, packaged uncomfortably in his UNIT-issue spacesuit, was making his way to the launch pad with Eliz and the rest of the contact team. As he strode along the docking tunnel towards the waiting spacecraft, it suddenly struck him how the pulp-paperback illustrators and comic-book artists of 1940s’ and 1950s’ Earth had predicted the look of future spacecraft so accurately. The Benton was little more than an upright cylinder with a blunt, conical nose resting on four spindly legs – a far cry from the streamlined, aircraft-like trappings of the space shuttles that had paved the way for humanity’s early years of space exploration.

His musings were interrupted as the comms system of his suit came online. ‘Doctor,’ said Colonel Peshawar, her voice clear in his earpiece. ‘The Earth Security Council have issued new directives. If you cannot make contact and establish that our visitors have no hostile intentions, they will launch a pre-emptive strike.’

‘What?’ The Doctor groaned. ‘Colonel, promise me that you’ll do all you can to avert that.’

‘Left in the dark, nothing I say is going to make a blind bit of difference to that decision, Doctor. But if you can find a reason to dissuade them …?’

‘I’ll be in touch,’ he promised. ‘Looks like it’s all on me.’

The colonel gave a humourless laugh. ‘We don’t pay into that pension fund of yours for nothing, you know. Peshawar out.’

The journey to rendezvous with the Herkalocks took less than fifteen minutes. The Benton had been fitted out to carry a crew of six: a pilot, a co-pilot and four mission specialists, plus a plethora of transmitting and receiving equipment intended to give them the best possible chance of making contact with the approaching aliens.

It concerned the Doctor that, due to the speed with which the contact team had been assembled, only he and Eliz had any real scientific qualifications. The man seated opposite him, Corporal Deitz, was a military comms expert, tasked with recording and decoding any response. A woman sat beside him, a private called Hoskins who was assisting with operating the communication equipment.

The two pilots – lieutenants both named Jones – had made it abundantly clear that they were only there to fly the ship.

‘Our job is to go there and get back again in one piece, Doctor,’ Jones One had said.

‘We’ll leave the narwhal whispering to you and the professor,’ chipped in Jones Two.

It was, thought the Doctor, a fair analogy. Through the spacecraft’s forward windows, the distant Herkalocks did indeed resemble marine creatures in a sea of space; the rolling, lazy grace of their movements belied their vast size.

Eliz stared out at the creatures. ‘You know, the collective noun for narwhals is a blessing,’ she remarked.

‘So what? These things aren’t narwhals,’ said Hoskins. ‘They’re aliens who happen to look like them.’

‘Did you know the word narwhal comes from the Danish?’ Deitz said, his smile cold and tight. ‘It means corpse whale. Just saying.’ He pressed buttons on the small console in front of him, and it hummed into life. ‘Opening comms. Full wavelength spectrum.’

‘Doctor, will you address the intruders?’ said Hoskins. ‘This device translates your voice into every language we know – from Skarosian to binary code – and broadcasts it on all wavelengths.’

The Doctor cleared his throat and leaned in to speak. ‘Greetings from Planet Earth. We welcome you to this tiny corner of the universe and wish you well. What brings you here?’

Hoskins was studying her tablet for any trace of response. There was only static. The Doctor repeated his message, apparently to no effect.

‘Something’s got to work,’ said Eliz quietly. ‘It’s got to.’

‘Wait,’ said Jones Two. ‘One of those things is separating. Headed our way.’

‘Copy that,’ said the Doctor, following his gaze. One of the Herkalocks had broken away from the rest of the herd and was now drifting towards them. They were magnificent creatures, thought the Doctor.

As the Herkalock got closer, Jones One looked back at the Doctor nervously. ‘Are you sure we’re safe, Doc? That giant toothpick on its head looks ready to pop us open like a pinata.’

Before the Doctor could reply, there was a cry from Private Hoskins.

‘What the hell?’ Deitz was staring in alarm at his tablet. ‘I’m getting an atmospheric reading.’

‘What?’ The Doctor hurried over. ‘Let me see.’

He peered at the instruments. There was indeed a bubble of oxygen that seemed to suddenly surround the approaching Herkalock.

‘And look.’ Hoskins pointed at an oscilloscope screen. ‘We’re picking up a weird wave signature from that thing, and it’s building. But the magnitude …’

The Doctor stared at the readings in puzzlement for a moment, then, with a jolt, he suddenly realised what it was he was looking at.

It was a sound wave, like those his sonic screwdriver used. Only this wave was bigger.

Much, much bigger.

The Doctor scrambled into the cockpit, staring out of the window, his eyes widening in horror. ‘Oh no,’ he breathed.

The Herkalock was starting to undulate, its entire body rippling and pulsing. As he watched, a huge, gaping maw began to swing open beneath the javelin-like horn, the flesh at its edges taut and quivering with barely contained tension.

He dived back to his seat, scrabbling for the buckles of his harness. ‘Everybody, hang on tight!’

The sound wave hit the Benton like a giant hammer blow, sending the UNIT spacecraft spinning end over end. Equipment went flying as restraining ties snapped under the pressure, and the cabin became a maelstrom of flailing wires and clattering plastic.

Unable to regain her seat before the impact, Eliz was sent tumbling backwards out of the cockpit, and she crashed into the Doctor with an impact that drove all the breath from his body. Grunting with pain, he wrapped an arm round her waist, hanging on to her as the Benton pitched wildly. Above the roar of the protesting engines, he could hear the grating bark of an emergency alarm as the pilots desperately tried to regain some control. For the next few minutes everything was chaos. But then, slowly, the stomach-churning roll of the spacecraft started to stabilise, and the deafening roar of the engines gradually dropped in pitch.

‘What was that?’ Eliz panted.

‘That was aggression,’ said Deitz through gritted teeth. ‘That was an attack.’

‘We don’t know that,’ the Doctor said. ‘Hoskins’ equipment registered sound waves.’

‘The readings were off the scale,’ said Hoskins, trembling as the Benton lurched and pitched again. ‘That was no simple attempt to communicate.’

‘We need to analyse it to be sure,’ said the Doctor. ‘Lieutenants Jones and Jones! Are you going to be able to get us back to Greyhound Base?’

Jones Two gave him a shaky smile. ‘It might not be the gentlest of landings, but I’ll make sure you can walk away from it.’

Lieutenant Jones was as good as his word, and a short time later the battered Benton was settling back on to its landing pad. And clearly the Greyhound Base had been hit almost as hard as the scout ship. As the crew made their way back to Main Control, the extent of the destruction caused by the Herkalock became apparent. Damage-control teams were at work everywhere, sealing breaches in the outer walls of the base and rerouting power lines that had been severed by the collapsing superstructure. Huge sections of the base were now depressurised and therefore uninhabitable. The Doctor’s party had to take several long diversions before they found themselves back at Main Control.

Colonel Peshawar glared at the Doctor as he led Eliz and the others inside. ‘I’d heard that you bring chaos and destruction in your wake, Doctor, but I wasn’t prepared for just how much.’

The Doctor held up his hands placatingly. ‘I know how this looks, colonel, but I have a feeling that there’s just been a misunderstanding here.’

‘Misunderstanding!’ the colonel exploded. ‘Over half my base is in ruins; I still have nearly a dozen personnel unaccounted for; I’ve got the leaders of every country on Earth screaming at me for information; and you talk of a misunderstanding?’

‘It was an attack, ma’am,’ Deitz said. ‘I think we’re facing an invasion force.’

‘Well, I don’t, and I’m cleverer than anyone else in this room,’ said the Doctor. ‘If the Herkalocks wanted to destroy us, why didn’t they all attack?’

‘Maybe only one of them has the power,’ Hoskins said. ‘Take that one out and the rest –’

‘Could be even more powerful,’ Eliz broke in. ‘Why would they open with their strongest weapon?’

‘Point to Amir,’ the Doctor said. ‘Anyone else got one to make?’

‘Only this.’ Colonel Peshawar leaned closer, her voice dropping. ‘If I can’t provide concrete assurances that these creatures are not hostile, then there will be a counterattack.’

The Doctor turned to Hoskins. ‘The readings that you got from the creatures on board the Benton, is there any way we can get that data on to a terminal down here?’

‘I should be able to patch it through to the professor’s workstation.’ She glanced at her superior officer for permission.

Peshawar nodded. ‘Carry on, private.’

As Hoskins hurried to make the necessary connections, Eliz looked at the Doctor. ‘I don’t think that the Herkalocks were attacking us. I think they were trying to communicate.’ She glanced around at the damage that had been done to the control room. ‘Although, I admit, it’s not the best way of saying hello.’

The Doctor pondered on that for a moment. Usually, he was able to understand almost any language, a Time Lord ability that he shared with everyone who travelled with him. The fact that it wasn’t working suggested that the Herkalock language was too ancient to be translated. Or too complex. Or …

‘Too dangerous?’ The Doctor frowned. ‘What if the Herkalocks don’t realise the damage they’re causing?’

‘The files are coming through now,’ called Hoskins from across the room.

The Doctor checked through the data from the comms array. ‘Eliz, look at this …’ She joined him at the terminal and the Doctor pointed at what he’d found. ‘The seismic blast that hit us wasn’t one sound wave. It was hundreds of smaller waves compressed together incredibly tightly.’

‘So, there was a structure to it,’ Eliz realised. ‘The Herkalocks were trying to communicate?’

‘Must’ve been.’ The Doctor started pacing back and forth. ‘The amount of information being transmitted in each of the Herkalock communications is massive – too much even for my brain, let alone a human’s.’

‘Charming as well as clever,’ said Eliz, deadpan.

‘But if we could somehow filter that information,’ the Doctor went on without drawing breath, ‘and sift out the relevant parts and translate them effectively, well! We should be able to message them back.’

‘Sure, if we had a spare three or four years!’ Eliz put her face in her hands. ‘The Herkalocks are here now, and any time now Earth’s gonna be firing missiles down their throats. And, even if we could translate what they’re saying, we’d need a sonic transmitter way stronger than anything we have up here –’

‘Anything you have!’ The Doctor reached into his pocket and pulled out his sonic screwdriver. ‘If I channel the TARDIS communications system, though this, we can use it both as an information filter and as a transmitter.’

A smile wormed its way on to Eliz’s face. ‘OK, that is pretty cool.’

‘Cool? It’s ace-o-mondo! It’s … no? Too much?’ He pulled a face. ‘Look, I’m gonna run these wavelengths through the TARDIS’s systems. Wanna come with? Universal language database, telepathic circuits, banging fizzy drink dispenser …’

Eliz smiled back. ‘Let’s get started.’

‘Too late,’ said Colonel Peshawar grimly, and the Doctor turned to see her replacing a handset on her desk. ‘That was Geneva. Missiles have been launched.’

‘What?’ The Doctor marched over to her. ‘No. No, no, no.’

Peshawar stood up to face him. ‘As soon as the creatures made moonfall, they crossed a line. Security Council cannot tolerate trespass on Earth territory –’

‘Moonfall?’ The Doctor stared. ‘You mean, they’ve landed? Here?’

‘Yes, the whole “blessing” of them, about twelve hundred klicks away in the Mare Crisium.’

‘The Sea of Crises,’ the Doctor translated. ‘Maybe they understand more than we think.’

‘They’ll understand Firestorm missiles in under three minutes,’ said Peshawar softly. ‘The creatures are far enough from here to be safely neutralised.’

‘Safely?’ The Doctor almost spat the word back in her face.

‘Video feeds back online,’ called Corporal Deitz. ‘Confirm visual contact.’

‘Put it on Main,’ Peshawar snapped. An image of the Moon’s surface appeared, the huge, whale-like shapes of the Herkalocks settled in the dust like small mountains.

The Doctor charged over to Deitz’s console. ‘Are you getting any atmospheric readings in that area from the Herkalocks?’

The corporal stared at him in puzzlement. ‘Atmosphere?’

‘Yeah. I reckon the Herkalocks carry their own life support with them, like an invisible spacesuit. Anything showing?’

Deitz adjusted the controls, then looked up in surprise. ‘You’re right. There’s an atmospheric bubble approximately a kilometre wide round the creatures.’

‘Then maybe there’s a chance.’ The Doctor turned towards the pressure doors, but Colonel Peshawar blocked his way.

‘What are you planning, Doctor?’

‘I have to warn them.’

Peshawar shook her head. ‘I can’t let you do that.’

‘And I can’t let the Earth do this,’ the Doctor countered. ‘From studying those energy waves Hoskins picked up, I think that the Herkalocks communicate using infrasound – massive low-frequency waves broadcast through a self-generated atmospheric medium. That’s what created the tremors that nearly destroyed the base. The damage was unintentional!’

‘Doctor, colonel,’ Eliz shouted. ‘Look!’

The Herkalocks were stirring, plumes of dust rising around them as their huge bodies lifted from the surface of the Moon as if in slow motion.

‘Oh yes!’ roared the Doctor. ‘Off you go!’

‘Corporal! Inform Earth.’ Peshawar looked at the Doctor. ‘The missiles are guided. Track and feed new target vectors.’

Deitz busied himself at his controls for a few seconds, then looked up at her in bemusement. ‘Target vectors unchanged, colonel. The creatures are headed straight for the missiles on a direct course. They’ll impact in sector two.’

‘Punching in sector two satellite feed,’ Hoskins called from across Control. The image changed to show empty space, but soon a cluster of twelve missiles appeared, growing from pinpricks into arrowheads. The Herkalocks streamed into sight from the opposite direction. Those in front separated from the main group.

‘They’re fanning out in formation,’ Eliz realised.

Deitz sat back in his seat. ‘Collision course.’

‘Twelve of them,’ the Doctor breathed. ‘One on one.’

The leading Herkalocks opened their scarred and cavernous maws. To gasps of astonishment from the onlookers in the control room, each of the missiles was swallowed whole. There were no impacts, no explosions; the Herkalocks glided smoothly onwards, out of range of the satellite cameras, leaving only blackness behind.

‘Hoskins, maintain visual contact.’ Colonel Peshawar’s voice dropped to little more than a whisper. ‘I don’t believe it. A dozen D-class Firestorm missiles and they swallowed them like they were breadsticks.’

‘Colonel Peshawar.’ Deitz glanced over at her. ‘Geneva requests a sit-rep. What do I tell them?’

The colonel stared blankly and the Doctor suddenly felt a twinge of sympathy for the impossible situation she was in. Then he saw the Herkalocks on the screen and frowned. ‘You’d better warn them to hold tight. I think they’re gonna get a talking-to …’

The Herkalocks were starting to quiver and vibrate, just as the one that had nearly destroyed the Benton had done. Over the comms system, everyone in the control room could hear frantic voices coming from UNIT personnel on Earth.

‘Seismic alerts are being triggered all across the northern hemisphere.’

‘Earthquake registering magnitude six …’

‘We have a tsunami warning on the east coast of the USA.’

‘The vibrations are enough to shake infrastructure even through Earth’s atmosphere.’ The Doctor grabbed Eliz by the hand. ‘If they keep talking, who knows what carnage they’ll cause. Come on. To the TARDIS!’

Leaving Colonel Peshawar and her team drowning in ringtones and alerts, the Doctor raced out of Main Control. Eliz didn’t trail along behind; in fact, she outran him and shot straight past the door to the storeroom where the TARDIS had landed.

‘Oi! In here!’ the Doctor called to her, throwing open the storeroom door. She joined him as he unlocked the TARDIS door. ‘Now, it’ll probably take a few minutes to unlock the Herkalock code. That’s plenty of time for you to boggle at my ship and how –’

‘It’s bigger on the inside!’ Eliz stared in amazement at the control room before her.

As the Doctor rushed in and busied himself at the controls, he considered – for the first time – that this desktop theme made the TARDIS interior feel a bit like the belly of some gigantic, submarine beast.

‘Can you really use this to translate Herkalock into English?’ asked Eliz.

‘And vice versa I hope. In time.’ He slotted the sonic screwdriver into the console and adjusted the settings so that it would transmit on Herkalock frequencies. ‘I’m hoping the sonic will act as a buffer. Otherwise, the seismic vibrations could tear us apart like gnats in a hurricane.’

‘Nice image.’

‘Thanks! To say that in Herkalock, it’s …’ He opened his mouth and made no noise at all.

Eliz looked suspicious. ‘You’re kidding me.’

He grinned. ‘Yeah.’

She opened her mouth silently for a few seconds. ‘You don’t want to know what I just called you.’ But then her smile faded. ‘Doctor, even if we work out how to talk to them, what if the Herkalocks don’t want to listen? We just fired missiles at them …’

‘Let’s hope distronic explosive doesn’t give them heartburn,’ said the Doctor gravely, ‘because a single belch delivered from the stratosphere could level a city.’ The TARDIS gave a soft chime as it finished translating the infrasounds aimed at the Benton. The Doctor quickly put on his specs and peered through them. ‘Well, well,’ he breathed.

Eliz stared. ‘You know what it means?’

‘I know what it says, but not what it means.’ The Doctor took a deep breath. ‘“We were here first.”’ He pulled off his glasses and started running round the console, instigating the take-off sequence. ‘Right, first part complete. Now for the weird bit.’

‘It gets weirder?’

‘Well. Depends if you think that landing inside an oxygen pocket on the back of a giant, space-faring narwhal suspended between the Moon and the Earth is weirder than anything else you’ve been through today.’

The Doctor threw the dematerialisation switch.

As the groan of the TARDIS engines reverberated around the console room, the Doctor started transmitting friendship messages to the Herkalocks. ‘The last thing that we want is a nervy Herkalock when we land on its back,’ he muttered to himself.

The flight was a short one, and, as the time rotor shuddered to an illuminated halt, the Doctor bounded towards the door. He hesitated before he opened it and turned back. Eliz looked anxious.

‘You don’t have to come, Professor Amir,’ he said. ‘The two-way translation might need some tweaking. And you’re safe in the TARDIS.’

‘You heard Peshawar. How could Mr Herkalock ever hurt me?’ Eliz swallowed hard. ‘Won’t we need spacesuits out there?’

‘Just a little faith, sturdy legs and a sound mind.’

‘Uh-huh.’ She looked towards the sonic screwdriver sticking out of the TARDIS telepathic circuits and smiled. ‘Literally.’

‘Oh, you’re good.’ The Doctor grinned. ‘You’re definitely coming.’

He took her hand and they stepped out of the TARDIS on to what appeared to be a vast, gently rolling plain. The stars overhead were astonishingly clear, and the Doctor heard Eliz give a sharp intake of breath.

‘Are you OK?’ asked the Doctor.

‘Yeah. Just getting used to it. Kind of.’ She nodded, slowing her breathing. ‘Now what do we do?’

The Doctor checked that the control panel in the TARDIS was still glowing. ‘We parlay,’ he said.

Slowly, the Doctor began to address the Herkalocks, explaining the damage they had caused with their seismic waves and apologising for the attack. He proclaimed himself a Time Lord, here to mediate, and pleaded with them to respond.

‘What did you mean by “We were here first”?’ he asked. ‘Please. Tell us.’

After the third or fourth attempt without any reaction whatsoever, the Doctor was beginning to think that his quick lash-up in the TARDIS hadn’t worked. He was on the verge of returning to start over when a low rumble began to build in the air around them.

‘We hear you,’ boomed a stentorian voice in his mind. ‘A Time Lord mediator. And a child of Earth.’

Eliz jumped; clearly she heard it too.

‘A child of Earth,’ the voice went on, ‘who thinks, from a distance, we resemble a plaything emblematic of a small aquatic mammal with an elongated snout.’

