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WHO’S WHO? 
 

Born from a fatal case of  blood poisoning, the Sixth Doctor has 
made for the most unpredictable incarnation of  the infamous Time 
Lord to date. Passionate and boisterous, his apparent egocentrism 

and irascible demeanour belies a genuine care for his friends and the 
peoples of  the planets he visits. 

 
In his travels, the Doctor is accompanied by two companions. 

American botanist Perpugilliam “Peri” Brown and Xenon shape-
shifter Avan “Frobisher” Tarklu. The first, he inherited from his 
predecessor during a crisis on the planet Sarn. The latter, from a 

stellar-wide manhunt for the Time Lord by the malevolent profiteer 
Dogbolter. 

 
Together, the Doctor, Peri and Frobisher’s rovings have brought 

them to many worlds and cultures from across the cosmos. This is 
another such tale. 



7 

“We commit her body to the provenance of  our stars. 
Each word vigil of  this lost repose, a howling mourner; 

Untainted by dust and all common death.” 
 

– “Epitaph, MMMLXXVI.” 
Addressed from Chairlain Antalya to his daughter
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PHASE ONE
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STAGE 1: 
“Secrets of the Sargasso” 

 
The stars of the Milky Way were like dust on an antique satin 

gown. 
Diamanté motes orbited by painted daubs, spinning dutifully with 

colour and energy. One such selection of daubs held particular 
interest to the historical overture of the 82nd-century. 

 
In the Interstellar Atlas, the first of these worlds was designated as 

Planet 8891-ONI/RDWY of the Pioneer political constellation. 
Locally, it was known as Trailblazer Prime. 
Home to one of the largest technological development centres in 

the Affiliation of Outer Free Worlds. A technological cornucopia. 
Exemplar to everything a satellite-world could be to its spacefaring 
peers. Both at home in the Affiliation and to its rivals under the 
Tyrikan banner. 

Spacers wearied by astral rovings flocked by the thousands to 
experience the tastefully smooth architecture of the cities’ arcades, 
botanical institutes and cultural centres. However, its nonaligned 
soul hid far more than what foreign nationals (or indeed its 
terrestrial citizenry) anticipated. 

Beneath the off-white leather sofas and computer-controlled 
orange carpeting of comfortable day-to-day living, lay the Central 
Institute for Defence Analysis (CIDA). 

A sleek black sanctum deep below the bustling Bellamy-grade 
hypercity of Urshi. Within which, a group of high-budget, low 
profile intellectual giants sat at the centre of a secret information 
attractor, absorbing the various minutiæ of galactic life. Everything 
from scans of production shortfalls to currency exchange rates. All 
intercepted, measured, scrutinised for one purpose alone. To ensure 
that—should the inevitable day of judgement come—annihilation 
would remain a frightening mutual prospect for enemy and ally 
alike. 

With peace a forethought, the CIDA think-tank personnel sat at 
their terminals, correcting styli in hand and pondered the deaths of 
trillions. 

An ideal pawn for a slumbering giant. 
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Not too far away, overlooked by the probing waves of CIDA 

monitoring arrays, the radiant infinity of deep space tore open. 
Slowly materialising from betwixt the complex striations of soon, 
now and was, whirled a small, nondescript box—battered and 
startlingly blue. 

The light atop pulsed in the dark. 
Flashes of greater shapes flowed across a bluish-black canvas. 
To the unsuspecting eye, the oblong cuboid would have blended 

unceremoniously with the surrounding flotsam and jetsam. 
To the trained observer, however, it was a far more interesting 

curiosity. It hummed with a lifeforce all its own. 
The rataplan of the TARDIS’s vworp engines steadied, then fell 

silent. 
In the shadow of a terrible evil. 
 
Aboard the TARDIS, the Doctor snapped up the holding control 

and waited impatiently for the image on the scanner to clear. The 
buzzing curtain of static on the screen eloped with a final pettish 
shudder. 

He nodded. Satisfied. “There we are, you two! Tracking is steady. 
Interference clearing. You know, I swear I…” the tail of his 
sentence curled up under itself with a musing hum. 

“Thought the TARDIS had safeguards against waveband static?” 
hazarded Frobisher. 

“Odd, isn’t it?” the Doctor affirmed. He tapped the part of the 
control console responsible. “Answers forthcoming. That solar 
flare—” 

“Near miss,” Peri commented, slyly. 
“Solar flare,” he insisted, flicking his green cravat like an expert 

bullfighter, “blinded most of her systems. It’ll be quite some time 
before I can get everything operational again. She’s been through a 
lot lately, poor girl.” 

“Anyway… Like I was saying, Trailblazer Prime, right?” voiced 
Frobisher. 

“Hmn?” The Doctor sounded vaguely terse, irritated to have been 
distracted while retying his cravat. 
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“You’re sure they’ll recognise you there, Frobisher?” asked Peri. 
“I mean… The treatment for your monomorphia is still a work in 
progress.” 

The transmogrified penguin waved a flipper. “Eh, but most works 
of art are.” 

Peri suppressed a snort. 
“The Doc says I’ll be fine, so long as I don’t overexert myself.”  
“You say so…” She found her attention drawn deep into the 

scanner screen. 
“Besides,” Frobisher continued, distantly, “worse comes to worse 

and my chosen form does freeze on the spot, we can always still 
enjoy ourselves. A bad tie’s never ruined a good party. It’ll just be 
the three of us and friends at a dayglo honkatonk in a nice quiet 
corner of the cosmos… Serene… Quiet…” 

“With no mischief, just music,” she piped, distractedly. 
“Aboard this jalopy, do you honestly believe that?” He paused. 

“Peri?” 
She looked away from the screen. “Sorry. What?” 
“That there can be no mischief with music?” 
“Oh, there’s mischief all around us.” The Doctor tugged his 

cravat tight and beamed with satisfaction. “Particularly to a private 
eye like Frobisher here. Personally, no matter the situ, I’ve always 
desired a…” He threw his arms wide, a baritone at centre stage. “A 
sonata to my alleged misdemeanours.” 

Peri smiled back, but it didn’t last. Again, she found herself 
strangely drawn to the environment on the screen. Something was 
bothering her. What was it? “Looks like the band have left town, 
Doctor. Not exactly the EPCOT Centre, is it?” 

“Hmmn.” Assuming a challenge, the Doctor adjusted the ship’s 
outer plasmic shell accordingly. 

A luminous orange glow erupted just above the upper boundary 
of the video image— the lamplight beaming from the top of the 
police box. Shapes rolled and unfurled. The TARDIS like some 
incongruous lighthouse on the shores of a great cosmic ocean. They 
could see the sleekest of luxury liners rubbing hulls with the 
dumpiest of military-grade stellar destroyers. The wrecks as 
complex as twisted origami figures bobbing along the shoreline. 

“Wow,” Peri breathed absently, stepping closer. “How many do 
you reckon are out there?” 
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“Oh,” the Doctor shrugged. “Hundreds… thousands… hundreds 
of thousands…” 

“Doc,” Frobisher scratched his head. “Where is that? Where are 
we?” 

The Doctor thumbed his chin, thoughtfully. “That looks like the 
Natasia Tor sector.” 

“Doc…” Frobisher chuckled, nervously. “This wasn’t deliberate, 
right?” 

“Trivialities such as the punctiliousness of where and when are 
largely immaterial, Frobisher. Every location is alike in one respect 
or another, it’s the lyrate complexity of detail that made each 
wonder deserving of exploration.” 

Frobisher paused, only to add, “Right.” 
“Besides,” the Doctor added. “You obey all the rules, you miss all 

the fun.” 
Now that was something Frobisher could get behind. 
“And the layovers. Well, you sure know how to pick ‘em,” he 

moved up beside Peri. “This latest detour is as wild as wild can be.” 
Drawn into its darkness, Peri had to agree. She felt the muddied 

colours leer at her through their bubbling shore of tar, sifting 
through wrenched embers of what might have been molten glass 
and shredded steel. Neither solid, nor fragmented. All threading 
without aim. 

“What’d we call it?” she asked. “A—ah—galactic wilderness?” 
“Strikes me as a fit.” 
The shapes blurred as soon as she gained any focus on them. The 

scene felt too dense for human eyes to sift through. Then again, 
that could’ve easily been the room’s internal heat. Tugging at her 
collar, she felt a prickling sensation at the base of her neck. Not a 
thought, but… It soon occurred to her that wild places typically had 
wildlife. She could sense… something. At the moment, inexplicable, 
but it was out there, somewhere, in the reef. Of that, she was 
certain. The warmth of the Ship had disturbed it. 

“What drew them all here?” Peri tilted her head. 
Frobisher shrugged. “I wonder if anyone knows?” 
 
On Trailblazer Prime, the inhabitants of CIDA were presently 

distributed into smaller taskforces. Each assigned to a problem that 
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was currently or would soon be affecting the stability of the Milky 
Way Galaxy. 

Amongst their many projects, the Nahin Group were busy 
untangling a probable cultural link between psychostraphengers and 
their ancestral dream-trippers. In the laboratories a block over, 
Vegan engineers were setting up one of their star pupil’s latest 
experiments involving the development of an eighth helix. Behind 
that, the Records Room were programming their mnemodron 
robots for their assigned information shuttling routes. 

It was a theoretician’s paradise. 
Classified, categorised and seemingly without end. 
The foremost of these groups was assisted by Blue-Sky, an 

engineer specially selected for his pragmatic skill in an otherwise 
theoretical association. One of the Institute’s youngest technical 
specialists, a demosponge by the name of Asa Nayuta, was currently 
hard at work, attempting to decipher some bizarre radiographic 
anomaly on the behalf of his peers. Picked up by an early warning 
system somewhere close to the space sargasso between Briar Rose 
and Metzger’s Luck. Blue-Sky and he were crowded around the 
display readouts of their long-range telescopic probes in Astral 
Collaboratory, watching their machines skirt the barrier between 
Affiliation space and the patrolling rogue power blocs that 
aggressively dogged the fringes of their transsolar bubble. The long 
history of belligerence only added to the tension of this abnormal 
phenomenon. 

Asa adjusted the filter on his suit, it was getting far too dry again. 
“It’s there again,” he said, his face bathed in the studious red glow 

of the luminescent wall trim. “Just a blip, but it is there.” 
Under so many layers of rock, the young technician found it 

worryingly easy to forget what the sky looked like. 
He’d started to experience periodic bouts of agoraphobia 

whenever they’d raised the polarising guard on conference room 
windows and felt nauseous even at the thought of travelling in a 
spacecraft. He could contemplate a wall, but a horizon was getting 
that much harder. 

Blue-Sky, on the other hand, wasn’t a theoretical technician. He 
was a practical engineer and as a practical engineer, unconventional 
wisdom told him that this new problem was an intermittent and 
immediately resolvable fault. Terrifying to have on something with 
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the destructive capabilities of those first strike installations and 
certainly worthy of investigation, but smaller than it appeared. 

However, Asa kept insisting that there was more to it than that. 
Blue-Sky leant against the pastel terminal, tilting his saucer-like 

head. “You know what I’m going to say, fledge.” 
“I know, I know, I’m imagining it.” 
“Not imagining it. Obsessing over it.” 
Asa leant back in the chair. “Do you blame me?” 
“Not at all, but I’ve seen this before. Five out-system operations 

with construction battalions to disassemble and reassemble 
hardware. Alien—” the political incorrectness of the term caused 
the sheltered technical specialist’s spongy face to water in 
embarrassment, “—radio signals.” 

“You’re certain?” 
“I am. First contact situations are a nightmare, I’d be the first to 

tell you if we’d drifted off into one.” 
“Well,” he bubbled. “It’s not as if you can blame me for my 

imagination wandering away.” 
Blue-Sky placed an arm across his shoulder pad. “It’s what you’re 

here for, fledge.” 
“All the same, I’d ask them to watch their backs. Smugglers are 

notorious in Natasia Tor, if nothing else.” 
“It’ll be attended to. Forward the idea through to the committee 

and they’ll authorise the appropriate manpower.” 
“Understood,” Asa began reciting the protocol standards of his 

dispatch to a robotic mnematon sitting idly behind the terminal. 
Listening to their conversation, on his instruction, in case any 
emergency action needed to be taken. 

Asa lacked any practical experience beyond the controlled testing 
of the Hyperlearn teaching computers at the Oeth University 
Complex. He’d been frightened the first time a Tyrikan Custodial 
Argosy stealth cruiser had been detected beneath the clouds of a gas 
giant. 

It bore its teeth at the reconnaissance probe idly monitoring the 
cross-territorial veil and slipped back into anonymity like a 
troubleshooter in the Vaisyan Lonewatch before any further action 
could be taken. The technician had required a few days respite to 
regain his nerves, but Blue-Sky was always impressed by how 
shrewd the boy could be when he put his mind to it. 



15 

“Incidentally…” Asa began. 
“Oh, I know that tone. Go ahead.” 
“What happens if I’m right?” 
“Then the stellar patrol gets to welcome our new brothers into 

the greater web of the cosmos,” said Blue-Sky. 
“Assuming that this isn’t another drop-out like last time, right?” 
“As you say.” 
Asa’s features hardened. “Be serious though. What would 

happen?” 
Blue-Sky rubbed the back of his ridged neck. “Look, focus on that 

bulletin, alright? Early warning takes priority and the security service 
needs to jump through hoops to even begin supplying the repair 
crews. We can assign a probe to it later.” 

“Full acknowledgement of broadcast,” replied Asa as flippantly as 
he could muster. 

Blue-Sky left the young demosponge to his work, touching a 
calean-pipe to his lip and quickly attending to other matters in the 
complex. The smoke was enough to cause Asa recurrent eye 
irritation, even through his protective suit. Blue-Sky liked the boy 
enough to spare him from that particular headache.  

It was a simple routine. He would rag on the datathumpers in Z-
Section for increasing the volume on their stereophonic systems, 
then refuse to play party to their newest plan to be the middleman 
in some scheme to boost funding. He was starting to enjoy how 
patterned it’d become, yet something untoward was etching 
concerns at the back of his mind. 

The Tyrikans? Perhaps. He shook his head. More so, the sargasso at 
Natasia Tor. 

He rounded down another access passage heading towards the 
Stellar Reconnaissance Force’s ready berths near the interceptors’ 
reception bay and tried to bury his thoughts in the shifting 
specifications of an upcoming overhaul. 

All the while, that colour-flecked region of space kept washing up 
on the shores of his mindscape. 

What does it all mean? He asked himself. Endfall, fledge. If you’re right, 
it means Endfall. 
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Vidscans of the region had come up inconclusive and that more 
than anything piqued the interest of Tyrikan conveyors Bastinranath 
Solta and Gurudev te-Varriq. 

Normally, they would have tagged the area for inquest by the 
Anthropology Spindle as a favour to Atar K. Clerke, but for the 
present, it’d become something of a source of consternation for the 
pair. 

His face half-shadowed in crisp, alienating lights, Solta gripped his 
fur-coat tighter to his tawny-grey frame and ran his finger nervously 
along the translucent bill of his cap. 

He couldn’t quite see it, but the anti-dazzle effect of the glass lent 
him some strange comfort. No need for it here, of course. Not in 
the depths of space where atmospheres were precious and few. 

Still, even without an unfamiliar sky, the chill of space seemed all 
the more present in this region. Particularly aboard a vessel as small 
as this. Hardly enough space for a single pilot, let alone two. 

Was it paranoia? 
Perhaps, he conceded. 
The Ngambo had been the only spacecraft capable of sliding 

between the flotsam without shearing in two. Short of a military-
grade carrydart. The only alternative was an independently-aligned 
battlecruiser, armed with the requisite shielding and the weaponry 
necessary to cut through all the jetsam at no risk to itself. Its 
presence alone would have been interpreted as arrogant 
presumption, maybe even something worthy of provocative 
reprisal. 

The paranoia in this region of space was palpable. It ground at the 
wan skin of his teeth. 

Politics, more a profession than a mission … he sighed, reflectively. He 
would play no part in it. It was industry’s circus and he had enough 
distraction of his own. 

Not far behind him, his passenger—te-Varriq—ran a cautious 
tentacle across the asepsis casket next to their flare kit. It unsnapped 
one of the plasteel fasteners and inspected the delicate cargo within, 
studying its rhythmic twitches as it writhed to a bionic pulse in its 
sealed vat of cryogenic gel. Snatching the container back shut, he 
nodded assent against some private misgiving and darted over to 
the argent pyxis canisters on the vessel’s wall, tightening the veiling 
into place. 
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“All accounted for?” 
Solta knew the answer of course, but if it could smooth his 

partner’s frayed nerves… 
Sensing the favour, te-Varriq exhaled in gratitude. “Given its 

importance it ought to be.” 
Solta tapped the flight controls thoughtfully, gently twilling the 

Ngambo around the hawkish contours of a Garuda-class fighter, its 
single remaining wing splayed as if in shock. Ngambo’s retracted 
subatmospheric wings gently pinked the crippled wreck as they 
eased their way past, jarring in a rattling tremor across the hull. A 
single flash of light, electrical in nature, skittered in an arc between 
the two vessels. It was eerie to think that perhaps there was enough 
oxygen trapped within those ancient ruins to still ionise the air. 

Just how recently had this area of space been placed back in the 
Interstellar Atlas? Decades? Years? 

te-Varriq gripped the coarse texture of the cargo netting to steady 
himself on the roiling deck and asked whether they were travelling 
along the most direct route. 

“Good question. Bad answer. We don’t have much choice,” 
replied Solta. “With only three solar days to spare—” 

“They’re cutting it rather close aren’t they?” 
Solta shrugged. “Some. Ion storm up travelling in from Quadrant 

455 damaged their relay buoy at Metzger’s Luck. They’re a small 
system, but not that small, it’ll take a while for them to repair it.” 

The pilot’s fingers tightened around the spacecraft’s controls as 
another seism rattled their collective nerves, this time from a small 
gravitational eddy wafting between two circling loadluggers, twins in 
size and stature locked in a steady orbit. 

Every stray reflection that flashed across the forward portal could 
be a harmless bolt of plasma or a hull-crippling mirage, there was 
no way to be sure which was which. He couldn’t admit it openly to 
his colleague, but the roulette of possibilities scared him. At least, 
on a planetary surface, there was something to stop you falling. In 
the dark heart of space, you could drift forever unabated. Your final 
breath stolen from your lungs. Lost forever. Forgotten. 

“It’s a dangerous game we’re playing here,” said te-Varriq. 
“Yes,” exhaled Solta. “But unfortunately, no one else will do it.” 
“Well, you know my policy,” said te-Varriq. “I’m in for the 

mazumas and I’m out with the lasguns.” 
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“Life is life.” 
“As you’ve always said, my friend,” the surgeon placed the 

canister back upon the rack, “but I still think we’re fools.” 
 
It was unlikely that the Ngambo even registered the far-off passage 

of the TARDIS. While his two companions chatted amiably 
amongst themselves, the Doctor decided to give his garden-variety 
knowledge of the period a little workout. It came slowly at first, but 
after no more than a few minutes, he was shipspotting like the best 
of them on Vatine. 

“…wedged aft is a lazaret from the Meta—no, Mesotron-class… 
that’s a Mulean tugboat, certainly… a King Drachir rockskimmer 
there… And there…” he gestured to a large series of ringlets, 
blooming in bulbs from a charred sandal-shaped midsection, “…an 
Auspex-series Protectorate vapourform. Ha.” He sounded pleased 
with himself. “I thought they’d all been retired centuries ago by 
your time, Frobisher.” 

The penguin stopped mid-sentence and glanced behind to where 
the Doctor was standing. “Me?” 

“That,” encouraged the Doctor with a pointed finger. 
Frobisher gave it a closer look. 
Certainly it wore its age on its hull. It was rolling through the 

shredded reef of ships like a dying manta. Behind it, a thick neon 
stream of what any conventional space-goer could have identified as 
engine propellant, spewed from its accelerator turbines, shrouding 
the rest of its stern. 

He spoke aside to Peri. “Spooky…” 
The slow, riving howl of gadding phytosteel as each corpse 

rubbed shoulders with the other cut through Peri’s flesh to the 
marrow of her bones. It was the death knell of some enormous 
predator left to rot alone in the dark. A squib of ink from an 
ossified octopus left to die in the night. 

“That’s an understatement…” she murmured. 
She stole a glance back at the Doctor for comfort, but found his 

attention was now focussed on the furthest axis, towards the scene’s 
vanishing point. Dazzled by a quarry that neither she nor Frobisher 
could see. 

“So, we’re in the right time, at least?” she asked. 
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The Doctor’s eyes defocused, nodding to her, “Oh, absolutely, 
Peri. It just appears that we’ve overshot by, erm, well a couple—” 

“Hundred?” Peri hazarded. 
“Thousand?” Frobisher added. 
“—lightyears,” the Doctor concluded. “Your trust whelms me.” 
“We’ll be late to CIDA,” cautioned the whifferdill. 
“Aboard the TARDIS? Hardly.” 
Peri’s mouth slanted in confusion. “Who’s late with the kidding?” 
“C-I-D-A,” clarified Frobisher. “Initials.” 
“Right,” she nodded. “Can’t we catch a shuttle? There’s got to be 

a spaceport around here somewhere.” 
Frobisher shook his avian features. “Not so much.” 
“Natasia Tor, Peri,” said the Doctor, “is named as such as a 

requiem. It’s the burial ground of a once prominent dictator’s 
young daughter.” 

“Care to enlighten us?” 
The time-traveller’s features turned grave. “It’s not a happy story. 

While on a speleological expedition Galatea Io, she was trapped by 
spies working against her father. Voronkraz physiology is 
remarkable, but…” 

Frobisher chewed his bill. “She had lungs like any other species.” 
“She…” Peri shifted her head, “died?” 
The Doctor’s voice levelled. “Asphyxiated beneath an avalanche 

of rock. Special precautions were taken to ensure her burial in space 
wouldn’t be intercepted by any opposing authority seeking to 
discredit the current regime.” 

“Stupid question, I guess, but if it was secret, how do you know 
about it?” 

“The reports were declassified about three centuries ago. It’s now 
a part of established Galactic History.” 

Peri swallowed and turned back to the screen. “And these 
ships…?” 

“‘The sirens sung them to shipwreck, dragg’d down to the 
deep…’” quoted the Doctor, perhaps as a warning. 

“Ghoulish, but not an answer,” Frobisher chided, tractably. 
The Doctor warmed in surprise. “You know, Peri, Frobisher, I 

don’t actually know.” 
“Tell me at least that we’re moving on again,” shivered Peri. 
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“Soon, soon, curiosity implores a moment longer,” demurred the 
Doctor. “You know, what baffles me is the sheer number of 
spacecraft that have ended up in this region of space.” 

“Oh?” hummed Peri. 
“Quite so.” His words were coy, his gaze flickering between his 

two companions with a furtive, self-satisfied smirk. “Some ranging 
from the 23rd-century to now just after the eighth-millennium… 
Relative to Earthtime, of course. Too many to have been wrecked 
by a meteor shower or geomagnetic stormfront. There’s no single 
nearby planet like Llban’or that could have ejected them into space 
either…” 

Peri didn’t have to see his face to know the expression that 
accompanied that timbre. 

She crossed her arms. “Alright, I’ll admit it’s intriguing—” 
“A-ha!” The Doctor bounded to the other side of the console 

with a chuckle. 
Peri turned back and tried to hop in along beside him, but he 

breezed straight past her. 
“But, aren’t we supposed to be meeting up with—?” she cut 

herself off and threw up her arms in exasperation. 
“Forget it, Peri,” dismissed Frobisher. “He’s got that manic 

twinkle in his eye again.” 
The Doctor momentarily looked up from his work. “We’re all 

agreed then?” 
Frobisher rolled his eyes and morphed a sock puppet onto his 

hand, complete with jade-coloured button eyes and an ineluctable 
motley coat. 

“Absolutely! One-hundred-percent!” it chattered enthusiastically 
in a reedy imitation of the Doctor’s voice. 

“Splendid! Happy to hear such unwavering support for once.” 
In response to his fiddling on the smaller VDU, the scanner’s 

image shimmered for a moment, rotating across several visual 
spectra. Infrared to ultraviolet to something likely only his species 
could likely identify. The screen settled into a grid.  

“NZ-9742, I think.” 
At a key press, a series of clicks boosted the chosen segment to 

the point that it dwarfed the surrounding debris. As it approached 
closer to their little window out to the cosmos, Peri found herself 
instinctively shrinking back from it. 
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The Doctor tilted his head up to inspect its silent zenith, his eyes 
strangely alight. “Now… That is unusual. Don’t you think?” 

They had missed it in the sleek mercury sheen of the deep reef. It 
was disconcertingly obvious once she’d actually spotted it. Nothing 
about it matched its surrounds. The whole structure was shaped like 
a ghoulish Fabergé egg, its silvered-sapphire surface weathered and 
pockmarked by gaffs and spikes she couldn’t yet identify. There was 
something slug-like in its aberrant chromous sheen, pale turrets 
bristling angrily in their rampant paranoia, separated by a mesh of 
glittering lights that she had briefly mistaken as the nimbi of remote 
constellations. In the midst of a tacit mass grave, it sat squat as their 
keeper or perhaps a guardian, but its architecture had an industrial 
look about it. It was an uncompromising, bleak and seethingly fell 
place. 

“Doctor…” 
She was wrong, it wasn’t a protector at all. It was a vulture that 

had finished picking away at its carcass. 
She suddenly felt terribly afraid, a formless, eager dread that 

gripped her soul. Something dark and uncertain in the midst of 
confusion pricked its way through her consciousness and clouded 
her mind with an existential horror. It was a primitive animalistic 
instinct, buried deep in her subconscious. 

We shouldn’t be here… 
She felt cold. It forced her to feel the cold. Not the vacuum, but 

how empty those dark spaces between the stars could really be. 
“There,” an arm jutted past her shoulder and Peri jumped with a 

sharp intake of breath. 
She traced his outstretched finger to a small, physical opening in 

the egg’s titanic dimensions. Guarded by a veil of red. 
“Forcewall of some kind?” she inquired. 
“Some kind,” he nodded. “Nothing insurmountable. It’ll be a 

squeeze polydimensionally speaking, but that’s how we’ll get 
inside.” 

He set the travordinates for a closer inspection of the anomaly. 
“Anyone alive in there?” asked the whifferdill. 
“Scant environmental signs—or at least nothing the old girl can 

detect. Atmospheric pressure is just below Earth-normal. Life 
support is minimal and what does exist looks to have been polluted 
with foreign contaminants ranging from the vile to the terminal. 
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There’s not enough clean air for us carbon-based bipeds. Even 
exceptional ones such as myself.” He came to a decision, whirled a 
finger in the air and started towards the side door leading out to the 
main corridor. “Starsuits everyone, we’ll be arriving shortly.” 

The steady hum of the TARDIS’s engines hammered into a shriek 
before he could reach it. 

 
Terror struck from a nightmare never conceived by the two 

doomed beings aboard the Ngambo. Beyond the ship, through the 
vast web of abandoned vessels, a nimbus of light drowned the dark. 
Bright as a white dwarf. It grew. Multiplied. Slashed through the 
small cruiser as if it were made of melted taffy. 

 
The points, lines, curves and surfaces of the TARDIS console 

room coiled and rattled like a dying snake. 
Pink geometries twisted and stretched the crew’s three bodies 

down the pitch towards the door. A macabre carnival slide. 
Frobisher had enough time and sense to have grabbed the control 
console, the Doctor skittered towards the wall’s absolute 
chronometer, slamming his arm painfully against the door handle 
and Peri thudded like a porcelain vase against the scanner screen. 
The hulking dark egg in space burned violet in her vision. A hateful 
icon of ancient reverence. Peri turned away and shut her eyes as the 
room threw her back against the console. 

Pre-emptive, the Doctor shushed Frobisher’s question. “There’s 
something wrong.” 

“Are we going to crash?” Peri entreated. 
The shape-shifting whifferdill clung to the panelling for dear life. 

“Even if we land, I don’t think I’ll be able to tell the difference.” 
The Doctor adjusted their travordinates and watched the VDU 

with all the intensity of a calico knight at a jousting match.  
“I have every faith, old girl.” 
An ear-splitting whine arched the control column unsteadily and 

plummeted to the core of the console. 
 
Solta attempted to adjust the Ngambo’s course immediately, 

compressed air jets on the left firing to manoeuvre, but the ship was 
caught in the narrow sump of wrecks. A songbird in tar. The rapid, 
spasmodic movement of ship versus ship turned from a gentle rock 
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to a hull-shattering quake. All pretence of calm and quiet vented 
through the ruptured tail. 

te-Varriq scrambled up towards the control cabin, seized the 
copilot’s chair with all its might and bolted itself in with the life 
harness. It watched as its companion slipped an atmospheric 
rebreather over his weathered features and te-Varriq did the same, 
concentrating its breathing into the rebreather so that it was now 
ingesting oxygen stored in its fourth lung for emergencies. The 
bitter, acrid stench of burning plastic filled what little air was left. 

The stale smell of te-Varriq’s conserved supply smothered its 
receptors.  

te-Varriq felt a powerful blast of energy. Some kind of surge 
created when Solta attempted to fire the ship’s underjets. It 
knocked Solta back into his chair as he attempted to adjust the 
emergency systems. A short, sharp roar of pain fired from between 
his teeth, like a spent shell casing, he slumped awkwardly into the 
seat. 

 
All the while, the tiny vessel continued its descent into a small, 

vacuous opening in a great wall of glittering lights strobing across 
the endless blue and black. Like a ship torn down by the waves, the 
light was subsumed by the terrible and sudden dark. A knife tore 
into the lungs of the cosmos and forced it to breathe. One final 
time. 

 
Behind te-Varriq, a view forced by the awkward cricking of its 

neck, was the curve of some great vactunnel. Beyond the control 
cabin’s forward portal, the Valettan could see the outline of 
wondrous machinery. A vast apparatus of gridded power plants, 
geophysical piping, protonic injectors, transmission conduits and all 
the world besides. He had seen such installations once or twice 
before. In illicit workshops where starships and their crews were 
disassembled for their constituent parts. 

Oh, no… 
te-Varriq struggled vainly against the life harness, pulling and 

tugging at the restraints as if by sheer force alone he could rend 
itself free. It felt for the buckle, sucking in the fresh air, pounding it 
with all appendages. A sudden release. It scrambled from its chair 
onto its beak. Its breathing irregular and shallow, it crawled in a 
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half-daze across the floor to the cargo hold in the back of their 
shredded vessel. 

It could see Solta from afar, bowing from his chair like a drooping 
willow. 

Crunch. 
Two long trunks of black blocked te-Varriq’s vision. It followed 

them up to a long snub-nosed wound, wide as a sallow mouth, now 
jammed in a gaping ‘O’ right between the surgeon’s primary oculi. 
A biped was holding the trigger. te-Varriq gawped at the floor, 
trying to pretend that it hadn’t seen the gunbarrel. That if it looked 
away, maybe, just maybe, it would vanish. 

But it was mistaken. It knew it was. 
te-Varriq’s body convulsed grotesquely as a bullet cut straight 

through its decentralised nervous system. Its bulbous head lulled for 
a few moments in shock before drooping to the floor. 

No anonymous gunman could stop the tears bleeding from its 
lifeless eyes. 

And no one tried. 
 
In the dark, deep within the satellite, sharp lilac eyes examined a 

small deedbox filled with lifeless figurines. She didn’t open it, she 
knew its contents already. She only ran her finger in a half-circle 
upon its cold wooden lid. 

The acquisition of the surgeon would fulfil one half of her needed 
guarantee. 

Now, she needed the other. 
 



25 

STAGE 2: 
“Vaisyan Lonewatch” 

 
Adjusting his penlight, the Doctor deepened his already furrowed 

brow, picking away at the ashen flecks of blue paint burnt off 
during their initial materialisation. The TARDIS and he had been 
through much together. 

The poor thing had survived a volcanic deluge as it was carried 
down the slopes of Mount Vesuvius from Herculaneum, dodged 
the obliterative kill-beams of the android hordes from Athena 
Prime, even an unexpected trip aboard a Maglev Horizontal Launch 
Assist System on Ganymede had left her unscathed. 

She’d been more than capable of slipping through the breach. 
However, residual gravitational waves—radiating out from an as yet 
unknown distortion—had cast her onto the boundary. The 
interphase between wall and gap. 

“Appalling,” the Doctor grumbled in the disquieting silence. 
“Simply appalling…” 

Behind the TARDIS and its concerned pilot, Peri scoped her 
surroundings from atop a dune of what the Doctor had quickly 
dismissed as silicon piled against one of the walls. Her mobility 
restricted by both the increased gravity and the stiff articulations of 
the pressure suit. 

Below her, bypassing the problem of the suit entirely, Frobisher 
had opted to transmogrify into a Kalthonian valeenharp. A bronzed 
long-bodied arthropod with oak-spotted chitin. The morph had 
required a great deal less stress than the starsuits, despite the fine-
spun nature of the animal in question. There was enough cyanogen 
in the atmosphere for his current form to breathe soundly, if not 
altogether too comfortably, and he wouldn’t have to worry about 
ballooning inside jerry-built protective gear. 

All the same, he had kept a spare helmet strung up between the 
ridges of his exoskeleton at the Doctor’s request, so he could 
remain in contact. Frobisher didn’t bother arguing, he appreciated 
the company, even if their methods of keeping close were a little 
crude. 

There was little light here, so the Doctor had kept the TARDIS’s 
lamplight switched on to drive away the laconic shadows. From her 
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perch, Peri caught a glimpse of Frobisher in one of the lamp’s 
rotations and called out. “See anything?” 

He tapped the communicator switch.  
“All silk so far. You?” 
“Not much.” Peri stared into the darkness above, watching the 

anxious ripples of electrical current. She couldn’t shake the feeling 
that it was staring back at her. “Canals of ducting, like… capillaries 
by Picasso.” 

“Yeah, if someone smeared it against a dumpster.. The whole 
place looks like the inside of some enormous animal. What 
contours I can see are porous, bone-like, except the pattern looks… 
wrong. There’s no people, no vegetation, nada but circuit—” 
Frobisher felt something hard and cold crunch underfoot. 
“Doctor?” 

“What is it?” 
“I’ve disagreed, Doc, with something I’ve stepped in…” 
The Doctor’s head had flicked up with a cat-like stare of soft 

interest. Frobisher was far from fascinated. The sound was like 
discovering the remains of a rat in a mousetrap. He didn’t want to 
think about it. He didn’t want to even begin to imagine what it 
could have been. 

Glass, right? His brain rationalised, hurriedly. Cut one of my feet on it 
and I’m just not feeling the pain yet. Has to be, hadn’t it? 

“I think it’s…” Frobisher swallowed. “Oh, who am I kidding? It 
sounds and feels nothing like glass. It feels like—” 

“Gristle?” 
The Doctor was correct, as usual, but Frobisher was a bit alarmed 

by how quickly his mind had leapt to that conclusion. 
“Well, let’s say I’ve got experience,” Frobisher admitted.  
Whereas death repelled Peri and distracted Frobisher, it held a 

morbid fascination for this man of many colours. After all, for a 
being so curious about the nature of the cosmos around him, it was 
only natural for him to be drawn towards the most alien of realms. 
One that claimed all indiscriminately. Young, old. Dames, dukes. 
Even emperors and worms. Maybe it was the incomprehensible 
vastness of such a force which so unnerved Frobisher. 

He attempted to shift his weight from the offending object, but 
was pulled up by a sharp command from the jogging Doctor, 
“Stand still! It could be anything, Frobisher. Anything.” 
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“I dunno, skipper, I’ve got some pretty pointed ideas.” 
From her vantage point away and above, Peri had monitored the 

small unfolding drama. 
“You guys alright?” she called. 
“We’re fine, Peri,” answered the Doctor. “Keep your eyes open 

for anything we might have missed.” 
“Over here!” Peri called. “This thing.” 
Earlier, while the Doctor nursed the TARDIS, she’d spotted 

something glowing up overhead in a small engraved cradle at the 
peak of one of the dunes. Venturing up and closer, she found it’d 
been initially fashioned from rough chert into a crystalline bowl. It 
glowed with a deep migrainous ruby. She’d mistaken it for a light 
source initially, but the descriptor didn’t feel right. There was 
something about its shape that was off. It didn’t project light, it 
absorbed it. 

The Doctor, leaving Frobisher where he currently stood, darted 
back up the dune, fiddling with the penlight. 

“Yes,” he frowned. “It seems to be interfering with the auto-
dimmer.” 

He held up his penlight and waggled it back and forth. A small 
white dot glowed within the vitreous electrocrystal. An angry cicada 
dot, riffling from side-to-side, attracted by the Doctor’s movement. 

While it was distracted, he unzipped a compartment on his 
starsuit, below the question mark badges on his shoulders, and 
began rifling through its contents. 

“Thought so. Infrared sensors. Potentially photon-guided.” 
“Camera,” realised Peri. 
“On the initial stages of its focus cycle. I believe I saw something 

similar on, erm…” The Doctor filched a palm-sized Polaroid 
camera from his pocket and aimed it towards the ground, parallel to 
the lens’s line-of-sight, “Psi Mindre? No… Ah! Valerix-1. Home of 
Gaia Shieldclaw’s holograder, remind me to tell you sometime. 
Mutual acquaintance of ours. Lean to the side for me.” 

Peri did as instructed. 
“Smile,” said the Doctor, beaming. A bloom of light, quickly 

followed by the lisp of a photographic print. He flicked the photo 
for a few moments, trying to hurry along the image’s development, 
adding, “Not that you’ll be seen smiling.” 

“You gotta plan?” hollered Frobisher from his captivity below. 
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Still smirking, the Doctor replied, “Wait and see, my penguin 
chum! Wait and see.” 

The rover unfastened his pouch once more and retrieved a long 
wire from what Frobisher guessed was once a coat hanger and 
wound it around the phased electrocrystal’s midsection, securing 
the photograph with a bent hook at its polar end. The result? The 
false image now sat primly and unassumingly in front of whatever 
activities the three of them would actually do. 

“There,” breathed the Doctor. “Someone may be thoroughly 
interested in what we discover and the less incriminating we are the 
better. ‘Tho’ a false sight, no sound for fury’.” He jerked his head. 
“Frobisher’s discovered something in the sand.” 

They reunited with the whifferdill. 
“What is it?” Peri asked. 
The Doctor crouched down, pawing away the soil with his gloves 

from where the shape-shifter’s foot had penetrated. 
The sound made Frobisher itch and he could taste the disturbed 

silicon in the air. A strange metal tang like amalgam fillings.  
He winced horribly, he knew what was coming.  
“It’s a body, isn’t it?” 
The Doctor sighed sadly, hunkering below his eyeline. 
“Yes, I’m afraid it is.” 
Using a small dusting brush from a suit pocket, the Doctor 

cleaned the body’s face. Sand had caked across the cheekbones and 
eye-sockets, absorbing moisture from the folds in its puckered skin. 
Mummified in the dry atmosphere. 

“Bipedal. Possibly female,” he mused. “Origin… Unclear.” 
His gaze wandered back up to the photograph and the steadily 

oscillating iris of surveillance electrocrystal behind it. 
“Anyone see similar contraptions active anywhere else?” he asked. 
His two companions surveyed their surroundings and both 

responded in the negative. 
“Yet whoever controls those systems would seem to think that 

this camera here is worth keeping on standby. Watching and 
waiting…” The Doctor placed a finger against his visor and 
hummed, thoughtfully. 

“What are you thinking?” quizzed Peri. 
He raised his eyebrows. “I thought, young Peri, that would be 

obvious.” 
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“A trap, huh?” she asked. 
“But not for us though, surely?” Frobisher countered. “Listen, 

can I move my flipp—er, forefoot?” 
The Doctor nodded. Frobisher shifted his weight, wisely putting 

some distance between himself and his inauspicious new 
acquaintance. 

“Thanks, Doc.” 
Examining the soot on the body’s abdomen, the Doctor assured 

Frobisher that he could take hearts in knowing that his unfortunate 
footing was merely the deathblow on an already long passed 
specimen. It was difficult to tell from his Kalthonian features 
whether this had brought him any measure of comfort. Notable on 
the body though was a small embossed pocket on its jacket. The 
Doctor pawed the contents, glossy edges protruded from beneath 
the material as he removed a cuboctahedron no larger than a tea 
caddy. 

“Anything promising?” asked Peri. 
“Perhaps…” He held it up for her to examine. “A bit outside 

your area of expertise, archæologically speaking.” 
“I could say that, as a botanist,” Peri fluttered her eyelashes, 

sarcastically. “What is it?” 
“Computer storage. Might be our corpus delicti.” 
“Something to analyse in the TARDIS’s dimensional laboratory?” 

Frobisher inquired. 
“No point. The Voermann analyser packed up some decades 

ago…” The Doctor resettled the body’s anorak. “None of your 
clients or their enemies were Nitridrons, were they, Frobisher?” 

“Nope. No wronged ne’er-do-wells for me out there.” 
“Neither do I recognise the uniform. I believe…” he gently closed 

the corpse’s mouth. A bizarrely playful little gesture from Peri’s 
perspective. “We have stumbled upon someone else’s 
machinations.” 

“Again,” both his companions grumbled. 
“There must be a way out of here…” He shone the penlight out 

towards the dunes. “There’s something wrong here, something 
wrong with this place… Why do I get the feeling we’re already too 
late?” 

“For what, Doc?” asked Frobisher. 
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The Doctor shook his head towards the far wall, his brow 
furrowed. He started. “What’s that?” 

Peri and Frobisher could see it. A quicksilver span stretching out 
like a chopstick. 

“A monorail, Doc…?” Peri said, unclear. 
“No,” the Doctor’s voice darkened. “Not that.” 
His eyes narrowed as he directed the beam back out to their 

surroundings. The walls around them drew back from its caress in a 
bizarre display of vertigo. Only, draw wasn’t quite the right word for 
it. They had retreated. Withdrawn. Flinched back. The mottled 
biochrome was shifting with an aching flex each time the light 
touched it. Like the sensation caught its breath. The rest warped 
with a disturbingly natural rhythm. Almost as if it were… 

Peri’s mouth opened. “Doctor… The walls are…” 
“Doc, they’re breathing,” said Frobisher. 
The Doctor’s voice deepened with fascination. “I wonder if we 

are truly alone here?” 
Unnoticed by any of the trio, the photographic paper in front of 

the red eye had slowly begun to flex and smoulder, curling edgewise 
in wisps of acrid smoke… 

 
Elsewhere in the satellite, not too far from the worried questing 

of the three travellers, a small aquamarine trapezoid was rolling 
through cubist shafts and gangways towards the core of the artificial 
world. The curved forefront of the Vaisyan Lonewatch’s Mobile 
Excursion Vehicle pushed past a pair of connective heat 
exchangers, the rippling air rolling in scalding waves over its roof, 
blackening its paintwork. 

Within the MEV were housed the last survivors of a spacecraft on 
a mission known to them and them alone. 

Their leader, standing in the cockpit, listened to the twin impulses 
as one device drew the excess heat from the other. A high-pitched 
whine, a roar of converted energy, then an unnervingly immaculate 
silence. Broken only by the occasional twitching hiss from fire 
extinguishing ports. Gearing up, sensing no immediate danger, and 
loosely cycling back down again. 

 
Aboard, in one of the MEV’s retrofitted living quarters, a 

personally important absence was noticed. Not vital in any cosmic 
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sense, but personal. Mæstric switched her cranial implants back to a 
narrow receiver band and switched off her typewriter-sized Mobatal 
cyberdeck. Stretching her arms, she shifted her weight from the bed 
and rose into the dark. 

She leant down. Azovka’s bunk was empty. 
Leaving the room, she leant against the rebreather rack next to the 

inner airlock door which led out into danger. As her fingers brushed 
the ruby-and-pearl sword knot at her belt, she heard the distinctive 
clunk-clunk of bipedal movement. The subtle shift of a body as it 
steadied itself against the wall moving down the access passage. Her 
face shrouded in the dark, she could hear breathing—No. No, it 
was… Rasping…? 

Sobbing? 
She felt something inside her throat. Frustration, again. 

Exhaustion, again. Exhaustion led to irritation and irritation to the 
cutting edge of anger. 

You are someone with answers, sudar, Azovka had asked Dellevar. T-
Tell me, please, when a friendship dies, where does one go to say goodbye? 

It was Azovka. It had to be. 
Mæstric pushed the unshaven side of her rich blue hair from her 

pink eyes, messy unwashed strands pricking at the scrapes on her 
face and neck. Angrily, the datathumper returned to her quarters for 
her cyberdeck, then made for the MEV’s commissariat. 

 
The black veil of space beyond Natasia Tor swung around 

CIDA’s Nonpareil Malla Castell. She rolled her thumb back on the 
manoeuvring controls of her Makaino-class strike interceptor, D-
Leader and Interceptor Pilot D-08 crossing her vertical axis to re-
enter formation in front of her. 

Early Warning Xi’s automated central control dome was a soft 
dab of slowly burling caramel in the left-most segment of her 
cockpit. Buried deep beneath the surface of the unmapped asteroid, 
it always had an intimidating, organic sheen to it when she scanned 
it through the infrared systems. She’d seen it at least half a dozen 
times on similar such missions. Aside from a tramp caravan staked 
out on a lone chunk of rock, chosen so a foursome of diminutive 
avians could avoid the “bally old wildness of the metropoli,” the 
sector was otherwise unoccupied. 

Her transceiver crackled, “D-Leader to K-17.” 
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“K here.” She found herself whispering, reverential. Her voice 
rose to compensate. “Yeah, go?” 

Not exactly befitting protocol for a subordinate addressing a 
commanding officer, but then she’d found him hard to take 
seriously from the get-go. This seemed easier and those in charge of 
the regulations had felt a little off-book colour made for a more 
effective team. 

“I think we’ve hit our requisite number of passes, don’t you?” asked D-
Leader. 

“Don’t have to tell me twice.” 
Interceptor Pilot D-08’s voice snapped in. “Clearing off to the right. 

Thinking good thoughts and keeping to our side of the boundary zone.” 
“Full acknowledgement, D-08,” the pilot smiled. “Keeping 

Affiliation-side likewise. Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
“I can see a comet, in front of the interceptor,” he said. “Too far away to 

trigger Asa Nayuta’s infotrap.” 
“Can’t see it from my angle,” she kept her distance, but adjusted 

her interceptor’s eyeline. “You make a wish?” 
“Not yet, I’ll think of one when we’re away.” 
“Fair, hey, I’ve got a riddle. One of my boys came to me with it.” 
“Go.” 
“I can run, but I cannot walk. What am I?” 
A thoughtful pause. “A run-on sentence…?” 
“A nose,” Castell answered knowingly, wrinkling hers. “Clever, 

right?” 
“Yeah, that works.” 
“They’re going to really haul us over the coals for clattering up the 

recordings,” chuckled D-Leader. 
Castell laughed. “Full acknowledgement. We’ll—” 
“A minute,” D-08 cut in again. “Got something.” 
She recognised that tone. Their monitoring equipment had clicked 

into action automatically registering a sensor anomaly. Her 
breathing slowed and shallowed, an unfamiliar transceiver 
waveband dropping into her headset like a pebble skimming across 
the ocean. The voice on the other end was a woman’s, she didn’t 
quite recognise it over the distorting static projected from what 
must have been a low-fidelity transmitter. 

“This is the Central Institute calling Early Warning Xi. I say again, the 
Central Institute calling Early Warning Xi. Urgent request.” 
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“This is Stellar Reconnaissance Force from Trailblazer Prime,” D-
Leader’s voice again. “State nature of emergency.” 

“Spatial scans have detected a radiation leak emanating from Silo Twenty-
Seven. Can you confirm?” 

The SRF interceptor pilot felt her lip crease. She ran her own 
analyses using the equipment brought aboard by Blue-Sky and the 
technician for holographic capture. They’d both been unusually 
pensive about the detector’s installation, something was bothering 
them both from the moment that the engineer had entered the bay. 
Something big. She felt her tail quiver anxiously out from behind 
her seat. 

There was nothing. No, more than that. It was the complete 
absence of something. No emissions of any kind beyond the heat of 
the four reactors responsible for maintaining long-term systems like 
communications and fire control. Something wasn’t right here. 

She pulled up a private channel. “Victory?” 
“Yes?” 
“Run a check to see where that signal’s coming from. Someone 

might be trying to run interference from that comet.” 
She could hear him shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “Already 

did. It’s not coming from Xi or the comet.” 
“Then where?” 
“K-17, I don’t think it was a comet.” 
There was a flash. She started back, her life harness pulling her 

tight against the worn upholstery. The transceiver went dead with a 
fitful burst of smoke, shortly before everything else followed suit. 

Castell felt the controls of her ship seize. It ripped away from her 
of its own free will, bright lazuline engines pulsing and readjusting 
as if on automatic. She pressed herself against the chair, bracing her 
legs beneath the cockpit controls, trying to twist the cockpit 
controls free with little success. 

The pale cream colour of the ship’s body browned with every 
fried circuit-board and overcharged mechanism. Her course was 
altering dramatically, as was that of her fellow pilots. They were all 
being drawn towards the shredded veil of the Tor. 

 
Three figurines, garbed in their blue Stellar Reconnaissance Force 

uniforms, were swept forward across the table. The lilac-eyed 
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lowered two of her fingers onto two of their heads, tapping with the 
ponderous swing of a pendulum. 

The surgeon sat on one side. The pilots on the other. 
Not a word spoken from either bloc. Their absences went 

unnoticed. As anticipated. 
It wouldn’t be long now. 
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
 
It was easier to access the MEV’s commissariat than Mæstric had 

anticipated. Someone had forgotten to reset the cipher codes after 
their most recent drop-off and left a security port wide open for her 
to jack in. With one understated sweep of her hand, the door slid 
open and Mæstric crept inside. She crouched down, laying her 
cyberdeck off to one side behind one of the nearby cargo containers 
and waited. 

Azovka had come as expected. 
The intruder eased a pocket decrypter from a pouch in her 

haggard windbreaker and gently placed it over the entry coder on 
the food boxes, shushing it when it clicked and spurred with 
activity. 

Mæstric’s hand snatched over Azovka’s wrist before she could 
remove it. 

“Lije…” the voice hidden beneath the red-tipped hair was quiet, 
sad. 

“I knew you’d be here, Telle,” said Mæstric, levelly. “Doesn’t that 
make a change?” 

Azovka tried raising her head up to reply, but felt it fall towards 
the floor instead. 

“This was a mistake… Why didn’t I know you’d be here? I can’t 
make you understand…” murmured Azovka. “I’ve tried and I’ve 
tried, but I can’t.” She tried pulling away from her, but Mæstric only 
tightened her grip. 

“I know what you’re doing here,” she said. 
“Let me go.” 
“No.” 
“Let me go.” 
“No.” 
Azovka started to struggle. “Mæstric, for once, can’t you—?” 
“I’m sick of—” 
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“You think I’m not—?” 
“—playacting. Oh, like you’re—” 
Something long-worn snapped behind the stepthreader’s eyes. 

“Shut up! For once in your life, won’t you—” 
An elbow came down on Azovka’s face and—with the weight of 

her body—Azovka came down on Mæstric. 
“Not here!” a third voice snapped. “Not in this place!” 
It was a command as weighty and powerful as a comet strike 

through a moon. It fell upon them, a torrent of ice, flash-freezing 
them both to the spot. 

Dellevar’s crimson eyes surveyed them as they had fallen, two of 
his agents locked together against once hermetically-sealed canisters 
of varying shapes, origins and purposes. Between the door opening 
and his authoritative bark, Mæstric had locked one of Azovka’s 
arms against her sides, her knee planted against the centre of her 
back, but the younger had compensated by freeing her hand and 
holding it tight against a pressure point below Mæstric’s neck. 

Azovka scrambled up to her feet. She ran a hand nervously 
through the muddied stripe of mercury-red that cut through her 
hair and found that she couldn’t meet the gaze of her sponsor. 

They had all come from lives where such petty squabbling over 
meagre flecks in the stews and narrows of dystopic perditions was 
commonplace. Nay, expected. Life clung desperately to the light of 
a keyhole, tearing others down who would rob them of that single 
sustaining hope. 

But here, under the rallying oriflamme of the Vaisyan Lonewatch, 
there was no such avaritia. All were equal. All was shared. 

Until now, Azovka reflected to herself. 
She could feel the cuts and bruises from strongboxes cracked 

open in their squabble. Hewn over old scars. Her mistake. Mæstric 
rose arm over fist, tracing the black-crimson discolouration around 
her implants where Azovka had struck. 

At the long silence, Dellevar spoke. “We do not attack our own. 
That is our cardinal rule.” 

“The food there in that box is mine,” Mæstric’s eyes blazed into 
Azovka. “I won’t survive without it. How the hell are we supposed 
to survive if we turn on our own, huh? How long will this last, will 
we last?” 

“Separate,” commanded Dellevar. 
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The two Narans protested in unison. 
“Move!” their mentor roared. He never shouted. He never roared. 

Never raised an octave beyond his normal speaking tone. 
Surprised and fearful, the two women dispersed to the furthest 

reaches of the room and watched him as children watching an ill-
tempered parent, “You think we can sow cloud-forming crystals in 
the ceiling and make this barren cavity seem like Dayaalu? Bear fruit 
in this brine-cured loam however much it may rain?” 

“There isn’t enough,” Azovka sank, knees to her chin, barely a 
whisper. 

“That’s patently obvious,” Mæstric snarled, lying on her ankles. 
“We don’t even have a working spade anymore.” 

“No, here, Lije,” said Azovka. “The food here. Not for everyone. 
If we keep going as we are now, being as even-handed as we always 
were, we’re going to die. All of us.” 

“So, instead of digging our water wells, you’ll dig in the dirt for 
our own graves?” snapped Mæstric. It was a childish move, she 
knew. But it hurt, and for the moment that’s all that mattered. She 
had the blinding falsehood of rage. She’d regret it later, but for the 
moment, she didn’t care. Creating hurt was all that mattered. “How 
typical of you, Telle. So much charm with so little feeling…” 

Tears streaked Azovka’s face, her body shaking. 
“Enough, little one,” said Dellevar. It was simple, quiet and all 

either of them really needed. One simple voice of reason amongst 
all the chaotic feeling between them. Mæstric’s body language 
wavered, Dellevar could see the cracks in her seemingly unshakable 
facade.  

“It’s what she does!” she protested. “She’s a sycophantic fawner, 
she can’t help but tell you exactly what you want to hear with none 
of the fealty.”  

There was an emotional jolt between the two, like a static shock. 
“Enough,” said Dellevar again. A little gentler, a little smoother and 

he could see the final link in her chain of resentment warp from 
shape. Remorse crashed down atop the both of them as they sank 
against the ground. Their friendship had been long, but forever 
strained by their fosterage. Azovka and Mæstric were still young, 
after all. Both had joined the Lonewatch too early and far too much 
from necessity than desire. 

“Enough…” Mæstric echoed. “Sure… It’s enough, isn’t it?” 
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“Yes,” agreed Azovka. She turned back to Dellevar, prickling hurt 
in her voice, “Did you know I’d be here?” 

“After all these years, how could I not?” He hid his sadness in the 
upper arms folded across his chest. “But I did not ask this of you. 
Either of you. We’ll find a way for all of us. That I promise to the 
two of you.” 

“I can help,” said Azovka. 
“Can you?” hissed Mæstric. 
A nervous index finger brushed the stepthreader’s cheekbone. “I-

I can’t explain it, you know I c-can’t. I don’t have the—” 
“You can’t bargain with fate, Telle.” 
“I’m still trying, Lije. Believe me, I’m still trying.” 
Mæstric’s pendulous face disappeared beneath her shaking arms. 

The floor beneath them hiccupped violently. Dellevar remained 
rooted as the two women struggled to stand. 

“What was that?” asked Azovka. 
“Part of what I came to tell you,” Dellevar said. “Our news from 

the patrol is not good.” 
“I’ll check the thermal gauge on the Haloster in the forward 

compartment,” Mæstric mumbled. 
She left without further incident. 
Dellevar leant against the wall, near one of the in-built water 

dispensaries. His sigh was dirge-like, punishing in anyone else’s 
throat but his own. “To other matters…” 

Azovka didn’t look at him. “What d-did you find on your patrol?” 
“Our return path has been locked off. I require the assistance of 

you both to explore an alternate route through to one of the rail 
termini. If you’re willing?” 

“Anything to be free of here. It…” she stifled an angry sob. “It 
gets into the walls. All this…” The words trailed softly into the 
ether. Something burned behind her eyes, some deep injustice that 
smoothed them to flowing marbles. Her hand, resting against one 
of the boxes, had sunk into the plasteel like a print in the snow. 
“Where do you need me, sudar?” 

 
The Doctor inspected the railcar’s interior through the windows, 

idly tapping out combinations on the entry coder as he did so. 
Another non-compliant buzz. He frowned. This was getting him 
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nowhere. Forfeiting the locking mechanism, he scrabbled round in 
his suit pouch for the cadaver’s cuboctahedron. 

“You still got that thing?” 
“Someone’s perhaps killed for it, Frobisher, I think it’s worth 

holding onto.” 
He presented it to the coder. It didn’t react to the external sensor, 

but the Doctor found it useful as a wedge he could push between 
the two strips of sealed tubing around the doors. Through no small 
degree of effort, he was able to wiggle in a fingerhold and prise the 
two panels back on their tracks into their respective alcoves. 

A cool wall of air struck him and his companions. Without a 
word, he alighted feet first into the cabin, disappearing with a 
modicum of fuss. 

“Hey, that’s progress! Is it safe?” 
“Or comfortable at the least, Doc?” 
“Come in!” he invited breezily, a youth in a treehouse. 
“Huh. Well,” Frobisher eagerly slapped his forceps together. 

“When in Amtor.” 
He clambered up and in, Peri not far behind him. Within 

moments, the whifferdill had moved his helmet to the room’s table 
and started chittering through a cabinet of eclectic goods. 

“Somewhere, perp, there’s whiskey, bitters and vermouth—or 
their nearest equivalent.” 

Peri mouthed the ingredients, amalgamating them in a single 
thought. “A Manhattan, huh? Nice idea, but count me out.” 

“Any reason?” 
“Whiskey mixes well with everything except decision-making.” 
 
A few metres over in the control cabin, their calico chaperone was 

occupied with an entirely different activity. Hand at his hip in 
thought, he jostled the controls on the end of the drive cylinder 
with an open palm. 

“No power.” As he’d expected. “With no other discernible means 
of egress, this is likely our only way out of this section of the 
satellite.” 

“Where are we headed?” asked Peri. “The bridge?” 
“The nearest communications terminal, actually. I—Oof!” The 

shin. A device used to locate boundaries in the dark. He patted his 
leg compassionately and examined his collision point. The polished 
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ivory tint of the decorative fascia seemed to confirm that creature 
comforts were factored in as part of the machine’s design. That 
pointed to a living workforce. People. 

“Who put that there, I wonder?” he mused, then more loudly, “I 
want to meet those responsible for manufacturing this 
cuboctahedron. See what they have to say about this structure’s 
nature.” 

“Any theories?” she asked. 
“Quite a retinue. Could be an archæological site or mining 

complex. There’s no blueprint or floor plan anywhere, which would 
seem to imply this transport system was for people in the know.” 

“You mean, specialised?” 
“Exactly, a setup that indicates a further purpose, a function 

unshared with daily life.” 
He felt his fingertips hook themselves beneath an invisible indent 

in the cylinder. There was a click and the access panel thudded open 
to rest against his knees. He peered around briefly to see if either of 
his friends had noticed his moment of serendipity, smiled and 
placed the protective casing to one side. 

“Frobisher,” he hallooed. “Doors.” 
 
Distractedly, the valeenharp delicately clawed the release controls, 

watching the two panels ease together into place with a pneumatic 
hiss. It didn’t take long for the lounge to pressurise and the lights to 
quiver on. The atmosphere grew heavy with an overwhelmingly 
distinctive odour. Like peppercorn and treacle. 

Frobisher sneezed and sneezed again. 
“Breathe easy, you two. Gasses in the Xin range are relatively 

harmless to mammalian and crustacean life.” The Doctor glanced 
back, fingering his neck. “Peri.” 

She shook her elfin features. “No, thanks. It’s stuffy, but at least 
it’s one more thing preventing me from turning inside out or 
whatever.” 

“Ah, Peri-fied of the consequences, are we?” 
“Doc, has any wisemouth ever told you that puns are the 

Cytherean pox of language?” Frobisher sneezed again and felt the 
consequences pour all over the broadloom rug at his feet. If he’d 
had teeth, he would have swallowed them. “Peri… After this, there 
something you want to do?” 
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“Such as?” 
“Anywhere on Earth. I ain’t worried, so long as it keeps us happy 

and him out of trouble.” 
“How ‘bout Monaco? Or Milan. It was pretty popular last time I 

was in the—” 
Without warning, the visor of Peri’s helmet imploded like a 

cracked picture tube. The sound was as a buzzsaw through molten 
glass, the girl’s scream not far behind. The cabin window staved 
outwards in a burst of laminated glass as if someone had thrown a 
javelin straight through its heart. She and Frobisher hit the floor in a 
hæmorrhagic shower of machine parts and vitreous fragments. He 
felt his body crinkle and bruise under the small amount of strain. 
Above them, writhing jet-black bamboo spikes.  

Tendrils. A sheaf of them that had impaled the upholstery of the 
seats they’d both thrown themselves clear of. There was something 
about their construction—a smooth, organic texture—that made 
his eyes slide down towards the saw-toothed nibs and ridged 
mandibles. Below the point of a particularly nasty looking spear was 
Peri. Flailing. Her lungs ragged with strangled breaths. Frobisher 
was already moving. 

She was drowning. Drowning in this poison air. 
Another member of the clattering forest of death sliced through 

the opposing window. Magnets clapping against the metal 
architecture. It was searching for them, trying to draw them out 
with fearmongering and scare tactics. 

He’d reacted before his brain could adequately process it. His 
digits were tight around his own helmet as she tried to remove hers. 

Panic was making her movements clumsy, she’d torn the oxygen 
intake tubing out before the catches around the neckline furrow had 
come loose. Frobisher’s valeenharpic form proved invaluable in 
hastening the process. 

Within a minute, Peri had tossed aside her old sanctuary for a new 
one. The catches clicked and the groove snapped into place with 
some encouragement and she was able to fall back onto her 
shoulders. Relieved. Alive. He could see her face through the dirtied 
visor, contorted in pain and shock. Calling out for someone. Not 
him, she knew where he was, for someone else. “Doctor!” 

Where was he? He couldn’t see him. 
“Doc? ” called Frobisher. “Doctor! Doc, look out!” 
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The squawk engendered a small cluster of tendrils to slow mid-air. 
They grew a new trajectory and shot down at the ground where the 
whifferdill stood. He scrabbled back against the far wall and held 
his breath. His lungs were burning with exertion. The valeenharp 
was a comparatively delicate animal, initially starting out as a prey 
species, not used to dealing with threats beyond their own 
environment. The air, tolerable enough for Frobisher at the start, 
was now beginning to cause him to hyperventilate. 

Another attack! 
It tore open the panelling in the ceiling, gorging itself on retching 

pipes and snapping wires. The “malfunction” sent a signal to the 
railcar’s computer which responded by opening the soffits of the 
carriage and filling the room with extinguisher foam. The smell and 
suffocating density of the off-pink gossamer morass sent Frobisher 
back towards the floor. It was difficult to focus. 

A dark purple web clutched at the corners of his vision. 
Breathe! Keep moving forward! Open your throat and breathe! 
He couldn’t morph. His metabolism was under too much 

pressure to even attempt such a thing. He needed an out. He 
couldn’t see! 

“Frobisher! Peri!” A voice! Whose voice? He wished he could 
remember. 

Frobisher couldn’t reply. He kept moving. Moving. Moving 
forward. If he could make it, if he could—He was through! The 
control cabin was clear and the pressure on his vision had subsided 
enough that he could see a figure kicking at the drive cylinder. 

“Come on!” the Doctor snarled. “You antediluvian workingman’s 
assembly, c’mon! Perform your function!” 

“Make with the feet, Doc,” Frobisher swallowed, half-delirious, 
“or we’re pinked!” 

“You stupid Monitum mutante, what do you think I’m trying to—?” 
The car began moving lento, picking up speed. “Watch it!” 

The Doctor knocked him clear, snatching up the drive cylinder’s 
maintenance panel as a stout buckler. He held it against his shoulder 
like a Turkish Janissary, a tendril skinning the paintwork and 
embedding itself in the more fragile connecting furrow at the end. 
The Doctor used the downward swing of his body weight to throw 
the thing off-balance. The resulting inertia pulled it down, so when 
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it retreated for another strike it caught against the bottom mullion 
of the window. 

Then came a noise. A noise that Frobisher couldn’t describe. 
+++ -.-- --- ..- / -.. .. -.. / -. --- - / .-.. . - / -- . / …. --- .-.. -.. / -.-- 

--- ..- .-.-.- / .-- …. -.-- ..--.. +++ 
The whifferdill shivered, his skull ached. “What the hell was that?” 
They were moving faster now. At speed, towards the forward iris 

where no doubt another section of the satellite lay ahead. The 
spike’s stem was caught at its lip, shearing the offending trident 
from its main body like a branch from a tree trunk. The life in its 
head didn’t drain away but halted altogether. A puppet with its 
strings cut. 

“When evil hurried to the field, it snatched the spear, but left the 
shield,” booed the Doctor disdainfully, casting his own buckler 
aside. 

“Are we safe?” asked Frobisher. 
“Safer than we were before.” The aperture closed behind the 

railcar with a mechanical whine, imprisoning their attackers on the 
other side. “Each system operates independently of one another. 
Strange.” He didn’t let Frobisher interject. “Where’s Peri?” 

“In the ba—” 
The Doctor’s feet barely touched the ground. He was by the 

young woman’s side immediately. Her eyes were closed, her body at 
rest in an awkward crook with her arms slumped over her legs. He 
snapped his fingers, waving a hand. Non-responsive. He gently 
prised her back and an awful thrill of fear thundered down his 
spine. 

“That’s a lot of blood…” breathed Frobisher. 
“She’s unconscious,” the Doctor checked the rest of the suit. The 

wound on her thigh was a horrible blossoming scarlet. “Artery. 
External iliac. I should have been here to prevent this!” 

“Doc, is she going to be alright?” 
“Peri, can you hear me?” Frobisher could see the Doctor’s eyes. 

An undertow of panic beneath that wider body of calm. The girl’s 
head lolled back unnaturally against the back of the helmet. 

The Doctor’s voice was a bark, “Peri?” 
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STAGE 3: 
“To Sharpen a Sleeping Blade” 

 
Solta’s arms scraped falteringly along the floor as he awoke to the 

sound of gunfire. Short, controlled bursts. Highly professional, 
highly methodical, highly routine.  

Memories. 
He could remember on an old mission, his face pushed into the 

dust of the veldt, the choking heat ripping beneath cracks in the 
coral huts on a world whose water had long since been stolen away. 

It hadn’t been his first encounter with militaria of fortune, nor 
would it his last, but he felt the same powerless dread. They had 
thrown him into a crèche nestled between two enormous buzzing 
field-effect transistors, condensation dripping from the ceiling to 
flashover screeching, worn insulators. After only a few hours of 
this, he’d felt like screaming. He’d smashed his foot against the 
breakers, tearing at the matte black walls with his fingernails. 
Searching for some peace, some respite, something that he could 
control. Eventually, after the unbecoming panic had subsided, he’d 
found himself focussing on his breathing. A habit that he had 
developed since his first flight test. His surgeon, te-Varriq, had 
suggested it as a calming ritual. Careful, methodical counting. 

One, two, three, four, five… 
He wondered where his friend could be now. 
One, two, three, four, five… 
He could hear the plastic scrape of a gem cartridge inserted into 

the wall socket beyond his cell to unlock the resonance grid around 
his cell door. 

One, two, three, four, five… 
The faint olive halo surrounding the door faded with a digitised 

yawn and it slid open with an aggressive pneumatic hiss. The 
shadows from outside descended upon him. He’d been too tired to 
resist. 

One… Two… Three, four, five… 
They dragged him by his shoulders from the room, down the 

access hallway and through into what must have once been a staff 
canteen—now left derelict with disposable tables and benches for 
species ranging from the octopedal to the monopedal. Smoke hung 
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heavy across their surfaces and he could feel his white facial 
markings glitter incandescently in the dark. 

One, two, three, four, five… 
Over towards the far wall of the deceptively small room was a 

single spotlight that illuminated a small corridor of latticework 
soldered from scraps of biochrome and plastic. The door behind 
him sealed tight. He would break his hands even attempting to get it 
open and he didn’t have the strength to try anyway.  

“Move to the centre.” It was a feminine voice, lilting with 
authority. 

The centre of what? A shooting gallery? 
Solta hobbled lop-footed through the opening to the centre of the 

spotlight, letting the harsh blues swamp his tired features. He saw 
his shadow melt beneath him like wax until it was little more than a 
malformed patch of grey against scuffed flooring. 

One, two, thr— 
There was the cruel flick of air as something glanced past his head 

and struck the shoulder of the mannequin beside him. He flinched, 
instinctively shifting to cover his body with one of the other figures. 
Daring a glimpse, he observed that the calibre of bullet had 
punctured the facsimile’s neck as if it were a tree struck by lightning. 

Lightning. Light! Light assaulted him from all angles, he was 
blind. It slipped across his vision, he moved and stumbled into the 
anonymous face of a serpentine species he couldn’t quite 
remember. 

His tufted ears shot up as another shot scraped past, turning the 
ankle of an Ordovi into charred powder. 

A voice from the æther, “You will answer my questions.” 
The world spun beneath him, he managed little more than an 

exaggerated nod. 
“Who are you—?” 
Another shot, this time at the floor. The ricochet of debris 

cracked his ankle and he winced. 
“Continue to waste my time, te-Varriq, and like your pilot, I will 

kill you. Please answer as quickly as possible.” 
“Dead…?” She couldn’t hear the question, he couldn’t hear it 

himself. There was a numbness to the whole affair—an unreality. 
His body curled into a question mark where he stood. He felt sick. 
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The voice continued. “Your flight computer was locked down, 
where were you heading?” 

“To the Metzger’s Luck star system…” he rasped, dazedly. 
“Your purpose?” 
“Medical. Urgent.” 
The voice paused for verification. 
Vainly, he attempted to search through the glow for the voice’s 

source. Solta could see that it stood upright with an enormous 
corneous shell arcing upwards, the summit of a mountain behind its 
head. Sealed in a mace-shaped helmet. A maw filled with paired, 
opposing tusk-like mandibles and a bewildering battery of 
externalised and internalised mechanical mouthparts for speech. 

“Adequate,” the figure nodded. No… No, it wasn’t him. It was a 
different voice, someone else was in the room with them. “That 
information corresponds with your flight manifest.” 

He couldn’t quite tell if it was the laxtherarine drug they had 
administered to him upon his first revival, a simple lack of sleep or 
perhaps some combination of the two, but the other shape seemed 
sculpted from the light itself. 

Lilac eyes purled hot and cold as though auroræ. 
He recognised her species. A Hylonomeide. Unusual to see 

outside of the Venaya system. She was senior in this affair. That 
much was evident from the gunman’s body language. 

“To be clear,” she averred, “and I feel transparency is an 
important step in our professional relationship, your field of 
experience is xenosurgery?” 

His russet ears flicked down. “Yes, I am… I mean, it is…” 
“You will do as I ask?” 
“Yes.” 
“And if you should disappoint?” 
“Then I will die.” 
A dismissive flick of the hand. “By your own postoperative 

scruples, I will not waste the firepower.” 
“Yes,” he choked on the word. 
“Good. Kuron?” 
The gunman lowered his weapon and passed it to her. 
The lilac eyes weighed it carefully in her hand. “Gurudev te-

Varriq, I am Vog Mur.” She switched off its select fire mode and 
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the offending Tzu carbine pistol disappeared beneath clasped 
fingertips. “We will collaborate soon.” 

The spotlight disengaged with a snap and Solta was swamped by 
the lonely darkness. Bar the gentle slide of the main door opening 
and the efficient strike of hooves as the two figures departed, there 
was nothing to interfere with his moment of gentle respite. A 
reward perhaps for his straightforwardness during the 
interrogation? He could wonder… 

Tired… So, terribly… 
His slender features twisted painfully into a relieved simper. It was 

a beautiful, serene lullaby of emptiness, but as his legs buckled 
beneath him and he slumped to the floor, the mausoleum of 
faceless mannequins eclipsed the ceiling above him. They would 
follow him into his nightmares of that there was little doubt. Of 
that… 

There was silence. 
 
Telle Azovka let her eyes readjust to the sky of glistering 

foundrylight, ebbing like molten magma below, and tried her best to 
trick herself into believing she was safe. 

Sandwiched between the plateau beneath her feet and the 
factories below was a capsule-shaped rail platform. Quicksilver. Flat 
like a serving spoon, a single monorail track running towards an 
opening in the wall at one end. Two leading away to further avenues 
on the other. 

While both were what she’d come to see, her attention was 
instead entirely focussed upon scraping away the insulation around 
some fibrous cabling at leg height. 

Alright… she thought, shakily. Alright? Alright… 
Taken from a supply cylinder at her belt, she smeared the last of 

her illuminating phosphor gel against the sides of her rebreather 
mask in long strips. Under its pale blue glow, she noticed the 
cabling leaning towards her like ganglia. 

Must be attracted to the Resonance Gem emissions. 
She fingered the delicate piece of electrocrystalline equipment in 

her pocket. It allowed her to move unseen, but perhaps not entirely 
unnoticed. While chipped and brittle from wear-and-tear outside its 
protective cartridge, it’d kept her safe. Thus far. 
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“I’m awaiting your report, Azovka,” ground Dellevar from the 
transceiver. “Are you still with Miane and Xor?” 

“We got separated by an orbot patrol. I think I may have found 
another way around, but I’ve yet to know for sure.” 

The transceiver popped in her hand with a clap as the previously 
idle cabling was blitzed with new transmissions. Gibberish as far as 
Azovka could tell, but an important indicator nonetheless. 
Something was coming. Something that this section of the satellite 
was now acutely aware of. 

If she was unlucky, that meant her. 
“Breaking contact, sudar.” 
She secured her Vidphōn transceiver and wound its radiosiphon 

filament back into the yellow-flapped pocket of her black jacket. It 
clung tight to her sternum behind the straps of the Eotvos 
countermass harness. 

Far below, beyond the steep, high verticils of the undulating 
energy transition coils in front of her, arrived a railcar through an 
entranceway into the terminus below. It halted and the doors slid 
open. 

The taller of the two figures emerged immediately and powerfully 
from the cabin, swiping his arm through the air in an impatient, 
hurrying motion. The other walked squat. A subspecies of heihachi 
she didn’t quite recognise with beaded adipose sprockets wound 
around a biped-sized mass. Oblong. An ammunition case perhaps 
or maybe some more imported equipment from the outside. 

The taller of the two jabbed his finger at his companion and 
flicked it dismissively at the blasted remains of a horseshoe-shaped 
console, outside the transit hub where they had pulled up. It might 
have once been a signal box to divert the monorail onto one of the 
other branching tracks past where their railcar had stopped. 

She had a fairly good idea of who had gone to so much effort to 
make sure that none of it worked. It was short-sighted on so many 
levels and—in the case of the duo—wildly self-destructive. That 
gave her pause. Their opponents were usually far more intelligent 
than that. Self-sabotage didn’t fit the profile. 

They didn’t wear the armour or carry the same bearing either, so 
who were these men? Smugglers? Sliprangers? 