‘They know us.’ Eliz looked at the Doctor, astounded. ‘We’re through to them!’

‘Hello, at last!’ said the Doctor. ‘And thanks for letting us land on your back, by the way.’

‘We’ve heard your words, mediator,’ said the Herkalock. ‘We are puzzled by your reference to an attack. Did the people of Earth not just deliver refreshments to us?’

Eliz looked at the Doctor shiftily. ‘Um … yes?’

‘Why is mediation required?’ the voice boomed. ‘As we explained to you on your tiny craft, we were here first.’

‘Er, yeah.’ The Doctor frowned at Eliz. ‘We didn’t quite get that bit …’

‘We have seen into the Earth child’s mind. She wants what we want,’ the Herkalock went on. ‘We are sorry, but rival contractors cannot be tolerated. We have prior salvage rights to all orbital waste in this sector.’

‘Orbital waste?’ breathed the Doctor. ‘Oh, wait a sec …’

‘We have rights of salvage,’ the voice went on. ‘We have seen you try to remove items orbiting within twelve hundred kilometres of your planet’s surface. Items that rightfully belong to us.’

‘You think we’re a rival salvage firm?’ Eliz laughed. ‘We’re just trying to get rid of space junk and make our spaceways safer!’

The Herkalock didn’t seem to find much amusing about this. ‘Nonetheless, the waste is being removed without permission. Our representative informed the Earth peoples of our arrangement with the Galactic Salvage Committee one hundred and seventy of your Earth years ago.’

‘You came here before the solar system was rigged with early warning systems …’ The Doctor grimaced to Eliz. ‘Probably caused the Eyjafjallajökull eruption in twenty-ten.’

‘Eruption?’ boomed the Herkalock. ‘Please clarify what that means.’

The Doctor began to explain to the Herkalock the effects that their communications were having on the human population. ‘Unless you find a way of modifying your sound waves, every word you speak will cause destruction on the Earth.’

The Herkalock remained silent for a full minute, perhaps communicating with its fellows. ‘It would seem that we have reparations to make to your planet,’ it said at last. ‘We have noted the increase in orbital materials since our last inspection. Given that you regard these objects as hazardous, perhaps our work here will help to start that process.’

‘That sounds, um, amazing, Mr Herkalock.’ Eliz winced. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what to call you.’

‘Herkalock. Her-KA-lockkkkkkkkk …’ The Herkalock gave a rumble that just might have been laughter. ‘We like this name.’

‘You nailed it, Eliz!’ The Doctor laughed. ‘Hell of a name!’

‘We detect that this small marine mammal of which you speak represents intelligence and joy. Freedom and fun. Teamwork.’ The Herkalock’s hide grew warmer beneath their touch. ‘This bodes well for ongoing relations in our work.’

‘What … what exactly is your work?’ asked Eliz.

‘You are anchored within my environment field?’

‘The TARDIS will hold us steady,’ the Doctor said.

‘Then I will show you.’

Flattening himself down against the Herkalock’s pockmarked skin, the Doctor gestured to Eliz that she should do the same.

She did so. ‘Doctor? What’s going onnnnnnnnnnn?’

The Doctor whooped; it was like clinging to a roller coaster. As he and Eliz gripped its back, the Herkalock dived towards the vast marbled orb below. The herd began to break apart, its members moving into set positions with an eerie grace and incredible precision. Hunks of metal whizzed past. The Doctor recognised an astronaut’s gauntlet, a long-defunct twentieth-century satellite and the charred steel leg of a sentinel probe tumbling past.

‘Welcome to low Earth orbit, Eliz!’ cried the Doctor. ‘You must know enough to write the guidebook, but there’s nothing like seeing it up close with your own eyes, is there?’

Eliz made a succession of extraordinary noises – somewhere between laughter, screaming and crying. ‘They’re sucking up the small junk like plankton …’

‘And spiking the bigger bits with their horns!’ The Doctor laughed with joy as their Herkalock speared the nose cone of an old Chinese supply rocket on the end of its mighty tusk. ‘Ha! You beauty!’

‘They’re clearing away all the debris for recycling,’ Eliz said, tears running down her face as she marvelled at the other Herkalocks. ‘They really are a blessing.’

‘What day is it? The eighteenth of December?’ The Doctor beamed. ‘Good job we’re not a few days later – they might scare away old Rudolph and his mates!’

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ said Eliz. ‘Thank you for this, for helping us, for …’

‘The ride of a lifetime?’ he murmured.

‘For real,’ said Eliz.

The Doctor gazed down at beautiful Planet Earth below, so serene and so fragile as it hurtled through space. ‘Here’s to clearer views,’ he said.

The Herkalock spoke again. ‘We will regurgitate our haul on the lunar surface for assessment.’ It paused. ‘Any chance of some more refreshments?’

Eliz shrugged. ‘Maybe Colonel Peshawar can raid the lunar arsenal for an explosive treat or two!’

‘You’ll sort it out,’ the Doctor told her. ‘I reckon the right person’s in charge of human–Herkalock liaison now.’

Eliz blinked. ‘Me?’

‘That would be of benefit,’ rumbled the Herkalock. ‘Our understanding of your low Earth orbit objects is limited. Your knowledge of the debris field would help us to avoid taking any items that you would rather we left in place.’

‘Well, that settles it, then,’ cried the Doctor. ‘That catalogue of dangerous space junk you’ve been compiling is just what the Herkalocks need. As one door closes …’

‘An advent window opens!’ cried Eliz. ‘I suppose there is no one with more experience of dealing with them than me!’ She broke off as a sudden thought struck her. ‘Unless you’re going to hang around, that is? You are the UNIT scientific adviser, after all …’

‘Well. S’pose I do have to earn that pension.’ The Doctor smiled. ‘How about I give you a reference and a lift back to Greyhound Base?’

Eliz grinned back at him. ‘Best Christmas presents ever!’
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THE ETERNAL PRESENT
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I have been screaming for one hundred years without drawing a breath.

I’m not aware for most of it. I am frozen in a moment, only able to grasp a scintilla of the full horror of my fate. And a single thought clung to for any length of time eventually slips away somehow. It loses meaning.

But sometimes, as I am lost in the sound of my scream, there is the sickening lurch of movement. The sudden silence shouts louder than I can. Breath stirs in my lungs, and I see a face. A face full of sharp angles, yet kind and curious, with the most penetrating dark eyes.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ he says. ‘Something terrible has happened to you, but I’m here. I’ll help.’

I want to respond, but it’s like I’m fixed in amber. I can’t breathe out.

‘Take it easy,’ he goes on. ‘This something that happened to you – it’s a kind of temporal anomaly. You’ll have to take my word for it. I’m only able to reach you because, well – time traveller, artron energy, blah blah blah. What? What’s that?’ The man looks behind him at something I can’t see, then turns back to me. ‘It’s like when your laptop can’t connect to the internet cos there’s no Wi-Fi, so you have to piggyback off the 4G on your phone. Does that make sense? Well, I’m the 4G and you’re the laptop! Afraid it’s not a very stable connection, but it’s all we have. And, as it’s the 1970s for me and Rose just now, you probably don’t know a thing about Wi-Fi and laptops in any case …’

It’s true; I know nothing of what he says. But I feel I know the name ‘Rose’. I know him.

‘Please,’ I gasp. ‘They have to be stopped!’

He frowns. ‘They?’

‘Doctor!’ The name bursts from me. ‘Doctor …?’

‘You know me?’ The man looks worried.

‘You – were – there –’

But then the Doctor disappears. The connection – whatever it was – has gone and I am back screaming again and always.

I try so hard to hold on to my sanity. To focus on what I know to be true:

My name is James Pryce.

It is December 1937.

I died somewhere in Mato Grosso, Brazil.

And the monsters are real.

Although the man – the Doctor? – has vanished, his coming seems to have made some small space in my eternal present. Between the scratchy snatches of the scream, details of my life before it ended come back to me, unbidden. Like facts half-remembered from those dusty, sunlit classrooms of my youth.

Like most other travellers to Brazil, I arrived at Manaus. From there I travelled by rail to Cuiabá, the capital of Mato Grosso. This vast territory of Brazil, between the headwaters of the Amazon’s great, north-flowing tributaries, contains huge tracts of jungle that few Europeans have attempted to enter. Of course, the unknown always gives rise to fanciful notions – one may imagine that Mato Grosso teems with hidden cities of gold and beasts from prehistory, but, unlike the typical settlers and prospectors and drunks and blowhards, I was here to gather information on behalf of His Majesty’s Security Service. It seemed that the Nazis, the Japanese and the Soviet Union had all sent separate, secretive expeditions to Brazil recently – and those were just the ones we’d heard about. What was the attraction? There were rumours that the Nazis might be planning to invade British Guiana through northern Brazil, but what would those other world powers be after?

I was the man to find out: James Pryce, patriot, adventurer and old schoolfriend of Charles Maxwell-Knight, MI5’s spymaster. I had recently sold my cattle ranch in the Argentine and was eager for adventure. Funded by Maxwell-Knight, I had carte blanche to assemble a small team to guide and accompany me into the interior of Mato Grosso, on the path those other expeditions had taken before me. My team was a local guide with one eye, two porters to carry bags and equipment and three other Englishmen I interviewed in Cuiabá.

One of them didn’t arrive until the night before we set off, and I nearly didn’t grant him an audience. But this fellow was so fiercely interested in my expedition and its intended route I couldn’t help but be flattered. And he was a doctor, so I decided it would be wise to take him along, particularly since he claimed to have a porter named Tyler who would carry his bags. (How he grinned when he said that! A grin big enough to bite through jungle, for sure.)

But, for all this enthusiasm, the Doctor and his squire failed to rendezvous with us the following morning. I cursed them as timewasters but gave them little thought as my expedition embarked by motor-lorry to Campo Arado. We were underway! With Christmas getting a little closer each day, I thought back to the gifts of storybooks and annuals I used to find beneath the tree at Mother’s house. My heart thrilled at the thought I was living the sort of wild adventure I’d read as a boy.

In a number of days, we’d reached the Rio das Mortes, or River of Death: snaking through the jungle for 500 miles, this body of water is so named because the land it flows through is occupied by notoriously hostile locals.

Little did I know the only locals we’d find were those of another world.

My screams shake my fragile grip on the past, bring me back to the long, noisy now. My forever death, stretched out for all time. I feel nothing – even the scream is a kind of static to my senses.

‘Hold on, James.’ The voice is soft and soothing, and I see a girl’s face. Her clothes are strange to me, her hair long, blonde and tousled.

‘You …’ The word is dead and hushed in my ear. But I recognise her.

‘I’m Rose,’ she says. ‘Rose Tyler. I travel with the Doctor. I can reach you cos of that same artron stuff he’s got. And it looks like we’re going back to find out what happened to you.’ She pauses. ‘Only I’m not carrying anyone’s bags! That was the Doctor’s little joke; he thinks he’s funny …’

I have seen her before. Haven’t I?

‘We need to know where and when this happened to you,’ the girl goes on, more gently. ‘Can you tell me? Can you remember?’

Again, I try to speak. ‘Diamond – wash –’

But now she’s gone, and the moment of still and silence carves more memories from my endless present.

The expedition made slow progress. Rain fell heavily for much of the day, and we were all soaked through, which made the going uncomfortable. The rainforest was solid, not only with vegetation but with endless chittering, rustling and hooting. The sound of movement was everywhere, yet, for the most part, there was nothing to be seen. It was unnerving, like sensing a predator but not being able to see it.

We none of us knew what was really out there. Watching us.

On day thirteen of our exploration of the River of Death, we chanced upon the ramshackle remains of a large timber stall. A tatty thatched roof cushioned the rafters like a nest for some prehistoric bird, and the ground was lined with rotting wooden troughs. Our guide sadly explained that this was a place where, perhaps fifty or sixty years ago, enslaved people were worked half to death washing the sand and gravel from the river in search of diamonds. I was taken with the remains of a campfire and empty tins with German labels; here was confirmation that we were on the right trail.

We camped overnight in our wet things. The forest rang with noise as it always did, the darkness making the sounds stranger and more alien. Exhausted from the day’s labours, I fell into a surprisingly sound sleep, and when I woke in my sodden hammock I found the sky edged with the most beautiful dawn shades of grey-gold.

Then a shadow-thing loomed over me. A tall, monstrous silhouette, with the limbs of a man but the hunched back and head of some hideous bearlike beast – grossly out-sized with huge jutting jaws. With a shout, I rolled off the hammock and on to the wet ground.

I found myself at eye level with the rest of my party – all dead, murdered in their sleep, sprawled unseeing on the shelter’s filthy floor.

With a groan of horror, I scrambled away from the monstrous creature before me. The dawn light skimmed its face as it turned, catching eyes that were huge and blank, and markings across its forehead, as white as teeth. This was like nothing I could ever have imagined. Surely this creature was not of the living world?

It advanced, its tread eerily silent. The hairy arms extended out towards me, strangely elongated in the gloom. A white, glaring light blossomed from its fingertips. I threw myself sideways; the fiery blaze scorched past, and I felt I’d lost half the skin from my back. I tumbled over and over through the mulch and dirt, both to douse any flames and to put distance between myself and whatever this unholy creature might be.

I scrambled up just as the monster broke into a run. Terrified and still in shock, I fled, crashing through leaves and branches, brushing aside webs that clung to my face. My breath came in ragged gasps, and I could hear the monster crashing through the undergrowth behind me. Through my fear, I realised that this place had to be the nightmare creature’s domain. Wherever I ran –

Another figure burst out in front of me. I cried out, and a hand slapped down over my mouth – the hand of a young woman. Her khaki shorts and dark vest, like her fierce gaze, looked to belong to a young ruffian. ‘This way,’ she hissed at me, and pulled me along a path that had been hacked through the undergrowth so we could run faster.

‘Who are you?’

‘Rose Tyler,’ she said. ‘Keep moving.’

‘Where are we going?’ I persisted. ‘Who cut this path?’

‘I did. Looking for you.’ Miss Tyler pulled a short machete from one of her long white socks. ‘When you said “Diamond Wash” I thought you meant the car wash down the garage – the kind that waxes your alloys. Do you know how many diamond-washing stalls there are along this river? And how many mosquito bites I’ve got now?’

‘Doctor, you said?’ I paused from running to catch my breath. ‘The man who asked to join my expedition?’

‘He’s joined it.’ The girl took my hand and led me along the path. ‘The Doctor’s upriver. He dropped me here to find you while he checked out another of those old diamond-wash places. It was my idea – saves time.’ She glanced back at me and bit her lip. ‘And time’s gonna need some saving, from the looks of things.’

‘I couldn’t save my men,’ I said, feeling sick. ‘I failed them. That monster, whatever it is, killed them all. And all our equipment, all the guns … abandoned. Without them, we can’t hope to survive!’

‘Huh?’ The girl stopped, puzzled. ‘Your plane is just through here. On the jetty.’

‘My expedition has no plane. We came by canoe.’

‘Seriously?’ She pulled back a tangle of vines from between two trees. ‘What’s that doing here, then?’

We looked out on to a wide tributary of the river. Before us was a seaplane – a battered Consolidated Commodore Model 16 – moored to an old jetty, upon which stood two men in shabby military uniforms. As we appeared, they ran to us, the urgency of voice and movement strangely at odds with their listless gazes.

‘Hurry,’ said one of the men, in good English. ‘We must leave at once.’

I frowned. ‘You were looking for me too?’

The girl barred their approach as if she thought to protect me. ‘How come you’re just waiting here?’

‘We knew about the monster,’ said the other man. ‘Come. The monster will kill you if you don’t come now.’

An idea lit in my mind. ‘Did Maxwell-Knight send you?’

‘Yes,’ the first man replied with no hesitation. ‘Come with us now, to safety.’

The men were steering us both on to the plane. The girl resisted, tried to stand her ground. But the sound of heavy crashing from the jungle interior was getting louder, closer. The thought of those huge, blank eyes filled me with dread, and I helped the men bundle her into the Commodore.

‘Don’t!’ she shouted. ‘We can’t leave – he’s coming back … the Doctor’s coming back for –’

‘James!’ The Doctor’s voice breaks over my scream’s shattered syllables, as the dream of my past dwindles into darkness. I see his face, blurred and up close in my sight. ‘James, this is important,’ he says. ‘I need to know. The day your expedition was killed, the day of the monster – where did the plane take you and Rose?’

‘Into … jungle …’

The Doctor gives a tight smile; I can sense his urgency. To him, time matters – more than to anyone else. ‘What direction?’

‘North-east,’ I say. ‘Rio Cumbocu. Into jungle.’

‘Jungle, yeah, got it.’

‘Into jungle.’ It’s like the words are stuck on my tongue. ‘Into jungle.’

Then the Doctor’s gone and I’m back screaming. But the memories keep coming.

The seaplane took off before the pursuing creature could reach the jetty. I’d pressed the pilots as to their identity and purpose in finding the girl and me, but they made no reply. They just left us in the faded, padded leather of the passenger compartment and closed the cockpit door.

The girl picked up magazines from the empty seat beside her. ‘What language is this – Russian?’

‘Yes. And this one’s German,’ I noticed. ‘Maxwell-Knight can’t possibly have sent this plane for us. I came to Brazil on the trail of expeditions from these countries.’

‘Maybe they all met that monster thing and these guys had to rescue them too –’ She broke off; I knew the words had been meant in jest, and yet they fitted the facts as snugly as a rabbit fits the throat of a boa. ‘It is weird they were just waiting there. If they knew about that creature, you’d think they’d at least be armed.’

‘You’re not,’ I remarked. ‘And you came looking for me too. It seems passing strange that my welfare should suddenly matter to so many.’

Miss Tyler nodded and crossed to push on the door to the cockpit, only to find it locked. She knocked loudly. ‘Excuse me?’

Nothing stirred on the other side.

Out of the window, through cotton-wool wisps of cloud and dense flashes of forest, I saw the course of a great river bulging and gleaming like a well-fed snake; from my study of maps of the area I recognised the distinctive coils of the Rio Cumbocu.

Then I saw something flying through the air towards us. For a few seconds I mistook it for a bird. I felt a jolt of disbelief. ‘I’ve lost my senses. Or else I’m dreaming.’

‘Neither,’ said Miss Tyler, clapping her hands together with excitement. ‘It’s the TARDIS. The Doctor’s found us!’

I don’t know what she was talking about. All I could see was one of those big, blue police boxes that have sprung up all over London in recent years.

And it was spinning towards us – on a collision course.

‘Grab hold of something, Miss Tyler!’ I shouted, gripping the nearest seat. ‘That thing will knock us out of the sky!’

But the air was already filling with a grating, trumpeting noise and a wind was blowing up. I thought one of the windows had been broken, but incredibly – impossibly – the police box was appearing inside the seaplane, lying on its side. It was faint at first but soon grew as solid as stone. The plane dipped for a moment as if suddenly it weighed more, then levelled out. The police-box doors snapped open, and the Doctor climbed out, swift and nimble as a weasel. Miss Tyler was already running to embrace him.

‘You found me, then,’ she said.

‘Always,’ he rejoined. ‘Ah, Mr Pryce! Thanks for the clue to your whereabouts. I scanned for anomalous technology in this area of the Cumbocu, and – bingo!’

I was still staring at the police box. But, before I could even marshal my mind to questions, the noise of the engines changed tone and the plane dipped. ‘We’re going down!’ I said, stating the obvious because little else made sense.

‘Why here?’ Miss Tyler wondered aloud. ‘There’s nothing in sight.’

But, to our collective astonishment, a dark split opened in the sea of roiling green beneath us.

‘Secret entrance!’ The Doctor grinned, delighted. ‘I love a secret entrance.’

The split in the canopy widened as we watched, revealing the great sandstone blocks of some ancient ruin. A stretch of river snaked round it: a tributary from the main body of the Cumbocu. To the right of the ruins, in a clearing as large as four football pitches side to side, large canvas tents made up a camp, hemmed in by tall watchtowers of criss-crossed timbers.

‘All those whispers of hidden cities,’ I murmured.

‘They were true. Only they were hidden by technology unknown on this planet.’ The Doctor nodded thoughtfully. ‘Someone – or something – didn’t want to be discovered.’

The Commodore brushed the surface of the water, light as a dragonfly, and I heard the engines throttle right back, the drag of the water acting as a natural brake. Gloom descended as, somehow, the crack in the forest canopy closed over once more. No birdsong sounded; no beast called out. There was only silence.

‘What is this place?’ I breathed. ‘Why were we brought here?’

‘It’s you they wanted, to be fair,’ the Doctor reminded me. ‘I’m just a stowaway. When they see me, I’m not sure they’ll be pleased –’

The cockpit door jumped open, releasing the stink of men kept in a confined space for too long – and the men themselves. One immediately grabbed hold of the Doctor’s arm, while the other gripped him by the throat. Miss Tyler went instantly to his defence, trying to break the second man’s grip. I lent my strength to the struggle, and we dragged him clear, while the Doctor produced a small silver wand and pointed it at his assailants. As if transfixed by the blue light and buzzing, they went stock still, then collapsed. Miss Tyler and I were still holding on to the second man and helped him to drop without injury.

‘What’s this?’ Miss Tyler pointed to a small silver disc affixed to the nape of the man’s neck. ‘Alien tech?’

The Doctor knelt beside the other man and quickly located an identical disc. ‘They didn’t seem quite in their right minds, did they? And here’s why.’ He pulled the metal disc from the fallen man beside him and studied it thoughtfully. ‘Instant telepathy. Connects the wearer to a controlling intelligence.’

Miss Tyler looked alarmed. ‘Someone told them to attack you?’

‘To operate over great distances, they’re likely programmed to get rid of anything not fitting their expectations,’ the Doctor mused. ‘I didn’t come from the pick-up point, so was outside acceptable parameters.’

‘But why save me from that monster at all?’ I wondered aloud.

‘These men wanted you to be grateful,’ the Doctor suggested. ‘Trying to get you onside. But for what?’ He opened the door, and muggy heat and mosquitoes clouded inside. ‘Time to find out. Mr Pryce, you’d better come with me.’ The Doctor sounded grave. ‘Rose, stay with the TARDIS. Any trouble, get inside. No more getting involved.’

Miss Tyler wasn’t laughing now. ‘You’re really worried, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. Because we know what’s coming. Don’t we?’

‘What are you talking about?’ I asked.

‘All in good time, Mr Pryce.’ The Doctor turned and jumped down from the plane on to what appeared to be a newly built jetty. ‘Come on.’

With a resolute smile at Miss Tyler, I followed the Doctor out into the humid half-light. With false foliage giving cover from above, no sunshine could penetrate, and so electric lamps stood about incongruously, their cables coiled round the trees like serpents, pressing strange shadows into the burnt ground.

‘You know far more than you’re saying,’ I told the Doctor. ‘As an official representative of His Majesty’s government here in Brazil, I insist that you tell me –’

‘Of course, you’ve got access to people in power,’ the Doctor broke in. ‘Decision makers at the highest level. That must be why you’ve been brought here …’

He trailed off at the sound of an approaching engine. A cherry-red Ford Model A swung out from behind the cover of trees. I stared in horror as I saw a hunched, bearlike creature at the wheel.

‘That monster’s what attacked my camp,’ I hissed. ‘Murdered my men.’

‘And now it’s a chauffeur,’ the Doctor murmured.

I looked past the beast to find a portly man in the back seat. He had the louche air of a Roman emperor gone to seed, only his laurel wreath was tufts of grey hair crowning a bald pate. ‘What are you doing?’ The man stood up in the back, indignant. ‘I was coming to escort you!’

The Doctor beamed. ‘Sorry! Such a lovely day, thought we’d press on ahead. Nice place you’re hiding here, Mr …?’

‘Professor Ernest Hobley,’ the man said as the car pulled up alongside us. He looked the Doctor up and down. ‘You’ve been accompanying Mr Pryce?’

‘Oh yes,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘For longer than you’d imagine.’

‘Here in this place, one hardly needs imagination.’ Hobley glanced at his driver and smiled. ‘Join me, gentlemen. We have much to discuss.’

‘Don’t we, though!’ The Doctor jumped into the passenger seat beside the monstrous figure at the wheel. ‘Home, James! Not you, Mr Pryce.’

‘My time in the Amazon grows increasingly fantastic,’ I said, joining Hobley in the back and staring at the monster. ‘What is that thing?’

‘He and his kind are my servants – remnants of a race of creatures the world forgot in prehistory.’ Hobley waved a hand airily as the roadster circled, ready to return the way it had come. ‘I discovered them myself, in the ruins of an ancient city hidden deep in the rainforest – along with so much more …’

‘I barely escaped one such creature with my life,’ I informed him. ‘My colleagues were not so fortunate.’

‘Naturally not,’ Hobley agreed. ‘It’s only you I need.’

‘Wait a minute. Ernest Hobley!’ The Doctor turned to him in sudden excitement. ‘I remember reading about you. Friend of George Cranleigh’s, went looking with him for the Black Orchid …’

‘Of course!’ I realised. ‘That was back in the 1920s. The world’s given you up for dead.’

‘A mistake that tomorrow’s history books will reverse,’ said Hobley smugly. ‘I’m aware you will have many questions, Pryce. I’ve spent the last twelve years answering my own. Rest assured you shall go home a hero, for you have discovered Ernest Hobley, alive! And what I have discovered will allow Britain and her empire to stand fearless, forever …’

The creature drove us to a large canvas marquee, and Hobley scrabbled out, grinning with anticipation. He put his finger to a metal disc on the back of his neck, and a sickly glow illuminated the gloomy interior. ‘To think I came here in search of a flower! What I found was the new bloom of an ancient technology.’

‘That technology is alien,’ the Doctor said. ‘So are these creatures. Their ship must have crash-landed here and the fake canopy was set up to stop discovery from the air. S’pose they couldn’t have known the locals had no flying machines.’ He frowned to see, in the centre of the tent and balanced atop a sort of rusting candlestick, a golden sphere no bigger than a cricket ball. ‘And so is that …’ He frowned and put on a pair of spectacles from his shirt pocket as he darted forward to inspect the sphere. ‘What have you –’

He stopped speaking and stood stock still as the sphere began to pulse with energy. For a few moments, I thought he was simply balancing on one foot, but then I could see that his every aspect was frozen. Not a wobble, not a blink, and the glasses only halfway up his nose.

‘Observe, James,’ said Hobley softly. ‘Our subject is frozen in a single moment of time.’

I stared at him. ‘An impressive parlour trick, professor, but I suggest –’

‘Use your eyes, man!’ Hobley thundered. ‘The sphere can halt time in an area of my choosing – small enough for a single man, or large enough to contain an entire country.’ He caught my disbelieving look and nodded, flustered. ‘I’ve made tests, taken readings. Read the accounts of the brutes who once created it. I know it to be true.’

‘Doctor?’ I called, but he made no response. It was like talking to a waxwork.

‘Do you grasp the possibilities, James?’ At Hobley’s signal, the ‘brute’ climbed from the roadster and advanced on the Doctor. ‘Imagine if we were to freeze an entire nation in time, so that a single moment for them would last for weeks in the real world. Time enough to move our armies to their borders unopposed. Time enough to scramble our air force and navy, ready to strike.’

The monster towered over the Doctor and raised its clawed hands.

‘At the moment of our choosing, we release that nation from the time trap – ready to deliver a blistering surprise attack, seemingly out of nowhere, which shall be met with no resistance. Their defeat is certain, their surrender inevitable.’

I stared at him. ‘Why show me this?’

‘I know that you have the ear of the government,’ said Hobley. ‘You will pave the way for me to meet with the prime minister and the armed forces so I might discuss the rich rewards I will receive for granting them the use of my device.’

‘And if they don’t want it? If they see it as an atrocity against humanity …?’ I frowned. ‘Wait. The other expeditions here – the Nazis and the rest. They weren’t looking for a back way into Guiana, were they? They were looking for you.’

‘Sprats to catch a mackerel, Mr Pryce.’ Hobley smiled. ‘Yes, I have ventured back to civilisation on occasion to plant rumours and whispers in the right ears in many lands. When the expeditions came, I took those in power and showed them my weapon as I have showed it to you.’

I sneered. ‘You traitor.’

‘Insurance!’ snapped Hobley. ‘I could have gone straight to the British government with my demonstration. I wish nothing more than to see Britain with all the world as its colony. But what if her leaders lacked the backbone and will for total war? What if they thought me mad and moved against me?’ He smiled craftily. ‘The Japanese, the Nazis, the Russians – I have done more than simply shown them my weapon. I have used fragments of a broken second sphere to freeze each of them in time, ready to be reanimated at my command! So, you will advise Maxwell-Knight and his chums that Britain must move against the rest of the world – for if not, I’ll see to it that one of her enemies surely will.’

I saw it, then, dancing in his eyes.

Insanity.

Hobley pressed his hand to the metal disc on the back of his neck and the sphere stopped glowing. The Doctor jerked back into life as the monster behind him swung down its hand with horrible force.

‘Look out!’ I bellowed.

The Doctor dived under the sweeping claws, snatching the sphere from the stand as he did so. In a smooth motion he turned to face us and pulled out his silver wand. A high-pitched noise shook the air itself, and Hobley tore the metal disc from his skin as if it burned. The unearthly creature sagged like a discarded puppet – the disc must have helped Hobley control it somehow.

‘I’m sorry, Hobley,’ the Doctor told him. ‘But I’m afraid your great discovery isn’t meant for war. It’s just an unstable time-vector generator from some kind of space–time craft.’

Hobley’s face had turned puce. ‘A what?’

‘Must be a second one of these about somewhere.’ The Doctor gestured to the monster. ‘Two of them would be needed to protect the crew from the effects of time distortion – to leave them un-aged as the ship went back and forth in time.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t recognise the species, but they must have crashed here aeons ago. Over time and generations, they’ve turned into monsters.’

‘Only fragments remain of the second sphere,’ I said, and Hobley shushed me like I was a naughty child. ‘If it broke in flight …’

‘That might have caused the crash,’ the Doctor agreed, still eyeing the monstrous brute in its slump. ‘Back in their prime, these people must’ve used the metal discs to control the ship’s systems by mental force.’

I rounded on Hobley. ‘While you’ve only used them to enslave others.’

‘Shut up!’ Hobley shouted, turning to the Doctor. ‘You’ve been here – what, thirty minutes – and think you know more than I’ve learned in over ten years?’

‘Pretty sure, yeah,’ the Doctor said cockily. ‘See, I know a thing or two about timey stuff. And this device isn’t stable. Used as a weapon on any large scale, the temporal generator could implode and take half the planet with it.’

‘Liar! Liar!’ Hobley, now scarlet with fury, ran up to the monster. ‘Kill this man!’ he raged, waving at the Doctor. ‘I don’t need a metal plate to dominate your will. Go on, kill him! Now!’

The monster turned to Hobley and stared. Then it grabbed his head in both clawed hands and sent blinding rays of light powering into the man’s skull.

Hobley’s scream was as horrible as it was brief, cut off as his whole body burst into unearthly ashes.

‘To the car, Mr Pryce!’ the Doctor shouted, already bolting from the marquee. I sprinted after him to the cherry-red roadster. He jumped behind the wheel, and I dived into the back. ‘Catch,’ he said, tossing the golden sphere over his shoulder while gunning the engine.

I soon saw the reason for his urgency – at least six of the bearlike monsters were bounding after us in pursuit. Set free at last from Hobley’s mastery, who knew what vengeful thoughts burned in their minds.

As the engine caught, the Doctor floored the accelerator pedal and the roadster sped away. But the monsters were gaining ground fast.

‘Think we can reach the plane in time?’ I asked.

‘A distraction might help.’ The Doctor raised his wand and waved it around at the canopy of artificial leaves that stretched overhead. ‘If I can overload the servos in the camouflage screen …’

It appeared that he could. I saw dozens of tiny points of light in the canopy above flare into fire, burning alien constellations across the leaves and branches. Seconds later, smouldering leaves and burning branches began to rain down around us. I saw the creatures pause in their pursuit, gazing up at the unsecured sky and swatting at blazing debris.

‘Hang on tight!’ The Doctor gripped the roadster’s wheel and swerved this way and that through thick and choking smoke. I clutched the golden sphere to my chest, protecting it from falling ash and embers. Then I heard a woman’s cry – Miss Tyler’s.

‘Don’t shoot – they’re friends!’

‘Incoming!’ yelled the Doctor. He twisted hard on the wheel, and we went slewing over the grass in a half-turn. I ducked down as the roadster shook and stung under gunfire. The windscreen shattered. Tyres burst. I winced at the plug and tang of bullets striking our cherry-red bodywork. The smoke was growing thicker around us; the sky looked moth-eaten, with great scars torn in the canopy, and one of the palms was ablaze. I saw five or six terrified men ranged in a line ahead of us, each holding a rifle pointed our way.

‘Got a white flag in the back there?’ the Doctor shouted, as the car swerved to a halt. ‘Your foreign competition … looks like they’re back on the march.’

‘On the warpath, you mean!’ I said. ‘Didn’t Hobley say the men from those expeditions were frozen in time, poor devils?’

There was a break in the gunfire while the men reloaded. Peeping up, I saw Miss Tyler twist a rifle out of the nearest man’s hand and shove the stock into his chest to send him staggering into his friend beside him.

‘That’s enough,’ she told the men. ‘I get that you’re scared and angry but –’

Miss Tyler didn’t have to complete her sentence. The men were looking past us as, through the smoke and cinders, the creatures emerged to draw their fire.

‘Aim over their heads!’ the Doctor shouted, jumping from the car. ‘They’ve done nothing wrong.’ The men weren’t listening, blasting straight at the monsters – but barely slowing them down. The Doctor and I circled past the men to join Miss Tyler.

‘Rose,’ the Doctor said, ‘what happened to staying in the TARDIS?’

‘I knew you’d get in trouble,’ she said. ‘I came looking, found these men in a tent back there, frozen in place, just like … well.’ She looked at me, then down at the ground, then back at the Doctor, almost beseeching. ‘We want to know how to set him free, don’t we? Well … they had these little bits of gold foil on the floor in front of them, glowing away.’

The Doctor sucked in his cheeks. ‘Surviving fragments from the second time-vector generator.’

‘Hobley’s other golden sphere that shattered,’ I realised.

‘Whatever. Anyway, I tried to use that metal disc thing to stop the gold bits glowing. It worked – and then the Wild Bunch here woke up just like that.’ Miss Tyler reached into her pocket and pulled out a scattering of gold buckshot. The shrapnel glittered in the light of the flames the Doctor had started in the canopy.

‘Miss Tyler, please!’ I snatched the pieces from her palm with my free hand. ‘These could be terribly dangerous. A young woman as fair as yourself should not –’

‘Mr Pryce, no!’ The Doctor looked horrified. ‘Sympathetic resonance. Chuck those things away before …’

His voice slowed. His face bent out of shape. The brightness of the flames was lost before a light that seared my senses, a red-hot brand behind my eyes that dragged the scream from my lungs.

The endless scream.

The blazing, unending moment of my present that would last for all time …

Until, quite suddenly, it didn’t.

I dropped to my knees. Movement. Soft impact. The grass was wet under my palms. I was panting for breath and my throat burned dry.

It felt as if no time had passed. That this was the moment I’d taken those tiny glowing stones from Miss Tyler, all that time ago.

Only, she and the Doctor were wearing fresh and different clothes. And they were smiling.

‘Welcome to the year 2045, Mr Pryce,’ said the Doctor. ‘A little after your own time, I’m afraid, but if you bring a faulty time-vector generator into contact with the remains of its opposite pole …’

I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Sympathetic resonance,’ said Miss Tyler, and indeed she did look sympathetic. ‘See, we found you, frozen in time like you were, back in 1977.’

‘Well, my old friends Jo and Cliff found you,’ the Doctor put in. ‘While looking for mushrooms.’

‘But before we could get you out,’ Miss Tyler went on, ‘the Doctor had to know the reason why you’d been frozen in a tiny time bubble, in case you were dangerous, or contagious, or whatever.’

‘And, it turns out, Rose was the reason,’ said the Doctor, with a mischievous grin.

‘You gave him the sphere,’ she retorted.

‘Please,’ I said, holding my aching head. ‘The expedition … the monsters … what happened?’

‘That was all a long time ago,’ the Doctor said softly.

‘The blast you caused knocked the fight out of everyone,’ Miss Tyler explained. ‘The Wild Bunch took the plane back to civilisation, and we took those poor creatures away to an asylum world.’

‘But not until I’d disposed of all that was left of their technology. They’ll get home in the end,’ the Doctor added. ‘And so will you, Mr Pryce. It was one thing tracing the cause of your condition, but as for getting you out of it … That was a tricky one. Easiest thing to do was just to wait until the power in the sphere ran down.’

‘Had to keep popping ahead to check on you in this little blue box of ours,’ Miss Tyler said. ‘Took a hundred and eight years for the bubble to pop, but here you are.’

‘The year 2045, you say?’ I mumbled, aware that my report back to Maxwell-Knight would be somewhat overdue. ‘To think … I wanted to get home for Christmas. My parents, sister, everyone I know … gone, so long ago.’

‘And yet you’ve not aged a minute.’ The Doctor looked at Miss Tyler and smiled. ‘If only there was some way to put him back in his own time …’

She nodded, her smile even bigger. ‘Pick up where he left off, you mean?’

‘Or, better yet, save him a trip and drop him off in old Blighty back in time for Christmas.’ The Doctor grinned at me. ‘Up for a ride in that little blue box Rose mentioned? Least we can do for the man who saved the world.’

I stared at them. ‘You could … do that?’

They shared a look. ‘Truth be told, James,’ said Miss Tyler, ‘me and the Doctor, together – we can do just about anything.’

And as she spoke I knew that, soon, I would be back home, with nearest and dearest, beside a crackling fire in the hearth to ward off that good, strong British chill. And I felt a tear wet my cheek like Christmas snow.
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The Doctor’s smile held anticipation, as if he’d got Martha the best present and couldn’t wait to watch her open it. ‘You must like dinosaurs, right? Who doesn’t love dinosaurs! Well, so long as they’re not time-scooped from the Jurassic Period and dumped at your local Tube station. And even then you still kind of love them …’

‘Leo was obsessed with dinosaurs for years.’ Martha thought of her little brother with a smile. ‘He had this T. rex onesie that he’d put on and then jump out of a cupboard to try and scare me. Bless …’

‘Well, no cupboards here. Technically, no dinosaurs either. But! Never mind that …’ His grin widened even further. ‘May I present to you: the pterosaur planet.’

He flicked a lever with a grand flourish. The door opened and Martha stepped out with a literal spring in her step – the gravity was lighter than she was used to. Waxy plant life with wrinkled leaves dotted the parched red earth. The sky was a soft-edged mosaic of pink and orange, hemmed by a horizon of low rolling dunes, and the sun was like a low-hanging fruit, around which were swarming –

‘Flying reptiles!’ Martha said approvingly. ‘Not really pterosaurs, though, are they?’ Their wings looked more bat- than bird-shaped, with a curved fleshiness. Their beaks were shorter too, but they still looked decidedly sharp and pointy.