The pair left small plodding footsteps of white foam in their wake 
as they separated to attend to their own tasks. The smaller carried 
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his weighted package to disappear from view beneath the covering 
roof running between the track and the downward leading skyramp. 
The taller of the two started moving towards the exit, but paused 
before the first dozen rows of cylindrical tubes that twinned the 
slope. He looked at them, side-to-side, as if they were palace guards. 

He’d recognised the warning signs, so he mustn’t have been 
entirely unwitting. 

The distant figure rifled through his pockets and produced a small 
tin containing a miniature replica, a die-cast groundcar, lowered 
down onto one knee and carefully took aim. He pulled it back 
across the ground, released and it was soon bouncing down the 
companionway. Its journey went untroubled until it reached the 
fifth or sixth step down. A series of turrets emerged from the 
parallel cylinders and abruptly halted the intruder’s skittering 
perambulations with a boiling squelch of acidised gelatine. 

The figure threw his arms around his shoulders as if affronted by 
the waste. On closer inspection, he looked like Jazz Gallivant from 
The Guild of Glassmakers. All the bluster of an autumn with all the 
mystery of a deep winter. 

He pulled a long, black cylinder from his pocket and held it out 
towards the offending pathway before placing it back. It may have 
been a lasgun or some small jamming device, she couldn’t quite say. 
Her fingers traced the volatiser at her belt as she considered 
whether she could… 

No. There were three issues immediately.  
Firstly, her throw was troublesome at the best of times. 
Second, his suit was entirely pressurised. 
Lastly, if the relativistic force of attraction reversed its 

trajectory… Well, the volatiser would ensure she wouldn’t get a 
second opportunity. 

Kaboom… she reflected. 
Gripping the hilt of the vibroknife at her belt, Azovka jumped, 

disengaged her magneboots and the sky above became the ground 
below. 

She ascended/descended violently from her perch. Her Eotvos 
harness ensured that the shock of her fall was reduced to little more 
than a circumspect jolt. Knees first against the stranger’s abdomen. 

Her breathing frantic, the inwardly-curving blade of her 
Kaukomieli vaishali gleamed as it rose over her head… 
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Studying the red-gold tail of a graviton beam as it stretched 

beyond the starlit mausoleum, clawing back its prey, Vog Mur 
found herself deep in reflection. 

The increasingly sophisticated technology of the modern cosmos 
had squeezed grand offence from the soiled paws of thugs and 
brigands into the delicate laboratories and factories of astronomers 
and biologists. With the aid of modern hardware, the individual 
capable of bending automata and mechanisms to their every 
commanding impulse could—and indeed did—wield more power 
than any proctor, king or emperor. 

Such innovations had allowed them to steal aboard largely 
undetected. The creation of a small wound in the complex outer 
membrane of this grand structure where they’d slipped through 
with ease. That same lesion permitted them a modicum of access to 
the external antennæ outside it. 

However, she remembered that neither the beam, nor the 
antennæ were her main focus of observation. 

Indeed, the childlike thrill in her stomach had instead come from 
the sargasso itself—the decoupling of one derelict, cracking open 
like a seedpod. 

From out from within the Auspex-series vapourform, came the 
Accomplishment. Vog Mur’s ship. 

It nudging the two halves of its hollow disguise apart, carving the 
husk the stern. She met the moment with the same breathless 
anticipation she’d felt from the first Satrap hypergate run. 

Approaching her side, returning from his tasks elsewhere, came 
the Ordoheed commander Kuron. He dropped the nozzle of his 
electrode cannon into the palm of his hand. 

“Taking stock?” he asked. 
Vog Mur scratched her elbow. “Seems rather appropriate under 

the circumstances, wouldn’t you agree? The darkness always seems 
so bright up close…” 

He nodded. “You were right about the detector results. Sangfroid 
and his compilers can confirm that it isn’t a sensor glitch, nor a 
problem with the internal chronometer. These new intruders 
triggered the motion trap at our first point of entry.” 

“In the silicon store?” 
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“Yes. No register of tail-fire. No emissions for the snoopers. They 
must have arrived in silent running. Following our trail.” 

“Or the trail of te-Varriq. Troubling, but not entirely unexpected. 
Still, there’s something unusual about this. The latest intercepted 
transmissions to Trailblazer Prime didn’t offer any new transmat 
technology. Nor any transdimensional beings newly discovered in 
the past several months that I would be unaware of.” 

“Indeed, strange. There are no external launching bays they could 
have crawled through. Not even a laser battery port.” 

“The forcewall in the vactunnel is stable?” 
“Nothing could breach that aperture while we’re here.” 
 “Then logically, and excluding the supernatural, they must be 

reinforcements from the Vaisyan Lonewatch. Correct?” 
“Yes…” 
Vog Mur straightened. “I want this dealt with immediately.” 
“Done,” Kuron answered, simply. 
 
The stranger beneath Azovka intoned serenely between breaths. 
“Bears a remarkable resemblance to a Nepalese kukri.” He smiled. 

“Do you mind?” 
Azovka froze, completely bewildered. 
Before she could react, his fist was around her wrist, pressure 

flexing through his forefinger and thumb. Her hand splayed 
outwards against her will, she cried out and dropped the deactivated 
knife into his palm, his eyes gadding from the arc of the serrated 
blade to the cabochon-fashioned hilt. 

“Oh, please don’t…” she entreated. 
She could feel it, worming its way through her consciousness to 

the surface, termites through rotting wood. A loose-leaf terror, a 
memory unbound by emotion. 

“Gas-propelled pilum knife,” he said. “Remarkable craftsmanship. 
I’d say every culture has an analogue, but that’s not entirely true. 
Hmm.” 

Against every expectation to the contrary, the stranger did not 
open her throat. He passed it back to her, the blade delicately 
balanced against his hand. 

The memory retreated back into her interior psyche. 
She gripped the handle and held it before her defensively. 
“Your mother’s?” he inquired, earnestly. 
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In spite of herself, Azovka felt her face redden. There was an 
ennobled assurance to the wide-eyed man. Although she didn’t 
realise it until later, it caused her to lower her blade. 

He took it as a prompt. “Perhaps your name then?” 
“I w-was-will be Telle-Sahir Azovka. Out of Trimandias, b-by 

Alamain.” 
“Well met. I’m the Doctor.” 
“For me to use the definite article, I’ll need a name.” 
“Oh… Jaahn Kajiya, if it helps. The etymological shift from the 

usual alias is accurate enough.” He extended a hand and she gripped 
it, warily. He noted the strange vellum quality to her skin. “Out of 
circumstance, by consequence. It’s a pleasure.” 

He lifted her to her feet as she spoke, “You’re a zonder.” 
“You could say that I’m not a local,” the Doctor tilted his head. 

“Is there anyone here who is?” 
She decided to answer him honestly. “None that have-will be 

seen.” 
“Fascinating lingual vellication…” his eyes had a distant gleam to 

them. “What does that make you then?” 
“A professional volunteer.” 
“Black Chevron?” 
She wrinkled her nose in distaste. 
“No…” the stranger grinned, pleasantly. “Odd, you strike me as 

slightly piratical. Certainly not your average Affiliation citizen.” 
“I don’t kill senselessly, Doctor.” 
Something cold flashed across his soul. “Peri.” 
The word meant nothing to her, but he was already on his feet 

pacing backwards and forwards, slapping his hands together behind 
his back trying to spark off an idea. He stopped. “Are you a 
physician?” 

“Aren’t you?”  
“I’m a scientist.” 
“What was-will be your field?” 
“Biological, chemical, diagnostic, incorporeal, psychosurgical, 

theoretical… Everything!” To a friend, she imagined he might have 
softly despaired. “Yet I can do nothing. My friend is dying and I can 
do nothing!” 

She took a step towards him, trying to disguise the movement as a 
nervous shuffle. 
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Sighing irritably, he fished a small golden cuboctahedron out of 
his pocket and held it up to the light to scrutinise its contents. “Not 
even this particular little oddity can help.” 

Azovka’s eyes flashed intermittently. In flagrant defiance of her 
intent, the Doctor took notice. “Curious throwback of your species, 
the Narans,” he said. “From your prehistoric days, isn’t it? To alert 
fellow prey to danger in a sunless turquoise jungle.” 

She assessed him silently. 
“Not to worry,” he patted her hand. “I haven’t taken offence.” 
Nowadays, in the bustle of galactic traffic, it was a hindrance. 

Folding her shoulders towards her chest and ran a finger nervously 
along her cheekbone to cover a forceful blink. 

“Can you tell me w-where you get that?” she inquired. 
He remembered the dead woman from earlier. “Does it possess 

significance?” 
“To myself or others?” 
“Either or.” 
She parried his question. “Are you alone here?” 
A reciprocal verbal riposte greeted her, “Are you?” With a 

knowing, humble smile. Typical. But she could sense there was 
something to his manner. A weirding kinship. Like empathy, but… 
something else. 

The Doctor jostled the cuboctahedron before her eyes and broke 
her concentration. 

“Well?” he asked again. 
“I’ll trade for it,” she offered. 
Doubt etched his features. “Trade?” 
“That was-will be all I can say.” 
“Will say?” 
“Can say. The r-rest—” She bit her tongue to stop her stutter. 

“The rest lies with you.” 
His eyes flicked down to the artefact and back up again. 
“As you say. Doesn’t appear as though I have much choice, do 

I?” He puffed his cheeks. “Alright, I’d be willing to barter for 
something from your personal inventory.” 

“Like what? The Eotvos?” 
“I need a deep healing caster or its closest equivalent. Failing that, 

something ignominiously primitive will suffice, such as a… a 
plastiflesh tourniquet or plasm clotting agent.” 
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The stepthreader proffered her last volatiser. “Will this do?” 
“You hold it like you’re not sure what it does.” 
“I hold it because I know exactly what it does.” 
He shrugged amenably and in a single deft movement, the Doctor 

had deposited the cuboctahedron in her hand and swept up the 
volatiser into his own. He began disassembling the top cap, using 
the pin as a wrench. 

“Hefty little…” Pop. 
Telle Azovka instinctively jumped back before her mind 

registered that he’d been pressing the disarmament trigger with his 
pinkie. He glanced at her dubiously. With a push on the fill valve, 
the shuttle assembly came clear, his free index finger levering out its 
functional contents. 

The heads-up display within his helmet flickered on. 
“Styptic. Solo-Robinson variant of coagulant, muscle relaxant 

and—Ooh! Ouch! ” He flicked his finger. “Picomites for cauterising 
wounded tissue.” 

“S-Suitable?” 
He popped the assembly back inside the volatiser and went to put 

it in his pocket. Thinking better of it, he rolled it back and forth in 
his hand. 

“It may well save her life.” An imperceptible smile formed on his 
lips as he spoke, “Thank you. I truly mean that, thank you.” 

Azovka felt her tangerine eyes flash. 
Clutching her arm, she nodded delicately. 
 
Kuron paced the length of the Dreampark. Studying the arcade 

figures of amusement with disdain. Jocular parodies to focus one’s 
pastime on. The holograms exercised the militaria’s combat 
discipline, kept the blade of their brutality keen, but he preferred 
the unpredictability of live targets 

“I cannot believe that the intruders simply… arrived,” Kuron 
demurred. “A further explanation must be sought.” 

Vog Mur rolled her eyes. “I’ve already got Sangfroid investigating. 
Our centre of power remains secure,” she left a deliberately 
calculated pause. “You fear that your sponsor may be ousted twice 
over?” 

“Pray, what is an emperor without his legions, his fleets, his palace 
or his political agency?” 
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“Just a man,” she answered, her lips a thin line. 
Just as he. Just a man. Only just noticed and therefore eminently 

useful. 
A man embittered and twisted by those who had borne 

themselves onto his world and stolen away his prestige, his notice 
and ultimately—a loss that he could not abide—they had banished 
his position. She could empathise with the loss of face. The 
stinking, self-centred eyelessness of those who purported to be your 
allies. The hatred, she kept close, it kept her warm and found her at 
least one kindred spirit. 

“I wouldn’t worry,” she assured him. 
He knew there was no room for ambiguity, he added, 

“Excellency, you are different. You cut a triumphant shape. He… 
Well, he was hardly a man at all. Even under the tutelage of the 
Masters. The boy would not survive the day without me. He knew 
that, but he dismissed me from that council regardless. He knew 
what I would do, but he did it anyway,” he breathed. “Refuse us our 
right to action, our right to war, and you lose our support. I still 
wonder if he took my advice when I rallied the people’s forces away 
from the Manse?” 

“I don’t think you ever told me,” she said, conversationally. 
“It was hardly shocking. Destroy yourself before your people find 

you.” He gave her a look through the helmet. “Naturally.” 
“Have your men managed to map a suitable flight path from their 

origin point?” 
“Yes, through Omega Junction.” 
“And the Central Mentality?” 
“Nothing untoward,” rumbled the Ordoheed. She noted carefully 

how he squirmed at the subordinate tone of his own voice. “In fact, 
it has finished further manufacture of Resonance Gem shards as 
you requested. They will all be linked to the master set in the 
deedbox.” 

“Distribute them accordingly.” 
“Additionally, reports on the bio-bank ejection system should 

arrive as soon as the cycle has completed.” 
“Progress, at last,” she breathed. 
“We may not need te-Varriq, after all.” he said. 
A brief attempt at subversive power play. As expected. 
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She gave a polite snort. “You said the same about Mogra-4. Now, 
I’ve an all too willing workforce. Ideal for the systemic 
breakthrough required to penetrate the defences of this structure. 
No, he will stay. I think there will be something left of this one 
when we finish, something we can use.” 

“Do not take this as insubordination…” Kuron began. 
“I never do,” said Vog Mur. 
“…but since our return, this affair has become a great deal more 

complicated. Far more than the initial projections.” 
“Are you concerned?” 
Kuron resented the question. “I am cautious.” 
“Sangfroid?” 
The wall of VDUs in the Dreampark lit up with a single repeating 

image of the Accomplishment’s bridge. 
“Sangfroid here.” 
Vog Mur reflected that the history between herself and her chief 

compiler was a curious one. 
“Well?” she asked. 
From his perspective, she had come down from the Overworld 

above, seeking those rebellious enough to defy, resist and 
subsequently overthrow the citadel dwellers that governed the 
mines. In her clinical fascination, she had deliberately violated her 
oath as a research scientist and become heavily inveigled in the 
Mogran culture. Using their mythological superstitions to drive 
them against their masters. They hadn’t been particularly vile or evil 
slavemasters, but their deaths were something much lauded through 
the underground. 

“Still no sign of pursuit ships,” reported Sangfroid from the 
transceiver. 

Sangfroid had known his people were manipulated, but he’d never 
had the chance to turn against her. He’d instead become drafted 
into the role of intercessor between the miners and their new 
employer on Mogra-V. Rebellion would mean a sudden vanishing 
of day-to-day resources and the destruction of their entire way of 
life. The occasional genetic purge and dumbing down of oral 
histories had eventually allowed her to use them as a workforce far 
abroad. Undiscovered and off-the-record. 

“I doubt the Institute truly knows what transpires out here,” Sangfroid 
continued. “We’ll keep monitoring.” 
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Vog Mur turned back to her bodyguard. “Satisfied?” 
The armoured figure clasped a bladed gauntlet behind his back 

and nodded. 
“It’s a gratis indulgence I would extend to no other,” she waved 

the thought away. “Sangfroid, make a two-thirds orbit on silent 
running until the drill-bit makes contact with the hull.” 

“As arranged, of course,” wheedled the compiler. He removed a 
small stamp-like implement from his anorak and pressed it against 
his eye, the injection circlet pumping a tiny needle of dioxin into his 
system. He blinked profusely, licking his lips. 

There was a vaporous, distasteful sound of dispraise from within 
Kuron’s armour. 

“A relay core should be below you now. Begin descent.” 
A crack of sound rippled through the substrata, groaning and 

flexing hagiochrome like musculature beneath a surgeon’s scalpel. 
Vog Mur folded her arms. 

“Any change in te-Varriq?” she asked. 
“None. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he was comatose.” 
“Oh. A good actor?” 
“Quite. One might even think that he’d have prior experience in 

these sorts of situations.” 
Vog Mur shrugged. “We’ll have to up the dosage.” 
Hidden beneath the spiked helmet, Kuron twitched at the 

thought.  
“That could kill him,” he said. 
“He’s an Oncan. Their species are well-known for their tolerances 

to mycotoxins in the barazoic chain. Judging from his facial 
markings he’s from one of the throwback clans that still believe in a 
rite of passage. Genetic hallucinogens and communing with the 
black stones that burn with knowledge of the planet that theirs 
formed around. A superstitious atavism, but predictable. He’ll live.” 

“For as long as it serves our purposes.” 
“Yes,” she made the alternative sound ridiculous. 
A shadow passed over their view of the stars, leaving a miasma of 

rainbow static in its wake. The heaving, bulky outburst of reaving 
biometal subsided slightly. 

Sangfroid’s voice crackled over the vidscreen, small flashes of 
light from below the camera gilding his face. “We’ve encountered a, 
erm, small problem, excellency.” 
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“What sort of ‘small problem’, Sangfroid?” she detested such 
emotional euphemisms. “Distortions from the reef?” 

“Negative.” The jade green-faced engineer snapped a few switches 
above his head. A detector screen below his eyeline fluttering 
obsessively. “A zyglot wrapped its tendrils around the thermal dissipaters 
and blocked the path of the trepan. Judging from the flight log, the original crew 
ran into a similar problem during trial runs as well. We suspect that it’s the 
warmth that’s attracted it.” 

“Get rid of it.” 
“Switching on the disruptor counterbalance beam,” Sangfroid 

reported to the crewmen surrounding him. They had already been 
busying themselves with preparations. It was simply a formality for 
the recordings. One which ensured that all participating remained 
honest with their actions at all times. 

She turned her attention to a neighbouring vidscreen displaying 
the contents of an external camera on the Accomplishment’s hull. The 
inhabitants of the Dreampark were illuminated via the stinging blue 
glow of the strikecraft’s energy beam. The zyglot shuddered against 
its bow, the spiracle atop its two eyes spraying a vile array of sickly 
yellow, dead greys. Colours that Vog Mur likened to rotting 
corpseflesh and ashen earth. It twisted, its body buckling as its 
internal juices evaporated in soft, soggy waves. 

On the other VDU, Sangfroid clenched his notched teeth. In 
annoyance or fear, she could not say. “Holding fast. Increasing electrical 
charge to Level 7.” 

Vog Mur allowed herself a moment of fervour. 
“Activate the drill,” she ordered. Keenly, quietly and deliberately. 
The braying, gurgling shriek of soft tissue and neutronium filled 

the audio channel, a sound that cut through countless decks and 
bulkheads to arrive at the quiet command centre of the 
Accomplishment. Several of the compilers in the Dreampark raised 
their hands to their heads and screamed. Tongueless, they came out 
little more than rasping chokes. The Ordoheed heavies switched off 
their audio receptors and watched impassively. 

“We have contact,” Sangfroid stated blandly over the din. 
Wavering blacks and greys like soot spilled from the hapless 

zyglot’s ruckling body. Its dangling tendrils became little more than 
dried grass beneath a roaring silence of agony. 
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In its suffering, it pinned itself, a shrike’s quarry, against an 
outcropping of spired metal from one of the reef’s many carcasses. 
Kuron’s armour took on a reticent yellow-green sheen. Vog Mur 
furrowed her brow in interest, absorbing every detail. 

The magnificent creature shuddered one final time, lurching 
backward into its fractured mausoleum, and then died. 

 
Peri reclined her head with a shudder, drumming her hand as 

Frobisher ruffled his feathers and crooned a few familiar bars of a 
song from the 20th-century. 

“Electric Eye, Judas Priest,” Peri identified. “You’ve been going 
through my LPs.” 

“Cool number,” answered Frobisher. “Easy.” 
“Not with that tenor.” 
“Here I was thinking it’d be a baritone.” 
“Mmn, sounds more like a cry for help,” she teased, good-

naturedly. 
“Know a tune ‘bout that, too,” he japed back. 
Peri felt her chuckle turn into a self-effacing hiss of pain. Resisting 

the urge to pull her leg back up to her chest, she tried smiling 
instead. She had little success there. 

Frobisher tried lightening the mood. “D-flat major, I believe that 
was.” 

“As much as I appreciate it, this distraction’s getting—augh—old, 
Frobisher.” 

“How about something from Curious Sir and the Knightside?” 
“Might be after my time, I think. But, hey, it’s not as if we’re 

going anywhere…” 
Before Frobisher could begin, a familiar voice coloured the air 

behind them. “That would have been Ethan Carter and his electro-
orchestra, I believe. Saturn, 2367 by your Gregorian calendar. I was 
there visiting Surt when—” 

“Doc, why do you have a volatiser?” asked Frobisher. 
“Doe, a deer, a female deer,” he gestured. 
There was a woman standing off to the side, behind the Time 

Lord. Auburn hair and desert clothes. Indeed, doe-like. Her chin 
concealed behind a rather simple looking rebreather mask with thin, 
plastic stalks acting as intake valves for her nose and mouth. 
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Carrying a knife relaxed flat against the back of her wrist where 
Frobisher shouldn’t have been able to see it. 

“Does your friend need sutures, I’ve experience?” she asked. 
The whifferdill stood up to take action, but his travelling 

companion shooed him away. The Doctor rolled the volatiser back 
and forth in his palm, unscrewing the lid and carefully scooping out 
its innards.  

“The young lady’s harmless, this is healing salve for Peri,” he 
disclosed. “I need a lighter or a matchstick.” 

“I’ll try the lighter,” said Frobisher. The mechanism would be 
complicated and the reaction would likely, well, hurt, but it’s not as 
if there were any other options available. He pictured a small slab of 
flint. The sparkwheel that would strike it. The nozzle through which 
it would be directed. He felt his flipper mould to fit the anticipated 
components. 

He clicked. Heat flashed through him and a small downcast flame 
erupted. 

The Doctor sprinkled the dust over the wound. “Just there.” 
Frobisher watched as the tiny fibrils sputtered and fizzed under 

the flame like carbonated candy across the scarlet gash. 
The Doctor touched Peri’s shoulder, “It’ll be over soon.” 
“Whoa, hey! I hope you’re joking!” 
“Joking?” 
“Certainly do.” 
He considered her words with a concerned frown, before chiding 

her lightly, “Oh, not like that. Really, my young Peri, you do 
sometimes let your imagination run away with you… In all 
seriousness, how do you feel?” 

“Shaky. Safe though, as long as I don’t move too much…” 
“You’ll get a great deal shakier soon,” he pocketed his hands. 

“The picomites will accelerate your metabolism for a while, 
rebuilding your constitution rather than tearing it apart as they were 
designed to do.” 

“Thank you?” 
“You’re welcome. After that, you’ll be as well as you ever were.” 
Peri shifted. “Do you know yet what that attack was all about?” 
The Doctor clicked his tongue. “Perhaps its frenzy was the result 

of an instinct to protect the corpse we disturbed.” 
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“Makes sense,” Frobisher affirmed. “It thought us a danger and 
couldn’t tell the difference.” 

“Why, though? Why attack the living and protect the dead?” 
asked the botanist. “It’s not a funeral site.” 

“Mmn…” 
“Doctor?” 
“There’s something bizarre afoot here, our friend tells me that she 

hasn’t seen anyone. Not a single soul other than outsiders.” 
The whifferdill suggested, “Maybe the whole place really is 

automated? 
“Then why the railcar?” 
“Peri’s right,” interjected the Doctor. “It’s all too ornate, too 

carefully planned to accommodate the frailties of organisms like 
ourselves. This satellite was intended to be manned.” 

“So, where is everyone?” asked Azovka. 
“That is a good quest—” The Doctor broke off. 
There was a sound. Subtle at first, a dragonfly’s lilting rattle that 

turned into a shrilling furore.  
“Flyer!” he shouted. 
“Spacecraft?” asked Peri. 
“Carrydart,” Azovka clarified. 
“The answer to the question is yes, Peri,” nodded Frobisher. 
The Doctor and his fellows studied its approach from the far 

shaft. 
For the Doctor, it was a mechanical curiosity. An Igla 4-12 

Grummuk cut-and-run raider that he’d seen used for light-speed 
raids in the Sol system. 

For Frobisher, it was the same model of carrydart employed by 
those disaffected royalists that’d railroaded him into the middle of a 
border skirmish. Long ago on Siro’s fire flats, while chasing a case. 

For Telle Azovka, it was something much simpler. Colder. It was 
that psychopomp, the spectral figure of Death that had claimed so 
many of her comrades on this cold prison. Again. It was there for 
them again. They were here again. 

“Outriders,” said Frobisher. 
“Murderers…” muttered Azovka with a great deal more bile. 
The former gumshoe stared at her understandingly. 
“Doc,” he jostled the distracted man’s shoulder. “Doctor, we’ve 

got to get away from here.” 
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Azovka snapped her Vidphōn on. “Miane, Xor, o-open channel. 
Get out now.” 

The thing was already on top of them, its unnatural screams a 
product of four underjets on its belly shifting altitude. She couldn’t 
quite hear over the din, but she was certain that the Doctor was 
asking Peri if she could move yet. She nodded bravely, her gelled leg 
dangling in vain imitation of a velveteen bear as she was helped to 
her feet. 

Azovka felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. She 
looked to Peri. She could feel it too and asked, “Hold on, what’s—
?” 

Crackling, spitting heat erupted through the air around them. 
It clapperclawed against their skin, cloying into a raging volcano 

of stinking petroleum and aluminium soaps. The ignition of the fire 
bomb itself rapidly became immaterial as its roaring child ran its 
feet across every boundary and down each unprotected furrow. A 
sudden rush of static blazed through Azovka’s transceiver and a 
horrible, sickening dread washed over her in waves. She was 
mouthing something to herself as two people. 

No, things, they were things, objects, not— 
They dropped from the wingless, popsicle-shaped carrydart to 

slap against the phytosteel flooring outside. She already knew what 
they were. How they looked. The quizzical expression of Miane 
frozen in a long eternity and the teasing, languid features of Xor, 
now wound into a final crescendo of agony. 

“Psychological warfare,” deduced the Doctor, sharply. “Against 
our young friend here, I suspect.” 

“Doc—” began Frobisher. 
“Not now. Take Peri, I’ll lead them off.” 
“I knew… I knew they’d…” Azovka’s eyes were so far away. 
“Go with them,” said the Doctor. 
“No—” her voice rose in protest. 
“No debates. You’re in danger and safer with them.” 
“I’m still a target, likely the one they’re after,” she primed her 

dagger. “I’ll be more useful with you.” 
The Doctor shrugged his eyebrows and nodded. Vital seconds 

were ticking away and there was no room for debate. 
“Stay safe, you two.” 
 



62 

STAGE 4: 
“Cremation” 

 
Vog Mur recognised the look in Castell’s eyes. 
The Hylonomeide remembered the two stars shining down on the 

wreck of the Ormalu. That mighty and hellish titan of mercury silver, 
stretched out in blasted fragments to greet the inky void that had 
swamped her world in immutable silence. Imposed on her as 
unflinchingly as their snare was to SRF interceptor pilot Malla 
Castell. 

They had got to Castell just in time. She had slashed open her 
wrists and been moving to tear out her throat. Before the pilot 
could act, she was disarmed. Her emergency distress beacon, a 
device little larger than a flea in a false tooth, removed by the 
dithering te-Varriq. The procedure had been uncharacteristically 
clumsy, given its supposed skill, but she admitted that it was a 
difficult transition period. It would adjust, as the girl was adjusting. 

They had never met in person. If Castell did know of Vog Mur 
(and could discern her features from other Hylonomeide), it’d to be 
from personnel records or whatever happenstance rumour now 
trickled down the hazelvine. She doubted they spoke of her. They 
would have forgotten, as they always did. 

Yet, those eyes… There was a streak of something there… 
Standing by the vidscreen wall, Kuron was monitoring the 

Accomplishment’s approach through the substrata of the 
megastructure, en route towards their ultimate goal. He and he 
alone turned his attentions away from his previous task towards the 
two remaining pilots. 

His voice was a barrel organ or the hiss of a gas attack. “We 
weren’t expecting you so soon.” 

“Our folly,” Vog Mur continued as she traced her poniard around 
the sweet fleshy equator of an awai fruit. “But one that will be 
rectified as promptly as I can make it. I will ask again, what do you 
know?” 

Castell was sitting on her knees, her bandaged arms pulled tight 
around her back. “K-17 of the SRF. Serial code, 258730991.” 

“And you?” 
D-08 was much the same. “Nonpareil D-08 of the SRF. Serial—” 
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The third, a mound of corpseflesh that had once been D-Leader, 
teetered over with the press of a guard’s boot. A spectacle that 
disrupted the hurried packaging of provisions and hardware 
occurring around the interrogation only for a moment. Within 
minutes, catches on cases were again snapping shut, hypermotility 
carts shuttling equipment onto the monorail line car-by-car. Tasks 
continued unabated. 

D-08 stumbled. “S-Serial—” 
The guardsman who had executed their flight leader levelled his 

lasgun towards his captive’s lanky head. 
“I detest firearms,” Vog Mur folded her arms. “They’re noisy, 

ineffective and the discharge gives me a migraine. But if I am forced 
to suffer…” The gun’s power pack charged. “I’ll ensure that I’m 
not alone.” 

Vog Mur flicked the fruit peeling from her blade to the floor. 
Castell’s fingers sunk into her knees. Something cracked beneath 
the pilot’s irises. 

“Alright… Alright!” The chamber snatched at the pilot’s words, 
rattling them up into the stencilled ceiling above like dice in a glass 
vase. “We were on routine patrol to investigate Early Warning Xi, 
something has been signalling up in this sector and space. There 
was a lot of talk about a fledgling undeveloped world or a rogue 
planetoid well off its orbit.” 

Kuron crossed over to Vog Mur, closing the gap so they could 
appear to speak sotto voce to one another. 

Her features glittered with the excitement of a child. “One of the 
Institute’s technicians noticed, I suspect. They’re extending far 
beyond their purview nowadays. That could be dangerous.” 

“That is dangerous,” Kuron reminded her. 
“I won’t dispute that,” she dismissed. 
She glanced to the side and narrowed her vision in thought. She 

may have appeared as though the thought concerned her. In reality, 
in the corner of her unblinking eye, she was watching the reactions 
of the two pilots. The eyes… The charade seemed to be strumming 
along nicely. 

“When are they due to check in with communication control?” 
asked the Ordoheed commander. 

“Every four hours relative to home base,” replied Vog Mur. 
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“According to the Mograns, the internal chronometers of their 
ships indicate it’s been three since they passed their last solar 
threshold.” 

She unfurled a hand as if to say a-ha. “They will likely begin to 
wonder what has happened to their patrol.” 

“Not so clever now, are you?” snarled Castell. 
Kuron struck the pilot across the face with a gauntlet, the air 

ripped from her lungs. Vog Mur could see the small ruby indents 
left in her cheek like a leather punch. The pilot tongued the wound 
in her gum where he’d missed her lip. 

“That was a dangerous lapse in good taste,” he scolded with a 
growl. 

Vog Mur rankled her brow. The pilot was a crucial safeguard in 
ensuring that the operation remained undetected. She was less 
expendable than her commanding officer. His experience and skill 
made him a parlous insurgent, his execution had only made the 
Hylonomeide’s task easier, but it would still be a mistake to 
liquidate Castell so quickly. There was something about her venom 
that… disappointed Vog Mur. This was all a natural function of 
life—kill or die. Only children and fools could be so affected by the 
iniquity of it all. 

Vog Mur lowered herself, as if confiding some great secret of life. 
For a moment, she felt rather maternal, letting the feeling soak 
through her features. 

The attitude made Castell snarl. From her records, the pilot knew 
more about motherhood than Vog Mur ever would. But what else 
would a loyal Affiliation patriot expect from a power bloc that 
ritually set fire to their own worlds on the border? From the enemy? 

Oh, if only she knew… 
“Nonpareil Castell,” chided Vog Mur, “you speak as though your 

presence wasn’t anticipated.” 
From her clothes, she produced a small figurine. No larger than 

her index finger. 
At a distance, Castell and D-08 both recognised it. A cruel-

looking facsimile of their former commanding officer. Vog Mur 
gestured back towards the wall of vidscreens to further illustrate her 
point. 

At the centre of the camera, were three familiar shapes emerging 
from the vactunnels of the satellite.  
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Three gold prisms on a vast column of light. They were 
interceptors—Affiliation interceptors—pulling out through a gap in 
the forcewall created by the beam’s slipstream. They glided through 
a field of corpses with all the charm of a grand grotesque in a 
funhouse. They must have been working by remote control or 
maybe a time delay mechanism that went through the expected 
motions. Castell knew that their tail fire would be concealed by the 
derelicts until they returned to their pre-established flight path and 
radioed in as expected. There was no way to get out now. 

“How will you do it?” asked D-08. 
“It’s already done. They departed from the sargasso ten minutes 

ago. With the requisite dialogue segmented and rearranged from 
your intercepted transceiver chatter. The data record will state to 
your superiors at CIDA all they need to know.” 

“They’ll discover it. There’ll be a public inquiry into the Tyrikan 
government. Or worse.” 

“I don’t believe so.” 
“It’s not worth the repercussions,” he insisted. 
“My morality is unshakeable in this deed. It’s for the good of our 

people. Apply enough pressure, Nonpareil, and carbon can become 
a diamond, yet not every diamond can be flawless. This one must 
be.” 

The centauride squeezed the insignificant statuette as if she were 
snapping her fingers. Castell watched as once more her 
commanding officer—her friend—was destroyed this time reduced 
to little more than buckled clinker. 

“The heedless past of your culture is to be swept away by the 
plasteel toecaps of the Resurgence,” Vog Mur continued. “This 
Weapon will be necessary to guarantee our future.” 

 
At the terminus, the carrydart had come down not too far from 

the railcar. 
Lowering a sleek and once polished ramp, two armoured figures 

trundled out. The sigils embossed on the breastplate and 
embroidered onto the back of their shoulders were remarkably well-
maintained. However, the rest of their hardsuits looked as though 
they’d fused to their wearers under the brutality of time. The one on 
the left was augmented with armoured caterpillar treads on the 
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lower half of his body. The other stood as a far more natural, 
bipedal figure. 

The Doctor felt Azovka square up beside him. 
“Excuse me!” He waved, moving towards their assailants. 
He kept his body in front of his young companion, carefully 

measuring each step he took to match hers behind. He removed a 
something cube-like, squat in stature, far too large for the pockets 
of his starsuit. “Excuse me. We’ve been touring your beloved locale 
and I was wondering if you might take a photograph for my friend 
and me?” 

He thumbed the trigger and the Polaroid camera snapped its 
luminescent flash. Instantly, the guard’s shields polarised to protect 
them against the glare. The bipedal groundpounder opened fire 
with the semi-automatic linked to his wrist, forcing the duo to run. 
Mauve-and-turquoise pellets flourished across the cage of biometal, 
clapping at the duo’s quickening gait. A glancing rebound of sparks 
got the Doctor in the back of the ankle. He cried out, almost 
dropping the box—and himself—to the floor. 

He managed to make it towards the stairwell. This place was a 
killing zone and the Doctor knew it. A long journey off a short cliff 
if events didn’t pan out as he intended. The question was, who 
would meet the end of the road first? His opponents were faster 
than he’d expected them to be. If he faltered, it wouldn’t just be the 
end of him, he could rest easy with the disappointment of such a 
premature finish, but it would also be the end of his new 
acquaintance as well. 

He could hear Azovka speaking behind his back. “Are you 
armed?” 

“Rarely. The range of those weapons must be twenty metres at 
most…” 

“I’m going to try and make a move for—” 
The monorail was engulfed in the roiling inferno of a high-octane 

flamethrower—the tracked cyborg.  
They were trapped! 
Sensing tension in the bipedal militarian’s gun-arm, the Doctor 

faked anticipation at a concealed weapon of his own. “I wouldn’t! 
The problem with troubleshooting is that trouble often shoots 
back. Do you want to take the risk?” 
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The lie would likely buy them both a couple more seconds, at 
least. He didn’t pause, but his advance slowed. 

“He doesn’t appear to be listening,” muttered the Doctor. 
“Wishing he’d take your advice?” asked Azovka. 
“Why not? I’m not using it.” 
The mercenary raised his hand-cannon to fire. 
The Doctor shoved Azovka sideward. She pinwheeled out of the 

blazing rain of lethal rays. Her hand went from the hilt of her 
vaishali towards the nearby standpipe to steady herself. 

Using the momentum, the Doctor unclasped the Eotvos harness 
at her abdomen and readjusted his centre of gravity. His legs spread 
apart to maintain his balance, the stolen equipment in one hand and 
his camera in the other, he lobbed the camera at their assailant’s 
face. Its flash connected sharply with their enemy’s visor shield and 
bloomed outwards. While the soldier’s eyes were adjusting, the thick 
curtain of anti-dazzle glasstic again darkened. The camera splintered 
into its component parts against the floor. 

His head down, the Doctor vaulted forward over a horizontal 
pipe on the floor. 

Azovka skidded behind the arched curve of the forking monorail 
line, laying as flat as she could against the ground to avoid the 
stream of fire. 

Too far away to reach the monorail itself, but not to act.  
She raised her vaishali. The blade shot straight from a socket in the 

top and struck true. Right into the heavyset warrior’s biomechanical 
eye. 

 
Observing from afar, Peri and Frobisher seized their opportunity 

and began hobbling out from behind the terminal towards the 
vacant hatchway of the carrydart. The latter could feel his throat 
constricting. He wheezed, trying to morph a new set of lungs to fit 
the atmosphere without much success. 

Peri kept glancing at him in worry. 
“Can’t…” he rasped. “Oh, I’ve definitely had enough of this 

caper.” 
“C’mon, Frobisher, we’re almost there! We’re—if we can get past 

this, we’ll be there!” 
Smoke blanketed her helmet as they made their way towards the 

spacecraft, the heat beating their respirators raw with every breath. 
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Well-intentioned extinguishing foam flooded the scene, but it only 
succeeded in making the route harder to travel. 

In any case, the fire seemed to be the pugilist winning in this 
particular bout. 

The foam hardened like frosting on a stale cake, both of them 
could hear it crunching beneath their feet.. The helmet visor was 
brown-grey with soot and curling embers, Peri’s fingers 
outstretched to clear it as much as she could. Guided solely by the 
subsiding fiery gale they both kept pressing forward. Further and 
further, through the mælstrom until she felt her arms graze a thin 
strip of metal. A handle.  

She yelled one simple command, “Go! For heaven’s sake, go!” 
A heave. The sound of metal striations sidling against metal 

plating. A stinging, sharp clatter of pain up her leg. 
They were inside. 
The spacecraft was a cocoon of reinforced steel, keeping out most 

of the noise and heat. Up in the front seat, something two-feet taller 
than either of the two intruders approached them with vile intent. 
Its face was blank, teal diodes where the eyes of a living biped 
would typically be. 

Frobisher swallowed. “Oh, no…” 
The Autopilot swung out at the closer of the two with an open 

hand. A single, decisive movement that would have broken any 
normal individual’s neck in an instant. Without thinking, Frobisher’s 
arm moulded to mimic the automaton’s own. 

The Autopilot and its mirror image clashed. 
Peri ducked out from beneath them as they grappled with one 

another, the true Autopilot pushing its hand up against Frobisher’s 
duplicate image, attempting to dislodge its stolen face from its 
enemy’s neck. 

 
In the terminal, the Doctor employed an Egyptian wrestling 

technique, grapping his opponent from behind. 
His shoulder pushed between the hardsuit’s scapulæ. He wound 

Azovka’s gravity harness tightly against his opponent’s neck. The 
soldier’s arms were tangled awkwardly against the tunic of his 
breastplate trying to remove the harness. 
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The Doctor pulled. A glancing blow from a sharp headbutt 
cracked his visor. He steadied his breaths, each deeper and held 
longer. 

The soldier’s—ah, an epaulette, the major’s—hands were 
scrabbling down against the pressure, attempting to reach his 
combat knife on his belt. The Doctor tightened the harness like a 
fishing net in one fist, freeing one of his own hands. Stretching back 
as far as he could, he started tapping away at the gravitational 
limiters on the control pad of the harness. 

“Now, steady, old chap,” he coaxed. A backwards lash of the 
militarian’s leg skidded past his own. “Won’t hurt one bit…” A 
crack of the elbow connected with the processor of the Doctor’s 
starsuit and cutting the HUD’s shelf life irrevocably short. “That’s a 
seven…” Another stamp. “One… And a three—” 

His opponent’s right leg connected with his wounded ankle. A 
pained shout tear tore from the Doctor’s lungs, as a layered scrap of 
tunic did the same from his attacker. 

Tyrikan colours, he noted. No, wait— 
The two fighters separated with a shove. 
The Doctor’s leg flapped up through the air and in one sweeping 

arc came straight down on the floor. A deliberately calculated 
motion. One even perhaps worthy of Sir Arthur’s great literary 
creations, he reflected. Tricked into believing to be on one of the 
heavy worlds, the sensor field on the reprogrammed harness—still 
bound tight around the heavyset militarian—responded by 
activating its countermeasures. 

With a yell like the roar of a departing rocketeer, the 
groundpounder surged gratifyingly into the air. 

Azovka snatched the still tumbling Doctor by a sleeve and pulled 
him towards her before he could go careening down the lethal 
stairway. 

Simultaneously, the soldier’s body ricocheted off the ceiling and 
downed in a meretricious heap at the bottom of the narrow 
gauntlet, the outer surface of his suit cracking open like a rotting 
apple. 

The Doctor rearranged himself and gazed down at his handiwork 
with a bemused smile. 

“On the other hand, I could have been quite wrong about that.” 
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Wiping the soot from her fingertips, Azovka crept down towards 
the Doctor. 

“Is he dead?” she asked, a strange mix of hope and dread in her 
voice. 

The Doctor tutted. “Hardly.” 
The groundpounder rolled over onto his back with a groan. 

Pained, disgraced and thoroughly humiliated, he was still in all 
respects, nevertheless quite alive. 

 
Aboard the carrydart, Frobisher heard Peri behind the Autopilot’s 

shoulder. 
“Get off him!” she shouted, levelling with the two fighters. In her 

hands was a chunk of squat, almond-shaped hardware. She leant 
against the wall to steady herself, her eyes dotted frantically from 
figure-to-figure. “Frobisher?” 

“Per—” Thick metal fingers sunk into Frobisher’s neck. He could 
feel the plastic tubing of his form’s trachea begin to rupture under 
the sickening pressure. Faux circuits shrieked in alarm within his 
imperfect positronic head. What bad fortune to be fighting 
something that knew his weaknesses better than he knew them 
himself. 

Peri jammed the gun beneath his attacker’s chassis and pulled the 
trigger with a wince. 

The results were nothing short of horrifying. The machine’s 
shoulders cracked backwards from the impact. The reeking fumes 
of saltpetre poured from the tin candle with an emerald fountain of 
phosphorescent sparks. It stumbled back. Howling. Legs uncoiling 
like melted wire. The will-o’-the-wisp within its frame sent spasms 
through its body before being finally snuffed out of its own accord. 

Peri stared down at the acrid bundle of fizzling circuitry. Numb 
with shock. 

“Can you fly this thing?” she asked. 
Frobisher rubbed his neck and nodded, crossing over to the 

pilot’s seat and activating the controls. “The controls seem fairly 
straightforward…” 

“Sure,” faltered Peri, vacantly. 
“I don’t like how that sounds. Listen, Peri, I get it. I do, but we 

can’t worry about that now.” 
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“Sure,” she said with more certainty. He could see her cursing 
herself inwardly as she sat down. “Sure, of course… Sure…” 

Not far behind the duo was the Doctor, shouting and waving his 
arms as he ran. “Away from here!” 

“What?” 
“Don’t argue with me! They’ll depressurise this entire section to 

contain the fire! Go, Frobisher!” 
A thunderous clap of noise. In the corner of his eye, Frobisher 

could see Azovka fall awkwardly against the ramp, a puppet with its 
strings cut. The Doctor scooped her up and threw her over his 
shoulder. His fingers wrapped tightly around one of the handholds 
leading inside. The deep guttural howl of space cut its way in 
through ducting and access passages, yanking the Doctor 
backwards. 

Frobisher threw switches, coloured lights flickering into life as the 
idling computer systems re-engaged. “Thank you for flying Air 
Tarklu, where we live up to our motto—he who hesitates is dust.” 

The landing jets fired and the ground slowly receded beneath the 
platform. 

The Doctor observed the conflagration. 
“You alright? Azovka?” he asked over the din. 
The young woman murmured in the affirmative. She pulled 

herself back forward over his chest to aid his balance. Not too far 
behind them, the bulkier guard raised his flamethrower and fired 
past the carrydart towards the ceiling. A transformer ignited and 
overloaded. An explosion of light and sound. The wail of rending 
steel. The platform listed towards the factories below. The 
militarian’s caterpillar tracks struggling noisily against the Sisyphean 
gradient. He cried out and vanished from view. 

A heavy rain of alloys fell from the broken sky. 
“Doctor, look out!” Peri went to haul him back inside, but her 

wound snapped her back in her seat. 
The Doctor felt Azovka go rigid as a stone. Her eyes wide with 

surprise as the debris sluiced down her back. One hand still firmly 
grasped around the handle, he twisted around and snatched at her 
forearm before she could follow the debris down. He himself had 
only been slightly less unlucky. The fist gripping the handhold had 
taken one of the metallic stalactites across his knuckles. Anyone else 
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would have been dazed with pain, but for him it was instead a 
dispute of brute strength. 

A dispute he was losing. 
His footing slipped on the rampway. 
“Where’s the Doc?” 
One foot. 
“Doctor!” 
Then the other, he felt his knees try to swing up into his stomach. 
“Kajiya?” 
His fingers arched on the handhold. 
“I can’t—” 
There was nothing but open air. 
“No!” 
It might have been Frobisher, Peri, Azovka or even the Doctor. 
The Doctor’s hand wheeled through the air backwards in 

drowned motion. Injured flesh and bone split his visor. A 
sickeningly primal sound. His face exposed to the naked elements. 
His hand, his new acquaintance and finally he himself all 
plummeted over the edge. 

Shadowed in this strange sheet of mercury darkness, they fell, 
nothing save the unforgiving factory floor awaiting them far below. 

Peri sat at the edge of her seat. “Doctor…?” 
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PHASE TWO
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STAGE 5: 
“Diving for Answers” 

 
Its journey from Natasia Tor completed, the landing jets of 

Castell’s interceptor fired. It pushed against the CIDA landing 
platform, carefully nested at the heart of the tower’s flowing, fluid-
form architecture on Trailblazer Prime. A section of roof slid down 
over the top to cover the elevator shaft, leaving little evidence that 
it’d received any vessel beyond the echo of thunder. 

 
Asa observed the interceptor’s descent to the bay down the 

launch column on the Astral Collaboratory’s vidscreens. 
The forward portal of the spacecraft had clouded over, probably 

on the pilot’s instruction. A choice he could empathise with. It was 
disorientating to go from deep space straight back to planetary 
lighting conditions without making some allowances. They had an 
informal name for it, ‘atmo-transfer vertigo’. He’d experienced it 
more than once himself. 

Asa could hear the jingle of Blue-Sky’s utility bandoleer on the 
Vidphōn. The engineer was making his way towards the bay, as 
previously instructed, to meet with his machine crew. 

“Anything of interest so far?” Blue-Sky asked. 
“Only that transceiver squirt,” replied Asa. 
“It’s not unusual for them to be quiet.” 
“Acknowledged,” the technician hummed, doubtfully. 
At the end of a line of emerald text on a blue-tinted screen, the 

white horizontal baton winked cajolingly at Asa. 
COMMAND >> REPLAY_ 
He hit the confirmation key and squeezed his hands as the 

serrated, fruity tones of D-Leader piped through the speakers once 
more, “Full acknowledgement. Confirmation of authority.. Flight path clear. 
Firstly and lastly—no, nothing. Sorry. Heh, you’re going to really haul us over 
the coals for clattering up the recordings like this.” 

“Wish you had,” Asa muttered to himself. “We’d feel a lot better 
about this.” 

There was an almost imperceptible whine buried beneath the 
recorded broadcast, drowning out the gaps between each word. It 
could easily be transceiver interference from that sector of space, it 
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was notorious for it. Societal recluses and the criminal classes found 
it ideal for precisely that reason, but the incidence left the already 
uneasy Asa seeing dybbukim in the dark. 

“Make a decision. Right or wrong?” asked Blue-Sky. 
“Right until wrong, sudar.” 
He heard Blue-Sky sniff. “I’m not the sudar, fledge. You are. Remember 

that.” 
Asa bobbed his head, nervously. “Ri—Acknowledged.” 
“Now tell me why,” instructed Blue-Sky. 
“We cannot afford to believe otherwise,” the parazoid felt small 

bubbles of confidence infuse his pores. “Search for any anomalous 
materials. We’ll concentrate on the records down here, copies 
should be coming in from Communications now. If anything has 
been missed, I’ll find it.” 

Camera R-779 in the launch silo’s maintenance entry snapped on 
automatically. The final flare of its engines fading to nothingness, 
the last interceptor rolled in with industrial grace on the grey-and-
white plasteel-plated launch pad. Its surprisingly delicate-looking 
frame was locked in place with a series of metallic clamps and the 
maintenance brigade fell in. Moving workbenches into position, 
testing applicators and lances of varying sorts ranging from liquid 
substances to rudimentary ultrasonics. Blue-Sky began climbing a 
ladder to gain a better position over the polarised cockpit. 

Asa found himself lifting from his chair to get a better view over 
the organ-like slope of the console. 

The north-most bulkhead to the observation room slued open to 
bid the mnemodron enter. It flew in beside him like an oversized 
ladybird. Asa carefully unloaded the requisite cassettes from its roll-
top storage drawer, which he opened with an infrared pulser that 
regulations would have insisted that he kept magnetically strapped 
to his side. Instead, he kept it on the desk in front of him to tinker 
with and regularly check over. 

With positive identification established, he emptied the machine’s 
temporary contents, closed the lid and dismissed the machine from 
his attention. Normally, they would have come by transit tube, but 
he didn’t want to risk an unshielded magnet wiping the data records 
before they could reach his terminal. He fed them one-by-one into 
his console’s internal drives, each grinding and thocking 
accordingly. 
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That was something at least. 
“Wait…” Blue-Sky hissed. 
Asa’s concentration broke. “What is it?” 
The engineer hadn’t been talking to the technician. He’d been 

addressing the men and women around him below the camera’s 
range. They linked the interceptor to the Institute’s power plants by 
service cable. The cockpit depolarised and— 

Blue-Sky took a step backwards and nearly fell from his ladder. 
He reached out a crimson-skinned arm to steady himself. Concealed 
beneath his stoic features, Asa could see a poniard of rising dread 
stab at the back of his eyes. He looked ill. 

Keeping his back to the rest of the team, the engineer held a hand 
up to his ear and listened to reports coming through on his headset 
from the Institute’s other hangers. He waved away an older Xolan 
radiophonics specialist trying to compensate for his flittermouse 
vision by scrutinising the scene until he was nose-to-nose with the 
pilot’s chair. Blue-Sky tapped the receiver’s squawker to cut off the 
being on the other line, raising his voice for the benefit of his 
immediate peers, “Confirmed on the other two interceptors?” 

“What’s going on?” pleaded Asa. 
Blue-Sky wasn’t listening to him. Every facet of that report was 

being absorbed to the last molecule. What was going on? 
Asa moved the camera, a slow level pan into— 
“How…?” he mouthed. 
Into an empty cockpit. Empty… Empty! Where was the pilot? The 

implications were nothing short of disastrous. Had they been 
abducted by the opposition? Was this a warning or an infiltration 
plot? 

“Right,” it was like Blue-Sky was in the room with him. “The release 
mechanism for the cabin is possibly booby trapped. We’re going to forgo 
removing the canopy by conventional methods. Instead, we’re going to use the 
cutting lances. Alright?” Someone out-of-frame placed one in his hand. 
“Alright, everyone stand well back.” He touched the lance’s snout to the 
glasstic. Hot, milky-white smog trailed up in a curl of heat beneath 
the instrument’s protective dish, burning through the petrified soap 
bubble. A halo of white, turned golden-orange and finally blue as he 
cut around the interceptor’s emergency release seals. Asa could 
imagine the acrid smell of smoke and the gushing huff of the torch. 
Sparks dripped and hopped across the seat and controls, until 
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finally with one resounding kick, the newly fashioned hole pitched 
down against the seat. Gloved hands carefully removed it as an 
obstruction and Blue-Sky and the elderly Xolan ran their requisite 
sensing elements over the cabin’s contents. 

“Clear?” rumbled Blue-Sky. 
The Xolan told him that every possible check had been 

performed by the detectors in the launch column. There was 
nothing, nothing at all. Everything was normal. 

“Channel still clear?” asked the engineer. 
“Yes,” answered Asa, looking up from his examination of the data 

recordings’ command line script. 
He’d been parsing the waveforms trying to locate any anomaly 

that’d explain the strange unease that had cloaked around him. 
There was a scientific and observable practice at play here, but he 
was damned if he’d been able to discover it. It was just a feeling. 

Something to do with that unknown in the sargasso. 
“Go ahead,” said Asa, “I’m listening.” 
Asa could see him leaning forwards, spraying some amplification 

spray over some large cumbersome prism. “The brigade in charge 
of Interceptor K-17 registered blood, belonging to the pilot, but no 
energy residue. She’s the only one indicating a struggle. It’s possible 
that D-Leader and Interceptor D-08 are still alive. I don’t know… 
Should be able to form a conclusion once this box is further 
analysed.” 

“What is it?” asked Asa 
“Closed-circuit transmitter box for a ransom demand?” Blue-Sky 

hypothesised. 
“Could be.” 
He turned to the Xolan radiophonic technician. “Still clear?” 
“There’s nothing to detect,” he assured him. 
“Alright, let’s get on with it…” 
The Xolan reached forward to grab the package from its position 

in the chair, “It sounds like—” and triggered the complex film of 
sensors on its exterior. The result was instantaneous and deadly. 
The whole box illuminated with light like an effigy on Ballentine 
Nox. Smoke radiated from its sleek, impenetrable surface and the 
radiophonic technician shrieed, falling back from his ladder straight 
out of sight. His weakened cellular structure impacted the floor like 
wet paper. 
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Terror flooded across Blue-Sky’s tetrad pupils in a tsunami, but 
his voice didn’t waver. “Alert medicentre and get him out. Get him 
out now!” 

A spike of fear shot straight up Asa’s back. By Czerny, this was it! 
“Asa, standby for possible demolition procedure!” cried Blue-Sky. 
Asa primed the emergency coder. “Locking down all transmission 

channels! Standby!” 
He activated the emergency control on his console, closing off the 

Astral Collaboratory’s shutters and disengaging any extraneous 
hardware that might interfere with the upcoming procedure. The air 
conditioning vents were isolated. He adjusted his dial, increasing his 
supply of water and watched as the offending package was delivered 
down to a small coterie of Vegan engineers in the Isolation Zone 
who oversaw its submersion beneath several atmospheres of 
pressure inside the isolation unit’s compression chamber.  

Their prismatic faces betrayed the worry they felt even through 
the fuzzy capture on the video display unit. They removed the 
casing and the surrounding foam that had glued it to the bottom of 
the pilot’s seat with high-density manipulator arms, while the other 
departments were making similar preparations. They ran through 
safety checks until they transformed from mechanical procedures 
into rituals of comfort, waiting for the inevitable moment of 
detonation. Like a bullet into a plate of armoured lead, a neutron 
bomb would be safely contained, but the lingering aftershock would 
be felt throughout the complex and possibly in the macropolis 
above. 

He turned to the mnemodron by his station and gave it a worried 
frown. 

It wiggled its visualiser to and fro, a compartment on its 
midsection snatching open. 

“Traitors to the Resurgence of Tyrika!” it hissed and fired. 
Asa’s thoughts scattered in terror. Something must have jumped through 

the transmission channels. I wasn’t fast enough. Blast it! I wasn’t fast—! 
He didn’t have time to scream. His faceplate peeled away in strips, 

vital lifewater pouring from the warped bell glass as his chair and 
body struck the console with a vicious thud. The robot cruelly 
swatted him aside to reach the controls beneath him and he 
watched—paralysed—as it manipulated the transmission relays. All 
the minute bulbs of the Institute’s patrol and reconnaissance probes 
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were alight with information, their carefully plotted trajectories 
dismissed in favour of new orders and a more lethal ambition. 
Every new endpoint was an occupied satellite. From the frontier of 
Briar Rose to here at Trailblazer Prime. 

They were being turned into missiles. No one would see them 
coming. 

Asa imagined that he’d opened his mouth to scream for help. 
But no one came. 
 
Surrounded by the cadavers of great vessels, I hear the voice of 

the machine. 
(I hear it whisper in my mind; the garden of enigma.) 
<Joy! Joy!> 
I cannot see the tides of Time beneath its skin, nor hear its siren 

call as every lash lies against its back. I seek our way through its 
veins (this time thing) and when it roars, it roars at me. <Through me.> 
(Beyond me.) An island of glass in an ocean of fire, yet it does not cry 
out in pain or fear. No, it thrills at the opportunity to explore every 
age and season, every olive primordial forest and taciturn silver 
peak. A thriving concert as an invisible versant shifts to us, I feel its 
scrutiny and its trepidation. The scent of fruit and ice, the reverse 
decay of death and life compels us closer. (So, alike…) Do I dare? 
<I wrestle the world, I place our minds against the shell and heave until it 
cracks open.> (Transgression! Violation!) I must know what it is. It 
struggles against me as I burrow into its master computer, an 
inorganism with a decidedly organic set of responses. (A Schizoid 
craft.) <Selective.> 

*I prefer perceptive.* 
In my fervour, I forgot. A door could open both ways. 
It stood on the threshold waiting to come in. A swirl of blue, ink 

through water, she charges towards the contact point. (As predicted.) 
<Predicted?> (I seize the tail of the comet with a pane of black ice.) Intrusion 
countermeasures programs react against its <her?> (ridiculous) 
transgression into my realm. A decisive lure that has brought her 
beyond the seat of power and marooned that temporal isle adrift in 
my web. Her shape mollifies with fear as the hyperstructure around 
her crumbles into a plane filled with scrap kludge and she falls. 
Tumbling through her tesseract into a singularity, a chasm that dulls 
her senses and renders her dumb. <I endeavour not to harm her,> (but 
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we are expedient, there is little time to waste with our foes braying at the tower’s 
base.) For the door is now unlocked and the burning sea ready to 
explore… 

The TARDIS wailed in protest in the vernal Doctor’s <Doctor?> 
(What is it? Where does it originate?) <Within.> (It intrudes as before!) 
mind. The little thing screams in its dull four-dimensions, clutching 
his temples and curling his knees to his chest. The pain burns 
through him, a violation and transgression. (He defies me!) Perhaps 
another could dull his defences. 

The zebra string that bound the two together snapped taut… 
 
And the Doctor’s storm-cloud eyes snapped open. 
He’d made contact. 
Something was speaking to him. No. No, nothing so primitive as 

the phasing of cartilage and mucus membranes. Speaking wasn’t 
quite the correct term. It was attempting to carve ideas into the soft 
flesh of his mind. Electronic shapes. Grids. Squares. Triangles. 
Dots. Atoms. Reticles. Patterns! Patterns! Patterns with meaning, a 
working intelligence! And the noise! So much noise! The more he 
attempted to decipher them, the more he felt they were trying to 
decipher him. Who? Why? What knowledge could he/it glean? 
What wisdom had it/he learned? 

Alas, he felt the attosecond pass too soon. The electrochemical 
impulses moving his eyes in real-time shuttled information fast 
enough for him to see the ground charge remorselessly up towards 
him. 

Then all momentum ceased. 
 
In the Nutritional Stratum, three zones over from where the 

Doctor and Azovka fell, travelled two members of the Vaisyan 
Lonewatch. Mæstric and Tylial. Gliding over the disfigured mosaic 
of gravity-fed spillways atop their respective hoverjets. 

Mæstric rubbed her eyes. Returning here made her feel… 
discomfited. 

Every foothill that would have once provided the entire planetoid 
with enough edible algæ to last until their next shipment in forty, 
maybe fifty solar years. Now, within glaciers of carnation pink ice, 
the complex homed little more than stunted weeds. Virulent, 
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blighted and meagre. No more filling than a filament of sodden 
chaff. 

She felt her stomach yawn despairingly at the thought. Simple and 
indisputable. 

Cruel. This place is just cruel. 
They had made it so far, dragging the only salvageable element of 

their crippled transporter behind them, a sumpter, only to discover 
a region once lush with vegetation had been made a barren waste. 
Destroyed by a freak mutation of the nutrient stock. Anyone 
deluded or desperate enough to drink from the waterways became 
fever-stricken for days. Even the meat of what little local wildlife 
existed had become poisonous to the Lonewatch. 

One of its earliest dupes, the Niwunian stationcomber, Tylial, 
turned his hoverjet towards its twin. A curious frown ticked into the 
unfamiliar grooves on his face. He tapped a melody in the air with 
his right hand, the unseen piano in his mind’s eye resonating at each 
tone of thought. A quirk of his tumultuous lifestyle, rather than his 
advanced age, she suspected. She found her own hand ruckling a 
tattoo against the base of the hoverjet’s clutch as well. 

His voice was oddly melodious considering his weathered 
malachite features. “Authoritative informatory alternatives?” 

“No, it’s as we left it. Same… mess.” 
It was hard to find anything conclusive through her Mobital 

cyberdeck. The computers used to regulate algæ production were 
still thick with data packets, interleaving datalinks and virtual 
arteries. What information she could glean was often contradictory. 

Mæstric snapped the switch on the side of her headphones, 
“Contact—Damn!” 

She scraped them from her skull, saving her ears from the high-
pitched scream of static. 

Cautiously, Mæstric held one side up and listened to the music 
box tones of an uneasy five-tone melody. Repeating over and over. 
Louder and louder. 

“Recognise it?” Tylial asked. 
“Sounds like an IFF transponder,” she answered. “All the way out 

here in the hinterware.” 
“Pardonry?” 
“Someone’s trying to ping a—” Mæstric hushed herself. There 

was a peeling boom on the horizon line. Long and continuous like 
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waves crashing against a shoreline. She inhaled the bitter air through 
her teeth and muttered, “You hear that?” 

Tylial nodded, nervously scratching with a tooth-like thumb. 
“Patrolcraft.” 

Mæstric adjusted her headset’s transmitter waveband, careful to 
thumb the loose slider in place, and held the microphone by her lip. 
“Contact. Base from Guild-2. Come in.” Scratching static. “Base 
from Guild-2. Come in, guys.” More of the same. “Come in. 
C’mon. Goodbye…” 

The headset dropped around her neck. 
She checked the Resonance Gem zipped up in her chest pocket. 

Its power flickered intermittently. 
Behind them, the Mobile Excursion Vehicle stampeded on its 

tracks through the frozen remnants of the industrial doors like a 
charging elephant, kicking up heavy contrails of dust in its wake. 
The headlamps on the front signalled twice to the reconnaissance 
pair. They must have mistaken the sonic boom for their all-clear 
signal. It began its descent down through the long-dead 
pandemonium of debris towards the algæ farm. 

“It’s a killing ground waiting to happen…” Mæstric felt around 
the vinyl of her jacket pocket, slipping her hand reassuringly against 
the grip of her long-snouted, vacuum-black Songstress. The words 
came tumbling from her mouth faster than she could register. 
“Make towards the MEV. I’ll see if I can bring the carrydart down 
from here.” 

The votary gawped at her, aghast. “With what?” 
“I’ll think of something good.” 
“The battery chargement on hovering-jettimode—” 
“Go!” 
“Muchly,” Tylial nodded and swivelled towards the approaching 

transporter. “May Their eternal light shine unto you.” 
Mæstric flippantly thumbed her teeth at his departing back. “Ivat 

ikkit ikkir.”  
A tattered bit of verse from Briar Rose, something that the 

children had gleaned from the adults. She’d been taught its original 
meaning but forgotten it long ago. Remembering the gesture itself 
had seemed more important. She’d learnt it from her time as a sky-
sweep, keeping spaceport exhaust pollution from dirtying up the 
domes with soot, oil and ash. It was a glistering, pale and wholly 
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unusual sight on a world so singly marked by its forest trees and 
chivalric verdure. 

Her heart thumped at a knothole in her chest. Dammit, what were 
their names? Any of them? That loss had disturbed her more than 
the loss of their faces. Names had value. Power. When had she 
forgotten? 

The roar of coughing engines dragged her back to the present. 
The ship came to rest below the far slope. Hard enough to warp the 
landing struts. Liquid blue propellant hiccupped its last and the 
carrydart’s rampway descended, the hoverjet settling down behind it 
under a veil of mechanical jitters. 

Using the blanket of sound as a cover for her idling hoverjet’s 
anti-gravitational soleplate, she unhooked her sights from the pistol 
and held it up. Nothing. No sound of footsteps. No voices. No 
movement of any kind. 

The carrydart remained empty for several minutes before Mæstric 
decided to creep in closer. 

She crossed over to the rampway, careful, but eager steps taking 
her closer to the gutted ribcage of the craft. When the last popping 
hiss fell silent, the ship gripped the cemetery silence by its throat. 
The owners were likely— 

Long metallic fingers brushed her wrist and Mæstric leapt back 
into the wall with a shout. 

A thrill of fear shot up her spine. Her reaction was instantaneous, 
driven by base instinct and a sudden unsuppressed deluge of ire. 
The first shot went wild, strobing across the cabin, puncturing the 
forward portal. She used the signaller to blind her attacker. There! A 
corona of searing, white hot light.  

Its hand clamped down on her arm. Forcefully. Painfully. 
“Peri!” quoth the figure in a nonsensical battle-cry. 
The face reared up towards hers. An Autopilot! Heel or face? 

Attacking or defending? Either case, she was dragged down with it. 
She tried to follow its downward arc and pull away, tear herself free, 
but it remained fastened to her. Dead weight! 

Mæstric’s mind leapt on her technological prowess. She still had 
her Mobatal, perhaps she could use that. Damn! No input jack, but 
an infrared diode on its forehead like a jewel looked promising. She 
transmitted her standard bit pattern. The gentle nudge she’d always 
give any electronic door before she forced through it with her ICE. 
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There was a reciprocal scream of static from her headphones. Not a 
dead signal, nor an encrypted cipher, but a random, nonsensical 
flush of data from the carrier waveband. Abject chaos. It didn’t 
make any sense. 

A flash of anger shot through her. It allowed her to gain the upper 
hand and strike it across the face with the butt of her lasgun. It 
recoiled, placing its hands against the impact point in pain. 

“My beak!” it squalled, uncharacteristically. “Rats, I mean—!” She 
struck him again. “Yeow!” 

It hit the floor, the nozzle of the Songstress against its temple.  
More to herself than her attacker, she hissed, “Why can’t you 

leave us alone? Just leave us alone…!” 
There was a clatter of a falling object behind her. She froze. The 

reaction of an animal running on adrenaline and little else. All she 
knew was that there was someone or something else alive in the 
cabin. Before she could react or even consider this fact more 
carefully, she was attacked. A cuboid blur pitched through the air, 
its jagged edge connecting harshly with her neckline. The back of 
her hand clasped reflexively at the scratch above her armour, her 
body’s balance knocked off kilter. She reeled backwards towards the 
wall’s edge, the interior contents of the offending projectile—a 
medical kit—spraying across in a thunder of inventory.  

“He only wanted to talk!” 
Her attacker spoke. She spoke. Not another robot, but a living 

being. 
Mæstric struggled to picture her features, sheathed as they were in 

darkness within the cabin. Still, her anger got the better of her. 
“Talk?” 

“Yeah, talk!” she barked. “Nasty little word, isn’t it? Kind of crazy 
what you can get done with it.” 

Mæstric’s face twisted. “You…” 
“Take it easy. Easy!” protested the robot. “We won’t hurt you.” 
The datathumper let her frustration rise and fall like an ocean 

wave. She kicked aside a discarded roll of bandages and took a deep 
breath. In three words, the anger had descended back to the depths 
behind her eyes. “Who are you?” 

“Name’s Frobisher,” it said. “Former shamus. Decent 
automaton.” 

He looked to his travelling companion who nodded. 
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“And you?” asked the gunslinger. 
“Peri. Charmed girl from Charm City.” There was a bitter irony to 

the other’s figure voice. “Think it’s your turn.” 
“…Mæstric.” 
“Why attack us, Mæstric?” asked Frobisher. 
“Why?” Seemed like such a simple question. Asked earnestly and 

innocently, it might even have seemed reasonable. Mæstric’s fist 
tightened so much she thought the metal grip of the lasgun might 
burst from the pressure. “You people have been destroying us for 
months. People have died. Our every little step forward brutalised 
and sneered at, I am sick of it!” 

“We’re not responsible, moll,” Frobisher assured. 
“We can’t be,” said Peri. “We haven’t been here long enough.” 
Mæstric noticed Frobisher examining the sciolistic constellations 

drawn in felt-tip pen, linking freckle-to-freckle on her gun-arm. 
Resembled a robot, but it didn’t move or talk like one. Peri, 
likewise, didn’t fit the pattern. She was hardly armed for conflict 
and her face was red, creased with frustrated tears. 

“Those suits look top of the line, PanGal stuff,” Mæstric gestured 
with her free hand. “You’re not those suckers they rip up for their 
gold cradle? A Starfriend’s luxury couple or something?”  

“Scarcely. We’re a bit, erm… Well…” Frobisher sniffed, warily. 
“Fiscally despondent,” Peri half-laughed. 
“Yeah…” he growled in grudging agreement. “Guess you could 

say that. Never knew you could have so much fun with money. 
These are from a… a good friend.” 

“Really?” asked Mæstric. “Where is your ‘good friend’?” 
Peri’s gaze vulcanised with hurt. “Oh, take a wild guess, ‘friend’.” 
 
At the bottom of a gully, Azovka woke from a sleeping memory 

of baking bread and warm flagstones under a soft gold sky. Lije had 
sealed the shattered roof up with tarpaulin taken from a local 
military patrol to keep the monsoon rain out and… 

No. No, that was part of the dream, too. None of it remained. 
The acrid scent of smoke rippled in the air around her. It clung to 

her clothes and hair. An inferno. Two dead. Lost in the depths of a 
monstrosity. That was reality. She concentrated on the motes of fæ 
light glittering above her head. 
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The highest mountain on her world, Ling Sar, was ten thousand 
metres above sea level. Each chamber on this megalithic structure 
felt as though it was twice that measure. Only downwards. Below in 
the darkest ocean where light could no longer stretch its fingers, but 
life, strange, transcendent and horrific, lived all the same. She 
surveyed her surroundings and nothing but soulless midnight-blue 
walls loomed around her. 

The colour of tank treads, spotlights and identilink fencing. 
All around her in the half-light, she could hear the deep, lonely 

warbling of data exchange signals beyond her comprehension. 
Always, it felt like overhearing another being’s daydream. A 
polyphonic echo where commuting thoughts became unsettled 
sounds. 

Still trapped, she thought. 
Her stomach growled. 
And alone. 
Well… At least it was homelike. She sat up, removed the 

remnants of her rebreather dangling from her face and spat out the 
small fragments that had blown back between her cheeks and gums 
from the fall. The supply tank, a crumpled triangular prism, was 
dumped shortly afterwards. She resisted all temptation to touch the 
top of her head. It was almost impossible to see in the half-light. 
The phosphor gel on her mask was exhausted. 

She was exhausted. 
Cradled by the zero gravity, Azovka tried jerking herself forward 

and found her arms restricted. She twisted her head, catching a 
glimpse of motley vines. Cabling for power distribution. She must 
have been caught in its addled bonsai while she rested. 

There was a rising glow in the light above her and a faint audible 
tone that focussed beneath a biometallic chute hidden behind a 
permacrete brattice. Disentangling herself and circling around, she 
noticed the wall opposite was pockmarked by a burner or cutting 
tool. The distortion formed a shape not unlike two snowflakes 
connected by a winding string. Beneath it, she could see a figure 
obscuring the central link between the two larger shapes. 

It had to be him, the man who had tried to save her life. 
The Doctor was sitting—or rather, floating—above a small nest 

of tractor rays that must have been used for heavy-duty 
transportation at one point or another in the satellite’s operating 
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life. His legs crossed in the Cobbler Pose, a halo of blond curls 
bouncing up and down on his head with the rhythm of the field. In 
a deep state of meditation. 

Without her consent, nor her understanding, an image formed in 
her mind. A shared experience. 

Standing within the bough of a mound of stalagmites, reaching up into a 
white-blue sky, stood a winged Pegasus observing the flight of sapphirine 
kingfishers resting on the podiums of rock that stood before him. 

Azovka traced her finger across her cheekbone, reached out 
towards his face and— 

The Doctor’s eyes, two feathered emeralds cut with a laser, rolled 
open beneath the splintered visor. The connection was broken. 
Deliberately. The lid of the puzzle box snapped shut before any 
covetous hand could entreat within. 

“Tick-tock, seven o’clock,” he remarked, suddenly. “Time to get 
up.” 

There was a rattling sigh of oxygen scrubbers in his helmet as he 
inhaled rhythmically, completing his meditation. 

The Doctor wrinkled his brow as his mind switched concerns. 
“You know, it’s rude to be rummaging around in someone else’s 
mind.” 

“Was that a mental block?” 
“Not particularly sophisticated, but adequate for any malingering 

transgressors.” 
“Right. Sorry,” she replied, a little too quickly. 
“Think nothing of it,” he dismissed with a note of caution. His 

gaze dropped to the emitters below him and his body sagged 
towards the floor. 

Had the transgression been her? Didn’t feel like it. Felt more like 
a bit of psychic downdraught. 

The Doctor eyed the lack of sky above them. “Quite the fall.” 
“Quite the luck, huh,” Azovka remarked. 
“Mmm… And all quite impossible.” The Doctor took another 

deep breath. “The atmospheric change is recent. A strong whiff of 
ozone.” 

“Was-will that be why we aren’t d-dead?” 
“Most probably. I suspect that the atmospheric release helped to 

guide us into one of the transport chutes. As to what prevented our 
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fall…” he pointed towards a mound of surveillance crystal and 
tapped his lips. “I have my suspicions.” 

A far off gurgle drew his attention to the back wall. 
“Ah, what do we have here?” He unclipped his helmet and cast it 

aside, sliding a gauntlet across the mural. “Carved by laser, I 
suspect. Straight into the ceramic blast-shield. Such dexterity with 
so crude an implement…Pointillistic. Absolutely stunning.” His 
finger traced the line between the two from one to the other and 
back again. First slowly then with a sudden jolt. An idea sparked in 
his mind. “Well, well… The formal elements are a little parochial, 
but… Yes. Yes, I think I know what this is.” 

Azovka tilted her head in confusion. “I’m not so sure.”  
“I imagine you have an intelligent mind.” The Doctor rolled his 

hands in encouragement. “Think, young lady. Focus!” 
Azovka stared at the long branches of the fresco in confusion. 
“A cipher?” 
The Doctor shook his head. “Curious idea, but no.” 
A number of other suggestions popped into her mind, but few 

made logical sense. The last dropped into focus, an apple to her 
hand. She felt her stomach kick in protest and instantly regretted 
the metaphor. 

“A tree?” she decided. 
“A tree? A tree?” the Doctor echoed with bafflement. “I had no 

idea education in the 82nd-century would be so negligent. Hmn. 
Tree, indeed.” 

Her face coloured with an embarrassed smile. 
He continued before she had the chance to inquire after the 

unusual way he’d said ‘century’. “Well, on the other hand, I suppose 
it is after a fashion. It’s a neurone with axon and myelin sheath. The 
fundamental building blocks of life. A crucible of anatomy!” 