‘I know they’re not real pterosaurs.’ The Doctor seemed put out. ‘That’s just what I called them, last time I was here.’

Martha walked out with him into the reddish landscape and took a deep breath. The air held a hint of dust; a slightly gritty layer underneath the sweet musty scent of rotting vegetation.

‘Everything looks more faded than before.’ The Doctor frowned as he looked about and broke off a dead leaf from a skeletal plant. ‘Feels it too. But it’s the same era, give or take a couple of centuries …’

As he trailed off, Martha’s heartbeat quickened at the sound of a distant cry. ‘Doctor?’

‘Someone needs help,’ he said, already dashing away to investigate. She sprinted after him, over sandy dunes dotted with weird foliage, like dried-out kelp. She soon spied a figure in teal overalls running their way, tall and slender, with lilac skin and close-cropped light-purple hair. But, as she saw them, the newcomer skidded to a stop in a haze of red dust.

‘You’re human?’ she panted, suddenly suspicious.

‘Guilty as charged,’ said Martha.

‘But don’t hold that against her!’ The Doctor winked at Martha as he held up his hands and strode over to meet the woman. ‘I’m the Doctor. Not human! And you?’

‘Trinkin,’ she said. ‘Also not human.’ Words began to pour from her in an unfiltered babble. ‘Can’t believe I found you. Can you help me get back to my ship? I mean, you’ve got your own ship, right? So it’s not like we’re stranded here …’

‘Easy, easy,’ the Doctor said soothingly. ‘Where’d you spring from?’

‘I got seasonal work on Jaslo Three – you know, the Earth colony on Jaslo’s moon? – doing delivery runs. But my ship went off course and I got hit by some weird asteroid storm. Holed the hull. I had to put down somewhere, fast. Barely got out before the ship was picked up and carried away by a bunch of Aviakks …’

‘Aviakks?’ said Martha.

‘Those flying bird monsters.’ Trinkin shuddered. ‘They tried to get me too. I only just got away –’ Starting to shake, she sank down to her haunches. ‘I feel sick.’

Martha stepped forward and gently examined her. ‘There are no obvious injuries. Shock, and exertion, I reckon.’

‘Aviakks!’ The Doctor lingered over the word, as if sampling the taste of the name on his lips. ‘So that’s their name?’

‘Well, it’s the word we use for things like that on Jaslo, y’know?’ said Trinkin. ‘Flying reptile things that lived billions of years ago. Aviakks.’

‘Catchy name,’ Martha agreed. ‘Not so keen on the catchy nature. If these Aviakk things come after us too …’

‘Why not take Trinkin back to the TARDIS?’ the Doctor said. ‘I’ll take a look for her spaceship. Anything that’s stolen can be stolen back again.’

‘Stolen? I didn’t –’ Trinkin blinked. ‘Oh. You mean the Aviakks. Right. You really think you can find it? You’ll never be able to find it.’

‘Wanna bet?’ The Doctor smiled, held up the sonic screwdriver and took a reading. ‘A-ha! Tech scan tells me it’s about a couple of kilometres that-a-way …’

‘As the Aviakk flies, maybe,’ said Trinkin. ‘But they dumped it on top of a mesa!’

Martha looked where the Doctor had pointed and could make out an isolated, steep-sided hill with a flat top in the distance. It looked large enough to hold a dozen spaceships.

‘Can’t just leave it there, can we? Broken spaceships are terrible for the environment.’ The Doctor flexed his knees. ‘Besides, a bit of climbing never hurt.’

‘But a bite from an Aviakk could!’ Martha pointed up as two of the pterosaur-creatures soared high overhead. ‘Just look at them.’

‘How bad’s the damage to your ship?’ the Doctor said. ‘If I find her, can I fly her back here?’

‘There’s a can of super-sealant on board as standard,’ said Trinkin. ‘But what if you get eaten by an Aviakk? And are you even insured?’

‘I’ll try not to. And, no, definitely not! See ya!’ With a wave, he bounded away, kicking up dust as he vanished from sight over the rise.

‘Don’t worry, Trinkin,’ said Martha, starting off the way she’d come. ‘The Doctor loves this sort of thing.’

‘Looks like it.’ Trinkin stared after him. ‘Can we get back to your ship? I’d … feel safer there.’

‘Course,’ said Martha.

They walked in silence for a while. Martha felt uneasy. The atmosphere here was odd, as if the planet was holding its breath for something.

‘Surprised you aren’t celebrating Christmas on Jaslo Three with all the other humans,’ Trinkin said.

Martha was taken aback. ‘You know about Christmas?’

‘Not much.’ Trinkin looked shifty. ‘There’s this thing called the Nativity, right?’

‘Right!’ Martha agreed. ‘Gold, frankincense and myrrh and all that.’

‘Yeah. Precious gifts, brought by the Three Wise Things.’

‘Kings.’

‘Whatever. There’s this huge Nativity event for the big, rich mucky-mucks of the colony coming up, and I was doing the deliveries, y’know?’ Abruptly, Trinkin changed the subject. ‘I still don’t get what you’re doing here. Did the asteroid storm knock you off course too? There was nothing marked on the charts …’

‘We’re not from around here,’ Martha said. ‘Just passing through.’

‘But this whole system was declared off-limits by Earth Central.’ Trinkin gave an odd whistling sigh. ‘Which is funny, cos it’s not like humans to keep their hands off other people’s worlds. No offence.’

‘None taken.’ Martha grimaced. ‘I guess we do have form.’

‘Jaslo’s population got too big. We couldn’t grow enough food to feed ourselves. So, humans stepped in, wanting to spread their empire and happy to give us full bellies in exchange for cheap labour. Y’know?’

I can imagine, thought Martha sadly.

‘We pretty much built the human colony for them on Jaslo Three,’ Trinkin said briskly. ‘Now they have us doing all the jobs there that they don’t want to do …’

Martha didn’t know how to respond, so she stayed silent. She pushed through some of the dried-out, dusty vegetation and the TARDIS came into view. Trinkin stopped dead.

‘Police box?’ She looked at Martha. ‘You’re the law?’

‘Us?’ Martha almost snorted. ‘Course not!’

Trinkin’s eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t be thinking I’m stupid. I can read English! They make us learn it in school now.’

Martha frowned. ‘I swear to you, we’re just travellers. The Doctor says our ship is meant to change its shape wherever it lands, but it got stuck on Earth a long time ago …’ She looked at Trinkin. ‘Have you had trouble with the police? Is that why –’

She broke off as a large shadow swept over her. An Aviakk, its orange-brown bulk and fleshy wings glowing in the sunlight, grabbed the TARDIS’s roof with huge talons. A second Aviakk joined it, and then a third.

‘No!’ Martha yelled, waving her arms in horror. ‘Leave that. Put it down!’

The pterosaur-creatures were taking off, ungainly but determined, suspending the TARDIS between them. Martha stared helplessly as the big blue box was carried away.

‘No!’ Trinkin almost howled the word, as if the TARDIS were her ship. Then she clutched Martha’s arm as another Aviakk swooped overhead from the fiery skies.

‘Quick, we need cover,’ Martha said. ‘Before they come for us too!’ She pelted back to the shelter of some large boulders, their tops covered in dying, broad-leaved plants. As Trinkin caught up with her, Martha saw tears streaking her lilac face.

‘We’re finished if we can’t get to our ships,’ said Trinkin.

‘It’s OK,’ Martha told her. ‘We’ll find the TARDIS again. The Doctor –’

‘You don’t get it,’ Trinkin said. ‘I should’ve told you sooner, but I thought it might put your friend off getting my ship. I thought at least you and me could shelter in this TARDIS of yours.’

Martha folded her arms. ‘What’s wrong, Trinkin?’

‘That unmarked asteroid storm I told you about? What hit me was just the leading edge as I tried to outrun it. There are thousands more asteroids heading straight for this planet. It’s about to be pounded into dust – and us with it!’

‘Whoa!’ The Doctor watched from halfway up a rocky hillside as the TARDIS was carried overhead by the Aviakks. He buzzed the sonic and checked the reading on their flight path. ‘Same bearing as Trinkin’s ship,’ he murmured. ‘Why there?’ He wondered if Martha and Trinkin had made it on board before being carried away; if they had, they’d be saving themselves a long journey.

He climbed further up the steepening hillside, grasping clumps of the dark and dried-up vegetation as his feet slid over the crumbling ground. Was it drought that had left the landscape dying like this? A change of season? The Doctor remembered the last time he’d visited – there had been a sense of vitality about the place then … a high bombardment of positive ions. Now the world felt parched and forlorn.

The Doctor reached the top of the hill and froze as a crackling, whistling rumble built in volume. A streak of light flashed across the sky, whip-fast. He stared intently, and caught a glimpse of a dark, tumbling shape inside the blazing corona. He didn’t take his eyes off it until it struck the ground at a shallow angle about half a kilometre away. The impact rocked through the ground and threw the Doctor forward. Suddenly he found himself tumbling wildly down the slope; he struck a rock with his shoulder and gasped with pain. His mouth closed on dry soil, and he choked and spat, curling into a foetal position until finally the ground levelled out. He lay panting for breath in a dust cloud.

When the dust had cleared, the Doctor saw the thing from the sky had gouged a long trench through the ground in the distance, half lost in thick, dusty smoke. The sky looked like it was swarming with flies; particles released into the atmosphere by the impact, he supposed. But something that size striking the ground should have caused earthquakes, created chaos.

‘What is that thing?’ the Doctor breathed. He started making his way towards it.

Martha and Trinkin kept the top of the mesa in sight as they climbed up through a part-baked landscape of red earth and brown vegetation. Trees arched up and across to form a canopy above them, but many of the leaves were withered and showed the dust-choked sky beyond. Martha couldn’t help glancing up every few seconds, expecting a second lightning bolt to come shooting down. The first one had been terrifying, like a missile fired indiscriminately. Who knew how many more meteors were burning up in the atmosphere right now – or how long before the resulting meteorites rained down. Unconsciously she quickened her step. They had to reach the TARDIS – the Doctor had said it was indestructible, and he would certainly make for it too.

Halfway up the steep side of the mesa, Martha caught sight of movement in a patch of vegetation ahead and froze.

Trinkin bumped into her from behind. ‘What is it?’ she hissed.

‘Shhh,’ said Martha. ‘I saw something move.’

Both women stood still, barely breathing. Then Martha pointed. ‘Oh my God. Look!’

It wasn’t only brush ahead of them. There was a nest – a sort of platform made of interwoven branches and grasses, large enough that Martha could have stretched out on it to sleep. Two very small Aviakks – babies, she supposed – poked their heads above the edge of the nest. They watched Martha and Trinkin carefully with jet-black eyes. They were trembling.

‘Leave them,’ Trinkin hissed.

‘They’re so quiet,’ said Martha. ‘No chirping or cooing. D’you think something’s wrong with them?’

‘Something’s wrong with you!’ Trinkin hissed. ‘Do you want to die out here?’

She screamed as an adult Aviakk landed just in front of them – a threatening thump and a leathery flap of wings. Martha recoiled and knocked into Trinkin, both of them staggering backwards. The Aviakk screeched, the sound tearing through the sky with the same force as the meteor.

Trinkin bumped Martha aside as she scrambled away from the giant reptile. Then the Aviakk’s jaws stabbed towards her, and Martha found herself running too, past the nest and up the hillside. The air started to catch in Martha’s throat. There were more Aviakks circling overhead, whooping through the filthy skies.

At the sound of hard wingbeats behind her, Martha tried to climb faster. Suddenly, fleshy claws bit down into her shoulders. With a jerk, the Aviakk lifted her into the air. The sky, thick with dust, spun dizzily about her. Eyes stinging, Martha choked and struggled, then froze when she realised how high she was already.

If she escaped the Aviakk’s grip now, the fall would kill her.

The thing from the sky’s landing point was marked by knocked-down trees, torn-up plants and an impact crater perhaps forty metres across. The Doctor paused at the edge of the crater to study the object in its centre. It was an irregular dark-brown blob that would have nestled comfortably in two hands.

‘Now, what’s happening with you?’ said the Doctor quietly. ‘You should either have burned up in the atmosphere or caused a lot more damage down here, from the look of you. So, what’s going on?’ He stepped carefully into the crater and slipped a hand into the breast pocket of his suit jacket, pulling out the sonic screwdriver. ‘Let’s have a look.’ He waved the screwdriver at the meteorite. ‘Organic! Strange surface, lots of folds …’ He held his hand close to the blob, wary of intense heat. But the thing was only warm. ‘Well, well. Some sort of temperature regulation in process? I reckon you burned off a lot of your bulk in the atmosphere, didn’t you? Stripped you down to your kernel.’ He frowned. ‘Your literal kernel? Are you a seed pod …?’

The black blob suddenly cracked open. The Doctor leaped backwards, lightning-fast, as a dark tendril flicked out of the seed and stabbed into the soil nearby. The earth around the tendril was starting to pulsate. The Doctor stepped back warily to the lip of the crater as dark vines spread out from the main shoot, questing blindly through the soil, filling the hollow left behind by the impact. Already leaves and buds were starting to push out.

The Doctor laughed out loud with delight. ‘Beautiful. I’ve never seen growth so rapid.’ He buzzed the sonic up at the particles in the air. ‘A-ha! So that’s what you are …’

Suddenly he felt something thick coil round his ankle. Looking down, he thought for a moment it was a root squirming in the earth, then saw the pale, segmented body and the bristling legs. The Doctor realised he was not the only one to have been summoned by the huge impact – it was a gigantic centipede. He tried to pull his leg away, but the creature’s grip was too strong and he lost his balance. As the Doctor fell back, the monstrous centipede coiled round his other ankle, binding them together. He tried to kick his legs loose, but it was no use. An Aviakk swept down beside him, each wing as wide as a hang glider, dust wisping about its scaly brown bulk. With a shriek, its jaws swung open. He felt the fetid blast of its breath as it clawed forward.

Martha woke among the branches and leaves of another nest, larger still than the one she’d seen further down the hill. She felt groggy and had a pounding headache. Through the dusty orange-red sky she saw another streak of light in the distance. A roll of something like thunder swept lazily across the landscape, sending tremors through the sharp twigs and branches she lay on. A musky, aromatic smell filled her nostrils.

‘I think it was the altitude,’ Trinkin said dully. ‘Y’know? The thin air made you pass out.’

Martha looked up and found her companion was standing beside her, gazing out through the mesh of brambled branches that encircled the nest like barbed wire. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’ve seen five of those meteors come crashing down,’ Trinkin said gloomily. ‘Long way off. But guess it’s just the start.’

Martha got gingerly to her knees, but her hands stuck to the branches – the wood was glued together with some kind of thick sap, or amber. ‘Can’t believe we’re still alive,’ she said. ‘I thought they were going to drop us, or something.’

‘They probably still will. Right down their throats.’

Martha stood, unsteadily, to see what Trinkin was looking at, and at once her heart thumped with fear. The top of the mesa was scattered with groups of Aviakks, watching them. In the distance, she saw two enormous platforms made of strewn branches, built up like oversized pyres. On one stood the TARDIS. On the other was a much larger spacecraft, tubular with fins at the rear.

‘What’re they gonna do, set fire to our ships?’ Martha felt uneasy. ‘They’re so silent. What are they waiting for?’

‘Maybe they’re saving us for Christmas dinner,’ said Trinkin. ‘I almost wish you could put me in your police box and take me into custody! Better than dying here.’

‘Why would I arrest you, even if I could?’ said Martha. ‘What have you done?’

‘I stole, all right?’ Trinkin shouted. ‘I nicked the stuff I was supposed to deliver. Gold, frankincense and myrrh – a ton of it – for that massive Nativity party on Jaslo Three. Gold they dug up there for next to nothing when they stiffed us over the mining rights.’

Martha stared. ‘What?’

‘Yeah, that was Earth’s real reason for helping us out,’ said Trinkin bitterly. ‘That moon was rich with gold, and my people built the human colony in just the right place for digging.’ She dabbed at her eyes. ‘Jaslo doesn’t have any gold of its own, so how were we meant to know how valuable it is? We were paid in food to make rich humans richer.’

Martha nodded, understanding. ‘OK. So, you nicked the Nativity stuff. But what were you going to do with it?’

‘I don’t know! Sell it back to them maybe? Just to make a point, y’know?’ Trinkin shrugged, wide-eyed. ‘But then I realised what I’d done, and I got scared …’

‘And that’s how you wound up here, so far off the beaten track,’ Martha realised. ‘You were running.’

‘There’s no happy Christmas on Jaslo for us, cos humans won’t pay us anything like what the gold’s worth to them,’ said Trinkin. ‘I was stupid, I see that. I just … I wanted to do something about it. Raise the issues. Y’know?’

‘Yeah. I know.’ Martha suddenly heard the whoosh of powerful motors, rolling in waves across the landscape. She squeezed Trinkin’s arm. ‘Listen to that! It’s your ship!’

The motors sent quiet waves of communal movement through the clusters of Aviakks. As the spaceship rose upward, the blast blew the topmost branches from the platform, though the structure stayed secure as if the rest of it were glued in place. Aviakks scuttled away from the rising ship, crossing the ground on taloned feet and wing-joints – awkward and ungainly, but still frighteningly swift.

‘I don’t believe it.’ Trinkin stared, eyes growing wider as the ship moved slowly towards them. ‘Your mate, the Doctor?’

‘Ho, ho, how about we get out of here?’ A familiar voice boomed down from the craft over loudspeakers as the ship touched down beside them. ‘Looks like some heavy weather blowing in.’

Martha cheered as a door in the side of the ship slid open to show the Doctor inside, waving like a royal. ‘Hello, Trinkin,’ he said. ‘I just wanted a quick test drive of your Starhopper. I’d say she’s spaceworthy enough now.’

Trinkin was gazing at the thick brown material smeared over the holes in the side. ‘How did you patch the hull? That’s not super-sealant …’

‘I didn’t. The Aviakks did!’ The Doctor hopped out from the ship. ‘Looks like they turned the frankincense and myrrh you were carrying on board into an airtight fixing compound.’

Martha blinked. ‘These bird monsters are actually mechanics?’

‘Nah, but they’re very advanced in their own way. They work local resins with their jaws to bind the branches in their nests,’ the Doctor said. ‘Suppose the same instincts must have kicked in when it came to holding Trinkin’s nest together.’

‘You mean, they’ve been trying to help us?’ said Trinkin.

‘Oh yes!’ The Doctor’s grin was wide as a wolf’s. ‘The Aviakks took our ships up here because this is where they launch themselves into flight – and they wanted us to do the same.’

Martha was gobsmacked. ‘So, they weren’t trying to eat us, only give us a lift?’

‘Right! They eat these funny, big centipede things that live deep in the ground. They picked us up and gave us a lift here so we could get away, pronto.’

‘But why?’ Martha persisted. ‘Why do they care?’

‘Because it’s Life-fall!’ The Doctor took a deep breath and puffed it out happily. ‘That’s what certain lofty naturalists call it, according to Trinkin’s on-board computers. Every ten years, Life-fall comes around –’

‘Wait.’ Trinkin looked horrified. ‘You’ve been going through my computers?’

‘Interesting browser history,’ the Doctor said with a wink. ‘But, yeah, those asteroids you flew through? Not asteroids. Seeds!’

‘Seeds,’ said Martha, wondering if she was still dizzy from the high altitude.

‘Seeds! All this dirt in the sky – organic compounds, pollen, nutrients in the soil – it gets thrown up by the impact of these giant seeds as they scatter all across the planet. A proper bombardment. And each seed is coated in a thick crust of frozen organic compounds to protect it. Some burns up in the atmosphere, and the rest liquefies upon impact to enrich the soil! Tremors from that impact wake the centipedes deep below the surface, and they aerate the soil as they move up to investigate. Result? New plant life blooms across the planet …’

‘And the Aviakks get a good meal!’ Martha concluded.

‘But how can seeds travel through space?’ Trinkin argued.

‘Good question,’ said the Doctor. ‘I dunno – maybe some massive eruption on a neighbouring planet sends surface matter out into space? Or maybe gravitational drag from a giant passing comet sends the seeds shooting like meteors to bombard the other worlds in this system. Imagine that! An ecology that spans an entire solar system.’

‘And it comes round regularly.’ Martha smiled at Trinkin. ‘A different kind of Christmas!’

There was a sudden rumble from the landscape, and more streaks of light scratched the sky. The Aviakks screeched and chittered.

‘Sounds like it’s time for us to go,’ said Trinkin nervously. ‘The meteorite shower is getting stronger.’

‘What will you do?’ asked Martha.

‘I don’t know,’ Trinkin admitted. ‘I’m gonna be in big trouble.’

‘Oh?’ the Doctor enquired airily. ‘Why’s that?’

‘I’m sorry, Doctor. Martha says you’re not cops, but still …’ Trinkin hung her head. ‘I, er, may have stolen – accidentally, kind of stolen – some, uh, display stuff from a Nativity.’

‘She didn’t steal it for herself.’ Martha quickly explained to the Doctor all that Trinkin had told her.

The Doctor pulled a face. ‘Well, Trinkin, you’ve lost your myrrh and frankincense,’ he said, peering back inside the craft. ‘But at least you’ve still got that half-ton of pyrite you made off with.’

‘Pyrite?’ Trinkin echoed. ‘What do you mean? I took the humans’ gold!’

‘Oh my God, it’s just iron pyrite in there …?’ Martha almost laughed. ‘I thought it was weird they’d use real gold in a display like that …’

‘Pyrite is sometimes called fool’s gold,’ the Doctor told Trinkin. ‘Looks like gold – but worth next to nothing!’

‘What?’ Trinkin scowled, her lilac cheeks turning a deep purple. ‘Well, how was I meant to know? What do I know about Christmas?’ She brightened for a moment. ‘Hang on, though. If I didn’t really steal any gold, I won’t be in as much trouble! I mean, I know I still ran off with a spaceship, but …’

‘Well, technically you did,’ said Martha, thinking. ‘But I reckon it could have been a computer error that sent you off course, don’t you, Doctor? I mean, it is Christmas, and no real harm done, so …’

The Doctor buzzed his sonic screwdriver in the direction of the vessel and was answered with a loud mechanical belch. ‘Well. Aren’t you clever, Trinkin, fixing that mysterious error that so briefly corrupted the navi-system! Now, the ship’s set to return to the freight lane you were riding, once it’s skirted the seed-storm.’ He looked between Trinkin and Martha. ‘Afraid it won’t take you anywhere else. You’ll have to face the music … but it shouldn’t be too out of tune. Maybe it’s even a Christmas carol?’ He smiled happily. ‘I like a Christmas carol.’

‘And there are other ways to make your point,’ Martha told Trinkin. ‘I mean, you’ve been caught up in Life-fall! You rescued the ship from total destruction – got to be newsworthy. You could use that publicity to remind people that other things matter at Christmas – not just festivals and gold and “We Three Kings”.’

‘Speaking of yonder star …’ The Doctor pointed to a blazing pinprick of light overhead. ‘I’m not sure if we’re following it, or it’s following us!’

There was another piercing, whistling blast and a seed smashed down into the mesa a few hundred metres away, sending Aviakks flapping away in surprise. Martha gasped as the seed went somersaulting across the dusty ground like a bouncing bomb towards them, until it skittered to a smoking stop just the other side of Trinkin’s ship.

The Doctor whistled, and Martha hugged herself, shaking. ‘It’s following us!’

‘It’s following me!’ Trinkin stood staring, wide-eyed. ‘It’s a sign! It’s got to be a sign, y’know? That Christmas miracle humans are always on about!’

‘What are you on about?’ said Martha.

Trinkin was almost dancing on the spot. ‘Doctor, you said those seeds grow super-fast. Do you think they would grow on Jaslo?’

The Doctor frowned. ‘Well, I don’t know your ecosystem. I don’t know your soil type or climate …’

‘But I bet you they would,’ said Martha, the possibilities working through her mind like warmth. ‘You said that Earth Central had ruled this solar system off limits. Maybe that’s not just cos of the seed-storms every ten years. Maybe it’s because they knew that if Jaslo ever did get hold of some of these seeds …’

‘We could grow enough food for all of us!’ Trinkin hugged Martha with delight. ‘We wouldn’t have to rely on Earth’s handouts any more!’

‘One good, solid hope is worth a cartload of certainties!’ The Doctor grinned. ‘A plant-based revolution? Guess it has potential. And so do you, Trinkin.’

Trinkin smiled. ‘Give me a hand getting it on board, then!’

‘Yeah,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘And we’d better be quick before it sprouts a tendril!’

Martha and the Doctor helped her lift the seed, which was still warm to the touch. There was plenty of room in the Starhopper now that the frankincense and myrrh had been put to better use.

‘Go on, then, Trinkin, shift!’ the Doctor told her. ‘Oh! And happy Life-fall!’

Trinkin waved goodbye and got inside the ship. Within a minute, the stolen Starhopper was taking off into the sky. And, as it did so, an incredible noise filled the swirling, swarming air. It was the Aviakks; they were starting to sing. Haunting, echoing calls combined to create interwoven melodies. Martha listened, speechless, as the joy of the music thrummed through her and brought tears to her eyes.

‘Carols,’ Martha breathed. ‘It’s like listening to Christmas carols in a cathedral.’

‘That’s facing the music all right. Hark, now hear the pterosaurs sing.’ The Doctor gazed around, delighted. ‘Just think, if I’d never come back here, I wouldn’t have known about any of this. What a thing to miss out on.’ He looked Martha in the eyes. ‘Thank you, Martha Jones.’

‘Christmas is a time to look back, I s’pose. So long as we look forward too.’ Martha smiled. ‘You know, I reckon Trinkin was right about signs. What were the chances of that seed thing just bouncing on to her doorstep?’

‘Probably fairly high, given that they’re gonna be bouncing about in their thousands any minute now …’ The Doctor grinned and offered his hand to Martha. ‘Race you back to the TARDIS?’

‘Come on, then,’ Martha agreed.

And they ran together, across the dusty mesa, as the Aviakks lifted their great heads to the lightening skies and the seeds began to rain down in earnest. As the police-box doors closed, Martha’s last view was of the flying reptiles soaring and singing through the storm.

As beautiful blooms of black glossy leaves brought new life to the dustlands, the TARDIS’s groaning engines joined in the Aviakks’ song, and then gently faded away.
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THE BIG STORE
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‘Oh yes!’

The Doctor ran out of the TARDIS into a large, well-lit white space with steel rafters high above and gazed about with excitement. It was an empty shuttle hangar – not something that would ordinarily fill him with unalloyed joy. But his attention had been gripped by the huge, gleaming letters shining their neon spell from the far wall:


EX-MASS—1



‘Made it!’ The Doctor brushed some dust from his new dinner suit and rubbed his hands together with glee. ‘After all the stories I’ve heard, and the less-than-Titanic Christmas I just went through, I could use a little feel-good factor …’

A rectangle of light appeared in the wall opposite as a hidden door swooshed open to reveal a tall, imposing figure in a space helmet, backlit in silhouette. It stood wreathed in dry ice with its fists on its hips, elbows parallel with its oversized shoulder pads.

‘Hello, hello!’ The Doctor plunged his hands in his pockets and raised his eyebrows in anticipation. ‘Here we go.’

Then a deep voice boomed out around the near-empty hangar. ‘Welcome to the Galactic Federation’s Five-Starred Festive Toy Factory, Space Station Ex-Mass One – where Ex-Mass stands for EXTRA MASSIIIIIIIIIIVE!’

Electronic flares shot up from the figure’s backpack and spun like disco lights, filling the hangar with glittering red and green, as a huge drumbeat rolled around the space. The figure performed a perfect shoulder roll into the hangar and the Doctor saw she was dressed as an astronaut in a futuristic spacesuit. She struck a combat stance and then burst into a series of dazzling dance moves. The Doctor applauded.

He was still clapping when the music shut off and the main lights snapped back on. The astronaut stopped dancing, just as her disco flares sputtered and died. In the brightness, the Doctor could see that her skin was plastic, her eyes oversized and aglow, and her smile broad and cartoonish.

The Doctor beamed. ‘You’re a toy!’

Fists still on hips, she turned to him. ‘Declare your name and rank.’

‘Doctor. And, Doctor.’

‘Welcome, Doctor Doctor! I am this year’s must-have toy – a Space Commander Gal Galaxy life-sized super-deluxe action figure. Hurry, hurry, hurry! I come with voice control, laser light show, programmable choreography and can carry out one hundred and one space tasks from any designated superior officer –’

‘That’s enough, Gal!’ came a reedy, fussy voice from the doorway. ‘Enter recharge mode.’

‘Yes, sir, right away, sir!’ The life-sized action figure stood to attention and froze, humming with quiet energy. A portly, balding, bewhiskered gentleman bustled into the hangar, drink in hand – like he’d just wandered out of a Dickensian Christmas party. He seemed agitated but attempted a smile as he hurried over.

‘Welcome to Ex-Mass, Doctor,’ he declared. ‘Forgive my calling off the welcome show so abruptly. I was expecting a rather larger audience.’ A sparkle stole into his eye. ‘Never mind! Enjoy your complimentary eggnog until the others get here.’

‘Others?’ The Doctor looked dubiously at his drink. ‘Yeah. Thing is, Mr …?’

The old man laughed. ‘Midwinter, my boy! Niklaus Midwinter, proprietor these last thirty years.’

‘Of course! Wasn’t sure of the time. We’re in the deep Midwinter era!’ The Doctor grinned, gulped down his eggnog and then grimaced. ‘I was here at the launch of the toy factory when your older brother was a boy, but –’

‘That was a hundred years ago!’ Midwinter chuckled and took back his glass. ‘From your teasing, Doctor, I deduce you are quite merry enough already,’ he said. ‘Surprises are normally our business, but I confess it’s taken me unawares, your arriving here alone.’

‘Alone. Uh-huh. Yeah.’ The Doctor felt a twinge inside. ‘I mean, I thought someone might be joining me, but … well. Missed the boat.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Anyway. Sorry, who did you think I was gonna be with?’

‘Your fellow buyers, of course!’ Midwinter clapped his hands together. ‘For the last eight weeks now, three levels of the Ex-Mass toy factory have been turning out millions of Gal Galaxy action figures for the children of two dozen worlds in this sector. And, if you enter the charity raffle, it could be your company that gets to sell the Deluxe Limited-Edition Space Security Service Agent Gal Galaxy action figure with combat suit and …’ His face clouded. ‘Forgive me, my dear fellow, but what is your company …?’

‘Oh, it’s excellent!’ the Doctor said modestly.

Midwinter blinked. ‘I mean, I pride myself on my personal relationship with all the big players, but you plucky smaller businesses …’

‘Oh yes. Pluckier than a turkey on Christmas morning.’ He pulled out his psychic paper and showed it to Midwinter. ‘This is me. And, you know, I’m in just the mood for a Christmas party. Toys! Crackers! Alcohol-free banana daiquiris …’

Midwinter produced a monocle, bent over and squinted at the paper. ‘Well, Doctor John Smith of Gallifounds Toy Company Dot-Org, the party was actually supposed to start ten minutes ago. Still, I know what you buyers are like! Eh, Doctor? Eh?’

‘Oh yeah,’ the Doctor bluffed agreeably. ‘Always … buying stuff.’

‘Exactly!’ said Midwinter. ‘And Gal was programmed to start her show when the station’s detectors signalled that everyone had arrived.’

With a quiet whirr of motors, Gal saluted again. ‘Mission update: no one will be arriving, sir.’

‘What?’ Midwinter frowned.

‘Main computer confirms red “stop” light is transmitting to local space traffic,’ Gal informed him.

The Doctor raised his eyebrows. ‘How could a toy know something like that?’

‘This Gal is the prototype: much more advanced than the finished toy. I linked her to the main computer systems for easier software updates. She’s pretty much become my personal assistant!’ Midwinter eyed Gal dubiously. ‘Check computer drive and confirm, Gal.’

‘Yes, sir!’ said Gal, saluting. ‘Checking now …’

‘A most perplexing development,’ Midwinter muttered. ‘Mr Stevens, the manager, is very good with computers! And he’s meant to be keeping a close watch on all Ex-Mass systems since that problem with the lateral compensators …’

‘Trouble with the compensators?’ The Doctor sucked in his cheeks and tutted. ‘Those maintain the station’s orbital balance, don’t they?’

‘Precisely, my boy. Which must be why our orbit’s shifted. It didn’t shift by much, let me be clear – you’re perfectly safe. But still. Odd business.’ Midwinter looked troubled. ‘You know, my grandfather designed those compensators himself. He built them to last – with the same care he put into all the thousands of intricate toys he made.’

‘I remember,’ the Doctor said fondly.

‘The compensators on this station haven’t failed in over a hundred years,’ Midwinter went on blithely, ‘and yet the moment I take my annual holiday to relax and get ready for our big festive push – boom! They go on the blink and I come back to find Ex-Mass in a changed orbit!’

‘Must have taken poor old Mr Stevens by surprise,’ the Doctor mused thoughtfully.

‘Oh no, I always announce my holiday. It’s big news! Where will Midwinter go this year? Somewhere snowy? Probably –’

‘No, no.’ The Doctor grinned. ‘I mean, Mr Stevens must’ve been surprised by the compensators blowing like that. Anyone else on board?’

‘The systems are mostly automated, and the staff robotic,’ said Midwinter with a sigh. ‘I’d better ask Mr Stevens if he knows what’s happening –’

‘Computer check complete,’ Gal said brightly. ‘Confirmed: red “stop” light transmitting to local space traffic. Also confirmed: unknown software detected in main computer drives.’

‘What?’ The old boy looked stunned. ‘Ridiculous!’

The Doctor wasn’t so sure. ‘If Gal is linked to the computer drives like you say, she’d know.’ He pulled the sonic screwdriver from his pocket. ‘Let’s just check for any malfunctions …’

Midwinter stared, entranced, as the end of the sonic glowed blue. ‘Upon my soul, what is that contraption?’

‘Useful little thing.’ The Doctor adjusted the frequency. ‘Performs full diagnostic scans, unlocks doors. Sometimes it even works on screws.’

‘What a marvel!’ Midwinter rubbed his hands together. ‘Have you considered the toy potential …?’

‘Still a work in progress.’ The Doctor checked the sonic’s readings. ‘But it’s giving Gal a clean bill of health.’

‘Confirming unknown software detected in main computer drives,’ Gal stated.

‘Well. Nothing on Ex-Mass is unknown to Niklaus Midwinter!’ Midwinter crossed to the door and pressed a button. A sprig of holly slid out from the wall, and he tapped on a berry. ‘Ho, ho, ho, Mr Stevens? Are you receiving me?’ There was only silence. ‘Mr Stevens, ho, ho –’

‘Sir, I’m so sorry!’ a voice crackled from the other end. ‘I’ve been kept very busy with the VIP guests in the hospitality wing.’

‘VIP guests? Midwinter spluttered. ‘The buyers, you mean? I thought they were being held out in space! What on Ex-Mass is going on around here? Gal’s detected unknown software –’

‘I’ll look into that, sir,’ said Stevens. ‘But, please, right now you must come and meet the buyers. They’re all here, ready and waiting!’

With the solitary jing! of a sleigh bell, the connection dropped, and the holly slid back into the wall.

The Doctor frowned. ‘How are the buyers here if their spaceships aren’t?’

‘A-ha!’ Midwinter clapped his hands together. ‘Stevens must have directed the buyers’ ships to the cargo dock instead of here in the shuttle berth. They dropped off the buyers, and now the spaceships are waiting at the red light ready to collect them when the party’s over – and the light turns green!’ Pleased with his reasoning, he turned and bustled away. ‘Now, come along, both of you. The Gal Galaxy disco spacemaster light show will kick-start the party in style!’

Gal smiled and ran after Midwinter with a bounce in her step. ‘New mission objective – let’s kick some festive butt!’

‘Don’t … don’t say that.’ The Doctor sighed, and followed her.

The corridors of Ex-Mass were striped red and green, matching the cuboid exterior. The Doctor rather liked it – the station was designed to look like a gift-wrapped present hanging in space. He supposed that the factory production lines and packing bays were housed in the centre of the structure, surrounded by walkways – there was certainly a strong vibration carrying through the metal floors. That’ll be the toy-manufacturing machines working away, he thought happily. Pausing to peer through a floor-to-ceiling window, the Doctor saw a huge storage bay stacked high with gaudy boxes as big as coffins, each emblazoned with Gal Galaxy’s heroic image. On the front was printed: YOUR LIFE-SIZED OUTER-SPACE ACTION PAL!

Beats another pair of socks for Christmas, he thought.

The Doctor caught up with the prototype Gal and Mr Midwinter in time to enter a lift that ran along a toughened glass channel affixed to the station’s outer wall. As they descended to a lower level, the owner of Ex-Mass checked Gal over, while the Doctor looked out at the twinkling majesty of deep space and its blizzard of stars.

One of those stars was moving closer.

‘Is it just me or does that look very much like a spaceship?’ the Doctor pondered aloud. ‘I think someone’s just run the red light.’

‘Mr Stevens told me that everyone is already here,’ said Midwinter a touch huffily. ‘Perhaps someone’s fed up with waiting and has called for their ride.’

The Doctor watched the point of light grow closer. ‘Perhaps.’

There was a chime as the lift reached its floor, and Midwinter fluffed up his cravat. ‘Showtime, everyone!’

The lift door opened, with a mighty waft of spice and cinnamon, into an enormous room etched with stylised snowflakes and wreathed in red and green tinsel. Men and women and alien creatures were dressed in elegant evening wear, mixing and mingling round a long dining table laden with pastries and trifles and stuffed insects – party foods from a dozen different worlds. As Midwinter greeted them, the audience burst into warm applause. Gal played her dance music as her creator bustled over to a low podium flanked by animatronic reindeer and snowmen. It was so ridiculously over the top that the Doctor couldn’t help but smile.

The applause died down as Midwinter stepped up to the podium and was handed a microphone by a grey-haired, elderly man. ‘Thank you, Mr Stevens,’ said Midwinter. ‘I do apologise, my friends, for the confusion over today’s schedule. I was expecting to greet you all in the shuttle berth, but … well, here you are, ahead of me. Anyway, I have something truly marvellous to share with you –’

‘Perhaps before you begin the Gal Galaxy demonstration, sir,’ said Stevens, ‘you could talk one-to-one with all of our wonderful customers, hmm? After all, you know most of them personally!’

Midwinter frowned at him. ‘Eh?’

‘Please, Niklaus! Talk to us!’ a green-haired woman purred, stepping forward. ‘It’s been simply ages since we last got together.’