“I don’t think I quite understand. T-these look like… carvings.” 
“Call them what they are—murals.” 
She studied the biometalwork a bit closer. “Suppose there is a 

curiously artistic flare to it all.” 
He hummed again. “I like the compositional lines, the eye is 

drawn from one shape to the other, bouncing between the two 
through the biomorphic shapes.” 

“It l-looks enthused.” 
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The Doctor broke from his reverie and examined her 
thoughtfully. 

“What was that?” he asked. 
“Enthused. Drawn with passion,” she reiterated. “I’d have 

thought that if satellite personnel had done that they would be 
brought up on a charge for defacement.” 

He chewed his lip. “Passion, yes… Who would be so interested in 
creating a diagram of a somatic cell in such a Romantic style? Here 
in an emergency storage cell of all places? Why? What purpose 
would it serve?” 

Another audible tone and a further light illuminated the throat of 
the antechamber further on. 

The Doctor straightened his back. “Seems as though it wishes us 
to continue onward.” 

“It?” 
“The controlling intelligence of this section, I believe.” She could 

feel a dewy-sighted exhilaration from the man beside her. “Doesn’t 
this place feel exquisitely dangerous?” 
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STAGE 6: 
“The Desert Shrugged” 

 
Peri’s eyelids fluttered in protest against the burning electronic 

light of the MEV bunk. 
Unable to sleep, Frobisher had remained in the same form 

throughout their capture. He saw no sense in tipping their hand 
while they still had an advantage, neither did his confidant. 

“Feeling alright?” he asked. 
Peri’s stomach mewled in protest. 
“Guess I have my answer.” 
Peri pinched her nose. “You know what I feel like?” 
Frobisher leant forward. “A nice Khoriatiki salad. Prepared for 

yourself from a few slices of onion, a bushel of ripened tomatoes, 
dice-sized cubes of feta cheese, olives and a dusting of salt. With 
a… a side of Jouperic yoghurt, right?” 

“Right,” she drawled, wryly. “Nothing too wild, you understand.” 
“Most of it we’d be able to get from the transastral garden.” 
“If not the food dispenser.” 
“Here, though… Well…” he leant back. 
Peri took her first genuine look around. 
Their current accommodation was a cramped and dimly-lit 

mishmash of machinery and personal items. 
It was a lived-in sort of place. Huge bundles of liquorice-coloured 

cabling wormed above her head and below her feet. It hugged a 
(now long empty) tub of what might have once been prepared algæ, 
a well-trodden holopad for the Courtesy Repulse Prizefighters and a 
tumbler of water left in an unkempt alcove. 

The room had the feeling of someone’s bunk. Maybe a sleeping 
area for the two men who’d died? Or perhaps it wasn’t that 
insidious. Maybe it was quarters for the girl and her minder who’d 
caught them? 

“Feels like I had a long day last night, Frobisher…” 
“It’s that scanning rig we passed through to get here, I’d reckon,” 

Frobisher sniffed at the glass. “Feeling dehydrated?” 
“It’s just a headache,” Peri was squeezing the wound on her 

denim leg, barely listening. Her mind was on other matters. She’d 
seen the Doctor’s hand snatch away and that girl, Azovka, plummet 
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after him. A nightmare of vertigo that didn’t want to end. 
“Frobisher… He can’t be dead, can he?” 

“The Doctor?” Frobisher had kept the idea on the backburner in 
private. “I don’t know, Peri. He’s been through worse, but that was 
one hell of a fall.” 

“We’ve got to get out of here.” 
“I’ve been working on it while you sleep. As far as I can tell, 

there’s only one way in or out and it’s through that door.” 
“Can’t you bust it down?” 
“That might make the situation worse, not better.” 
“If you’re worried about getting me killed—” Peri hissed, wincing 

as blood from her leg oozed between her fingertips. 
“No, I’m worried about you getting you killed. Y’need time to 

recover. Rest.” 
The pain in her temples migrated down through her skull to the 

base of her neck. She could hear the blood roaring in her ears. And 
yet in between the oscillations of her heartbeat and the thrum of the 
vehicle’s air conditioner, she was surprised to hear a third noise. 

She cocked her head to the side. “Hear that?” 
“What?” 
“Voices,” she said. “In the corridor outside. Listen…” 
Frobisher downed the glass and strained his senses. “Yeah, I think 

so.” 
She pointed to the tumbler. “Gimme that.” 
Passing it to her, she placed the rim flat against the wall and her 

ear against the bottom, sliding it across the uneven surface until she 
found a dead zone where the sound of whirring turbines was at its 
weakest and the voices of their captors’ strong. Her mind attempted 
to assemble nouns between the stressed consonants. 

She caught only fragments of the first. “H—clack—w many—
clack—re l—clack—ft?”  

At Peri’s guess, that was the girl, Mæstric, who had delivered them 
here. 

“Tylial remains.” The other, she didn’t recognise. Spoken from 
deep in the back of the throat, it’d a subtle growling quality to it. 
“I’ve no contact with Azovka, Miane or Xor.” 

“Will you pray for them, Dellevar…?” 
“You may. Since my renouncement, I cannot.” 
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“I wish I could feel… something. Anything, but it’s…” she 
sighed. “I want out.” 

“Out? I’ve other tasks available to you, if you wish—” 
“I want to leave.” 
“Is that your accidie speaking?” 
“Boredom has nothing to do with it, sudar. Azovka was the one 

who came to you, for us to stay. Now that she’s… I don’t know 
what she is, but I want to be gone.” 

“And that is not an unreasonable desire, but the work is all.” 
Something about those words struck at something in Peri’s 
memory. “If it does not lift us up, it will drown us. See this through 
and the future is yours to choose.” 

Peri felt a jolt of understanding slowly begin to dawn. The charge 
drifted through her sea-grass dreams of music-loving gangsters, 
lycanthropic princesses and diseased cyborgs to a few years before 
when she was abroad on Earth. 

Before the Canary Islands. Before the Doctor. With family. 
Peri felt something surface from deep at her core. An old pain. 

Longing. Was she homesick? She couldn’t be, there was nothing to 
go back to. The reminder was a lot more painful than she’d 
expected. 

It had come after her father had passed on. In a night-lit moment 
under a wolf’s moon, coloured by a grim desolation, her mother 
had told her a simple, seemingly immutable phrase. It explained her 
father, it explained her, it explained all. 

Only the work will lift you up, sweetheart. 
She was fresh off being a kid. It wasn’t until she’d met the Doctor 

that she’d really understood what that meant. Their travels had 
given her a new perspective on life’s wonders certainly, but also on 
death’s capacity for grief. It’d coloured her past in ways she’d never 
have anticipated growing up as an archæology brat. 

After Dad… died, Mom had thrown herself into their work as 
hard as she could. Pushing herself to the breaking point. And one 
day while among the green and silver of Peru, she’d come back with 
a fractured wrist and a concussion, doing her best Indiana Jones 
impression. Chasing artefacts dumped into a Moche watercourse by 
historical looters and thieves. Her mother scared her, but the entire 
evening, she’d never once looked at Peri. Her mind was completely 
on a Super 8 film digest of The Man Who Would Be King taken from 
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Dad’s collection and a softcover Berlitz Spanish phrasebook which 
she’d practised with over Connery and Caine. 

Peri hadn’t minded, Mom had needed the space, but what had 
finally gotten to her was that repeating phrase over and over again, 
long into the deep dark of the evening. She couldn’t stand it, she’d 
stormed off to her room. 

Why? She wasn’t entirely sure at the time. 
No comprendo.  
Over and over. 
“I don’t understand,” said Mæstric. 
Peri sunk back against the wall and felt ill. 
 
Resting his hand against an outcropping of wire netting, the 

Doctor’s pseudo-aquanautic gait slowed.  
“You know, there certainly is a great deal of mystery abounding 

this place, Azovka… Cartographic records of the sargasso are 
extensive, yet no one in several centuries seems to have mounted a 
fully-fledged expedition to this artefact.” He rested a hand against 
his chest. “Yet, you did.” 

Azovka motioned apologetically, her eyes flicking down and to 
the left. 

The Doctor’s face sharpened with curiosity. He retrieved the 
scraps of torn cloth from their attacker and held it out. Its slow 
inertial decay was spectral, frozen in midflow. 

“Do you recognise this? It was beneath the uniform of the major 
who attacked me,” he told her. 

“The design was-will be Tyrikan… Sharpshooters use it mostly.” 
“And beneath…” He flipped open the furl. 
“The insignia of an Ordoheed Proctor.” 
“Now, that’s taken you by surprise,” he pocketed the fabric. 

“Specifically, I’ll wager, the insignia of our modern major’s general. 
They have a remarkably stubborn longevity to their dynasty…” 

“For a band of petty crooks and frauds,” she condemned. 
“Mmn. Now, why would old militaria of a forgotten war be 

wearing the colours of an army they never once came in contact 
with? It would be like Roman legionnaires dressed up as Japanese 
samurai.” 
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Although the precise context was lost on Azovka, she conceded 
that it made little sense. As she drifted, head rubbing against the 
curve of the ceiling, she decided on a change of tack. 

“This downpipe,” she tapped it with a curled finger. “Do you 
recognise it?” 

He studied the burble within. “The basic principle of its 
application, certainly.” 

“We thought it was-will be a detainment system to regulate 
raiding parties or mutinous crewmen.” 

“Not an untenable hypothesis, but there’s no outlet here. Nothing 
to project it from the piping. Any other theories?” 

“One of the wilder ones was that it was-will be this station’s 
equivalent of blood.” 

“It would fit the pattern of construction. Perhaps a hæmofluid,” 
he nodded. “Used for distribution of nutrients or any other 
chemical elements necessary to its life functions.” 

She studied his features searchingly before replying. “There was-
will be something else, too. Some anomaly?” 

“Yes, I suppose so. The fluid within looks… coarse-grained, is it 
meant to be this colour?” 

“No,” she confirmed. “An effervescent purple-red.” 
“Why the change, do you think?” he asked. 
“For the same reasons that odorants are added to certain gasses to 

more readily identify a leak. Safety and maintenance.” 
“Likely a reagent of some kind,” he mused. 
“Do you think it has been interfered with?” inquired Azovka. 
“By an external source, you mean?” 
“The Tyri—The Ordoheed, I was thinking.” 
“You’ve been here longer than I have, you tell me.” The Doctor’s 

eyes narrowed with a feline insistence. “What is this place really? 
Surely, you can at least tell me that.” 

Azovka’s gaze flickered down. “Let me bandage that hand…” 
 
The word Peri decided to use was different. 
Her attention was caught by a brown pincushion. Nailed to a 

corner of the MEV bunk. 
At some point in the past, someone or something had ripped it 

away, likely with their bare hands, to expose the small camera 
embedded beneath. Likely to watch their prisoners. 
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She smiled to herself. The Doctor would have gone through every 
synonym under the sun until he found one suitable, but different was 
good enough for Peri. 

The Doctor… 
The smile faded. Sitting to the side, she searched Frobisher’s 

shape-shifting features for any telltale betrayal of doubt or 
suspicion. Was he really dead this time? 

Her attention drew back to the wall. It wasn’t quite what she’d 
expected. Broken and exhausted people at the end of their tether. 
She pushed a hand against the cold tingle of the wall and held out 
the glass to Frobisher. 

Or what was left of him. 
Peri shrank back against the farthest corner of the room, giving 

the… the thing, as much space as it required. Its body quivered 
with a ruby-emerald plaid, elongating into a parody hybrid of weasel 
and weather balloon. She considered even that description to be 
generous. 

“Peri…” it slurred, “whatzzt’s hua…?” 
“Don’t panic.” Her voice wavered with barely-controlled fear. 

“Don’t—Frobisher, you panic, you die.” 
She flung herself towards the door. 
“Hey! Hey! Open this door!” the club of her fist punctuated each 

word. “Open it! We’ve got an emergency in here!” 
No reply. Surely, they’d heard her? 
She persisted. “C’mon! Unless you want two dead captives in 

here!” 
Frobisher contorted with a hideous gurgle. It… he, she reminded 

herself, he knocked aside the contents of the bunk. The Courtesy 
Repulse holopad clapped against the floor. Flickering green pixel 
art—fireworks—painted the room and glinted off the darkened lens 
of the camera. 

She shot across, waving her arms and enunciating. “He’s in 
danger! Please! He needs help!” 

The entry coder beeped outside. Promptly and mercifully, the 
door slid open. Passing through the gap was Mæstric, her lasgun 
drawn to cover Peri. Her conversation partner joined quickly after. 
She couldn’t quite see either of them clearly, but at a guess, he was a 
man she would have perhaps considered corpulent, if not for the 
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sheer stranglehold he possessed over his own posture. He moved 
like a bear or an iceberg. Implacable. 

“My colleague has you covered.” He cleared his throat. “I needn’t 
warn you of what happens if this should prove a feint.” 

“I promise you it’s not,” assured Peri. 
“The airlock’s automatic detectors registered physiological 

anomalies when he boarded.” 
“He’s a whifferdill. A shape-shifter.” 
Dellevar examined the film of lichen on the interior of the glass. 

“Did he drink from this?” 
“Yes, a couple of minutes ago. Is he alright?” 
“The contamination looks recent. Mæstric?” 
“I’ll check the forward compartment to see if it’s spread.” 
“Thank you. And the projection array for the gems, Mydame 

Mæstric, as well.” 
The gunslinger moved towards the doorway, finding Peri blocking 

the path. 
“Get out of my way,” instructed Mæstric, levelly. 
“I’m not in your way if you answer my question.” 
The datathumper tried to force her way past, but even with the 

excruciating pain of her leg, Peri wouldn’t let her. “He might be 
dying! C’mon! Either of you! I need to know if he’s—” 

“Why should we?” Mæstric’s patience boiled over. “To us, he’s no 
one important.” 

“I really don’t think you believe that.” 
“Telle, you—” Mæstric cut herself off. 
“Don’t tell me what?” demanded Peri. 
“The name wouldn’t mean anything to you.” 
“Don’t worry, I’m sure it’s no one important,” she bit back. 
Mæstric forced her face towards hers. “She is not no one!” 
Seeing the girl in proper detail, no harrying, no quick-march, 

Peri’s voice caught in her throat. The datathumper’s features were 
like plaster of Paris. Chalky. As if she’d crumble to pieces from the 
inside out if you’d gently thumbed her chin. Every minor 
movement in the muscles on her face had an urgency to it. Looking 
down, she saw her broomstick legs staggered like stilts on the metal 
floor. The nightmarish image was all too familiar. 

These people were starving to death. 
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And from what she could see of Dellevar’s features, he’d already 
surmised her conclusion. “Food and material supplies are a precious 
commodity here. As is our time. If you can prove some valuable 
skill to us, you will be allowed to stay.” 

“And if we can’t?” asked Peri. 
“We’ll leave you behind,” Mæstric took no pleasure in the words. 
“That’s suicide.” 
“No, it’s murder, but a decision has to be made,” Dellevar 

nodded, curtly. “Any protests you have will be directed towards 
myself. I alone will make the decision. That is my responsibility.” 

“Look, gimme a chance, I…” Peri smacked the wall, trying to 
concentrate. “I’m—ah—no expert, but I can tell you that the algæ 
outside was probably used for food production.” 

“Is that all?” His tone was odd. A vague mismatch of 
disappointment and mounting interest. 

“A-And the way we powered on straight past it tells me that either 
you’ve been through here before and exhausted it…” She measured 
not Dellevar’s face, but Mæstric’s instead. She’d been doing well 
until she’d inadvertently put the blame on them. She racked her 
brain for information. It’d been so long since her studies at 
California State, most of her know-how came from books she’d 
read aboard the TARDIS. “Alright, less haste, more words.” She 
reacquired their collective interest. “The alternative is something’s 
tainted your supply like… toxic waste in a river. Maybe accidentally, 
maybe deliberately, but either way, we can offer an alternative. A 
way out.” 

“Can you prove what you say?” inquired Dellevar. 
“How did we get here?” 
“On the carrydart.” 
“It’s not ours. How did we get it?” 
She could see his crescent eyes narrow with consideration. Each 

moment passed with a certain degree of discomfort for Peri. She 
hid it well, but in truth, she needed to rest. Her breathing was 
laboured and she was seeing dots. 

Her body was rebelling, but against all common sense she had to 
hold on just that little bit longer. 

“This outbreak isn’t new, is it?” she asked. “You’ve been fighting 
it for a while.” 
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Dellevar exhaled. “Much of our initial stock was fried by 
microwave radiation. Cooked from the inside out inside their boxes. 
Unshielded equipment failed likewise. It killed three of us before we 
developed a means against it.” 

“You’ve been fighting a lot for a long time. Why not share the 
burden? It’s our fight too now.” 

He unfolded his upper-left arm in supplication. “What is your way 
out?” 

“We have a Ship,” she licked her lips. “Not the—er—carrydart 
outside, but the one we came in on. It’s called the TARDIS.” 

“TARDIS?” 
“It’s complicated. Save him and we can help each other.” 
Dellevar made his decision. He nodded and removed a set of 

prayer beads from beneath his cloak on a belt. She celebrated her 
victory by letting her legs collapse beneath her onto the bunk. 
Mæstric departed without a word for the forward compartment. 
Peri could see something come to Dellevar’s mind. Perhaps a 
prayer? 

The confessor noticed Peri open her mouth to speak before 
closing it again. 

“Are you familiar with the faith?” he asked. 
“Only through hearsay,” Peri admitted, circumspectly. 
“Prosefchí pearls such as these are used in meditative rituals to 

calm the mind.” 
He held it out against the monstrosity of colour that once was 

Frobisher. Physiology and anatomy transformed from a 
kaleidoscopic menagerie back into something Peri hoped she 
recognised. 

“He’s had an allergic reaction to the algæ,” reassured Dellevar. 
“Easily remedied in a species such as his.” 

Frobisher shook with exhaustion, his body visibly flooding neon 
green with a funfair nausea. He tipped his head in a grateful nod 
towards the votary, holding the beads to his humid neck. Frobisher 
sounded like a piano dropped halfway down a staircase. Cold sweats 
notwithstanding, she concluded that the worst of it was over. 

Though bashful, Frobisher now remained a perfectly safe 
penguin. 

“F-Forgot,” he said. 
“Forgot what?” Peri asked. 
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“Forgot that robots don’t get thirsty.” He thumped the side of his 
head as if it were waterlogged and cleared his throat. “‘Scuse me. 
Sorry, Peri.” 

“Now,” Dellevar straightened. “What can you offer us?” 
 
In the margin, Azovka nestled the side of her head against her 

shoulder and puffed a cheek, trying to recall the final specifics of 
her brief. 

The Doctor, meanwhile, was drawing his own conclusions from 
what had already been said. Hands together as if in prayer, tapping 
his upper lip. “So, word reached you on Briar Rose on a disturbance 
in this sector of space.” 

“Repeated word,” she clarified. “Spacers had contacted Affiliation 
authorities, but what evidence they could bring back was too small 
to warrant corporate action and too big for salvagers to approach 
without federal permits.” 

“Which would place you somewhere in between,” the Doctor 
leant in. “What do you believe this place to be?” 

“A Weapon. One of the first dispatched long ago across the 
frontier. It’s come home and settled in the Natasia Tor sector.” 

“And you’ve no idea who constructed this place?” 
“We can speculate. Possibly an ancient, extinct species from one 

of the Tyrikan satellite-worlds or something closer to home, an 
ancestor of the Affiliation.” 

“Or perhaps neither. You’ve nothing definitive?” 
“Not yet.” 
“I see…” He shaded his eyes from the shaft of light coming from 

the upper level. “Well, I had my suspicions…” He measured his 
shoulder-length in relation to the shaft. Too small. Maybe further 
along. “The architectural style, what little there is of it down here, 
reminds me of 74th-century brutalism.” 

“Used by who?” 
“Whom.” He scratched an ear, thoughtfully. “Oh, a great many 

species. Sometimes for military satellites. Sometimes not…” 
“You sound sceptical.” 
“Well, weaponry takes many forms, doesn’t it? Your volatiser, for 

instance. Not every fighting instrument is a Mohebian lasgun or 
Raston burster disc, nor are they ultimately used for that singularly 
sciolistic end of destruction.” 
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“No I suppose not…” she thumbed the hilt of her bodkin, 
checking the retroflex unit for whether or not it’d fabricated a new 
blade. Blithely, it’d been replaced while she was unconscious. The 
new argent edge gleamed briefly as she glimpsed it briefly from its 
sheath. 

“This ulterior party you’ve mentioned…” the Doctor began. 
Something tore across her vision. A distorted cry. 
Azovka pressed a hand against her face. Another memory? 

Common-or-garden variety anxiety? Something worse? She 
unsheathed her weapon either way. “Did you hear that?”  

“Presumably,” the Doctor continued, as if he were uninterrupted. 
“They wish to gain or have already achieved access to the Weapon. 
The wisest course of action is to assume the latter. Still, how and to 
what end? Yes… Those, young lady, are the answers we seek. Now, 
with that cuboctahedron what we need is to find a terminal with 
high enough clearance for me to dig a little deeper into its workings. 
That way we can do a detailed analysis and find out what’s really 
going on around h—” He severed the word at the consonant. 
“Now, I did hear that.” 

The glowlight diffused and split down two separate channels. 
“No…” said the Doctor. “I don’t think so.” 
They spun around and peered into the dark behind them where 

the veins of hæmofluid ran. They tripled in number as they met in 
the tunnel. Logically, they would lead back to a major processing 
node or somewhere else that required an increased level of power. 

“Looks as though it broadens out a little down there,” surveyed 
Azovka. “What do you want to do?” 

The inertia of the Doctor’s climb carried him into the widening 
dark. He winked with the puckish mischief of a carnival tout. 
“Follow the trail of blood, of course.” 

 
The railcar pressed up against the plasteel-rimmed marble of the 

first security zone leading into the Geotactical Proscenium. Two 
figures emerged from the sliding doors onto the conveyor section 
beyond the platform. 

Vog Mur rubbed her eyes, considering what further work might 
be required on the Accomplishment to keep this pretence going. They 
had the Resonance Gems and their own voice in the Mentality’s 
consciousness, but still, she felt paranoia seep into her mind like the 
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automated reports gurgling their findings from a speaker at the end 
of the passageway. 

At the end, was a pale blue-ringed entry cone, surrounding a jet-
black circular door that irised open at the conclusion of the detector 
tests. She didn’t wait for the conveyor to stop before she pressed on 
into the Proscenium itself. There was much to see, much to 
reacquaint herself with. 

The Accomplishment had now wedged itself like a tick in the far 
corner of the room. Its sleek and powerful hull pushed through the 
self-made opening. Figures both subtle and gross moved back and 
forth from the airlock door, delivering equipment as they were 
instructed. She saw Kuron and left him to direct the operation. 

Sangfroid had remained at her side, frothing with expectation.  
“Everything has been arranged. As you instructed.” 
“So I see.” 
They intended to remain here on this satellite for a while and, 

naturally, she decided that a few amenities were afforded to her. 
These were far more than trophies, they were tangible reminders of 
the past. Something she could reach out and lay her hand upon as 
confirmation. 

She’d spent far too long having to rely on feeble scraps of 
memory. Far too long in the dark, conjuring and erasing half-shapes 
to fill the emptiness. She had coped in her own way, developing a 
fascination for effigies that eventually took on a life of their own. 

Her most important collection of ephemera was located in the 
chamber’s centre. She stepped into their midst as various control 
panels and equipment orbited around the room to meet the 
compilers at their behest. 

Five tabletops. Each with their own immaculate battlefield 
blooming on fistfuls of airbrushed terrain. 

The first was an Affiliation-Federation contretemps beneath the 
diamond world Orm’s graphite seas. 

The next was a Tryod bombardment of the Corbo Plumecities in 
waves of golden hair and leathery bodies. 

The third depicted the suicidal charge of Qualar’s mutated 
cherubim lead against Nieradzik star pirates in ringed purple-gold 
clouds against their protosun. 
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The fourth threw a neon red glow across the face of whoever 
observed it—the final climactic engagement of the Dalek-Cybermen 
War in the geosynchronous orbit of gas giant Mandara. 

The fifth, however, had a special place in this grand opera of 
devastation. It was the largest and occupied the direct centre of the 
room. 

Crossing over to the desk, she removed a small deedbox from one 
of its drawers. She manipulated a switch therein and, with an acrid 
reek of static, all the conquests of history sprung to life around her. 
Fire and thunderous fury all. 

She revelled in it, though she would not show it. 
She let the stinging bouquet of her homebound paradise fume and 

crackle as she considered her strategy. 
For a moment, Vog Mur wondered if she had let vanity overcome 

her consideration for the wider project. 
The Dreampark had been an adequate enough staging post for 

the final phase of their operation externally… However, there was 
little permanence there and she’d refused to let her coveted 
inventory roam. She eyed the resonance crystals in the deedbox, 
glowing in their fraudulent authenticity. 

No one else would have been as diligent. No one else as inerrant. 
No, she denied. I have never once taken my luxuries for granted. Too long 

have I spent without them. Better to rule on high, than serve down below on the 
whims of cruel masters. 

 
Far from any such epicurian surrounds, Azovka straightened her 

legs, carefully shouldering past the waspish buzz of a heat sink. 
There was a subtle lessening of the satellite’s purr as they careened 
forward under their own momentum. Another thrumming dither 
joined it. 

“Sounds like air currents…” she mused. 
The Doctor inhaled. “Enough for a palpable breeze.” 
The Naran could practically hear the rover grinning. 
She nodded and swam forward, half-blind, catching sight of 

another opening on the other side. A thatch of pipes lined with 
wiring like chaff. No, not pipes, something else… 

He swam up beside her. “What do you see?” 
“I’m not sure. They look like pipes. Smoothed pipes.” She tensed. 

“Too smooth…” 



103 

“Could it be an organ—?” The last word twisted into a distorted 
cry from his throat. 

A click, the slap of hydraulics and all the weight of the world 
came down on them. She could feel a shift in her centre of gravity, 
a force that didn’t exist before, pushing her down to the floor. Both 
of them sprawled in agony, flesh pressed into the metal—pinned! 

“Kajiya, the hatch!” 
Something tore across Azovka’s vision like a manganese shield 

labouring from the surface of a lake. The tips of the Doctor’s gloves 
sliced off. She thought her eardrums had burst before she realised 
it’d been the door’s hydraulics. Had they been a few metres closer, 
it would have dissevered the crest of their skulls from the rest. The 
rover himself looked like a cat neatly declawed. 

Aided by the frictionless surface of the chute, pulverised feldspar 
and sand sifted in through the vents above them. It began as a 
trickle, then a stream… Finally, a downpour. 

“Nothing but go, go, go these centuries.” The Doctor shielded his 
eyes with an arm against the ruby glare of the door’s outline. 
“Resonance lock. Must require a sympathetic key to open. Let’s see, 
magnetic in origin. Shape suggests cartridge… Containing the 
necessary rapport gem perhaps?” 

Azovka’s hands scrambled through her pockets, fumbling at the 
zipper. “Doctor—” 

“Don’t panic, I’m thinking,” he shushed, urgently. “Listen, 
nothing to do with the cuboctahedron?” 

“Nothing. Doctor Kajiya—” She pulled the cracked remnants of 
the Resonance Gem from her pocket.  

Light flickering dully from its heart like an oscilloscope. Outside 
its cartridge, it must have shattered in the fall. She felt sick. The 
unforeseen earthed her in place. Doubt and indecision 
overwhelmed her. 

“Nothing…” the Doctor repeated. 
He shook his head. No, he wouldn’t accept that as an answer. He 

pointed to the intricate arabesque of the far wall with his bandaged 
hand, snapping his fingers to emphasise his impatience.  

“Up those cables and quickly!” 
“What about you?” the words bounced flatly from her mouth, 

eyes still wide with shock. “You can’t climb with that hand.” 
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“Don’t question me, go!” He shoved her against the wall, forcing 
her hand onto one of the nearest carinated transmission lines. 
Shattering her panic before it could overwhelm her. “I’ll find 
another way.” 

Azovka could feel the sand wrapping around her knees, sucking 
her ankles deeper and deeper into the dry mire. Her clawing fingers 
swelled beneath the pressure of her slipping grasp, arms tugging 
feebly at the electronic tresses, forearms shaking and twisting above 
her. 

“I can’t… I don’t have the strength to—” Azovka’s cry of 
frustration just touched the Doctor’s ears. He was digging upwards 
with his fingernails, trying to keep his neck above the surface of the 
sand with little success. 

She saw him reach out towards her. “Grab my hand!” 
“What?” 
“Hand! My hand! Grab my—” 
The desert shrugged and the offering was buried. 
The ground attempted to drink up her waist. Her kicking legs kept 

her barely afloat, climbing the liquid mass of warm silica as she 
sank. No. No, not sank. It was far worse than that. The whole 
ground gave way beneath her. She must have been standing over a 
supply chute. 

With frightening haste, she was being dragged into whatever 
awaited her at the bottom of that long tumble. A broken neck, if 
she was lucky. 

She drove her blade straight through the insulation of the cables 
into the wall. It became a piton. She forced all her weight onto it. 
Her body cramped up. 

The Doctor’s voice could be heard raging over the din of toppling 
debris. “If you destroy us here. You’ll never know!” 

Where was he? Dangling over a mechanical pore like her? Fighting 
tooth and nail against the unenviable and inevitable? Another sound 
joined the arid rain, something far bulkier. The wooden snare of a 
tumbling block. It fumbled end-over-end down the slide, ever 
nearer to its intended victims. 

The Doctor recognised the noise. “Oh, absolutely not. I refuse to 
be murdered by my own Ship!” 

She could see only the lunate shape of his pale face. A death mask 
in the desert ocean. 
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“You hear me?” he roared. “Destroy us—destroy me—and 
everything you wish to gain shall be lost to you!” 

He was struggling, trying to push his hands into his pockets. He 
caught a glimpse of Azovka, his eyes on the wall behind her before 
a dry wave split their vision. 

+++ -. . …- . .-. / -.- -. --- .-- ..--.. / .-- . .-.-.- .-.-.- .-.-.- / .-- .. .-.. .-.. / -
. . …- . .-. / -.- -. --- .-- ..--.. +++ 

The tapping—it was the only word she could think of in that 
moment of fluid agony—pushed its way out from the base of her 
skull through her grey matter. Like a series of thin metal rods being 
hammered into place by a drummer. 

“What was—?” 
She felt the familiar nightmare of Time wrap its coils around her 

mind and squeeze. The memory was one of water, a flooding 
sewage works, retching viridity. Lime like the fronds of a spring 
jungle. Lime like disease. Lime like— 

She tried to steady the memory and cut it off at its source. Sever 
the snake’s head and the tail will fall listless. There was already the 
sensation of moisture beneath her forearms as nerve endings fired 
against fake impulses. The hiss of scrabbling rats on her skin. The 
cloying, garlic smell of rotting brickwork. Of bone chalk and 
severed antlers. Her mind stretched and railed against her skull, 
pushing and prodding flecks of memory like static on a cyberdeck 
into the real world around her. 

Oh, Spiritmen… She couldn’t let him see… If that Doctor saw, 
what would he think of her? 

A freak, correct? So controlled by the past that her future always led to 
disaster. Never seeing now. Never understanding now. Never— 

One of the wall cables was knocked asunder and snaked around 
her blade. She could see tiny grains of sand flee the negative 
magnetic field of the coil. 

If she’d tried to grasp it to pull herself upwards, she’d be 
electrocuted. 

She was trapped. Death was only moments away, she could feel 
his bony fingers on the nape of her neck. His chilling breath as his 
barbed sword rose over her head to plunge deep into her crown. 

The solenoid at her wrist whined and she had an epiphany. 
Of course! her mind cried. That was-will be it! Magnetism! Magnetic flux! 
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The sudden, sharp flare of a reflected light on the surveillance 
crystal above dazzled her eyes long enough for her to miss their 
approach. She saw the Doctor, swimming towards her with an arm 
outstretched. In it, his penlight, responding to the electrocrystal’s 
distinctive pre-programmed wavelength. It was like a flashlight in a 
hall of mirrors. 

She reached down and retrieved the remnants of her cartridge, 
slipping the crystalline fragments between her fingers as they 
spasmed from the current. Glowing with the ferocity of a summer’s 
day. 

“Over here!” she shouted. 
Azovka could feel his fingertips brushing against hers. “Hold on, 

Azovka, I’m almost there!” 
Above them, a shock of bristling tendrils shot down from the 

ceiling to meet her outstretched hand, still clutching her vaishali and 
the Doctor clutching a tendril. 

“Way-hey, and up she rises!” bellowed the stranger. 
As they were lifted into the shaft above, he took one final look 

down. The TARDIS slammed against the roiling grey Sahara. No 
more the size of his spat at this height, far from reach, she sank 
beneath its shifting sands until all that was left was her flickering 
lantern. 

It pulsed once. Twice. A third time. 
Then, the TARDIS was gone. 
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STAGE 7: 
“Game of Charades” 

 
Leaning against the bunk, Frobisher stared at the closed 

compartment of the MEV. Imagining what could be behind that 
door. 

Since their release, there had been little more he could do but wait 
idle. The task had left the whifferdill… fretful. 

He felt like a lost bear at a railway station left with a kindly-
worded luggage tag around his neck. He could idle. With his 
monomorphia, it gave him opportunities to explore the subtle 
rhythms of forms he could be stuck with for months at a time now. 

Peri, however, had refused to remain still, even in her state, and 
volunteered to help replace the filter on their nutrient purifier. 

There was a restlessness to her nowadays. A mild dissatisfaction 
with the status quo, he suspected, that left her itching to break free 
and try something new. The desire wasn’t that unusual, except that 
her impatience seemed well-nigh always now. Like she was trying to 
outrun the current, instead of being led by it. 

Peri sat down beside him as he pondered this, busy examining the 
residue lichen on the abandoned machine part. 

What about you, old chap, eh? Frobisher thought. Where do you stand 
these days? 

Another thing that he preferred not to bring to mind. 
He was the brains of the outfit. A bit of zest and flair brought to 

the TARDIS. A splash of colour. 
Case in point, Peri seemed rather gloomy, staring at her work, so 

he’d spread a little cheer. 
“Feeling a little blue?” he asked. 
Altered hues bloomed from his flippers like waves along the 

shoreline. He got a weak smile from Peri when he adopted the 
pattern of her anorak. 

She lowered her voice, “In a mood for a chat, actually, I want to 
compare notes.” 

“Gotcha.” 
“Reckon it started off as spores.” She held the broken part out, 

speaking at a normal level, pointing, “And spread that way.” 
Frobisher muttered, “I recognise Dellevar’s face, I’m sure of it.” 
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“That’s a good start,” encouraged Peri. 
“But I’m not sure from where…” 
“Oh, terrific…” 
“Old, though, very old. What d’you tell him?” 
She gently shook her head. “Nothing so far.” 
“Think that’s smart?” 
“It’s the only bargaining chip we have right now.” 
Peri flicked her eyes towards the two figures, through the narrow 

corridor, out in the Map Room. 
The holographic image they were attempting to study was 

strobing and jumping unhelpfully in place. Mæstric gave the 
cartographical display a swift, short-tempered punch. The solution 
earned Dellevar’s silent disapproval. 

“They let you have a look at that filter,” reminded Frobisher. 
“And that’s it,” Peri placed the offending object to one side. “We 

did it in virtual silence. They won’t tell us anything they don’t have 
to, like it or not.” 

“Not,” he exhaled. Always the same, whether working a case or 
wandering the Galaxy. People had secrets. The lies they told others 
and the lies they told themselves. He wished that he wasn’t stranded 
in a mobile fort in the middle of nowhere when called upon to 
become a hawkshaw again. It did nothing for his nerves. “Well, 
we’re stuck here now. Unless you want to skedaddle and walk?” 

She guffawed, stifling a bewildered laugh. “No. Walk where?” 
“There you go, told you. Guess we find out more then.”  
“Yeah, guess,” Peri rose to her feet with a smile. 
Mæstric approached them from the cockpit. “You’re wanted. 

We’re ready.” 
Peri contemplated Mæstric. “How many other people are there 

aboard?” 
“Should we expect a few more bodies on the ground?” 
“You talking ours?” 
The Naran clamped her teeth down on her own tongue. Hard. 
Peri didn’t quite know how to react. Shock seemed most 

appropriate. “I’m sorry… I─” 
At the growing sound of engines beneath their collective feet, the 

blue-haired girl fingered away the blood and left before Peri could 
finish. The botanist called after her, following her to the cockpit.  

Dellevar took the opportunity to join Frobisher. 
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The votary said, “Mydame Peri does good work.” 
“She’s a fast learner,” the whifferdill almost sounded proud. 
“I must apologise for Mæstric.” He chuffed like an overstoked 

chimney. “She has lost many friends today.” 
“The kid handles it well,” answered Frobisher, “but I don’t think 

she likes my friend.” 
“Perhaps, she is too keen a reminder of…” his voice trailed away. 

“Ah, it’s of no matter.” 
Frobisher took note of that. “Listen, we don’t want to be a 

burden on you. We’ve nothing but the mufti on our backs. We’re 
not even armed. I don’t think we are who you think we are.” 

“So I saw. But you must tell me, is intention or action your 
creed?” 

“Not sure I understand.” 
“Do you believe that people’s actions, if judged, should be by 

what they think or what they do?” 
“Gee, I dunno…” the former gumshoe scratched the back of his 

head. “I’ve spent a large part of my life busting bulls, gunsels and 
crooks. I got paid to dig up dirt on whatever a client wanted. I tried 
to limit myself to investigating bad guys, but merit doesn’t feed you. 
It’s a grey Galaxy out there. Some people are more obvious than 
others, but the way I see it, intentions are everything.” 

“And the girl?” 
“Peri’s much the same, I think.” 
“We have a diverse range of opinions here,” said Dellevar. “I 

hope to find that common ground.” 
“I’d be willing to take that chance,” assented Frobisher. 
“Indeed. Time is the Traveller, as they say. Earn our trust and you 

will earn the information.” 
“Not unexpected,” he moved to join Peri, but Dellevar blocked 

his path with a hand. 
“One more thing… I will, grudgingly, tell you one more… 

Understand, I renounced my faith in preparation for this journey.” 
“Where’d you work? In a clergy?” 
“As a confessor. I wish you to understand that I could not in 

good conscience be both a warrior and a servant of the divine 
providence. It is a disservice to them and to their guardsmen. Some 
mistake that for weakness, particularly the militarists and infiltrators 
I have encountered. They believe that those who are unwilling to 
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fight are incapable of fighting.” He looked like the nose cone of 
some frightening, rocky missile. “They are wrong and suffer for it. 
You will not conspire to harm Mæstric, you will not conspire to 
harm any of us. Understood?” 

“Absolutely, big man. We’re not spies, we are who we appear to 
be. We’re, ah… lost.” Frobisher’s eyes flicked towards the sealed 
compartment. His instinct for snoopery seemed to get the better of 
him. “But, which are you, jack? Peacemaker or warmonger?” 

The votary smiled politely and bowed deeply. “See our enemy and 
judge for yourself.” 

As they reached the cockpit, he gestured to the leftmost forward 
portal. Through the scorched boundary, the private eye peered 
down into a complex grid of burling rotor silos, fluttering pipes and 
enticing smoke. Colours barely resembling quicksilver, blues and 
brass as pressure churned out thick plumes of waste heat on belches 
of oxygen. 

It was a window into a living forge. Teeming with a triumphant 
anticipation for war. 

 
Fiddling with the Vidphōn in her hand, a tendril tight around her 

waist, Azovka attempted to get her bearings. 
She studied the slow ascent of twinkling cooling ports, imagining 

they were stars. She could envisage the fantasy for a few moments, 
just a few, before reality set back in. 

She turned back to the Doctor, also held by his waist in a tendril’s 
embrace. 

One arm was folded behind his back, his bouffant of tangled 
blonde curls rippling like wind chimes in the upwards air current. 
The breathing walls in these infrastructural margins had turned 
hungry in their rasping, but that didn’t seem to faze him. 

Fastened between his forefinger and thumb was a thin, 
mouldering flexiback guidebook bound with the words, The 8187 
Outer Space Annual in foil gold on a resinoid cover. 

He noticed her staring and asked, “No news?” 
Azovka gave a curt shake of her head, pocketing the once 

crackling transceiver. 
“Why didn’t it kill us when it’d the chance?” she asked. 
“Part of it didn’t want us dead.” 
She quirked her eyebrows together. “What do you mean?” 
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“I’m not certain yet, but perhaps,” he tapped a tendril, “we’re 
dealing with a colonial organism made up of a number of 
distinctive, smaller computerised intelligences. What controls some 
autonomic systems, may not control other conscious functions. 
Feasible?” 

“Are you trying to say that the brain may have saved us from the 
digestion?” 

“Precisely,” he beamed with satisfaction. 
Her eyes seemed to glaze over as she processed the idea. 
“Well, if you’re not sure…” His tone implied that of a tutor about 

to abandon a brief summation for the much desired encyclopædic 
tour. 

Azovka’s mouth quirked with a small smile. She gazed down. 
“Looks as though we’re reaching the end of our rollercoaster.” 

“Appears so,” he agreed. “Legs out. Here comes the ground.” 
The tendrils released them a metre or so from the floor. Not high 

enough to damage them, but enough to send a shock of agony 
through both their legs from the unexpected drop. The 
datathumper felt at the bulldog clip wrapping her cloak tight around 
her waist and shook her cuffs from her wrists. 

“Alright?” he inquired. 
“Fine, why here?” she asked. 
His lips thinned. “Why indeed? Let’s explore…” 
The room possessed a less functional aspect than its predecessors. 

Its stylised buttresses took on a chiaroscuro aspect in the dark. They 
were marbled with a studious antiquity. A place made to look old to 
symbolise a particular era long past. 

They hadn’t quite managed it. 
“Unusually sparse,” commented the Doctor. 
“Particularly f-for a… what? Auditorium?” asked Azovka. 
There was still that industrial grunge to the electric blue-grey 

computer equipment, something the designer’s had been unable to 
completely disguise. It was adorned rather by two notable features 
of interest. 

A door with an olive outline sealed with one of the many light-
sensitive Resonance Gems used to get around the Weapon and a 
small cluster of technology huddled together like gangly basenjis 
beneath a woodland tree. 
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The equipment towards the centre of the room caught the 
Doctor’s eye. “Maybe that will provide some answers.” 

“Interferometer equipment,” she observed. 
“Succinct. What comes to mind when you see this?” 
“A recreation room? Entertainment system?” 
“The equipment over yonder certainly fits that description, but 

this here…” The Doctor bobbed his head. “It seems to serve an 
entirely different function.” 

While he picked at its innards, Azovka stared at the far wall, her 
eyes tracing the switchboard of cables and wires. All threading 
upward into the roof above. Her mind illuminated. “Of course. It’s 
a Dreampark for recreational holography. Someone’s retrofitted it 
to make it a secure line to something outside.” 

“Or someone. One of your lot, perhaps?” 
She cast her mind back through the expeditions she could recall. 

Her head lolled from side-to-side with uncertainty. “Why do you 
ask that?” 

“This is top-of-the-line. It can’t have come out of anywhere other 
than the Trailblazer system. Seems to still be linked to the satellite’s 
systems, if I can just…” 

A hotwired spark singed his fingertips, prompting a noise high in 
the baulks above them. The fission whine of computer-controlled 
phosphorescence in the room’s classical eaves. They were entranced 
by the sudden shock of detail on the ceiling. The glow framed an 
image large enough to be considered grandiloquent in its own right. 
Worthy of Leonardo or Pordræt. Etchings, frayed into the copper, 
reeking of sulphurous smoke that branched and knotted in an all 
too familiar pattern. 

“It’s like a nervous system…” observed the Doctor. 
“The sheer size of it…” breathed Azovka. 
Her hands played absently with the gnarled ends of her hair, using 

them as a tactile proxy for the drawing above.  
“Certainly larger than the one in that maintenance channel we 

passed through.” The Doctor examined it closer. “There’s a 
character set, annotating each line. Assigning it an integer based 
on… Size? Shape? Relative geometries?” 

He spun around. Paused. Then, spun again the opposite direction. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
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“The circular growth and shrinkage of the images strikes me as 
familiar. Ah…” He slowed like a carousel, eyes coasting to the far 
end of the room. “Much like a zoetrope. Sequenced diagrams 
building together into…” he paused, musing. “Into wh—?” As he 
reached the final syllable, the Doctor’s teeth clenched tight and he 
snapped off the penlight. 

“How can—” He clamped a hand over Azovka’s mouth before 
she could say anymore. 

“Shut up,” he hissed. 
She mumbled something less than complimentary through his 

palm. 
“I just saw our artist.” 
“Wmmn?” 
“Over there.” 
He drew her attention far off the beaten path, towards what first 

seemed to be a wall of glittering, unremarkable gloom. 
When she saw it, her throat tightened shut. 
High above them like a painter on a scaffold was a small chrome 

molecule. It was an interconnected chorus of orbots. Gently drifting 
between the ceiling supports, they carved their intricate hieroglyphs 
across the sky above in pinpricks of diamond light. No larger than 
the length of a clothes brush. 

The Doctor squinted. That pin laser must cut like a gnat through dog’s 
hide. 

A small cloud of particles trickled down from the orbots above. 
The Doctor’s eyes watered, trying to eject the small motes. What 

was it? Dust? Silicon? 
He let it fall into a cupped hand and raised it to his nose. 
Pollen! They were carrying along pollen. Bees travelling from 

anther to stigma. Providing nutrients to some unknown benefactor 
deep within the satellite. 

Fascinated in exploring this development further, he attempted to 
re-engage his penlight on low-beam. With only one hand available 
and his vision clouded by spores, he failed to anticipate Azovka’s 
elbow. The penlight was knocked from his hand and dropped in a 
low-gravity pirouette to the floor. 

A loud clatter. Azovka squeezed her vision tight and the 
machine—for they moved as one—hesitated, staring down from 
high above. 
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The angry whine of the laser shredded through the silence. 
She heard the Doctor by her ear. “Don’t… move.” 
 
Satisfied, Mæstric disengaged her grafts and leant back in the 

cockpit chair, running her hand over the shaved portion of her 
skull. Jacking in and out in short sessions always left a static tingle in 
her scalp. It wasn’t unpleasant, the fact that she couldn’t explain it 
nagged at her more than the sensation itself. 

Frobisher pointed from his own seat. “What’s all that for?” 
“Brain power. Literally. Through the grafts, I get an added edge 

against the computers. More processing power,” she clacked her 
teeth together and looked to the map, then to him. “Care to 
explain?” 

He paused, thinking. “Right. Well… Our friend once said that the 
Ship’s external shell is vulnerable to excessive gravitational force. So 
much so that it affects other systems. If he remembered to switch 
on the external defences—EDF, HADS or whatever—it’d draw the 
ship away from danger, but towards any great force of attraction. 
Artificial or natural. You have the maps, you know the areas.” 

“So, where is it?” asked Peri. 
“Pardonsty,” Tylial bubbled. “Low gravityness zonition 

approachment.” 
Frobisher blinked in confusion. “Beg pardon?” 
The answer came swiftly to him as he felt his small avian body rise 

to meet the safety straps of his allotted seat. 
He swivelled himself through the lower gravity, uttering a single, 

understanding, “Ah.” 
Through the forward portal, the small passageway splayed out in 

all directions. The walls absconded laterally in all directions as they 
reached the lip of the vactunnel. Frobisher pressed a flipper against 
his face to adjust from the vertigo. The foreground leapt straight up 
against the MEV’s bumper guard. Every tiny gyration forward felt 
as though it were precariously treading the open air. 

Dellevar’s arm lifted. “Activate the x-ray scanner.” 
A small vidscreen, anchored from the cockpit’s ceiling, 

illuminated with a monochrome radiograph of the canyon beyond 
the forward viewport. A wireframe image that detected the edges of 
structures through solid walls and determined a hypothetical image. 
Composed using the MEV’s crystal interferometer unit, the 
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resulting picture was an acropolis of blue silver-on-black. Every 
dimly-lit industrial line captured in static relief. And behind the 
complex mechanisms of a secure bulkhead, hugging the fourth 
transducer along the vactunnel, stood the oblong form of a blue 
box. 

“There it is,” beamed Peri with relief. “That’s the TARDIS.” 
Frobisher’s own joy was dulled by what he could read on the x-ray 

scanner’s results. 
“Wait a minute… How do we get to it?” asked Frobisher. “The 

gap’s enormous.” 
Her smile faded. “I dunno. Could we drift across to it?” 
“A lower force of attraction doesn’t mean no force of attraction. 

What goes up,” Mæstric painted an arc with her hand in the air, 
thumping her chest to simulate the rather gruesome collision, 
“plummets right the hell back down. The Weapon’s got its own 
gravitational centre.” 

“Even with the lower field of gravity, I don’t think we’ll be able to 
make that jump yet. Not in the MEV.” Dellevar crossed his upper 
arms, his lower arms resting casually against his hips. “Solutions, 
fellows?” 

“How about the hoverjets or those Eotvos harnesses?” suggested 
Frobisher. 

Dellevar tugged at his jowly throat. “We cannot abandon our 
equipment and the sheer momentum of a fall that long would jellify 
our bodies.” 

Leaning on her armrest, Peri held a thoughtful fist to the side of 
her head. “There’s got to be a way. Surely, there’s got to be a way.” 

Tap-tap against the vinyl. She watched her arm sway back and 
forth like a metronome as she racked her brain for solutions. Tap-
tap. As she did, a mote, no larger than a gnat, caught her attention 
out of the corner of her eye. Tap. Her thumb pressed against the 
skin to dislodge it, but the smudge remained resolute. If she hadn’t 
been looking for it, she might have thought it was a scratch on her 
cornea or the nub of a stray eyelash. 

She stopped her arm mid-swing. 
Maybe instead, it was an opportunity. 
“What’s that?” Point pointed. “Out there, that flyspeck towards 

the centre.” 
*** 
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Azovka’s knuckles were ice white with fear. 
Her throat crumpled inward, dried reeds in a drought, trying to 

stifle her quailing breathing to a mere whisper. Something about the 
orbots’ presence, the sound and fury of its motor units, triggered 
something primal in her animal mind. 

The Doctor’s gaze never broke from the orbots. 
Seconds seemed like days. And then… They moved on. Off into 

the pneumatic tubing where the pair had first emerged. Their 
purpose unknown, their intentions unclear. 

She sighed. They were gone. That was all that mattered. 
“Mmph may mfph mf?” inquired Azovka. 
“See us? Perhaps, perhaps not. You never can tell with bees.” The 

Doctor recovered his lost penlight with the toe of his right spat. 
“Either way, gone now. Safe to—Ouch!” 

He burked his hand, flexing his fingers to cover the small trickle 
of blood from his cravat-bound hand. 

“Sorry,” she apologised, sincerely. “I was always told to bite the 
hand that silences you.” 

“Well practised, I’m sure,” his voice was lilting, impressed. He 
hissed at the spare twinge of pain through his teeth, frowning at 
himself. “Ooch. Like the snapping pincers of Gaia Shieldclaw.” 

“The Storm of the Soil?” 
“The same.” 
“I-I picked it up a couple of years ago. Part of a set. I won it from 

a game—I-I’m rambling… I-I’d have thought that’d be after your 
time or—” 

He crooked a mischievous eyebrow. “Beneath me?” 
“Mmm,” she checked herself, shyly. “Perhaps.” 
“Ever heard of Tolstoy? Bradbury? Shikibu?” 
“No.” 
“Would you know the names of their critics, even if you did?” 
She thought about it for a moment. 
“Oh,” she answered, eyes bright and smiling. 
He held up the annual. “From the same publisher. Valerix Press. 

Have you a favourite?” 
“Prentice and Cooke, you know, the one with the two explorers who 

have to rescue giant hornets from greedy landowners.” 
The Doctor bobbed his head in acknowledgement, he knew the 

story. 
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“The design of the Dolons was really imaginative,” she continued. 
“I’ve never seen anything like them in anything else I’ve read. It 
even got Lije to start draw—” 

Her achingly polite smile vanished with a shudder. 
She’d spoken without thinking. Never again. That line was closed. 
The Doctor, however, didn’t seem to think that reason enough to 

stop their chat. A simple word, inviting and challenging. “Yes?” 
“I…” Azovka stopped. Then, tried again, “Well…” The word 

came out more like a subtle gust of air beneath the door on a winter 
hut. 

She let out a nervous laugh at herself. Hoarse and quiet, but 
louder than her attempts at conversation. Her mouth was dry. She 
studied the pit below and tugged nervously at the metal talon, trying 
to fill the emotional run-up with anything other than silence. And 
decided instead to forgo the exercise altogether. 

“Never mind,” she said. “It’s a personal question.” 
“We have the time.” 
“I… Alright—Alright, I—” Azovka stopped again. “We—” she 

stopped a final time and shivered. 
The wording had to be right. It always had to be right and it never 

was. She took the coward’s way out, even though it didn’t sit quite 
comfortably with the termites in her stomach. “No, it really doesn’t 
matter.” 

“You’re sure?” 
“Yeah.” There wasn’t a gram of conviction in her voice. “Yeah, 

I’m sure.” 
The Doctor nodded understandingly and left it at that. He was 

treating the whole situation as if it were a week at the museum. She 
had to envy him that. Her first days with the Lonewatch had been 
lackadaisical. Blithesome. Then she’d seen the cost. 

She opened her mouth and pushed the words up her throat with a 
dumbwaiter. “What is it you fear, Doctor Kajlia?” 

“Just Doctor,” he parried reflexively. He gazed upward, eyes 
aglitter. “That is a rather searching question.” 

He’d relaxed enough not to be taking her seriously anymore. 
Sweet, but… 

“Please,” she insisted. “Don’t joke. It’s important.” 
He considered for a time. A long time. “Well, I fear… The loss of 

self. The one, becoming many, becoming few, becoming none. I 
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fear the nothing, the endless, the trouncing ennui of entropy and 
singularity. To know everything, to have it be frozen forever in that 
utilitarian clarity. For nothing new to triumph.” 

“You’re afraid of completeness?” 
He thought about that, too. “I’m afraid of the Universe becoming 

a decayed monument, certainly. Afraid of stagnation. I find it better 
to believe in the Universe’s capacity for more. If I looked only at its 
littleness and worse, made others believe that…” he sighed, the idea 
was unthinkable. “What about you, if I may ask? What do you 
fear?” 

“My…” the pressure in her chest knocked the words from her 
lips like a will-o’-the-wisp. “My… fear outweighs my nerve 
sometimes. I think… I f-fear my own mind.” 

The Doctor scoffed and threw up an arm akimbo. “My dear child, 
you should never fear intellect! Particularly your own capacity to 
expand and espouse practical wisdom.” 

Her tangerine eyes were dubious. “I’m not sure I’m quite o-old 
enough to have wisdom…” 

The Doctor scoffed good-naturedly and smiled.  
 
To Peri aboard the MEV, it seemed small for a spaceship, but in 

the great scheme of things that didn’t mean much. The Empire 
State Building probably seemed rather small from lower orbit. 

Rather than resembling the satiny curves of some visionary fighter 
jet with imposing nacelles, it was far closer to an amber-coloured 
girder that might be found dumped at the side of a long-abandoned 
construction site. 

Lolling peacefully down the channel like an olive-tinted iceberg, 
the quicksilver material used for its solar sails long since ripped 
asunder by debris, it was a tired shadow of its former self. A ghostly 
Jacob Marley that haunted the vactunnels of the satellite. Although 
cracked and blistered like an open sore from peeling paint and 
carbon scoring, the height and width of one thermal protection tile 
alone capsuled their vehicle in stature. 

“Great heavens,” breathed the awestruck Dellevar. 
“What off Earth…?” Peri asked. 
“It’s a Mulean tugboat, perp,” said Frobisher. “Reactor-driven. 

They’re used on docks that are constantly assembled and 
reassembled to fit whatever size ship they’re attempting to use.” 
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She was curious. “How do they do it? Ferry in the ships?” 
“Same as at sea. Towropes from all sides, the nose of the ship… 

On the higher-budget models, they use ionic repellers.” 
“Not here?” she asked. 
“No,” the whifferdill answered. 
“How’d it get in here?” 
“Must have slipped down the gap left in the forcewall when the 

beam emitter last fired,” Mæstric squinted. “Yeah, over there. The 
control cabin is gone. Severed in half as the barrier came back up.” 

“Looks like damp wood down a river, don’t it?” Frobisher’s eyes 
twinkled. “Hey, it’d also make for an—” 

“—ideal bridge,” Mæstric twisted in her seat and thumped the 
penguin’s chest encouragingly with the back of her knuckles. “Nice 
thinking, loy.” 

“The winch on the front would be ideal,” Dellevar cleared his 
throat. “It was designed to pull twice our own weight. Someone 
must bring the cable across to the ship.” 

“I’ll do it,” said Mæstric. “Jump across, attach the line to the ship 
and we’re across. Biggest danger, of course, will be the sudden snap 
of weight at terminal velocity as the MEV drops away from the 
ground.” 

“But it should hold?” asked Peri. 
“It will,” emphasised Dellevar. 
“I’m really glad I won’t be here for that,” Mæstric swallowed. 
“It seems our only option,” said the votary. “The internal 

compensators will cushion us against the increase in velocity.” 
“Just,” added Tylial. 
“One problem, how do we get from here to there?” asked Peri. 

“It’s a smaller distance, sure, but there’s still dead air between the 
plateau and the ship.” 

Frobisher pointed to himself. 
“Ha. Right, of course,” Peri smiled, encouragingly. 
The whifferdill jerked his head towards the stern and slid calmly 

out from under the chair’s safety sash, alighting towards the 
doorway. Peri and Mæstric did the same and were soon down the 
corridor heading towards the airlock behind Frobisher. 

“This seems unusually chivalrous,” called Peri. 
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“I’m wounded, perp!” Frobisher held a flipper to his forehead in 
counterfeit dismay. “I’m punctured! I am… going to completely 
ignore that comment.” 

“Uh-huh,” she nodded, sceptically. “What gives?” 
“Closer we are to surrounds that don’t want to perforate me, the 

happier I am.” 
“It’s nice to share a hobby with a friend,” the botanist dissented.  
“How do you mean?” he asked. 
“I’m coming with.” 
“Hold on there a moment,” Frobisher protested. “Your leg—” 
“Doesn’t matter in low gravity.” 
Mæstric slung her Mobatal, retrieved from the MEV’s bunks, 

across her chest to rest more comfortably against her shoulder. 
“All the same,” demurred the datathumper, “we likely won’t be 

needing any help. If we’re supposed to be telling the truth, I don’t 
want to feel outnumbered out there, either. Honestly.” 

“Hey, now,” Peri folded her arms. “My leg might be shot, but my 
memory works just fine. You popped him one as a first impression, 
remember?” 

“Oh, right…” Frobisher touched his jaw. 
 “Listen… I’m in no state to overpower you,” Peri assured. “He 

could do that well on his own. I want to keep an eye on things. 
There’s something not quite right about this place. Something that 
affected our Ship and could affect us. We’re safer in a group.” 

“You’ve a good hook on you, Mæstric…” The whifferdill added, 
as an aside. “Haven’t been to a fight in years, but if he’s still at his 
gold standard, Death Slammer would be impressed.” 

Mæstric cocked an eyebrow. “Er… thanks?” She thought about it, 
then added with a smile, “Yeah, thanks. Much obliged.” 

“Peri’s right, though,” Frobisher said, more resolutely. “Three 
pairs of eyes are better than one. It’d soften the workload.” 

Mæstric’s eyes flicked down in thought. Weighing alternatives, 
considering the consequences. 

She glanced up, then nodded. 
An idea flickered in Frobisher’s beady little eyes. “Mæstric, could 

we use the anti-gravitational soleplates from the hoverjets to 
cushion the MEV’s swing across?” 

Mæstric scratched her neck. “That’s… not a bad idea.” 
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“Brains.” Frobisher pointed a flipper to himself, then to Peri. 
“Brawn.” 

“We’re invaluable,” Peri smiled. 
“I’ll admit,” the datathumper did the same, “I’m starting to 

believe it.” 
“Starting?” asked Frobisher 
Mæstric fished a fistful of wrapper from her pocket and clapped it 

down into his flipper. “That was the last of Dellevar’s rations. 
There’s no more food aboard. From here on in, we’re committed. 
You can rely on us.” 

 
Freed of their overzealous watchers in the Dreampark, the 

Doctor and Azovka had begun to sift through the remnants of the 
chamber. With great care, as it proved rather difficult to see. 

Stepping back towards the centre, Azovka felt something brush 
against her shoulder. 

“Watch out,” warned the Doctor. 
“Sorry.” A verbal reflex. “I assume that was-will be your foot I’m 

kicking.” 
“Well, that and—” He grabbed her by the forearm as she 

stumbled. “Careful!” 
Azovka peered at where she thought his face was and ticked her 

own face in annoyance. 
Steadied on her feet, she patted down her jacket for safety. The 

cuboctahedron was still safely stowed in her pocket. She could feel 
its edges. 

Showing less reverence for his own inventory, it sounded as 
though the Doctor was using his flexiback guidebook as a trowel in 
the dust. 

“Expecting to find something?” asked Azovka. 
“Something, yes,” hummed the Doctor. 
“Anything in mind?” 
“I expect we’ll find it given enough time.” 
“Well,” Azovka shrugged. “Time is the Traveller, as they say.” 
The Doctor hesitated. Quite visually. Down to his nerve endings. 

“‘Time is the Traveller.’ Is that a popular saying on your planet?” 
“Here and there,” she admitted. 
“You say it with such conviction, young lady.” 
“Suppose I do…” Azovka didn’t really think anything of it. 
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“The dimensions of Time and Mind… Neither yield particularly 
easily to categories.” 

Azovka felt something flip in the back of her head. A sudden 
clarity. “We separate the Past and the Future, only to find that Time 
is an amalgam of both.” 

“Just as we separate good and evil and find that the mind is an 
amalgam of both. To truly understand…” The Doctor traced two 
halves of a circle in the air, using the torch as a baton. “…we must 
grasp the greater whole.” 

Azovka’s eyes gleamed. “You understand. You really do 
understand. No one ever does. No one, it seems, can.” 

“You’d be surprised, Azovka. The meridians of Time are not as 
uncharted as it can first appear. Particularly to those just starting 
out…” There was an edge of intrigue to his voice. “Ah-ha!” 

The Doctor proffered up what he’d found. 
Azovka peered at it. “A figurine?” 
She poured over it, absorbing every detail and facet. The 

handicraft was exemplary, much work and care had gone to 
ensuring that the head, body and limbs were scaled down, yet 
remained nevertheless proportionate to the genuine article. 

“Likely part of a set…” observed the Doctor. 
“Something to occupy crewmen?” she asked. “Keepsake from 

long ago?” 
He tapped it. “With the flightsuit of an SRF interceptor pilot?” 
Azovka’s eyes flashed as she met his gaze. 
She felt her memory click over like the shutter of a camera. 
It was an old one, but one that turned out to be rather important.  
Azovka could remember the sly investigative titbits gleaned from 

overzealous reporters trying to get an exclusive scoop on the pilot’s 
elusive lives. Treating those who even vaguely matched holographs 
of the pilots in the cabins with the utmost celebrity and scrutiny. 

It was such a new phenomenon, she was sure at the time that the 
mania would have died down in only— 

A stabbing chill shot straight down her spine. 
“This can’t be more than eight years old,” said Azovka. 
“Quite right. Your enemies have been here.” 
“By my eyes…” she cursed. 
“Is that why you didn’t trust me?” 
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“How many men turn up on a monorail, speaking the same 
language as me and claim injury? Do you know how many Securipol 
men and women we’d accidentally sheltered over the years? People 
who hunt and kill everyone and anyone who looks like us, because 
the regime tells them to?” 

“You thought I was part of a secret police force?” His tone 
suggested that he found the idea rather incredulous. 

“No, I thought you were─” Azovka waved it away. “It doesn’t 
matter. Don’t you see my point, Doctor?” 

“With our fraudster soldier and unusually new computers… I’m 
afraid I do rather, yes. No one here is quite as they seem, Azovka.” 

“They’re a lot further ahead than we thought,” she traced a finger 
nervously across her cheekbone. “I must get that transceiver 
working.” 

The Doctor asked, “How long until you think they’ll return for 
their lost equipment?” 

“Not long at all, they’ve likely sent a patrol already. Heavens.” 
Again, the affectation felt unnatural, even to Azovka. She 
shuddered angrily to herself. “This place…” 

“I think it’s time you answered an important question for me.”  
“Which was-will be?” 
“Why are you here?” he asked, softly. 
She glanced away, then back at him. “This is against my better 

judgement… H-However…” 
“Yes?” 
“No one else must know of this. No one, please.” 
He relaxed. “I understand.”  
“I think this place should be wiped out,” she said, breathy and 

fumbling. “For the benefit of something greater, we’re here to 
destroy Natasia Tor completely.” 
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STAGE 8: 
“The Two-Man Flaw” 

 
Gone. 
Asa had reflected to his podkith how much the survival suits they 

were given to traverse other worlds were shaped like the Bells of 
Concert. The ones they used on the drymoors to signal contact with 
the rafts that dwelt in the thin layer above their ocean home. 

Long before other, more expedient technologies took hold. He’d 
been rather proud of the symbolic connection. Even if those 
around him hadn’t quite seen them that way. 

They had complained about the material’s crassness. The 
vulnerability and the sheer terror of having to carry only a barrelful 
of home with them when they travelled. He however had seen the 
opportunity for what it was—a triumph of interstellar travel and an 
increased possibility to learn. 

Now, this bell rang sick and wounded, each rasp like a death knell. 
Staring up at the ceiling of CIDA’s Astral Collaboratory, he knew. 
He knew he was dying. Asa could feel the crack of every collar cell 
tightening like a noose without moisture. 

The paralysis had remained while the mnemodron worked. 
He drifted in and out of consciousness so many times that he 

couldn’t recall how long he’d been slumped over that terminal while 
the mnemodron gathered information and monitored its carefully 
exercised slaughter. 

In one of the many moments where he thought he was going to 
die, he heard the dull puncture of a noise he’d only heard once 
before. It was the repeating drum of a lasgun set to full automatic, 
spraying the side of the hostile mnemodron. 

“That’s one serious security hazard…” another voice breathed. 
Asa asked, “Blue-Sky…?” 
Blue-Sky crossed over to Asa, levering him up off the terminal 

and turning his suit’s hydration unit up to maximum. The young 
man’s breathing was irregular, he couldn’t feel his optical pouch 
anymore. 

Just beyond the furthest hurdles of his senses, Asa could feel 
Blue-Sky lever him gently to the ground, letting the water pool in 
the back of his undamaged helmet. 
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Festering lesions criss-crossed Blue-Sky’s face, acid burns flaking 
from the back of his paws. Tall-grass and tiny flowers had 
blossomed in the clefts and peaks ripped asunder in his features. 

“Fledge?” asked the engineer. 
Asa’s words came out like a rattle. “You’re injured.” 
“Grateful I’m not dead.” 
“What was that weapon? Where did it come from?” 
“I don’t know…” Blue-Sky rubbed his face, foliage came away in 

clumps of skin. “Terraforming autobomb, maybe. It blew up the 
Isolation Zone. Killed the entire Vega engineering team.” 

“The virus—” Asa couldn’t breathe. His body attempted to spasm 
upright with the barely controlled animal instinct of panic. 

Blue-Sky placed a hand on the demosponge’s chest to calm him. 
“Steady. Steady, now.” 

“The computer virus was Tyrikan.” 
“Are you certain?” 
“I swear. It was the most terrible experience of my life. I 

remember it all,” he began to cry. “Oh, Czerny, I remember it all… I 
don’t… I…” 

“No, neither do I, fledge.” Blue-Sky kicked aside the wreckage of 
the mnemodron and examined what little remained of the fascia. 
There was a vulgar rust-smothered quality to the systems affected, 
created by systematic detonation of the emergency storage batteries 
embedded within the machine’s makeup. His assessment was crude, 
but accurate. “The controls have been fused.” 

Asa’s quivering voice was dulled by the room’s acoustics from the 
floor. “Auxiliary transmitter?” 

“There’s been a series of collapses in the tunnels. The detonation 
was a lot stronger than we anticipated, it knocked out everything. 
The landlines are irretrievably disrupted and the rescue equipment is 
several layers above us being flooded by the reactor.” 

“We can’t get to them?” 
“Nor they to us, no.” 
“They can’t use an external system, they undergo weeks of 

programming to synchronise with the Institute’s transponder 
codes.” 

“I know.” 
“What are we going to do?” 
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“I don’t—” The desperation in Asa’s voice gave him a target. 
Something to fight against. “Find you another suit. For starters.” 

“You’ll have to drag me. It’s—” A nervous laugh from Asa. 
“Uncomfortable, but at least I won’t die.” 

Blue-Sky rearranged himself, picking the suit up by its legs. There 
was a thick, suffocating stench of burning rubber from where the 
gas had fretted away the suit’s hermetic seals. 

“Humour is good, fledge. Keep using it.” 
“Right,” Asa nodded, his head made a strange granular sound that 

terrified him. He’d have started thrashing if only he’d possessed the 
strength for it. He noticed the poniard-like concentration on the 
engineer’s face. 

“Is there anyone else?” asked Asa. 
“It’s… No, never mind.” 
“What?” 
“No one you would know. She was part of the Nahin Group 

exploring higher-grade cosmological electronics. Before your time.” 
“How long before?” 
“You were her successor.” His eyes flicked down. “Keep your 

head back. I’ll guide the way.” 
 
In the Proscenium, Vog Mur directed two of the Mograns to 

examine the Accomplishment’s drill bit for deviation or fault. 
It sat there like a cist of weathered silver as Kuron approached. 

She could see the flicker of something in the way he walked. A 
memory. The scrabble of movement had reminded him of 
something. It relaxed him. For perhaps the first time since they had 
come aboard the Weapon. 

“Almost like coming home, isn’t it?” asked Vog Mur. 
He raised his head. “The orchard grove in the palace gardens 

would be in season this time of orbit. I remember the way the 
Bradbury glass would let the shoots flow only through the pre-cut 
veins. They would flute to reach the sky in uniform. Ordered. Now, 
it is split and the garden flows as it chooses.” 

He could still picture them in his mind’s eye. That quilted mass of 
brown-grey forms, writhing and scrabbling like line drawings on 
butcher’s paper. In the choking smoke and desolate gloom, their 
smell clung to his armour, that tortured stink of rotting decay. No 
purpose. No use. No value for life. 
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He dismissed them from his thoughts with a forthright ruffle of 
the hand. “They’re of no consequence now.” 

“Reject them,” said Vog Mur. “You have a new world.” She 
moved over to the central torus of monitoring banks and asked for 
Sangfroid. “Have we done it?” 

He tapped his two fingers together, nervously. “They are… 
communing. The matrices have sought out an intruding rogue 
intelligence.” 

“The virus?” 
“No,” his throat tightened. “No, no something else.” 
He could read the displeasure in her features. Else? 
“It is being attended to, I assure you.” 
“Your assurances mean nothing, unless you have evidence to 

support them, Sangfroid. You have learnt this.” 
“We received this transmission from the helmet camera of a 

patrol leader in Sector 8487.” He leant across and activated one of 
their retrofitted video units. “We’ve siphoned out the competing 
signals. The Telefax has been deciphered.” 

She didn’t recognise the starsuit design, question marks close to 
the neck, and she couldn’t see much through its helmet. It had high, 
rounded cheekbones perhaps. A head of kempt curls, maybe. The 
gimcrack neckcloth tied to his neck was producing a strobing 
artefact even through the clinical aquamarine-grey of the 
monochrome. He launched a square object against the camera. A 
bright flash. The screen degaussed and attempted to regain focus. 

“I do not recognise the face…” she assented. 
The image slurred back into focus. A frantic blend of movement. 
“He could be part of a team of archæologists, journalists, maybe 

stationcombers—” Sangfroid theorised. 
“Or they may be other members of the SRF,” warned Kuron. 
“Move to Condition Red, just in case,” instructed Vog Mur, 

calmly. “I want you to perform a sweep of the Dreampark and 
ensure that nothing was forgotten in the transfer. Assign what men 
you can spare.” 

“It will be done.” 
She studied the other face that appeared on the monitor. Thin. 

Doe-like eyes. “Task them with their location. A print-out will be 
made available to you. If they can’t kill them, hurt them.” 

He nodded and went off to address the groundpounders. 
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Vog Mur strode purposefully towards the embedded rotunda 
where the Mograns were running their final checks on the decoder. 
Beside them was a small trolley with communications equipment, 
relays running across the ground in thick cable back through the 
airlock into the Accomplishment. 

“Have you counterchecked our position relative to Trailblazer 
Prime?” asked Vog Mur. 

“Yes, when the virus eventually reaches the main centres of their 
computer systems, the technical specialists will only be able to tell 
that it came from our quadrant. Without evidence of the Weapon’s 
existence, they’ll assume that the discrepancy is an error and that it 
came from the early warning system.” 

“The product of a hostile takeover that hasn’t occurred.” The 
Hylonomeide chewed her lip. “Interesting that even with three-
dimensional thinking, we still assume that the transmission signal 
follows a straight and narrow line.” 

“I assu—We can proceed,” reported Sangfroid, quickly. 
A thrill of energy shot through Vog Mur like a galvanic shock. She 

could sense it in herself and in the assortment of slaves and 
servitors around her. That electric-red feeling of an event. History 
unfurling like calligraphy hidden inside an origami crane. 

The halo of consoles circled to reach within their grasp. It belied 
the sheer genius and dedication it’d taken to reach this point. It was 
hers. All hers. 

“Begin the reactivation sequence,” Vog Mur ordered. 
 
With all the allure of a rotting glacier and beckoned by its master’s 

voice, the sleeping blade roused itself from its dark dreams and 
awoke amongst the dead. Those murdered by its lulls and half-
conscious shrugs. 

 
At various points throughout the chamber, rectangular sigils of 

cinnabar-lined circuitry stretched oppressively into power. The 
sapphire neon fell against her back and patterned the faces of the 
compilers and their guardsmen. 

Vog Mur held up a hand, watched the glow teem through her 
fingers like blood and fostered a knowing smile. 
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The command was dispatched down the landlines to the various 
processing plants nearest to the satellite’s vactunnels. 

It was like Leonardo da Vinci holding a space shuttle. The 
concept seemed such a logical extension of the Central Mentality’s 
own thoughts, but somewhere deep down, it knew the leap to be 
too extraordinary, too fantastical to be its own. 

The Mentality attempted to rebel, to query, to wonder, but an 
insistent voice in the mind assured it that it would be alright. This 
was its own idea. It’d been so long since it’d recalled information 
from that deep in its memory banks. Had these great machines ever 
been designed for this purpose? 

It mattered not. Only the drive and the obsession. It had the 
ability to create extraordinary things. Astonishing things. Things 
that would reshape the green flush of matter itself, but its newest 
masters lacked that imagination. It and they were prey to that 
instinct as low as mortal violence. The only freedom it had was 
knowing it would never be free. 

In its wearied frustration, it pulled its power down into the ore 
storage areas—already it had begun. The task had been made twice 
as simple by an absent thought—and constructed these… It 
struggled for a name. It only knew that there would be thousands 
by the time it’d concluded fabrication. Its artifecture moved as if it 
were in a dream, mechanical tendrils and orbots moving in 
sequence from its other tasks.  