‘Agreed,’ said a centaur in a top hat, chomping on a chocolate cigar. ‘You need to make time for your oldest customer, Morg Magawny! Let’s catch up a little.’

‘Oh.’ Midwinter looked flustered. ‘Er, of course, Morg! And, Ms Bellatrope, it’s a pleasure as always to see you. To see all of you here, in fact!’ He smiled. ‘I suppose we shouldn’t neglect this excellent spread, should we …?’

The Doctor sighed quietly. He’d come here for a festive pick-me-up – not for small talk. The buyers lined up before Midwinter, like they were on parade and he was their commanding officer. The atmosphere was oddly subdued, and the grey-haired Stevens looked on vacantly.

Hmm, thought the Doctor. Little shifts in orbit; unidentified software in the main computer; guests arriving in the wrong place.

It looked as if Stevens could use a Gal Galaxy personal assistant himself.

Or was it more than that?

‘Pick-me-up,’ he told himself firmly. ‘Quick nose about the toy factory, Doctor? Don’t mind if I do, Doctor. In and out, pop back for a canapé, slip away, no harm done …’

The Doctor sidled over to a side door, sonicked the locking mechanism and slipped through into a freshly painted service corridor. A metal staircase led up to a brighter space. The vibration in the floor was stronger here, and clanging, hissing, pumping sounds filled the air. Ahead of him was a door marked FACTORY FLOOR. Finally, the Doctor thought as he sonicked his way inside. A chance to see a little of the old Ex-Mass toy-making magic!

He was pleased that the experience didn’t disappoint. The factory building was the size of another shuttle hangar, the rafters wreathed in smoke that smelled oddly like peppermint. A large assembly line ran between vast, bulky machines painted racing green. Thrumming furnaces belched flame to heat vast vats of water, with the resultant steam turning cogwheels and heaving pistons. Conveyor belts transported box after box of Gal Galaxys on a winding track through the cavernous space. The place seemed designed to convince visiting onlookers that magic was real at Christmastime, if only you believed. And, for all the special things that Midwinter sold out of Ex-Mass, the Doctor felt that this happy dream was perhaps the most special of all. He could almost believe in it himself.

Except … the steam pushing out from the funnels in the vats was coming in oddly regular puffs. It looked like just the same six puffs, emerging in the same exact way. The Doctor frowned and pointed the sonic at the ceiling, setting the beam to vibrate the air molecules. But the steam continued its carefree curling, entirely unaffected.

‘Observation: something is wrong.’

The Doctor jumped at the familiar voice and found Gal Galaxy standing just behind him. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked her.

‘Once my demonstration was delayed, I reverted to observation mode,’ she said, her smile widening. ‘You were not authorised to leave the hospitality area, Doctor Doctor. Guests to Ex-Mass must be kept safe at all times, so – new mission objective: following you.’

‘If the bottom ever falls out of the toy market, Gal, you could retrain as a private detective.’ The Doctor shrugged. ‘You got me. I wanted a little peep at the factory floor. But now I’m here, I agree, something feels wrong.’ He changed the setting on the sonic and buzzed more strongly at the nearest vat of water, with enough oomph to knock the rivets out of it and flood the furnace below. But the vat only glitched for a moment, showing the wall behind to be bare plastic.

‘So, there is something wrong here,’ the Doctor said out loud. ‘The room is real. But this factory isn’t!’

‘I don’t understand.’ Gal blinked. ‘I was assembled here, in this very place, along with so many other toys.’

‘Don’t think so, Gal.’ He tweaked the pitch of the sonic, and the clanging, industrial sounds wound down to a low, sluggish belch of noise. ‘This is all an illusion – full of sound and fury, signifying Toytown. Why? This is your busiest time of year; the factory should be turning out thousands of toys each minute. Where’s all the equipment gone?’ The Doctor played the sonic over a furnace, and it flickered. He turned to Gal. ‘What happens to the toys that would normally be made here?’

‘They are transported by conveyor belt to Storehouse One to be auto-loaded on to cargo ships, ready for the buyers to tow through space.’

‘Like Santa’s reindeer pulling the sleigh,’ mused the Doctor.

‘Update,’ said Gal. ‘According to main computer, auto-loading is in progress.’

‘But if no toys are being made here, what’s being loaded on to the cargo ships?’ The Doctor looked at Gal. ‘Can we take a look?’

‘New mission objective: show Doctor Doctor to Storehouse One!’ Gal strode off. ‘This way. Way. Way.’ Her steps became slow and jerky, and her voice slurred. ‘This … way …’

‘Gal?’ The Doctor frowned and scanned her with the sonic. ‘Your programming’s under attack. That unidentified software in the main computer drive doesn’t like you having access.’

‘Just a toy.’ Gal’s smile was blank and her plastic eyelids flickered. ‘Just a toy.’

‘Nothing “just” about that. And if I can rig a firewall around your receptors …’ Gal gave a loud bleep, and the Doctor grinned. ‘Which, obviously, I can, that should see you all right.’

‘Anti-virus protocols running,’ Gal announced, her voice bright and brash again. ‘This unit expresses gratitude to Doctor Doctor. And confirms that all computers in Ex-Mass’s operating system have been hacked, cloned and are running on alien hardware.’

‘So, someone – or something – has done away with Ex-Mass’s computers as well as its factory floor.’ The Doctor felt shocked. ‘That’s like hacking Christmas itself. Who’d do that?’

‘New mission objective: locate enemy.’ Gal opened the door to Storehouse One – another huge space, but this one was clean-white and filled with aisles stacked with boxes, each as big as she was and bearing her image. At the end of the aisles, perhaps a hundred metres away, stood a bog-standard cargo ship being loaded up.

‘Some toys were made here, at any rate,’ the Doctor observed. He gripped the lid of the nearest box and tore it open. Inside was not the life-sized super-deluxe Gal Galaxy he had expected, but a figure dressed in white quilted coveralls and a white crash helmet, like it was working pit crew at a race track. He moved to the next box and tore that open too, revealing an identical figure.

Gal was already opening another box at random further down the line. ‘Alert! Another one here,’ she called. ‘I don’t understand. The children will be expecting to find me inside, not these things!’

‘Oh no.’ Already scanning with the sonic, the Doctor didn’t like the readings he was receiving. ‘Gal, we’ve got to warn Midwinter …’

‘I mean, do they dance?’ Gal pulled out the figure and it toppled stiffly to the floor. ‘Do they dazzle with light shows? Do they guard your bedroom?’

‘Listen, Gal: these aren’t toys,’ the Doctor told her, backing away. ‘They’re androids. Service mechanics. And if I’m right, part of an invasion force …’ He looked at her. ‘It’s not just the computers and the factory floor they’ve done away with. I reckon this entire Ex-Mass station is just a colossal fake! That’s why it’s in a different orbit! That’s why the computer system is alien.’

‘Observation: what the heck …?’ Gal stared as the android on the floor beside her jerked into life, sat up and pointed its index finger at the Doctor.

‘Run, Gal!’ The Doctor ducked as a blast of energy seared out from the mechanic’s finger, and flames danced on the wall beside him. More of the mechanics were coming to life, breaking out of their boxes.

‘Initiate running mode.’ Gal pushed past the mechanics and sprinted to catch up with the Doctor. ‘Hurry, hurry, hurry!’

‘On it!’ The Doctor threw open the door and ran back through the fake factory floor. ‘Everything fits,’ he told Gal. ‘This physical replica of Ex-Mass is identical to the original, but only in the areas they expected anyone to go. The rest of the station is a superficial copy – a hologrammed mock-up, like the factory floor here.’

‘Query.’ Gal looked at him. ‘Who are “they”? Who would bother to create such a detailed physical copy?’

‘Answer,’ said the Doctor, skidding to a halt as two monstrous shapes loomed from the virtual shadows to block their way. ‘The Kraals would.’

The Doctor had met Kraals before, a few regenerations back. They were bulky bipeds, with broad, plated faces resembling something between a pug and a dinosaur. Coarse, grey skin hung from their powerful frames in ill-fitting folds beneath chainmail tabards worn over grey robes.

Gal jumped in front of the Doctor and struck a dramatic combat stance. ‘Run, Doctor Doctor! I will protect you –’

The smaller of the two Kraals pulled a gun from under its chainmail tabard and opened fire. Gal Galaxy made an electronic burble and collapsed, smoke pouring from her ears.

‘Oh, Gal.’ The Doctor crouched beside her and saw that her main circuits were completely blown. ‘Rest easy, trooper,’ he murmured. ‘These Kraals are gonna be sorry.’

‘He knows us, Skensal,’ said the larger Kraal on the left.

‘I would point out that he is talking to a broken toy, Tayaka,’ Skensal said. ‘The subject is clearly deranged.’

The Doctor met their cold yellow eyes and remembered his last encounter with this species. ‘Fancy seeing you lot here,’ he said. ‘Or, rather, I don’t. Why invade Ex-Mass? Celebrate Christmas on Oseidon, do they?’

Tayaka ground his jaw like a ram cropping at grass. ‘He also knows of our world, Skensal!’

‘What does it matter?’ said Skensal. ‘He is anomalous to our project. He has no value.’

‘You can’t put a cash price on everything,’ the Doctor shot back. ‘Like, spoiling your plans? That’s gonna be priceless.’

‘You know nothing of our plans,’ sneered Skensal.

‘Let me think,’ said the Doctor. ‘Ex-Mass delivers huge orders of toys for a string of worlds not a million light years from your own. Well-defended worlds that you can’t invade with the few Kraals left alive. But you could use the living space – because Oseidon is ravaged with ever-rising radiation levels and the planet can’t support you much longer …’

‘He knows our world is doomed, Skensal!’ Tayaka hissed.

‘Oh, do be quiet,’ Skensal snapped. ‘He cannot know of our plans.’

‘Your Kraal strategists decide that Ex-Mass is the key,’ the Doctor continued. ‘Big toy-store buyers from local sectors are going there to collect thousands of animated action figures like Gal for distribution all over their worlds. So if you cloak the real Ex-Mass with an invisibility shield while old Midwinter’s on holiday – and stick your replica Ex-Mass in a near orbit in its place – well, then! You can send the buyers there instead.’

Skensal looked at Tayaka. ‘He may know something of our plans,’ he conceded.

‘But, oh, wait a minute. You lot love your androids; I bet that’s not the real Stevens downstairs, is it? He’ll be stuck on the real Ex-Mass. And I bet those are your android buyers in Hospitality right now, aren’t they?’ said the Doctor. ‘You’re testing them out on Midwinter. You want to see if he’s fooled by them. If he is, then you’re all set, aren’t you? You can get your android Mr Stevens to give the OK to the real buyers – who are right now stopped at your red light out in space – and when they come aboard here for the party, you replace them with your fakes. Ready to distribute an army of service-mechanic androids in Gal Galaxy boxes to key addresses all over their worlds.’

Tayaka looked deflated. ‘He knows much of our plans, Skensal.’

‘And, as the panic and destruction begins, our buyer-replicas will use their company factories to create android doubles of key leaders and rulers!’ Skensal bragged. ‘Rulers who will replace the originals and surrender to us – leaving their worlds as seats of power for a new empire of the Kraals!’

Tayaka wailed. ‘Now he knows everything!’

‘Perhaps,’ Skensal grumbled. ‘But the knowledge will die with him.’

‘Hate to contradict you, big fella,’ the Doctor said quickly, ‘but there’s something I don’t understand. You’ve stopped all the buyers’ ships at a red light … all except one, which looked to be heading here.’

‘You are lying,’ said Skensal.

‘Observation: he is not!’ came a familiar voice from behind the Doctor.

The Doctor spun through 180 degrees and cried, ‘Gal Galaxy?’

‘Gal Galaxy Deluxe!’ The new Gal stood over her fallen predecessor. She had swapped her spacesuit for a black uniform with white piping and a sash worn diagonally across her torso. ‘I am the Deluxe Limited-Edition Space Security Service Agent Gal Galaxy with Mark Six variable effect hand weapon and electro-blade, featuring disco space-master light show!’ She smiled as she raised the plastic gun clutched in her plastic fingers. ‘Mission objective: protect home environment. Drop your weapons, intruders!’

‘How amusing.’ Skensal snorted. ‘The toy truly believes she can harm us!’

‘Well, you haven’t seen her dance moves yet.’ The Doctor jammed the sonic against the back of the new Gal’s neck. ‘They’re killer …!’

At once, Gal burst into the demo routine that the Doctor had seen upon arrival. Dance music thumped and laser lights shot from her ‘gun’ as she threw herself forward into an impressive shoulder roll that sent her crashing into the Kraals. The Doctor switched the sonic’s frequency and Gal’s music jumped to a deafening volume, the light show becoming blindingly bright. The Kraals rolled and writhed on the floor, disorientated.

‘And that’s enough of that.’ The Doctor sonicked off the sound and lights, grabbed Gal by the hand and pulled her away with him across the factory floor towards the doors. ‘Where’d you spring from?’

‘I am one of ten Deluxe Limited-Edition Space Security Service Agent Gal Galaxys that Mr Midwinter brought along personally to give away to lucky buyers,’ she said, hurrying down the staircase behind the Doctor. ‘I am glad to avenge the destruction of my prototype sister.’

The Doctor, surprised, skidded to a stop. ‘You knew the Kraals zapped her?’

‘Mr Stevens, although imprisoned on board the real Ex-Mass station, was able to tap into the prototype Gal’s visual and audio sensors to learn of the Kraal plans through your actions,’ the action figure explained.

‘Good old Mr Stevens!’ The Doctor waved into Gal’s camera eyes. ‘Top work, fella!’

‘Indeed.’ New Gal smiled. ‘And all Gal action figures are based on the prototype. Our software is compatible, and all units can be linked. Through our command circuits, Mr Stevens was able to signal for help and raise the alarm. Hurry, hurry, hurry! A police ship is already on its way.’

‘So that’s the ship that ran the red light!’ The Doctor grinned wildly, but then frowned. ‘But what do we do about Mr Midwinter? When the androids of the buyers finish their Q-and-A testing session and he gives them a pass, he’ll have outlived his usefulness.’

‘The situation is under control, Doctor Doctor.’ Gal smiled again and opened the door leading back to Hospitality. ‘Mr Stevens has been able to exploit the prototype’s link to the Kraals’ main computer drives to their disadvantage …’

The sight that greeted the Doctor stopped him in his tracks. He saw Midwinter standing on the table, trembling astride the remains of a roast turkey, while the androids of the buyers lay on the floor, limbs twitching feebly.

‘Will someone kindly tell me what is going on?’ twittered Midwinter.

‘Well …’ the Doctor began.

The green-haired woman, Ms Bellatrope, sat up suddenly and intoned: ‘I can carry out one hundred and one space tasks!’

‘I have programmable choreography,’ said Morg the centaur, flat on his equine back on the floor. ‘I can perform ten dance routines at three levels of intensity …’

‘Oh, that’s good, Mr Stevens.’ The Doctor smiled. ‘You used the prototype’s link to the main computers to upload Gal’s programming – then downloaded it into the androids’ brains.’

‘Not only these androids, but the service mechanics too,’ Gal agreed. ‘Observation: their Kraal programming has been wiped and replaced by ours. They are harmless.’

The android of Stevens rolled over and looked at the Doctor, his plasti-flesh face hanging open to reveal complex componentry beneath. ‘Are you a designated superior officer?’

‘As it happens, yes I am!’ the Doctor informed him. ‘And you and the other lovely androids here must protect me from those dreary old Scrooges, the Kraals. Chop, chop, here they come now!’

Skensal and Tayaka burst through the door, Skensal with his weapon raised. But the android of Stevens was already doing the cancan towards the Kraals, and high-kicked the gun away. As Morg the centaur started doing a very strange salsa around the place, Midwinter scooped up the fallen gun and trained it on the Kraals.

‘I don’t know where you came from or what you’re doing here,’ Midwinter said. ‘But, in the name of Christmas, you’ll return Mr Stevens to me safely, post haste!’

‘Bravo, Mr Midwinter,’ said the Doctor. ‘And now, with the police on their way and the Kraal androids asking “What would Gal Galaxy do?”, I think it’s time I moved on.’

‘What!’ Midwinter looked shocked. ‘Without taking your Ex-Mass toy order with you?’

‘Ha!’ The Doctor laughed wolfishly. ‘Today I’ve helped put the kibosh on some old enemies and their diabolical plot, seen twenty planetary invasions foiled by a toy, and, best of all, everybody lived! Believe me, that’s just what the Doctor ordered. Merry Christmas!’
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Mr Jackson Lake

1 Paling Meadows

Rotorua

New Zealand

1 December 1903

My dear Rosita,

Forgive the bulk of this lengthy letter, falling from your letterbox to punish your doormat in so heavy-handed a fashion. I know your work at the orphanage gives you little time to indulge the ramblings of an old friend, particularly with Christmas so close round the corner (assuming this letter arrives in time, that is).

But what can I say? You simply will not believe my news!

Once again, my path has crossed with that of the Doctor. Our dear friend and saviour from over fifty years past. And he looked not a day older, Rosita. It is as if he sups from an elixir of youth that I could well use myself – although you, I am sure, must look radiant as ever.

It was an accidental meeting, just as it was back in 1851. Yesterday evening, at the Halfway House Inn on Pukeroa Hill, I sat nursing a rather good Madeira while gazing out over Kuirau Park. Suddenly, I heard a voice that stirred my memory enquiring as to the immediate availability of a guide that could lead him to the Waimangu Geyser – here, clearly, was a gentleman with urgent business to attend to. Knowing the geyser well myself, I turned, intrigued. And I could barely believe my rheumy old eyes. I, of course, have aged rather less well than you and he, and even when I called the Doctor’s name, he did not recognise me at first.

‘If you fail to remember me, sir, then you must surely remember that most amazing and terrifying adventure we shared nigh a half-century ago? Why, you even wear the same clothes!’ I lowered my voice. ‘Even a man as extraordinary as the Doctor must recall battling a giant mechanical man over London from the basket of a hot-air balloon …’

‘Jackson? Jackson Lake!’ The Doctor beamed and embraced me like a long-lost brother. ‘Look at you, then! Old face in the wrong place. Wrong hemisphere! And definitely the wrong time …’

In this last respect, as this letter will bear out, he was not mistaken.

The Doctor joined me at my table and we talked heartily over old times. He asked after you of course. And my dear Frederic, who, after all, was the reason I came to be in New Zealand in the first place. What splendid nonsense life deigns to serve us at times! For the Doctor, it had been mere months since he had carried my young son in his arms, and now that skinny infant was a strapping man in middle age, captain of a steam trawler that berthed in Auckland.

Anyway, I told him I’d emigrated here in 1881 following my retirement from teaching and to satisfy a traveller’s urge which has grown in me with the passing years. My time over the last twenty years had been occupied to no small degree by documenting my own surveys of this captivating land, and I am proud to have shared my own small contributions to geographical and cultural knowledge.

I reminded the Doctor of the moment when I’d requested one last adventure with him, to which he had generously replied, ‘Be my guest!’ Well, much time had passed, but I wished at last to embrace that offer. And while I might seem a little old to guide him, I assured him I am still on the spry side!

After some gentle persuasion, the Doctor accepted my offer, kindly stating that he should enjoy the company of a man who would ‘understand his purpose’ in the world. He said he had detected what he referred to as a unique energy signature belonging to some old adversaries – older even than the Cybermen. And that something sinister was afoot in the Waimangu valley. He didn’t want to drop straight in there with the TARDIS. He wished to get the lay of the land and I was happy to present it to him.