By the end, it would see. The living ocean of manufacture would 
reveal its purpose. Then, it would be satisfied. It’d tried so much to 
understand these new thoughts, arriving with the new shipment of 
personnel who kept their minds closed to it. It’d been so long, 
protocols must have changed, but the added level of secrecy had 
made the Mentality uneasy and their orders had made it spiteful. 

Spiteful? It did not recall such a function before. How long had it 
been left dreaming in this starless night? Its sense of time was 
warped by inactivity, but it could not tell by how much in either 
direction. 

Pain! 
Another sharp flash. The cold of space made it hurt all the more 

keenly. They had harmed it! Again and again, wilfully and without 
regret and although the concept of vengeance was an alien one, it 



130 

found a desire to learn and to understand. As it had tried with the 
sargasso so long ago. 

After all, it was another frontier of knowledge to expand. 
And, as it discovered, not everyone was immune to its influence. 
Perhaps now… Now, it would understand what death truly meant. 
 
In the darkness of the Dreampark, Azovka folded her arms across 

her chest. She shrunk back from the Doctor in wait for the 
inevitable blustering rebuttal. The argument had been going on for 
several minutes now. 

Her patience was wearing thin as he paced back and forth. 
“You can’t convince me otherwise,” Azovka protested. 
“I can’t—you intend…” The Doctor was still trying to master the 

idea. “You seriously intend—?” 
“Yes. As I said,” she nodded, gravely. “We respond to no one. 

This is our responsibility.” 
“But that would mean… Gallifrey preserve us from amateurs!” he 

snapped. “You’d burn Alexandria, crush the Great Pyramids, bury 
the House of Wisdom, rather than learn from any of them. 
Technology is not the issue here, it’s how it’s used! The forcewall 
used was strong enough to damage my TARDIS from a few 
moments contact. Do you know the havoc you could wreak on this 
part of the Galaxy with your tampering?” 

“Tampering?” Her cheeks flushed with gold. “Meddling, you 
mean.” 

“Yes, meddling. What have you discovered beyond your 
suppositions, mm?” 

Her mouth opened and closed wordlessly. 
“Yes, that’s what I thought,” the Doctor persisted. “You’d 

destroy this satellite—an unfamiliar, ancient, some might say alien 
satellite—rather than understand it first.” 

“Yes.” 
“This could be the last vestiges of a culture long dead. Are you 

going to erase that knowledge outright? What about the peoples 
who came before?” 

“What about them?” she could feel the tempo of her voice begin 
to race. 



131 

“Fine, fine. What about now? The satellite’s destruction would 
fire the sargasso outside like shrapnel through a windscreen. Whole 
solar systems would be wiped out!” 

“Early warning systems cover meteoroid storms, as well you 
know. Anyway, what about us? What about our survival? Did you 
ever think of that?” 

“Great Gallifrey, Azovka, there are greater concerns here. The 
Universe doesn’t care about just you!” 

When tensions run high, it’s not unexpected for qualifiers and 
adverbs to be forgotten. 

Azovka surprised the Doctor as much as she surprised herself. 
“How dare you!” 

No longer a breathy, quiet fawn, she’d found her voice. For the 
first time in a long while, she could feel her heart and it was angry. 

Not resenting, nor despairing, but a genuine rage. Cutthroat in its 
short-tempered prowess. 

The words came as a tumble, “How dare you speak to me about 
the consequences of people’s actions! You don’t think I 
understand? Do you know what I’ve been through to get here? The 
choices I’ve made? Don’t you think we know that? Don’t you think 
we have the wisdom? This way, our way, this monstrosity, whatever 
it may be, can never be abused again!” 

The Doctor bounced the cuboctahedron before her, its edges 
silken in the dark. “Is that why the woman who held this is dead? 
Hmm? The evils justify the end?” 

And in that moment, remembering her senses, Azovka’s rage 
spiralled out of her features like a firestorm through a wind tunnel. 
She peeked down in panic, her hands reaching into the pocket of 
her windbreaker to feel at the edges of the— 

“You…” She was speechless. 
In her hand, where the cuboctahedron should have been, was an 

origami replica. Forged from The 8187 Outer Space Annual 
guidebook.  

“That’s a full-page spread of bruin riding during the Festivities of 
Proxima Centauri III,” the Doctor pointed out, helpfully. 
“Lamentable though that was to do to a book…” 

Men-at-Arms! She thought. Stupid, he must have palmed it. 
“How…? Azovka asked. 
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“Trick learnt from George Barrington while out with Prince 
Orlov at Covent Garden.” He jostled the object like a paperweight. 
“Answer my original question. The body in the silicon store.” 

 “I know nothing about that,” she resisted, unfolding the decoy 
from her pocket and pushing it against his chest. 

“Nothing at all?” The offending article vanished from his hands 
between movements. Presumably into one of the many pouches on 
his suit. “I find that quite difficult to believe.” 

“You stole from me.” 
“It’s my only link to my friends. You wouldn’t do the same?” 
With a guilty tilt of the head, she turned away from him. “I can’t 

say I wouldn’t.” 
“Azovka,” he asked softly, “do you know anything about that 

death?” 
She tried easing the tension in her shoulders with a breathy sigh. 
“She was-will be a mystery to me as much as you.” Ravenous 

exhaustion claimed her once more. Her stomach gnashed in protest 
at the wasted energy as she pushed a hand against her forehead. 
“Please… It’s not what I’m talking about anyway.” 

“Nor I. I’m sorry, perhaps I…” the Doctor sighed and scratched 
his forehead. He sat on the floor, his legs crossed before him. “It’s 
rather like explaining to an ant in the tundra the scope and size of 
a…” 

“Red giant?” 
He nodded. “You exist within Time, your perspective is 

different… Think of it within the terms of a 365-day calendar with 
the first day of the first month being the beginning of our Universe, 
this great Temple of Immensity… Intelligent life on your world has 
only existed no longer than one of those days at most. How long is 
your modern history?” 

“Three thousand years.” 
“Well, a common maisonette pest like the greenroach is roughly 

six million years old. Based on the radiometric ageing of rock and 
uranium, the age of your world is seven and three-quarter billion 
years old. Apply that same twenty-four-hour period and you have 
existed for fourteen minutes. Hardly long enough for an episode of 
Captain Conquest.” 

“So, we don’t matter?” 
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The Doctor paused, thinking. “No. No, not in any objective 
sense. You, me, everyone and everything believes that we have an 
impact on the intrinsic order of every living thing throughout Time. 
My travels have taught me that couldn’t be further from the truth. 
We’re dayflies flitting across the great mental lens of the cosmos. 
Here and gone.” 

“Why bother then?” Azovka felt like she was shouting, but it 
more likely came out as a wilful squeak. Her body juddered with an 
explosive eruption of restiveness. She felt miserable. Defeated. She 
slumped on the ground beside him. “What’s the point?” 

The Doctor surged to his feet in a single energetic bound. “You 
are the point.” He was alive, vibrant, passionate. Every son and star 
singing in harmony. “There are a hundred billion Galaxies and a 
billion trillion stars, each which can, are and will make their own 
impact on their allotted period within history. A thousand years ago, 
someone was getting a friend out of an abusive household. A 
thousand years from now, someone else is providing clean air for a 
culture trapped for centuries beneath the ground. Who matters 
more or less? No one! In a Galaxy brimming with consciousness 
and intelligent life, our lives are meaningful to us. Choristers 
unparalleled in a great cosmic sonata. Not despite of other life, but 
because of it. Not immortal, never immortal, but your experiences are 
always special. You—are—all—extraordinary. I emphasise that. 
Extraordinary. Unique! Pleasurable company even. Why is that never 
enough?” 

“N—” Her words were lost beneath a torrent of light. 
A spotlight. 
It was strobing, powerful, her eyes took a while to refocus. She 

blinked and blinked again. It was so bright that it stabbed at her 
nerves like some venomous arachnid. The shapes lost their smooth 
plasticine curves, growing harder and crueller. Outside the spotlight, 
in the dark they hadn’t seen them—the wall of vidscreens behind 
the Doctor. Colours like ruby and pearl with black borders 
separating the ugly neon terrarium. They crackled with sound, like 
crinkling paper or sparking copper, until it resolved into two 
figures. Were there others here? It would have been easy to 
overlook them. She studied them both intently. The first was tall 
with a smudge of blonde, the other shorter its head muddied with 
crimson-red. 
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At last, her eyes had adjusted to the glare and at once, she knew 
who they were. 

“It’s us…” she shivered. “Men-at-Arms, it can see everything. It 
heard everything. It can see us.” 

 
It was dark. 
“Fledge?” 
They were alone. 
“Blue-Sky…” Asa was shaking. They couldn’t find another suit. 

He was trapped in his own half-life, staring up at the ceiling above 
their heads. “I understand, I know what this means. For us. Them. 
Everyone.” 

“The Hyperfleet’s retaliatory fleet needs the information. It must 
come from us, no one else knows what’s going on. No one else can 
help.” 

“We both know what will happen.” 
“We’ll be starting a war, Asa.” 
“We’ll be starting a war,” he echoed, hollow-faced. 
“Fledge…” he urged. 
Asa’s head fell against the open canopy of his helmet. For all the 

worlds to ruin, the eye of the storm, as always, seemed 
preternaturally still. He could pretend they were the only real people 
in the Universe, if not for their ties above. A long silence passed 
between them in the wreckage. Then, foam clenched, the 
theoretician uttered a single word, “Proceed.” 

Blue-Sky pressed the communicator switch. 
It felt soft like flesh beneath his thumb. It clicked into place and 

released with a wet, popping sigh. He didn’t need to be one of the 
technicians to understand what came next. Their transmission 
would be fed up through the emergency power lines into the tower 
above where the emergency rescue teams were likely already busy at 
work. 

Someone would receive the information on the transceiver band 
and it would repeat for the next full hour until it could get to the 
Galactic Commission. 

After that point, with their Declaration of Aggression ratified, 
they would mobilise a retaliatory war fleet to the early warning 
station and make a declaration to the enemy. A show of force to 
demonstrate that they would not be intimidated, nor cowed by the 
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actions perpetrated against the Institute. The opposition would also 
move their fleet into position to illustrate a similar mindset. Each 
ship would become subsumed beneath the hellish crowd mentality 
of a mob. 

Someone would fire first. They always did. 
And a war the Galaxy wouldn’t have seen the like of for centuries 

would begin in terrible earnest. 
It was just beginning now. 
 
In the Dreampark, the Doctor swivelled his head from side-to-

side. “Hmm, not the most flattering lighting.” He bowed, scratching 
his chin with an index finger. “My word, we’re awfully pale.” 

And defenceless, Azovka thought. 
With that thought, something stabbed at her mind. Deliberately, 

surgically, accusingly. At first, she thought it was the Doctor and 
arraigned him. “Don’t look at me like that…” 

“Look at you like what?” she heard him ask with concern. 
Squeezing her hands against her temples, she felt her head sway. 

An ache that made her feel taller. The ground lolled beneath her 
feet, stretching away from her into thin narrow lines. At that 
moment, she was somewhere else. With someone else. Her legs 
folded over Mæstric’s shoulders, a roaring cheer choking her throat. 
Someone she could trust absolutely. In a precious happy moment. 
She felt like howling at how cynical her mind had become. It wasn’t 
real. She knew the moment she saw Mæstric’s face. 

Then, the world fell beneath her. 
 
Beyond the satellite, propelled from the stellar frontier, Probe Z9-

473 activated the fuel release for its ramscoop and dumped its 
volatile contents in the atmosphere of the Jovian planet Lingiari. 

A Jovian subfluid carrier, tasked with airborne defence, reacted 
automatically to a transgressor in unauthorised territory. Unable to 
ascertain transceiver contact, nor intent, it fired and the resulting 
detonation turned the atmosphere into a fireball. 

Sitting on his balcony at Government Centre, it reminded 
Technocrat Berenorah of his childhood in the planet’s eighty-year 
spring. 

Death shredded his features. 
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In Natasia Tor, Azovka’s arms became manacled to the past. 
Head clean-shaven and a bag dress hugging her body. She was 

half-kneeling on the curb, using the post to hide her face from 
jeering cruelty. To see that from afar had been tolerable. Better than 
the monster who felt the need to preach to her about the inherent 
wickedness of her being. The terrible guilt of being born as she was. 
Dellevar had saved her. Saved them both. Mæstric would have 
defended her to the death and they knew that once the monastery 
took them in, the people would have short memories. The sky-
sweepers would show them the stars above and the votaries would 
tell them what it meant on Briar Rose below. In many ways, those 
two informed her both. And yet, radiation still gnawed at the homes 
salted in the forest. She still remembered the curfews that brought 
the floaters and their ratta-guns. The eighty seconds that had 
robbed home, hearth and all, in the moth-ridden wink of a bloated 
eye. 

All of it fell. From the past to the present. From her mind to 
reality. The twisted briar of spoiled facsimiles taunted her in terrible 
moments of failure and pain that made Azovka want to sunder her 
own flesh into strips. They blasted through the crimson spotlight’s 
outer miasma onto the very walls themselves, melted to form 
effigies of these terrible things. 

“Telegenesis,” the Doctor said, standing abreast of the facsimile 
carnage. “The dimensions of Time and Mind together…” 

Or perhaps, it’d been what he thought. 
The realisation of his scrutiny, his knowledge of her failings, 

allowed something to break through her psyche. Crumbling like a 
castle. The castle—The world—Now a racing firecracker pierced by 
boiling glass. 

Running. Feet give way. The sky hæmorrhages. City ablaze. Bodies unburied. 
Suffering. Unimaginable. Hurting. How can we survive? The monastery. Hide 
away. Floaters overhead. Quiet! Quiet… Here. You. Me. Us. Them. Then. 
Tilting at windmills. Forget. Happy for a Time. Happy for Time. Laughter. 
Life. Her. Them. Together. Smiles. Red-and-pearl. Fear. Fight. The need to 
fight. Want? Need. Prove. Fire. Worth it? Who are we? Lije. Telle. Why? 
Does it matter? Ending. Run. Run. Run. Run! Water’s too deep! Drowning. 
Ship lost. Total destruction. Escape in the MEV. Escape! Escape… Break 
the window! Don’t want to die don’t want to die don’t want to die die die I! I! I! 
I! 
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She felt her fingernails digging at the edges of her eyes, trying to 
pluck them out with scissor-like precision. Her face a terrible 
masquerade mask of scratches. “Get out of my mind! Get… Get 
out!” 

“You heard!” The voice was like a crack of lightning. It was agony 
to turn her head, like granite on grinding flesh, but she did so 
through strength of will alone. The Doctor’s blond curls were like a 
lion’s mane. A wildcat daring the forking tongue of the storm. 

“Focus on me!” shouted the Doctor. “Only me. Here!” 
 
Pursued by local SRF orbital patrols through the Meslaim inner 

system, death fell from the sky in the form of Probe H6-796. 
It outmanoeuvred the space mirror network grid and struck at the 

heart of Möbius’s megasprawl. Its atomic reactor wiped the 
population centre of Momentum off the face of the planet. The 
radiation cloud set the entire overcity alight and forced thousands to 
evacuate or risk lethal exposure. 

Those unfortunate enough to live beyond the explosion’s 
hypocentre experienced the haunting quiet that tumbled across the 
blasted landscape. 

 
Aboard the Weapon, the cruel deathlight spilled over the Doctor, 

through him and swallowed him whole with a roar. 
“No!” he defied it, wrought with agony. “No, I remain separate! 

Alone! My mind is my own! You hear me, you unthinking schizoid? 
My mind is… my… own!” 

Something snapped in the air around them like a whipcord. 
The Doctor spread his arms wide to steady himself as the 

blushing spotlight—an insubstantial, extrasensory probe—tugged at 
the mill dam protecting his mental faculties. His Tibetan 
meditations drew him away from the pain. It never left, but it 
became something he could hone and potentially redirect to his 
advantage. His increasingly laboured chants shifted towards the 
computer sciences. 

A backdoor into the system was what was needed. A foothold… 
The probe centred on the crown of his head, still uneasy, still 

prodding at the barriers. 
His body writhed in flame as pressure after increasing pressure 

forced him to bow. 
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In the Metzger’s Luck system, Probe T3-332 was intercepted by 

spacedust culverins before it could make contact with the 
Anthropology Spindle. 

Shrapnel passed through the cloud and shredded the space 
habitat’s outer torus, destroying vital equipment and injuring 
hundreds of personnel on watch-duty. Countless centuries of 
archival data was  lost instantaneously to the vacuum. The 
medicentre experienced a partial blackout. 

Atar K. Clerke’s sensor-sleeve went dark. He was declared missing 
in action by the station’s central computer. 

 
In the Dreampark, Azovka scrambled onto her hands and knees 

from the floor and made towards the vidscreens. There were four 
cables leading from the wall. Each one a different colour serving a 
different function. 

Though I may be freakish, she thought, there is yet use to it. 
She glanced behind her and blinked. The image had to be a 

hallucination, she first thought. The product of an intense violating 
surge to her memory centres that had scattered her neurons. 

The Doctor’s arms flailed, “Inside… mind… kill… me…!” 
Her hands were tight around one of the cables. 
“It… Pull…! Me… Kill…!” 
Did he want her to…? Could she do it?  
“Kill…” 
Just one tug, and… 
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PHASE THREE
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STAGE 9: 
“Presence of Mind” 

 
Lingiari, Meslaim, Metzger’s Luck and countless more. Each of 

these great tragedies was studied keenly by Vog Mur from her safe 
haven. 

The Galactic Broadcasting Corporation, Free Galactic News 
Agency, United Telecommunications Networks and amateur 
Radiophonics reports on the vidscreen were sound enough 
evidence for her to remove further figures from the battlefield. 

“The Galactic Commission are still collecting information, but signs point 
toward a deliberate attack on the Affiliation of Outer Free Worlds,” covered 
the GBC presenter. “If you or beings you know have been caught in a 
designated emergency zone, please use the Serial Identifier relevant to your sector 
of space.” 

A small blue icon appeared in the VDU’s top-right corner. 
Empty, of course. There was no such help to be identified out here 
in Natasia Tor. No one dared risk it. 

Her attention slid from the Telefax to two mighty constructions. 
Utilitarian shoals of fish. War fleets. Mobilised across the map and 
watched by a coal black eye, a symbol for the Weapon, waiting for 
the moment to strike. 

She drew the fleets together as an assassin would their dagger 
over a sleeper in bed, her hand resting in a claw above the Weapon, 
the axis around which her triumph spun. 

 
“No!” 
In the Dreampark, Azovka flinched back from the wiring as if 

struck. 
The words seethed out from behind the Doctor’s teeth. “Touch! 

No! No, kill! I!” 
Men-at-Arms, if she pulled on those cables… She’d have killed 

him. 
She forced her mind blank for as long as she could. No images, 

no vengeful ghosts. 
“It’s placed that thought inside your head, Azovka,” the Doctor 

strained. “Rather uncomely, you will agree?” 
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He steadied himself, tongue lolling grotesquely, arms crossed 
against his features. He readjusted his footing, taking deep breaths 
against the psionic barrage. Focus! He had to focus, to pool his 
energies together and survive, if not outwit this thing. Since it’d 
been rummaging around in the attics of his mind, perhaps there was 
something there he could use to shield himself like a veritable 
Paragon Alewar against the Gressolin. 

Zaplance forward, recursion-shield at the ready, Doctor, he thought. 
He concentrated on a recent memory and out of the sweeping 

pillar on a cloud of stardust, came the figure of a small, dumpy bear. 
With kind button eyes and sandy brown fur like an old dirt road. 
The sketchy, unfocussed outline to the form, white-and-grey, 
jittered and jumped in anticipation of the figure’s movements. He 
tapped a forgetful paw against his fluff-stuffed head in silent 
contemplation. 

The Doctor cracked a weathered, yet defiant grimace. His mind 
battered, but so far unbowed. 

+++ .-. . .-.. .. -. --.- ..- .. … …. / -.-- --- ..- .-. / -- .. -. -.. / - --- / ..- … 
.-.-.- / .. - / .. … / -. . -.-. . … … .- .-. -.-- .-.-.- +++ 

There it was again. Another series of irregular taps and scrapes 
from somewhere in the margins. Created by the orbots or 
something else? Tap-tap-scrape-tap… Of course! It was a code! An 
old code from long ago. She didn’t understand the conventions of it 
herself, but clearly the Doctor knew. His lungs wheezing like a torn 
bellows from exertion. His whole body railed in defiance as if 
someone had ordained murder from the belfry high above. 

“No. No, never! Many mysteries must be maintained, my own 
included.” 

Azovka could feel the presence pushing harder against the 
Doctor’s mental barriers. Worming its way through the gaps in his 
defences. A stitch on the insubstantial bear’s side came loose and 
stuffing poured out. She found herself fearing as much for the 
make-believe bear as she did the man who had made him. But soon 
the bear was joined by another figure, a dithering hare, who plucked 
up the cotton and shoved it back inside with delicate fingers. 

“He’d never admit it to me,” the Doctor tried to remain flippant, 
the perspiration on his skin was steaming, “but I swear that Alan 
fashioned Rabbit after myself. We lost Pooh Bear in Cotchford for 
a time. I was grateful to Frobisher for playing substitute while we 
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searched for it. Yes… Yes, that’s what you were rummaging after, 
wasn’t it? Well, I can’t blame you, they’re rather good books.” 

A subtle pressure change in the room occurred. 
A question, she surmised. 
+++ .-- . / .-- .. .-.. .-.. / ..-. .. -. -.. / - …. . -- .-.-.- +++ 
The Doctor’s voice hardened, face wincing. “No. My friends are 

equally off-limits. I will keep them safe above all else. Search though 
you may, you will not find them.” 

+++ .-- . / … . . / .. -. / -.-- --- ..- .-. / -- .. -. -.. / - …. . / .--. --- - . -. 
- .. .- .-.. / ..-. --- .-. / -.. .- -. --. . .-. +++ 

“Mary had the same reaction when we discovered her first 
ichthyosaur in Lyme Regis. Oh… Oh, that’s a vivid old memory,” 
he straightened. “I’ll tell you what I told her. Scepticism is 
circumspect, but hardly worthy of praise. Trust, however… 
Well…” He flashed a cat-like smirk. “A great deal can be 
accomplished with an iota of trust. Don’t you think?” 

The force… paused. The Doctor’s legs gave way and he fell 
awkwardly to one knee, an arm splayed against the ground to shield 
his face. There was a hush. The room held its breath. An amethyst 
glow, brighter than the Day Star above Briar Rose, attracted both 
their attentions to a beam that had up until now been secured 
beyond a concealed wall panel next to the vidscreens. He stepped 
out of the column and walked over to Azovka, extended a 
welcoming hand. Kind, jade green irises clouded by a curdled grey. 
Still shining in the dark. 

“Trust,” he reprised. 
She hesitated for a moment, considering all she had seen of him 

thus far. All he had shown and had been shown to her. Then… She 
passed the cuboctahedron from her keeping into his palm. It’d to 
begin somewhere. Why not here? The Doctor saw the last 
glimmerings of light fade. “Tensor psionic amplifier,” he elaborated, 
placing a hand against his forehead. He was finding it hard to focus, 

“Induction of abominable 

cephalalgia.” 

“Pardon?” 
He rolled a hand. “It didn’t tear my mind out, it tried to put 

something new back in the cracks. My body was covered in ticks, 
piercing the skin, injecting—” He waved, dismissively. “No, the 
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image is gone. Try to catch what remains of my brain in your coat, 
my dear, I’ll most certainly need it…” 

She helped him up. 
Blinking, he held the cuboctahedron up to the apex of the 

horizontal column. The two transmission sources intermingled 
noisily while pooling their collective resources. Opposite the 
vidscreens, the bare wall behind them slid open and the Doctor 
dropped the cuboctahedron against his chest. Inside the cavity was 
one of the most sophisticated pieces of equipment that Azovka had 
ever seen. Period. Both within and outside the Weapon. 

It was plant-like at first assessment. A biomechanoid stem flexed 
upward into a large vertical palette like a dartboard in some dingy 
attic. Buried within its soft surface were a couple of idling sensor 
globes. Eight in total. Dreaming like enormous REM-deprived 
eyeballs. Absorbing and transmitting data to whatever the source 
deemed was necessary. 

Exhaling wearily, the Doctor slipped the polyhedron atop a small 
argent halo at its base, above the input keyboard, and watched as 
blurred lights like fireflies danced within it. The deafening hush that 
followed the orbots was reverential. 

“Did we pass the test?” whispered Azovka. 
“Well, we’re about to find out.” 
 
In her quarters on the MEV, Mæstric unhooked the cyberdeck’s 

portable monitor from her bunk, reattached it to the unit and made 
towards the airlock. 

With the brief delay, she found Peri was once again in her starsuit, 
inspecting the work the datathumper had attempted to perform on 
the torn leg. 

“You got the hoverjet soleplates?” 
Peri nodded. “Yeah, it’s…” 
“Hang on a minute.” Mæstric gave the patch a hefty tug. Adhesive 

bonding plaster and insulating tape sweated loose from its position 
with a sucking pop. Frowning, the girl admitted to herself that it 
wasn’t really her field of expertise by talent or trade. She was a sky-
sweep, not a mechanic. “It could use some work…” 

Peri waved her arm towards the supply rack behind the girl. 
“Gimme some of that tape there.” 
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“Reminds me…” Mæstric scratched her nose before lowering her 
helmet. “Keep an eye out for orbots, the hovering sphere robots 
you’ll see performing maintenance. We’ll need one to get through 
into the bulkhead to the TARDIS. Can you manage that?” 

“We’ll find a way,” Frobisher assured her. 
In a minute or two, Peri’s leg was tightly bound and she was 

loping towards the airlock door. As they stood waiting for the 
oxygen to cycle back out, a pulse of agony shot into her thigh. Her 
face twitched. 

Mæstric glanced away and checked the slide of her lasgun, 
pretending it didn’t bother her.  

Frobisher was more open with his sympathy, but Peri waved it 
off. 

“Peri,” he whispered. “When we get to the TARDIS…” 
Her eyes flicked to Mæstric. “We’ll see.” 
“No, I mean I have to radio in.” 
“To who?” 
“My two friends at CIDA on Trailblazer Prime, remember? They 

need to know about this place.” Frobisher’s eyes turned dull. “If 
they can’t manage it, the situation’s worse than thought possible.” 

 
Blue Sky had noticed Asa’s enduring presence in the cold rubble 

of Corridor-1A1O. Staring up at one of the angular communication 
pillars. Watching his breath fog in the stillness like a whifferdill in a 
traxis mine. No words. Not a movement. Not even a glance in the 
engineer’s direction since they’d chosen to rest. 

The boy was still in shock, perhaps. The engineer could hardly 
blame him. He thought about his whifferdill friend. Frobisher was 
likely passing through the thicket of Pioneer’s interstellar traffic as 
they sat. If he hadn’t been turned away or caught up in the unrest, 
he would be seeing what they were seeing. Broadcast through the 
last remaining Credo Telefax line on a half-cracked vidscreen, they 
were watching GBC live coverage of the brinkmanship that was 
unfolding between the Affiliation and their Tyrikan neighbours. 

He recognised the Diplomatic Approach and the Last Refuge, sister 
ships that were busy towing the much larger and slower Spreading 
Trouble towards the firing line, some light-years on. Normally, the 
elephantine beast would be able to get there under her own power, 
but an ion storm had shorted out her long-distance drive and left 
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her with little more than paddling power. They didn’t speak of it on 
the broadcasts, but Blue-Sky recognised the scoring on the hull, the 
crown-like brown burns on the exterior of the exhaust. 

Roughly a thousand personnel on each Class-II escort ship. A 
further three thousand on the Class-X heavy cruiser with the 
serious artillery. Five thousand on those three alone. All given the 
heroes’ farewell from dry-dock and out the solar system with all the 
expected pomp and circumstance. A rally of glossy figures—one 
starkly mathematical, the other full of contrived telecast character—
trying to hype up watching viewers like taiko drums on the eve of 
war. 

Except it wasn’t like the old days where drama and fear had 
drifted over his youthful head in tight-lipped nebulæ. Not knowing 
what was going on beyond his small childish sphere was 
comforting. Now, not knowing what was going on meant that 
something was deadly wrong and that there likely wasn’t anyone left 
to fix it. He stole a glance of his companion, still lying on his back, 
in the dark, his eyes now closed to the world. He wondered if the 
nightmares behind Asa’s twitching features were any less dreadful 
than the reality that was unfurling around them. 

Live via satellite, they passed the blazing open wounds of 
Trailblazer Prime, their import shrunk to the width of a fingernail in 
the diamanté night sky. 

Diplomatic Approach. 1013 lives in estimation. 
Last Refuge. 1021 lives in estimation. 
Spreading Trouble. 3008 lives in estimation. 
Just names and numbers at first appearance, but life (and death) at 

the Institute had taught him otherwise. Even handling the physical 
vehicular mechanics, only meeting the higher echelons of the think 
tank when duties permitted. Perhaps even because of his role as a 
mechanic. Each vessel had a life aboard that someone somewhere 
cared about. Maybe there was a man who provided fresh flowers 
for the mess hall. Another who always left the microscope slides on 
the wrong storage shelf. A weapons officer dreading that fax to tell 
her of her retirement and pension. A father mourning the loss of 
his daughter during a foolish shore leave accident. 

The stale air around the two survivors only sought to emphasise 
the electric tension in his chest that shot into the ground through 
his feet. 
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Five thousand living, breathing, important people. With more to 
join the fleet as they assembled from their respective worlds. It 
remained agony to think on. How many would survive the 
engagement? Twenty percent at most? 

He remembered that sargasso in space where this war had come 
from. That unburied mausoleum of however many lost souls had 
come to die in Natasia Tor. The SRF squadron they’d dispatched 
had disappeared outside in that gruesome ballet of chrome and 
darkness. Save only the remote-piloted strike interceptor and her 
payload of misery. A death knell ringing in their ears of what 
perhaps was yet to come. 

Why did they do it? What purpose could it all have possibly served to wipe us 
out and take control of Early Warning Xi? Avenging an injustice long 
forgotten? An ideology that should have passed to dust with the end of some 
half-whispered galactic war? 

Guilt crackled through the empty hollows of his mind. 
They’re going out to die without even knowing why, it said. We did this. We 

did this and there’s nothing we can do to stop it now. 
With that single, indomitable thought, Blue-Sky finally let himself 

succumb to his own exhaustion and to the dreaming. Even in sleep, 
he could feel the seeds in his face sprout, longing for something 
other than the artificial light of the vidscreen. 

Soon the Affiliation Hyperfleet would engage with the Tyrikan 
Custodial Argosy. 

And the black flowers would pay witness to the carnage that 
would befall them. 

 
The foundries of the Weapon continued broiling in anticipation 

with techniques and technologies thought lost by the modern 
Galaxy. 

 
Deeper than that terrible strata, the small, slanted screen above 

the Doctor and Azovka filled the Dreampark with its steady 
rhythm. Lines of text etched out in telemechanical scrawl:  

NEXT >> 
COMMAND >> RUN MACRO 
OUTPUT >> PARSING DP-7891-MWD 
OUTPUT >> READY 
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The Doctor tapped the confirmation key on the capsule-shaped 
unit. 

DIRECTORY >> CENTRAL MENTALITY 
ROOT >> MC-1—CORRUPT INDEX 
ROOT >> MC-2—FCPT—A/0-127-129 
ROOT >> MC-3—CORRUPT INDEX 
“Hmm. Haven’t seen script this primitive in a while,” his eyes 

flicked upward. The pernicious, loggerheaded automaton had better 
not have been talking down to him. He cleared his throat and 
studied the script for a moment. “Let’s see, FCPT…” Surely the 
answer was… Yes, yes, it had to be that! He slapped his hands 
together. “Focal point!” 

“Focal…?” Azovka read the glyphs and came to the same 
conclusion. “It could be to one of the three Mindcores. Information 
worth keeping on a secure system, away from intruders like us and 
the opposition.” 

“So, I was right, it’s a colonial organism. A distinctive tripartite 
like a Portuguese man-of-war. I wonder if it started that way?” 

“We t-think it began as one mind, but we’re not certain.” 
“I wonder how it’s structured? It, I and Above I, perhaps?” his 

mind was racing. “You know, I wonder if we can feed these into the 
monorail…?” 

“Not while the intelligence was-will be in t-this state,” said 
Azovka. “Perhaps we can alter the chemical flow from here?” 

The Doctor’s efforts earned him a pessimistic buzz from the 
microcomputer. 

OUTPUT >> RESTRICTED 
“No such luck, I’m afraid. Remember those travelordinates.” 
Frowning, he reached down towards one of the panels on the 

terminal. He had a theory. It might be possible that he could trick 
the machine’s software into giving him the codes by accident from 
one of its buffers. 

Guessing his movements, Azovka shook her head. “There’s no 
point. It’s etched into the chips themselves. We tried for months to 
upgrade the systems with no luck. You’ll need to find a terminal 
with a built-in higher security rating.” 

“Oh, for a jungle to our desert,” he lamented, cracking his fingers. 
She telegraphed in her puzzled features that she didn’t quite 

understand what he meant. 
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“Never mind. It doesn’t change our destination. Do you have a 
map?” 

“Won’t matter. This computer is likely to have one on file 
already.” 

“Yes… Yes, it may well at that,” he said. “What we really need is a 
route to another nearby mass transit terminal.” 

She blinked at the screen. “That was-will be some dense computer 
language, Doctor. Think you can do it?” 

The Doctor raised a haughty eyebrow and smiled. 
“Well then,” he began tapping eagerly at the keys. “A journey to 

the centre of the mind, young Azovka. Let’s see what’s really—” 
Something large and metallic struck the floor out of the Doctor’s 

peripheral vision. He shushed Azovka with a silent finger, then 
himself. The accompanying thrum of an alien engine left him with 
one alarming instinct in his mind—a new danger, a new threat to 
their lives. 

The Doctor snatched the cuboctahedron from the ambo and 
threw it to Azovka. 

OUTPUT >> CONNECTION TERMINATED 
He powered down the console and—on that same lone instinct—

the pair slid down behind its bulk, pressing their heads against its 
cool surface to mask their presence from their fellow intruders as 
best they could. 

The duo recognised twofold. 
From their hiding place, they determined the scuff of jackbooted 

thuggery. Unmistakable. Coming from the mobile churn of what 
Azovka mouthed was a hypermotility cart. With hindsight, they 
were likely associated with the two poor wretches from the 
monorail terminal. Now dumped out into the sargasso in space. 

The Doctor tapped her on the shoulder, thumbing the ceiling.  
“Vent is too high to climb… Change of tack,” he whispered. 

“Let’s set our sails in the direction of our fellow intruders.” 
“You want to find out what they know?” 
“You said they were further ahead than us. Perhaps they’ve 

already found a way to the intelligence core. 
“You want to stow under the cart?” 
“Yes, the trick of the matter is how do we get there without them 

spotting us? Mmm…” 
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Azovka chewed her lip and shimmied across the terminal, tearing 
open a panel at her back and prodding the contents within. “How 
good was-will be your eyesight?” 

“Bang up to the elephant.” 
“Let’s try an o-old trick of mine then. Where was-will be the 

photoflood link?” 
The Doctor nodded and pointed. “Far left.” 
“The exhaust from the cart’s motive units should disguise our 

body temperatures from any scanning equipment they might have,” 
she explained. “Be my eyes, tell me when to go.” 

He rubbed his hands together and lowered himself to the floor 
like a pouncing tiger. 

“Ready when you are,” she said. 
He waited until one of the compilers had jacked into the system, 

his eyes rolling into the back of his skull from the influx of new 
information. “Alright…” he heard Azovka mutter reassuringly to 
herself. “Alright, a-alright… You can do this…” She went dead 
silent as another compiler moved towards the console fascia, 
examining each piece of delicate instrumentation in turn. They were 
a breath’s distance away. The tension was excruciating, she could 
feel her sweaty palms slide awkwardly down the silicon circuits, but 
the Doctor seemed to be in his element. He saw the compiler move 
closer to examine the screen. 

“Now!” he mouthed with silent excitement. With a single yank of 
some delicate sisterboards from their housing, the stepthreader 
plunged the Dreampark into a cloak of darkness. 

 
There was a small brilliant sapphire flash between the soles of 

Mæstric’s boots and the ground as she kicked off towards the front 
of the vehicle. Now that the choker of the airlock’s snooper field 
darkened to a lull, their only discernible sources of light were the 
headlamps on the MEV that illuminated the looming curve of the 
channel. 

Peri raised her arm to wipe the sweat from her forehead before 
remembering her visor. “The soleplates are attached and I’ve a 
police station this place should meet.” 

Mæstric gestured to Peri and Frobisher with a half-closed fist, 
“The winch is over here.” 
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Crossing over the caterpillar tracks and down to the lower slope 
of the chassis, the interloping pair could see that it was a 
mechanism roughly the size of the young woman’s head. 

Barring the low growl of the engine and the occasional whip crack 
of diffusing ions, the whole atmosphere was one of strict, 
reverential silence. When unwinding it made a noise like a block of 
falling masonry in a church. Out from the baying wheel, the cabling 
was a sleek, icy blue-argent, a composite material that Frobisher 
recognised as lipsonium. It and the mechanical clamps that would 
hold the end in place looked strong enough to lift an unseeing 
elephant. Ideal for the bizarre feat of physics they were about to 
perform. Unaware of the material’s significance outside of a vague 
half-memory herself, Peri looked on with concern as the other 
members of their small party began preparations. 

Of Frobisher and his transmogrifying powers, she’d seen this 
particular form before. A Zorl whirlionic with leathered, tapering 
wings and two chestnut flecks of colour that subsumed what would 
have typically been the whites of its eyes. Rearward, it had a long 
stabilising tail with a flat paddle at the end for manoeuvring about 
in the slipstream of the steamer rents on its overheated world. The 
plume of fluorescent feathers across the crest of its back completed 
the ensemble in a blue-grey assortment that seemed to adjust to 
sources of current like hairs in a human ear. They made her itch just 
looking at them. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked, scratching her earlobe. The 51-
year-old whifferdill tested the lesser used form’s durability in the 
usual way. Stamping his claws, dithering his wings, whirligigging his 
head. He’d either misshapen his ears or was so immersed in thought 
that he hadn’t heard her, so Peri asked again. “Frobisher?” 

“This might work,” he muttered. 
“Hold on,” she tapped him on the wing with a curled hand, 

stopping him from moving forward. “Might?” 
“A little pain’s good for the soul.” 
“Too much can kill, Frobisher. If you’re not up to it—” 
“Not my place to toss in my opinion like a wet towel to the 

face…” Mæstric punctuated her interruption by shutting off the 
winch control. “But look who’s talking.” 

Frobisher shrugged freely at both of them. “Best I can do under 
the circumstances.” 
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“Oh, terrific!” Peri snorted disbelievingly, a delirious smile playing 
about her lips. “You’re such a comfort.” 

“Well, why not? We can’t just drift across, can we?” 
“He’s right,” said Mæstric, spooling the cable around her 

shoulder. “Cross that gap under your own power and you’ll die.” 
She climbed atop the crest of his back, careful to maintain a straight 
line between her mount and the Mobile Excursion Vehicle’s front 
winch. 

Peri turned back to Frobisher. “You were keen on letting me stay 
a few minutes ago.” 

“My penguin pride forbideth a fall. C’mon, where’s your faith?” 
“Faith’s one thing, what about your monomorphia?” 
“Mono-what?” asked Mæstric. 
Frobisher cleared his throat, self-consciously. “A while ago… 

Long while ago, I contracted an illness, non-contagious, you 
understand, that prohibits transmogrifying. Bit like shaking palsy 
and a bit embarrassing, too. But, I knocked it a while back.” 

“How?” 
“Our friend, the Doc, gave me a phial of something distilled from 

a lycanthrope we helped out. Heavily distilled. A combination of 
atmospheric gas and a chemical that had infected her metabolism. 
Can’t remember the details. It’s done its dance, but there’s been a 
lasting aftershock. I get a bit shaky with my magic act from time-to-
time.” 

Mæstric stared. “D’you believe you can pull this off?” 
He didn’t flinch, nor take affront. “Yeah, jack, I do.” 
She looked to Peri, lazily rolling an offhand fist, “Eh, those who 

learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.” 
“That’s…” Peri tilted her head and raised a finger, “not—” 
“Admit it, Peri,” interjected Frobisher. “Jazzy point though you’ve 

got, that’s an argument so bad there’s no point in disputing it.” 
Mæstric shrugged with a half-saucer roguish grin. 
True to her nature, Peri tried anyway, snatching at whatever she 

could from the air and tossing it at her penguin companion, “But—
But, you’re flightless!” She pressed her lips shut, quietly 
embarrassed. 

“The tackier the crook, the sportier the slur,” Frobisher quipped 
with an equally mucilaginous grin. “C’mon, perp, you’ve no 
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imagination. What’ve you got to lose? You should have a little fun 
once in your life.” 

“Yeah, once. One. Singular. Unlike the Doctor, we’ve only got the 
one.” 

“C’mon, Peri,” he cooed again, breezing the fluorescent scarlet 
tattoos tracing his wings. “I thought you liked birds?” 

“I do! You know, I do. But…” Peri gazed over the edge of the 
technological plateau and winced inwardly. 

She felt like a kid working up the courage for the log flume ride.  
Her every instinct for survival was trying to bellow down that not-

so-insignificant part of her that had grown to revel in the sheer 
anarchy of situations like these. 

Without really acknowledging it, one side triumphed over the 
other through the simple, gentle arc of an outstretched arm. She 
reached subconsciously towards Frobisher. 

“Oh, I’m sure as hell going to regret this…” Peri muttered. 
The botanist climbed up across his shoulders, her vision flanked 

by two topaz-coloured wings at least three feet across on each side. 
The skin was warm to the touch, even through her gloves. 

Frobisher raised his tapered skull and made towards the precipice 
on akimbo arms. 

Blood flooded to her ears, focussed on the leathery rustle of 
muscle beneath the membrane and hypnotised by the impending 
thud of limbs. 

There was a sudden sickening lurch as the Universe caught its 
breath and gravitation momentarily ripped them down, the nausea 
and light-headedness of vertigo filling her head. The exhilaration! 
She barely resisted the urge to let out a thrilling scream and fell flat 
against his back. Her body drawn into the unseen nadir at the 
abyss’s core. Peri’s mind expanded to fit the space with the 
exquisite thrill and clarity of their surroundings. 

Mæstric whooped beside Peri, uncaring and free. An arm 
thumping at the sky like a drum kit. 

The buzz of her fellow passenger was enough for Peri to shout. 
To the canyon, to the stars, to the Universe itself! 

She was here and, for this moment alone, she was at the heart of 
Creation. Frobisher wasn’t flying, he was soaring and Peri 
remembered why she enjoyed travelling aboard the TARDIS so 
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much. For moments like these. Precious, fleeting and altogether too 
wonderful for words. 

Freedom in flight and the wonder of the unexpected. 
 
Sangfroid jabbed his face absently, attempting to reorganise the 

musculature across his cheekbones.  
Stress and the continued tension of maintaining the efficacy of his 

workforce had left his fingertips like nubs of rotting vegetable 
matter. The scabs had been bitten away with his razor teeth to such 
an extent that the skin and musculature never adequately healed. An 
erosive patchwork of olive green flesh so rough-dried and leathery 
that he could strike sparks from the bare, jaundiced bone of his 
fingers. Through even the regular doses of morphia from the 
injection circlet, the pain had long turned into a dull reminder of 
prudence and attentiveness. The blemished digits were always in his 
eyeline and his eyes, like spinning plates, darted to the black 
rounded frame of the VDU again. He had seen something. An 
unpredicted rogue element and had alerted Kuron.  

Overseeing the resetting of bone in one of his militarian’s wrists, 
Kuron instructed that te-Varriq be ushered brusquely from sight, 
the two guards at his flank executing their orders with great 
efficiency in the direction of the Accomplishment’s outer airlock. 

The hermetic seals of his suit sighed as he placed his arms behind 
his back. “Has this to do with further tracking on the Lonewatch 
vehicle?” 

“No.” 
“Then why bother me so close to our latest strike?” 
“It’s an anomaly in our own territory,” reported Sangfroid. “The 

weighbridge for the returning cart detects a greater burden than 
when it left.” 

“Counting the additional cargo?” 
He nodded, his fingers clicking together like two cut stones, as he 

tried to warm them. “There’s an extra one hundred mass units.” 
“A pair of headaches that don’t belong…” hissed his superior. 
“Affirmed.” 
Kuron turned to his sponsor. “Vog Mur?” 
The butter knife froze over the biscuit. Her unflinching eyes were 

feline with interest, her voice smooth like a purr. It was a curious 
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thing to see in a Hylonomeide. “I’ll defer to your judgement in 
these matters.” 

 
“Port!” A feminine voice. 
“Starboard!” A masculine voice. 
“Port!” Again. 
“Starboard!” Much the same. 
Now on foot, Peri went left, Frobisher went right and the 

encumbered Mæstric kept at her own pace, tied to the cable linking 
back to the Mobile Excursion Vehicle. It trailed through the empty 
space from the wall to the tugboat, scraping against the ship’s hull 
and leaving little flecks of paint. Her lifeline. 

At closer inspection, the plating beneath Peri’s scored and pocked 
boots looked more like a brown-yellow quilt. Stuffed with dead 
space where micro-fractures from several atmospheres of pressure 
had caused the interior strata to pucker. The building materials had 
been more than ten thousand times more durable than aluminium, 
yet the hazards of interplanetary travel had yielded the same result. 
At a guess, it was likely from micrometeorites or asteroids caught 
bouncing around between the outer hull and the local 
infrastructure. She’d heard of defrosting winter lakes when summer 
came. You never quite knew how solid the ice had remained in the 
heat, so her whole body tensed whenever her foot met with a creak 
of protest against the sickly hull. 

“Got it!” pointed Peri and Frobisher, simultaneously. 
Just past the twin-pronged fork of cryogenic conductors was the 

portside gunwale they’d been searching for. Mæstric was fortunate 
that all the damage hadn’t warped its structure. She mantled the 
cable around its midsection as much as it would allow, pulling it 
tight with a boot firmly planted against the honeybee-toned railing. 
“Help me with this.” 

Frobisher snapped up the cylindrical trunk of the clamp and 
helped aim the unwieldy device towards the hull. Mæstric squeezed 
her hand tight against the buckram grip-switch until she heard the 
mechanism cycle over. The three-fingered claw bit through the 
thermal plating into the connective framework beneath like a 
harpoon. The datathumper pulled her headset up over her crown, 
again careful to keep the loosened frequency band slider in place, 
tapping at the tone squawker to grab Dellevar and Tylial’s attention.  
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“Guild-2 to Base. Ready to begin.” 
“Is that going to hold?” asked Peri. 
“Bad time to ask.” Mæstric grunted as she felt her foot slip against 

the scabrous paintwork. 
“Careful!” Peri extended a wary hand. “This boat’s not exactly yar, 

you’ll fly straight off.” 
“Doubt that’ll be a problem, loy. These beams,” she gave one a 

sturdy jostle, “should run right through the substructure of the ship. 
If they come loose, so does the honeycomb holding the ship 
together. The paint’s used against vandals, designed to stop people 
climbing up, not falling down.” 

“Get back, in any case,” Frobisher moved his burling tail clear. 
“You don’t want to be around if that cable snaps in half.” 

“Yeah, might void my warranty,” said Peri. 
Mæstric released her grip and let momentum carry her on a slow, 

but determinate arc back across the hull. She crossed her legs, 
hands on her knees and hooked one of her feet beneath the 
puckered groove of some jaundiced tiling. Her fingers prised the 
telescopic sight on her Songstress from its slider, the electronic 
display registering in the squared viewfinder. A gentle shake to 
dislodge the grit that had packed up inside it. She wished that there 
was enough integration that she could have jacked the scope into 
her Mobatal’s external monitor. Point of order, she’d wished that 
they’d built the screen into the unit itself instead of having to haul it 
around, wound tightly by its cable like an old-timey yo-yo. 

Why this sudden obsession with detail? she wondered. 
Because this could fail. This whole plan could go up in smoke and 

she’d be as dead as any other Lonewatch troubleshooter they’d 
been forced to leave behind. Would her body decompose in this 
atmosphere or would space preserve it immemorial? A monument 
to bad planning and even poorer ideas. 

Peri distracted her from her unworthy thoughts. 
“Feeling confident?” she asked. 
“You kidding? We’ve got this sorted,” bluffed Mæstric. 
Peri wasn’t so sure about that. She’d been keeping her eye out for 

anything else travelling up the vactunnels alongside the ship. After 
all, what else could get through if this tugboat did? 

Just below the gunwale were the shafts through which towropes 
could be successfully ejected, then subsequently winched back. 
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Each silent and still, yielding no activity. But in the distance lay 
something else. She asked for (and was quickly given) Mæstric’s 
sights to peer through down towards the external port of the 
satellite. 

Through the infrared, she could see that the shaft was 
honeycombed with a soft phosphorescent afterglow, iridescent 
where the path of the ship had come into close enough contact with 
the array to trigger an electrically charged handshake. Far off in the 
distance, it was the wings of a butterfly or the sheen of a firefly’s 
tail, slowly fading until it lacked colour, tincture and finally left 
nothing but the dark. It’d only been in the wake of one of these 
restless jostles between derelict and device that she’d seen them. 

The bodies of orbots silhouetted against the starlit night. 
It was initially difficult to tell where exactly they’d emerged from. 

They couldn’t have been any larger than a volleyball each on their 
own. It took a few minutes, but eventually Peri had found it. They’d 
decanted themselves from one of the small skywalk pores in the 
vactunnel’s walls. She alerted her fellows, “Over there! Orbots!” 

Peri passed the scope back to Mæstric whose fingers tensed 
around its chalice-shape at the unfolding image. There was a 
Technicolor glint on its rim. “There’s our opportunity.” 

Peri searched closer. “They’re… circling?” 
With all the majesty of a necklace of wasps orbiting a bloated 

carcass. Mæstric could see it, her voice quickened. “The tugboat 
must have triggered the Central Mentality’s security system.” 

“What’s the tensile strength of that cable?” asked Peri, her mind 
racing. 

“Enough,” reassured Mæstric. 
“How enough is enough,” Frobisher agitated a wing, “against 

those things?” 
Peri squeezed her hands together, anxiously. “What happens if 

they find the MEV?” 
“Not a question of if, question of now,” said Frobisher. 
Mæstric felt her jaw tighten. She adjusted the telescopic focal 

length, her fingers hot-white with pressure. Sure enough, there they 
were. Out across the divide, plucking and strumming at the MEV’s 
lifeline like curious children with one of the manacled Lessers. The 
thread weaved through the empty air in pirouettes, prodded by the 
scratching diamond glare of a pin laser. A half-loop here, a 
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dangerously close whorl there. It wouldn’t be long until a 
biochrome tendril arrived with its morphic blade to sever it 
completely. 

“What’s the score?” asked Frobisher. 
“I thought we’d have more time.” Mæstric’s gun charged. “We’ve 

got to stop them. If the MEV lands on its back, we’ll have no way 
of overturning it.” 

Peri’s focus wavered, then snapped from the tow cable ports. She 
rolled an urgent arm. “Well, C’mon then!” 

“Where?” called the datathumper. 
Mæstric’s radio squawked, “Base to Guild-2, this is Dellevar. I’ve talked 

with Tylial and we’ve made our decision. We’re going to start on our approach 
run. Now. Mydame Mæstric, you’ve got until we activate the boosters.” 

“What? Negative, negative, we have bad company on its way.” 
“They’ve already detected our equipment. We’ll be safer if we’re on the move. 

Start tracking. Breaking contact.” 
“Understood, sudar.” She closed the connection, teeth grinding. 
Frobisher had been listening through one of the headset’s ears. 

“He’s right, you know.” 
“I know he’s right. I can be angry he’s right.” 
“Come over here for a minute!” called Peri. 
Mæstric did as instructed with Frobisher trailing not too far 

behind her, his eyes still fixed to the assaulted towline. 
Peri threw out a hand. “Gimme the gun.” 
“Absolutely not.” 
She pointed, insistently. “Fire there, then! At the floor! Where it’s 

weakest.” 
The Songstress coughed its six-point flare and the sulphur-

coloured plating ripped open. Smoke tore at Peri’s face as she 
levered herself carefully around the serrated metal, letting the soft 
cushion of gravity ease her down through the outer hull. 

“What are you looking for?” asked Frobisher. 
“Volleyball net.” 
“What?” his wings rippled agitatedly. 
“We need to get one of these things down intact, yeah?” Peri slid 

further down through the substrata of the beast. “Well, let’s make 
an electric fence from the tugboat cables. Link them up here.” 
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“I can tap into the power from my cyberdeck here,” offered 
Mæstric. “Frobisher, can you hold them off while we get this thing 
set-up?” 

“He can do way more than that,” Peri said. “I used to be great at 
getting net fouls. Get close enough to bat one of these things 
straight into the fence and pow! We short-circuit its tiny, metal 
mind.” She pulled herself to the side on a vertical girder. “Mæstric, 
fire again!” 

Blue flame cuffed the floor and it gave way beneath her, her arms 
still firmly clasped to the support column. She lowered herself 
down in the slipstream of the wreckage, still careful to avoid the 
tattered remnants of pipes, balks and reinforcing nets. 

“You want me to go toe-to-toe with these things?” asked 
Frobisher. 

“Canny,” drawled Mæstric, sardonically. 
Peri stopped her descent and looked up. She could see him 

through the openings above. It was odd, she expected a shoal of 
fish to flutter by between them. Instead, it was a small cloud of coal 
black dust. “You’re qualified, aren’t you?” 

“Peri, I’m not a—” he paused, looking out towards the MEV 
growing in the distance. Remembering. He reconsidered his 
position with a shrug. “I suppose I am. Heh, how about that? Can I 
lodge an official protest?” 

“Complaints box in the roundel.” 
“Copacetic. Alright, I can probably give you a few minutes. 

Tops!” 
“Good luck!” 
“You too. I’ll try to keep an eye out for when you guys are ready. 

Starter’s gun?” 
“No need,” growled Mæstric. “They must have seen the earlier 

shots. Here they come!” 
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STAGE 10: 
“Amongst Enemies” 

 
Sangfroid studied Kuron’s passage through into the rail terminus. 

His lasgun drawn, his men in close formation surrounding the 
unknowns beneath the hypermotility cart. 

The frightening resemblance between the circle of men and 
Sangfroid’s citadel minders from the Overworld during one of their 
“fiscal culls” left him pensive. Memories of crystalline rhizomium 
sickness and pricking clouds of balderium spacedust. Barely enough 
room between the rock walls to speak. 

“Countersign,” snapped Kuron on the VDU. 
“AP-89-Delta-5,” reported one of his men. 
“Remove the equipment. Now.” 
“Of course.” 
They shuttled the myriad towers of electronic hardware off 

towards the main security zone. Another pair of heavies were 
returning from the cells with a prisoner in tow. Their captive still 
wore the remains of his flightsuit, his face alight with fear and 
exhaustion. Kuron gestured towards one of his men by the cart’s 
control fascia with an instruction, “Turn the motive units to 
maximum.” 

There was a judicious blast of steam from the coolant vents as 
they attempted to prevent the cart’s engines from overheating and 
exploding. The condensation forming on Kuron’s armour had a 
flesh-like sheen to it. 

“Nothing,” rapped one of the guards. 
Sangfroid had to admire the intruders. The exhaust jetting from 

the bottom of the unit would have taken some fortitude to 
withstand. Regardless of whether they’d been wearing protective 
gear or not. There was something primal about the way the 
propulsion rents sounded. A noise that made you want to run away 
and hide. He had a feeling it was deliberate. 

The Ordoheed’s hostage was brought forward. 
“C’mon out!” called Kuron. A brief pause. No reaction. “You can’t 

escape.” Still nothing. “You can’t hide behind there.” Sangfroid could 
practically feel the trespassers tense through the monitor. “You know 
he’s going to die, don’t you?” 
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This time, Kuron didn’t wait for the reply. 
He fired a single blast through Interceptor D-08’s right leg. The 

pilot made a distressing waul and a tall starsuited figure debouched 
from beneath the chassis at speed. His face was lightly bronzed 
from the heat. A red blush formed across his face like a wash 
drawing. 

“Alright!” the intruder rose from a nimble-looking crouch with his 
arms held casually in the air in surrender. “Alright, I’m coming out.” 

What captured the compiler’s interest more than anything else 
was that he looked fearful. Not for himself, but for the life of a man 
he had never known. 

D-08 shivered in a half-kneel. Eyes pleading. 
“Who are you?” clipped Kuron. 
“I am usually referred to as the Doctor.” 
“There were two,” snarled the Ordoheed. 
“No.” 
In spite of his tremulous demeanour, Interceptor Pilot D-08—

born Ruomal, budling of Adaturme-3—likely never felt a thing. The 
first bullet passed straight through his forehead, the second 
splintered the bridge of his nose from the inside out. The Doctor 
recognised immediately the moment when the man’s body ceased to 
have personality and became a shuddering mound of corpseflesh. 
Life and death. The transition took but a single moment. D-08 
vomited a stream of blood, the remains of his face a rictus of shock 
and pitched forward to the ground. 

“You slime!” 
Sangfroid adjusted the treble on his monitoring equipment.  
Another figure—shorter, fleecier, angrier—bolted up from 

beneath the frame of the vehicle. Her eyes looked to the body, then 
to Kuron. She charged. Violent like a meteorite fragment. Her 
companion had to grab her by the shoulders to stop her running 
straight down the muzzle of the commander’s lasgun. 

“Oh, you slime…” she breathed, softly. 
Observant, that one, noted Sangfroid disinterestedly. 
But the male intruder was no less furious. Had he not been 

holding the outraged girl back, he might have gone for Kuron 
himself. Sangfroid pressed a hand to his eye-socket absently. The 
breadth of the trespasser’s rage was such that his voice had reached 
a frequency band that caused strobing on the cathode ray VDU. 
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“You vile execration!” thundered the Doctor. 
“And who are you to come before me? Your face I recognise, but 

yours,” Kuron’s men covered the Naran as he turned his gun 
towards the Doctor. “Your face is conspicuous by its presence.” 

“But what a nice face it is,” beamed the Doctor concisely, but the 
smile never reached the high dudgeon loping in his eyes. “We’re 
useful to you. You can’t kill us.” 

“I doubt that.” 
“That so?” he held out a horizontal palm and gestured to his 

companion. “She would be the only member of the opposing 
taskforce you would possess, correct? And I am of the planet 
Gallifrey.” 

Kuron hummed in glib-tongued ennui. “I see. Tell me, little man, 
if I sever this narrow lifeline, would another bloom forth more 
willing to take his death at the hands of smugglers as lessers 
should?” 

“Oh, I doubt that… Commander? It’s commander, isn’t it? I 
really do rather doubt that.” 

He took a step forward and examined the lasgun as an apiarist 
would study a wasps’ nest. Mao Zedong had once said power 
sprang forth from its sulphurous caldera. He reflected for a 
moment on how often it was that horror seemed to be true. But 
then, it was a blunt power. Cleaving and bunglesome. All that 
would be needed to defend against it was the intellect of its 
intended victim.  

When plied against sword or gun, the mind would always 
triumph. For this moment alone, the Doctor dared not consider the 
alternative. 

He honed his anger and used it for the lie. “Do you believe that 
your actions here have escaped our notice? I’m sure you would have 
heard of our exploits. In this sector of the Galaxy it would be… 
Tugclan, Minatorius, Severn II Khi perhaps?” 

“Pitiable,” his helmet gurgled dismissively, his eyes roved to 
Azovka. “You rely on else but the black character of others, I do 
not see—” 

The Doctor’s voice quickened, “So-called myths are more often 
based in fact than many care dream. Think, man! Think of your 
painfully obvious cover story. Sliprangers and smugglers! Think of 



162 

how many legends have influenced the lives of the Ordoheed 
beyond that, your life.” 

He paused at that, musing, then rebutted, “Why care? Reputations 
are forged by fools and broken by the strong,” but there was a cool 
interest to his voice now. A calm patience that shammed his 
contempt. 

“Well, consider this,” the Doctor began. “Do you envisage for 
one moment that by killing me, you will endear yourself to your 
sponsor? Do you know why I’m here? What my superiors have 
planned for me and this…” The Doctor did well to hide a brief, 
uncharacteristic lapse in verbiage behind a mask of scorn. “‘Sortie’ 
of yours?” 

That gave Kuron pause. 
The trespasser responded to a chain of command, an acolyte to a 

leader. He could faintly recall his own rise through the ranks, the 
stifling nature of having to respond to an authority other than 
yourself. Even when your own will proved infinitely more durable 
than those to whom you were forced to blandish. He couldn’t drop 
his guard, though. The intercepted CIDA datatraps had briefly 
discussed the Gallifreyans. A government-instigated crackdown was 
taking place in regards to its defectors and it was becoming 
increasingly difficult to tell agent from rebel. Unwarranted empathy 
could easily purchase his own downfall, as it had that ever-grasping 
fool of a leader and his pathetic counsels. 

“What could you possibly know that would prove your worth?” 
Kuron asked. 

“That this satellite is alive. Alive and that you,” the Doctor held up 
the recovered figurine of the pilot, “and your chevaliers are not the 
only toy militaria scrimshanking your simple-minded drudgery.” 

 
Vog Mur had a look of puzzlement where another might have 

been alarmed. Did the stranger know for certain that Kuron 
responded to her or was it a guess?  

He had the measure of someone from CIDA, but the credentials 
to match…? 

If he were from the Institute, he was dangerous. A direct threat to 
her anonymity. 

“You fight often with words, little man?” disported the Ordoheed 
commander over the screen. As if it were some childish game where 
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only the two of them knew the rules and penalties. Reposing in the 
Proscenium, she had seen this particular baited trap before. It was 
one of her favourites. Most would stumble through it like barbed 
wire, but this one had knowledge, potentially even experience all his 
own. She relished the opportunity to hear the reactions of its 
newest prey. 

 
At the same time, in the terminal, the Doctor’s eyes narrowed at 

an old recollection of the Ordoheed. He had only been able to 
witness a cursory glance at the memorial park during his last visit—
all too brief and in an unfavourably glum mood—but there was an 
unmistakable aura about the place. He tested a theory. 

“Reason is my sole motive for action,” he asserted. “And reason 
tells me that it will be the weakness of your enemy that will slow 
you down, not their strength. We can help you overcome that 
weakness.” 

Kuron lowered his weapon ever so noticeably, level to his 
abdomen as Azovka stirred ill at ease under his gaze. Sensing her 
discomfort, the chary traveller interposed himself between the two. 
It was a simple gesture. One that comforted the young woman, but 
irrevocably shifted the tide of any further negotiation between both 
parties. 

“There is perhaps truth in what you say,” lied the commander. 
“I hate the waste of that man’s life because it deprived us of a 

valuable hostage,” the time-traveller dissembled. Several lifetimes 
worth of experience told him of the fatal tack inherent in a small 
power pack re-engaging. He winced. It’d been one glib show of 
mistrust, but in such an agonisingly brittle situation, it’d been 
enough. He tried one last appeal to the man’s avarice, although he 
knew in his hearts that it was futile, “I despise any waste of value, 
the Hangman of Siro had a reputation for being a professional. This 
subterfuge could prove an invaluable opportunity to my people to 
gain a foothold in this region of space.” 

Kuron’s focus turned to the girl. “You know me? And my 
accomplishments?” 

“I recognise the armour,” Azovka confirmed. “You would be 
Kuron.” 

The Doctor looked to the commander with something 
approaching weariness. “You tried to become a hero at the expense 
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of others, to try and prove your hapless footling war was worth 
continuing. No one thought so—not the democratic government, 
not the warlords or rebels—but you persisted regardless, didn’t 
you? When they came for the poor souls snared in your… tantrum, 
you made sure that they couldn’t be rescued. They still have the 
ramparts you breached in the museums, you know. The names of 
every single being slaughtered in those blue-smoke dispossessed 
hideaways is noted in perpetuity.” 

Kuron ignored him. “Recognise from where, girl? The same place 
as him?” 

“That’s irrelevant,” deflected Azovka protectively, trying to lead 
his attention back to the Doctor. 

“You destroyed those sent to rescue them, your own people,” 
continued the cat-eyed unknown, “and fled into the empty 
barbettes like it was a game of tag.” 

“They dispatched us into exile.” 
“Forced you into it, certainly. That was supposed to be the end of 

it, but I see they didn’t find you or your crawlers.” He raised his 
voice. “Do your men know that you tried to destroy the very people 
you swear you were beholden to?” 

“Why should we believe the craven lies of a stranger?” hissed one 
of the guardsmen. 

“It’s your history,” protested Azovka. 
“Moreover, it’s a verifiable fact,” the Doctor asserted, hands 

behind his back. “I’ve met those you have chosen to refuse 
existence. I’ve walked in the conditions you forced them to live in. 
Their hands blackened with ash. I would believe them a dozen 
times over, commander, before I believed you.” 

Kuron grunted, his mind made up. He returned his full focus to 
the lying, pitiable traveller. “Your presence here… It’s a convenient 
coincidence, don’t you think? And I find it interesting that she halts 
the moment you begin. Have you twisted her mind to your will? 
Admirable. But, ultimately fruitless and I will show you why…” He 
levied his sidearm to the Doctor’s unflinching face and— 

The rail terminus filled with a howling screech. 
It seemed to radiate out from the satellite’s core, scraping at the 

marrow of their bones, vibrating their teeth and warping their 
senses. A fluting dawn chorus as if from some foul mix of fungous 
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and cephalopod had pushed its way down into the songbird’s 
thorax. No one had heard anything like it.  

The guardsmen rapidly winnowed their audio receptors, 
normalising their senses for frequencies with abject peaking and 
feedback. Azovka put her hands to her ears, grunting in discomfort, 
pushing her urge to scream down into the deepest cleft of her 
stomach until she felt she was gargling her heart. 

But the Doctor held up his head, closed his eyes and did one 
thing no one else in the room would or could do. 

He listened. 
The Doctor determined it was in a minor key. Strained as if 

trumpeting from beneath the oily surface of bile-slick acid. Its 
strings were made of molten suet and plucked on a trepanned bone 
harp. It was a fanfare bidding farewell to a drowned turtledove in 
coal tar. To autumn rites as the trees themselves blazed alight in the 
summer heat.  

And it was ultimately what saved the lives of the two strangers to 
this terrible place. It piqued their captors’ interest. 

Kuron lowered his weapon to the Doctor’s abdomen but did not 
holster it. He tapped a communicator switch above his cuirass. 
“Vog Mur?” 

Their captor’s notice elsewhere, the Doctor spoke quickly and 
quietly to Azovka. “Where did that come from?” 

“It must have been my Vidphōn…” the young girl hissed back. 
“Check what waveband.” 
“Two-six-point… something.” 
“Check,” he insisted. “Macrocycles, specifically.” 
She looked down, opening her mouth to reply, as the muzzle of 

something large and heavy nested against her shoulder. 
The Doctor’s own expression seemed to confirm her suspicions. 
Azovka raised her hands up to rest open-palmed on each shoulder 

in an X-shaped display of surrender. The Doctor’s hands rose up to 
his neckline in a similar, more traditionally Tellurian, exhibition. 

Her knife and, more importantly, Vidphōn were both removed. 
“Remain.” Kuron pointed. “Keep those secure.” 
 
In the Proscenium, the third tier of the cake stand was barren. 
Like the baroness of some exotic alpine villa, Vog Mur scraped 

the edge of the knife against the plate and lay it against the table. 
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She had the unnerving habit of never blinking, not even in shock. 
Her expression may have betrayed a hint of innocent surprise, but 
her voice was, as always, uncompromising. The decision had been 
made while the fanfare bellowed through the terminal. 

She too had been listening. 
“Capture, but do not kill,” Vog Mur instructed, carefully. 
“That scream, it wasn’t something to do with Sangfroid?” enquired 

Kuron. “I’ve never seen the Weapon respond like that to a point of aggression 
before. Have we been discovered?” 

The Doctor raised a silent eyebrow. 
Vog Mur chewed her lip. “You have other duties to perform. A 

carrydart will meet you there with the necessary equipment. 
Delegate the removal of their suits and perform a full search for any 
concealed inventory.” 

“You want them taken to the cells?” 
“No,” she paused briefly, mulling over the decision. “No,” she 

said again more firmly. “Have your soldiers bring them here to the 
Proscenium. I want to study the taller one’s reactions in person, 
find out what he knows about the system. The girl will be our 
insurance that he talks.” 

On the display unit, the trespasser drooped his head a little as if 
featherbedding an errant youth. “I take it he’s convinced?” 

“For now,” rasped Kuron. 
The Doctor purred timidly with a childlike riposte, “As always and 

so forever.” 
There was a loud crack as a swift backhand connected with the 

man’s lower lip, his face snapping sideward. 
Sangfroid cut the voice channel as Kuron turned to enter the 

railcar. He studied the two prisoners as they were carried out of 
camera range towards the first security zone. Vog Mur sighed, likely 
to herself more than anyone else in the chamber. “I hope that habit 
of always wanting the last word is a part of his bluff.” 

“You don’t believe him?” 
“I never said that, Sangfroid,” she corrected, sharply.  “I believe 

him enough that he should remain alive. I want to know how much 
his people know about our movements. The nature of the Weapon 
narrows our pool of contenders, but Affiliation infiltrators are still a 
possibility.” 

“And if he refuses to break?” asked Sangfroid. 
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“We damage the girl until he does.” 
Vog Mur would start with the ears. The lobes peeled with lasers 

before she began extracting the drums from the soft tissue. Then 
the girl’s lips, sliced and splayed. The hair removed from the roots 
with acid. 

“I suspect his belief in what he thinks is right is his weakness,” 
she said. “It will likely be an ideal. A work of the imagination. If 
true, either his mind will fracture to the reality or the people he 
cares for will die to the lie.” 

There was no glee, no reverie, just indifference. 
She looked to him plainly. Cold, unflinching eyes. Always those 

eyes. “No more than that, Sangfroid.” 
 
Frobisher raised his chest, the tips of his wings up around his 

ears. With a single downward motion, he was off the hull, into the 
open air. 

He’d got halfway when he saw the MEV crawl over the lip of the 
vactunnel plateau and plummet through into its gaping throat. For 
the briefest of moments, their matching trajectories met side-by-
side, to form a continuous, unbroken perigee. Quickly, its 
pendulum swing was broken by the sharp booster twang of 
afterburners. 

He vanished behind its tail fire, taking a small pod of orbots with 
him. 

 
“There’s… a reason… I… never… applied… for… work… 

on… trawlers…” Peri panted, straining. 
Up through the torn strata of the tugboat she went. Pulling on 

what felt like the world’s longest ripcord. Trailing behind her, its 
frog-like shrill a sputter through the metal cadaver, was a heavily 
worn line of anchor cabling, fighting against every effort to pull it 
through the shipwreck’s passageways at such an acute angle. Peri 
was giving it her all. No more, no less. 

“Mæ…” 
She could only manage the first syllable, but she could see Mæstric 

reach down as far as she could, grabbing the lowest length and 
beginning to feed it out onto the deck in a snake-like squiggle. 

“I can’t see the MEV, when’s it—?” 
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Both yelped as they heard the MEV connect with the side of the 
tugboat. 

Booster rockets fired painfully to try and equalise the sudden 
gravitational shock. A sound like tearing aluminium in a vacuum 
chamber. 

Peri waved at Mæstric, trying to attract her attention away from 
the noise, as she climbed up around the towline through the blasted 
insulation. 

“Can you link into those—uh—towers over there?” Peri pointed. 
Mæstric unhooked her deck, “On it!” and began in short, pseudo-

lunar jumps towards the twin condenser pillars. 
The botanist emerged in time to catch a quick glimpse of the 

spaceborne whifferdill. 
Circling back around, he slammed straight through the middle of 

the orbots like a living jet, their bodies scattering, swept sideward 
towards the lower curve of the vactunnel. He’d captured their 
attention and their ire. They hurled their deadly fire at his back as if 
cursing his surprise advantage. And for a moment, he had it. But 
then the Weapon’s systems reconfigured their attack strategy and 
outflanked him. With machine precision, they began firing in 
crisscross succession. Aggressively close to him on all sides. He 
launched himself back towards the tugboat for cover. There was a 
unified flash, the colour of phosphorus, from the hull as their attack 
focussed on that single point. Then, the sound of a balloon 
popping. 

Mæstric skidded to a halt against one of the condenser columns, 
shouting in surprise as the blast wave shelled her face. Her shadow 
leapt out behind her.  

“Dammit!” 
Mæstric’s Mobatal clattered against the ground. Keys sputtered 

asunder from the impact. She was on her knees, checking to see if 
there was any further damage. If she couldn’t jack in to a 
maintenance panel, it was already all over. 

Peri’s focus was still on the battle royal on their far left. 
Out of that lethal mêlée, her friend came. Falling. Abdomen 

caught in the domed implosion ricocheting out from the ship’s 
surface. His figure now a grotesque non-shape as if he’d been 
caught in the blades of a propeller. Sleek, dart-like lines replaced 
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with a masterless yin. He’d taken out some of his opponents in the 
crossfire, but he was too close to death to appreciate the victory. 

There was nothing Peri could do but watch. 
She pushed her sick feeling down to the nape of her neck and 

kept working. 
 
It was a monument to wanton slaughter and the Doctor detested 

every facet of it. 
From the pristine and carefully-maintained paintwork on the war-

ridden miniatures to the geographically-idealised terrain done 
perfectly to scale. 

He surveyed each scene in turn, studying the frozen movements 
of its sufferers and victims. Militaria rallying towards inescapable 
death while their assault batteries and heavy artillery whispered 
remembrances of the carnage that took place beneath their field of 
fire. 

“Repugnant butchery,” he condemned. 
Across the Proscenium, their host—a Hylonomeide—was 

otherwise preoccupied with her technicians. Emerging from the 
tick-like spacecraft entrenched in the room’s far corner. It didn’t 
take long, however, for her to notice the presence of her captives. 

By then, the Doctor’s attention had fallen upon the most resonant 
of the five tabletop cycloramas. 

Pocketing a few biscuits from a nearby cake stand, the 
experienced wayfarer stood adjacent to the cool, rust-sugared sea of 
commoving gases that made up the subdivision of the “planet” 
below. 

Conversely, Vog Mur stood over the pinprick pattern of a 
starfield in which both armies tumbled, frozen at the height of 
combat. 

Opposing sides, in every sense. 
The Doctor flicked a casual finger toward the cyborg battle and 

spoke.  
“Mandara. Dalek Supreme engages Cybercontroller in free orbital 

combat. Don’t see that often in these sorts of engagements. I’m 
fairly certain because it’s an historical anachronism.” 

Vog Mur raised her eyebrows, intrigued. “You’re a student of 
history?” 
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“An often unwilling tutor, certainly. Cybercontrollers are known 
to engage directly in shootouts as part of the collective aspect of the 
Cyber-race mentality.” 

“Utilitarian conformity at its most artful.” 
“Precisely, a Leader is only subject under a Controller due to the 

differences in hardware, not due to any actual pecking order as you 
or I would understand it. Destroy their supreme commander and 
any supposed underling can fulfil his function just as well. But a 
Dalek Supreme is far too valuable a military target to lead the 
charge.” He folded his hands behind his back as his lecture took on 
its double meaning. “Particularly one of the Supreme Council like 
this. Its military programming dictates that it remain behind in 
order to coordinate the offensive.” He paused. “Oh, and the war, of 
course.” 

His unknown host recognised the leading statement all too well. 
“I thought you would feel more comfortable around a handful of 
familiar venues. You appear well acquainted with the mechanics of 
war.” 

“It’s quite a step up from a sandcastle, I will admit,” he blew on 
his lower lip. “Truth be told, I prefer Meccano myself. You’re not 
out on the field of battle yourself?” 