I may have bored you with this before – in which case, I hope you can indulge a retelling – but to view Waimangu valley is to view the most visible wounds from Mount Tarawera’s eruption of 1886. The earth was opened with such violence that the surrounding terrain was altered beyond all recognition. On the site of the old Echo Lake there now lies Frying Pan Lake – the world’s largest hot spring, so named for its ever-frizzling surface. Another newly formed marvel is the Inferno Crater Lake, its blue-black waters bubbling with rage within walls that stand 300 feet high. But the most remarkable lake here (besides yours truly!) is the geyser lake that gives its name to this valley: Waimangu, which in te reo Māori (which is to say, the Māori language) means ‘black water’. The description, I assure you, is a just one. Most geysers (such as those at Whakarewarewa, which I have observed many times) hurl up pure white water that sweeps off in the wind in a beautiful spray. But since the turn of the century – just as vegetation has at last begun to return to the uncertain soil – Waimangu often ejects a black storm of water, rock and boiling mud up to a quarter of a mile into the air.

‘The eruptions come at regular but unpredictable intervals,’ I told the Doctor, ‘and I can think of no mightier explosive force in existence.’

‘By the end of our trip, you may feel differently,’ he told me. And he was right.

I was pleased to be the Doctor’s chosen guide at my ripe old age. It’s not the most straightforward of routes, but even an old boy such as myself can enjoy it – in a somewhat wearying way!

We set off from Rotorua before dawn and travelled by cart to a village by Lake Tarawera. At my suggestion, we hired a Māori guide to row us across Lake Tarawera, navigating the rocky base of the now-dormant volcano until we landed on the far side. To my surprise, the Doctor insisted that the guide should then return home. He even paid the man with a roll of bills that must have come to several hundred pounds, in exchange for a solemn promise from the man that he would take no other tourists to the geyser that day. The guide could hardly credit his luck, but I could see that the notes meant nothing to the Doctor. To him, their only value lay in ensuring that we involve no one else on our perilous venture.

He helped me across the narrow neck of land that leads to the bank of Lake Rotomahana. It is a most ominous-looking body of water that all but boils with fervent heat. We procured another boat from an accommodation house and the Doctor rowed us through the steam himself, dressed rather heroically in shirtsleeves and tie. What a difference to those old, cold Christmases in Britain I once endured!

The landscape about us stood in a near-sinister silence. I realised our route was taking us over the spot where the tourists’ mecca of the Pink and White Terraces had stood just twenty years earlier: great steps of stone formed by nature’s hand and graced with pools of the warmest water, smothered forever by the erupting Tarawera. Even the Māori had held back from the district since the disaster, and with the atmosphere growing tense, I spoke to break the silence, reminiscing as old men will.

‘Many considered the Terraces to be the Eighth Wonder of the World,’ I told the Doctor. ‘Such shades to impress the eye: the pinks ranging from rich salmon to soft rose, and the whites from old ivory to a faint and glittering yellow. Truly, they were a thing of joy and magic for those who saw them.’

‘Nothing magical about the colouring,’ the Doctor said flatly. ‘Just the result of antimony and arsenic sulphides in the water.’ He stopped rowing for a moment, shaking out his arms to ease the muscles. ‘Interesting, isn’t it? That something so beautiful can come from something so deadly.’

‘It is often the way with nature,’ I said. ‘Look around! This place lies on the Pacific Ring of Fire, where Mother Nature thunders her direst rage. And yet from all that terror and tumult, such rugged beauty was born.’

He was more serious than I had ever seen him as he began to row again. ‘Beauty can be skin deep,’ he said. ‘Who knows how ugly things may be beneath the surface? I’ll tell you who. Me. That’s why I’m here.’

We reached the far shore at last, and I was glad for the rest I had been able to take in the boat, for it was a further three miles to the geyser on foot. A narrow path led over a steep hillside of many colours: white silica, grey volcanic dust, yellow sulphur and patches of rust all mingled together with little jets of steam puffing from a honeycomb of holes in the ground. Looking down across the valley, the level ground between hills was wrapped in a fog of steam from the countless pools of boiling water.

The Doctor kindly waited for me at regular intervals while I regained my breath. I confess, I felt more than a little envious at his youth and vigour, unweathered by the passing years. Oh, to have braved his impossible box and taken the short route through the decades in style! But that would have meant less time with Frederic and yourself, my dear Rosita, and of course, I would swap those years for nothing.

Forgive my digression, let me return to my tale –

Waimangu is surrounded by three hills, on which stand several shelter sheds. Typically, tourists stay in these wooden structures overnight while waiting for an eruption. We took the tracks cut in the thick volcanic mud to approach the shelters – they are basic, but I must say I was looking forward to a lengthy rest inside one. Closer to the geyser lake, and erected to restrain the more eager tourist, a number of DANGER signs stand warden. As you can imagine, my dear, these signs were to the Doctor as the red rag is to the bull. He charged away, eager as a child to explore.

Now, at a short distance from Waimangu is a rock known as Gibraltar, named for its resemblance to that great fortress, and on its surface are a number of vents from which large masses of steam are constantly pumping forth. The sulphurous deposits in the steam have turned the rock bright yellow, and from all openings in the locality there arises a sickly odour akin to rotten eggs. The Doctor pulled a collapsible telescope from his pocket and surveyed the stone. At once, his jaw set. ‘That’s it,’ he said.

I took the telescope myself for a look. Even with my weaker eyes I could make out a collection of black, blocky, angular markings on the rock. The alien script raised spectres of foreboding in my memory, but their meaning was lost on me.

The Doctor must have observed my frustration. ‘Property of the Daleks,’ he translated. ‘That’s where they’ll be.’

Daleks! My dear Rosita, the name will mean nothing to you, but I felt an instinctive dread at the mention of their name. The Cybermen’s info-stamp, which gave me so much insight into the Doctor, had been stolen from the Daleks in some celestial void, and their cold, metallic thread ran through that knowledge. I could half picture them, at that shadow-place where memory meets imagination. I tried not to.

‘You expected to find Daleks here,’ I realised. ‘Hence your haste to reach the geyser.’

The Doctor explained to me, then, how the TARDIS had detected the trail of a Dalek ship headed for Earth. He had followed and, by means of his ship’s scientific contrivances, had detected most unusual particles in the air over Australasia. Alien contaminants, he called them, emanating from this very spot.

‘That’s why I came,’ he said. ‘And that’s where I’ve got to go.’

‘To the rock?’ I asked him.

‘To whatever lies beneath,’ said the Doctor.

‘Then I will accompany you, sir.’ I looked at him. ‘But do you not wonder why these Daleks would advertise their presence in script if no one but they themselves can understand it?’

The Doctor smiled faintly. ‘No one but them … and me.’

‘It’s a challenge to you, then? Perhaps they expected you,’ I suggested. ‘I advise caution, my friend. As a child, I learned by rote a poem by Mary Howitt. It begins: Will you walk into my parlour, said the spider to the fly …’

‘Well, only one way to tell if tis the prettiest little parlour we ever did spy.’ The Doctor looked at me. ‘But this is as far as you come, Jackson. I can’t let you risk your life down there.’ He saw me begin to protest and spoke over me: ‘Wait for me in the nearest shelter. If I haven’t joined you within two hours, you must make your own way back and spread word that no one can come here.’

I took hold of his arm and gazed at him directly; for all his youthful appearance, the Doctor’s eyes held the weariness of ages. ‘Sir, were I to hazard the long journey home without your assistance, I fear my death is more certain than any I could face at your side.’ I smiled. ‘I’d sooner give what little is left of my life for the protection of my fellow man. So let me harness my fate to yours, and we shall face the oncoming storm together.’

His look shifted then, as if my words had stirred something in him. ‘Oh, all right,’ he said. ‘You’ve done it again, haven’t you? Gone and changed my mind.’

‘Perhaps because once, long ago, your mind changed mine.’ I looked at him and found I knew what he was thinking. With conspiratorial grins, we whispered together, ‘Allons y!’ and set on our way.

Up close to the Dalek symbols, the Doctor found that the rock on which they’d been daubed had been placed on some sort of hinge. By manipulations of the sonic screwdriver – you recall that wondrous contraption, Rosita, I have no doubt! – he was able to flip it open to reveal the entrance of a shaft. A wave of fetid heat rose into our faces.

I felt afraid and babbled to try to hide it. ‘The shaft allows ventilation down into their dwelling, perhaps?’

‘Daleks don’t need air,’ the Doctor informed me, peering down the shaft. ‘And they certainly don’t need ladders built into the rock. Suggests they used a slave labour force to help build this place.’

I proposed that if the Daleks had been using humans to do their bidding, it would be easy to blame people’s disappearances on the proximity of the geyser. The slave labourers might still be down there. I always regretted not being able to help the Doctor when he set free the Cybermen’s slaves – my dear Frederic among them – and this time was determined not to fail any poor souls lost in the darkness below.

Steeling myself, I followed the Doctor down the ladder and into the secret Dalek camp. The walls were bare rock, and the ground when we reached it was pounded flat. I saw a ramp leading downward that stopped seemingly at a bare wall. The heat was like that of a forge or foundry, but I saw no fire, and the only machines were two hunks of gun-metal, like enormous termite nests with lights and diodes and controls – their purpose I could not begin to guess at. From one, a large white tube emerged and disappeared into the rockface.

But then my heart was seized by the grimmest of sights: the dusty bodies of the dead, heaped in a corner like discarded belongings – some in European clothes, some in Māori clothes, but all abducted by the Daleks to help build this unholy place, then destroyed when their usefulness had ended. No slaves left to save here. I felt sick to my soul for these strangers I would never know. But sorrow gave way swiftly to anger.

‘These Daleks must be the most heinous of fiends,’ I said quietly. ‘Why do this?’

‘A Dalek would say, why not? Life means nothing to them.’ The Doctor started playing the sonic screwdriver round the machines, and two small steel cylinders pushed out from the base of the second termite mound. He turned each back and forth in the screwdriver’s glow.

‘What do you have there?’ I asked.

‘A bad feeling,’ came the flippant reply.

‘I would like to know what so many people have died for,’ I insisted. ‘As I always told my students in my teaching days: knowledge is power.’

‘Can’t argue there.’ The Doctor tossed one of the cylinders over to me.

The cylinder glowed eerily. ‘Is it a weapon of some sort?’ I hazarded.

‘Of some sort, perhaps. The Daleks are manipulating the geothermal forces of this region,’ he told me, and the ground shook ominously as if in agreement, ‘harnessing heat from hydrothermal vents to power technology … like this thing.’ Again, he shone his sonic screwdriver at the cylinder in his grip. ‘These things contain the particles I detected in the TARDIS, and they’re pushed out through that pipe in the wall into the geyser’s waters …’ His eyes widened. ‘The Daleks must be seeding the Earth’s atmosphere!’

‘Seeding it with what?’ I demanded. ‘Poison?’

‘You’d think. But no. It doesn’t seem to be toxic,’ he reported. ‘It’s an alien element of some sort. Binds itself to atoms in the air …’

I sighed and stared again at the bodies in the corner. ‘Why did these Dalek creatures have to come here?’

‘And why at this time? It must’ve offered them some advantage.’ The Doctor began to think aloud. ‘What’s here? Nothing much. But, then, maybe that’s what they’re after. A whole lot of nothing much! The air here is pure and clean, barely touched by urban pollution – pollution that might inhibit the effects of these particles …’ He swung round to face me almost accusingly. ‘When did the Waimangu Geyser first erupt?’

‘Three years past,’ I told him. ‘At the turn of the century.’

The Doctor nodded thoughtfully. ‘Know what I think? I think this geyser has been engineered and manipulated by the Daleks.’

To what end, you might well ask – as did I. And the answer both astounded and horrified me.

‘Waimangu shoots boiling mud and water thousands of metres into the air, up into the troposphere, right? Where it’s scattered by the prevailing weather.’ The Doctor tapped the pipe leading into the wall. ‘Once the Dalek particles are pumped into the crater lake – boom! They’re thrown up with the geyser and scattered, carried by the wind and the ocean across the southern hemisphere …’ But his explanation was interrupted as a gravelly, metallic squawk rang out: ‘Do not move!’

And, indeed, I could not. I was frozen with fear. A hidden door had opened in the wall at the end of the ramp, and now two mechanical demons were sliding upwards into the control area. My mind squirmed with the image of the things; like a light suddenly shone in the blackest pits of my remembrance. The bronze skirts were lined with half-spheres. Each one’s eye was a flexible lens. Each had two arms of differing lengths – one was for holding, I suspected, while the other looked alarmingly like a gun. One of the monsters rolled past to block my exit and then swivelled round to face me. The other glided past to threaten the Doctor, its eye glowing like a torch in the gloom.

‘Daleks,’ said the Doctor quietly. ‘I’m sorry, Jackson.’ I noticed him subtly hide the cylinder behind his back, so I did the same.

‘Doctor,’ the Dalek before him grated, the lights atop its dome sparking orange with every syllable it spoke. ‘You are our prisoner.’

‘I was asking for it, really, wasn’t I?’ the Doctor agreed. ‘Accepting your invitation to come here.’

‘We left a trail knowing you would follow.’ The second Dalek, the one at my side, kept its eye on me, but somehow its casing rotated round so its gun could stay trained on the Doctor. ‘Now you will be exterminated. You must not interfere with the Dalek plan.’

‘Why are you here?’ I asked hoarsely. ‘What are you pumping into the skies?’

‘We are protecting the Earth,’ said the Dalek beside me.

The Doctor gave a shout of laughter. ‘Good one! What are you – Daleks with a sense of humour?’

The first Dalek edged closer to him. ‘The statement is accurate.’

‘So, what’s really going on – PR exercise? New marketing strategy?’ The Doctor’s words were strange to me, but his mocking tone clear enough. ‘Think the universe might want a bit of proof of your good intentions.’

‘No one can know of our mission here.’ The Dalek beside me seemed agitated. ‘All traces of the Dalek presence here will be erased by the force of the geyser’s final eruption.’

‘Along with the bodies of those you murdered,’ I sneered.

The iris of the Dalek’s eye seemed to shrink. ‘Your own corpses will also be obliterated.’

At this, the Doctor smiled cockily. ‘I’m not so sure of that.’

‘It is inevitable,’ the Dalek intoned. ‘This is the most powerful geyser on Earth.’

‘Wrong,’ said the Doctor. ‘The most powerful geezer on Earth is me.’

‘Exterminate!’ the two Daleks squawked in unison.

‘Knowledge is power, Jackson!’ the Doctor shouted.

I grasped his reference – terrified, I thrust out blindly with the cylinder that the Doctor had thrown to me. It struck the metal fiend in the grille beneath its domed head and glowed with brilliant light, bright as a photographer’s flash gun. The Dalek’s metallic scream filled the fetid space. It jerked about and its arm probe knocked me to the ground. I saw the Doctor had jammed the cylinder up against the end of the Dalek’s gun stalk, freezing it in its tracks. Then the creature blew its top, green spume bursting from the cracked-open casing. My own assailant had stopped screaming, and stood still, steaming gently.

‘Are you all right?’ The Doctor crouched over me, full of concern.

‘Worse things have befallen me,’ I declared, but accepted his hand to help me stand. ‘What transpired, sir?’

‘To analyse those particles, I had to super-accelerate the static medium.’ The Doctor shrugged. ‘Bit like shaking up a bottle of ginger beer, only with static electricity. Open the bottle … and, voilà.’ (As I recall, Rosita, you once opened a vigorously shaken cask of Hay’s Orange Quinine Tonic yourself, one Christmas. With only marginally less destructive results.)

I marvelled at him. ‘You knew the Daleks would try to kill us?’

‘Daleks try to kill everything,’ said the Doctor. ‘A little over a hundred years from now, they very nearly succeed. The Earth is stolen, dragged clear across space along with twenty-six other celestial bodies, cogs in an infernal machine to power the Daleks’ plans.’

I stared at him, appalled. ‘Can you not avert this, Doctor? Must it happen?’

He closed his eyes. ‘Yes, Jackson,’ he said quietly, and I have never seen him look quite so defeated. ‘Yes, it must. The Daleks fail in the end, I stop them, but the cost …’ He trailed off, and his eyes snapped open. ‘“Protecting the Earth,” the Dalek said. Could it really have been …?’

The Doctor’s gaze shifted between the controls of the machines, the readings from his sonic screwdriver and upward – as if searching for some celestial confirmation of his deductions.

‘When those planets were snatched out of time and space, their atmospheres should’ve been stripped away by the forces involved. But they weren’t.’ The Doctor nodded grimly. ‘These particles they’ve flung up will slowly bind with Earth’s atmosphere over the next hundred years and help preserve it for the journey. I suppose they’ve been busy doing the same on the other worlds.’

‘Then the Daleks spoke the truth,’ I ventured. ‘They save humanity! They save the peoples of these other spheres –’

‘Only to serve themselves. They need test subjects for a reality bomb, designed to wipe out all non-Dalek life from the universe. Only –’ he scowled – ‘they’ve miscalculated. The particles they’ve released – the density isn’t high enough. Too much of the atmosphere will still be stripped away.’

‘Perhaps the geyser is weaker than they had reckoned upon.’ I stared at the inert Dalek. ‘With such power and technology at their command, why use nature itself to distribute their particles over the course of a century?’

‘To leave no evidence that might tip off the Shadow Proclamation, or anyone likely to figure out what they’re up to. A long game! The Daleks’ stock-in-trade.’ He snatched ‘my’ cylinder from the dead Dalek and jammed it back into the console. ‘Help me push the Daleks into contact with these consoles, Jackson. Much as it sickens me, we must finish what they started. It’s the only way to ensure everyone on Earth survives the journey to come.’

I boggle to think that the events the Doctor spoke of will take place over a hundred years hence. Think of it, Rosita! The way this extraordinary man must experience time, back and forth, in and out. So alienated from the ticking trudge of life and the relationships forged by the steady passing of the years. No wonder there is such sadness in him. Such darkness.

I helped the Doctor wrestle the dead Daleks against the steel termite mounds, and realised there were depressions in each that matched exactly the rubber plungers. ‘We are concluding their plan to seed the atmosphere …?’

‘And to destroy the Dalek base – that’s right,’ he said. ‘With a surge of energy into the systems from the power in the Daleks’ own casings. They were always going to sacrifice themselves. That’s why they weren’t here when we arrived. Charging themselves up in their little closet.’ With the sucker arms in place, the Doctor pointed the sonic at the control panels. The whole room started to shake. ‘There! The particles are multiplying, the power’s building and pretty soon it’s gonna trigger Waimangu into a mega-eruption that’ll blow this place to bits and probably leave the geyser extinct.’ He brightened. ‘But, if it clears some of the sulphur, then the egg-stink will go extinct as well.’ I believe, at this moment, he actually winked. ‘Ready, Jackson? It’s time we left.’

The Daleks were glowing with ashen light, and their bases were beginning to crack and crackle. The already stifling air was getting hot as hell.

‘We’ll never escape this together, Doctor!’ I yelled. ‘I’m too slow. Run and save yourself.’

‘If only we had your TARDIS, eh, Jackson? Thar she blows! We’d just float up out of here. Still, if we’re lucky, maybe we can go one better.’ He ran down the slope to the concealed door in the metal wall and used his sonic screwdriver to open it, revealing, through clouds of steam, a remarkable contrivance – a circular platform surrounded by safety rails, clearly built for a single Dalek. ‘It’s a hoverbout,’ he enlightened me. ‘The Daleks must have used it to come down discreetly from their mothership with all their gear. Jump on board.’

I settled for an arthritic scramble down the slope to join him while he buzzed his screwdriver at the controls.

Then we did indeed rise up into the air, Rosita. Through the scalding steam and stinking fumes we soared, over the boiling water and out into the open. We could see the trees and shelters swaying to and fro, and the whole area was rumbling – a sound like the distant noise of cannon fire. From tip to tip of the volcanic landscape, mighty columns of steam swirled skyward, while dark masses of volcanic mud were hurled a thousand feet into the air. The sound of the falling stones was a crack of rifles, while the roar of the unloosed devil beneath could not have been drowned out by ten thousand blast furnaces.

I felt the most terrible heat as an incandescent flash was followed by a vast column of black water rising through the sky in an apparently solid body, hundreds of feet into the air. For a moment, the phenomenal spectacle seemed frozen, but then it burst apart. A torrent of inky water streaked back down into the eye of the storm, where mighty fumaroles poured out, hissing fountains of steam.

The Doctor whooped as he steered us clear of the devastating force, the shockwaves threatening to tip us from our lofty perch. I confess I closed my eyes at points, losing all sense of time. But eventually we touched down, light as a feather, back in Rotorua, not far from one of the bubbling mud pits with their endless pop and plop. The Doctor helped me off the platform and I collapsed to the grass, shaking with tears and with laughter at all I’d endured. As I lay there, I watched the Doctor set some controls on the hoverbout; it hung over the mud pit for a moment, and then slowly descended beneath the surface, soon lost to all eyes.

‘It is over, then,’ I said quietly.

‘Just in time for Christmas,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘Thank you, Jackson. For helping me.’

I smiled. ‘I fear you had no need of assistance in your enterprise from an old man!’

‘Not that sort of help.’ He smiled back at me. ‘All those bright and shining companions of mine – you remember them?’

‘Even still,’ I murmured.

‘Well, I’m proud to count you among them, Jackson.’

‘Then you will stay for a second Christmas feast, Doctor?’ I asked him. ‘An early one. Here, on the other side of the world from the first feast we shared, fifty-two years ago?’

‘Just a few months ago, you mean.’ The Doctor smiled slowly. ‘Well. We can’t let these old traditions die out, can we?’

That was yesterday, my dear Rosita. I’m afraid I dozed off over a glass of port after the meal, and when I woke the Doctor had gone. Off, no doubt, to endure and inspire more chaos and wonder on the far side of the universe. Just thinking about it makes me feel exhausted … but also, in a way, so much younger.

When my housekeeper came, he told me that the western face of the hill behind Waimangu had been blown away and that much debris has scattered across the surrounding landscape. I affected surprise. But the world adjusts to these scares and scars, does it not? Even now, high up in the atmosphere, alien atoms bind together with those of Earth to cushion our future celestial travels. And while safety, like beauty, may only be skin deep, and while terror doubtless lurks deeper, the raw elemental power of the Earth reminds us that no destiny is set in stone. Nor, indeed, in molten mud and dark waters.

I apologise for the length of this letter. I must post this missive now if it is to catch the steamship that will bring it to you before Christmas Day. I wish you the happiest of Christmases and, as ever, shall raise a glass to you at 3 p.m. sharp. I like to think that you will wish cheer to me at the appropriate hour on your own side of this nonsensical world.

With warmest festive wishes, Rosita, 
and my best for 1904,

Jackson
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INTO CONTROL
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The Doctor was surrounded by hundreds of stark, imposing figures in crimson robes. Charms of rope, braid and ivory hung about their necks and wrists. Some held whips; others long, twisted staffs of wood that they slammed against the ground in jeering applause. Their faces looked to be bare skulls with blazing red eyes. But the Doctor knew what lay underneath the intimidating masks – faces of raw, bloody bone and muscle.

‘Sycorax,’ the Doctor said simply. ‘Should’ve known.’

‘Sycorax strong!’ The rasping chant hacked at the cold air. ‘Sycorax mighty! Sycorax rock!’

‘Sycorax ought to know better!’ the Doctor called back, shoving his hands in his pockets. ‘Abducting tribes from different planets; using your blood rites to influence their minds; keeping the poor things wracked with fear and pain until you reach the “place of offering” – your sick slave auction. You even use their terror and hurt to drive your motors.’ He shook his head. ‘Nah. Not having that for a second.’

Again, the Sycorax sounded their clamour, hissing and calling and slamming staffs against the ground. It was deafening, intended to intimidate. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ the Doctor jeered over the din. ‘Spare me the self-promotion – if you wanted me dead, you’ve had long enough to do something about it. So, I’m here for something else. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Who’s in charge?’

The braying died away, and the ranks of Sycorax parted as a massive figure strode out into the blood-black arena. She stood a good half-metre taller than those around her, vermillion robes puckered at the shoulders where thick strands of stray vertebrae poked through. But it was the huge mask of bone that rooted the Doctor’s attention – threaded with veins and arteries that still pulsed with ghostly life. As she loomed over the Doctor, she pulled away the mask to reveal a cadaverous half-face of congealing flesh. Plates of rusting armour were bolted to the skull, etched with runes and symbols. The purple eyes were ringed with yellow, and two tongues licked lasciviously at her thin, cracked lips.

‘The Queen of the Sycorax.’ The Doctor inclined his head. ‘It’s an honour, I’m sure.’

‘Only a fool cares for honour.’ She spoke in a voice that was sticky and slow and rich as molasses. ‘And what a fool are you. See how you have come here alone, unarmed, seeking to threaten us in our home, like a cranak pel casacree salvak.’

‘Not exactly like that,’ the Doctor said, as the roar of the onlookers renewed – until the queen raised one arm, and hush fell. ‘So, what is this, mothership of the armada? Sorry for turning up unannounced.’

‘We knew you from the first whisper of your craft,’ she said. ‘Doctor. Time Lord. Sworn defender of the planet Earth. Betrayer who bathes in blood as he humbles and kills.’

‘You after some tips?’ The Doctor knew he couldn’t show a hint of weakness to the Queen of the Sycorax. He looked up, unflinching, into her hate-filled eyes. ‘It wasn’t me who destroyed your scouting party as it left Earth. I bested the Leader – your Fadros Pallujikaa – according to the Sycorax’s own sanctified rules of combat. The Leader brought his death down on himself. I had every right to order the Sycorax to accept that Planet Earth is defended and to leave it in peace.’

‘Every right?’ The queen hissed, her two tongues darting out between her lips. ‘After what you did, you speak of rights!’

‘And wrongs, too, cos you’ve broken your oath and snuck back to Earth, haven’t you? Another Christmas invasion, was it? Yeah, I met the humans you took, along with those other races you’ve enslaved, and poor old Alfredo the pig. Good name for a pig, don’t you reckon? Alfredo! Has a certain sty-le –’

‘You prattle to delay the inevitable.’ The Sycorax queen leaned closer, and her protruding vertebrae trembled as if with anticipation. ‘You will pay for your crimes, Time Lord.’

‘And you will pay for yours.’ The Doctor stood on tiptoes, gazing up into the darks of the queen’s eyes. ‘No one on this ship will be a slave for you or anyone else.’

‘You cannot stop us.’ She smiled, revealing rows of twisted yellow teeth, and reached inside her bright red robes. She pulled out a hefty broadsword stained dark with blood. ‘Fadros Pallujikaa hacked off your hand with this blade. It fell to Earth and was taken for a trophy by the same creatures who destroyed our ship. Your allies.’

‘Torchwood?’ The Doctor shrugged. ‘Not really my allies. Though I s’pose you could say I lent them a hand once.’

‘Your blood marks the blade. Through it, we charmed and twisted your will according to the dark rites of Astrophia.’

‘Blood control.’ The Doctor raised his eyebrows. ‘You thought you could use blood control on me?’

‘That is what has brought you here to us.’ The queen snapped her teeth together, crocodile-quick, and the Doctor blinked. ‘Your body and soul belong to the Sycorax.’

‘Ah. You want revenge. To kill me.’

‘The Sycorax are not naive, vengeful wastrels!’ the queen spat. ‘It is simply bad luck to allow an enemy to prosper when he can serve our cause.’ She swung her huge and horrible head from side to side. ‘You have come to us at a useful time.’

‘Lovely little Christmas present for you, is that it?’

‘See.’

The Doctor held still as the golden glow of a teleport beam throbbed about him. The rock of the arena faded, and he suddenly stood on the stone floor of the Sarnsquids’ prison-pool. The octopods cowered from the queen as she appeared beside him.

‘I’ve already clocked what you’re doing here,’ the Doctor said. ‘Congratulations. I’ve seen so many kinds of ship-propulsion systems. The fastest, the cleanest, the most powerful. Congrats! Yours are the most relentlessly horrible.’

‘They are efficient,’ the queen contended. ‘Such a simple principle: pain into propulsion.’

‘It’s sick,’ said the Doctor. ‘There’s no possible justification for it.’

‘We stride the long darkness,’ said the queen. ‘Our supply of fuel must be inexhaustible.’

‘These Sarnsquids are exhausted for a start!’ the Doctor shot back. ‘The sensors you’ve set up in the walls transmit the pain and fear of every locked-up life form into their minds. Add that to their own pain and suffering and they’re half-dead with the effort. There are so many ways you could power your craft, but this?’

‘What was it you said, Doctor?’ The queen raised the pitch of her voice in a mocking impersonation of his own. ‘There are not many races who could withstand such punishment.’ She laughed. ‘However … I am certain that the last of the Time Lords can.’

The Doctor stared at her. ‘You want to use me?’

‘Blood control cannot compel others to act contrary to their spirit – but then that is not necessary, is it? You wish to help the helpless, to rescue the weak. You would give your life to save them – and so you shall. You will take the place of these pitiful beasts and push our homeship through the dark desolations.’

‘I won’t serve you,’ the Doctor told her.

‘You must. Your blood compels you, Doctor. As your pain and anguish will compel this craft to voyage onward.’ The queen pressed her bony fingers against symbols on the blue control panel, and new symbols hatched and danced there. The lighting changed to a strong but sickly yellow. The deep moan of an alarm reverberated around the chamber. ‘I have altered the psychic warp-field settings so that if this craft does not maintain cruising speed, it will self-destruct.’

‘With you and your subjects on board?’ The Doctor snorted. ‘I doubt that.’

‘We are quite safe. But will you let so many innocents die?’ The queen swung the broadsword down and sparks flew from the rock – a demonstration of power and control. ‘Enter the bile-pit, Doctor. Feed your pain to our great engines … abase yourself for the lives of the cattle on board. End your days a slave in the service of the Sycorax – uscok fra shakkra!’

The Doctor stiffened. Then he took a jerky step forward, towards the edge of the pool. The queen grinned, teeth bared and eyes wide, caressing the blade of the sword with her bony fingers. The Doctor gritted his teeth and took another step closer to the foul, bubbling liquid.

And then he changed direction and waved his arms. ‘BOO!’ he yelled. ‘Made you jump.’

Reflexes sharp and violent, the Sycorax queen raised the sword. The Doctor grabbed her hands round the hilt and the pair struggled for control. She brought up her knee and pushed him away. But, as he fell backwards, the Doctor tore the sword free from her grip, performed a shoulder roll and jumped back to his feet, wielding the weapon.

‘Here we are again,’ he said mildly. ‘Sword fight at Christmas.’ The knell of the alarm thundered on. ‘Aren’t you gonna turn that thing off? Can hardly hear myself think. Love hearing myself think!’

‘The blood charm was strong.’ The Sycorax queen pulled a whip from a belt beneath her robes and took a careful step towards him. ‘How could you have resisted?’

‘You can’t use ancient rites to charm a Time Lord,’ the Doctor said, brushing down his blue-and-burgundy tartan suit. ‘Specially not this one. Specially not now.’

The queen’s eyes narrowed to burning slits. ‘You mock the Sycorax.’

‘Do I? Is that the kind of man I am now?’ As the queen cracked out her whip, the Doctor parried with the sword, sending energy sparking. ‘Don’t feel bad, Your Highness. Your blood control could never have worked. Because …’ He ran a finger along the bloodstained sword, tasted it, and grimaced. ‘Yeah, no. I’m just not that Doctor.’

The queen bellowed with rage. ‘Impossible!’

‘I know I look like him, but, nah! That Doctor and me, we’re nothing alike on a cellular level. There are whole bodies between us!’ He blocked another whipcrack and jumped nimbly to one side, his navy trenchcoat brushing around his knees. ‘Still, cheer up, Your Highness! I must have felt a residual buzz of the blood control. The TARDIS brought me here, and my subconscious maybe, just maybe, pushed me to see what was going on –’

‘It has pushed you to your death.’ With a devastating crack of the whip, the queen swiped the sword from his hands. Electricity shocked through the Doctor, and he shouted out as he fell to his knees. The queen flew for him, talons outstretched.

And a small, scrawny pig ran across her path, making her stumble to a stop, off balance.

‘Nice one, Alfredo!’ roared the Doctor. ‘Here, Your Majesty …’ The Doctor grabbed the fallen sword and tossed it to the Sycorax queen. ‘Happy Christmas!’

Caught off guard, she tried to bat away the sword, but the impact pushed her backwards … and into the bile-pit. She hit the filthy liquid with a splash, and rose up, spluttering, screaming. Her heavy robes weighed her down, and the Sarnsquid tentacles pushed and pulled at her, dragging her into the mire. The octopods crowded in, furious and exultant to have their persecutor in their power at last.

But then a golden glow bled murkily through the fluid in the pool, and suddenly the queen was gone. The mournful boom of the alarm rose in pitch. The yellow light darkened. Alfredo the pig scurried over to the Doctor, who patted him on the back then scrambled over to read the control panel.

‘The Sycorax queen’s no longer on board,’ the Doctor reported. He played the sonic over the symbols but they refused to shift. ‘Self-destruct has been locked down.’

‘We’ll keep the ship going,’ a small Sarnsquid said shrilly. ‘We can do that.’

‘It’s not tied to the engines now. She wants the whole place to go up in flames. Why should she care? Her and her entourage, they’ve beamed away to safety.’ The Doctor banged a fist against the panel in frustration. ‘Think! Think. There’s got to be a way to stop the countdown.’

‘The ship is powered by a psychic under-grid,’ said the largest Sarnsquid. ‘If we could divert and channel the mental energy from the other prisoners into the mainframe –’

‘It might burn out the self-destruct protocols – brilliant!’ The Doctor warmly shook its tentacle. ‘But, first, we have to be able to get to the grid links. Which means bypassing this panel.’ He sonicked the glowing edges of the controls, but the metal seemed rusted into the rock. ‘Come on … come on …’

A huge white arm pushed past him, and thick fingers gripped the edge of the panel. The Doctor turned to find a Strombok beside him. ‘Whoa! Where’d you come from?’

‘The pain in our heads has gone,’ she said, using brute force to peel back the metal and prise it off. ‘We are free.’

‘And no longer afraid,’ added a Vega Rapton scurrying into the chamber.

A human man had entered too, looking anxiously at the Sarnsquids in the pool. ‘Trying not to be afraid,’ the man admitted.

‘Good. Brilliant. Try to hold on to that thought.’ The Doctor sonicked the controls. With a slew of sulphurous sparks, the inner workings were revealed, and the alarm finally wound down. But there was no silence in the aftermath. A rising rumble was filling the air. The ground was trembling as some huge and hideous force strained to break free and destroy the sanctuary of rock.

‘All right.’ The Doctor wiped sweat from his forehead and opened a communications link to the whole ship. I just hope the TARDIS translation circuits can handle it, he thought. ‘This is an urgent message to all on board,’ he announced. ‘The Sycorax have gone; you don’t need to be afraid any more. Be glad! Happy. Happiness is stronger than fear, beats it hands down …’ With another buzz of the sonic, he brought the wall sensors back online. ‘You can all go back home. It’s possible. You just have to want it enough. Think how much you want it … all of you. Think it together!’

The Strombok beside him closed her eyes. ‘Strombokkaccino,’ she breathed. ‘The snow. The lights that dance and play in the southern skies …’

‘London,’ said the man. ‘Grimy, overcrowded, beautiful London Town …’

The psychic under-grid began to glow with a warm, pulsating light.

‘It’s working!’ squealed a Sarnsquid. ‘I can feel it working.’

‘All my people!’ the Vega Rapton said hoarsely. ‘Imagine digging our way out of here … burrowing a path to safety!’

‘Keep going,’ the Doctor urged them, as the power continued to build. Other life forms were entering the chamber too, drawn here, perhaps, by the focusing of energies. ‘You’re free, all of you! How good does it feel?’

‘To divert the power into the mainframe,’ a Sarnsquid piped up, ‘the mental wavelengths must be channelled on a precise frequency if we’re to silence the self-destruct. A precisely precise frequency …’

Alfredo squealed and ran away as the octopod pulled itself from the pool and sidled over, tentacles twitching and questing over the controls. Its weeping red eyes closed as it concentrated, in concert with its friends and fellows in the room. The Doctor could feel the ether crowd with the psychic spoor of different races, and tried to add his own strength to the task. Home, he thought. Freedom. The image of the TARDIS burned bright blue behind his eyes, and he exhaled deeply. Got to find out why I’m wearing this old face again. Got to get to the bottom of things …

Then the thrum of power built to a crescendo before descending into a quenching hiss. The vibration beneath his feet began to fade. The lights flickered as the sickly yellow drained from them, and a steady blue glare asserted itself.

‘Well.’ The Doctor grinned. ‘That seemed to work.’

He retraced his steps back to the arena. The hordes of Sycorax had gone, of course. As a race they were smoke and mirrors as much as blood and bone; it was hard to know if they’d really been present or if the queen had conjured avatars to cow him. Perhaps she even had the power to conjure herself into any of the ships in her armada whenever she chose.

‘Not into this one,’ the Doctor muttered. ‘Not any more.’

The Sarnsquids had already placed mental barriers around the ship to protect it from Sycorax intrusion. Now they could retrace their path through the planets and return all the prisoners home.

And I should leave too, the Doctor thought.

He heard a quiet snort behind him. Alfredo was looking at him, expectantly.

‘Good point,’ said the Doctor. ‘The Sycorax are still out there. There’ll be a reckoning, some day. Till then, let’s all make the most of our second chances … shall we?’
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It’s Christmas, 1963, when Gerry starts dreaming 
of strange worlds and monsters.

His parents think it’s harmless at first. 
But it’s soon clear that what this family needs, 
right now, is a Doctor.
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It’s 1978, and three friends,
 threatened by the National Front and fearful for
 their lives, find themselves in a broken-down old bus.

Here, wonders – and terrors – await. And a grumpy man calling
 himself ‘the Doctor’ is asking them to trust him …
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Someone has been messing with technology
 that’s not of this world, blurring the lines
 between human … and cyber.
And it looks like they’re out for revenge.

Together, the Doctor and Romana must
 uncover a killer – before they strike again.




[image: Wannabes]
Donna has convinced the Doctor to take her to 
Dublin in 1994, to visit the nightclub where the world’s 
most popular band met for the very first time.

It’s the perfect night out – if it weren’t for a trio of 
alien sisters determined to hypnotise the world …
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Lily thinks there’s a monster in her house, 
hiding in the cupboard.

So when a chance refuel lands the Doctor and Rose on 
Lily’s doorstep, a search begins that will take them from 
the Cardiff Rift to another disappearance, many years ago …
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In this extraordinary epic tale, the Weeping Angels 
sing the story of the years they’ve battled the Doctor, 
and everything in between …
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5. THE CHRISTMAS BLESSING
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