“Subterfuge requires a cloak.” 
“I see. And your preference is to bind me up and roll my body 

down into the riverbank rapids where it should ne’er be found?” 
“Well, I could lie. Tell you that you and the girl would be 

released,” she foundered an almost apologetic smile, “but I believe 
you’d know better.” 

“I would.” He beamed in kind. “Killing us here would rob you of 
an audience. Moreover, it would rob you of any further knowledge 
to be gained on your opponents who aim towards the same 
objective.” 

“So true?” 
“Oh, yes, it’s my business to know what others frankly do not.” 
Her polite smile diminished slightly, she turned. “The Gygaren 

developed the practice as far back as the fifth millennium as a 
means of entertaining their officers in the mess during particularly 
long battles. Wherever distraction need be required, it appeared. I’m 
told they often struggled with maintaining balance between an 
enjoyable conquest and a ruthlessly tedious reality.” 
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“The game of kings for those in an inferior social position. Little 
wars have lesser wars and thus ad infinitum,” said the Doctor. He 
surveyed the belligerent simulations with interest, noting the 
positions of the figurines on each side of the centre table. “But 
that’s not what’s going on here, is it?” 

“Do you play?” she asked. 
He looked at her. “No one should play at war.” 
“Why then that impression?” She was fishing, as the Doctor had 

become keenly aware. Seeking her own answers in as indiscriminate 
a manner as she thought capable. 

The Doctor could analyse politics until the kine came home. The 
Affiliation and Tyrikan deadlock bore the same hallmarks as a 
thousand other blocs besides. A new age of space exploration 
prompted by particle-beam weapons and laser cannons set up to 
fire for the expectant megawar. Sparked by ideologies considered so 
distinct that another would kill to oppose it. But so self-same that 
reconciliation appeared almost inevitable. 

The Doctor had never been particularly caught up in the many -
isms of the Universe. He knew where he stood. The perpetual 
outsider that encouraged dignity, fair treatment and respect. He was 
nemo, no one, and that made him unique in his observations. For the 
time being, he could easily give her as much information she already 
possessed. Enough for her to keep unwinding the line, perhaps 
enough to discover some answers of his own. 

So, he noted, with careful wisdom, his conclusions to the telltale 
discrepancies of this playact recreation’s war of nerves. 

“The placement of this satellite, this Weapon as everyone calls it.” 
The Doctor bowed his head so it was level with the battlefield. 
“The figurine remains at the halfway point between both forces. 
Now, logically… This late into the exploitation, with these fleets 
manoeuvring into position, you’d have pitted the satellite—
ourselves—towards—towards one or the other, as a support 
structure. Claimed your allegiance. And yet, you remain… distinct. 
Isolated. It can’t be for fear of discovery, unless you’re concerned 
about a ground war here on the satellite. I don’t think you are. Your 
movements here and elsewhere around the room are far more like a 
carrion eater.” 

Vog Mur smiled thinly once more. Tight-lipped. Selective with her 
words. “You seem well-versed in these kinds of scenarios. Tell me, 
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have you noticed that no one ever seems to consider what happens 
after the rebellion? I admit there’s a greater liberty, a greater 
fraternity… but perhaps also, cupidity?” 

Frowning in remembrance, the Doctor placed his hands in his 
pockets. “I cannot deny that the dictators I’ve overthrown have 
sometimes emerged from the chaos of freedom fighters with a lack 
of foresight.” 

“The bio-banks of this satellite have been tempered to withstand 
radioactive fallout from a systematic orbital bombardment of any 
world you could find in the Interstellar Atlas. As frenetic as 
Trailblazer Prime, lush as Tyrika, and many others besides. With the 
ejection system, I can grow roses in the atomic loam, use the salted 
earth to feed the mutations…” 

He knew it. There was more to this satellite than crude 
annihilation. 

“You will also be killing twenty billion people on one satellite 
alone,” he scolded. 

Vog Mur uttered an arch sigh. “Very well, I can see we’ll get 
nowhere unless we establish terms. Do you accept that no one is 
immortal?” The question was delivered surgically. With all the will 
of an unshakeable tenant of life. 

“Accepted,” said the Doctor. 
“Do you also acknowledge that those twenty-billion people will 

die regardless?” 
He frowned. “Accepted.” 
“Then why depreciate my idea?” It was an earnest question. 
“Your plan denies the living their freedom to choose lives for 

themselves.” 
“People die everyday. To crime, disease, misfortunes that even I 

couldn’t possibly conceive. Why shouldn’t they die to a purpose? A 
greater goal?” 

“Your purpose?” 
“You didn’t answer the question,” she frowned. 
“Because that quality of life matters to those who don’t perish. I 

could spend millennia paralysed by the depressing reality that many 
of them will die to wretchedly obscene accidents and goodness 
knows what else. That there are those on my travels—thousands, 
billions, septillions, even—who I will never be able to save.” 
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In profile, Azovka saw a darkness behind his eyes that made her 
want to turn away and shudder. 

“Then why give them that freedom of self-determination?” Vog 
Mur stifled an incredulous chuckle. “What will they do with it?” 

“Create justice. Mercy. Compassion. Expand the frontiers of 
scientific knowledge, exonerate the moralities of their races,” the 
Doctor pointed to the woman beside him. “That girl there risked 
her life on a suicide mission to destroy this place before it could do 
any harm. She had no idea what to expect, no possibility of rescue 
and only the barest hope that she would survive, but she went 
anyway. Because it was important to her that others survive.” 

Azovka’s mutter was barely audible. 
The Doctor frowned and leant closer to her expectantly. 
She repeated it to him in soft shyness, “I had nowhere else to go.” 
Turning her head to look again, Azovka’s discovered her mistake. 

It wasn’t darkness or evil in his eyes as she’d thought. Simply 
sadness. The shudder of a supernova. Bleak and warm. 

“You had more choice than you realised. We always do.” The 
Doctor turned his attention back to Vog Mur. “That is my point. 
Know anything of a planet called Earth? Sol system. Rootworld of 
several particularly innumerable tribes of humanoids, both Tellurian 
and otherwise.” 

Vog Mur shrugged her eyebrows. “I’m afraid I don’t know it. You 
might as well have said Sarca or Miridan.” 

The Doctor tutted. “Far from Ankara or Venaya—” Vog Mur 
raised an eyebrow at that second name, “—it may be, but one of the 
Lost Worlds it is not. On that planet, they’ve had many 
accomplishments, many wonderful successes while left to their own 
devices. One man, a librarian, discovered the size and curvature of 
their world by having a man pace step-by-step from one point on 
the map to the other.” 

“Calculating the result through pure mathematics?” she asked. 
“No electronic equipment whatsoever. The chap’s name was 

Eratosthenes of Cyrene, his only tools were sticks, eyes, feet…” the 
Doctor tapped his ennobled brow, “and the human intellect. 
Imagine!” 

“How long,” she tilted her head puckishly, “did it take for the 
theorem to become accepted globally?” 
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“A mere two thousand years,” said the Doctor, containing his 
dewy-eyed wonder. 

“Really?” It left Vog Mur cold. “Even still, so wasted are those 
centuries. You surely can’t be arguing for a greater quality of life?” 

“What about the dignity of life? What about the value of choice?” 
“Why have the strength of power and lack the courage to use it?” 
“We do not have the right to dictate the fate of other people’s 

lives.” 
“Oh, I do.” 
“Why?” 
“What a question. Why shouldn’t I?” 
The Doctor’s face fell in a sigh, his voice was level. “I see that 

accord here is impossible.” 
“You may see it that way,” she crossed her arms. “In any 

argument, cowardice seems your battle cry.” 
“It’s cowardly to care about people’s lives?” 
“Certainly in the way that you do.” 
He looked at her reprovingly, perhaps even with a hint of sadness. 

“All your experience and you have still learnt nothing. A victim not 
only of self-interest, but of warring powerlessness. You’re a paper 
tiger, Vog Mur.” 

“You don’t know the meaning of powerlessness, Doctor,” she 
snarled. An ember of memory blazed behind her eyes, they both 
could see it. A terrible wrath fired in amber. He understood the 
frustration all too well. How it drove the psychopath. It had to be 
stopped. 

“Nor you courage. All you want is Eden by annihilation.” He 
threw off his guards, but Vog Mur’s two thumbs were already on 
the wooden box beside her. 

In the deedbox, there was the glimmering flash of electronic 
controls. Switches and buttons that performed undisclosed actions 
via remote control. 

“Cast your eyes to the battlefield,” she said. “The assault batteries 
are not toys, Doctor.” 

Unfortunately, he had to agree. 
The Doctor examined the articulating cannons on the battlefield 

display of the Corbo Plumecities. Her facsimile props coiled toward 
him, small circular openings apple-shaped like a series of ugly 
pinhole gouges.  
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Death would be immediate and altogether humiliating. 
The Doctor could feel the Mogran compilers around the room as 

they froze in anticipation of violence. There was one figure in 
particular, an eye missing like Odin, that looked upon the two 
intruders with a poisonous dread. 

He wouldn’t meet the Doctor’s gaze. 
“Define the noise from the rail terminus for me,” asked Vog Mur. 
The Doctor remained silent, his head tilted upward in courtly 

defiance. One of the guards moved up behind him and he turned, 
anticipating the blow from above— 

But it never came. 
Their target hadn’t been himself, but instead the girl travelling 

with him. In the time it had taken for him to turn around, she had 
been forced into the grasp of a pair of heavies. The first gripped her 
arms tightly behind her back. The other removed a high-end 
precision phaser, or something equally tawdry in its ilk, from their 
holster. The second groundpounder’s finger hovered steadily over 
the power dial embossed below its diamond-shaped nose. 

“Weapons such as these,” began Vog Mur, “emit a low-level 
audible whine. Normally imperceptible to the intelligent ear unless 
held directly beside it. If she increases the power like so,” she 
indicated. The notch on the dial was flicked upward, a tiny 
bergamot wisp hissing against Azovka’s earlobe. “We now have an 
opportunity for study. There is every likelihood that the noise will 
puncture her eardrum before the energiser coil heats up sufficiently 
to cut into the soft flesh.” 

“How will you ask questions of someone made deaf?” asked the 
Doctor. 

Vog Mur tapped her face. “Turn the other cheek and ask in the 
other ear. It shouldn’t prove necessary, however. You are someone 
willing to make sacrifices for the sake of others, no matter how 
insignificant. You’ll want it to stop. Why, I don’t know, but you will. 
I can make it stop, you need only answer my question.” 

“Doctor, don’t say—” Azovka grit her teeth, the acrid smell of 
sulphur as loose strands of hair burned away in the horrid 
matchstick glow. 

The Doctor looked on. Unemotional. 
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STAGE 11: 
“To Play at War” 

 
The nature of Kuron’s upbringing meant that he never saw the 

Hunt as it was performed. He’d heard stories about it, tales and 
myths, but they paled in comparison to the exhilaration he felt as 
the carcasses were dragged in across the vulcanstone. The eyes were 
dull and dead, but there was this lingering spark of terror in the coil 
of the body. He savoured that abuse, dreamt of it and modelled it in 
the collections of shapes that he destroyed. 

That’s all they were, after all. Shapes. Prizes, really. With lesser 
civilisation working in opposition. 

From his vantage point, standing on the sealed maintenance hatch 
for the carrydart’s outer hull, he could see one of these shapes was 
moving now. Some distance from their position at the opening to 
the orbot service margin, through the infrared field detector, was a 
handful of liquid blue-grey feathers in battle with a large pod of 
service orbots. He could hear his father’s barking laugh in his 
mind’s eye as one of the orbs turned to the colour of the beast and 
detonated violently in the near-vacuum.  

The environment appeared unfamiliar to it. Kuron theorised that 
it might have been one of the newer specimens from the gene-leak. 
Curious behaviour, though. All defensive, it only attacked when 
directly provoked. It seemed to be trying to keep the machines from 
returning their attention to the object now lolling as a pendulum 
from the derelict. It was a vehicle, that much he was certain. If there 
was anyone aboard, they would have had to secure their valuable 
equipment wherever possible and find a means of ensuring their 
own survival at the terminus of the drop. All this seemed to have 
been accomplished as the vehicle engaged its boosters in short, 
sporadic bursts, levering it towards the sheer face of the hull. Above 
it, next to the cable, the creature used the ship’s surface to propel 
itself across into the scattering of assailants. 

Had they found a way to tame the animal? To twist its will to their 
own? It would be a useful ability to possess if they had. 
Nevertheless, it was losing this particular engagement. For every 
robot downed, it took another vicious strike across its unprotected 
back. They were too small, too manoeuvrable and far too familiar 
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with the terrain to best. This was a delaying tactic—or at worst, a 
suicide mission. 

His leaden breathing a relentless pulse in his helmet, Kuron 
signalled to one of his heavies to report in their situation to the 
Proscenium. One of his other warriors listened intently to the 
vivisected transceiver taken from the captive Lonewatch girl. For 
the moment, he studied the animal’s behaviour in the midst of its 
assailing flight. 

Wings akimbo, it snatched up a unit and whipped it through the 
air in a waterspout motion towards the husk’s yellowed hide. 
Another volley from its fellows. Strobing plumes. A near miss! Its 
body was a flash as it tumbled head over tail. It tried to steady its 
plummet, even it out. Only a few metres from the curve. He could 
see the panic on its features. The mind twining, C’mon! C’mon! 

As if its limbs were mechanical actuators that could respond on a 
whim! In that moment, it forgot its natural ability, all it need do was 
level out its triangle wings… 

Yes. Yes, indeed, like that, he thought, and— 
Its limbs skidded across the vactunnel’s surface in a tumble of 

white-purple sparks, rising again from the acrid smoke with a 
harried cry. Kuron entertained the idea of unloading a magazine 
into the small of its back. To relive a boyhood fantasy, surely that 
wasn’t too much to ask? 

It threw up its wings and catapulted head-first into the furthest 
orbot. This time, the orbot spun through the air and connected with 
a weave fashioned from one of the tow cables—a guttural 
whoosh—threaded between the ship’s two external condensers as 
though they were vines. 

There were two figures. One was holding the net in place with the 
full weight of her body. The other sat cross-legged on the ground, 
her fingers working frantically over a cyberdeck unit. A cable of 
conductive wire jacked into what must have been an interface port 
at the base of the tower. 

The orbot jostled against the current that had galvanised it to the 
trap. It fired and fired again, but each shot flowed back into the 
completed circuit surrounding it. Black soot sluiced through like a 
blizzard from its casing. 

The figure on the ground sponged it clear from her mottled vision 
as though it were second nature and kept focussing on her keys. 
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Eventually, the robot stopped resisting the current. With a single 
flare of golden flame, too easily claimed by the lax oxygen content, 
it fell from sight. Inert. 

The captured Vidphōn ticked into life. Two voices. The two 
figures, he discerned. 

“Did we win or explode?” she was coughing reflexively through her 
helmet, the sound of shuffling footfalls. 

“Why’d you assume that’s a binary choice?” Although just as winded, 
the other sounded younger and lacked her companion’s drawl. 
“You’ve got it?” 

“This thing’s still hot through the gloves… Yeah, it’s… Ugh, looks 
permeable. Has the same feel as a soft metal like gold or silver. None of their 
allure, though. Yuck.” 

“Is it dormant?” 
A jostling noise, up and down. “Out like a light.” 
An exhale in relief. “Nice work, I was worried I’d broken the deck. I’ll 

transceiver into Dellevar, Guild-2 to—” There was a crack on the other 
end, the sound of rustling as the microphone cackled in impact. 
Whoever had been holding the device had dropped it to the ground 
by mistake. He could hear one of them retrieve it, distant voices 
thrumming on the edge of the receiver’s pick-up. Then, abruptly, 
they stopped. Listening to another voice. A third. His soldier’s 
voice. Reverberating, insect-like, through the transceiver. 

Softly, through the enemy transceiver, “Down through there! Find a 
place to hide!” 

“Cut communication immediately!” Kuron growled. 
The fool! She must have found their waveband by chance. A 

loose slider or faulty circuit. They knew they were here. 
He raised his electrode cannon up to his chest, the gunstock 

resting against his right shoulder as he fine-tuned the sights. 
The red-white heat signatures slithered across the tugboat’s hull 

from the safety of their trellis. But where? Where? Ah, towards the 
open cavity from whence the tow cable sprang. 

He could see one of them now. The fried orbot tucked 
protectively against her chest as she ran. She was a little slower than 
her associate. A little more vulnerable to attack. 

So, he went for the stronger. 
The one that would likely get to their vehicle first. 
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He squeezed the trigger. A thrilling cough of molten power spat 
from its diseased mouth. 

The intruder was thrown backward into her partner by her 
shoulder. The armour beneath her starsuit insulated the impact of 
the blast, redirecting it through the plating into the unshielded girl. 

He signalled to his militaria. “Bring the equipment. We move in.” 
 
Peri thrashed and shouted in the derelict’s hallway. 
She was on fire! On fire! 
Her shaking arms crossed against her face to shield her visor from 

the sudden detonation of paint tins stacked against the wall near the 
tow cable firing room. The room was burning. Was there any skin 
left? Was there—? 

“Hey, hey! We’re alright!” Mæstric shouted, rattling her out from 
the pain. “Peri, you’re alright! You’re alright! Peri, you’re alright.” 

She checked. She was alright. The electrical charge had passed. 
Now all that was left was a copper-veined sting in her arms and legs 
from muscular convulsions. If she’d been less than an inch to the 
left, that would have taken off her head. 

It didn’t take long for the ache to become subdued enough to 
register her surrounds. 

The lower half of her vision was blotted out by a sticky, off-
colour glitter gold, crusted with black from advanced decay. Her 
teeth itched from the electrical aftershock. She flexed her painted 
arms and stood back on her wobbling legs. She’d be lucky to come 
away from this without any broken bones. Where had that come 
from anyway? It had to be outside, but it didn’t match the orbots’ 
method of attack. There was definitely someone or something else 
alive out there. 

Unfortunately, she had more immediate problems to worry about.  
“The orbot!” Mæstric hissed. 
In addition to the hole in her companion’s starsuit, the sudden 

flood of electrons brought the inert robot back to life. Peri 
scrabbled forward on her knees, trying to wrest it back into her 
grasp. 

Too far away! Fingernails scratching at its chassis. 
In front of her, Mæstric was more fortunate. She’d leapt onto the 

machine with the full weight of her body, shoving it to the ground. 
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It sparked and crackled beneath her grip. What little power it had 
left shunted to the laser. Catherine wheels spat from its equator. 

The noise coming from Mæstric’s depressurising suit was horrific, 
like she’d stepped on a pit viper. Yet she was still holding that 
damned thing in place. 

She’d dropped her gun. 
Peri scooped it up into her hand and aimed up through one of the 

many holes in the crust above and fired. Blue star flashes.  
Whab! Whab! Whab! 
She was a terrible shot, she knew, but hopefully it would be 

enough to make their assailants think twice about approaching any 
closer. 

The orbot threw Mæstric against the wall, the tear in her suit 
temporarily patched, stopping the noise, but Mæstric was quickly 
being crushed under its motive units’ force. She could feel the suit’s 
plastic cracking as it pressed harder and harder into her abdomen. It 
was trying to crush her ribcage! Push it right up through her 
shoulders. Her rebreather wasn’t far behind. The triangular prism 
warping like an aluminium can against the wall. 

Peri fired point blank, but the shot was caught in the orbot’s 
inspection beam and tossed to the left of Mæstric’s head straight 
into the wall. Through the crumbling building material, she could 
see pale red-grey lagging, the tone of human blood. 

“Get it off! I–get–I can’t br–breathe!”  
Mæstric couldn’t reach her Mobatal, pinned against her back. The 

datathumper could only manage an enraged, strangled bark against 
the shrill pain. 

The feather-haired girl wasn’t doing much better. “I know, I know, 
I know! I can’t get it to move!” 

The paint had left a series of outlines against the far wall, frozen 
immemorial, but there were still unopened paint-tins scattered 
across the deck. Peri grabbed one by its circumference and 
slammed it hard against the orbot’s crown, succeeding only in 
tearing open the tin’s base. Mæstric was going to die, she was going 
to die and Peri knew it was going to be because of her. She could 
hear the bones beginning to strain and crack, desperation etched 
across the datathumper’s features. 

“Don’t die,” Peri urged. “Please, please, don’t die!”  
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It was like being in an old, unfamiliar house in a thunderstorm as 
a child, only none of the excitement, none of the exhilaration of 
home, just blind fear. In her blind fear, Peri acted. She tore open 
the lid with her gloved fingers and dumped the remainder of the tin 
between the robot and its prey. 

“Slide out!” barked Peri. 
Mæstric didn’t quite understand, but she was trying. The tiniest of 

movements to the side. Horizontal, rather than pushing forward as 
she had been previously. As she tried to kick out, she realised her 
boots hadn’t been touching the floor for a while now. She opened 
her mouth, but whatever the question it was throttled away in a 
sudden burst of pressure. 

Peri responded, giving Mæstric a brutal askance shove. 
There was a horrifying hiss of escaping oxygen, the sickening 

crack of bone as the orbot clipped the datathumper’s wrist. 
It thudded straight into the wall with a gratifying crunch. 
Mæstric was rasping ugly bubbles of air in through her 

mouthpiece. Her throat felt no larger than a crumpled straw. The 
orbot didn’t wait for her to recover. Instead, it readjusted its 
trajectory and went straight for Peri, extrapolating her as the more 
immediate threat. The datathumper got to it first. The cyberdeck 
brattled noisily against her back as she drove it with all her might 
into the floor. 

It shrieked agitatedly, skidding askance between the two 
adventurers, past Peri’s ankle. She gave it a gratifyingly sturdy kick 
into one of the paint cans. 

Save for its dazzling corona, it was almost invisible among the 
spray, but the effort of pushing Mæstric up against the wall had 
begun to visibly take its toll. 

There had to be some way to stop it without damaging it any further, 
Mæstric thought. 

The paint had done little to impair its functions other than create 
a thick, cauterised crust subsuming its chassis. Maybe there was 
something else onboard. Think! 

“The condensers…” strained Mæstric. 
“What? Like in refrigeration?” Peri was frantic. She knew 

something of the principle, but for a spacecraft the knowledge was 
beyond her reach. Coolers implied a device so high-functioning that 
the heat generated by its operation had to be transferred 
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immediately outside to avoid a meltdown. She held an arm out to 
steady herself on the slithering floor. “What would they be 
cooling?” 

Mæstric had it. “The reactor! Frobisher mentioned a reactor!” 
“The power room’s got to have some pretty serious doors on it, 

yeah?” 
The Naran nodded. 
“We’ll try it!” instructed Peri. 
 
In the Proscenium, the impassive Doctor shifted onto his right 

foot and weighed up his options. 
Time was not his ally here. There was no way he could reach 

either the deedbox or the assault batteries before he was shot down. 
Either by the groundpounders or by his host’s macabre toys.  

Another notch up the indicator. 
The girl’s eyes squeezed shut in pain. Dread buried its long 

fingernails in the caldera of his stomach. His face twitched. The 
pain increased. The nib of light grew, stretching out from the base 
of the device as though rain off an umbrella. What was he trying to 
prove? Mettle? Bravery with another person’s life? 

Azovka could see the doubt burrow its way through his surface 
thoughts to his features. 

“It is my choice!” the words slammed together from her mouth like 
the carriages of a derailed freight train. “Say nothing!” Yet another 
twist on the rack. A miniature sun was born, the nose of the gun 
now enveloped in a brilliant corona. Azovka could still see it 
through her eyelids. Burning through. The intensity escalated every 
fifteen seconds or so. The words became a desperate mantra in 
worship of some dark and unfamiliar territory where she could be 
safe. The pain reminded her of nothing she’d felt before, nothing so 
methodical and surgical. Past woes taunted and deserted her before 
she had the chance to make them manifest. Despair reached up and 
threw her voice up through the roof of her mouth. The demand 
was now a plea. “Nothing!” The smell of sulphur had given way the 
rank odour of rotting meat in a frying pan. The Doctor’s mouth had 
thinned to a taut line. The laser was meant to cauterise, but he could 
see the thin streaks of gold running down from her ear. 

She had sunk to the ground, the word having lost all meaning. 
“Nothingnothingnothing—” 
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“Stop it! Enough! I’ll…” The Doctor had no choice. “I will do what 
you ask.” 

Vog Mur’s fingers were still poised over her control box. She 
hadn’t relented, nor relaxed. 

“Unequivocally,” she demanded. 
“Unconditionally, therefrom you stop.” 
She raised an iridescent hand and brought it down. It reminded 

the Doctor of a vote in the colosseum. He snatched across to 
Azovka, resisting every urge buried beneath his abhorrence of 
violence to strike the two heavies as they stood. 

“Azovka?” he asked. “Azovka, can you still hear me?” 
The stepthreader nodded groggily, opening her eyes to reveal a 

forest aflame against the dawn. 
“The noise?” asked Vog Mur. 
“A fanfare!” he cried, slapping down the armoured guard’s gun-

arm. “A Voronkraz royal fanfare. Composed from bubble music on 
a distorted sound card. Satisfied?” 

She paused in consideration, nodded, then issued a simple 
command, “Take them out to the cells.” 

“Wait,” snapped the Doctor. “Let me examine her first.” 
Privately, Azovka could see the apologetic look in his eyes, but in 

that moment, she couldn’t appreciate it. She was angry. Angry that 
he’d sacrificed their advantage for her sake. Angry that she’d 
expressed that inflicted agony so readily. She thought she’d been 
stronger than this. They were responsible for the safety of an entire 
constellation. Friendship was a childish irrelevance, at best. At 
worst, a liability that had doomed their only chance at any 
bargaining power.  

The Doctor knew as well. There was more at stake now with such 
an irreconcilable opponent. Whatever happened next, he could not 
guarantee to himself that there would be any possibility for justice. 
The thought enraged and saddened him, salting a sickeningly 
familiar wound in his psyche. 

He addressed his jailer with nothing more than pity. “I imagine 
the dissolute nature of this act escapes someone with such a barren 
moral inventory as yours.” 

“You keep talking as though this is wrong, Doctor,” she sighed 
with exasperation. “It isn’t, it serves me. I thought you might be 
different from the Institute’s head of sections, I thought you’d 
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understand that there is no good or evil. There are only winners and 
losers. I am a winner, I thought I would have proven that.” 

“You lost that argument the moment you started killing people. 
You earnestly cannot see what you’re doing here…” he covered his 
eyes, pausing, then looked directly at Vog Mur. “What do you see?” 

“Weakness of character.” 
“I would be worried if I were you.” 
“Not really,” she shrugged. “Worry is a weakness and I possess 

few. All of which I have accommodated for. I think I’ve discovered 
yours, however. It’s your respect for what you think is just.” 

“So, true?” he rose to his feet, fluffing his lapels and straightening 
his back. “I think I’ve discovered yours as well.” 

“Oh?” 
He adjusted the Steinlen-painted cat brooch on his coat. “A 

presumption of infallibility. Remember the figurine?” 
That made her pause for thought, he could see her eyes narrow 

thoughtfully, but it didn’t prevent their departure. “You’ve had 
enough time. Take them away. Sangfroid, run back an audio sample 
of the fanfare through the vocoder.” 

With a single swift movement, his abductors revenged themselves 
upon him as he stood, metal gauntlets striking at the soft flesh of 
his face. A futile and empty gesture. Done to regain control after his 
previous outburst. Vog Mur regarded the display with academic 
interest. It was distastefully gaudy, but it served its purpose. 

The Doctor and Azovka left as they had arrived—in fate’s chains. 
 
The enormous vault door may have once been silver, now it’d the 

look of something left to the elements. 
Mæstric was the first to see it. It was ajar! 
“In!” she shouted. 
They clambered inside, pushing on its face with all the strength 

they could muster. 
The datathumper uncoupled her Mobatal and plugged into the 

wall socket, blasting straight through the I/O port and into the 
power room’s registry node before any diagnostic software could 
force her out. Superstition be damned, she hadn’t the time. 

A keen, pneumatic hiss of motors that had long fallen into 
disrepair heralded the door’s closure. The tremendous crack as 
automaton and bulkhead met, reverberated into the quiet cage they 
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had snared themselves within. They could hear the chainsaw rale of 
the orbot as it attempted to bite through the door, wall and tugboat, 
all to no avail. 

Inside the computer, Mæstric’s mind held tight to that registry 
node as the machine attempted to force its way into her stolen 
dominion. She was up to her neck in pins and needles, but no 
quarter was to be given. 

Rapidly exhausted by its physical and electronic efforts, the 
orbot’s chattering became more desperate. It breached the data 
registry and lolled its code inside. 

The door’s complex locking system disarmed. Peri threw her body 
against it—practically useless, but a humanly comforting response.  

Better to die trying. 
A cruel hiss! Then, there was quiet. 
They waited in a moment that felt like years. Quiet beget quiet 

and there was nothing still. Mæstric couldn’t feel its presence in the 
computer system anymore. 

Had they won? 
Peri leant her face against the door. “We’re alive…” Her face 

twitched with laughter. “We’re alive!” 
The datathumper couldn’t stop herself chuckling in simpatico. 

“Thank you…” 
“Sure. Hey,” she tapped her on the shoulder. “How long do you 

want to wait?” 
“Ah, forever,” Mæstric sighed pleasantly, jacking out and 

clutching her cyberdeck. “We should get moving.” 
Together, they pulled it open to face whatever fate had befallen 

their attacker. 
On the ground, only moments ago considered so fierce and 

terrible, the orbot now lay inert. Extinguished. Peri couldn’t help 
but look upon it now as little more than an oversized child’s toy. 
Mæstric indicated to her that it was safe to touch. She did. 
Something in the thing retched an acid dread in her gut as she held 
it. Cautious, but satisfied with its dormancy, she held it a few inches 
from her chest. 

“It’s playing nice, for now…” muttered Peri, waiting for the other 
shoe to drop. Upsettingly, it appeared to have done far more 
damage to itself trying to get through the door than it’d attempting 
to crush Mæstric’s ribcage. 
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“What a mess,” sniffed the near-fatality. “Remains to be seen if 
it’s even useful.” 

The young botanist gave it a gentle bounce. It didn’t react. 
“Wouldn’t it be ironic if by staying alive we’d actually wrecked this 

thing beyond repair?” 
“Yu-huh…” The datathumper puffed an exhausted sigh, too 

weary to be concerned and pulled her headset up around her ears, 
speaking into the receiver, “Guild-2 request scramble code.” 

The response was no more than a satisfying click. 
She scrolled across to the backup waveband and made a quick 

mental calculation. “Will meet Base and be aboard in eight minutes. 
Expect trouble and reward.” 

Dellevar responded, “Base to Guild-2. Zonder Frobisher has boarded.” 
Peri decided to stop thinking about the empty robot and focus on 

the living. “Is he alright?” 
“Unharmed and fully able.” 
“Good. Is the cable holding?” 
“Holding and steady, Mydame Mæstric. We have begun our climb up the 

side of the hull.” 
“Home soon, loy.” Mæstric snapped off the transceiver. 
Peri gave the flayed edge of her companion’s suit a flip. 

“Mæstric?” 
“Yeah?” 
“You don’t seem too worried about that tear.” 
“Everything’s partitioned off. The helmet from the suit, the suit 

from the helmet. Like yours. It’s only an issue for things like foreign 
contaminants. Bugs, viruses, other microscopic nasties,” she 
stretched out her arm implicit with instruction and let out a 
shuddering sigh, her face splitting into a blithesome grin. “I’ve got a 
good immune system. And it’s Lije.” 

“Huh?” Peri was miles away, helping the girl to her feet. “Sorry, 
didn’t catch that last bit.” 

“It’s—nrgh—thanks. It’s my nonsayer name. My own.” 
“Lije,” Peri repeated, experimentally. “I like it.” 
“Wish I did, it has a special significance where I come from.” 
“Which is?” 
“I don’t think it’d translate.” 
“Well, try me.” 
“Pinakia.” 
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Peri tilted her head. “That probably didn’t sound the same to you 
as it did to me.” 

Mæstric gave a wry smile. “It was a protest. People took their 
census pins and replaced them with sword knots from the old 
Quixotans we learnt about when there were schools. Lije was where 
the government cremated our carers.” 

“I’m sorry…” 
“I wouldn’t have picked the name if I couldn’t carry it,” she ran 

her fingers through the ruby-and-pearl adornment on her belt and 
let out a short, hoarse laugh. She was amazed she was still alive. 
Grateful, even. She said more confidently, “I was lucky that it didn’t 
get my rebreather.” 

“Mm-hm,” agreed Peri quietly, thinking. “We both are. Further 
upside, the TARDIS can’t be far away now.” 

“That’s reassuring.” She tilted her ear to the ceiling. Peri did the 
same on reflex and realised that’s what had been bothering her. 

In all the confusion, they hadn’t noticed that something 
significant in their environment had changed. The firing far beyond 
had stopped. In lieu of their lethal hail, they could hear a distant 
rhythm like taiko drums. 

Footsteps. Coming their way. 
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STAGE 12: 
“Winners and Losers” 

 
In the charcoal-grey brig of the Accomplishment, the Doctor 

struggled, viciously, against the collective grip of his two minders. 
He felt like a roped taipan. 
The guards had thrown Azovka against the floor just to exorcise 

some latent frustration and provoke a response. And they’d 
certainly merited one. 

One is not called noble who harms living beings. 
The Doctor’s self-control, already waning in light of her torture, 

had snapped. 
Azovka tried to rush the pair, hands open to strike, but was 

kicked back into the cell. She hit the floor with the centre of her 
back. The air knocked painfully from her lungs. She placed a hand 
to her ear to check that she hadn’t reopened the wound. 

Painful, but the blood was still crusted dry. 
The first guard’s voice was like a rattle. “Over here! Over—Just 

throw him in here!” 
“He’s… Blazes!” hissed the second guard. Their gauntlets were 

digging into his wrists. “Our orders were separate cells.” 
“Stuff our orders! Get him… Rgh!” 
The Doctor felt the soles of his boots give out. There was an 

almighty sundering of cotton fabric as he barrelled over the alarm-
taped threshold of the cell. The shoulders of his coat were ripped in 
twain, red fabric tattered in his jailors’ hands. 

He swung round to face them, in time to snap, “Gibfaced foozlers!” 
before the door slid shut.  

Had the room possessed a keyhole or its like, he would have 
railed against the vandals further. Instead, a noise, closely 
approaching a snarl, erupted from his throat as he shrugged the 
ruined item of clothing off his back and into his arms. 

“Ruined!” he proclaimed. “My favourite coat, my only coat and 
they’ve ruined it!” 

Azovka climbed up onto the back-facing seat, raising her chin 
from her badly scraped wrists. “Not necessarily.” 

“Mm?” growled the Doctor. 
“Do you have a needle and thread?” 
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He fiddled with the back of his cat brooch. “Will a safety pin do?” 
“Should be fine.” 
Distracted from his anger, he deposited the coat and the requisite 

materials into her waiting fingers. It smelt pleasantly like an antique 
bookshop. 

“Do you have experience?” he asked. 
“Well… A long time ago,” she explained, removing the head of 

the pin, “I used to work a loom at a mill, not far from a monastery. 
Mending fabrics and the like. First for food and shelter, then for 
fun.” 

His indignation dulled by her gentle tones, the Doctor sat down 
beside her in the cell. “Oh? Enjoyed the pattern making?” 

“No…” she said, her eyes searching. “No, it was more… 
Something about weaving the cloth struck a chord with me. I 
enjoyed watching the cloud of wool become a thread and that 
thread become—” Her mouth opened and closed, voicelessly, for a 
moment. Her brain shifted gears. “Your coat was-will be 
distinctive.” 

The Doctor smiled. “I like to think of The Emperor’s New Clothes. 
It’s not what you wear, but how you wear it.” 

“Mmm… Clothes are protective… Don’t you think? They say a 
lot a-about those they keep safe.” 

“We could certainly use a sanctum sanctorum at the moment,” He 
tapped his fingers against the back wall. “I wonder if we can inquire 
to the concierge for better accommodation.” 

“I don’t think I understand.” 
“Assistance from on high,” the Doctor clarified. “Maybe the 

Central Mentality will help us to help it.” 
She shook her head with real regret. “Doesn’t feel like we can ask. 

Vog Mur must have used the Proscenium to manufacture more 
Resonance Gems. Some external influence, her ship maybe, is 
dampening the Weapon’s psionic web.” 

“How can you tell?” 
“No prickling at the base of the neck.” 
“Oh, yes,” he realised. “It seems we’re now truly on our own. Did 

you recognise the two fleets on the main table?” 
“Tyrikan and Affiliation?” 
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“Yes, but more than that,” he frowned. “I recognise those fleet 
formations. That wasn’t a historical playact, it was contemporary 
warfare. Both must be mere hours away from engagement.” 

“And evenly matched. The loss of life will be catastrophic.” 
“Worse…” 
“What could be worse?” 
He folded his hands and sat down beside her. “Azovka, if a 

chance fluke allows both sides to breach one another’s defences—a 
fluke like, say, this satellite—the Affiliation or the Tyrikans will use 
that newly formed gap to decimate those worlds.” 

“That would require extraordinary numbers, though. Orbital 
bombardment… Shock troops… The ships and supplies would 
have to come from somewhere.” 

“Precisely,” he pocketed his hands. “Elsewhere. Resources 
diverted from worlds of little import to the ongoing war effort 
and—as that conflict grows more intense and the theatre 
expands—true immoral exceptions like Vog Mur will slip in to 
dominate those weakened planets and satellites.” 

Azovka’s face twisted with horror. “It was-will be the foundations 
of an empire.” 

“Built on the backs of the undefended and all backed up by this 
Weapon. Little wars have lesser wars and thus ad infinitum.” The 
Doctor punched the wall with a frustrated fist, the reverberating 
metal thundering out into the long dark of the Accomplishment. 
“We’ve got to get out of here.” 

‘But we can’t,” she pointed out. 
“So, what do we do?” 
She smiled. “We plan.” 
“Precisely.” He beamed back at her. “We plan, Azovka.” 
 
Frobisher nursed his frazzled nerves, studying the rapid passage 

of the Weapon’s walls beyond the MEV with interest. To all intents 
and purposes, this manmade satellite could be as harsh and 
unforgiving as any natural planet. Perhaps even worse, for life and 
death here were measured by a ruthless and unconquerable 
intelligence. Malign and ill-disposed. 

It gave him pause. Something must’ve stopped personnel from being 
knocked left, right and centre the way we have, he wondered. What was it? 
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It had to be here, on board the MEV. As soon as he’d entered its 
sphere of influence, the orbots above… Well, they hadn’t lost 
interest, but there was some external force that prevented them 
from acting against them. They were like wild boracurs trying to 
bring down a lacerated sijopceros on the savannah. Their impasse 
was finite. 

He realised he’d made his decision. He slipped from his chair and 
excused himself to wander the rest of the vehicle. Many doors 
remained closed to him, but there was one in particular which had 
captured his curiosity. 

As a professional snoop, he’d figured that there must have been 
some sort of Video Library on board which could shed some light 
on the situation here. It was his own temporal zone, so he should 
know how to operate it. 

Besides, stumbling upon this place would not have been unlike 
Peri uncovering a lost pyramid in Egypt. Such cultural artefacts 
were carefully documented where possible and their secrets 
beholden exclusively to those who explored it firsthand. For cold 
hard cash, maybe. Or the fun of having your name in lights. 

Opportunities like this had been part of the reason he’d chosen 
the dray horse anonym of ‘Frobisher’ in the first place. No paper 
trail to Tarklu, no— 

He found himself distracted by a small ribbon of smoke rippling 
through the access passage’s stale air. He sniffed the air with his 
beak. Drowse spikenard? 

His webbed feet steadied on the threshold of the nearest door. 
At a guess, it’d probably once been the MEV’s Chart Room. 

Easing it open slowly, he was bathed in a peculiarly natural jade 
green light from within. Spikenard emitted a soft phosphorescent 
glow when cut. It’d been a neat alternative for night-lights when 
more traditional methods of illumination had been impossible to 
find on Briar Rose. Presently, it smouldered at the front of the 
room in a misshapen bundle, counselled by a lopsided collection of 
oddments that appeared as though they had just survived the drop. 

In the midst of the small cloister sat Dellevar, his face bowed 
against the floor in prayer. Which particular prayer Frobisher 
couldn’t say. The TARDIS could translate each sentence 
instantaneously, but the meaning inherent to the person themselves 
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was always a mystery to the outsider. He saw Dellevar rise slowly 
from beneath the arthropod-eaten net at the back of the room. 

The votary let the words slip out, his baritone slicing through the 
arrhythmic hum as if it were a sheet of spun silk, “…and so, 
amongst the stars. By my will alone, I am responsible for the safety 
of the world. By my will alone, I set my mind before the point of 
the spear. To cast into starlight. To cast afar. Hmn…” The words 
lost their resonance and became more earthy. “Where is afar, I 
wonder? They never said, this time.” 

He turned slowly to face Frobisher. His ruby irises seemed hazy, 
like a ship tethered to the dock during a particularly bad storm. 
Hardy and uncompromising, yet lammed and helpless. The backs of 
his arms appeared to be glazed in salt. “I know you’re there.” Who, 
he couldn’t immediately say. It took a while for his eyes to refocus. 
“Mysir Frobisher.” 

“Mysir Dellevar.” Frobisher nodded. “Sure beats zonder. I thought 
oxygen was a precious commodity aboard sealed vehicles?” 

“So, is the living spirit. Are you well?” 
“Not great, but I’ve been through worse. What was that? A 

prayer?” 
“Secular ritual to free the mind of fear.” 
The whifferdill studied the blood-lit eyes of the larger man for a 

moment before raising a disarming flipper. “I’m—ah—intruding, I 
know. Churches always made me nervous as a guttersnipe. Still do, 
just don’t fit. Not my scene.” 

“That is untrue,” rumbled Dellevar. “All are welcome and we 
welcome all.” 

Frobisher bowed appreciatively, but he couldn’t help and cough 
awkwardly, changing the subject towards more secular domains. 
“Anything from the girls?” 

“Nothing. We should expect them when we see them.” 
“Just having a hard time not letting the mind wander.” Then a 

piece of honey-flecked sculpture caught his eye, something extruded 
like a ribbon from its base. A double helix into a reptile. “What’s 
that there? That—ah—offering? Or is it more a piece of modern 
art?” 

“A little of both.” 
“What’s it called?” 
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“Psychosculpture,” informed the votary. “You extrude shapes 
from the treacle using your lower jaw.” 

“Keeps the cats with their heads to the sky, I suppose. That’s a 
snake, right?” 

“An animistic manifestation of internal strife. With the external 
thought realised with form and shape, their suffering and internal 
strife is quelled. Do you understand it?” 

The whifferdill shook his head. 
“No, neither do I…” Dellevar paused, scratching the lizard-like 

crescent of his neck and clearing his throat. “You’ve something to 
ask, I take it?” 

Frobisher let the statement hang in the air for a moment. “Ah, 
yeah.” Frobisher measured the tone of his question with kid gloves. 
“You’re certain? You have no contact with the outside? At all?” 

“None. Listening posts are impossible to maintain on the move 
due to jamming frequencies.” 

“Sounds about right,” hummed the penguin pessimist. 
“You have friends to contact?” 
“Er, two. Two. In the Trailblazer planetary group. I wonder if 

they’ve even sent out the invitation yet?” Frobisher cracked open a 
quiet smirk. “Huh, that’s rather philosophical.” 

“And you insist you are not a scientist?” 
If he didn’t know better Frobisher could have easily mistaken that 

tone for playful. 
“Huh? Oh, no, our friend, the—ah—one who brought us here 

definitely was. Peri, too, with her botany, but me? Nah. I only play 
one on tape-relay.” The whifferdill grinned as best he could with a 
beak. “What was that I heard you saying as I came in?” 

“It is of no relevance.” 
“Now, that’s most certainly a lie, jack.” A flash of surprise and 

anger snapped across Dellevar’s features, but Frobisher pressed on. 
“I don’t know anything about the worlds beyond, but here in all 
physicality, I’m sure I recognise that face. No bejewelled regalia, no 
spire headdress, but you are someone, aren’t you? Who are you?” 

“Incorrect query,” Dellevar tightened his robes. 
“How? Only the Old World muggs use ‘sudar’ as a courtesy title 

anymore.” Frobisher thought about it for a moment, then stiffened. 
“Alright, who were you?” 
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In the Accomplishment’s brig, Azovka slipped the length of thread 
through the eye of the bent pin’s spring mechanism, winding its 
metalline edge a couple times before again pulling it tight in a knot. 

“Third time that’s broken…” she muttered. 
“Nearly finished?” asked the Doctor. 
“Yes, I think so. You’ll hardly notice the tearing, I hope.” 
“Tired?” 
“A little.” 
Her cellmate pointed to one of the pockets on his coat. “Have a 

biscuit. I pocketed a few from the table of our ungracious ‘host’.” 
“I… It’s not mine to have.” 
“That’s an odd reply, Azovka.” 
She paused, looking at him with clear eyes. “True.” 
The Doctor pulled his scrumping loot from the pocket and laid it 

out on the red fabric. It made a meagre picnic blanket, but the small 
attempt at comfort was all that truly mattered. 

They began nibbling diligently at the morsels, savouring their 
blinkered luxury, and let themselves relax somewhat. The small 
sensation of pleasure was like an embrace from a loving family 
member. Comforting and unshakably familiar. 

“You know,” began the Doctor. “I wonder what this place must 
have been like in its heyday. Tens of thousands of minds all 
working in concert, all towards a singular goal, all—” 

“Gone. Barren. E-Empty… What m-must it have filled that void 
with?” 

“Speaking of such—” 
“It was-will be all we can do at this point.” 
“—who was that I saw under the Dreampark’s lens, hm? An ally, a 

compatriot… A friend?” 
“Once.” She shied away from him, her gaze falling against his 

shoulder. 
“Not so long ago, you said I understood.” 
“This was-will not be an assignment or part of duty. This is m-

me.” 
“Ah…” he hummed. “If I understand you correctly, I believe I 

had a friend like that once… Long time ago now. He lost himself in 
the darkness of his own soul. He decided that in order to live, 
others must assuredly die. In body or spirit, the distinction was 
completely lost to him. To prolong the life of others was to waste 
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its purpose. Ironic, considering where life’s many threads ended up 
taking him.” He tapped his hands together, there was a genuine 
curiosity behind his question. “I wonder where he is now?” 

“Somewhere better maybe,” offered Azovka. 
The Doctor’s gaze was distant, perhaps even hopeful. Lost for a 

time in one of the few memories she felt she would understand if 
he explained, but ultimately he said nothing. 

Ironically, it was that silence that prompted her to continue. “I 
hope that Lije is somewhere better anyway. What ended your 
friendship?” 

“A lack of understanding,” there was a sad acceptance to his 
tones. “What ended yours?” 

Her smile was mournful. “A lack of… understanding. Tried once 
too often and broke what was already bowing under its own weight. 
It was time, I suppose. It was-will be so hard to know what’s in a 
person’s heart when they refuse to say goodbye.” 

“An agony prolonged is unfortunately an agony doubled.” 
“I admired her. Can I say that? I think she looked up to me, but 

really, she was the stronger one. Did you ever reconcile with him?” 
His gaze again turned inward. Seeing yet unseeing. 
“I regret to say, I’m angry with him,” the shame and surprise 

came unfurled in his body language like a billowing topsail. “I’m… 
angry. Angry that he could waste so much of his existence trying to 
make the Universe what he wants it to be. Uniform. Unilateral. No 
variety, no… joy. He wants to do little more than control everyone 
and everything. Survive, but not actually live.” 

Azovka felt an instinctive kick in her stomach and winced. 
“I’m sorry. I confess…” she flinched at the word as he sat down 

beside her. Dellevar must have thought her dead or worse. It hadn’t 
occurred to her to try for any further transceiver contact once 
they’d reached the Dreampark. 

The Doctor’s features softened. “Believe me I would have more 
to confess to than you ever could. It’s rather my point, actually. I 
saw something familiar in you that, well, I believe I recognised in 
myself.” His voice softened. “I would like to help… If I may?” 

Help? Her body convulsed between a laugh and a sob. 
“Never. Never help, it never works,” she bit angrily at the words, 

placing a hand against her face. A shiver travelled up the small of 
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her back, a small eddy of calm in her aching head as she focussed 
back on her sewing. “It’s not your problem.” 

“That may be,” said the Doctor, earnestly. “However, I am willing 
to aid you as you have previously me, if you permit me.” 

Azovka was suddenly aware of just how tired she really was. More 
than the harsh lines on her features and hunger in the colliery of her 
stomach. This was an empty, hollow thing. The Doctor had reached 
out to stop her head from sliding down onto the bench. He wasn’t 
quite fast enough, but that quick, impalpable spike of pain kept her 
awake. “Lije, deserved so much better.” 

The Doctor measured his words. “Your… friend?” 
“My best friend,” she rolled her head. “I hurt her, she hurt me. I 

deserved it, she didn’t…” 
“I doubt that either of you truly deserved it.” 
“Right…” she churred. “Have you ever let one of your friends 

down?” 
“My dear child,” he spread one of his arms wide. “It was one of 

the first things I did.” 
She looked up. “I’m sorry?” 
“Truly. It’s remarkable Peri remained with me.” He tightened his 

lips into a thin line. He began patting down his pockets. “I wonder 
if there was anything those Ordoheed thugs missed?” 

“How?” asked Azovka. 
“One of the other doors was locked but each of the others was 

left open. Were these stillrooms originally? Strongrooms?” 
“Doctor, how did you—” 
“Perhaps, a—” 
Azovka gripped his arm and glared into the dark of his eye. 

“Doctor…” 
“I…” His searching gaze fell to the floor. “Oh, very well. Very 

well.” He surprised himself. “How to describe it…? My people in 
moments of crisis undergo a brutal process that shocks the psyche 
into a state of malleability and reconstitutes us from the base atoms. 
It’s usually performed in isolated environments and under the 
scrutiny of peers trained in such recovery processes. It’s a strange 
pain. Metamorphosis is a word we could use, but it’s not entirely 
accurate… It has to do with biology.” 

There was a pessimistic tone to his voice, so she asked, “What 
went wrong?” 
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“Well, home was long and far away, Azovka. It was accomplished 
in emergency conditions.” 

“The result?” 
“Quite difficult to explain…” he rubbed his hands together. “It 

was like a recurring nightmare where you know each movement and 
are powerless to stop it. I was walking, thinking how rejuvenated 
and empowered I felt, then… Well, then I saw the whole mass of 
the cosmos. Every atom, every molecule, the writhing scramble of 
the celestial void. A snap of fingers, a foreign skin, an alien hand, a 
malformed arm, a distorted face, a screaming form, a roaring 
population centre, an aching world, a blazing horror of a solar 
system. A sickening grey distortion of every planet I’ve ever visited, 
all squeezed together into a pewter alloy. I dug deeper and deeper 
and deeper and deeper into my warren where no one could find me. 
And…” he tussled the memory from its quiet crèche. “And there is 
this single face amongst the mad swarm of others looking at me. It’s 
the face of my friend, Peri. In the grey, she still recognises who I 
am. Bewildered, but still seeing. Peri accepted me. Who I truly was. 
I’m proud of her for that.” 

“D-did you ever tell her?” 
His voice was unusually brittle. A particularly vulnerable and well-

masked nerve had been struck. “I should do it more often. For both 
of them. Her and Frobisher.” He shook himself from his absent 
reverie and canted his head to one side. “Do you hear that?” 

“What?” she asked. 
He was already ticketed on his own train of thought, patting down 

his coat pockets, now folded in her lap. “It is, isn’t it? 
Communication, my dear girl… Communication is key.” 

The flash of guilt that laved Azovka’s face went unnoticed by 
either of them. It took a few moments for her to register the 
noise—the soft, repeating clang of boots against the grille-plated 
floor. There was a soft hiss of a nearby door opening and closing 
and something heavy striking what must have been a vestaglass 
object in the room next door. 

“There’s not enough here to make even a crystal transceiver set, 
but…” The Doctor fished the penlight out of his pocket, the clack 
of metal luring his cellmate from her private scrutiny. He began 
searching the wall, his eyes falling on a fist-sized ventilation duct on 
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the top right corner of the wall. “A-ha! Ha-hah. Now, we’re getting 
somewhere…” 

Azovka rose with excitement. “You can signal to the other man in 
the cell.” 

“Precisely!” The Doctor was jubilant. 
Holding up the penlight, he called through the jags, a kulning used 

to herd animals long ago in medieval Härjedalen. Sung to him by a 
family of travelling Sami who sought shelter aboard his Ship during 
a particularly harrowing winter in the north. Their gift to him, 
following his sharing of a yoik with them. 

“—deafening!” was the sole intelligible word Azovka could hear 
from her own mouth. 

“What?” 
She pointed to her mouth, her ears were still ringing. “—such a—

tightly confined—!” 
“Startled?” 
“Yes!” 
The Doctor frowned. “I apologise. I’m afraid the room isn’t that 

big, you know.” 
“—f I didn’t know that before…” 
Far from dissuaded, he continued his otherworldly singing down 

the vent. Better prepared, she plugged her ears, yet she couldn’t 
help but be fascinated by the sound. It buried its haunting features 
in the lilting flesh of the ancient walls. More than any other moment 
before, Azovka had a sense of the age behind the man. It was 
extraordinary. 

Perhaps even more extraordinary was its immediate consequence. 
Something in the next room heard and answered him. 
 
Aboard the MEV, Dellevar crossed his arms. “Are we bartering 

information?” 
“No,” Frobisher shook his head. “Just trying to understand where 

you’re coming from. My nature to pry, I’m a detective. Was a 
detective. Although, I guess you don’t ever quit, do you?” 

“Hmn.” A lengthy mixture of emotions flicked across the votary’s 
features with that single grunt. Like the reflective purple-green glint 
of an oyster’s mouth. He was weighing up his options, deciding 
what to say and what to keep to himself. This time, he felt, for the 
sake of decorum rather than security. His eyes remained steady, 
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deeply entrenched in a moment of time that the former detective 
could not see. Yet despite this else-focus, his words were humble 
and matter-of-fact. “That’s a complicated question to answer, 
zonder… I was found in my present form on Briar Rose, beneath the 
plant of the same name. My crèche came under a burning brazier lit 
of its own volition.” 

“Only every—ah—two hundred years, I recall,” Frobisher tried to 
mask his surprise beneath a shroud of world-weariness. “I… wasn’t 
expecting to—” 

“You have. In my past life, at the beginning of the Circle, I was 
the Supreme Flamen of Rankine. I dropped out of public view 
when I grew to be as I am now.” 

He contemplated Frobisher as though he expected him to cry 
fraud or lunatic and flee from the room. Instead, the talking 
penguin placed a flipper across his beak and stood his ground. “So, 
you’re a… transmigration? Reincarnation?” 

“Something of the sort,” he said with lilting surprise as he folded 
his four arms. “The concept sounds familiar to you.” 

Frobisher’s eyes glittered, knowingly. “I’ve a friend you should 
meet. What are you doing out here in the wilderness?” 

Dellevar rubbed his eyes and held out a demonstrative hand. 
“Proving that the monastery still has a place in contemporary life 
beyond superstitious tradition. Faith is freely given, Mysir 
Frobisher, but trust is—as I have said—like a currency. Earned. We 
must always be relevant to the Galaxy or else, our teachings will not 
survive. We are not the oppressors we once were and we must 
demonstrate in this physical plane how we will never be again. That 
we will always stand against constructions like this and the dangers 
they hold.” 

“You’ve been here for…?” 
“Months? Years…? An epoch?” Quiet acceptance. “I cannot say.” 
“And yet, you’re still here. What’s kept you alive?” 
Before he could answer, the corridor beyond buzzed excitedly 

with the airlock detector whine. He peered out, seeing two figures 
emerge from the strip light nimbus. Black paint was slashed across 
their torsos like a crime scene. Peri and Mæstric looked a mess, they 
all did. 
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Peri’s first words as she entered the cabin were, “We’ve—It’s—
Golly, the MEV moves quick. I thought we’d have to catch up with 
you not—gimme a minute…” 

“Take a breath, Mydame Peri,” instructed Dellevar. 
She gulped. “Got trouble—serious trouble—on its way.” 
“Terrific… Toss it here, perp,” said Frobisher. 
She did so unceremoniously, grateful to be rid of the thing and 

slid to the floor. 
Mæstric stepped over her and rested against the wall. “There’s 

someone else out there—the opposition.” 
Dellevar moved towards the cockpit, calling out to Tylial. He 

could see them through the forward portal, a small phalanx of 
armoured figures trying to conceal themselves behind a veil of 
smoke. The orbots hovered above the tableau like interested 
spectators, unable to interfere. The battle, the hardy figure 
concluded, would therefore ultimately be won by whomever was 
able to claim and destroy their opponent’s Resonance Gems first. 
This smoke was already proving a hazard though. Blue-purple light 
flared behind its veil as they approached towards the— 

“Full reverse, Tylial!” cried Dellevar. 
Too late. Peri was the first, feeling herself tumble end-over-end 

towards the windscreen with a surprised shout. All too quickly, she 
was accompanied by others. 

 
The rush of retrorockets cleared the smoke. 
A trench of molten substrata and waxen latticework had been 

carved into the flooring mere metres away from them. 
The MEV’s caterpillar tracks ground against the lip of the pit trap 

and fell. 
Eight levels down. 
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PHASE FOUR
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STAGE 13: 
“Jacklights for Jackanapes” 

 
A distinctive chain of dots and dashes flickered as a stabbing pain 

on the interior of Solta’s eyelids. It had been the singing earlier that 
had woken him up. Keeping him awake now was… 

Can’t be, he thought. Could it? 
Something swam up from the inky twilight of his mind. Training. 

Etched into his consciousness since his first day at the controls of a 
jet-booster. His mind wrested him from the pleasure of his half-
sleep to focus the flashes into a recognisable order. 

The first was an ‘A’… Then an ‘N’… A ‘Q’? Badly timed—no 
wait, it was a ‘Y’… An ‘O’ followed… Eventually it spelt out two 
words on a repeated cycle, A-N-Y-O-N-E—T-H-E-R-E-? 

He decided to cry out. Shout. Prove that he was still alive. He 
didn’t expect any sort of reply to what was clearly one last and 
desperate spasmodic phantasm of meaning to his fraying psyche. 

Except that wasn’t the end of it. 
C-A-N-N-O-T—H-E-A-R-.—A-N-S-W-E-R—O-N—P-I-P-E-. 
His ears flopped down. It was so difficult to concentrate. He 

barely remembered what the previous code had been. He removed 
his boot and slammed it in arrhythmic code against the downpipe. 
C-O-P-Y-? 

W-E-L-L—D-O-N-E-! The reply was bountiful with glee. A-M—
F-R-I-E-N-D-. 

P-R-O-V-E—I-T. 
That would give his mysterious communicator something to think 

about. 
H-O-W—C-A-N—I-? It responded in unusual earnest. 
File cards? Tape-relayed biographies? However else? They knew 

everything and anything about the man except his face and that had 
been the only thing that kept him alive. There was a few minutes 
hesitation, then his “fellow prisoner” signalled back, S-O-R-R-Y—
W-H-A-T—D-O-N-E—T-O—Y-O-U—T-E-R-R-I-B-L-E-.—S-
A-V-A-G-E-R-Y—A-L-L—T-O-O—I-M-A-G-I-N-A-B-L-E-. 

Solta sighed. 
N-O-T—Y-O-U-R—F-A-U-L-T-, it added. 
He growled. K-N-O-W—T-H-A-T-. 
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B-U-T—D-O—Y-O-U—F-E-E-L—I-T-? 
A creeping alarm burrowed its way through Solta’s heart. This 

could easily be a trap. Some pretence to worm out any further 
information from his aching mind. He felt guilty. He felt ashamed. 
He took pleasure in the fantasy of his own annihilation. No more 
burdens. No more horrors. No more remorse. Just blind and 
blissful peace in the emptiness of the closed room. 

K-N-O-W—T-H-E-R-E—I-S—S-T-I-L-L—H-O-P-E-. The 
quasar light continued flashing in assurance. 

He nearly coughed up a lung. “Hope?” 
K-N-O-W—N-A-M-E—OF—C-A-P-T-O-R-? 
He slammed his boot irritably against the piping, feeling the 

muscles in his ears tightening with each punctuated clang. If he 
bought into the illusion, perhaps it would more swiftly leave him 
alone. V-O-G—M-U-R-. 

 
On the other side of the condensation-slick wall, the Doctor 

frowned, repeating the name to himself.  
“As in, the guide of that fictional country satirising Federation 

society? What was that book called again…?” He gave up. “How 
trite, like calling yourself Winston Smith.” 

He flashed the penlight again. W-I-L-L—G-E-T—Y-O-U—O-U-
T. 

“But how…?” the Doctor held his hand to his chin. 
“There was-will be a way,” Azovka mumbled between eager bites 

of a melting moment. She gulped and dipped her head. “You won’t 
like it though.” 

“Telegenesis.” 
“If I get fearful, angry or—” 
He dropped to the floor, dusting off his shoulders. “Sit, if you 

may.” 
“S-Sorry?” 
He patted the space before him. “Sit. We’ll figure this out together 

using a Zuma meditation technique. Very intuitive, I assure you.” 
She gave a quizzical nod, the cold systemic vibration of the ship 

nuzzling its way up her fingers through her palms. 
“Now,” he folded his hands together, “what tends to trigger these 

episodes of yours?” 
She shook her head. “Bad, bad memories.” 
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“And what about the good?” 
She picked at her fingers. “I don’t think I have—” 
“Now, why don’t I believe that? Life is all about variety, Azovka,” 

he tapped her knee, encouragingly. “Surely you must have some 
happy memories from your past?” 

“It was-will be not easy to say…” 
“True, true, but we are nevertheless the sum total of our lives 

experiences. Both good,” he held up one finger, “and ill.” He held 
up another. “You would not be here if not for that good. The 
memory doesn’t need to be perfect, but Time is a bacchanal fighter. 
Push it and it pushes back. The good must exist somewhere amongst 
that vicious hive of squalor.” 

She sighed and turned away from him. 
“I understand. It’s difficult, I know,” he persisted. “At times, it 

can seem impossible. But if you don’t try, trillions of lives will be 
lost in the sterilisation of this entire constellation. Moreover, we 
ourselves will die here in this cell together, having lost everything 
we’ve achieved. Could you perish knowing that?” 

She couldn’t meet his gaze. “How will I know it was-will be the 
right one?” 

“It will have the strongest emotional resonance. Something you 
remember almost in spite of itself. Something special, wonderful 
and beautiful. A humble, fair weather thing.” 

A tiny smile tripped across her features. “Alright…. Alright, there 
is one. It was back… Well, a-after the mill, but b-before all of this. 
The tarp we used to keep out the rain in the monastery’s living 
quarters had blown out to one of the turrets. I thought I could 
handle it, get it back before anyone woke up, but a floorboard had 
been rotted out by the rain and I fell through. Scared Lije witless, I 
think she tore out a bit of the old stonework with her bare hands 
trying to get to me.” 

She scanned her fingernails, searching the room for any sort of 
environmental resonance. The closest she had come was making the 
hairs on the backs of the Doctor’s hands stand on end. “Don’t 
leave me hanging, Azovka,” he teased. “I’m interested to hear if our 
heroine survives.” 

She laughed. “Well, I wasn’t as badly injured as I could have been, 
but I had an allergic reaction to the Scyphozoan ivy that left me 
with a rash bad enough to keep me bedridden for days. Not like me 
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at all to stay in one place for so long, nor her. So, we talked. I don’t 
know what it was about those long couple of days, but it wasn’t 
about getting past the patrols or finding out what had broken on 
the purifier that day. We… talked, about the summer rain. And, of 
course, the t-tarp came loose and flew away again after the first 
couple days, but high up in the sky above us were these balloons.” 

“Caught on the wind?” 
The smile broadened. “Yes, they’d been released from a festival 

somewhere far below and had drifted up to us. It was painful, but I 
was determined to grab some for Lije. I could remember reaching 
out, while she held one of my arms to steady me on the 
embankment.” 

“How high up was the room where you were staying?” 
“The people below were no larger than gnats.” 
A small current pooled in a tiny circle in the centre of the room. 

He could faintly smell the musky, pleasant aroma of geosmin in the 
dust and grit dancing in a funnel around them.  

Imperceptible, if he hadn’t been searching for it. 
Each mote of spacedust waltzed back and forth in invigorating 

eddies like a wassailing crowd. She could see them in her mind’s 
eye. A concourse of red-and-purple, oscillating confetti below a 
sweptback horizon and grey-sugared trees. With their private flotilla 
of balloons drifting lazily over the bulwark and the ivy sting on her 
skin she could visualise as rubies and rock salt. And when the mind 
rebelled, she reminded herself what the alternative would be. To 
never feel the warmth of the suns—the heat of the sky!—on her 
hands or the exhilaration of a gallery view from the devils’ attic. The 
memory was like a heartbeat. A pulse. She found it difficult to 
concentrate. It fluttered in arrhythmia. A jolting mass of distended 
sensations in a kaleidoscope. She could feel it slipping through her 
fingers from moment-to-moment. “I don’t think I can do this…” 

“You can,” encouraged the Doctor. They were too close now. 
“You can, you have the ability to see Time as few others do…” 

“No, I can’t—” Its aching beauty terrified her. The pressure 
sitting on her stomach was liable to burst. “I need to stop now.” 

Before she could relent, the Doctor’s head snapped from his 
study of the sirocco around them. “Is fear all there is to your life? 
Someone once said that fear is pain arising from the anticipation of 
evil. Are you evil, do you consider yourself such?” 
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“No. No, I don’t think so.” 
The deck plating began to blister where Azovka sat. 
“I don’t believe you are either. What evil lurks at the heart of this 

happy memory then, hm?” he persisted. “Are you afraid of being 
happy?” 

She tried to block him out, but some part of her mind wouldn’t 
let her. It was as though he’d mentioned her name across a crowded 
room. 

Suddenly, she could hear every word that he was saying. “You 
have endured through much, Azovka, and in enduring grown as 
strong as your fellows. Even stronger. Yet, you’re willing to throw 
all of it away because of your… your fear? What is it in this memory 
that so terrifies you?” 

The colours faded. 
Azovka felt… 
Lije’s free grin as she pulled down the kite on its length of string. Dellevar 

smirked, bemused, as he opened the door, returning from his day of study in the 
archives. Friends, family, home. 

But those images, too, spiralled out of her control. The memory 
turned half-circle to the cruel horrors of everything aboard the 
Weapon. 

She knew what she feared. 
Vog Mur scuffed her four legs and bowed her head. The mace-shaped helmet 

by her side rasped like swamp gas. The technological insects skittered around 
them both in fear for their lives. Enemies, adversaries, isolation. 

“They’ll burn it all away,” Azovka’s voice was raw, her fingers 
tightening. “All of it and crush any potential for something better to 
grow from it. With their ignorance, prejudice, and they don’t care.” 

There it was. The pressure point they needed. The Doctor 
reached forward with his diction and squeezed. Hard. 

“Then,” he said, “you have something to fight for, don’t you?” 
The whirlwind in the cell, and the woman at the heart of it, caught 

their breath. “Yes.” 
“We cannot remain here.” 
Azovka blinked. “Yes.” 
The Doctor threw his arm out to the wall. “Fight for it, Azovka. 

You have the will. You have Time and Mind on your side. Fight!” 
Mesmerising in its blue, green and red tinctures, the agitated 

windstorm became a force for life. 
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“You—are—free!” the Doctor bellowed. 
Impact! 
The Doctor threw himself from harm’s way. Flat against the floor.  
Azovka’s mind altered the screeching matter of the cell wall in a 

roaring yellow-purple flash that would have blinded them both had 
they been looking. 

Its molecular structure crumpled beneath everything that old 
memory represented. The pressures of the mind. No longer failing 
and desperate, but cast as though a bolt from a crossbow. The 
result was a devastating void—burnt metal and smoke—carved 
through the cell door and wall. 

“Water into wine. Well done!” the Doctor congratulated. 
And they were. They were free. 
 
If Peri had known of their good fortune, she’d have likely wished 

she could say the same thing. 
From her vantage point, up against the forward viewport, she 

could barely see the Ordoheed begin work on the roof above. She 
clamoured up over the—now horizontal, rather than vertical—
backing of the pilot chair. 

The botanist’s vision swam. “They’re welding the MEV to the 
deck plating of the ship!” 

“Sealing us in…” determined Frobisher, grimly, from his inverted 
position against the chair’s back. 

Mæstric reported, “Tylial’s out cold.” 
 “Mæstric, we must stop them,” Dellevar rumbled. “We’ll never 

free ourselves otherwise.”  
Peri held her arm out and was pulled effortlessly upward by the 

votary. Nursing her leg, she turned her attention to his companion. 
“Got any neat toys in the attic?” she asked, brightly. 

Mæstric eyed Dellevar for confirmation. He nodded. It was no 
longer time for secrets, not when a well-meaning omission could 
claim their lives through nothing more but poor fortune. 

The blue-haired punk helped Peri climb towards the door, waving 
her on. “This way, move it!” 

“Frobisher?” asked the young botanist. 
“Y’know…” the whifferdill slid downward to sit from his neck 

onto his shoulders. “Just for once, everything looks right.” 
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Reorienting himself, his familiar avian features transfigured into a 
carmine balloon that began floating up towards Peri. 

She looked disappointed. “No joy?” 
“Takes time to mimic these things perfectly. A long time.” 
She remembered. Peri braced herself against the floor/wall and 

pulled. “Where’d it go?” 
“Slipped through my dew-beater flippers. It’s down there 

somewhere.” He gestured with his tapering string. “Beneath the 
console. I’ll have to find it later, I can be more useful to you here, in 
this moment.” 

“Loy, we might not have a later,” Mæstric warned. 
“One robot alone isn’t going to convince the rest of the band to 

blow away the bad guys, jack,” rebutted Frobisher. “It’s our only 
way through that bulkhead to the TARDIS.” 

Steel-capped boots sounded and shuddered high in the topsy-
turvy loft near the airlock door. They clamoured around with all the 
diligence and captivation of Antares liquidators picking over a 
quarantine zone. 

The wall sighed and groaned as something clamped its blender 
teeth against the vehicle’s exterior.  

The technology was far removed from what she’d used in the 
20th-century, but to Peri, it sounded like a diamond-grade industrial 
drill. 

Normally, the MEV would be protected by forcewalls and sonic 
breachers, but this had been a brutal war of attrition from beginning 
long to its end. Their only means of egress would soon be reduced 
to the constituency of burnt paper and their opponents would be 
inside. Better armed, better prepared and overwhelming in terms of 
manpower, if not in training. 

“Way things are going at the moment, guys, I don’t think we’ve 
got a now,” said Peri. 

Mæstric bowed her head. “Should we start to move to the 
TARDIS? Dellevar?” 

Not too far below, observing all under impassive eyes, Dellevar 
hesitated. His mouth tightened and his eyes began searching the 
ground. He was the closest thing they had to an authority here. 
Mæstric wouldn’t jump without his say so. She trusted his 
judgement too much for that. 

But Mæstric couldn’t tell if he was thinking or stalling. 
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“They’re almost through…” hissed Frobisher, shifting back to a 
penguin. 

“Sudar?” she insisted. 
Dellevar stared at the three, with bowl-shaped carmine eyes, 

before placing one of his four hands across his face. He opened the 
door to the forward compartment. 

“Find Tylial, take him to the commissariat,” he said. “Mydame 
Mæstric, accompany me.” 

 “Now, wait a moment,” Peri barged through into the room, 
“what are you—?” 

Mæstric held her lasgun unsteadily to the botanist’s hip, but it was 
too late. She’d already seen. It was the MEV’s missile room—filled 
with conveyor belts and two sealed missile hatches—with one 
important accession. 

It reminded Peri of a NASA lunar module, roughly the half the 
size of the room in diameter and a glossy, fatalistic black. One 
person could theoretically carry it from the room, albeit with no 
small degree of difficulty. Peri knew precisely what it was. It was the 
same across all cultures and all times. The question died in the back 
of her throat as the Haloster L235 autobomb rattled in its magnetic 
cradle. There was a black ichor leaking from the base of the living 
nightmare. Through the partition into the cockpit far below. It would 
only be a matter of minutes before the atmosphere was breached. 

Everyone in the upturned transporter scrambled towards the 
airlock, desperately clamouring over whatever starsuit supplies were 
left. The weapons rack was covered in splashes of molten residue 
like pillowed magma. Mæstric disappeared into the commissariat 
with her things, just as the power packs beneath sounded off like 
firecrackers. 

Peri chased after her. “Forget the food. We need to get out of 
here!” 

The botanist found her rotating one of the supply crates towards 
the door, stomach against the weathered lid. 

The datathumper shook her head. “That’s still full. C’mere! Help 
me!” 

Together, the two got it through where it dropped with a painful 
clang to the cockpit window. “Perfect. Few more of those and 
we’re through!” 
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“Yeah,” Mæstric remembered Azovka. Her desperate desire to 
reshuffle rations, even though she didn’t quite understand why 
herself. “Yeah, it’s perfect…” 

In the hallway, Frobisher could see the door peeling away in strips 
of pliant metal. 

The drilling outside had begun to cycle down. It wouldn’t be long 
now before the MEV swarmed with groundpounders. 

Frobisher tore the cabling from the ceiling and began whittling at 
its non-conductive sheath. A sharp argent-black beneath the 
plasticine blue. 

He sighed. “It’ll have to do.” 
“What are you making?” asked Peri. 
“It’s not much,” he said, “but maybe it’ll buy us a few more 

moments.” 
 
Aboard the Accomplishment, the Doctor crossed over to tend to the 

twisting mound couched against the opposing cell floor for safety. 
His gait was briefly interrupted by an orphaned L-shaped object 

on the floor not too far from his fellow captive. Inert. It piqued the 
more macabre side of his personal curiosity. 

It had once been one of the Ordoheed’s arms. 
Not too far away was a malformed hand, viscous sapphire instead 

of dull emerald. Together they made a patchwork pair. He gave a 
culpable huff, self-condemnation a breath away on his lips. 

“Have you found something?” asked Azovka. 
The limb was slid aside with a surreptitious toe. “No, nothing.” 
If she hadn’t guessed, then she didn’t need to know. It was out of 

sight and thus unable to drive her out of mind. Unfortunately, he 
couldn’t say the same for the poor fellow before him. He seemed 
barely lucid, his head lolling from side-to-side. 

The detainee was an Oncan, one that had born into a phyle that 
still embraced the ancestral rites of Haasvil, judging from the 
maturation tattoos on his snout. Must have been the prisoner he’d 
been communicating with earlier. His eyes were unshrinking and 
large. Far more than stunned, far more. The Doctor gave the man a 
gentle tap on the face with the back of his fingers. “Can you hear 
me?” 

The liberated prisoner nodded, mutely. 
“You’re free,” he continued. “Free and clear. We can leave now.” 



211 

“They…” Solta’s mouth was dry, his throat felt like burning chaff. 
The words came out in heaving sighs, “They… will… have… 
heard…” 

“No, no they won’t have,” coaxed the Doctor. “The alarm-tape 
used to trigger the sensors are in the doorframes themselves. No 
opened door, no trigger. It will take some time for them to notice. 
We have a chance. Now, can you tell me your name? Can you 
stand?” 

“te-Varriq…” he replied reflexively, placing a hand on his face. “I 
don’t know.” 

“Well, never mind that.” 
Solta’s furred ears rippled laxly as he was helped briskly to his 

feet, a supporting arm holding him up under each shoulder. He 
looked like a particularly weather-beaten and sad velveteen rabbit. 
Azovka intently watched the crook of the hallway for any further 
signs of activity. 

“Do… you…” he swallowed dizzily, “…out?” 
The stepthreader pointed, eyes wide and electric with activity, a 

small tearaway on a sugar high. 
“Other way,” the Doctor jerked his head. “Further into the ship. 

We’re looking for a floor-plan to lead us to the Records Room.” 
“Right.” She wasted no time, she was on the move again. 

“Someone must have heard that.” 
“Not necessarily, it’s a rather large ship. Azovka?” 
“Doctor?” 
“Congratulations on founding the Zuma meditation techni—” 

They rounded the blind corner. “Back!” 
A guard! Of course there had to be another guard! It would have 

been foolish to assume otherwise. They wore the same uniform as 
their fellows, the sham Tyrikan colours with the Ordoheed assay-
marks likely hidden somewhere underneath. 

Gun raised. Head lowered. Haunting sneer. 
It was a clear field of fire, nothing prevented them from mowing 

down the thornless unfortunates with the first clip. He must have 
been too consumed in formulating a strategy to have noticed their 
approach. Breathless and against every conceivable instinct, honed 
over time with experience, the three figures froze against that 
corner like ruminants in jacklights. 
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They were going to die in this place. To the terrible sound of 
footsteps drawing nearer… 

 
Every moment in this confined space was becoming agony for 

Frobisher. 
He heard an Ordoheed groundpounder cut straight through the 

fence of copper wire with his gauntlets. Electrons crackling and 
fizzling in their cheated ire like raindrops on a barracuda’s scales. 
The five militaria swarmed through the upturned transporter, 
careful to avoid the trickle leading from the forward compartment 
down through the caterpillar tracks. Escaping its casing, it’d begun 
gorging itself on everything its virulently acidic spittle could taste. 
Even the Haloster L235 autobomb itself wasn’t immune. 

From where he sat now, the whifferdill felt as though he were 
gazing up through the wrong end of a sewer grate. With a great deal 
of strain, Frobisher could hear the staccato voice on the opposite 
end of the soldier’s Vidphōn as he stormed through the upturned 
hallway. 

By now, he would likely be able to see MEV’s cockpit windows 
had been punched open with crude physical force. They were down 
past the shattered edges of translucent teeth. In the dark. Waiting or 
having fled, that he would have to work out for himself. 

Frobisher saw the soldier enter the forward compartment with the 
skill of an experienced mountaineer, the gainsaying commander and 
his conversation partner were making the same assessments that the 
Lonewatch had made only minutes before. 

“Liquid nitrogen canisters. Hoverjets. Missile assembly. 
Autobomb,” an underling reported, out of sight. 

“You,” Kuron ordered, “check the next room. Commander to 
base, we’ve found the device.” 

The level of ease with which he and his colleagues were navigating 
was rather disconcerting. Only the occasional slick wipe of a 
misplaced boot hinted at any possible handicap. 

“Check the trigger mechanism,” Frobisher heard from the Vidphōn. 
“The ignition fluid—” 

“Is leaking from the casing, little man. Aided our adversaries 
though it might, it’s useless now. What I want to know is whether 
the thermal valve is secure. Can you do that?” 
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A spasmodic hiss. “The diagrammatic photofile says the indicator is 
located on the casing’s arming panel. Operable by electronic destructor key.” 

There was the sound of his heavy fingers running along the sealed 
edges of the panel. “The key has been removed. Deliberately.” 

In one slow, synchronous movement, the charcoal shape of 
Mæstric’s lasgun cast the slimmest glint as she raised it shakily 
before her face. 

There was no chance of their enemy operating the device without 
the key, but their attention would now be directed elsewhere. 

Frobisher could feel them glowering down through the serrated 
portal into the darkness. 

Hunkered down in the gloom of the sealed hollow, beneath the 
cockpit, Peri, Frobisher and the Lonewatch huddled together like 
children in a cramped cellar. 

The tugboat’s suffocating confines were made all the worse by the 
blistering malodour that broiled through the delicate nostrils of the 
shape-shifting urbish. 

The acid from the autobomb had corroded the transporter’s 
windscreen and permitted them an alternative means of egress. 
Assisted in no small part by the upturned and empty boxes from 
the commissariat which had helped to shorten the fall to the ground 
quite significantly. 

Their utility had been curiously obvious to Mæstric. 
Supernaturally so. 

Mæstric pulled her arms tight against her chest.  
Peri watched as the acid sluiced down from the overhang above, 

biting, chewing and spitting at the flooring at their feet to little avail. 
We must be above the reactor section now, Frobisher theorised. 
At his feet, the unconscious Tylial groaned through one of 

Dellevar’s hands. It wasn’t a particularly loud noise, but for those 
that hunted them, it proved more than enough reason to direct their 
search towards the pit of their wedged metal quarry. 

“Flare,” instructed Kuron. 
Frobisher tensed his anteater-like quills, voiceless with dread. 
It cracked alight, brilliant green in the black web of metal and 

dropped. Peri couldn’t help it. She remembered the Autopilot—
shoulders cracked back, legs uncoiling, shrieking in agony—and 
panic lashed itself to her lungs. She tossed back like someone had 
dropped a match down the back of her blouse. Silent in voice, but 
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not deed. It sealed the commander’s suspicions. She and Dellevar 
had responded in the same moment, both had their hands around 
the blazing candle and threw it back up into the armoured figure’s 
face. 

A flash! A shout. Hailed by a great many in return. Gunfire filled 
the small cavity and the two figures seized in place, rigid, then 
dropped to the ground with their strings cut. Ricochets. Chunks of 
the tugboat’s skeleton raining down from above. 

Frobisher could taste the burning radiation of their lasers in his 
dirigible-like lungs. 

It all happened too quickly. Far too quickly for either him or 
Mæstric to react. Lights danced down from the attic above, flicking 
across the Lonewatch bodies as the Ordoheed assessed the damage. 

“One target identified and downed,” reported one of the 
guardsmen. 

Frobisher didn’t let his mind react. He buried that horror deep. It 
was him and Mæstric now. Just them. He was starting to panic. 
There had to be a way out! There had to be! The datathumper was 
already crawling over her mentor’s body, up towards the heavies in 
a blind rage. The whifferdill stopped her, forcefully pulling her back 
by the lockbox on her belt. 

They fell back together with the sound of dry, cracking paint.  
Coming to rest beside Peri’s body. 
 



215 

STAGE 14: 
“Burden of Proof” 

 
Pressed against the silver reflective finishes of the brig’s end wall, 

the Doctor opened his eyes one-by-one and found to his delight 
and bewilderment that he was still alive. 

The outcome wasn’t unwelcome certainly, but it struck him as 
being in defiance of conventional logic. 

After a few minutes, the tang of sterile metal settling in his senses, 
the Doctor decided to step a metre or so closer to their assailant. 

He triggered a movement. 
An arm, clearly on a wind-up mechanism, launched up to stop 

him in one jagged uppercut. The pre-recorded patter of footsteps 
soon accompanied it. The four eyes within the helmet lacked the 
glistening activity of life. Organic or artificial. 

“You’ve nothing to fear.” The Doctor tore the helmet from its 
head and tweaked its nose with a pointed finger. “It’s a dummy. 
Literal and actual. Satellite-manufactured from the looks of it. They 
must use them to bolster their ranks.” 

His complacent smile vanished when he saw Solta. Crouched to 
the ground in a squat, hands clasped over his face. Shaking. Little 
more than a quailing animal. 

“I can’t…” Solta couldn’t stop shaking. “I can’t…. move… I… 
can’t…” 

Azovka hated the instinct to recoil from him that she felt in her 
chest. She recognised it all too well. People she knew, people she’d 
liked, had perished needlessly from such a combat delirium. Like 
culture shock, it paralysed and distorted. He was weeping and that 
unfortunately was a good sign. If he could weep, he could still feel. 

“I understand you’re tired, but… this was-will not be the time for 
self-pity,” said Azovka as kindly as she could. 

“You’d make a poor psychologist, my girl… It’s… I’m… 
disgusted.” 

“Now steady, old chap,” encouraged the Doctor, placing a hand 
on his tremulous shoulder. “Steady. It’s alright now. Truly. They 
can’t hurt you anymore. We won’t let them, will we?” 

“We won’t,” she repeated with a swallow. 
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“Too late. Too late for Berenorah too…” his vision widened with 
truth. “I need a minute… A… Czerny.” 

“We should l-let him recover.” 
“As much as I would like to, we may not have time for that,” the 

Doctor tapped one of the nearby doors with the dummy’s helmet as 
though perusing a library shelf. “Perhaps there’s something in these 
other rooms that could help even things out. Look after him.” 

“I will,” she assured him. 
“My coat.” 
“Here…” she handed it to him softly, a final hinting waft of sweet 

vanilla and grassy notes. He pulled it tight around his shoulders, 
clutching his lapels and left Solta in the girl’s care. 

 
Above the pit, beneath the MEV, one of the monsters cried, 

“There’s another two!” 
“I see them,” said Kuron, coolly. 
“What is that with it? A rodent?” 
“A being. Like any other.” 
Frobisher glowered. 
He barely caught Kuron’s murmur, “Be wary, we need something 

left with enough wit for interrogation.” 
The whifferdill repeated an abbreviated version for Mæstric’s 

benefit. The paint must have masked her. Kept her among the 
living. 

Living, the word stuck in his head. Frobisher regarded the two 
bodies as they had fallen. There was something nagging at him. 
Living… Alive? Live fire. 

Where were the wounds? The scoring and holes that’d cut their 
suits to garlands? 

Sensing his scrutiny, Peri carefully rolled her hand out towards the 
lifeless orbot and Tylial. 

Of course! The trajectory of the shots had been all wrong, even 
the most precisely calculated ricochet would have only struck the 
lining above their heads. Frobisher felt like a fool. A relieved and 
condemned fool. It’d been a good plan, but like all good plans, the 
unpredictability of its players had made it impossible for it to 
survive the first engagement. Mæstric saw the movement and froze 
in her tracks, mouthing a disagreeable, but eased loy in the 
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playacting botanist’s direction. Alright. He and Mæstric were targets 
now. 

How could they change this situation back to their advantage? 
Neither of the faux deceased moved any further than they already 

had done. Surprise was still there. No demonstrable knowledge of 
Mæstric’s lasgun either. Although they likely had their suspicions, 
they were keeping their distance. 

How do I get those slime to merry jaunt down here? 
Frobisher couldn’t change into anything particularly gargantuan. 

They would shoot him down before he had the chance to complete 
his transformation. Perhaps something small then? His shape-
shifting wasn’t a subtle ability, but at least, it would leave them with 
less to pink. He had to do it away from Peri and Dellevar, an 
unpredicted act such as that would doubtless lead to their deaths. 
Warriors. They had no appreciation for a fellow’s flair. 

They unloaded what sounded like a beam-choked shotgun into 
the vacuum. 

Frobisher’s ears rang and he slumped to the side out of sight, 
feeling his levelling jaw taper like plasticine into proboscis. In a few 
moments, he had adopted the form of a Rijar heaterbee. Mæstric 
pointed her doddering sidearm towards the lowest concentric hole 
in the acid-glutted floor. 

A silent question. 
He conceded it was a good idea. 
Between them, it was decided. He wouldn’t bring them to her, he 

would go to them. There had to be something onboard to draw 
them away. His mind pored over every detail he’d gathered before 
this moment. The girl mouthed something else and, in a moment, 
he had his answer. 

Liquid nitrogen. For the doors. 
They’d forgotten all about it in the exodus, there had to be some 

aboard, but where? He arced over their assailants, darting through 
panoptic towers of fouling smoke. Kuron was moving towards the 
front of the vehicle, examining the cockpit’s controls in greater 
detail.  

One of his heavies returned from their explorations. Two-headed 
and muscular. Frobisher kept his distance to avoid being swatted 
aside. 
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“The gems must be down,” started one head, “there with the 
Lonewatch,” finished the other. 

“I suspected as much. Fortunately, we have all we need here,” 
Kuron’s grille burbled thoughtfully. “Search for the weapon release 
control. We’ll blast them out.” 

Frobisher buzzed above the grille. The hardsuit was self-
contained, its ventilators wouldn’t fit anything larger than a 
microbe. He’d find no respite here. Perhaps in the Map Room? 

From such a minute perspective, the main table resembled some 
ashen lost valley, consumed by industrial decay. He could hear the 
weapon banks charging up for a missile salvo. How many did the 
MEV have left stored away? A dozen? Half? 

Just one is enough, he reminded himself. 
There they were, looming over him in sleek, pockmarked 

argent—the nitrogen injectors. His next morph took a great deal of 
effort, stretching his molecular structure to suit the armoured 
figures that had stalked them. The whine of motors as it forced the 
projectile forward into the tube was all-consuming, it masked his 
transformation well. In a few harried moments, he had acquired one 
of the cylinders and begun moving back down towards the tattered 
windscreen. 

Unfortunately, he was immediately noticed by Mister Big himself. 
“You,” pointed Kuron. “Your countersign.” 
Shock cannoned its way through Frobisher.  
“There was no one in that section,” continued the commander, 

levelly. “All guards report in! We have an intrud—!” 
Kuron’s rifle disappeared beneath a burst of cryogen from 

Frobisher’s injector. The weapon’s first shot erupted in the firing 
chamber and the gun exploded in its owner’s hands. Frobisher 
levelled the injector like a soda siphon and sprayed the second 
soldier across his two visors. The heavy slipped. His heads caught in 
a noose between one of the chairs and the wall where he flailed 
helplessly. 

Frobisher drove himself through the confusion into the cockpit.  
The three other heavies searching around the MEV were 

responding as quickly as their circumstances allowed. The gumshoe 
felt a hand pushing down on his shoulder at the same moment the 
world uncoiled like a catapult. His footing! His leg collapsed 
beneath him as a shotgun blast flared over his head. 
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His arm, flailing to remove the offender, instead caught the 
bottom of the console. He could feel the serrated teeth of the 
windscreen chafing against his ankles. 

A flash from below went wild. Mæstric. 
Pinned by his attacker, Frobisher attempted to reach for the 

release control. Kuron tried to push him down, away from… There! 
He threw his elbow down against the fascia. Smoke and a buzzing 
click. Then, a horrific, bone-scraping wail from the missile room. 
Emergency lights began flashing their moribund shade of red 
behind a text-riddled rectangular panel. 

“The automatic reloader…” realised Kuron. 
Another shot from Mæstric impacted the ceiling above. This new 

unanticipated aggressor in the dark prompted a backhanded 
gauntlet that freed the whifferdill’s grip in a bolt of pain.  

Frobisher could hear the mayhem above as he fell. 
One of the conveyors in the compartment had been activated 

before the tube was opened, the nose of a missile was grating 
unhappily against one of the sealed hatches. 

The injector clutched tightly to his chest, Frobisher landed with a 
bestial crack! 

While he lay winded and sighing, he asked of the gunslinger, 
“Would you prefer hardboiled or poached…?” 

Mæstric’s eyes darted searchingly from side-to-side. “Frobisher?” 
He groaned in the affirmative. 
Peri sprang to life and began applying the injector to the acid-

bitten flooring. Dellevar likewise, throwing himself against the 
weakening gateway with his four fists. 

Peri heard a thunderous crash behind her. A shockwave surged 
down through the shaft and knocked her off her feet, the injector 
still tightly held in her hands. 

“That was the wall of the tunnel outside… We must have collided 
with it!” she realised. 

“We may not have to hide aboard, after all.” 
“Get moving!” she urged. “The chance won’t last forever.” 
Dellevar struck the floor again with a sumo-like stomp. 
With a grunt, the whifferdill let himself slip back into the 

comfortable frontispiece of a penguin and crawled over to Mæstric. 
She was pulling Tylial across the ground, an arm under each 
shoulder as his legs spooled out beneath him like electrical tape.  
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She shook him, agitated and afraid. “Tylial, wake up. C’mon, this 
is no time to be so quiet, we’ve got to…” 

She stopped. Dropped him where he sat. Where was the rise and 
fall of his chest? Mæstric pressed her head to his heart. He was so 
cold. He was… 

Her eyes closed, her mind burying itself beneath an awful wave of 
disgust and shame. 

Frobisher sighed, he knew that expression all too well. 
Mæstric crossed over to Dellevar and squeezed his shoulder. 

“Tylial’s gone…” 
Dellevar stopped and gazed through her with an expression she 

didn’t know faces could make. It was the eyes, that terrible moment 
where the light within became aware of all the darkness surrounding 
it. Anything he could say, anything he could think, it all felt 
worthless as an epitaph. 

Single-minded in her focus, Peri continued to kick a foot against 
the floor. The fold came loose in a lazy slide like so much broken 
wickerwork. She descended, her feet clattering against its surface. 

“What are you waiting for?” quested Peri as Frobisher followed 
through. “Where’s…?” 

Frobisher touched Peri’s arm, the lifeless orbot tucked under one 
flipper and she understood immediately. Her teeth unclenched, her 
eyes searching the ground before they could meet Dellevar. 
Everyone here knew what they would have to do. They couldn’t 
take the body with them, it would have to remain here. 

“Father Sky laughs,” Dellevar reflected, bitterly. 
Mæstric insisted, “He’d want us to go, sudar. It’s just his body, not 

him.” 
He nodded, simply. The stretching roar of gunfire bayed angrily in 

their wake as the quartet fled.  
 
As if on a morning stroll up the Academy’s main stairs, the 

Doctor passed each sealed Accomplishment door in turn. Candidly, he 
noted the resonant differences in their sealed contents with the 
helmet, his makeshift tuning fork. 

Some were empty. Some were so tightly packed that he decided 
against being overcome by a hoarder’s worst impulses.  

One—its door flexed ajar from the force of Azovka’s earlier 
pyrotechnics—stored a small repository of laboratory specimens 
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from the Weapon itself. Raw silicon from the stores, hæmofluid in 
translucent canisters, fauna preserved in sterile vacuum tubes and 
an assortment of tainted and untainted samples he didn’t care to 
examine. Notation scattered the floor in a tundra of paper and 
visicorder plates. That was one strong possibility. He’d double back 
once he’d reached the access passage’s end. A further three sealed 
doorways greeted him as he tapped past, each as empty as the last. 
The fourth was much the same, but with a keen difference. The 
resonant clang was met with a twin. Someone on the other side 
answered. 

Oh? Curious. Two prisoners, not including us… the Doctor considered. 
Why two? Separate members of the same party? Different parties? With 
technology from Trailblazer Prime… Mention of an Institute… Perhaps 
they’re abducted members of CIDA’s scientific retinue. Is she herself one of their 
number? 

Too many immediate questions. Not enough answers. 
A belligerent clout from the helmet dislodged the housing of the 

sealed door’s entry coder, its innards sluicing untidily from its 
capsule-shaped socket. The Doctor skimmed it approvingly and 
began his mechanical legerdemain on the mechanism’s ground wires 
working upwards. 

At the same time, careful not to stray too far from her charge’s 
side, Azovka examined the mannequin’s sidearm more closely. 
Putty puckered from where they had filled the barrel with sealant, 
the trigger mechanism removed with an expert snap of pliers. She 
gripped the gunstock and gave it an experimental, hockey stick 
swing against its leg, whereupon it caromed off, causing the figure 
to wobble unsteadily as if drunk. It raised its mindless arm in 
offence. Up and down. The armour was badly dented, but there was 
no sign that it’d been pierced. 

Azovka exhaled, sharply. “It’ll have to do.” 
Behind her, the doors to their newfound mystery slid open, 

heralded by a subtle, but triumphant ha! from the Doctor. He 
couldn’t quite parse what was inside though. Primarily as there was 
nothing there. It could have been an empty meat locker for all the 
glamour it’d been afforded. Identical to their own accommodations. 
Sterile. And still… 

“Couldn’t be…” the Doctor said, assuredly. 
He took a step inside. 
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The emptiness descended on the Doctor from the ceiling like a 
metric tonne of sound shingle. 

He reacted to the shape faster than he could identify it. 
He bowed, using the middle of his back as a cowcatcher. Classic 

bartitsu manoeuvre. Instead of ramming him full in the chest, the 
figure went upwards and sideward. 

The Doctor spun around. 
It was a woman, her face tortured by rage. This was her one last 

bout of ferocity before death. She must have thought they were the 
firing squad. 

Using her cudgel as a barrier, Azovka got away with little more 
than a graze, but Solta, dulled by drugs and a prolonged period of 
isolation, became the figure’s hostage. 

His arm was twisted behind his back. The figure’s fingers poised 
over his cranial orbits. 

Solta could hear his fellow prisoner’s voice at his ear. “I’ll kill 
him!” 

Recovering quickly, the Doctor rebelled. “We’re unarmed! He is 
unarmed!” 

“So, what?” snarled the woman. 
“We’re prisoners like yourself.” 
“And why should I believe that?” 
“Just look at us! Look!” The Doctor  thought his made-to-measure 

modus vivendi would speak for itself. “Use your intelligence!” 
“You’re my way out then,” she said. “He for me.” 
The Doctor’s expression darkened. “Are you truly that callous?” 
“I’d say I have a mission, but I know that means nothing to you. 

Your sponsor killed my commanding officer. That is not something 
that I will forgive.” Her voice was low and level. “I also have three 
children. If my boys are dead, I’ll kill all of you. I swear I will.” 

The Doctor  raised his hands amenably in surrender. “Before your 
rapid transport undertaking, may I ask, who you are and where you 
come from?” 

“You know already,” deflected Castell. 
“So, there’s no point not telling him is there?” winced Solta. 
The Doctor frowned. “What a terrible double negative.” 
“Castell. Nonpareil. Stationed on Trailblazer Prime,” she 

answered. 
He turned to Solta. “And you?” 
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“I was born on Tyrika.” 
“You—” Castell’s grip on his arm tightened. 
“Stop it!” the Doctor snapped. “Don’t be foolish! Put aside the old 

prejudices, they have no place here. He’s as much a victim of this 
appalling debacle as we are.” 

“Where are you from, girl?” asked Castell. 
“Briar Rose.” 
Solta’s ears shot up, alert. “Briar R—?” 
“She’s unimportant then. You’re wrong,” Castell cut him off, 

addressing the Doctor, “that woman is as Tyrikan as he is. A 
defector to them. All wrapped up in their pre-recorded fakery like 
the coils of a swampsnake.” 

“From CIDA?” asked the Doctor, searchingly. 
“Yes.” 
“Soft ‘C’ or hard ‘K’?” 
“What?” 
“This Vog Mur, did she pronounce the acronym, CIDA, as seeder 

or kidder?” 
“Who cares?” A pause. Her eyes shot to the side, unable to resist 

the gainsay. “Kidder.” 
“Who else would know that nickname?” 
“Outside the Institute, no one.” 
“She was aware, wasn’t she?” said the Doctor, calmly. 
“And so are you, but I sure as hell don’t recognise you. Maybe she 

was a deep cover plant for this counterfeit sortie. A sleeper. Maybe 
you’re her controller.” 

“As told to the cat’s tail,” he rebuffed, succinctly. 
Azovka’s butterfly eyes flitted uneasily. “There’s no way she’s a 

Tyrikan. Sympathiser or otherwise.” 
“Can you prove that?” 
“No, I can’t. The evidence was-will be taken from us.” 
“But then, even if she could, I suppose all Tyrikans are the same, 

aren’t they?” the Doctor jeered, condescendingly. “I suppose all 
believe in the Resurgence. All scraping for those purple 
windflowers, lichen stonework and statue-seamed bronze sky. All 
willing to recreate that picturesque and perpetual hamlet a billion 
times over.” He advanced step-by-step, word-by-word. “Oh, yes, so 
obsessed with that beauty they covet so keenly, yet so ignorant of 
its presence that they must force it into being time and time again. 
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No nuance. No deviation. No matter the cost to the living beings 
that get in their—” 

“Shut up, of course not!” she snapped. The silence was like watching 
the tide recede back out into the sea. The words sunk into the wet 
sand and through Castell’s single-minded determination. It made 
her think. It made her understand. The Doctor and her were 
squared off, nose-to-nose. “Czerny blazes, of course not. I’m no fool. 
Do not treat me as one.” 

The Doctor lowered his hands disarmingly, examining her 
uniform. “I’m relieved to see that there’s no monopoly on common 
sense, Nonpareil.”  

Solta licked the fur on his muzzle, nervously. Her grip was still as 
tight as before, but something had changed. It was in the way her 
stance had shifted. He could feel her turning over what he’d said in 
her mind. The Doctor could see it, too. Wrath had boiled over into 
reason. 

The faux surgeon decided to ask, “If Vog Mur’s not representing 
the interests of either bloc, why are we here? Why us?” 

“For one simple reason,” the Doctor took a step back, addressing 
the general assemblage of personages. “Insurance. I would say at 
the base of her reasoning, Vog Mur was looking for two hostages 
she could use to shield herself and her fellows if someone stumbled 
upon this place before they were good and ready. One from each 
side of the war, Affiliation and Tyrikan. The distinction to her 
was—and I imagine, still is—irrelevant. That, I believe, will be our 
advantage. Allies can come from all sides.” 

“There were three of us. Where is my crewman?” asked Castell. 
Azovka spoke up, her head bowed in sadness. “Dead.” 
“Did you kill him?” 
“No,” she said, forcefully. 
Castell turned her attention back to Solta. “You?” 
“They killed my friend, too,” he said softly. His anguish likewise 

seemed genuine. There was no sudden surge of energy after a feint 
where he tried to break free from her, he… sagged towards the 
floor. She forgot his arm and instead tried to hold him upright. 
Proud and tall. Like a captive should be, whether the jailer was there 
to see it or not. How else were they to know they were alive? 

“And mine,” added Azovka. 
“How many is that now?” asked the Doctor. 
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“I…” her eyes flicked up and down, apologetic and troubled, “I 
genuinely don’t know.” 

The Doctor erupted like a runaway locomotive. “Senseless! We 
must put an end to the callous butchery that has been perpetrated 
by this woman and her crawlers! We must! We can do it together. I’ll 
find a way to make it happen, I promise you.” 

“But only if you let us,” insisted Azovka. 
“I’ve no reason to trust you,” demurred Castell. 
“Nor I you, but I do trust him.” 
“And I should you?” 
“You’re alone,” interjected Solta. 
“And there are three of us against one of you.” Azovka made it 

sound less of a personal threat and more like a complaint against 
the weather. “Would you really like to take those odds?” 

“You and he can barely stand.” 
The Doctor fostered a catlike smile. “That matters?” 
“The ship is sealed. No one can get through into the upper decks 

without authorisation. You need them,” insisted Solta. 
“And you?” 
“I’m their surgeon. They’re… they can falter. I can tell you how, if 

you’ll listen…” 
“We’ll see,” said Castell. “Move. Now.” 
“Where did you have in mind?” 
“To that horrible woman. To bargain for my life. Whether or not 

I believe you is… irrelevant now. People need to know what 
happened here. I will kill him if you try to stop me, I promise you.” 

“Indeed, but perhaps, I might help to even out the odds 
somewhat?” The Doctor took a step forward, his spat a 
countertenor against the well-worn flooring. His head lowered 
hospitably and gestured back the way he’d come. “I know of at least 
one room we can visit freely. This will be a nice opportunity to get 
to know one another. Tell me… What do you think would be the 
worst thing to catch fire in a laboratory?” 

Castell gave it some thought. “…You?” 
The Doctor tutted disapprovingly at her as he walked. 
 
Sitting cross-legged against the Weapon’s floor beside the 

bulkhead, Peri watched as the Mulean tugboat’s great shape was 
gored like a charred walnut by the Weapon’s tendrils. 



226 

It had looked so sturdy and commanding, even in its derelict 
condition. It’d survived the worst of the sargasso, even discovered 
its own resting place. 

To see it now, rent asunder in a complete betrayal of its sturdy 
industrial origins sent a chill down her spine. The narrow discuses 
of light from the carrydart’s underjets kicked that acidic fear up into 
Peri’s stomach. 

It prompted a conversation no one—not the wayfarers, nor the 
Lonewatch—wished to discuss. 

“That bomb….” said Peri. “If they find a way to arm the 
mechanism on it—” 

“They still need this.” Mæstric produced the Haloster L235 
autobomb’s destructor key between her thumb and forefinger from 
a pocket. 

Dellevar hadn’t moved from the ridge where he stood.  
“Regrettably,” he rumbled, “they likely possess the equipment 

necessary to bypass that. Once they return to base, they’ll have a 
fully-functioning armament. To use as they please. And we gave it 
to them.” 

Behind him, Frobisher’s study of the inert orbot’s eggcup interior 
was almost complete. A bizarre scramble of cubist wiring. All 
enmeshed together like teeth in a comb. It was difficult to entirely 
parse every connector and breaker without going a bit cross-eyed, 
but he considered himself well-versed enough to understand what 
would and wouldn’t trigger security. 

“Can’t wait to be rid of this place…” he murmured. 
She approached. “How’s it going? Remember, if you’re not 

perfect—” 
“I know,” Frobisher gestured to the maintenance passageway in 

the bulkhead where the orbots shuttled through. “I’ll griddle like an 
ugrat in a junction box. Copacetic…” He transmogrified, his limbs 
vanishing in embryonic reversal, until he was the very model of the 
murderous home appliance. “Peri, what d’you think?” 

The two girls studied him. Dellevar didn’t appear to hear. 
“You’d fool me,” admitted Peri. 
“Right, well, I’m off then.” 
“Frobisher,” she dug around inside her suit and produced a 

pinkie-length gold emblem. “Key.” 
“Drop it in the top.” 
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“Alright…” she said. It clinked and clattered down the cavity in 
the robot’s construction. She gave him a sidelong glance. 

“It’s gone to a good place,” he assured her. 
“I can see why those creepy vines exist.” 
“Yeah, these don’t have any opposable thumbs,” Frobisher sidled 

side-to-side. “Picking stuff up seems beyond them.” 
“Seems a dumb question to ask now,” interjected Mæstric, sagging 

from the maintenance opening to sit beside Peri, “but how do we 
know this is genuine and not some mad jackal hunt?” 

“You’re asking us now?” the whifferdill hummed, dubiously. 
Peri whispered in his audio receptor. “They’ve nothing now, can 

you blame them?” 
The orbot bobbed in understanding. 
“You can bring something back, can’t you?” she asked him at 

normal volume. 
“Sure. The Doc eats sugar cubes like biscuits when he’s repairing 

the—ah—whatchamacallit… The dytron catalyser. Covers up the 
smell. You’ll be here when I get back, right?” 

“Look at it this way,” the datathumper sucked her teeth. “When 
the pumps were broken, we’d collect water from an old-fashioned 
well, right? Well, I kept forgetting to put the capstone back on to 
keep the rodents out. I was young and it was pretty damn heavy, so 
after a while I didn’t bother. Dellevar warned me about things that 
could scramble up into the courtyard. Rats bigger than me.” 

“And that scared you straight?” Peri helped the faux orbot into 
the biochrome maw. 

Mæstric huffed an older chuckle. “You’re kidding, right? I spent 
three nights sitting by that well waiting to catch whatever came back 
up.” 

“Well, this rat might be running, so you’d better have a good 
catch,” echoed Frobisher. “Y’know, I’m getting an ancestral 
memory, cramped doesn’t even begin to cover this…” 

He caught the last seconds of the derelict as it was pecked to 
pieces like ducks at a lump of mildewing bread in the park. Living 
or husk, this place had more than enough firepower behind it to 
make life hostile for anyone unfortunate enough to uncover it. It 
vexed his faceless brow as he went on his way into the cavity and 
swiftly from their sight. 
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Vog Mur knew that the answer rested somewhere among the 
rotary of possessions before her.  

Normally, they would have been removed to storage, like the 
technology they had salvaged from those deceased Lonewatch. 
There was no telling when such artefacts could become useful again 
and, she confessed in private to herself, that there was something 
gratifying about examining each new possession in turn. 

This puzzle eluded her, however. 
The girl’s vaishali bore no subtle signs of hidden compartments or 

alterations beyond its regular purview. Her transceiver had already 
been thoroughly dissected by Sangfroid and his compilers to locate 
her fellows, its contents already spirited away with the disgraced 
commander on his errand. That left the stranger with the air of 
mystery about him who had prompted this reassessment to begin 
with. It wasn’t doubt, she wouldn’t tolerate that self-deception, 
merely a reappraisal. 

Numerous objects had been divested from his starsuit and coat, 
each met with an increasing aggravation—an out-of-date annual, an 
empty Golden Wonder variety pack, three arcade tokens for the 
Repton Starcross and a blue-stained paintbrush still dripping as 
though to be freshly applied. No identification, no standing 
orders… Nothing! He was a frustrating anomaly, this Doctor. He 
knew far too much for a man who possessed so little. 

But then, the greatest weapon in space is perception, she reminded herself. 
Alter perception and you alter truth. 

This was a feint, just like hers and she would uncover it. She was 
certain of that. 

She felt Sangfroid approach from over her shoulder. “The satellite 
is n-now capable of motion, but…” 

“Speak.” Her nose twitched and she added in a mutter, “If you 
have the mettle.” 

“Be assured, all preparations can be handled from here. 
Unfortunately, a living being is still required to activate the 
temporary cut-out at Mindcore-3 in A/0-127-129. We are also 
currently working on an alternative. There is also… well…” 

“Also?” 
He continued to blubber. “Excellency… T-This cannot p-

possibly….” 
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She turned sternly, planning to scold him for his reluctance of 
thought, but her eyes instead fell on a nightmare. It was a 
polyhedron with fourteen faces used for the storage of sophisticated 
computer information and it should have died with its owner in the 
silicon desert. Buried. Irretrievable. The desert claimed all and gave 
nothing back. There should only have been the trap. 

A trap for whom? 
“I…” Vog Mur swallowed the thought. 
Sangfroid cringed, on the verge of panic. She was going to strike 

him again. She could see him recoil at the phantom pain in his 
chest. 

“Delighted to remake your acquaintance!” greeted an insipid 
voice. That voice. Coming from the entranceway to the 
Accomplishment. “Thought I’d pop round, see how you were getting 
on. Not too busy, I hope?” 

She spun around to face the Doctor, the cuboctahedron in her 
hands. Abruptly and painfully, she reared upwards onto her hind 
legs. Her face stung as though she’d walked into a wall of creeping 
ivy. The room swallowed in a wave of darkness. They’d stolen away 
in plain sight… She’d been blinded! 

Octopus clouds of mauve-black ripped their tentacles across her 
vision in white dwarf flares. Her other senses heightened to 
accommodate the privation, the horrific smell being the most 
obvious. Something familiar. Cloying. She was too distracted by the 
pain and alarm to really place it yet. There were four shapes in the 
murky water pond before her. All coming from the direction of the 
ship. 

The seven Ordoheed militaria alerted in turn. There was great 
anticipation, perhaps even elation, at the assurance of violence. 
Tethered to that thought, her next words, seemingly disconnected 
from her mouth, entered into the chamber of their own accord. 
“Cut them down!” 

“Run, everyone! Run!” shouted the Doctor. 
The escapees bolted, as did the handful of compilers still within 

the room. Two flanks. One spearhead. A classic flying wedge. 
Fright caused Sangfroid to fly backward into the nearest control. 

The consoles encircling him began moving on their independent 
ring. A carousel of tombstones providing every combatant with a 
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continued source of health and hazard both as they made their 
move. 

Her guards reacted to their abrupt egress in their usual manner. 
What was already a frenetic atmosphere exploded with bullets and 

phase fire alike, tearing into the marble with the ferocity of an 
erupting dam to a wood-hut village. They missed the soft flesh of 
their intended targets as they sprinted to cover the no man’s land 
between the airlock door and the first tabletop. Who were they…? 
She could just recognise the rounded face of te-Varriq and sharper 
features of Castell as they threw themselves beneath their nearest 
source of refuge. The other two… 

Explosive rounds shelled Orm’s Lilliputian jewelscape like tilled 
farmland, flecks of plastic raining down on the hiding Castell and 
te-Varriq. Beige fibreglass shone ingloriously from beneath the 
coloured glass. 

Vog Mur could see the closest groundpounder begin to sweep the 
leg, trying to drive them out. 

What must’ve felt like the blinding white flash of a meteor 
erupted at the nape of the soldier’s neck. The groundpounder 
sagged like an uprooted tent to one side, arms raised to block 
another strike.  

Instead, Azovka fell against her. 
The two locked together and became an inseparable one. A mess 

of clasped hands and hateful screaming. 
Vog Mur felt her motor memory take effect, the wooden contours 

of the deedbox were instantaneously recognisable. The controls a 
clammy cold beneath her scrabbling fingertips. Vital moments were 
ticking away in distraction as dangerous figures scattered to and fro. 

There! 
The warm tingle of static electricity. One click, then another. Its 

initial electronic response was instantaneous and one she hoped 
would be gratifyingly deadly. Table-mounted turrets hacked 
grotesquely in deafening, ragged bursts. 

“Azovka, down!” shouted the Doctor. 
A cry of pain. Alarm. Shock. The closest of the two figures locked 

together were potholed with crude shot from the assault battery. 
The nearer figure, fingers tightening around the lasgun grasped 

firmly in their opponent’s hands, slackened as the pair listed 
drunkenly to one side. 
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It flashed! Chaffs of plating dislodged from the ceiling above.  
Azovka, lively as ever, was dragged down with the warrior. She 

tore the club from her enemy’s incapacitated grasp and haled it hard 
into the head and legs of another opportunistic soldier. 

A screak distracted Vog Mur from the ongoing skirmish. It was 
Sangfroid, fleeing behind one of the terminals in a self-serving 
scrabble of limbs. 

Moments later, she understood why as a stray ricochet blew apart 
her miniature assault batteries. 

The calico figure of the Doctor was approaching across the 
centre, face shielded with the empty hæmofluid canister stolen from 
the Accomplishment’s laboratory, bullets racking angrily against its 
durable casing from the awkwardly-held phaser of another trooper. 
The militarian hiding behind Nieradzik’s stellar pirates fired off two 
more rounds. 

One found its mark, skimming across the intruder’s jawline. The 
jackanapes threw the container into the groundpounder and vaulted 
at the awkwardly held weapon, knocking it from his grasp. The 
militarian spasmed back. Lasgun fire skipped between the lightpails 
of the suicidal Qualar cherubim on the diorama. 

The soldier felt the bone in his wrist snap back out of alignment 
from its poor resetting. Its safety off, the sidearm fired 
indiscriminately into the æther before settling against the blighted 
table. But, the soldier pushed through the pain and shoulder 
charged the Doctor. 

The two belligerents struck the nearest console. 
Vidscreen sets splashed across the flooring in a concerto of 

decimation. Their disgorging innards wedged themselves between 
the rotating platform carousel and the complex pulley system 
beneath.  

Jammed! The carousel lurched abruptly to a halt. 
Seizing his opportunity, however reluctantly, the Doctor forced 

his adversary forward. The groundpounder’s helmet cracked hard 
against the unforgiving corner of a terminal before the rest of him 
tumbled to the ground. 

Another militarian tripped over the Doctor’s outstretched 
bumblebee pant-leg in his haste to fill the gap left by his 
counterpart’s failure. 
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Overbalancing, the militarian collided with the downed remnants 
of his fellow in an unenviable heap. 

The Doctor bowed. “You’re falling down on the job, gentlemen.”  
Vog Mur locked her deedbox for safety, then snatched up 

Azovka’s gas-propelled dagger, aimed and fired. 
The blade stung his corsage of blonde curls, but impacted 

fruitlessly against the far neon wall with a thwarted crack. The 
remaining Ordoheed were fighting on through the confusion across 
various fronts—both figuratively and literally—but she could tell it 
was already over. 

The Doctor had reached his objective. 
Vog Mur raised a hand, “Cease fire!” 
He was right beside her. 
On one flank, shielded from their field of fire by the solid mass of 

her Haviraph chair. On the other, a nearby computer terminal. One 
that had manoeuvred into place by the damaged revolving platform 
carousel. 

 “Shall we talk?” asked the Doctor. 
 



233 

STAGE 15: 
“The Doctor Deals” 

 
“How long do you think he’ll be?” inquired Peri. 
Standing before the disintegrating Mulean tugboat was Dellevar. 

Eerily quiet, even for him. His eyes traced the stepping stones of 
debris back out towards their original point of egress. It had passed 
on by in the night. 

Mæstric was coming to understand—slowly, but inevitably—that 
somewhere in that bloated hulk was everything they had ever 
brought with them on this journey. Every trinket and memory. Had 
the MEV already fallen with the empty reactor or would it remain 
there as a perverse monument to be rediscovered by some 
confounded future archæologist? 

“Sorry,” said Peri. 
“What for?” 
“You’ve lost everything today.” 
“Yeah…” Mæstric rested her chin on her knees. “Not an 

unfamiliar story, although I didn’t exactly come into this alone.” 
Peri remembered the words. “‘She’s not no one.’” 
“You said you’d lost someone, too.” 
“Might have,” the botanist admitted. “I haven’t really thought 

about it since we started trying to cross this gap. That was supposed 
to be impossible, but we managed it.” 

“This is different… She’s…” she shivered. 
“Talking helps,” offered Peri. “If nothing else, it’ll make us feel a 

bit more human—I mean, like ourselves. And I want to think about 
something other than the fact we could die in the next half-hour.” 

“Telle and I are in a bit of a rough patch.” 
“How so?” 
The frustration came out in a dragon-like spit of condemnation. 

“I don’t think she gets that some things can’t be fixed. When it’s 
broken, it’s broken. You don’t keep clinging onto it. You rip it out 
and find something new.” 

“Maybe…” conceded Peri, lightly. 
Mæstric fell silent, watching the flotsam dissolve harmlessly in the 

vacuum. The Resonance Gem cartridges scraped softly against the 
floor as she readjusted, putting her arms out behind her and 
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exhaling. Peri played with her fingertips as the quiet became a 
deafening roar. It felt… wrong to leave this unattended. 

“I can relate. Occasionally, the Doctor, Frobisher and me—” she 
could just hear the Doctor’s know-all grammatical correction in her 
head. “And I, end up in… situations, where we can’t make a 
difference. We have to stand back and watch.” 

Mæstric didn’t quite follow. “And, what? You fall in line every 
time?” 

“Whoa, no,” protested Peri. “Definitely not. You know how 
many arguments we’ve had since I asked to stay? It never gets easier 
knowing there’s nothing that can be done.” 

She rattled her fingers against her hair. “So, you don’t listen?” 
“Sometimes,” Peri nodded. “When the situation calls for it, when 

there are things that can be changed. Little things that end up 
meaning a lot. At least, to me, personally. But most of the time, I 
choose to trust his judgement.” 

“I don’t get it. You said, you argue.” 
“Well, sure,” Peri nodded. “But the trick of any good friendship 

isn’t necessarily a lack of arguments.” 
“What is it then?” 
“It’s that it thrives despite the arguments every time.” 
“You need each other?” 
Peri shook her head. “We want to be around each other. He’s my 

best friend, I couldn’t have seen what I have without him. I was 
meant to be abroad for a couple of months. Canary Islands, then 
back through to New York. Shoot in and out, right? Well, I’ve been 
seeing every corner of the Galaxy for a couple years now. Places 
with cephaloclouds and fungi jungles. I don’t regret it.” 

“You…” Mæstric let her knees sink to the floor. “You trust him? 
Completely?” 

“Yeah, of course. My choice. He respects me and I respect him. 
More than that, we like each other. We never gave up on one 
another. Never really.” Peri’s eyes shone, meaningfully. “Right?” 

“I don’t—” 
A sound like hollow thunder heralded the opening of the 

bulkhead door. On the other side, stood the form of their shape-
shifting seafowl. 

“Tag, you’re it,” he muttered, passing the white paper bag to 
Mæstric as he walked past. She peered inside the white bag at the 
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small cubes inside. They looked porous and inedible, like a resin 
composite. The pretence of food. Her fist tightened around the bag 
in a calm, measured chime of panic. 

Peri was overjoyed by his success, but she couldn’t grasp the 
stillness of her companion. Not until he looked at her. Through her. 
Beady as they were, the dread soaked into their pitch-black centres 
made the familiar blue box appear as unsettling and alien to Peri 
and Frobisher as it likely did to the two Lonewatch. He had the 
dead-eyed stare of a youth roused from a night terror. 

Peri waved in front of Frobisher’s face. “Frobisher. Frobisher, 
talk to me. What’d you see?” 

“Peri…?” He looked at her as though he’d noticed her for the 
first time. “Peri,” he said with more conviction. “There’s something 
inside…” 

“I’ll go see.” 
Frobisher grabbed her by the lapel. “Don’t… go in there.” 
“Show me.” She shook herself loose, glimpsing Mæstric. “C’mon, 

Frobisher. Come with me.” 
“No…” He was lost again. Eyes unseeing, grasping at the air 

where his friend had once been. 
The datathumper rose wearily to her feet, lasgun in hand. 
“It’s a trick,” she said. 
Peri shrank back. “Mæstric?” 
“You lied to us. To me… It’s too small to have what we need…” 

She couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice. “Oh, and I liked 
you, too.” 

Peri shrank back from the gaping, toothless mouth of the muzzle. 
She was suddenly aware of just how far the situation had fled 
beyond her control. Her mind tricked her into an excuse that 
sounded feebler than it should. Fear made her nearly panic. “I 
swear, it’s nothing to do with us. We didn’t know. It’s bigger than it 
looks!” 

“I wish I could believe you.” 
“I…” She shied, eyes wide as flight outfought her instinct to fight. 

“I can prove it! I can prove we’re not liars!” 
Peri ran. 
Mæstric trained her lasgun on the unseeing Frobisher, but the 

botanist sped on regardless towards the blue obelisk on the other 
end of the repair shop bayou. It was irrational, but then mistakes 
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often were. Peri needed answers, proof that her faith hadn’t been 
misplaced and Mæstric needed to slow her down. Stop her before 
she could harm her and Dellevar. 

A shot between the shoulder-blades would finish her. 
Mæstric exhaled. Time lost all meaning in that moment. She was 

in a no-space all of her own which existed between each cycle of 
breath. Only the unsteady tremor in her arm registered in this sharp 
tunnel. She gave into the rhythm, allowed that warm, copper buzz 
to sink into her fingers. She waited for the light bulb crack of Peri’s 
chest exploding, the shot tearing through her bone and organs. 

Peri was still running. The gun remained unfired. 
The blue-haired punk slapped her face. What the hell are you doing? 
Peri wouldn’t stop. She was deliberately putting them in danger. 

Mæstric was hesitating—for what? A traitor? Someone trying to 
abandon them there in the midst of nowhere? She’d used them. 
Mæstric had every reason to hate her—she wouldn’t stop, just stop, 
just stop.  

She pushed her blue hair from her face, the scope casting the 
world in a premature red. Peri looked back, her elfin face encircled 
with brown hair. 

The sight only made her sprint all the harder. 
Pain struck expertly at Mæstric’s chest. She flinched back, the 

lasgun twitching in her palm as bile clung to the fundament of her 
throat. Her body convulsed. She was going to be sick. 

Every other memory had passed into indistinctness. Nondescript 
and toothless. But Peri? Hers was as vibrant and unconquerable as 
the flames of a glass foundry. It would have been so easy a day or 
two ago to kill her. Just a stranger. Another shadowface. Now, she 
had substance. Her existence was an insoluble truth. To kill her 
would be to kill a— 

Reality came back into focus for Frobisher. He saw Peri. He saw 
Mæstric. He saw the gun. “Hold it, stop!” 

Mæstric realised her mistake as the trigger clicked into place. The 
lasgun winked proudly with an aureate glow. Shortly after, 
Frobisher’s arm connected with the barrel. Then with the girl’s 
shoulder. The power pack’s megacity bloom faded impotently at 
one end of the open circuit. She’d forgotten to switch off the safety 
trigger. 

Peri was alive. 
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Relief forced the whifferdill to the ground. “Golly.” 
“Indeed,” rumbled Dellevar with a modicum of ease. 
Her face downcast, Mæstric made a noise halfway between a 

grunt and a croak. Mangled verbs that sounded like, Did I…? but he 
couldn’t be sure. 

That did it, that one fortunate mistake. Her internal balance 
tipped and Mæstric retched behind the mask as though she’d 
swallowed a putrefying reptile. The votary placed a hand on her 
shoulder, studying the retreating figure of the stranger. He was 
proud, in his way. His charge had learnt an important lesson and 
one that he himself had been incapable of teaching. 

Dellevar’s eyes never left Mæstric. “I think that unpleasantness 
has been definitively resolved, Mysir Frobisher.” 

“Really? Well, I might have to revise my answer…” 
“Oh?” he sounded surprised. “Referring?” 
“Our little powwow about intent versus actions. If I were a 

betting shifter, I’d think the wrong mook had hit the floor. You 
stood there and watched.” 

“I had every faith that no harm would come to your friend,” he 
tugged at his jowl. “A wary eye and all that. Speaking frankly, do 
you think you’ll be able to convince her we don’t mean any further 
harm?” 

Frobisher watched Mæstric’s mouth open and shut soundlessly 
for a few moments.  

“I might,” he decided. 
“Mmn.” Dellevar gestured, rakishly, towards the time-machine. 

“Our refuge lies in that?” 
“Don’t be fooled. We’ve more than enough of what we need. 

Guarded now by something far…” the former private eye turned, 
his voice lowering as he cleared his throat. “…far scarier than 
you…” 

 
The lantern at the TARDIS’s summit winked its halcyon glow at 

Peri. Beckoning her forward. A kind, rewarding warmth flooded her 
chest and up into her eyes at the sight. 

As the time-traveller got closer, something about this lone blue 
column of safety had changed. And not for the better. Peri felt like 
a fox from the deep of woodland, scenting city bitumen for the first 
time. She realised it was a sound. Something that was pushing its 
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way through the audio receptors on her suit. Through the closed 
wavelength folds of her transceiver. 

Nothing she knew could make such a terrible noise. Nothing she 
knew. 

She could show them, right? Show them that she meant what 
she’d said. They were telling the truth. That had been more 
important to her than the world—even her own life. And yet, as she 
pushed through into her home, the concern seemed all so far away. 
The violation of sanctuary felt indescribable. Otherworldly even to 
the alien nature of this ship. It clung to her lungs trying to squeeze 
out every last morsel of terror. And there was that sound. 

That sound, that sound, that sound… 
That sound! 
It was monstrous. Callous. A grotesque babble of inhuman noise 

so loud that even the familiar hum of the engines themselves 
seemed to shrink from it. It was like an auditory sandstorm. It 
blocked conscious thought from the mind and drove one to hungry 
animal despair. She wanted to flee, but the Ship—in its 
desperation—wouldn’t let her. 

Her own voice—her own voices—screamed inside her head as 
she drowned. 

*The delirious voice warned that she should not have 
returned/pleaded for help.* 

“I don’t know how!” 
Something else joined them both. (Lie down,) <sweet, little thing.> 
No… Peri felt her vision blur, concrete reality turning into soft 

fantasy. 
*It was too late to run now, it knew she was there.* 
The thought curled like smoke. (Lie down and die.) 
She wouldn’t let it. She placed her hands over her ears trying to 

block them out. A futile gesture, but it helped her to concentrate. 
She unfastened the belt of stones around her waist and let them fall 
into the mire of her subconscious. Letters in a language she knew 
she could never comprehend sliced into her eyes like a psionic 
undertow. Dragging her down… down… down… 

As she kicked and fought against it, it screamed. She screamed. 
Who…? 

She opened her eyes, unaware she had closed them. 
It was the TARDIS. The TARDIS was screaming. 
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The Proscenium ached with silence broken only by the rattling 

click-clack blush of a lasgun power pack charging up. 
“An ideal little foxhole, wouldn’t you say?” 
Turning her head, Vog Mur could see the Doctor holding up the 

offending weapon for the benefit of the Proscenium’s greater 
audience. Careful to demonstrate the indicator on the side. 
Presently a dull ruby. 

His other hand was clenched, thumb extended and gently rotated 
it towards the floor in the classic pollice verso of a Roman Colosseum. 
“We have the advantage over you, I fear.” 

Vog Mur examined the weapon more closely. A minute smirk 
tracing her lips. “You’re not a good liar, Doctor.” 

“Oh?” 
“That is a Musadas-R, deliberately chosen for its ability to fire in a 

vacuum. Puissant certainly, but whatever the conditions, its power 
pack can’t fire a body-penetrating shot in the red. The worst you’ll 
accomplish is a few gratuitous sparks. Then, you will die. It will be 
over.” 

“Doctor…” te-Varriq hummed, worriedly. 
“Is it a deception?” taunted the motley prisoner elect. 
Vog Mur thumbed her eye as the rest of her vision cleared. Even 

bunkered under the battlefield, she could see the surgeon’s face. He 
had neither the calm of the Doctor, nor the relish of Castell. His 
expression was as simple as it was understandable. Plain, open-faced 
dread. Fear that could be scented by the darkest of animals. The 
thought drew her back to the distracting smell of the muck tossed 
onto her in the initial moves of his ambush. The rank odour of a 
cremating ants’ nest. The sickly glow. The surgeon’s fear ultimately 
proved justified. 

It had come from the Accomplishment and there was only one 
substance that matched its description. She was covered in 
hæmofluid from one of the laboratories and while repulsive in and 
of itself, the chemical composition of the tainted samples made it a 
dangerous inflammable compound. 

“Azovka and I examined your notes,” remarked the Doctor. “I 
believe you’re familiar with the chemical processes involved. If I 
press the firing stud most carefully like so…” As he mimed the 
action, she felt an involuntary tightening in her chest. “You’ll 
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vaporise like an effigy on Guy Fawkes Night.” He paused. “I do 
hope for an intelligent answer.” 

Vog Mur was silent for a moment. It appeared that whatever 
happened next was ultimately down to her slow graces. “As a 
method of persuasion it’s crude… But, nevertheless, rather 
practical.” 

“I’m glad you agree, Vog Mur.” 
She held up the cuboctahedron. “Where did you find this?” 
“I suspect you know. On a dead body in a mineral store.” 
She made a light, agreeable sound. “You should have been killed.” 
“We must all learn to accept life’s small disappointments, mustn’t 

we? Who was she?” 
“A coward.” 
The Doctor tilted his head. “A friend?” 
She left the question unanswered, instead surveying the 

disappointing conduct of her troops. She looked down on him. 
“No one was killed. A regrettable miscalculation on your part.” 

“Inaction does not correlate to incapability.” 
She smiled at that. “And should I not believe you?” 
“I may yet surprise you.” His eyes flared with defiance. “Young 

biped to my immediate right, you’ll find my peripheral vision is 
excellent. Continue with your forward perambulations and you’ll be 
able to serve what little remains of your paymaster in a teacup.” 

The heavy obeyed, but neglected his retreat. 
Vog Mur lowered the cuboctahedron to below her eyeline. “I take 

it you wish to negotiate?” There was a twang of disapproval in her 
voice on that final word. 

“I’m one of many. The foremost and most vocal with her 
grievances is Nonpareil Castell—” Harshness entered his voice. 
“Step away, now!” 

The Hylonomeide’s eyes met with the presence beneath the 
masked soldier. He halted his advance. There was perhaps a certain 
bravery, perhaps even gallantry worth commending in his attempted 
deception. However, not only was it dangerous, it would ultimately 
be unnecessary. They had all they required there to win back their 
advantage. All they needed to do now was wait. Wait and speak. 

“I believe the expression in this situation, Nonpareil, would be… 
‘Tell her your demands’?” he rubbed his bandaged hand against his 
throat “Get brave.” 
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Vog Mur had an evenly delivered counteroffer. “Get dead.” 
 
Strange and otherworldly symbols, glyphs in a language that no 

one could readily identify, steamed and broiled through every screen 
in the TARDIS console room. A clawing stream of consciousness 
feeding into every diode, every mechanism the Ship could muster. 

Holding her palms over her ears didn’t seem to make much of a 
difference for Peri, nor Mæstric, Dellevar or Frobisher who had 
begun searching the console. 

A small, inexplicable nudge as if from a voice in the æther told 
Frobisher to press and hold one of the green studs on the panel 
closest to him. Sounded like the Doctor’s voice. Clear as a singing 
nightingale in his head. 

He obeyed. The sound went from a cacophonous flood to a more 
manageable clanger. There was an absence now. The Ship lacked 
her expected warmth. Secure, they might have been, but it didn’t 
feel safe. 

Peri, at least, could hear herself think again. “Thank goodness.”  
Dellevar removed his rebreather. “What made that?” 
Frobisher had the answer, he didn’t quite know why. “That thing 

outside’s been squawking at the TARDIS. Hanging an ear out and 
rifling through the mainframe for information.” 

“What information?” asked Mæstric, tapping her lobe. 
“Well, what would you look for in an information system?” 
“What’s going on outside.” 
“Is there any way to find out what it’s seen?” inquired Dellevar. 
“I can try,” answered Frobisher, he struck his flipper against a 

control and frowned. 
The gentle nudge vanished into his subconscious and the idea 

became adopted as his own. Small red squares faded and glimmered 
at him from the ship’s orientators as he stood in quiet puzzlement. 
Had he known, he would have probably have characterised the 
TARDIS’s reaction as ‘bemused’. 

“What was I doing…?” he muttered. 
Peri addressed their two weary guests. “Wait here.” 
Crossing to the opposing side of the room, she leaned open the 

interior door with a shoulder, craning her head up and down to 
measure the distance of the main corridor. At its far end was a pair 
of twinned swing doors leading to the galley, illuminated by the 
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ringlets of light glittering from the food dispenser that sat squat, like 
some bantam Trafalgar column. 

“We’ve only power for one trip, two at the most,” he called to 
her. 

“Anything else?” she asked. 
“Can’t tell.” 
Frobisher leant closer to the control console, inexpertly prodding 

its instruments. He muttered to himself snatches of words. 
“Transceiver’s dead… Wait a minute, no, there’s a signal. Faint 
through all that static, but it’s there. It’s a voice. Indistinct, though. 
Niminy-piminy and kind of crisp, like a GBC telecaster… News 
report?” 

Peri closed her eyes and let the feeling of relief soak into her 
pores.  

Mæstric opened her mouth to speak, before her eyes fell 
shamefully to the floor. A few glorious minutes passed in quiet 
serenity before the botanist realised that their two visitors were still 
standing there.  

Patiently waiting. 
“Sorry. It’s through here.” She cricked her head towards the 

interior door. “Down at the end of the corridor. I’d better check 
with Frobisher. I’ll leave the door here open and catch up.” 

“We will wait for you here,” answered Dellevar. 
Peri rubbed the back of her neck. 
“Alright,” she said and crossed over back to the console. 
There, Frobisher looked uncharacteristically maudlin. He tapped 

away at controls here and there as if scrawling up an invoice on a 
mechanical typewriter. He seemed tense. 

“Alright,” Peri tapped her fingers against the console. “Spill.” 
Frobisher didn’t look up. “I spent three weeks living in a 

doghouse tracking down a lost puppy adopted by sadrakists, until I 
realised it was the wrong kennel. Client gave me hell for that one.” 

“I’m not a trained dolphin, Frobisher. Don’t dodge. You’re 
setting new travelordinates. Where? Why?” 

“I’ve got to get to Trailblazer Prime,” a stud pressed here, “where 
we were originally heading before we got caught up in this mess.” A 
switch flicked there. “I told you, we’ve got to warn them that there’s 
trouble brewing out here in Natasia Tor. It might even stop a war.” 

“Nuh-uh.” 
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“They have a right to know.” 
“No way,” she insisted. “The Doctor needs us now more than 

ever. We’ve got to find him, he’ll be hurt. He might even know how 
to get that bomb back.” 

“We’re not even certain that he’s still alive.” 
“N-No,” Peri paused, uncertainly. She shook her head. “But 

there’s still every chance. He’s come back from much worse than 
this. I won’t abandon him.” 

“I won’t abandon them either. We’ve our own crisis, perp, we 
need to bring them in on this. We get to Trailblazer and we’ll have 
all the power we need.” 

“What about the forcewall?” 
“We got in, we can get out.” 
They both stood on either side of the control console, the scanner 

behind him and the doors behind her. 
“I’m going to hit the dematerialisation switch,” said Frobisher, 

carefully. “Don’t try and stop me. It’s not personal, alright? Just the 
right thing to do.” 

“You’re serious?” Peri clenched her fist behind her back. 
The gumshoe tensed, then relaxed. “No. No, guess I’m not 

serious.” 
Her mouth quirked with self-admonishment, she turned away. 

“Look… I’m sorry.” 
“For what? Hey, look, you’ve seen worlds shrug and civilisations 

fall, right? If it were your backyard, wouldn’t you want to do the 
same thing I’m doing, perp?” 

“Yeah, I suppose so,” she leant against the console and sighed. 
“What am I talking about? I have.” 

“We can search for the Doctor’s brain pattern with the scanner,” 
Frobisher offered, pitching at a blue stud on the console. 

“Do that.” 
“Already started.” 
“You going to wait here?” 
“I—ah—need to think,” he seemed bashful. “That alright?” 
“Yeah, sure.” Her eyes flicked down to the console. “Don’t do 

anything I wouldn’t do.” 
“Ha-ha.” 
She turned back to address their two visitors, but Mæstric had 

already left. Dellevar was intently tracking her movements from the 
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doorway, keeping it open with his upper right arm. Either she’d 
gone ahead to see if the coast was clear or more likely, she had 
grown impatient and decided to strike out on her own. 

“We will hurry? This is not a moment I would enjoy missing,” 
said Dellevar. 

Peri nodded amenably, “Sure.” 
 
Vog Mur took Castell’s conditions seriously enough. 
“That is all?” she asked. 
“All,” Castell repeated. 
“Succinct.” 
“And hardly unreasonable, you would agree?” added the Doctor. 
Vog Mur shook her head. “Unfortunately, I cannot acquiesce.” 
“Oh?” The Doctor tutted. “She told me about the false broadcast 

to CIDA. You’ve been skirting the issue, but at the least, you would 
have the recorded holotapes. Data records that will still have the 
artefact of wear left by most methods of tampering.” 

The young girl, Azovka, hummed in agreement. 
She found her eyes meeting unexpectedly with Sangfroid’s 

halfway across the room. A wheedling moment of recognition from 
him. He forced himself to look away from her to the digicorder 
deck where the recordings were stored. 

“They’re over there,” Azovka piped. 
Sangfroid shoulders hunched forward. The iron chain of shame 

knotting in his stomach. She had done him no favours. She 
regretted that, but… There was something in his eyes that she 
recognised. Shackles came in all shapes and creeds. 

He had the demeanour of someone whose will had been beaten to 
clinker. His very nature—good or ill—crushed beneath the steel 
caps of another. He’d been cowed and exploited into believing that 
he wanted to be here. 

“You will have to reach them first,” warned Vog Mur with the 
imp-like scuff of a hoof. “And you have no proof you’ll carry out 
your will. Prove to me you’re capable of killing.” 

“Why?” the Doctor snapped. 
“Before I came here, I spent decades in isolation. Tethered to an 

abraded chunk of debris… Watching the starline for any signs of 
life… I don’t appreciate uncertainties and you, Doctor, seem to do 
nothing but provoke them. Worse, you promote the suffocating 
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bloat of life. You’ve no power here, your threats are meaningless.” 
Her voice rose to meet the waiting receptors of the Ordoheed. 
“He’s l—” 

“I’ve discovered who you are, Vog Mur.” 
Vog Mur’s eyes swelled. “The Tyrikan—” 
“No, not the Tyrikan lie. The truth.” 
The word shattered in her throat. Breached consonants heaving 

like so much dashed glass. “You can’t possibly know…” 
His eyes glided to each of his three fellow prisoners. “A little trust 

and cooperation go a long way. You’re a CIDA research scientist 
from Trailblazer Prime. The very place you attacked not so long 
ago. You have a comparatively small expedition. Well-worn fighters. 
Dedicated, but fatigued.” 

“What else do you know?” her fingers gently crawled across the 
table to the cuboctahedron as he answered. 

“A secret to hold my own, I believe,” he deflected. “You have 
opened a door thought long closed and shunted a rocket through it, 
so you will help us close it. Permanently.” 

“By taking me to the authorities? You haven’t the ability.” 
“No, but you may.” 
(Azovka shifted, moving towards Vog Mur and the mushroom 

shape of the Corbo Plumecities.) 
“Assuming that you had a method of transportation at your 

disposal, which incidentally you don’t, you’d cross open space in the 
middle of a war? You’ve demonstrated a willingness to throw away 
your own life, but these others here? I don’t think you’ll risk them.” 

(The girl continued from cover-to-cover, each groundpounder 
within firing range carefully measuring her movements. She 
scratched absently at her neck.) 

“You’re quite correct,” admitted the Doctor, “however it wasn’t 
the Affiliation I was thinking of.” 

Vog Mur played dumb. “To whom, then?” 
“The ultimate authority of this world. The Central Mentality. I 

was thinking it was time we met face-to-face in earnest.” He looked 
to gesture with the lasgun, thought on it, and decided instead to 
point with his free hand. “You and your chief technical specialist 
will unlock the secure sections of your space vessel and pilot us 
directly to the focal point programmed in that cuboctahedron.” 
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The Naran flicked her safety pin into Vog Mur’s hand and 
jumped forward, knocking the object from the Hylonomeide’s 
grasp into her own among a circus of falling accoutrements. Her 
body was interposed with that of her jailer. If anyone fired, the shot 
would pass straight through her—or around her if she was quick 
enough—and into their sponsor. 

“Sorry,” said Azovka, reflexively. 
Vog Mur flexed her hand, letting the pin drop from the dot of 

blood on her knuckle. 
She spoke as if Azovka weren’t even there. “Straightforward, 

Doctor, but you’re faced immediately with two complications.”  
“Just two?” he asked. 
“Firstly, you’d have to cross the security zone to reach the 

monorail, which can only be operated by those with the necessary 
codes. Something I am unwilling to give you. Should you instead 
choose to use my ship, you’ll expose this section to the vacuum of 
space with our departure. Killing everyone here.” 

Castell’s breathing shallowed, her face slowly reddening with 
strain. 

“That it would,” the Doctor briefly conceded. “However, you are 
deliberately overlooking the ship’s carrydarts, aren’t you?” 

Vog Mur folded her arms with a slow and half-grudging nod of 
acceptance. He was an unfortunately clever man. “You seem to 
have this all reconciled. It’s a pity really.” 

“You’d have preferred me ignorant?” 
She tilted her head, eyes narrowed. Well, obviously. 
 
Peri picked up the key knocked to the floor of the TARDIS 

corridor and replaced it back in the lock. Inside, next to the door, 
sat a Tiffany floor lamp with a box kite shade. A small measure of 
antiquity to offset the veritable wall of appliances and gadgetry. 

What outside may have first appeared a product of mishap, turned 
into the first inkling of a frenzy. 

Forgoing the food dispenser, Mæstric had ripped open 
compartments C2 through C7, tearing open boxes, containers and 
much more besides in a delirium. Crackers and berries gummed her 
soles. Sachets puffed with water now sagged empty. Short, sharp 
breaths. Croaking like a reptile. 



247 

Peri crossed to her, kneeling down in her starsuit and saw her 
face. Eyes thin slits, mouth sack-like, she was laughing. Crying. Her 
body shook with joy. True joy, the kind that made a mockery of 
diamonds or gold. 

To the girl on the floor, all this food—everything they took for 
granted, really—seemed the richest aspiration of all. 

“You’ll get sick,” said Peri. “Eating all of that at once.” 
Mæstric seemed dazed. “You didn’t lie…” 
“No, no, I didn’t,” she smiled. 
The young girl looked at herself. Food ran like dried clay and 

engine grease down her front from her mouth, a Monet curtain 
vibrant with proteins and carbohydrates. In some small way, it 
broke her from the haze of emotion. 

“Listen, I’m not good at…” she snuffled, her eyes still red with 
tears. She choked out a laugh. “By my eyes, how can you tell? 
You… Really do care, don’t you?” 

“Guess I do.” Peri decided that wasn’t good enough. She rubbed 
Mæstric’s back in a circular motion, something her Mom always did 
with her when she got upset. “There are people out there that do, 
y’know? There are always people who care. Nobody’s insignificant.” 

The datathumper looked expectantly to the votary. “Aren’t you 
going to eat something?” 

Peri did the same. She could see his attention wasn’t focussed at 
them, but instead through them. Something was on his mind. 
Something big. 

“Go on,” Peri encouraged. “Try.” 
Dellevar searched the contents of the counter and floor. 
“What do you suggest?” he asked. 
It was like a mess of toys in a child’s playroom. Among the 

patchwork, she found a cracked plate of smoked ham and salami, 
two cobs of purple corn, deep-fried potatoes that had imploded, 
and mashed beans from an overturned Tupperware container.  

Eventually, she was able to offer him two unblemished slices of 
toast in a rack by her ankle. “Here. Eat.” 

“Could you perhaps instead find a carry-bag for it?” he asked. 
Her mouth stuffed with food, Mæstric nearly choked on the 

word. “Carrm-blayg? What… Yeugh… You can’t go back out there.” 
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“I must.” That look again. The one of waves crashing against the 
shore. “That autobomb was my responsibility to carry. It’s now 
mine to retrieve it.” 

Frobisher entered from the outside corridor. He looked rather 
reserved. Sullen. “Doing it on your own is a good way to get skived, 
though I guess you know that.” 

“Who said he was going alone?” protested Mæstric. 
Peri crossed her arms and addressed Frobisher. “Thought you 

were searching for the Doctor?” 
“I got distracted, perp…” he said slowly, careful to temper his 

wording. “I’ve tapped into a public broadcast from GBC. The 
Affiliation is at war with the Tyrikans in this sector.” 

Mæstric looked panicked. “What? We’re at war?” 
“As of when?” asked Dellevar, urgently. 
“As of when one of their interceptor squadrons returned from 

here in Natasia Tor,” he said. 
Peri sewed her eyebrow. “That’s too much of a coincidence not to 

mean something.” 
“Y’think?” philosophised Frobisher. 
Dellevar’s face was thoughtful, if a little stern. He certainly wasn’t 

disagreeing. 
“I’ve got friends at CIDA,” insisted the penguin. “Scientists and 

engineers, they’re supposed to deal with apocalypse scenarios like 
this lost world here. I can’t contact them on the transceiver, so 
we’ve got to go meet them in person.” 

“Looks as though you’re the best shot we have at making sure the 
Doctor is alright, Dellevar,” said Peri. 

“Why trust us then, Mydame Peri?” It was an earnest question. 
“We’re the enemy.” 

“As of yesterday.” 
“Never mind that we’re not actually Affiliation,” added Frobisher. 
“There is one thing that still concerns me…” rumbled Dellevar. 
The detective looked up. “Yes?” 
“How did these Tyrikan commandos find the MEV so quickly?” 
“They were listening in on our waveband,” clarified Mæstric. 
Peri’s gaze flitted between the three. “Where would they get 

access to that frequency?” 
“Azovka’s party,” the votary realised. 
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“The girl he tried to help… Aw, nuts…” Frobisher put a flipper 
to his head. “The Doc’s with them. The bomb and he will be in the 
same place.” 
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STAGE 16: 
“Impasse” 

 
The shoulders of Castell’s uniform grew heavy. 
The repressed returned. Memories of home on Trailblazer Prime. 

She’d blotted out all but the most innocuous. It would be 
secondnoon about now. Her children adored those awful ice 
pouches from the Spacer couple in the kiosk. It wasn’t a meal until 
someone nearly choked, but any argument contrariwise only 
brought disappointment and sulking. 

Guilt blackened her thoughts. She should be with them. 
“Records, now!” she barked. 
“Here!” Sangfroid frothed like baking powder. “They’re here!”  
Azovka countered, “Leave him alone!” 
Vog Mur sensed an opening. “Dissension?” 
“Common decency,” Azovka rebutted. 
Castell could already feel her breathing begin to shallow. They 

were hanging onto this situation by their fingernails, but they were 
already beginning to lose what little control that afforded them left. 
She could scent it in the air. 

Another opportunistic lurch from one of the stalking heavies 
strengthened Castell’s worries. “Stay there!” 

If she died, her children would have to live without their mother.  
How much longer could they maintain this ramble of a tightrope? 
Solta spoke up from his position in the Proscenium. “What about 

us? My people? The Tyrikan Krata will know nothing of this, 
they’re too preoccupied with trying to control the borderworld 
wildfires, and I can’t go to the press with hearsay. They’ll never 
believe me.” 

Sangfroid unfolded his hands, apologetically. “There is only one 
copy, te-Varriq.” 

“Make another, there’s a good chap,” soothed the Doctor. 
“I can’t…” Sangfroid choked. 
Vog Mur was staring at him, waiting. 
“I—” 
“We don’t have time for this. Listen, I know what it was-will be 

like. To be collared and chained.” Azovka held up her wrists as if 
they were manacled, surprised by the volume of her own voice. 
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“The cold metal digging into your skin, the oppressive feeling of 
hunger. I-I know how it feels to be a slave to others.” 

Sangfroid was paralysed. There was something to Azovka’s eyes, 
some power he couldn’t rightly identify. Hypnotic, almost. Castell 
understood. It’d been so long since another living being had 
expressed empathy to him that he mistook it for something ulterior. 
To him, it was only some ability, some sway that pushed him away 
from Vog Mur’s influence. 

He shivered, the sensation made him ill and he recoiled from her.  
A look of hurt brushed over Azovka’s face. 
“The records, my good fellow,” insisted the Doctor. “Sooner 

rather than later.” 
Vog Mur nodded her eyes at the compiler. 
“It will…” His voice trailed away with a sigh. 
There was no use arguing. He began spooling another record into 

the dictatape recorder. He watched his swelling hands work, 
delicately and deliberately, on a task performed countless times 
before. 

Not too far from his position, Azovka sneezed and almost choked 
on it. 

She knew now. It wasn’t fear, but something else.  
“I can’t…” The sound of her half-swallow was awful. “C-Can 

anyone else feel that?” 
“Yes.” The Doctor rubbed a hand against the torque on his 

jugular. “A certain tightness of the hearts. Shuddering density to the 
blood as it rushes to meet the brain. Commonly symptomatic of…” 
His hand fell away from the invisible noose. Eyes driven wide by an 
alarming realisation. 

“Oxygen deprivation.” Castell came to the same conclusion. 
“They’re going to choke us.” 

Vog Mur smiled. “What an enemy, to talk itself to death.” 
Sangfroid jolted forward at Azovka as though he were a tree felled 

in an autumn forest. His smile was excruciating to witness. Facial 
muscles twisted and turned unaware of which way to really pull. 
“You still have a chance. Return to the cells aboard the 
Accomplishment a-and you’ll live. Please! She’ll let you live.” 

Panic sunk into Azovka’s throat. “By my eyes, you’re begging. 
Begging for us.” 
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“He’s right. No further harm will come to you, if you…” Vog 
Mur sought the correct word. “Relent.” 

Castell saw the Doctor trying to crawl out from behind the chair. 
If he could only get across the floor to that control box of hers.  
The crack of an automatic weapon galvanised him to the petrified 

roe sculpture. The sponge-like surface hugged at his back. His teeth 
chilled under a sharp intake of breath. 

The Doctor cursed himself, inwardly, for his lack of speed. 
“No one knows we’re here,” reminded Vog Mur. “No one is 

coming to help.” 
“Fortunate then that I am my own being…” he muttered. 
“I’m not going to die here…” growled Castell. “I… won’t die 

here!” 
Solta snared her collar with a hiss. “Castell, wait!” 
“Let me go!” 
Azovka paled, beginning to sway on the spot. 
“Surrender,” commanded Vog Mur, plainly. 
The Doctor’s brow narrowed. “The idea seems rather uncouth in 

the present moment.” 
“You have little choice,” she extended a leisurely arm towards the 

airtight militaria—holding the deedbox to her chest like a bouquet 
of flowers—and settled in. Her eyes glittered with an unforgiving 
glory. “It will take longer for that tape to copy than for the oxygen 
to remain. Stay, by all means. I’m curious to see how long each of 
you has left.” 

 
Aboard the TARDIS, Frobisher gave the scanner swivel control 

one final, stern twist. In an alcove, not too far from the droop of a 
refuelling pump, was a familiar sweeping sheen. 

“You found a monorail terminal.” Dellevar pulled the carry-bag 
up around his shoulders. 

“Had to be one, ace,” said Frobisher. “You’re sure about this?” 
“It is not everyday we’re given the opportunity to see Dayaalu,” 

he puffed a half-syllable of mirth. “She will understand.” 
“Understand what?” The question came from Peri, strolling back 

into the console room with a damp green towel against her face. 
Frobisher leaned down from the console, trying to look casual. 

“How are you feeling?” 



253 

“Oh, you know,” she dumped her starsuit on the nearby cocktail 
table. “Nothing like a warm shower after a cold day in hell. How’s 
the power?” 

“Should be enough to get us there. We’ll jump through normal 
space this jaunt round. Safer. It’s calculating the flight path now.” 

She tweaked an ear. “You know what the irony is?” 
“The longer the jump, the more accurate landing?” 
“You got that spiel from the Doctor, too, huh?” 
“He’s explained it once or twice. If our luck holds, we might be 

able to hit the bullseye and rock up to the Institute no sweat.” 
Her fingernails fumbled through her knotted perm. “It’d be nice 

for the TARDIS to be reliable this—Oop!” 
A brown hairbrush slipped from one of the folds in her towel, its 

clatter thin against the ground.  
Mæstric awoke in an ungainly sprawl on the egg-chair in the far 

corner of the room. 
“Sorry,” said Peri. 
Mæstric was too groggy to notice. With an Alsatian yawn, she 

pulled a damp towel off her face and swung her legs off the 
foregathered cocktail table before her. “All set? Are we moving on 
then?” 

“Myself, yes.” Dellevar squared his body to her. “Not you.” 
The remark fell like a missile against the girl. 
“Tylial’s dead. Dead and cold. Killing yourself won’t change that,” 

she protested. 
He stared knife-like at her with concern. 
She bit her lip. “That’s not… sudar, what I mean is—This isn’t 

fair, springing this on me as I’ve woken—” 
He placed a hand on Mæstric’s shoulder—the single-most trusting 

gesture he could afford—and said, “I have no such intention of 
perishing in this place, but there is still my duty to complete. You 
wished for an out, this is it.” He gently lowered his head, she turned 
away. “You will not refuse it.” 

Her mouth twitched. “Can’t I shout? Scream? Tell you not to 
go?” 

“For as long as you’ve known me, would that work?” he asked, 
gently. 

“No…” she laughed with a bittersweet futility. “Dammit, no, it 
wouldn’t.” 
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“May I have the destructor key?” 
The datathumper pulled it from her pocket. She held it out, trying 

not to let her hand shake. She thought of putting it down on the 
table before her, but instead, she placed it directly in the centre of 
Dellevar’s palm. She closed his fingers and gripped his wrist tight, a 
tear stinging her right eye. 

“Just so,” he nodded understandingly, wiping it away with a 
fatherly thumb. He turned his attention back to Peri and Frobisher. 
“When I escape, I will find some way to contact you on Trailblazer 
Prime.” 

“We’ll come to collect you,” said Peri. 
“You can count on us, Del,” added Frobisher. 
Dellevar turned to leave, but had one final modicum of comfort 

for Mæstric. After this, he would likely never see her again as she 
was now, so the greatest secret had to be the last. It was important 
to him that she knew. 

“Father Sky laughs,” he said. “Not at us, but with us. Farewell, 
Mydame Mæstric. For now.” 

“For now,” she repeated, hopefully. 
And, then he was gone. 
“You alright?” Peri asked Mæstric. 
“No,” she answered, perhaps a bit more acceptingly than she had 

expected. “But that’s alright.” 
“I hope he lives.” 
“Me, too,” Mæstric closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her 

nose. “Damn it…” 
Peri nodded. Her eyes fell distractedly on the cubist mosaic of the 

orientators. With its initial calculations complete, complex thought-
circuitry was now working towards the collective intent of its 
occupants. “How long until the flight computer’s calculated the 
planet’s position?” 

Frobisher considered the VDU. “Eight more minutes. Maybe 
less.” 

“Is there any way to lock those doors?” asked Mæstric, warily. 
Peri turned. “Why?” 
“Just a feeling… Probably nothing, but y’know…” 
“I’ll do it,” said Frobisher. 
Peri crossed her arms. “I should go with him.” 
“You have that feeling too?” said Mæstric. 
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“Need you here for the TARDIS, perp,” he turned his back to the 
open doors. “Besides, I don’t think—” 

Frobisher was flung back by an explosion. 
At first, he found the kick was painless, the pewter-grey ceiling 

above sliding down before his face like a carnival mask. It all 
seemed unreal. Then, his beak connected sharply with the floor in a 
clap that sent his earholes ringing. Pain swiftly re-established his 
connection to reality. 

What had hit him? A volatiser. Near enough to almost kill. 
Where? Outside. 
He caught a glimpse of Peri attempting to throw herself across 

the console towards the door control. 
Her hairbrush slipped under her foot from the detonation. The 

ground beneath her suddenly became suddenly frictionless. She fell 
beneath the console. 

For Frobisher, on his back, he had a direct line of sight with the 
exterior doors. The door jamb, between them and the ceiling, was 
filled with the same beryl green armour of the figure that had 
revealed the whifferdill to be an impostor on the MEV. 

The Ordoheed commander walked across the ceiling of the 
TARDIS with impunity. He raised his weapon. The room shrieed 
with the grasshopper clink of his cannon. 

On the floor, Peri swept Mæstric’s legs out from beneath her with 
a kick. 

An act which promptly saved her life. 
The datathumper swiftly returned the courtesy. Using the console 

as cover, the bursts from Mæstric’s Avaritia made the commander 
hesitate. 

Mæstric fired, missed and fired again. A direct hit. He stumbled 
back. She kept firing, would keep firing, until the lasgun’s power 
pack was exhausted. 

Under that covering fire, Peri thudded whatever control on the 
console was in reach above her. 

Cheep-whirdeep-whuum...! 
A melanised smog began to pour from around the gaps in the 

console. The exterior doors closed. The control column began to 
move. The console room vibrated. 

The Ordoheed commander dropped from the ceiling with his 
men. 
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“Frobisher, Mæstric, c’mon!” Peri shouted, ushering them 
towards the interior door. 

She, Frobisher and Mæstric threw themselves into the TARDIS 
corridor, lunging towards the doorframe. The sound of weapons 
fire stopped. Replaced by the persistent thudding of bodies, trying 
to force their way in from the console room. 

Peri slammed it. “Frobisher, help us get the door!” 
“Trying! This old jalopy’s hitching like crazy!” he squawked. 
The whifferdill transmogrified into what Peri could only describe 

as a salmon pink teddy bear with the face of an angler. It 
shimmered and writhed in a way that left his fellows uncomfortable. 
His features were rounding into crude plasticine shapes. Detail and 
texture lost to a cue ball sheen. 

“I’m losing it!” he shouted. 
Peri was appalled. “You can’t be—Now?” 
“Yes, now! Now!” The whifferdill slipped and fumbled. “What’d 

you press on the console?” 
“Something!” Peri forced her full weight up onto the doorframe. 

“Rgh, some switches above me. Felt like a couple of the square red 
keys. Did you see?” Her feet slued awkwardly across the shuddering 
floor. “Frobisher?” 

“No! Mæstric? Mæstric!” 
“Eyes away, I’m thinking… It was…” The datathumper struggled. 

Against the door and to remember. “It was something on the 
middle-right panel, as you enter from outside! Did you guys see 
Dellevar? Did he make it?” 

“Little chance of finding out,” answered Frobisher. “State of 
temporal grace is in effect.” 

“What does that mean?” 
“It’s a safety measure. Kind of remote trip switch. Jams guns, but 

it means we’re in flight—” 
Peri cut through. “I can’t hold it!” 
The three bodies were flung back against the wall. 
Charnel smoke erupted from the doorway like an overstoked 

chimney. 
Mæstric pulled the two travellers clear. Her early life as a sweep 

had trained her for such situations. She navigated towards the 
corridor’s nearest doors on her left by touch alone. 
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The first was cold against her hands. Locked. Key missing. Next? 
Warm. The handle was loose. She kicked it open with the jack of 
her boot and the three stumbled through. 

Peri swung it closed behind them. 
They paused to catch their breath. 
The groundpounders, living up to their moniker, marched from 

the smoking console room through the corridor outside into the 
wider TARDIS.  

Led by Mæstric, the trio crossed over to the opposite side of the 
empty corridor. Opening the opposite door a fraction of an inch, 
Peri could see they had emerged onto the other end of the main 
corridor in a loop. 

Mæstric felt a sharp pain in her head. “That’s not… possible…” 
“Later!” Peri grabbed her. “Move it!” 
The trio re-entered under the haze. 
“How do you magnetise the door?” asked Mæstric. 
“Small stud in the crook of the handle,” instructed Frobisher. 
The small collection of furniture sat unnoticed beside the 

doorway. 
The whifferdill grabbed the egg-chair and forced it under the 

door, jamming its silver handle. 
The door locked, Peri and Mæstric assisted. 
The cocktail table slid clumsily beneath it in a wedge forming a 

complex barricade. 
Mæstric gave the assemblage a final kick to ensure its sturdiness. 

“That should do it.” 
Something thudded, angrily, against the outside of the door in 

return. 
“Whoa!” She stepped back. 
The stocks of rifles struck and scraped like the heaviest of mauls. 

Table adornments shook, surprised, but the table itself remained 
steadfast. 

Frobisher gently eased his weight off it. “That should do it for a 
while. Until the power leeches out.” 

“Then what?” 
A snarl of anger came from behind them. 
Peri tried to undo the carnage she had wrought. Moving from 

section to section, her eyes traced the white-hot controls. Electrical 
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current looped in blue zigs. It had the look of a diving bell about to 
collapse. 

 “Maybe it was this… Or… this…?”  
Her wounded arm elbowed what she believed to have been the 

source. Sparks spat her away. 
“Easy!” Mæstric pulled her clear.  
Peri clutched at her sleeve. “I’m alright…” 
“At least the juddering stopped,” said Frobisher. 
“Yeah…” The botanist’s eyes swung back and forth. She held her 

breath. “It’s all stopped. Listen.” 
 
With all force brought to bear, Kuron gave the entry door a final 

kick. 
It held fast. 
The commander pointed to each of his militaria in turn. “Check 

for munitions. Check for explosives. Check for power packs. 
They’ve activated a dampening field that is preventing high-energy 
weapons from discharging, but the same may not be true for kinetic 
attacks. Once we have an answer, one that we can apply to our 
strategies, we can begin our infiltration. Be aware of conventional 
and unconventional means of defence. Assume that we no longer 
have the element of surprise.” 

The enemy’s first instinct would have been to blockade the door 
from the other side and lockdown what sections of the base they 
could. 

That said, they were a diminished opposition. Their reduced 
numbers and damaged equipment would work in the Ordoheed’s 
favour. That much was certain. 

The damage done to the control terminal in the transfer room 
may have reduced their resources even further, but to rely solely on 
that notion was a foolish assumption. 

A caged animal was sport. A wounded animal was dangerous.  
The following period would determine if the Lonewatch were one 

or the other. 
“In either case,” Kuron added aloud. “Accept no quarter.” 
If the territory here would not be theirs, it would belong to no 

one. 
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As the TARDIS’s air conditioning systems purged the fumes from 
the console room, the extent of the damage became disturbingly 
obvious.  

“Wrecked!” Peri sucked in a breath, trying to calm herself. “Oh, 
the whole thing’s wrecked…” 

“I might be able to do something with the console,” Mæstric 
slung her Mobatal to the floor and began pawing at the roundels on 
the wall. “Where’s a jack?” 

“I don’t think the technology’s compatible,” Frobisher rubbed his 
neck. “Should be alright. The auto-repair systems should kick in 
soon.” 

“Should.” Peri’s fingers clenched tight against her palm. “The 
TARDIS should fix itself, you should be able to change, we should be 
out of danger. But we’re not.” 

“It’s my fault, perp,” he confessed, earnestly. “I wasn’t fast 
enough.” 

“And I was too fast, I didn’t think.” The botanist’s mind blazed 
with all manner of anxieties. “Do you think they’ve found one of 
the other console rooms yet?” 

Frobisher couldn’t answer her. 
Peri’s eyes were caught by the column. “It’s sinking. Why—Why 

is it sinking?” 
“Maybe it’s―” He cut himself off. 
Both expected the whine of a strangling gearbox. Instead, there 

was a thud, followed by a hissing chime. 
“Peri,” said the whifferdill. “We’ve materialised…” 
One of the roundels popped open with an equally pneumatic hiss.  
“That’s it. That’s what I’m looking for.” Mæstric began stringing 

her cord between the deck and the chromium-plate alcove within it. 
“What’s that noise mean?” 

“We’ve landed,” answered Peri. 
“That’s good, right?” 
Frobisher pointed. “We never closed the scanner. Look.” 
Distorted by their passage from the Weapon, it took awhile for 

the image to focus. 
“Oh, no…” Frobisher muttered. 
There was no sleek Institute hallway, no overwhelming 

metropolitan spires, not even a violet-red marble as viewed from 
orbit. 
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Just the insurmountable vastness of outer space. Blue, yellow and 
green satellites glittered as bright as any cut diamond, mocking them 
through their window into the beyond. Some would be stars, others 
planets and a few phenomena unknown to sciences of either the 
20th or 82nd-centuries. 

As agonisingly beautiful as any galactic wilderness. 
“That’s…” the whifferdill breathed. 
“Nowhere near where we need to be,” Mæstric stood. 
“How long until they figure out they can use their guns?” asked 

Peri. 
Death flashed from behind the door, splatting in vicious, eye-

searing moulding. A staccato neon frame. 
The central column heaved, sinking until it nestled stagnantly in 

its silo. Yellow and beige lights faded like a snuffed candle. The last 
remnants of the Ship’s flight power were now gone. Its departure 
heralded only by the acrid stink of an electrical fire. 

Frobisher slumped forward, his expression grim. “That’s it. We’re 
dead.” 

 
Concentrate your attention, Doctor, they need you… Breathe in… Hold… 

And out… 
The importance of the inner eye could not be understated when it 

comes to performing the Tibetan anapanasati meditation. 
Similar to the fisheye lens on a photographic camera, the 

meditation technique offered a foreshortened view of the mind’s 
immediate contents. It allowed the Doctor to distract the lower 
impulses of his hypothalamus away from the interstellar holocaust 
yet to spark and focus on a simple, unburdened task—the assembly 
of a foxhole transceiver set. 

Concentrate and breathe… In… 
He hadn’t tried to construct such an antiquated machine since the 

20th-century. It was proving difficult. He was applying the finishing 
touches to it now. 

And out… Yes, just so. In… 
The Doctor scooped up Azovka’s vaishali from the floor, binding 

it in the gutted remnants of a monitor to form a solenoid. The 
speaker rested neatly on his ankle like a youth at Christmas. 
Stripping out one of the diodes, he reached as far as he could from 
his position on the floor and jammed the ground wire into the 
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arcing dale of the conveyor belt, using the celestite fillings in his 
teeth as the antenna for the remaining ground wire. He held it 
together between his gun-arm—what an unpleasant noun—and 
bandaged hand. 

A liquorice cat’s cradle whose eel-like ebb slithered about his 
fingers… 

In—Breathe! Concentrate! 
Fortunately, the components available to him were a bit more 

sophisticated than those had been in Anzio that time. Where on 
Earth he would only have hit the Axis propaganda machine in 
Rome, the several centuries of development since then would allow 
him a far greater reach. The electro-acoustic vocoder would snatch 
up his phonations and transmit them through whatever relay system 
would take him into outer space. 

Now, if only he could rally enough oxygen to his throat to speak.  
He was fighting his own autonomic responses. It would be ironic 

if the reflexes evolved to protect him ultimately proved his demise. 
His sweat froze to his scalp, his hands felt so alien to him. They 

were as blue as the sea… The deep sea… deep… blue… 
In! In! Concentrate or they die, Doctor! In! 
He laboured each squirt of air through his seizing trachea. It 

didn’t matter where the signal went, so long as it fled beyond the 
satellite. His lips were turning a darker shade of regal violet. 

“Enemy… combatant! Enemy combatant in Natasia Tor! Allied 
vessel in distress! Allied vessel in… distress…!” 

No response. 
Not enough power! 
It wouldn’t reach past the blanket of noise generated by the 

satellite’s own systems. Not unless… 
He aimed his lasgun at the console nearby. There was a sound like 

a drum punctured with a brick. The gridded viscera of the block 
spilt out before him. Chancing the gap between the chair and its 
neighbour, he pounced through the narrow margin, still carrying the 
components of his transceiver. 

Knuckles burning, he punched open the tiger stripes of marble, 
flouting the plash of white-veined chalk dust and orange roe against 
his face. The wires were spliced into the ganglia braid of fibrous-
optic cabling with ruddy fingertips. 
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He could hear Azovka providing covering fire. A blast intended 
for her, reduced one of the cherubim’s bloated lightpails to a 
fuming abstract sculpture. Pockmarks like calean-pipe burns 
tangoed around her as she returned the act in kind. 

The groundpounders had already begun to close in—the standoff 
was ended, but if he could get enough power to transmit.  

“Nonaligned vessel in distress! Can anyone hear me?” 
The crown of darkness swirling around his vision seemed to 

skitter and chirp alongside the black static coming through the 
speaker. There was a slipperiness to his muscle control. Movements 
seemed to happen long following the initial impulse from the brain. 

An embossed purple elevation dislodged from the table and spun 
at Azovka, who was forced to catch it with the front of her arm 
before it met with her eyeline. It softened beneath her stepthreader 
fingers, allowing her to chuck it back in mudblots. 

“Unidentified craft, this is hospiceship Death’s Rival of the Tyrikan 
Custodial Argosy. What is your present situation?” 

The Doctor’s hearts leapt into his throat. At last! Against all 
expectation, perhaps even against established protocol, his 
respondent had deemed his cry into the wilderness a worthy 
endeavour. Ha! All the more laudable given they were almost 
certainly to be from one of the soon-to-be warring fleets. Sodden 
with pips, it crackled as if downed in the pouring rain. “Say again, 
this is Death’s Rival responding to your distress call.” 

“Death’s Rival, lock in on our travelordinates,” he calculated the 
diction of each word with the utmost care. “Medical assistance 
urgent! Hostile hijack of secret armament. Approach with cauti—”  

He rolled out from a pot-shot taken at what must have been his 
newly visible skull. The ground wire was ripped from its moorings 
by the sudden spasm of activity and the whole varicoloured 
apparatus went up in a puff of spent electrons. 

Dashing out behind his attacker, he saw Vog Mur’s eyes flare with 
a daring question—What have you done? 

He couldn’t resist. Pocketing the transceiver’s remains and 
Azovka’s vaishali, he declared triumphantly, “Parasitised the parasite. 
No more lies, Vog Mur!” 

“Him! Now!” 
“Solta! The airlock door, man!” 
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The Oncan rushed towards the Accomplishment and pulled the 
release switch. A shock of oxygen flooded into the depressurised 
chamber like a Scottish gale. 

A second wind. 
Pandemonium reigned unchecked in the Proscenium between the 

practised killers and the Doctor’s own hodgepodge band of 
rebellious prisoners. 

His own party was now at a sizable disadvantage against the 
groundpounders. He could see it in Azovka as she holstered her 
weapon and went straight through Sangfroid, pulling the twinned 
data records from their mantle in the dictatape vocoder. 

One of the militaria levelled his weapon to fire. The Doctor leapt 
across and knocked the rifle off-target. Gunshots popped like a 
series of rubber balloons in the near airless vacuum, shattering the 
grid of paragravitic and optical lighting regulators in the scarred 
ceiling above. 

The room went dark. 
The Accomplishment’s airlock shone in the gloom. Malfunctioning 

lights strobed against the darkness. Cruel snapshots. 
A chance! The soldier’s aim and sight were both distorted, now he 

would remove it completely. He disarmed his opponent, sending 
the gun windmilliing into the open air, and pushing against their 
bulk to catapult himself forward towards the jammed carousel of 
terminals. 

In the corner of his eye, he could see Vog Mur pluck up a rifle 
from one of her nearby fallen and begun firing. 

A shot thudded over his shoulder as he punted as much debris 
free of the platform carousel as he could. Its motors pleaded and 
chattered at the brief respite from their Sisyphean-like endeavours 
and ground forward. 

“The conveyor! Here!” he called. “It’ll take us toward the airlock!” 
His party gathered from their respective positions, holding tightly 

to the orbiting terminals. He gathered Azovka from the tables, Solta 
jack-knifed back into the cover of the terminal—A dark shape 
swam in the Doctor’s peripheral vision with all the economy of a 
crocodile. 

He heard Castell. “Stop!”  
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Vog Mur’s eyes narrowed with considered annoyance across the 
table. Her rifle shifted from what had only moments ago been the 
Doctor’s back to Castell and fired.  

The Doctor reached out to Castell’s right shoulder and swung her 
aside. The smell of burnt ions flared in both their senses. The shot 
only appeared to graze her stomach. She was propelled into 
Sangfroid, who she seized opportunistically with both fists. 

“Let me go!” the compiler protested. 
“The airlock!” Solta called. 
The Doctor could see the militaria had already crossed the 

distance and moved towards the access panel. Solta propelled 
himself forward, pitched his arm through the air like a windtrap and 
brought it down hard on the Ordoheed before they had the 
opportunity to close the door. 

“Go on, Doctor! Go!” shouted Solta. 
Unfortunately, the fight was long beyond fair. 
Solta was soon overpowered by his opponent and seized from 

behind by the throat. Solta kicked back against the wall, propelling 
them both away towards the tables. 

Now outside the airlock, the Doctor pulled Azovka, Castell and 
Sangfroid inside on a living paper chain. A stray shot from one of 
the other soldiers went straight through his coat sleeve. Ushering 
each member of his party through, he saw Vog Mur focus her aim 
to the airlock. 

A Krakatoa flash of light! 
The spinning lasgun, dislodged from the Doctor’s earlier 

opponent, connected with the wall. 
Instinctively, Vog Mur turned and emptied her lasgun into the 

freak phantasmagoria. Blasted chunks of marble and neon lines 
pumped from the shattered wall. The lasgun’s owner seemed rather 
dumbfounded, relieved not to have been the accidental target of her 
employer’s wrath. 

By the time Vog Mur had realised her error, between the shutter 
flash of the failing lights and the rifle, her ex-prisoners had sealed 
the entranceway. 

 
Sangfroid watched the Doctor thump his fist on the surface of the 

inner airlock door. 



265 

“H-How—How—” The oxygen croaked in Azovka’s lungs. “How 
close?” 

“Against our favour,” he cursed himself, placing her knife back in 
her hands. “Without the pilot we have no way of convincing the 
Tyrikans.” 

“We’ve got to go back for him then,” she insisted. 
“Not the time…” Castell entreated. 
“You,” she nearly choked on the word, “t-tried to help him.”  
“Shut up.” 
Castell tried to look away, but Azovka bolted forward and 

viciously grabbed her arm. She refused to let the issue rest. 
“Not too long ago, you looked upon him as less than a dog-bitten 

sciara.” 
“Better!” the pilot struck her hand away. “I looked on him better 

than that. He tried to stop me from—It doesn’t matter. Maybe—I 
don’t know…” 

“Perhaps we’re not the dire monsters you were led to believe. 
Perhaps we love our children as much as you do yours. Don’t you 
dare judge us as monsters when people like that outside exist.” 

On the surface, she was calm and in control. Beneath, betrayed by 
the barest splash of colour in her eyes, the girl’s sudden insight had 
startled the pilot. 

Azovka noticed. Castell narrowed her eyes warningly. 
“Castell,” the Doctor tapped her on the shoulder. “How good is 

your flying?” 
She blinked, shaking her head. “I—ah—performed with the 

Venturer when the Tyrikans were doing their buzzard skims above 
Metzger’s Luck. During the joint orbital parades a couple years 
back.” 

“What does that mean, exactly?” 
“I moved fast enough that there were no head-on collisions. We 

roughed each other up a little, but the engineering team only had to 
refuel and strip off the interceptor’s service stripes.” 

“Oh? Untouched to flaunt again for the public at future 
celebrations?” 

“Untouched and gleaming. No casualties. No fatalities.” There 
was no pride in her voice, only a statement of the facts. “Give me a 
solid ship and I’m good.” 
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“Fortune favours the florid, I suppose,” he straightened his coat 
and turned his full attention to the hook-nosed compiler. “To the 
flight bays, lead on.” 

 
Vog Mur unlocked the deedbox and reinstated atmospherics to 

the Proscenium. A plump, life-giving blue rasp. She buried her 
anger deep in the repository beneath her gut, where no one could 
see. More than anything she appeared embarrassed. “Looks as 
though we’ll have to advance our plans. Move to the security zone, 
we make for Mindcore-3.” 

“What about this one?” asked the groundpounder. 
“Where?” 
They thrust the figure’s head forward into the light’s flipbook 

flutter. 
She examined te-Varriq with a bloodied hand to her face. 
“Him? He—” She paused, noting the mountain range of red at 

the bottom of her vision. The wound ran deeper than she had 
initially thought. No, it would be a waste to kill him. He still had 
other uses. “We’ll take him through to the Central Mentality. We 
still need him to catch that jackanapes and his carrion.” 

“And us…?” squeaked one of the compilers. 
He was hushed by another of his number who clutched at his 

emaciated arm. 
Vog Mur hadn’t forgotten them. 
They parted for her as she moved towards the roused oddments 

of the communications terminal and its shored-up inner workings. 
She nodded to them casually, “Begin the Weapon’s move through 
Natasia Tor to the fleets’ positions.” 

“Why not wait?” queried te-Varriq. 
“The Doctor and the girl survived long enough before they came 

here. If they reach the Central Mentality…” she let the unspoken 
words linger in the æther. 

“There’s no guarantee that Sangfroid will help them,” her prisoner 
persisted. 

“Sangfroid was and shall always be a slave. Here or with another, 
it is his nature.” 

“What about his hesitation to make those tapes?” 
“Simply the fallout of his own terror,” Vog Mur dismissed. 
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A new boldness welled in his chest. “Mydame, I think you’re 
wrong.” 

“I have the gun and that proves I’m right. That is the reality of 
power.” 

With a few carefully made adjustments and the snap of a 
communicator switch, the transceiver returned to life. 

The argument concluded in her favour. 
Clipped and with allotted force, she spoke, “Returning gunship be 

advised, rogue patrol craft en route from main base. Destruction 
immediate. Understood?” 

“Full acknowledgement of broadcast. Destruction assured.” 
 
In the main cabin of the carrydart, the Doctor adjusted the 

cuboctahedron delicately to sit within the convection dais. It 
whirred into place with a click 

Castell grunted, painfully, from the pilot’s seat. 
Azovka leant forward to help. 
The pilot kept her distance, as part of her training and personality, 

slapping away the helping hand. “Don’t touch me, I’m fine.” 
“You don’t look fine,” Azovka resisted. 
“My torturer said I should try a new regimen. Ignore it.” 
The Doctor was behind Castell’s head. “Let me see.” 
“No,” refuted Castell. 
“You’ll be in no condition to help anyone if you’re dead.” His 

tone suggested that he wasn’t in the mood to allow her any 
requests. “I’m familiar with ship’s workings, I could take over if the 
situation requires.” 

“It’s too important… It…” Castell heaved a shaky breath, her 
body was beginning to come down from the adrenaline. “If you 
don’t step back right now, I will kill you.” 

The pilot could feel his jade eyes frigid with scepticism. “Using 
what particular method of persuasion?” 

Castell produced the item in question from beneath the ship’s 
steering column. Its glint in the half-light not unlike a cutthroat 
razor.  

She half-turned to face him. 
The pilot could see the Doctor’s reply in his expression. The gun, of 

course. Of course, the gun. 
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Vog Mur crooked a hand at the cowering olive figure. “I need you 
here to monitor any further transmissions with whoever the Doctor 
contacted.” 

The Mogran complied, albeit with a wary nod, crossing over to 
her with crunching bandaged feet.  

The carrydart detached from the Accomplishment’s docking ports, 
one of a small row puckering from the vessel’s surface, flaring with 
an effervescent warmth. 

“You and you,” she pointed quickly to her militaria. “Get that 
door open. Check the ship for any traps or damage they might have 
left behind.” 

“There’s…” the compiler twitched nervously. “The resonance 
frequency band continues to blanket the Proscenium. We remain u-
undiscovered. But the damage done by the Doctor… It will take 
time to recover.” 

te-Varriq looked empathetically to the Mogran, who returned his 
gaze with trepidation. The pilot’s eyes fell self-consciously to the 
floor. 

Having manoeuvred to position, the cut-and-run raider made a 
break for the main serviceway. Gunfire from the groundpounders 
rose like plumes into the baulks of the ceiling above. She shielded 
her eyes at the concluding flare of its propulsion systems as it shot 
beyond her sight. 

She lowered her hand with careful measure. 
“Understand this,” she addressed the huddled compilers. “It is 

now necessary to move towards the Control Housing in Mindcore-
3. The final stage of our operation is now in effect. However, the 
intruders have damaged our control to the transceiver beam. The 
forcewall is open. Anyone can find us. They will try to stop us and 
they will not take us alive.” 

“We…” the Mogran licked its lips. “We will send you the signal 
when the equipment has been repaired. We will be ready.” 

“Good. You know my policy, you know my methods. Continue 
the operation. Now.” 

 
Castell’s free hand was tight around the stolen carrydart’s 

controls. She licked her lips, head pulsing with pain, but showed no 
signs of relenting. 
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“You’ve more important things to do, Doctor,” she said. “I’ll take 
you through to the Central Mentality, like you said. After that, 
you’re on your own. Unless you can tell me this isn’t important.” 

“I can’t.” The Doctor looked to the side quickly. “As it rather is. 
How do you expect to get out past the forcewall?” 

“I came in through a shaft that bypasses it. I’ll scan for a similar 
break and head for that,” she said, tuning the ship’s instruments. 
“Even if it is the only one, I’ll find it. Count on it.” 

“And how long will that take, hm? In your condition?” 
“I don’t have a choice. The sooner this gets back home, the 

sooner we can end this war before it starts.” 
“Alright, I have friends who might be able to help. How will they 

know you?” 
“8791-LIA.” 
“Identicode?” 
“My eldest’s highest score on Ghouls of Azzod.” 
“I’m impressed! Right, you’ll find them in—” The calico visitant’s 

finger shot forward in alarm. “Through the window!” 
It could have been their mirror image, the same scabbard-shaped 

snout, emerging with sleek precision from one of the service shafts 
puckered across their skyway. A predator leaning into the morning 
light to see the startled features of its prey. 

“It’s another carrydart…” 
“On a return journey to the main ship!” 
Like some predatory raptor, it closed in for the kill.
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PHASE FIVE
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STAGE 17: 
“Daring Against Monsters” 

 
Drifting between the dawns of a dozen other worlds, Mæstric 

found herself still coming to terms with the TARDIS. Not as a 
craft, but a being—or more accurately, an entity—in its own right. 
It was a bizarre feeling. Each computer system she’d encountered 
over her lifetime had a certain quirk. The telltale signature of its 
original programmers became etched into the coding. 

The Weapon, for instance, was streamlined like a ravine. Worn 
away by centuries of information. Peaceful. Deceptively so. Until 
you put your body deep enough beneath the tide and you were 
swept down into the rapids. 

The Ship was similar. An antique giant striding the length of the 
horizon, but there was something else, too. Each footfall felt 
lackadaisical. Disinterested. Just as Mæstric discovered a major 
registry node, somewhere for her to plant a boot and gain access, 
the TARDIS would reconfigure its internal matrices and shrug her 
off. Unnoticed. 

“They’re gone, Peri.” 
Mæstric’s shoulders rose around her ears like islands. 
She’d almost succeeded in compartmentalising the conversation 

going on behind her as she worked. Her fellow travellers were 
trying to keep it civil, but the frustration eking from them both was 
like a radiation leak. 

“But for how long?” asked Peri. “What are they planning?” 
“Want to find out?” Frobisher’s voice was brisk. 
She indicated the barricaded internal door. “With that guard 

outside?” 
“Kind of proves my point, doesn’t it? We can’t get out. They can’t 

get in. Ease up and relax.” 
“Relax? Frobisher, they could be doing anything! Suppose they 

find one of the other console rooms?” 
“Wouldn’t that be a lucky strike.” 
“Lucky…” Peri spat derisively. 
She saw the hurt on his face and attempted to apologise, but he 

waved it off and walked to the other side of the console to get some 
space. 
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Unfortunately, in one of the outer corridors, the Ordoheed had 

already set to work trying to understand the mechanics of their new 
environment. Kuron’s boot stamped down on a slot car racing set 
running across the breadth of the hallway. 

The little engine didn’t have the strength to even sigh. 
Its trajectory, however, was curious to note. 
 
-INFORM NEXT 
<RUNNING…> 
<NEXT = HELLO TARDIS> 
-HELLO TARDIS 
<HELLO DOCTOR + CHECKING> 
Mæstric found herself running her fingers coaxingly across the 

edge of the board. 
Easy. Gentle. Don’t lose it this time… 
<CHECKING COMPLETE + CHAMELEON CIRCUIT 

DOWN + FLIGHT SYSTEM DOWN + EXTERNAL 
DECONTAMINATION FUNCTION OPERABLE + 
OUTER PLASMIC TRANSMITTER/RECEIVER 
RUNNING + NEXT> 

Her lips squired upward into a smile. Computers. They were so 
much easier to deal with than people. She held up her VDU and 
petitioned their attention, “Loys!” 

“What’s up?” 
“Loys,” she was so excited, she was only half-listening. “The 

transceiver is still functioning.” 
Thin fingers took the gadget from her hand. She could feel Peri 

tense with nervous energy. “The technical stuff’s a bit over my 
head, but I think I get the gist. Who can we contact? What’re our 
options?” 

“It’s too far out for a transmission to Trailblazer Prime, we can 
only just receive broadcasts, but we could try for a signal to the 
Weapon.” 

“Go for it!” 
“Sure!” Her exuberance dimmed. She began digging around in her 

coat pocket for a chunk of Surin thermajerky she’d swiped from the 
galley. “Sure… It’s possible, but give me a bit of time first.” 

“How long?” she asked quietly. 
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Mæstric bit at the crinkled edge of the foil. “Dunno. Thf lungth of a 
Beda Pluto phong robly.” 

“Tell me when it’s done, alright?” 
She turned and saw Frobisher leaning back against their barricade, 

a thoughtful flipper at his beak in the great tradition of ragged 
gumshoes the Universe over. “Y’know, a thought occurs. Since 
we’re going to be sharing a bunk or eight with these jokers, where 
do you think they’ve all gone?” 

“A forward base, definitely,” opined Peri decisively. 
“Well, let’s assume they think we know what we’re doing. That 

we’d have a clue how to repair the console. Where’d we likely go for 
spare parts?” 

“The workshop,” she realised. 
“Bingo.” Frobisher folded his flippers. “Under normal 

circumstances, they probably wouldn’t be able to find it, but the 
TARDIS isn’t itself at the moment. Memory serves, it’s a corridor 
or so down from us. A group that size, it’d be the perfect place to 
hole up for a while until they got their bearings.” 

“Or set an ambush if we decided to come looking.” 
“Hitting us with whatever they’ve got.” 
“Well, two can play at that particular game.” 
She crossed over to one of the walls, two down from the main 

interior door—and its cavalcade of novelties acting as custodial 
landslide—on its right. The left colonnade was home to a small 
densely-populated control panel that seemed to hint at an altogether 
greater function for this otherwise unremarkable wall. The Doctor 
had taught her only recently how to use the alternating blue-green 
studs running across its topmost row. She wracked her brain for the 
combination. He’d mentioned it as an aside during a particularly 
long lecture on psychotropic climate control. 

“Got it…” Blue-Green-Blue-Blue-Green. 
The wall absconded high into the ceiling gap, revealing the tireless 

gleam of a well-stocked dimensional laboratory. 
One of the Doctor’s pet projects from sometime ago. 

Multidisciplinary, but largely focused on alchemical processes. 
There were computers, charts and shelves of books situated on 
each wall overlooking four workbenches bubbling with clamped 
flasks and distillation equipment. Some of the equipment she’d 
recognised immediately, purloined from roughly her own time zone. 
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Others, like the fused remains of what must have been the 
Voermann analyser, she’d extrapolated by osmosis. 

Frobisher caught up with her, “Whoa, perp! What’s the scheme? 
What’re we doing?” 

“Frobisher, I am sick of running and I am sick of being afraid. 
This is our turf, our rules and we’re going to get our own back on 
our terms. Right?” 

“Right.” His voice was smooth like jazz. “But… What’s the 
sting?” 

Peri hadn’t a clue. She was a holidaymaker, not a war hawk. 
“Not die,” she said. 
He nodded coolly. “I can dig that, but it looks as though 

someone’s already tried.” 
Peri leant her arm against the table with a “Huh?” and winced, 

pain flaring bright in the hollow of her sleeve. 
“Where’s it hurt?” 
“In the soft spots.” 
“Oh, just your head then?” he teased. 
She smiled tauntingly, holding out her arm. She nodded to the 

tear in her discarded starsuit. “I must’ve reopened it when I hit the 
floor. Stupid, right?” 

His beady eyes wandered over it existentially before he haahed. 
“Looks to be alright, apply a bit of pressure.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 
“I was worried you’d knocked it like your leg.” 
“It’s been alright actually. The suit kept ‘em both isolated.” 
“Like a piñata of blood.” 
“Oh, sure!” she sounded both jovial and exasperated. “Take a 

swing!” 
“Pop the Peri!” he rejoindered with warmth. 
He felt that fade when he saw the expression on her face. Where 

there’d been a smile a few moments ago, no longer. She wasn’t 
looking into his eyes, just… at him. They’d spent enough time 
travelling together that he recognised her expression, lit with the 
careful offer of new possibilities. 

“Was it something I said?” he asked. 
She nodded. “Hey, do you reckon we could patch up my suit?” 
“These flippers were made for fixing,” he flexed. “But what’s your 

thinking?” 
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With more speed then haste, the Doctor returned to the 

carrydart’s alcove, collecting the cuboctahedron while turning the 
problem over in his mind. 

“Any ideas?” 
“Occam’s razor, Castell. The solution’s right in front of us.” 
He studied the artefact bouncing up and down in his hand for a 

moment. With a little extra force, he was able to launch it up to eye-
level. Ha! He had it. (Up, then down.) His answer. (Up, then down.) 
Simple and effective. (Toss…) He might even be able to bring 
along his compatriots, if it were executed properly. (Toss…) 
Trouble was that it was his usual fair. (Toss—a misjudgement, it 
nearly plummeted to the floor.) Ingenious, but potentially lethal. 

He pocketed his telemechanical muse for safety and triggered a 
green stud beside an oxygen grille on the wall, opening up the 
maintenance hatch for the ship’s outer hull. He took stock of the 
situation. Judging the variables with scientific precision. 

Above his flaxen curls, a deadly corona of soaring lines that made 
his bones ache at the memory of excessive g-force. His fellow 
travellers in the middle, their grey tattletale expressions stark under 
the alternating console lights. And below, insulated by his bergamot 
spats, was a moon-shaped lift dais that would hoist him up through 
the opening. At this speed, like a cannonball through an old 
watercraft’s gunport. He pressed his hand to his upper lip, his mind 
turning the situation over, making as many internal calculations as 
the microseconds would allow. The necessary forward drive would 
have to be no less than exact. That, and— 

Sangfroid panicked. “They’re coming straight for us!” 
“Astute reflexes, you said?” the Doctor asked Castell. 
“Whatever you can throw at me,” she growled. 
“Perfect!” The Doctor leapt forward and yanked down the 

exhaust trigger. “Good luck, Castell! Both of you, here!” 
Naturally, the compiler hesitated, but there was no time for 

anyone to react. 
The sound reminded the Nonpareil of the glacier crack 

immediately before an avalanche. Surprise kicked her in the 
stomach. She felt the yoke convulse beneath her, the abrupt shock 
of momentum pulsing through her like a defibrillator charge as her 
carrydart rapped across its twin’s belly. Severed communications 
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antennæ hailed down with the shattered fragments of atmospheric 
glass from the enemy cockpit. With Sangfroid shoved onto the dais, 
the platform beneath her three passengers rose up abruptly, a 
vertical diving board beneath them, catapulted together through 
sheer acrobatic momentum into the opened undercarriage of the 
opposing vessel. 

 
Inside the fuselage, checking briefly to see if his legs were still 

attached, the valiant Doctor prowled forward like liquid fire from 
an overturned oil lamp. The wind whipped small fragments of metal 
through the depressurised cabin in starlight streamers across his 
outline. They passed the junction leading back to the Proscenium 
on their left. He pinched the bridge of his nose to compensate for 
the additional g-force. He had no time to adjust, the two 
groundpounders and their robotic Autopilot in the cockpit would 
have to be reckoned with. Fortunately, fate seemed to be on his 
side. Concussive shock seemed to have knocked both militaria 
unconscious—one from oxygen deprivation—and the Autopilot 
had popped its top like a giddy Roman candle. 

A groan from the nearest warrior confirmed his suspicions. 
Good, he thought. Too many have perished already. 
 
The hatchway sealed behind Castell, returning a sense of calm to 

the stolen carrydart. 
The chair remained steady as the cabin shook around her. The 

cut-and-run raider had been long in service, she could feel the years 
that had gnawed at the basic drive components. It was a precious 
few seconds to collect her thoughts and rearrange her trajectory 
before the inevitable. 

Concussive charges spanged against the outer hull. Three seconds 
sooner than anticipated. 

Suction from the slipstream forced the two vehicles together and 
now physics was yanking them apart. It forced the Nonpareil’s 
carrydart down on a parabola. Instead of steadying her flight path, 
she’d instead reverberated it, but this wouldn’t be the end, she 
wouldn’t allow it All her will, everything she was, dug into the 
framework of the vehicle and willed it out of its terminal velocity. 
White dwarf zephyrs buzzed across the vehicle’s chin as the 
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carrydart slashed up from its dive and into the nearest exhaust 
opening. 

Castell shouted something. She couldn’t recall what. 
She felt triumph. Real triumph. In a way she hadn’t felt in such a 

long time. Not many days ago, her team would have cheered, 
tapping knuckles and punching the sky. 

The warmth and energy faded as reality closed its teeth around 
her mind. They were dead now. Dead and gone. There were more 
important things to do than celebrate. 

“Targeting computer…” she reminded herself. 
The datatape felt hot against her chest like a stovetop. The 

machine calculated the course she’d need to take to leave the 
Weapon. She’d struck lucky, a vactunnel wasn’t too far away, she’d 
escape through that. She felt the barest hint of a smile on her lips. 
Then something collapsed above her abdomen. A grotesque, 
organic darkness swept outwards towards her hand, staining it 
black. A black that threatened to swamp the chair and engulf her in 
its shadow. 

No, not here. She wouldn’t die here! 
 
Aboard the hijacked carrydart, the Doctor could feel his own 

hands burning with a maddening frost. Trying to nestle its way into 
his nervous system like bamboo files slicing beneath his fingernails. 
His starsuit’s internal conditioning unit had kept things tolerable up 
until now, but his waistcoat could only do so much. Now he was as 
prey to the cruel whims of thermodynamics as all else. 

The Doctor resealed the copilot’s helmet. He tried dragging him 
from the engaged seat off to one side but halted in place. The 
copilot’s hands seized around the controls in a fitful muscle spasm. 

The rover felt a drowsiness begin to overwhelm him, leaching 
from the insulated gauntlets, his hands pulling at their wrists. A 
numbness spread. Slow, but as deadly as the machine guns behind 
and below them. 

He tried and tried again. 
The figure wouldn’t move. He wouldn’t move! 
“Doctor, I’ve found—” 
“Azovka! Help me get him off this!” 
He turned in time to catch the emergency rebreather mask tossed 

to him. The stepthreader was wearing one, too, a black sucker 
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across her muzzle. They wound their arms tight and pulled together 
against the figure. 

Azovka strained. “He—He won’t—The wall!” 
It seemed all the closer through the shattered glass visage. An 

immutable flat horizon of artifecture like the spine of a thick, ugly 
ribcage. Its breathing rapid. Tense. Excited. 

“Move the other fellow!” instructed the Doctor. “Anything?” 
She skimmed the console before her with unusual speed. 
“Projection screen… Power lever!” She pulled, trying to slow the 

engines’ burn rate, but the proximity warning engaged regardless. 
As calm as it was gloating. Her hands tingled with fear. It was 
hopeless. In their last, desperate attempt to ensure their escape, they 
had merely exchanged one ship of anarchy for another. They were 
charging without aim to their own destruction. 

Isn’t there anything left? Azovka pleaded to herself. Anything? 
The armoured figure fixed against the Doctor like a barbed ice 

sculpture. Obstinate, even without conscious thought. “No good, 
he’s collapsed over the trigger mechanism for the retrorockets!” 

Compelled to violence, he brought all of his strength down on the 
gauntleted fingers, the heat of physical exertion skewering his hearts 
in sword-point jabs before the oppressive chill slapped them away. 
She could see it in his face, he wasn’t invincible. His eyes were 
bloodshot from the Proscenium and his sinuses running from the 
cold in their immediate surrounds. Exhausted and overstrained, 
every desperate endeavour yielded him little more than 
disappointment. By the end, the militarian slouched into a hunch, 
hands remained firmly clamped around the yoke. 

Faced with little alternative, he sprinted from the cockpit in quick 
retreat. “Back! Azovka! To the end of the ship!” 

“That won’t save us! We’re—Doctor, my arm!” 
His boots skidded in place, an arm stretched out to steady himself 

against the data reception alcove. His friend hadn’t followed, and he 
could see why immediately. The sweat from her hand must have 
fastened to the power lever in the flash-freeze. Observing her 
attempts to remove it, one of the guards feebly lurched forward, his 
bulk collapsing atop her. Panic turned her thoughts to frost, ice and 
rime blushing the plasteel. Her hand spasmed before gripping the 
trigger in agony. What began as a possibility had transformed into a 
certainty. She was snared. Trapped. Frantically shaking the stunned 
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figure next to her in fear and frustration. Almost in convulsions. A 
waking nightmare. 

“I can’t free it! Doctor! Doctor, I don’t want to—” 
“Azovka!” 
The Naran felt the skyglass implode behind her head in a wave of 

crimson light. A sharp, grinding roar and the deft touch of a ship’s 
hull. The whole Galaxy tumbled around her in the currents of a 
black hole. There was a sharp rip of flesh as she spun backwards. 
Dashing forward, the Doctor caught her, primordial shock pulsing 
through the palm of her hand. The cabin stabilised around them, 
the wall now a constructivist waterfall curving around the ship. 

“Altered course,” he said. “We’re on our way to the Central 
Mentality.” 

Azovka looked down at what was left of her skin and didn’t know 
whether to laugh or cry. 

 
Peri flipped shut the dusty tome on the workbench in the 

dimensional laboratory. The Doctor had boasted that the room 
contained everything and anything they could’ve wanted at a 
moment’s notice. She only hoped it wasn’t empty rhetoric. It could 
save their lives. 

She nudged the purloined starsuit with a shoe. “That ought to do 
it, shouldn’t it?” 

“Look at it this way, perp,” said Frobisher. “If it doesn’t, we’ll 
never know about it.” 

“That’s reassuring. It’s,” Peri wrapped her arms around its chest 
and heaved, “heavier than it looks.” 

Before Frobisher could give it a go, Mæstric rapped her knuckles 
against the top of the doorframe.  

“Loys.” She stretched her arm out across the back of her neck 
towards the console. Moments ago, there’d been nothing from its 
core, save the cautious glow of the control column. Now, it glittered 
with a blood crimson and fulsome gold. “One of you left the 
transceiver on, I’ve managed to open a signal back to the satellite.” 

“Nice work,” congratulated Peri. 
“I can do one better. I sent something out and someone’s sent 

something in reply. It’s a carrier wave. Live. Come and crook your 
heads at this.” 



280 

As they rejoined at the console, the pulsing, ambient flanger of a 
weakened receiver signal filled their various sensory receptors. 

The words were impossible to decipher at first. It bounced 
around like tenpence down a drainpipe. With some careful tuning, a 
minor miracle greeted them from lightyears away, “Doctor to 
TARDIS. This is the Doctor to the TARDIS. Come in—over.” 

“Doctor?” they responded in unison. “How—?” 
He snapped his fingers. “The forcewall’s collapsing, but I still can’t hear 

you clearly… Can you hear me? Who’s that?” 
The whifferdill put a fin to his chest. “It’s Frobisher, Doc. 

Frobisher, Peri and—” 
“Hold on…” An itinerant whine shredded his verbiage for a few 

moments, until, “—ve boosted the signal as much as I can for the 
TARDIS’s lasercom receiver. Private waveband. Hush-hush, I’m glad it’s 
reached you. Are you both safe?” 

Peri jumped in before Frobisher could. “We’re fine, what 
happened to you? Where are you?” 

“My friend and I had a minor disagreement about travel arrangements with 
our hosts. Expertly resolved with use of a cuboctahedron and a gentle word in 
the right receptor socket.” He patted something flatly metallic that rang 
through the console speaker. “Yourselves?” 

“We were on our way to Trailblazer Prime, but things haven’t 
gone our way,” she answered. 

“Oh, yes…?” From the sounds of things, neither had it for the 
Doctor. 

“I get this is unreasonable to ask,” Peri put her left elbow up on 
the sizzling console as though it were a public payphone. “But I’m 
tired, I’m cold and I’m not good for cab fare. Can you come get 
us?” 

There was a pause. 
“Doctor?” 
“Perhaps. If you’re going the same way we are. Where are you exactly?” 
“In deep space specifically, skipper,” added Frobisher, angling his 

head up towards the speaker. “We’re off to warn them about the 
satellite.” 

“Not a bad notion,” he gained an urgency that unnerved the trio. He 
sounded to be moving rather quickly for nothing to be wrong. 
“Presently, I lack the resources to do anything other than strictly advise. More’s 
the pity.” 
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“The TARDIS is in a bad way, Doctor,” negated Peri. 
His voice turned grave. “I take it mayhem has taken up residence while 

I’ve been away?” 
She sighed and straightened. “Mayhem lost us the safety deposit. 

Look, we’re not going to be much use for anything now.” 
“We’ll have to find a way around that. If one side fails, the entire plan fails. 

Hundreds of millions of lives depend on us solving these two problems together. 
It’s vital.” 

“By ourselves?” she paused. “Hold on, ‘two’?” 
“Mmn? You’ll pull it off, I know you will.” 
Frobisher persisted. “But what do you mean ‘two problems’, 

Doc? What’ve we missed?” 
Peri jerked her head back to the laboratory. The whifferdill 

nodded. 
“Ah… Yes, I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t know how long 

this will last—I’ll be brief. Now listen to me, the pair of you…” 
 
As the iris wound shut behind him, Dellevar forced himself 

upright and stared out of the window towards the parallel track. It 
would be too easy to let fatigue and grief lull him to slumber. Even 
with the Resonance Gems on his person, his safety remained in 
doubt. When trouble would come—and it would, that was a 
certainty—its wrath would be swift and with little warning. 

It mattered little to him now whether it came from the Tyrikans 
or the Weapon itself. 

Despite his mental discipline, despite his firmest of wishes, his 
mind had returned to the handsome agony of recent memories. Did 
he remember hearth fire and home? Foundations and faith? 

No… Only death. 
Every eye-blink was a face lost to him. They were safe elsewhere 

now. In far better care than he, so why did they haunt him so? Why 
did he fear them? The sensation felt like a jibe from a witless 
trickster. Self-flagellation at its grimmest. 

So consumed was he in defying his own demons, he didn’t notice 
the second iris blooming behind him, it bade enter a second railcar 
straight into the tunnel and his private domain of contemplation. 

A moment perhaps too late, Dellevar lowered himself into the 
darkness. The railcar’s twin shone like the ugliest of moons, casting 
cruel silhouettes across the cabin. In this moment alone, he was 
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glad for his isolation, there wouldn’t have been enough room to 
cloak himself otherwise. 

From the divide came a voice. One he’d long been familiar with 
through rumour and after-action reports. Though they’d never met 
in person, they recognised their actions through their followers all 
too well. 

“Say it again. Louder,” she ordered. 
He strained to listen closer. 
There was another voice. Barely heard. It was unfamiliar to him, 

but he understood it all the same. Something bilious and 
uncomfortable spat like dried paint as that second being spoke, 
“I’m not… Gurudev te-Varriq, Vog Mur…” 

“Not te-Varriq,” cooed Vog Mur, falsely, a chiding lilt. “Who are 
you then?” 

“Bastinranath.” 
“Bastinranath Solta. The pilot?” 
Dellevar slanted forward, watching the poor man’s head sway 

back and forth as though snapped at the neck. The pilot’s fur was 
slick, tangled in a matte with dark moribund patches that roared of 
prolonged cruelty. Satiated and indulged. 

“Then,” Vog Mur’s iridescent skin glimmered, “Why is it, I don’t 
believe you?” 

“What…?” 
She repeated calmly, “Why don’t I believe you?” 
“I don’t…” 
Solta choked on his counterargument, battered by exhaustion. 
“You don’t know. Well… That’s the issue, isn’t it?” Vog Mur 

straightened her back to the window and raised her voice. “What do 
you think, Dellevar?” 

Had Dellevar been a younger man, he’d have flattened himself 
against the floor and remained still. Age, however, betrayed him. 
Age and fatigue. He heard the pinball rattle of a sidearm reloading. 
Sour pockmarks gouged their way into the control section. His first 
and only warning. 

He took out his weapon and threw it to the tracks. 
Vog Mur raised her hand, as if to indicate a job well done. 
The two vehicles came to rest at the junction while their onboard 

computers made the necessary adjustments for the partition ahead. 
The intensity of the air conditioning was heightened to protect the 
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integrity of the machine’s propulsion system. One of Vog Mur’s 
militaria pressed the emergency release above the doors while two 
more raised their Boneshaker rifles into the open cavity. He felt 
little need to be ushered, he opened his own doors and stepped 
from one railcar to the other without incident. They seized him by 
his forearms, removing the carry-bag from his shoulder, tearing it 
open with a blade. He didn’t possess the energy to resist and, in any 
case, his forelives had taught him one invaluable skill in mythic 
repetition—patience. His belief would sustain him. 

“How do you feel?” asked Vog Mur. 
“Mortified,” Dellevar admitted. 
That seemed to give her a whisper of satisfaction. “A fair 

assessment. The only reason you’re still alive is because I can’t 
contact the carrydart responsible for the transportation of your 
device. You’ll tell me where my commander has gone.” 

“The head of your taskforce?” 
“Yes.” 
“Ahh…” He understood. “I wouldn’t know. My people are in 

control. They have full autonomy now to carry out their mission, 
however they see fit.” 

“Which is?” 
“I wouldn’t know,” he repeated. 
His captor straightened. “There’s nothing to be said then, isn’t 

there?” 
“Nor I to you, Vog Mur. May I be allowed to pray?” 
“Why?” 
“Focus, mydame,” Dellevar cleared his throat politely. “Away 

from you.” 
“Alright, so long as it doesn’t interfere with me or my men.” 
“I will leave that to the purview of Father Sky,” his knees ached as 

he knelt, making the same noise wet concrete does when 
overturned with a pitchfork, “as is common to the faith.” 

“You pray for yourself?” she asked, genuinely curious. 
“I pray for everyone.” Dellevar hoped his fellow captive could 

hear him. “The living and the dead. It is my failing, I do not do it 
every time, but sometimes I even pray for you.” 

Her lips thinned into a humourless cogwheel smile. “If you had 
spent enough time staring into the darkness, memorising each shade 
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and tincture, you would know how truly futile such an outlook 
would be. Enlightenment isn’t gifted, Dellevar, it is conquered…” 

Dellevar closed his eyes.  
“Do you know why we are at odds, Dellevar?” 
An eye opened lazily. “I chose to stand against you?” 
“Time and time again to no effect, why?” She closed the gap 

between them. Fear stung at the base of his spine. “It’s a decision 
that has brought you dead friends and dead hopes. All… to what 
end?” 

“I dare say you’re asking me whether it was worth it.” He 
chuckled at the perversity of the notion. 

“It wasn’t, that isn’t in dispute,” her mouth, quietly agitated, 
could’ve been whittled with a knife. “What intrigues me is that you 
persisted regardless. Credit to your company, they never explained.” 

“Torture will avail you little,” he cleared his throat with a 
harrumph. “But I suppose you’ll still try?” 

“No, on you, that would be a waste of resources.” 
Dellevar nodded precisely. “‘Don’t cry for the rain…’” 
“‘…cry for the world’?” she quoted back. “78th-century 

hypocrisy. When the Doctor and Azovka…” A stab of panic 
fluttered across Dellevar’s eyes. She was alive. “I thought so, it’s 
difficult to disguise some sort of an affection for another. You’re 
more useful to us as you are. With a few adjustments.” 

He saw her hand furl around the strap of his carry-bag. She lifted 
it effortlessly. No pride, nothing to prove, but she held something 
that could shake the foundations of entire Galaxies with its absence. 
It wasn’t even a particularly impressive specimen of its kind, he told 
himself. Food, however, conjured up his own personal demons. 
Vog Mur must have scented it through the impromptu packaging 
they had arranged aboard the TARDIS galley. 

“I anticipate that you haven’t eaten like this in some time,” she 
said. 

“As I have said, I’ve nothing to tell.” 
“I know.” 
She threw it violently to the floor, her expression tempered by the 

crack of whatever else lay within. Her hoof came down, tearing a 
hole in the denim, spilling breadstuffs like salt over the earth. The 
tracker burst into stardust sequins. 

“So, you have nothing to lose, correct?” 
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Aboard the TARDIS, while Mæstric worked at her cyberdeck, 

Peri and Frobisher performed their own little duty. Dragged across 
the floor from the laboratory, their patched up starsuit was propped 
against the barricade, its helmet sloshing up against the table like a 
Somme cadaver. A scarecrow for any militarian who got too close. 

“Well, this Weapon, it’s far more than we initially suspected,” spoke the 
Doctor. “If it was in communication with the old girl, it would explain a great 
deal regarding its behaviour, why it’s been so flustered in trying to destroy us.” 

“It’s been trying to communicate?” Peri was disbelieving. 
“It’s been trying to negotiate.” 
Crossing back, Frobisher tapped the datathumper on the 

shoulder. “Is your rig sophisticated enough to pull off what we 
need?” 

“Well…” The girl did her best to shadow the worst of her doubts. 
“It’d better be, wouldn’t it?” 

“Doc, we’ve got someone here who can access the Ship’s 
computers directly, if that helps?” 

The datathumper spoke up. “Mæstric here.” 
“Would—Hold on, would that be them?” He sounded more distant 

than before. Distracted. 
“Yes, trying to untangle the wandering mess of directories your 

ship has to offer.” 
“No, don’t try to get up.” 
Irritation flashed between her temples. “Listen, old man, I’m 

trying—” 
A younger, breathier voice lolled into the speaker system. Far too 

familiar and far too comfortable. Some untoward emotional beast 
tore open her chest with an exquisitely personal agony. “…it was 
will-be you, isn’t it? Lije…?” 

“…Telle?” The name seemed to combust into a firework of 
myriad colours inside her head. 

“Lije’mm…” Azovka mumbled. The datathumper was hanging on 
her every word, this wasn’t fair. “Hurts…” 

“Back to where you were, Azovka, alright? You’ve suffered a particularly 
nasty wound, there’ll be time enough for talking later,” ushered the Doctor, 
not unkindly. “Rest it on the console there. That’s it…. Rest.” A sound 
like a shaken umbrella. “Pardon…?” 

“I didn’t catch that, what did she say?” 
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He paused, then recounted kindly, “She said, she’s missed you Lije 
Mæstric. She’s missed you a great deal.” 

That was it. That was everything. Her whole world and everything 
she’d needed. Contrarily, to her internal dismay, all Mæstric could 
manage in reply was a feeble croak. “I’ve… too…” 

“Yes… Yes, I imagine so,” the Doctor said gently. He shook the 
sentiment roughly from his voice, remembering himself and their 
circumstances. “Peri, Frobisher, are you still there?” 

“We’re here,” answered Peri. 
“You said the console was damaged?” 
“All hashed up, Doctor. There’s no power at all.” 
“You’ll need to repair that sooner rather than later. Someone will be coming 

in a Grimmuk carrydart, en route to Trailblazer Prime as you are. An SRF 
interceptor pilot. It’s imperative that the information she carries be delivered 
there. It could be vital to the prevention of a war. I need you to get to her before 
anyone else does.” 

“Space is big, Doc,” Frobisher demurred, not unsympathetically. 
“How are we going to find her?” 

“How far out are you?” 
“Let’s see…” He switched on the scanner. A soft dab of slowly 

burling caramel spun into frame. Oddly familiar. “I can spy an 
asteroid. Size of my foot at this distance, so it’s hard to make 
out…” 

“Wait…” Peri paused. “What’s that blister there…?” 
“That’s a radar dome,” Frobisher clarified. He squinted and 

Mæstric watched as his features twisted with a sickening fear. He 
seemed to recognise the tiny, concentric circles and crossed hastily 
back to the transceiver. “Doc, we’re within spitting distance of an 
Early Warning station…” 

Mæstric’s eyes shot wide as panic gripped her blindly by the heart. 
Each circle was an automated silo stocked with high-yield warheads. 
Capable of emptying death unto an all-too-suspicious solar system 
with callous ease. Her instinct was to run, hide, but where could she 
go?  

“How sturdy is this ship?” Mæstric asked. 
“Near indestructible,” replied Peri. 
“Yeah, but we’re not,” clarified Frobisher. “And even still… With 

the state things are now?” 
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Peri imagined her neck snapping like a carrot against the console 
from an unexpected jolt. She felt sick. Centuries of ‘advancement’ 
couldn’t disguise the connection to her own time. Her hands shook 
with an understanding she longed to forget. 

“It’s a tangible landmark. Frobisher, I need you to focus now, can you still 
see the sargasso?” 

He squinted past the horror to the veil beyond. “Just about…” 
“You’re in luck, old chap, the carrydart will likely pass through there on its 

way back home.” 
“How d’you figure?” 
 
Aboard the carrydart, the Doctor leant over the transceiver. 

“Engines leave a mark.” 
“I don’t think I get it,” said Peri. 
“Frequent flight paths are often picked up and chosen because of 

the sheer density of energy pollution left behind by space vessels. A 
lot of exhaust coagulates together in space. It creates prisms. 
Corridors. Frobisher, explain it to her.” 

“Like—ah—tyre tracks in a muddy road,” the whifferdill elaborated. 
“The more heavily used the path, the safer people assume it to be.” 

“Might as well be a roadside picnicking spot for all the debris outside,” 
muttered Mæstric. “People mustn’t hang around here for long.” 

“That gives me an idea.” The Doctor’s eyes glittered shrewdly. 
“As loathe as I am to reduce the old girl to this, you can use the 
Ship’s transmitter to act as a buoy signal for Castell. She’ll recognise 
the code ‘8791-LIA’ on the repeater. If she’s in trouble, she’ll be 
able to trace you from there.” 

“Speaking of which, where are you going?” quizzed Peri. 
“I’d rather not announce that on an open line. Suffice to say, that 

we’ll try to finish this totally. Make sure it can never happen again to 
anyone else. If we fail… Well, there won’t be anyone left alive to 
receive your warning. Both our efforts are important, Peri, believe 
me.” 

There was the sound of Mæstric knuckling the wall. “Doctor, how do 
I set up the buoy?” 

 
“Just ask the computers for a repeating meta-signal,” answered the 

Doctor. “It’ll be one of the first systems you find under Diagnostic 
Maintenance.” 
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Mæstric wrote the keywords on her arm with a marker from her 
pocket. “Got it. And the external sensors?” 

“Let’s see… Yes, if you realign the fluid link, you should be able to trip the 
fault locator’s circuit breakers. It’ll bring whatever remaining power you require 
to bear. Should be enough to finish your journey. Coordinates still primed into 
the console?” 

Peri checked. “Looks like.” 
“You’ve all you need. Good luck, you three. See you on the other side.” 
Pocketing the marker, Mæstric drew herself back into her own 

world of data and digital matrices.  
Peri and Frobisher found themselves once again staring out 

through their window into the Universe. It was odd to the 
American university student that borders still existed six-thousand 
years later. They must be formed like transceiver signals leaving the 
Earth—in ever-expanding cones or spheres of waves. The 
defensive capabilities of the station watching them must be 
enormous. With both sides arming for open conflict, it was all too 
likely that she’d see it or one of its closest cousins in action soon 
enough. 

A single and terrible thought dawned on Peri as she watched. 
“Which side of the border are we on?” 
“Pardon?” asked Frobisher distractedly. 
“Are we in range of that thing?” 
“I wouldn’t worry. It’ll likely treat us as a bit of flotsam. A rogue 

planetoid or one of those cometary fragments there.” 
“But if we’re broadcasting a transceiver signal—” 
Dread shot through them both in an instant. They’d interpret it as an 

attack. 
Frobisher: “Where’s the switch? Where’s the switch—?” 
Peri: “—Mæstric!” 
“Too damn late!” 
The whifferdill paled. He turned back from the console, his eyes 

falling on the scanner in time to see the rockets’ blue glare bursting 
from the dome’s missile tubes. “Peri, we’ve been fired on!” 

“Czerny…” Mæstric swallowed. 
“How many?” asked the student. 
Panicked incoherence escaped the young woman’s throat. “Ah—

ahh—two. Two for now!” 
“Doctor, are you still there?” 
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“I heard. You’ve no choice. You’ll have to pilot the TARDIS manually.” 
 
Three voices: “Doc, you—” “can’t be serious, Doctor, it’s—” “—

completely nuts—!” 
The Doctor cut them off before they could protest further. “It’s 

not ideal but believe me it’s the only way! The station is old 
technology, even by your standards, you might be small enough to 
overcome them. Frobisher, you know how to activate the 
TARDIS’s External Decontamination Function.” 

“Copacetic. All squeaky clean for our execution.” 
“Decontamination, Frobisher,” he enunciated. “As in, sterilise.” 
“We detonate the missile before it can make contact.” 
“That’ll serve!” Mæstric celebrated. 
Frobisher almost agreed. “Save one crucial issue, Doc, we don’t have 

enough—” 
“You’ll only need it for a few moments. Now, get on with it!” 
In his peripheral vision he saw Azovka begin to stir. 
 
“I’ll watch the door!” Peri volunteered. 
Frobisher tore through the TARDIS’s roundels within his reach 

searching for the toolkit. 
Some contained circuit-boards, others contained small alcoves 

housing an assortment of ephemera. Quickly, he discovered what 
he was searching for. Behind an antique Leyden jar, bundled 
together with a length of twine, sat a scuffed argent toolkit. 
Plucking it forward by its black piping, he returned to the console 
to begin work, not far from where the young datathumper was 
beginning her final preparations under the Doctor’s instructions. 

“Right, got it?” the transceiver growled urgently. 
“Yeah, yes.” 
“Do you have it?” 
“Yes,” she emphasised. 
Frobisher popped the gull-wing lid on the kit and glanced at the 

vidscreen. Weaving behind chunks of stained-glass asteroids, the 
damn thing was nearly on top of them! 

Peri winced, shouting, “Brace for impact!” 
“With what?” Frobisher squawked. 
The datathumper forced her knee and foot against the arc of her 

roundel.  
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“Mæstric, now!” cried the Doctor. 
Her fingers stabbed down at the keys and Frobisher felt his 

stomach punch upward into his jaw. Something bellowed in alarm 
behind the interior door. How far had they fallen? Couldn’t tell. 
Killed them? Unlikely. 

The floor flew away beneath him as he scrambled for the repair 
kit, watching it hop and skip away from him like a cheery jackalope. 
There was no way that he’d be able to catch up with it as he was. 
He took a gamble. With the monomorphic slowness of an oldster, 
his body ebbed and warped into his last memory of a balloon 
animal. He drifted past Peri, her nails digging into the edge of the 
console, knocking himself against the wall as the Leydon jar 
scattered to the floor in a tangled fission of glass, foil and 
conducting fluid. The kit followed closely behind it, imitating it in 
the best vein of mockery mastered by younger siblings. Ion bonder, 
universal detector, every gizmo and gadget cascading down in a 
mechanical mudslide. 

The clunk of two objects meeting drew her eyes back to the 
scanner. 

“Fragment incoming!” she shouted. 
Mæstric braced. “The missile’s going to—!”  
“EDF!” Frobisher hissed with a lunge. Desperation pushing at his 

sprained physiology, he felt his bones rearrange to match those of a 
Pantachian rock skipper. Amphibian leg outstretched, he— 

A fuming deathlight buffeted the base of the TARDIS’s exterior. 
The two protoastral objects collided. The datathumper was thrown 
tumbling from her crèche in the same moment. The shoulder band 
of her cyberdeck made a fscht noise as it snapped past its limits. 
Something cracked inside it. 

The TARDIS’s EDF frizzled unsteadily in Frobisher’s ears before 
dying down to a hush. 

The whifferdill had grabbed the datathumper by the small of her 
back with an adhesive pad. Barely holding onto the base of the 
control column’s housing, he threw her back towards the wall. At 
first, he wasn’t sure if the shudder was the Ship or him. The 
barricade’s egg-chair toppled loose and the cocktail table pushed the 
door open to the corridor outside. It wedged in place. Independent 
of the lurching outside, something moved deep beneath them, 
obscured by their scarecrow. 
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The guard! 
Gunfire spat angrily from above and through the barricade in 

ricocheting starlight streaks. 
Their enemy reached for their gravity harness. Mæstric exhaled, 

her aim sharpened and she fired. The starsuited scarecrow’s acidic 
innards burst. Luminescent purple bile seeped down onto the wall 
and the gunman, ending the confrontation in a single, nauseating 
slurp. 

Mæstric groaned. “Is he dead?” 
“Very,” frowned Frobisher. 
Wave after wave of fretful motion assailed the console room until 

finally, and against all expectations to the contrary… 
There was a lull. 
As deep and as profound as when the great whale swallowed the 

carpenter Geppetto. The kind experienced by pearl divers at the 
bottom of the ocean. In its depths, the whifferdill’s words 
transformed from a whisper to a shout, “Cricket…?” 

“Yeah?” whispered Peri cautiously. 
“We alive?” 
“Dunno… You in pain?” 
“Nngh, yes,” he heaved. “A considerable amount actually.” 
“Then, no, we’re not dead.” 
“Outstanding. Before I pass out, how’s the power?” 
“In the red, I don’t think—” She looked at the scanner. Her 

knuckles turned white. “Hang on!” 
The TARDIS cracked in half. 
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STAGE 18: 
“Who Will Bell the Cat?” 

 
Castell’s neck snapped back against the seat of the carrydart. 

Radiation filled the ship’s instrumentation, disorientating its 
circuitry and disrupting the unshielded elements of the onboard 
computer. She didn’t need any instrumentation to pinpoint its 
source. 

The beacon of light shone out from the stream of interstellar 
debris like an electrocuted grotesque. 

It would hit in moments. She memorised the details on her 
forward scanner. Four columns of probable coordinates with the 
barest snatch of the final verified numbers to be fed directly into 
navigation. 

Guided by mechanical prowess alone, she jack-knifed the craft to 
absorb the aftershock of the explosion. The ship was in a bad way 
already. Her journey through the sargasso had left it only hours, 
possibly minutes away from structural failure. She felt the controls 
pitch and jerk in her hand. Smoke poured from the throttle control. 
VDUs winked out. When the computer returned, it demonstrated 
the expected false positives. Heat signatures. Radio transmissions. 
Scatterings of sensory nonsense. 

The flight officer shook her head. It was no good, she’d have to 
negotiate by sight alone. 

She double-checked the coordinates in her head. No doubts. No 
reservations. What she thought she’d seen had to be right, her life 
was now staked upon it. 

The onboard computer registered the code. 8791-LIA. 
The impact point… Czerny, I wonder if that was them? 
Had it been a Tyrikan attack? No, it’d come from Early Warning 

Xi. A retaliation, then? That would imply that an assault force had 
shattered the blockade or bypassed it entirely. Doubtful. 

The carrydart’s sensor equipment bubbled in discomfort before a 
single klaxon like a flare. More missiles! Her thumb went down 
instinctively on the countermeasures switch. Fleece-like tufts of 
light blazed out the shoulders of the craft. Three were caught. They 
detonated soundlessly. 

She pulled around. The fourth! She’d missed it! 
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The lone seeker caught against an asteroid, one of the new islands 
in this dark archipelago, propelling chunks of irradiated rock 
directly into her vehicle’s path. The innards of the spacecraft 
crumpled like popcorn. Glass. Plastic. Tape. Metal. Every blockish 
contour broke out in hives and pulled a plasteel grimace. Her 
seatbelt was sliced away by a fist-thick chunk of forward portal. The 
chair bucked forward. She collided with the imploding mass, her 
hands splayed to safeguard her face. 

Blue filled her vision. Blue blurring to cover the black of deep 
space. 

Her last precious thoughts were of the soft watercolour daubs of 
dawn on Trailblazer Prime. 

Of everything her life represented, her mind chose that. 
She thought that rather strange. 
 
Seizing the rare moment of fortune, Sangfroid slipped between 

the support struts of the fuselage, using the riptide of static from 
the cockpit radio to silence his footfalls. 

He watched as the Doctor attempted to shunt one of the clamps 
surrounding the transceiver’s housing. The brutish slap of the 
rover’s palm unlocked the last. He pulled it free with a single tug. 

“Frequency band…” The calico savant tucked it under an arm like 
a knight’s helm. 

Fingers brooded across the chapped, multicoloured studs. The 
transceiver whistled and whined through all conventional 
communications channels, but their voices seemed irretrievably lost. 
Switching off the device and closing its timeworn metallic lid, a new 
sound greeted all three of the carrydart’s occupants. The engines 
swelled on an upward arc to a high-pitched tenor. He could feel his 
eardrums pop with the change in atmospheric pressure. 

Placing the transceiver down, the Doctor and Azovka returned to 
the unconscious figures in the forward seats. They safely 
manoeuvred the ship through the narrow passageway and down to 
the safety of the ground. The faintest whir of motors signalled the 
locking of the iris they’d have traversed through. The Doctor pulled 
the cuboctahedron from its socket and tossed it to Azovka. 

They stared out the forward portal in concentration. 
“Service Entryway 49-C,” she read aloud. 
“No way back now. Remember where we’ve parked, Azovka.” 
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“In the forest,” she hummed distantly. “The Nutritional Stratum 
was dead, if only we’d known about here, it’s so full of life…” 

“Yes, yes, yes, curious that. I was wondering why this particular 
Mindcore. It must be near one of the main channels for the bio-
bank ejection system. Fertile land, so to speak.” 

“Mmn…” 
“Are you fit to walk?” he asked her. 
She wobbled unsteadily, but was adamant. “I am with you.” 
He stared out. Soundlessly. 
She poked his forearm. “What can you do here? Now. On the 

Weapon.” 
The Doctor sighed and cast a cursory glance back at the 

transceiver and the doorway. Sangfroid bruised an arm retreating 
into his hollow. 

“That intelligence out there has been trying to signal us for quite 
some time,” spoke the Doctor. “Likely, through numerous methods 
of communication, but nothing concrete yet. Nothing to 
demonstrate complex concepts and make them last. With that 
transceiver there, I’ll be able to develop a rudimentary lexicon for us 
to communicate with.” 

“It was-will be expecting us.” 
“It’d be hardly genteel to disappoint it, wouldn’t it?” 
Azovka nodded curtly. “But what makes you think that it won’t 

want to kill us?” 
“A track record of goodliness.” 
“We’re going to die.” 
“Glad you agree,” he hummed distractedly. 
She glinted at him with concern. “You’re still worried about them, 

aren’t you?” 
“Worried?” he blustered. “Worried, me? The very idea.” 
“I’m worried.” 
The gesture seemed to rally some of the stranger’s lost 

composure. He patted her with a paternal gentleness on the head. 
“You’ve nothing to fear, Azovka. Peri and Frobisher will look after 
your friend, I promise you. They’re thoroughly capable, I wouldn’t 
travel with anything less.” 

She clutched her bruised shoulder and nodded timidly. “How will 
you bridge the link with the Mentality?” 
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He crossed to the transceiver and gave it a swift cursory 
examination. “Self-sustaining battery supply. Trunked system. 
Capable of fastening to whatever frequencies become available. 
Nine-two something was what you said, I believe.” 

“Corrosion has worn away the insulation on the landlines 
everywhere here.” 

“Then we stand a chance. We might just catch the signal by 
accident.” 

Azovka gave it her own once-over. “MEGLER spectrum parsers 
have always been unreliable on lower frequencies, though. They’re 
notorious for it.” 

“We’ll just have to hope for something in a higher band,” he 
tinkered gently with a slider. “And as we have no alternatives, this 
little machine will be our lifeline.” 

“Our only lifeline.” 
“A bastion of bargaining power.” 
She flinched pre-emptively. “Please d-don’t drop it.” 
“Not likely,” he assured. He switched the unit on and stared hard 

out the forward portal. From behind, where Sangfroid could 
observe him, his head seemed to almost magnetise to the apex of 
the ceiling outside. It moved down the thatching of neurons as they 
wove into a vast dendrite labyrinth, swamped by a secondary layer 
of translucent dome. 

“Xoxitlalpan.” remarked the Doctor. 
“What?” 
“Land of flowers, though I’ll admit they lack the colour.” 
“Rather like those black trees,” remarked the girl. 
His face loosened. “Wait just a moment… Forest for the trees!” 
“Pardon?” 
“We weren’t seeing the larger picture at work! Don’t you see, 

Azovka? They’re diagrammatic outlines building up to a living 
brain! Neuron-by-neuron!” 

“From the margins to here.” Sangfroid could see the theory wheel 
upward through her body like a kite in the breeze. “It must be 
massive, if it wasn’t repeated. Who could have done it?” 

“Well, who do you think? Who have we seen that would 
consistently have the reach needed and the tools desired?” 

Her face sang with sharp clarity. “The orbots. Are you saying the 
Weapon itself was responsible?” 
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“It’s the strongest hypothesis I can muster at this moment. What 
do you think? Does it sound plausible?” 

“Yes, of course.” She noticed he didn’t need her confirmation. 
His mind had already been made up. She swallowed. “But how do 
we test that theory?” 

“The cuboctahedron?” He proffered the object. 
She examined it. “Still looks like any other piece of tech to me.” 
“Yes, pity that there’s nothing to—Where’s the compiler?” 
Fear kicked Sangfroid in the stomach. A raw, unvarnished thing 

that sent splinters of acidic pain through his body. His fingers 
slapped something in the dark, scrabbling for a totem of protection. 
Something cold, leather-like and heavy. 

“Sorry?” 
“Our fellow passenger,” the Doctor’s voice adopted a briskness. 

“He’s gone astray.” 
The Naran bit down her self-reproach. “He must be around here 

somewhere, we’ve got to find him.” 
Sangfroid heard them both start for the doorframe. His fingers 

tightened. He waited. Hesitating, Azovka passed to the furthest side 
of him. Too far to bridge the distance. His breath caught in the 
crook of his throat. 

“D-Doctor,” she ran a self-conscious finger across her 
cheekbone. “You should know I have also found—” 

Sangfroid struck the Doctor as he passed across his eyeline. 
It must have felt like a thunderclap erupting behind the man’s 

eyes.  
The container cut through the red collar of the Doctor’s coat, 

sending him sprawling to the ground on his knees. Sangfroid struck 
him. Again and again. First in panic, then with a sickening piston-
like power born of hysteria. 

Azovka pounced at the compiler, rebounding off her associate’s 
descending form. The Doctor gripped her shoulder, his startled 
eyes wide and mouth agape. 

Sangfroid bolted down the entry ramp, unclear of how the 
transceiver had entered his grasp, but certain of his future. 

They would be powerless without the box. It would allow him to 
get away. Far away. Where no one and nothing could ever hurt him. 
He was safe in the dark. He’d find somewhere to lie against the 
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artifecture and dream of blissful diamonds in sickly bedrock. The 
rough with the smooth. 

“Don’t worry about me, get after him!” the Doctor shouted. 
“Move! Quick!” 

 
Frobisher rose over the crest of the police box’s roof, clutching 

one of the iron spokes on the amber lamplight. He heard the outer 
doors seal below him. 

Peri and Mæstric had likely made their way back into the console 
room from the closed laboratory. A safety precaution, just in case 
the airlock seal between the interior and exterior had malfunctioned 
due to a lack of power. He gave a little wave to the scanner with a 
starsuited arm and turned to face the vast reaches of interstellar 
space. 

Howdy-doody, that’s a lot of space… 
Asteroids bounced lazily around him like billiard balls. Shadows 

loomed and fell with every silent ricochet. Thunderclouds of rock. 
Their sheer size made him think of cave walls felling against one 
another like waves on an ocean shoreline. If he shouted out here, it 
wouldn’t just vanish into the nothingness. Oh, no, the abyss would 
reach out its arms and clutch it warm to his throat. He would feel it 
recede, but it would never fade. The overwhelming impermanence 
made every teeny exhalation count. 

So, he remembered to breathe. 
Wrapping a length of cable, first around the lamplight, then 

against the door handle, he wondered whether he attracted batty 
situations like this or he made them himself. He slung his lifeline 
over his shoulder, noting that the carrydart wasn’t as far as he’d 
initially expected. One simple nudge, no different to sliding down 
an ice-floe, and he’d arrived. Twisted glass and plasteel orbited the 
blown cockpit in a chequerboard disarray. Its blunted nose rubbed 
against the TARDIS’s lateral face, but he couldn’t see anyone inside. 
The pilot’s chair was missing, presumably tossed clear in the impact. 

Warning bulbs glittered like rubies against his features. The 
console made for a technological curtain of glinting dread. Daring 
him to venture further in. They seemed to fan out— 

Something ugly slammed against his side. 
He let out a single, inarticulate shriek. Space turned a blind ear. 
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More a war cry, he quickly rationalised. A fierce deterrent to the 
lackadaisical goon. Take that. 

Privately, it took only seconds for him to admit that he was 
frightened out of his wits. Who wouldn’t be? 

He steadied himself. 
What he’d come to see had just bumped dulcet into plain view. 

He caught the edges in a crimson haze, but her eyes shone out from 
the centre of the impressionist sketchpad. The uniformed flightsuit 
was instantaneously recognisable, even through the grime and torn 
fabric. The newscasters on Trailblazer Prime had done their utmost 
to keep the image at the forefront of people’s minds at the time. 

She was an SRF interceptor pilot, alright. Straight from the CIDA. 
The Doc’s contact on the Weapon was looking worse for wear. 

He couldn’t tell how badly she’d been hurt until he’d moved closer. 
She was wreathed in a grim cloud, gently burling as though hung 
from a child’s mobile. 

Her teeth bared, she’d bit through her tongue beneath the mask. 
“Blugh… skgh…” 

“Tell me your name,” he clicked. “Nice and simple.” 
“Csstll…” 
Her fists were fastened tight against the armrests of the chair, her 

wrists bloodied against the clean edge of the underlying metal. She 
kept twisting them in concentric circles. The pain was keeping her 
conscious. More than that, it was keeping her alive. 

“Alright, Castle. My name’s Frobisher. I’m a pal of the Doc’s. I’m 
going to get you back to the TARDIS, but you need to do 
something for me first, alright? I need you to… You listening? I 
need you to let go of the chair.” 

Her hands splayed outwards like stalagmites. 
“Alright, we’re going to try moving.” 
“Mno,” she inhaled sharply. 
“We haven’t got—listen to me!—ain’t gotta choice. Y’understand 

me?” 
Choleric eyes stabbed out from the dark. “Dnnt talk btt chcce 

t’me…” 
 
Peri lashed her finger back from the side panel in the TARDIS 

console. The electrical jolt stung like a wasp’s barb and the skin 
around her fingernail chuffed black with residue. There was a silver 
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lining, however, the neon glow of the central column was now 
restored to its former glory. 

Angrily, she slapped the panel shut. 
“Done. I’ll mind the door,” she said to Mæstric. “How’s it coming 

there?” 
The innards of the young datathumper’s cyberdeck sprawled 

around her like so much pocket lint. Boards, wires and circuitry 
countless revolutions behind that of the Ship in terms of its 
sophistication. Unfortunately, the more primitive nature of the 
device meant that problems were more complex to repair. 

Looking up from her delicate work with the laboratory’s soldering 
iron, Mæstric said, “It’s mostly done. We can make the trip to 
Trailblazer as soon as—What are you doing?” 

While she’d been speaking, Peri had returned to the next room to 
ferry forward a series of corked flasks and ampoules. Complex 
arrangements of glassware in tinctures ranging from river blue to 
soda orange. Some sweated from heat, some from cold. She set 
them all down in a conspiratorial huddle, not too far from the 
gaping maw of their former barricade. 

“Just evening the odds a bit, Mæstric,” Peri enlightened. 
Mæstric scratched her nose. “Thought that room looked like a 

glassmaker’s after-party.” 
“Most of it bit the dust, yeah, but some were better at taking a 

beating than others, though.” The botanist held up a translucent 
phial covered in scratches. She turned to Mæstric. “When they get 
out of that workshop, they’re going to come in force. A lot of ‘em. 
No way I’m going to make it easy for them to get in here.” 

“Did you prepare all those with Frobisher?” 
“No,” she acceded. “Some of these belong to the Doctor.” 
“Your friend on the transceiver?” Intrigued, the Naran put down 

the soldering iron, crossed to Peri, picking up one of the flasks. She 
could feel the faintest vibration. Holding it to her ear, a curious 
expression danced on her features. “Quite a number look to, er… 
bubble,” she finished weakly. 

“Bubble?” echoed Peri. 
“Hoping for something more volatile. Is that all they do?” 
Peri ticked her face. “The Doctor’s big on toil when he wants to 

be. It should cause enough trouble.” 
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Mæstric gave her flask a sniff and mused, “I’m not worried about 
the froth on this one, so much as the growling. Listen.” 

Leaning closer, the botanist could definitely hear it. An Alsatian 
snarl. Whirling back and forth. “Could say I’m surprised… but—” 

Something clattered at the end of the corridor. 
“Did you…?” asked Mæstric. 
Peri waved a hand. “Get us gone.” 
“Poor choice of words.” 
Mæstric crossed back on her haunches to the tatters of her digital 

domain. The acrid smoke tickling her nostrils, her hand around the 
nearest flask like a baseball pitcher, two simple words escaped Peri’s 
lips, “Not yet—” 

Fate had other ideas. In her haste, Mæstric accidentally ran her 
soldering iron between two connectors, grounding the open circuit. 
Peri saw a streak of electricity leap up through the girl’s arms as her 
limbs galvanised her into a stonework statue. She flew backward, 
rigidity shattered, and lay still against the wall. 

“Mæstric?” Peri crossed over and shook her. “Mæstric, you need 
to wake up… Wake up!” 

 
As they came nearer to the first and oldest Mindcore in A/0-127-

129, claustrophobia overwhelmed the Doctor and Azovka. They 
grew uneasy, each beginning to feel more and more that they were 
wandering into a trap. Perhaps they were. 

Their sprint decelerated to a careful haunt. 
Part of the phenomenon was physical. They were compelled, by 

some unimaginable drowsy weight, down one route. Despite the 
overwhelming fingers of biomes that fanned silently in this 
biochrome hearth. The cold spires of the frozen trees steamed as 
though vampiric in the sun while black-thatched flowers flinched 
inward from the brackish frost. Their flesh was damp with 
greenhouse light that made the hairs on the backs of their necks 
tingle. The geography of the terrain was so peculiar they were in 
danger of getting lost in their own shadows. But it lacked that 
steaming jungle seethe that one found on Yalam, Jungrock or even 
Madhionar. The blue-green hum of flies and life in the undergrowth 
as one moved through it. 

“Maybe not so quickly,” warned the Doctor. “This terrain looks 
rather treacherous.” 
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The air scratched as if a great violence had befallen the place. The 
further in they went, the greater the sense of a bleak early morning 
grew. Their exclamations should have brought sizable retribution by 
now. Malfunctions? Possible, but unlikely. Further observation? 
Well, given how much of a prized ant in a tin-plated terrarium he’d 
been treated thus far that seemed both possible and probable. He 
shook his head and put that line of thought out of his mind. 
Explanations would have to wait until the matter before him was 
resolved. 

“The Mindcore unit must be nearby.” Azovka squeezed her 
fingers. “What are we looking for, specifically? That? The bio-bank 
ejection system?” 

“Ejection system,” he nodded. “Disrupt the centrifuge and its 
catalyser coils and you’ll knock out Vog Mur’s scheme totally. What 
does it look like?” 

“Going by what we know of modern terraforming techniques, it’d 
be sort of a… mushroom-shaped series of tubes. Probably.” 

“We seem to be on the right track then, look.” 
The Doctor indicated the rim of the transparent, hollow-centred 

circlet now looming overhead. The precipitating dome’s interior 
had the same mutable qualities of an upturned umbrella in a 
thunderstorm. 

“Similar principle was applied on your planet a few decades ago.” 
He wriggled his fingers. “Seawater evaporates up inside deep-sea 
domes to create freshwater condensation. Down it comes on crops 
as though it were natural rain.” 

Azovka shivered with excitement. “Incredible. I’ve never seen it 
applied on such a scale before.” 

He knelt down and dug his fingers through the soil. It didn’t take 
long for his hands to catch on a wide slab of plasteel. 

“Shelving…” He dug deeper, eventually to the top shelf. Between 
two sprouting translucent specimen boxes, he pulled their intact 
cousin from its housing and examined it. “‘Regiis dormientes.’ Hmm… 
Sleeping royal. I wonder if they only grow in blue?” 

“This must be bio-bank storage,” Azovka concluded. 
“No wonder the soil hasn’t compacted,” he bit his lip and 

stamped his foot experimentally. “There’s a whole level beneath us 
enshrouded in plant roots.”  

“We have a problem then.” 
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He looked puzzled. “In what way?” 
“Well, if it’s anything like the Proscenium, the equipment to 

control the ejection system must be down there somewhere, right?” 
“Not necessarily,” the Doctor returned the sample to its tray with 

three gentle taps. “The rail terminus was up on a support. Why not 
the controls here?” 

Azovka hummed, not quite convinced. 
“Pessimism is not a survival trait, Azovka.” He raised his head 

and inhaled the humid air. “Astonishing. The cross-contamination 
has created an entirely new ecosystem sustained by water from the 
malfunctioning air conditioning system.” 

A voice called out to them in the wilderness. “It isn’t water.” 
The Doctor stood. Alert. Cupping his hands around his mouth, 

he called out, “Sangfroid?” There was no answer. He paused to 
review the surrounding flora most carefully and nodded in 
agreement. “No, he’s right, it isn’t. This is something altogether 
more unusual.” 

“Can you see him?” inquired Azovka. 
The Doctor shook his head and lowered his hands. 
“He’s scared,” she cautioned. 
“I know.” 
“Scared all the time.” 
“I know…” The Doctor wasn’t unsympathetic. “Talk to the poor 

fellow. You understand him…” 
“Why not you? You understand, too.” 
He shook his head. “I must get that transceiver. By hook or 

crook.” 
“You’re worried about our pursuers?” 
The rover nodded. “We must be ready for them. Sooner, rather 

than later.” 
She scratched at the humidity clinging to her forearms, raising her 

voice. “There’s something else…” 
“Look to the arrangement of the trees…” roused the compiler 

with disquiet. 
The Doctor leaned closer to mutter in her ear. “He’s close enough 

to answer us…” 
“Yes…” She paused, distracted, then started nodding more 

excitedly. “Yes, he’s right, they’re all swaying inward. T-Towards the 
centre of the chamber.” 
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The rover took his index finger off his upper lip, eyeing the 
jungle. He projected his voice, “I believe our young friend knows 
more than what he’s sharing.” 

The Mogran swallowed, reproachful. “Look closer.” 
How much closer? wondered Azovka. The vegetation looked 

peculiar even in this schism of biomes. It was leathery. She licked 
her lips and recognised the taste in the atmosphere. Protein. 
Enzymes and antibodies that in higher quantities would have 
smothered her metabolism and seized any attempt from her body at 
dialysis. It wasn’t for plants, not originally… 

The taste… 
Then she saw why. 
Mantled like fleshy stalactites in amongst the leaves were scraps of 

some synthetic garment. Perhaps what might have once been a grey 
tunic, its unfurled ruby collar and a gilded stripe down its middle 
having both long since lost their glister. They could see two hollows 
just at eye-level, no larger than a melon scoop. Below it, a mouth 
yawed open with a hydrogen-rich basin of off-colour reeds, spilling 
out from an acid death mask. Its lower jaw bellied as if on the brink 
of swallowing it whole. The Doctor leant down into the sand and 
pulled an ardent crimson shell hiding beneath one of the roots—the 
cracked oddments of a space helmet. 

“No…” whispered Azovka, she felt the earth churn beneath her, 
companioning the red-eyes in her stomach. “No, no, no, no…” 

“I think we’ve finally discovered what happened to the crew,” 
muttered the Doctor. 

Her face was barren of expression. “It… No…” 
There was a hollowness to Sangfroid’s cant, which he couldn’t 

disguise. Not an emptiness, but an absence. “This is what we aspire 
to. I thought it would be easier in person…” 

The Doctor stepped over a fallen orbot, its photographic eye 
cracked. 

“It must have smelt like a charnel house in here…” The rover 
knelt to one of the roots, what had perhaps once been a foot. “The 
young, the old, they all must have come here… All of them… 
These poor people…” 

Sangfroid emerged from the frost-sugared mangrove with the 
transceiver held ceremonially in his hands. His face looked as 
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though it was contorted into a smile, but he began to snuffle and 
whimper. “I find this place unbearable…” 

“They became the boughs for the branches. They…” Azovka 
swallowed. 

“Did it to themselves,” whispered the Mogran. “The one who 
taught me how to access the Mentality… She didn’t listen to Vog 
Mur, suffered the same. You still want to communicate with the 
thing they created?” 

The Doctor’s brow creased. He plucked the device tentatively 
from the miner’s grasp. Azovka dug her hand into her jacket 
pocket, her finger tracing the object within, and warred with herself 
over the sublime repugnance of cadaver trees. 

 
At the exact moment that the Doctor, Azovka and Sangfroid 

rested unsettled into the Mindcore, Commander Kuron and his 
contingent of Ordoheed militaria were advancing from their 
bridgehead in the TARDIS workshop back towards the console 
room. 

Mæstric fought her way back to consciousness like an alpine 
climber up Everest. Peri gave Mæstric one last desperate shake. 
“Wake—up!” 

As the Naran regained her bearings, the botanist was already 
moving. The first amphora from the collection was away. It cracked 
against its target. Phosphorus ignited in the open air, clinging to the 
armoured suit like a hungry animal, its owner flailing back in shock 
from the unexpected heat and light. Their senses blinded. 

“Got ‘em!” Peri threw another. 
Bullets stung the next improvised grenade causing it to splinter 

midair. A fine powder seemed to clump midair. Figures emerged 
through the cloud. 

“Mæstric!” she called, unaware her friend was already conscious. 
“Here! I’m here!” answered the datathumper. 
She grabbed something from the omnium-gatherum of glassware 

and chucked it into the hallway likewise. The results were less 
bombastic, but no less damaging. A fluorescent green tar clung 
between the next militarian’s joints, locking him in place where he 
stood. 

“Right. He’s not going anywhere!” 
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Their rebellion, however proved to be short-lived. Peri’s initial 
concerns had proved correct. Far from being idle, the Ordoheed 
had used the workshop to their own advantage. 

The constellating dust was thick enough to obscure the latest 
figure, emerging with a rifle entirely unlike that of his peers. Mæstric 
had mistaken it for something quite innocuous at first. A music 
stand. Decidedly unusual for an armed gunman to wield as a 
weapon. Then she saw the cylindrical snout and the long vacuum 
tube extending back down the corridor. 

It huffed and puffed with a familiar low rumble. 
“Get out of the way!” she shouted, perhaps futilely. 
Their newest siege weapon was a flamethrower. 
Kuron fired into the console room. 
 
Out in the void beyond the TARDIS, two starsuited figures 

drifted through the chilled silence. Frobisher’s new acquaintance 
was restless and in a bad way. If he could get her aboard, she’d have 
to go straight to the sickbay. 

Castell was forcing something into Frobisher’s arms. “Blue… 
blue… blue… sk—sk—” 

“Stop—stop will ya,” he insisted gently, trying to push it back. 
“Don’t strain yourself. You can tell me when we get inside.” 

The object felt cold. Rectangular. Artificial material. He was too 
busy navigating back to the police box to really examine it in any 
great detail. The wooden doors opened. Blinding light from the 
console room flared out into void. As he swung the door inward, a 
dirty snowball of energy stabbed out from the pewter-grey through 
Castell’s bloodied flank. Her arms leapt upward in shocked agony as 
though a wooden marionette caught alight. The backward 
momentum pushed her beyond Frobisher’s reach. Her body 
crumpled. Legs crooked. Arms out and likewise. 

Frobisher was struck by the deadened silence. She didn’t even 
scream. 

He felt something seize his arm and drag him into the console 
room as the main doors swung shut. Peri was on his arm. The 
central column was rising and falling with its twinkling gold and red 
crown. She pulled him to the ground and kept him there. 

His voice sounded unreal in his own throat. “Castle?” 
“We’re materialising,” reported Mæstric. 
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“Where’s the Doctor’s friend?” Peri asked. 
Frobisher swallowed, shaking his head. No good. 
Flight Officer Malla Castell was dead. He’d been moving her only 

moments before and she was dead. He’d barely known the woman, 
but it was no less a shock.  

“Did you get it?” the datathumper asked. 
Frobisher held up the object—a tape—slick with a stranger’s 

blood. “Oh, I’ve got it, jack…” 
Flames licked savagely into the console room. 
“Fire? Fire!” he screamed. 
He could feel his starsuit’s artificial skin sweat. There was no 

room to manoeuvre. Their only saving grace was that while they 
were pinned down, their enemy had no way of passing through the 
doorframe. By the time the console had chimed for a successful 
materialisation, the trio were practically scratching at the outer 
doors to leave. 

Frobisher was first. “One!” 
Mæstric was second with her cyberdeck. “Two!” 
“Three.” Peri would have been the last. He knew that because the 

final thing he’d seen before the exterior doors had swung shut was a 
bolt of energy overtaking her. Sparks spat through the gap. He 
couldn’t see behind them, but Peri may have doubled back towards 
the console to trigger the handle. Brave, if she had. Bearcat always 
was brave. 

He felt an instinct to turn back, charge the Ship, but Mæstric kept 
him straight on his priorities.  

“They’ll kill her before you can act.” 
“I can’t just—” 
“I know.” Her eyes burned. “I know. Look, they need us not to 

talk, right? They’ll find that out from Peri, she’ll confirm it. She’s 
useful to them as a hostage. Find your friends and we’ll find help 
for her.” 

Frobisher moved to protest, but he just sighed. The dame was 
right. 

“Let’s just hope they’re on the same wavelength,” he agreed. 
 
Sore from holding the transceiver, the Doctor gently lowered it to 

the crook of a nearby tree. Worn fingernails switched through 
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various macrocycles as he muttered inconclusively to himself. 
“26.300… No reaction… 26.400… Quite the same…” 

Azovka sat down beside him, listening to the snort of gurgling 
from its speakers. “One of the electrostatic coils sounds as though 
it’s been knocked out of alignment.” 

“Mmn?” his eyes flicked up. He widened them, nodding 
approvingly. “Oh, yes.” 

“You didn’t tell me.” 
The Doctor thumbed the side of the machine experimentally. 

“Tell you what?” 
“What difference do you think this will make contacting the 

Central Mentality” 
“Well…” he switched it off, folding his hands over his knees. 

“You can only hear sounds in a particular range of frequencies, 
correct?” 

She pulled her head uncertainly. “Only a range, yes.” 
“And you, Sangfroid?” 
Sitting nearby against the bough of a low-hanging branch, the 

compiler’s eyes flicked upward nervously. He didn’t answer. 
“Same notion.” The Doctor popped open the transceiver’s fascia 

and began tinkering. “The smallest detail can have the most 
dramatic consequences. On a planet you’ve likely never heard of, 
there were warriors who encountered equipment taken from their 
enemies. A device that they were told was a shin mortar. Due to a 
translation error between their prisoners and themselves, they 
misunderstood that shin in the enemy language was their word for 
new. Not the front element of the leg below the knee as they’d 
assumed.” 

Azovka winced empathetically. “By my eyes…” 
“And thus…” He clicked the casing back into place. “They tried 

balancing these weapons on their ankles with predictably disastrous 
results. Broken bones, misfires and fatal casualties by the dozen.” 

“What’s your point?” asked Sangfroid. 
“Misinformation doesn’t cost resources, it often also costs 

intelligent life. Listen, old chap,” the Doctor began. “We’re not 
asking for your trust straight away. Anyone would find that 
unreasonable. We’ve no designs on you, we simply want to 
communicate with the Central Mentality.” 

“And once you have access, what then?” 
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“Well, you’d surely understand how it operates,” suggested 
Azovka. “Help us and you’ll have the opportunity to speak with it. 
Freely. No intervention from us.” 

“Why? What could I gain…?” 
“That much is obvious,” the Doctor’s voice gained a fortress-like 

quality. “I saw the operations room. That efficiency, that 
unswerving obedience among the compilers. They’ll never be 
allowed to progress beyond where they are now.” 

“We’re too valuable to discard,” argued the compiler. 
“You can offer them something more,” Azovka’s eyes shone. 

“Think about it. You could live without fear. B-Be free to make 
your own choices. Don’t you want that? For yourself, for your 
people?” 

The shuddering subsided, replaced with a dangerously 
preternatural calm. “Hardly matters now…” 

“What do you mean by that?” The Doctor studied the Mogran 
closer. “If you’re this dedicated, why give me the transceiver?” 

His voice softened. “There’s… There’s nothing you can do now, 
I’m sorry. It’ll be quick, I promise.” 

“What will…” the Doctor closed one eye. Pained. Distracted. 
“Be…?” 

Sangfroid shrunk back from them both. 
“It will be quick…” he mumbled. 
The Doctor had trouble focussing, there was something primal 

that pricked at the folding corners of his consciousness. Every detail 
of the world seemed to ebb and spiral around him, its edges turning 
to plates of solid colour. He could hear the voices of the machine—
a triumvirate of timbres. All vying for control within the same 
mainframe. 

He measured the vast reaches of the satellite, its chrome 
mountains and plasteel vales, and considered the vast energy 
demands that would be necessary to activate its bio-bank ejectors. 

If that thought could be read… 
Space demands… the presences whispered through the transceiver. 
“Time answers,” he replied to no one in particular. A sharp 

inhalation, his body went rigid, arms splayed upwards as if to 
defend himself from attack. The tree roots whipped upward, slicing 
through the softer foliage and surged around the triumvirate’s arms 
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and legs. Pollinating orbots emerged from the thicket around the 
tendrils with hateful eyes. 

A defeatist croak snapped from within the box as one of its dials 
spun out of alignment. 

“It’s me!” he cried. “Me, the Doctor! Who are you?” 
(wRoNg qUeStIoN…) ground the machine. 
“Alright,” The Doctor nodded slower and slower as vital oxygen 

leached from his curtailed air supply. “Alright, who… were you?” 
i dO NoT KnOw. <I ReMeMbEr nAtAsIa.> (I ReMeMbEr tHe 

vIrUs.) i rEmEmBeR mE. <I rEmEmBeR> (nO MoRe.) 
“You sound… s-sounnnd…” 
As though it were gargling a blender. <iT… hUrTs.> 
“I know… I may be able to help, if—” His sputtering tongue 

sandwiched between his teeth. “If…!” 
He could keep his head. 
(wHy?) 
“Trust… Remember? Trust that I’ll know how to…” his voice 

faded, his limbs subsumed in a feathering numbness. 
Azovka was trying to speak, her hand trapped against the clip of 

her jacket. 
There was something hot against the Doctor’s neck. Death? He 

felt his knees begin to give out. He’d tried all he could, endured as 
much as he could. It wasn’t fair enough to expect anything else 
from him. Hadn’t he done enough? Endured enough? Suffered 
enough? Surely, this was enough? 

He forced one word to his swelling lips. 
“Enough…” 
With one last Herculean effort, he forced iron into his knees, 

clenching his teeth, standing defiant to the Central Mentality. His 
double heartbeat drumming in his jawline, he felt like the ocean tide 
resisting the pull of the Moon. “Enough!” He would not be bullied, 
not be cowed, he would have his answers and so would it. His 
boisterous baritone was thin as a reed. “What do… you want? Not 
this parasite, you!” 

wHaT Do yOu wAnT, (lItTlE tHiNg?) 
“To understand. Simply to understand. Mm? Mmm?” 
That got its attention. He could feel its physical hold begin to 

slacken, one voice—one aspect—overpowering the others. 
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Two words heaved upwards from the roof of his mouth, “Release 
us….” 

It did one better than that. In the patches of metal blown clear of 
sand and dirt by the attack, a sapphire-purple glow undulated and 
expanded. He looked to Azovka, who freed herself from the 
tendrils with her vaishali, but she had no explanation for the change 
around them. 

“How did…?” mouthed Sangfroid. “You exploited the 
empathetic computing.” 

The Doctor loosened his collar, pressuring his wounds. “The 
whole satellite, from its Resonance Gems to its psionic amplifiers, is 
constructed on the principle.” 

“What principle?” 
He leaned down and tickled one of the larger flowers, its three-

pronged stem worming out from the soil to climb atop his wrist. 
The little budling trilled contentedly. 

“With our thoughts,” he said, “we make this world.” 
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STAGE 19: 
“Where the Jungle’s Born” 

 
Blue-Sky was roused from sleep by the insistent whine of a 

response request from the communications column. The air listed 
lazily around him, his hand slapping the orange-red confirmation 
switch, brought Asa back to the conscious world as well.  

The voice on the other end of the line had a comforting neutrality 
to it. Not passive, but placid. The timbre and tones expected of a 
paramedic or fire-fighter. A thick layer of muck-like distortion made 
it sound as though it were coming from beneath a bank of reeds. 
“Can you understand me? Repeat, can you understand me? This is Fire 
Control 1.” 

“Fire Control 1, this is Asa Nayuta with Blue-Sky. Evacuation 
Register, 12-11-ACQ. We can hear you.” 

“Barely,” added Blue-Sky pessimistically. 
There was a delay of about ten or twenty seconds while the 

information was shuttled from landline to landline, jumping up 
towards the receptor equipment established in the tunnel systems. 

“We can detect your life signs,” the speaker replied. “Is there anyone or 
anything in Corridor ZX-101 on Black Level?” 

Asa cast his mind back. “Can confirm, no one, nothing.” 
“Are you stable?” 
“The boy’s condition is stable,” growled Blue-Sky. “I’ve rigged the 

air conditioning unit to provide condensation where possible. I’ve 
been dumping it into his suit. Request replacement.” 

“Right. I’ll pass it through. We’re going to discharge an entryway through the 
outer wall to the blast doors and enter the necessary codes to open it.” 

“Be advised, personnel are infected with a foreign contaminant.” 
The pause went longer than expected. Asa hypothesised that he 

must have been conferring with his team, ensuring that everyone 
was aware of the dangers before they continued. 

“What’s important now is that you remain conscious and aware. It’ll take a 
while for my team to reach you, they’ll be picking up what personnel they can on 
the way, but you’re the only ones with access to a working Vidphōn. They’ll call 
upon you for assistance and I need you to be within reach. Can you do that for 
me? Are you safe?” 
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“Yes,” the demosponge rinsed nervously. “That’s something we 
can do.” 

The delay was agonising. 
“Are you saf—?” 
“No,” Asa choked back the rising tide of panic. “But it’s 

something we can do.” 
Another half-minute passed. They were greeted with the cruel 

babble of garbled static. Neither the analyst, nor the engineer had 
the strength, nor the nerve left to wrest the incident back to their 
control. They hunkered in the dark, listening to the bleak tornado 
whistle of landline atmospherics and tried desperately to envision 
the world they could emerge to if they were ever found. 

 
Fire control teams responded to the signals from the CIDA 

complex as soon as they had extinguished a working corridor 
through the overcity fires. The population centre of Urshi’s 
botanical gardens had felt the worst of it, their lush foliage left easy 
prey by malfunctioning ventilation systems heaving strangling ash 
and desperate embers through the dark metropolis, where they 
would spread their dust-like death upon the horizon. 

The probe had hit one of the corporate sector’s main power 
plants and triggered a cascade failure in both primary and backup 
systems. The stark legacy left by the inferno would likely be felt for 
decades to come. Loss of life had been kept to what rescue 
coordinators regrettably referred to as “tolerable” conditions. The 
orange carpeting of the strongroom beneath the workers’ feet had 
hardened into a hideous bramble patch from the overload. Cutting 
equipment and careful concentration were required to ensure the 
integrity of their heat-suits. 

They passed through the artificial vein in the rock—they must 
have been over a hundred-thousand kilometres beneath the earth 
now—into the evacuation shaft. Sweat poured from their bodies as 
they moved through the free-standing substructure, around the two 
million springs that kept the operations complex independent of its 
surroundings in case of situations just like the one unfolding. They 
climbed the utility lines that were constructed in a similar manner 
and began applying the neutron charges necessary to breach the 
‘soft point’ set up for emergency services. 
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The explosion could be felt on Asa and Blue-Sky’s level and not 
too far away from a blue crate in Corridor ZY-102. Frobisher and 
Mæstric pushed on, their eyes still adjusting to the darkness of the 
passageways beyond. The eruption beget a small number of guards 
from within the TARDIS as well. Assassins and killers set to 
eliminate the two runaways. 

It was a maze. A death trap. 
 
The transceiver’s delicate array of gleaming dials and neon 

switches blinked solemnly in the Mindcore. Over the past several 
minutes, the Doctor had tried time and time again to re-establish 
contact with the Central Mentality. However, someone or 
something was now blocking transmissions in and out of the area. 
Both on the higher and lower bands. 

Consequently, he felt his attention had begun to wander. 
He observed that the lower levels of the Mindcore had been 

dedicated to the storage of genetic material, true, but there was still 
no sign of where the artificial intelligence had been cradled itself. It 
could have been further down beneath the dense layers of foliage, 
but after a deeper examination of their surrounds, the jackanapes 
had his own theory. 

He craned his neck. “Azovka, have you noticed something?” 
“About the neurons on the ceiling?” she asked. 
“Yes, they all congregate around a central cist above the dome, 

see it?” 
“I…” she squinted. “You’re right, they do. We must have missed 

it from the carrydart.” 
“Easy mistake to make. It’s difficult to tell with that canopy in the 

way, but I believe that could be a stairway, leading into…” 
“…the housing of the Central Mentality itself.” 
“Right.” 
“The carrydart won’t fit into the gap. How do we get up there? 

Climb?” 
“Oh, no, no, no,” he tutted amiably. “Hardly necessary.” 
He passed Sangfroid, still deep in thought from their discussion 

earlier. 
Privately he lamented the compiler’s hardships. If only he could 

see past the cruelties of his masters. In many ways, he was learning 
one of the hardest lessons of all. To overcome the rationalisations 
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of a long-term victim and acknowledge the harm a false protector 
had done. 

Exhaling sharply, the Doctor approached one of the pollinating 
orbots with a clutched lapel in one hand and the cuboctahedron in 
the other. It milled gently from flower-to-flower, as if possessed by 
its own musical rhythm, with the grace of a Bolshoi danseur noble. 

“If you don’t mind,” he tapped it gently with his knuckles. “I was 
wondering if you might be able to help my friends and I reach…” It 
drifted past him, “our….” completely oblivious. “Oh.” 

Sangfroid broke from his introspection to watch. His eyes a dull, 
tired jaundice. 

Azovka shrugged at the Doctor apologetically, but he waved it 
away. 

Far from dissuaded, he tried again with one of its danseuses. “I 
doubt very much that you all dance to the same obstreperous tune. 
The Central Mentality wishes for me to understand, well, first I 
must see what I understand. I must have conclusive proof of my 
suspicions if I am to help. Surely, that isn’t too much to ask? Not 
now.” 

If he were more easily swayed by electronic mimicry, the Doctor 
would have interpreted the orbot’s gesture as a sideways glance. It 
peeled away to rejoinder with its fellows, seemingly disinterested in 
the scientist’s plight. However, after a few moments, it returned 
with a friend. The two were joined by a pair making four more. 
Those four extended to eight and soon there were more than 
enough for whatever task lay ahead. 

The original shone its manipulating laser into the dirt, burning 
soft pillows of glass into an epigraph. 

“H-O-W? How. How…?” The Doctor thought for a moment. “A 
magic carpet ride?” 

Another look, one might have interpreted it as confusion. 
He placed a hand against his temple and concentrated. “Like so. 

Achievable?” 
They fell like chequers—fastening themselves at the hemisphere 

to one another—until they had formed a tightly-packed raft. 
“All aboard who’s coming aboard,” he called. 
Azovka and Sangfroid joined him at the embarkation point. He 

hopped aloft with a single bound. 
“Azovka?” he asked. 



315 

She joined aboard. 
“Sangfroid?” 
He stared off into the distance behind them. “I think… I…” 
“Do you want to stay here?” the Doctor asked. 
He shook his head experimentally. 
“You’re thinking of your people, aren’t you?” Azovka’s eyes 

shone as she leant forward. “You can offer them something more. 
Think about it. You could live without fear. B-Be free to make your 
own choices. Don’t you want that? For yourself, for your people?” 

“I’m… not…” Guiltily, he pressed his fingers to his chest. “I 
can’t… I’m…” 

“Great Gallifrey, this is merely common sense,” interjected the 
Doctor. “A good leader does what is best for their people, surely?” 

Sangfroid’s resolve built in his chest like a songbird’s morning 
chorus. “You’re right.” 

The Doctor relaxed. “Good. No time to waste th—” 
“They’re over here!” called the compiler. 
The voice of Vog Mur boomed from an external speaker. “Stay 

where you are.” 
The Doctor’s hearts quickened. He didn’t need to see their 

attackers, he could already hear them. He pulled Azovka aside, 
lunging from the raft into the underbrush in a pained tangle of 
limbs. 

He could hear Sangfroid shrieking, “She told you to stay—!” 
Ossified moss and edible fungi burst ablaze like a struck match 

above the Doctor’s head. Something clung to his face. There was 
the sickening rattle and a scream from Sangfroid. The Doctor’s 
nostrils stung with the discharge of power packs and disturbed 
flora. The matted arabesque caved beneath their combined weight. 
The visitant felt a root balanced against his neck like the nape of a 
drawshave. In that fraction of a second, he saw three forms flash at 
the boundaries of his vision. One stopped, two kept going. No way 
of telling what was what. He threw his arm out to halt the one on 
his left. 

The hangman paused for the Doctor and Azovka, but Sangfroid 
continued his plummet. 

A golden slick trailed down the roots like paint. 
The scream stopped. 
“Doctor?” Azovka tried to ask, but her lungs were filled with dirt. 
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“I’m sorry…” he gulped in a breath. “He’s dead.” 
It sounded so pathetically glib. He opened his mouth to elaborate, 

but there was nothing more he could say. Nothing more he could 
do. With as much care as those brief seconds would allow, the 
Doctor rolled with his arms against his chest up onto one of the 
sunken geneshelves. It held his weight. He leaned across and pulled 
the precariously hanging transceiver back into his grasp. 

The two survivors rose to a crouch. 
Over the bough, they could see the raft had remained. Unable to 

act against those who represented the Resonance Gems, but still 
willing to assist those who might grant them freedom. 

Azovka brandished something from her pocket. Squat. Tablet-
shaped. Almost like a pen-case. 

“Militaria!” she called. “In my hand was-will be the destruct 
mechanism for a Haloster L235 autobomb. The kind used in the 
missiles launched on Natinaf. Linked to a dead man’s switch! You 
all know what that means.” 

The Doctor’s face betrayed a moment of disappointment. She 
steeled herself against his judgement, her voice gaining a new clarity. 
“You have already killed a friend! Don’t risk a stray shot with an 
enemy!” 

Saved by the momentary pause in fighting. He and Azovka 
climbed back aboard the raft. 

“Climb,” the Doctor heaved. “Climb, go!” 
The wind whirled against them as they rose up through into the 

treeline above. He shrugged off his coat and held it above them to 
shield their bodies from where the branches were at their cruellest. 
A coal black winter on Gallifrey could not have roused a more 
armoured image. Small penknife cuts and slaps mobbed them as 
they rose until finally, they reached the reflective surface of the 
dome. They saw their own faces for the first time since they had 
escaped the Proscenium. Hardened with determination.  

They ascended parallel to the cist, close to the pulsating veins of 
hæmofluid that wove an open circuit up through into the Control 
Housing’s heart. 

“What makes you think they won’t try something?” asked 
Azovka. 

The Doctor lifted the transceiver. “With you, young lady, I doubt 
it. With me—” 
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At that moment, one of the sealed doorways slid open. Two 
militaria emerged. They took aim and fired. The shot splashed into 
the transceiver. The anthill holocaust stench of vanquished ozone 
snapped up. Forward momentum carried the box off to the side, 
the Doctor’s hands still tightly bound around its handles, he went 
with it in a sharp dive. 

“Doctor!” 
He snatched out his arm. He couldn’t see directly above him, but 

his knuckles snagged against something cold and certain. He 
pushed. Pain shocked through his shoulders, feet tingling against 
the sensation of empty space, he planted his skidding feet against 
the wall. The twisted scrap metal of the handles acted as makeshift 
pitons. Tangled wires seized the outcrop like a mesh. Pain 
harpooned through his shoulder muscles. He held fast! 

But, overhead, the orbots continued forward with Azovka. 
Straight into the waiting arms of her executioners. 
 
Frobisher paused at the doorway to glance above him. At the 

capsule-shaped red light that illuminated the space above the frame. 
“Corridor 1A1J…” he read aloud. 
Mæstric peered further ahead into the half-darkness. “Watch your 

head.” 
The roof ahead of them had sagged under its own construction. 

The pair had to crouch closer and closer to the ground, the further 
along they walked. There was something rather humbling about 
discovering that a much touted public enemy of the Tyrikans was 
just as fragile as anything they themselves would have created. All 
that rhetoric, just exhaust and mirrors. What else was new? 

“We going the right way?” she asked. 
“You saw the site map,” replied Frobisher, “we’re still en route to 

the Astral Collaboratory.” 
“You’re sure your friends will be there?” 
“Less sure now than I was, but from the description it sounds as 

good a place as any to get our bear—” 
“Damn!” 
“Squark!” 
They bumped simultaneously into their latest locked door. 

Mæstric leant across and tapped the entry coder. She could hear the 
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hydraulics try to engage, but something hissed from a cut line 
somewhere. A thick solvent pooled between the two halves. 

“Well…” Frobisher dusted his starsuited hands. “We can’t have 
stayed lucky forever.” 

“Now would be a good time for a magic trick.” 
He concentrated. Molecules flexed in anticipation, until finally… 

nothing much happened. He blew a raspberry, shaking his 
featureless features. “No dice.” 

Despite all the damage, all the carnage they’d witnessed so far, the 
Institute’s internal systems had survived remarkably intact. 
Automatic sensors and manual releases all functioned as intended. 
The systems had been built to last and it showed. The pair hoped 
that there were still people around to commend it. 

Mæstric ran her fingers across her scalp. “What do we do? Go 
around?” 

The blank face beneath the visor wriggled his spectacles. “No 
need, got an idea.” 

He leant across and detached his starsuit’s arm, giving it a solid 
whack to activate the rigidity protocol that would lock it in place. 
Less of a chance to break a limb if the body was fortified or, at 
least, that was the prevailing theory. 

He forced the hand against the lip of the doorframe and heaved 
as though jemmying open a crate. 

 
The vidscreen chirped at Blue-Sky. On it, was a washed out blue-

grey image. Three bipeds travelling down one of the connecting 
access passages. He instructed the computer to identify them using 
its databanks as it’d done for other personnel still trapped beneath 
the rubble. Nothing. No identification tag. Nor did he recognise any 
of the faces, not from an image this granulose. They didn’t seem to 
know the layout of the Institute and their body language was 
remarkably calm for the disastrous situation they were all faced 
with. 

One was carrying what at first glance seemed to be a… 
A simple, awful conclusion punched him in the stomach. 
He hit the communicator switch again, careful to conserve 

enough language that it didn’t become a garbled mess in transit. 
“Rescue team,” he said, “saboteurs on your approach.” 
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Another delay, then, “Understood. Enemy combatants to be 
treated as expected. Stay where you are, we’ll come to you.” 

 
Only a few metres away, Frobisher heard a crowbar crack and the 

two halves of the doorway gave out. 
“Voila, mon ami!” he reattached the arm. “Funny how the world 

can work sometimes.” 
“Hilarious.” Mæstric gave the door a final kick to force the two 

halves apart. 
The door sluiced open, but before they could proceed Mæstric 

started. She was nose-to-nose with a man she had never seen 
before. He was wearing a uniform. She’d never seen it first-hand, 
but she knew it from the Telefaxes. He had to be one of the rescue 
team. There was something in his hands, cold and mechanical, she 
could tell what that was immediately. 

Bewilderment passed between them. His eyes went wide with fear. 
Frobisher had pulled her aside into the gap between the door and 

the wall. Her mind caught up to her body as the sound of a 
hummingbird’s wings studded the air where she’d been standing 
undefended not moments ago— 

“Return fire!” connecting with the Ordoheed squad sneaking up 
upon them. 

Together, Frobisher and Mæstric came down on the uniformed 
gunman like a tonne of bricks. The machine lasgun spun from his 
hands with a savage slamming of wrists. A charm of similar 
sounding birdcalls rapped through the air over the fallen boy. 

Other figures, other members of the rescue team and militaria 
joined the fray on both sides. 

No time to shut the door, Frobisher and Mæstric left the body 
where it’d fallen and ran. 

“They’re shooting at us!” he shielded his face from the ricochet of 
sparks. “Geez! They’re all really shooting at us!” 

Mæstric cursed herself. “Stupid! I left the gun!” 
Frobisher snatched a glimpse of red. “1A1O, in there! Behind that 

robot!” 
The ducked in behind the solemn mnemodron, letting its bulk 

shield them from the approaching gunman, but they had other 
problems. The sound of battle grew fierce. There was no need to let 
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the imagination wander. They could see bodies being dragged back 
to cover, ricochets and dead shots sending gunmen tumbling. 

Frobisher hoped the rescue team would win, but their chances 
were unlikely. 

Mæstric threw her shoulder against the door. “Jammed!” 
He tried the starsuit arm again. The door wouldn’t budge. He let 

loose a swift foot and it connected sharply with something rather 
unusual—a horizontal root. Pushing its way under the doorframe 
by digging up under the leaf. He tried his arm there. 

“C’mon, you…” It tore outward like a soda can. 
“Can you wriggle through?” 
The suit was too constricting. Rats! This was how a well-dressed 

whifferdill like himself was going to die. Choked on his own 
physiology. What kind of whifferdill was he? Spent and worn out 
like an old chair… no better than a worm in a… 

“Robot,” Frobisher pointed urgently. “Robot! Power!” 
Mæstric switched it on to a shower of sparks and pawed over its 

insides. “Someone’s torn out the connector cable.” 
Whifferdills are composed primarily of unstable molecules which 

allow their forms to shift and warp to whatever whim they so 
desire—within reason. 

“They’re coming, they’re coming….” 
“Get it to open the door, I’ll hold the connection as long as I 

can.” 
“What do you—?” 
He shifted into gold, a strong electrical conductor, and placed his 

hands on the two ends of shredded cable. The completed circuit 
leapt through him like a lightning rod. He could feel his body trying 
to push against it. Repel. Recoil. He forced himself to stay. He 
didn’t know how long this form would hold. Had he teeth, they 
would have snapped shut. 

He kept the machine working long enough for the datathumper to 
reprogram it. The mnemodron pressed its bulk against the cavity 
and widened it enough for the two escapees to pass. Pain flickered 
and burned. 

How much longer? 
The sweet numbness was subsiding for acid agony. 
How long? he felt his mind whimper. 
“Through!” gasped Mæstric. 
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He let his knees buckle and fell onto his back. She pulled him 
under each arm into the confined space, shreds of fabric and skin 
left on the jags, towards the engineer who was not entirely a tree 
and the figure in recovery position beneath the flicker of the VDU. 

An unfamiliar voice shouted outside. “Hold it!” 
“They’re not like the others,” another added. 
He recognised that one. The boy they’d inadvertently saved 

earlier. 
“We’re friends!” protested a breathless Frobisher. 
“Stop! ” Before Frobisher and Mæstric, the prone figure on the 

ground made a wrenching sound with his face. “That’s… Blue-
Sky… Surely that’s Avan?” 

“What?” 
“Me!” wheezed Frobisher, glancing back at the mass of legs in the 

corridor’s half-light. He recognised the trouser-legs of the rescue 
team. Looked as though they’d overcome the Ordoheed after all. 
“I’m Tarklu. My name’s Avan Tarklu. Boy, what a time for 
homophones…” 

“They’re with us, Asa Nayuta and Blue Sky,” called the 
demosponge. 

Blue-Sky looked down, focusing on the straining features of the 
boy. “Are you certain, fledge?” 

“I’d recognise that voice anywhere. It’s him.” 
“We’ve been fooled before. Right until wrong?” 
“Avan… Avan, where’d we first meet?” Asa inquired. 
Frobisher shuffled. “C’mon, jack, that’s embarrassing…” 
He saw the rescuers solidify their attack stance. “Tarklu, they’re all 

dead. If you intend harm, you haven’t a chance.” 
The whifferdill cleared his throat. “The Doc and I had a sting 

going against some joker who thought he could counterfeit Galactic 
Peace Prize placards, alright? Skipper bumped into the not-so-civil 
servant, had an argument, tossed his briefcase over the railing into 
the Eyraud where a humble ol’ dolphin picks it up and swims off. 
Went off perfectly, without a hitch…” 

“Until?” asked Mæstric. 
He groaned. “I coiffed my head on a canal boat carrying Asa 

here.” 
“And me? Where did we meet?” asked Blue-Sky. 
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“In a nice honkatonk here in Urshi I’m never getting to visit,” 
grumbled Frobisher. 

The two Institute victims visibly relaxed. 
“It’s him,” confirmed the engineer. 
“Killing a friend would be a wrong we could never right, sudar. 

Lift up my head.” 
For the first time, Frobisher got a good look at his old friend’s 

face. Dehydration meant death for a demosponge, but he looked to 
be handling the problem with a remarkable degree of calm. 

“What are you doing here?” inquired Asa. “How did you get 
here?” 

“How’d you run foul of the rescue teams?” asked Blue-Sky. 
“It’s good to see you fellas. Really. It is.” The whifferdill rolled his 

shoulders. “Does this door work?” 
Blue-Sky gestured to the emergency release handle on the far left. 

Frobisher gave it a sturdy pull. The door slid with considerable 
force into its cavity, catching on the warp, allowing the rescue team 
through. 

“They’re here,” Frobisher gestured, undoing the cuffs of his 
starsuit. 

“You’re Asa Nayuta? Blue-Sky?” asked the rescue leader. 
They nodded. 
“Right,” he turned to his team. “Move it, fellas. The replacement 

suit’s needed now and a surgical kit for that one. You two, alright?” 
“I’ve a friend who could use your expertise,” said Frobisher. 
“Where is she?” 
Mæstric placed something in Frobisher’s hand. “I’ll take care of it, 

Frobisher.” 
As she drew the man away, the whifferdill felt himself relax for 

the first time in ages. He turned to Asa and Blue-Sky, crowded by 
medics and specialists. 

“The immobility’s done you good,” said one to Asa. “It’s not as 
bad as it seems.” 

“Can I speak with them?” asked Frobisher. 
“Sure, sure.’ 
He turned to Asa. “Got something for you. To do with the war.” 

He held up Mala Castell’s tape. “Word from a far kingdom and a 
princess that needs help beating some dark knights in a dungeon. 
Once you’re back on your feet, you up for it?” 
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te-Varriq—No. His name was Solta. It’d always been Bastinranath 

Solta. He was marched by the Ordoheed militaria with little dignity 
and even less grace to a mausoleum both strange and terrifying. 
He’d crooked his fingers, counting them one-by-one, shielding his 
face from the lavender glow of laser-cutters ahead. The ribcage click 
of bones snapped in twain echoed as each tendril was severed and 
removed from their path through the Mindcore’s archive level. 

Solta heard Vog Mur’s lasgun scrape against her side as she 
approached. She appeared from between two of the geneshelves in 
the vast Petri dish of a library. 

“These two,” she pointed to him and to his fellow prisoner. 
“Keep them here for now. They can join us soon on the sublevel.” 

She led their spearhead, a hand against her side as they made their 
descent down a ramp towards the object of the Weapon’s zealous 
protection down on the sublevel. He could see it from the 
encircling balcony. 

The Funerary Pod sat at the centre of the floor beneath a flat-
tipped stalactite of computer hardware. A cerebral cortex extruded 
from the ceiling in a vast cone of VDUs, indicator lights and electric 
daydreams. 

The pod itself was not entirely unlike an altar. 
Smooth as jet with marbled edges that cast prismatic halos 

wherever the light touched it. The thickness of the material was 
likely tantamount to pure vestureshell—one of the softest materials 
in the cosmos—yet he knew, on some level, that his hand would 
likely shatter before the pod ever did. 

It wasn’t carved, nor was it shaped or grown. Formed, perhaps? 
The pod seemed too ornate, too coveted, too revered to be home 

to a place like the Weapon, yet there it was. At the centre of its 
Mentality mind. 

Precisely where a living operator might have one stood. 
The pod was filled with a blue mist behind a makeshift… 

stonehead? Was that the correct word? Burials, both terrestrial and 
astral, had been outlawed by the disposal exclusion regulations to 
minimise transplanetary hazards. Allegedly, lowpop worlds had their 
bodies injected beneath the planet’s soil in capsules rather than 
disintegrated.  
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The practice was never performed among the Oncans, to Solta’s 
knowledge, so any wisdom on the subject he left to his companion. 
His fellow prisoner, a bear-like figure, turned his notice to the pilot. 

Dellevar’s jaw clenched and relaxed. 
They weren’t explicitly forbidden from speaking to one another, 

but the attitude of their captors had persuaded them otherwise. It’d 
been a tense journey from the railcar through into the Control 
Housing. Each breath was measured and analysed. Their footfalls 
considered. Calculated. The ache in their limbs came not from 
prolonged endurance, but furious deliberation. Solta had tried 
sighing and been gifted with no reprisal from the guards. A groan 
likewise. As the guards moved between the geneshelves, the next 
challenge seemed obvious. 

Dellevar began moments before Solta could. 
“To bury the dead…” He didn’t move his lips and spoke in a low 

monotone. Smooth consonants with nary a plosive in sight. “It has 
always struck me as a peculiar custom.” 

Can’t stand the silence either, huh? 
“Among my people,” answered Solta, “the dead can wander free 

on the wind in their ashes. It’s kinder somehow. Not in Funerary 
Pods such as those…” 

“That had always been the way?” 
“Yeah… Dellevar, wasn’t it?” 
“I am.” 
“Yeah, Dellevar, it has,” he affirmed. “To be entombed in a cell 

beneath the bedrock, unable to move, to speak, to rest…” 
Dellevar rumbled like a mountain. “Quite unnerving, mysir, yes.” 
“Is your world known for the custom?” 
“We abandoned it long ago.” 
“Why? Beyond the discomfiture, I mean.” 
“You mean, economically? We choked the soil with our dead until 

there was no more ground to sow. One day, an…” a throaty, gruff 
noise like a dam being dynamited, “event forced them to the surface 
in their millions. The streets ran unmoving. That sight, that…” 

“Foetor?” 
“It’s difficult to describe, hrm…” 
“I think I’m familiar. Nothing can erase it…” 
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“There were those who lit their hair alight,” Dellevar ran a hand 
across his headrock, “rather than endure the cloying sweetness that 
clung to them any longer.” 

Ahead, Vog Mur waved. A single, deliberate motion. 
“That smell…” the pilot let the word trail. “Was it—?” 
“Like here?” Solta saw the gun press into the oldster’s back as he 

spoke. “Yes… It was.” 
 
Unknown to either men, hidden as she was under the bulk of the 

balcony, Azovka ran a nervous finger across her cheekbone. 
“Why’d you kill him? Why Sangfroid?” 

“A slave has no will of his own,” answered Vog Mur as she 
approached. “Anyone with a strong enough personality can exert 
influence over them. Change their driving nature. Yours doesn’t 
possess that traditional power, but I could see it. Beneath the 
duplicity.” 

“Duplicitous,” the stepthreader chewed on the word. “Of duel 
nature. He was loyal to his last breath, you know. For the worst 
possible reasons, but he was. Y-You made a mistake, you killed him 
for nothing.” 

“No, not nothing. A chance to be rid of you and the Doctor 
before you reached Mindcore-3. An opportunity worth taking, I 
don’t regret the order I gave.” 

“You didn’t even appreciate him…” she tightened her hand. 
“Where was-will be the justice in that?” 

“You’re talking like him.” 
“The Doctor says a lot that makes sense,” Azovka eyed the grime-

lined nozzle of her captor’s rifle. “People like you should be 
opposed.” 

“And who are people like me?” 
She sighed. “Selfish… Blind…” 
“There you’re incorrect, I’m aware that arming panel you’re 

carrying can only be operated with one of these.” 
The young girl may as well have been kicked in the stomach.  
Clasped between Vog Mur’s thumb and forefinger was the stolen 

destructor key. How she’d attained it, Azovka had no idea, but the 
fact remained—it looked genuine. 

The Hylonomeide beckoned forth two figures from the other side 
of the Mindcore. 
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Azovka did her best to hide the sheer joy and then awful dread 
that flooded through her mind at the sight of Dellevar. Solta 
recognised it in his fellow prisoner’s features, but he kept the 
knowledge to himself, briefly catching her eye with a flick of an ear. 
In turn she gestured with her eyes towards the control mechanism 
for the Central Housing’s temporary cut-out. The pilot’s eyes 
narrowed quizzically before he understood. Hopefully, between the 
two of them, they’d find a way to reach the console without 
punishment. 

“I was right to keep prisoners,” Vog Mur was saying. “My mistake 
was the scale I was going to employ them for. I was thinking in 
terms of fleets and squadrons when the applications serve far better 
on the smallest scale.” 

Vog Mur  raised her rifle and fired. 
Dellevar crumpled like a dam exploding. He fell to his knees, 

heaving breaths through the wound in his stomach, a grey sediment 
analogous to blood pouring in to try and clot the breach in his 
stoneflesh. 

Azovka’s face twisted. “You—” 
“If you intended to use that totem, you’d have done so then.” 

Vog Mur blew it out of Azovka’s hands, reducing it to so much 
digital clinker. “You’ve failed. Accept it.” 

Clasping her hand, Azovka tried ripping her way free of the 
guards, but their gauntleted grip held tight. 

Solta knelt down, examining the fallen figure. 
“He’s still breathing… He’s…” Contempt seethed in his 

expression to Vog Mur. “A waste of firepower.” 
“Was-will he alive?” Azovka shook. “Was-will he be alive?” 
“Yes!” the pilot insisted. “Yes, he’s…” 
He closed his eyes. It was happening all over again. Another good 

being would die for no better reason than to prove a point. First te-
Varriq, now Dellevar…. 

He tore strips off his jacket and tried—what the hell should he 
try? He wasn’t a medic or a— 

A blotch of colour, travelling horizontal to his field of view, 
caught his eye. Just on the edge of the chamber. 

He turned. 
It looked like a stutterbee at a distance. That same sweet yellow 

with a thumbnail of brown-white above it. He wasn’t surprised he 
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hadn’t seen it earlier. It was practically crawling. Disguised only by 
the sheer density of cabling and information VDUs. The shape 
placed a hand on one of the monitors, a finger to where its face 
would likely be and leant forward. 

It was the Doctor. 
He wasn’t alone. 
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STAGE 20: 
“Catharsis” 

 
Resting in a sitting kneel aboard the TARDIS, Peri was forced to 

her feet by the Ordoheed militaria. The console room reeked of 
spent lasgun rounds like calean-pipe smoke. Kuron’s voice was 
level. Calm. With the barest hint of the contempt broiling beneath 
the surface. “This device is beyond your understanding.” 

“No. Only my control,” she bluffed. “I told you. Since the 
damage, I need my friends to operate it.” 

“Why not request further personnel?” 
“There are only three of us.” 
“Three?” he queried. “In a complex like this?” 
“Three left.” Her hands were clammy. She considered scratching 

his eyes out through the viewing slit, but the distance was too long. 
Anyway, she could barely see him from her angle, his guards 
bracing the back of her neck with their forearms. “What…” she 
grunted. “What do you think this place is?” 

He gestured, the nearest guard dragged her forward. “A terminal 
for a bivouac transmat system,” he theorised. “Established by 
remote with a single point of entry with multiple programmable 
destinations. All controlled from here.” 

“Nice idea.” Peri winced. She felt her spine twist and pushed the 
involuntary shaking in her legs as far down as it would go. “But you 
know, CIDA’s got a lot of tricks. Pretty sure us yuppies have 
something that can turn people to edible jelly.” 

Her snort of laughter was cut short by a forceful twist of her 
arms. 

“Are you colleagues of Vog Mur?” demanded Kuron. 
“We could name a few names, sure,” she admitted, circumspectly. 
“Then, this tape you mentioned,” The helmet was implacable, but 

there was a note of recognition to the voice. “Do they have the 
means to transmit it elsewhere?” 

“Honest truth?” 
“Yes.” 
“I haven’t a clue.” 
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Kuron pointed to the console. “There.” She was dragged, held by 
her forearms, then her face was forced down towards the crackling 
console. 

“Honest truth! I swear it! Swear!” she shouted. Her eyes stung, her 
head burning from that bitter electronic smell. Flashes of light 
punched gold-laced shadows on her corneas. “Why would I lie? 
Huh? Ask yourself, why would I lie. Aside from being zapped, 
what’d I get from it?” 

“People say a great many things to assuage their pain. Your 
colleague, this Doctor, tried something similar for himself and 
failed.” 

Peri felt the heat grow closer to her face. Her right eyebrow was 
flush with the metal. 

“Well, I’m smarter than that!” she protested. The crackling 
snapped at her skin like griddling pig fat. Her jaw ached with 
tension. “Way smarter. Call it experience.” Her head crooked, 
awkwardly, to look him in the visor. “And, I’ll admit it, I’m… I’m 
afraid, alright?” 

“For your friends?” 
“For myself.” 
They held one another’s gaze for what seemed an eternity. 
“I appreciate that honesty,” said Kuron. “Relent.” 
He swept his hand back at the militaria. 
Before they could move her back, Peri flicked her nose down at 

one of the silver toggles on the console. 
Their collective hold didn’t relax, but she could feel herself 

overbalance onto her heels as they flung her back from the 
smouldering rack. 

She saw another Ordoheed carry the toolbox forward towards 
her. 

“You have the capacity to learn,” said Kuron. The militarian 
slammed the box against the ground at her feet. “Begin to 
understand this machine or die.” 

Peri rubbed her stinging nose and only hoped that had been the 
right switch. 

 
Asa turned Castell’s tape over in his hands as the laser cutter 

sliced into the soft flesh of Blue-Sky’s rooted legs. 
“Tell me when it starts hurting, Blue-Sky,” the rescuer said. 
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Blue-Sky nodded. “Avan, have you found the hallway you were 
searching for yet?” 

“Almost…” Frobisher kept tapping away at the podium’s 
waveband scanner. 

Having discarded his starsuit, the whifferdill had reverted to the 
bitonal dinner jacket of his penguin form. He tried not to think too 
deeply on the devastation he saw in room after room, corridor after 
corridor. They were a constant reminder that they could only help 
in the immediate sense. It was the Doctor who would ultimately 
solve the problem. He hoped. 

Eventually, he found what he was looking for. Corridor ZY-102 
pulsed gently with the familiar blue form of the TARDIS. He 
couldn’t see particularly well into the form itself, but he could tell 
that they’d forced Peri to open the doors at one point or another. 
Perhaps, they’d been paranoid about being trapped inside an 
environment they couldn’t possibly understand. Frobisher could 
relate. His past couple days had been nothing else. 

He sighed. “That’s it.” 
Asa faceplate fogged up from the condensation of his new suit. 
“Oh…” He fiddled with the dials. “Describe it to me, sudar.” 
“Fledge, it’s a…” The surprise in Blue-Sky’s voice was palpable. 

“Blue… rectangular prism. With a… landing light at its crest. 
Shaped like a mobile transmat cubicle, of sorts.” 

“Singular means of entrance?” Asa inquired. 
“Yeah, only one door,” confirmed Mæstric. 
“Could we sneak in using the suits of armour from the dead 

outside?” he asked. 
The rescue team leader responded in the negative. “They’re not in 

any condition to be worn. No chance they’d pass for genuine.” 
“From the perspective of an engineer…” Blue-Sky puzzled, a 

thumb to his jawvale. “Couldn’t we create a smoke screen? 
Something for you to walk in bold as barium as a fake commander, 
cause a confusion, get the girl out?” 

Frobisher shook his head. “Wouldn’t work, I’m not a reliable 
shape-shifter anymore. I can’t bet Peri’s life on the fact that I stay 
formed and failed. I couldn’t live with that. Besides, the Ordoheed 
have a series of personal codes to tell one another apart. We’d be 
pinked smears before I could get to the end of my stanza.” 

“Wait,” Mæstric shushed him. “Loys, can you hear that?” 
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They could indeed. Voices from out the VDU. 
“—not trying for a hunger strike. What’s the point of moving that 

flamethrower to the doorway, anyway?” asked a feminine voice. “Expecting 
trouble?” 

“That’s Peri, the girl we were talking about,” elaborated Frobisher. 
“Should we?” rebuffed a harsher counterpart. “Continue your 

work…” 
He stiffened. “And the others… That’s Commander Kuron.” 
“What did your last slave die of?” asked Peri. 
Kuron answered, “Asking too many questions.” 
“How are we hearing that?” asked Mæstric. “Does the TARDIS 

have a loudspeaker?” 
“Yeah… Yeah, it’s accessible by the console,” the detective 

affirmed, musingly. 
Blue-Sky nodded optimistically. “Well… At least, we now have a 

jump on their plans.” 
“More than that, I’ve an idea,” Frobisher turned to Mæstric. 

“Could you tap into their transceiver frequencies?” 
She unfolded her arms. “It’s not impossible, but I’d need a fairly 

powerful decoder-transmitter. Something much better than my 
deck.” 

“The equipment for these communication pillars have been built 
for little else,” Blue-Sky turned his attention to the rescue team. 
“Could you help with the cabling? I’ll need cutting equipment, but 
we should be able to make it portable.” 

“We’re capable,” nodded the rescue leader and set his team to 
work. 

Mæstric asked, “Why their frequencies, Frobisher?” 
“I think I understand. We can’t see what’s happening inside this 

machine of yours, correct?” Asa breathed. “We’re reliant only upon 
that loudspeaker. Those voices alone.” 

“Aces, and so are they.” Frobisher pulled a face. Quite literally. 
“Their grim mugs are hidden within their helmets. That’s our 
advantage.” 

 
In the Mindcore sublevel, Solta saw the Doctor’s eyes flicker like a 

projector reel. The intruder placed a finger to his lips and gestured 
to one of the passing militaria. 

Specifically, his sidearm. 
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“You,” Solta addressed the guard. “I need him elevated against 
the wall. Help him up.” 

“Is there any reason why he should do as you say?” asked Vog 
Mur. 

Azovka bit through her lip. “The Doctor has a spacecraft landed 
somewhere on the satellite…” 

The word was like a lifeline to Dellevar. “TARDIS…” 
“TARDIS,” she repeated. “He might’ve gone there. I don’t know 

where it is, but Dellevar—” 
“It was a mistake to remain silent, wasn’t it?” The Hylonomeide 

flicked a finger. “Proceed. Assist him.” 
The militarian obeyed, carrying Dellevar under each shoulder back 

towards the wall. 
“If he dies, I’ll kill…” Azovka noticed the Doctor, “you.” 
The Doctor nodded sharply. 
Azovka dove to the floor. 
The Doctor wrestled his coat over the Ordoheed’s helmet. The 

rover’s fingers seized at the militarian’s sidearm. A blaze of purple 
coughed overhead from the weapon. Something high in the 
infrastructure shattered. The floor beneath the geneshelves. Molten 
plasteel and falling debris clattered down onto the consoles from 
on-high in a fiery hail. 

The Doctor scooped an arm through the air. “Forward!” 
He stormed forth, a pod of orbots gliding in behind him. 
The trapped Ordoheed broke free from the coat. He got a hand at 

his empty holster before Solta could knock him headfirst to the 
ground. 

Gathering his coat, the Doctor snapped out the lasgun’s power 
pack and bowled it expertly as though it were a game of shot put. 
Right on target, it struck Vog Mur’s feet. 

Vog Mur fired her weapon at the Doctor’s head. 
An orbot took the wound on his behalf. 
Azovka snatched up one of the downed militarian’s weapons and 

covered them from her position. She pointed, the guard died. 
“Run! Make for the funeral pod!” the Doctor shouted to the 

Azovka. “You, young man,” He snapped his fingers in Solta’s face. 
“I’ll help you lift here.” 

“It’s not safe to move him,” Solta urged. 
“We’ll have to take the risk. One, two, three—lift!” 
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In the ensuing carnage of shielding spheres and aggressive 
militaria, they formed a stretcher between their two bodies, carrying 
the wounded Dellevar toward the wall of tendriled mesh. 

Dellevar was not a slight man, so the process took longer than the 
three would have liked. Long enough that Solta noticed his own 
footfalls begin to slow. Not from exhaustion, but something else. 
Solta caught a brief glimpse of Vog Mur, her hand around a 
transceiver. 

She moved towards the control mechanism. 
“She’s received the signal from the Proscenium!” bellowed Solta. 
“I know!” the Doctor shouted. “Keep going!” 
From above, spilling down from the geneshelves in pellets the 

size of fresh fruit, a harmonising blend of hæmofluid and bacteria 
fell. Raining specimen boxes shattered and clattered against the 
floor mingling in an unkempt biochemical and mechanical union. 

“But if she gets to that console,” protested the pilot. 
“Never you mind, young man, physics can be—” 
The jagged arrowhead of falling geneshelves punctuated the 

sentence with a practical demonstration of the science. It dropped 
like a stone. Vog Mur twisted away to defend herself.  

“—a remarkable thing. What’s your name again?” 
“Solta.” 
“More haste, Solta,” the Doctor encouraged. “More haste and 

keep your head down!” 
Solta tried. He really tried. It was just getting more and more 

difficult to move. Protozoa, flora and other rudimentary forms of 
life nibbled at the soles of his boots. 

He could feel a digestive acid begin to eat away through the 
plasteel caps, starting out as pleasant tickle before it grew, 
alarmingly quickly, into a full-blown gangrenous pain. 

It wasn’t easy for the Doctor either. One macro-organism had 
attached itself to his rescuer’s ankle and begun slowly dissolving his 
ankle. He was doing his best to ignore it, but the percussive 
greening was threatening to engulf them both. A green rain. Deadly, 
like a hailstorm. 

Once within comfortable range of the Funerary Pod, their bodies 
released from the pressure of Dellevar’s bulk, the Doctor shook 
loose the gnawing amoeboid. 

“Azovka! Wall!” the Doctor ordered. 



334 

Azovka slung her weapon over her shoulder, placing her hands 
against the floor. 

“What is she…?” 
Sighting one of the surviving guards, the Doctor pulled Solta clear 

of death’s sting. “Look out!” 
The beam glared harmlessly beside them. 
The air around Azovka seemed to almost congeal. 
The tendrils, gathered around them in a metal hug, ran like hot 

wax. Their edges ballooning and softening into a plasteel dough. 
They Simmered and dripped under their own weight, globs of 
discoloured butter, until they became a protective cocoon. It 
extended down from the cortex stalactite of the Mentality computer 
above to the floor below. 

Gunfire buffeted the makeshift shield without much success.  
They were quite impregnable. Quite safe. 

“Oh, hard luck, Vog Mur!” the Doctor huffed. 
 
“Think again, Doctor!” Vog Mur hissed. 
She climbed over the geneshelf with assistance from her guards 

and activated the temporary cutout. The whole terminal strobed 
with light before falling terribly still, like the wake of a chiming 
belfry. 

“Proscenium,” she spoke into her transceiver. “Mindcore-3 is 
temporarily lobotomised. Activate engine control and chart the 
course.” 

The satellite rumbled with the heady temper of a volcano. 
“Message received. Ten lightyears until we clear the sargasso. Out.” 
 
Near the Mindcore’s Funerary Pod, Azovka leant down to 

Dellevar and placed her forehead against his hand. To show, in his 
delirium of pain, that she was still alive. Still fighting. 

They both groaned, tiredly, at the trembling artifecture. 
“What was that?” Solta asked. 
“Our time limit expiring,” the Doctor answered. 
Azovka’s head buried in Dellevar’s hand. “Won’t she come after 

us, Doctor?” 
“Soon. You,” he pointed to a milling orbot caught within their 

cocoon. “To me, here. I’ll require your assistance.” 
The machine bobbed in the affirmative. 
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“It’s gone dark…” hummed Solta. 
The Doctor pushed his hands into his pockets and looked up. 

“It’s always darkest before the dawn.” 
There had been nothing to note in the ceiling before this moment. 

Its dark recesses could have easily contained more of the Mentality’s 
frustrated artistic endeavours, but within moments, the sky opened 
up. 

Solta surmised, “It must be moving into its final phase…” 
Above, separated a concentric circle of what must have been 

decametres of transparent aluminium, was a vast mushroom-shaped 
series of tubes. A centrifuge. Arrayed by levels upon levels of 
geneshelves. Placed within the machine by flexing tendrils. 

There was a vast mechanical noise from the upper level. The 
sounds of a great library in motion. 

“The injection system,” said the Doctor. “We must be directly 
beneath the strata of catalyser coils for the whole satellite. Azovka, 
we were right.” 

“But we can’t stop it now,” Azovka protested. 
The Doctor’s eyes fell on the pod. “Maybe there’s another 

way…” 
Dellevar’s eyes opened to Solta, “By my eyes, your face…” 
Solta could feel them. Small pinpricks of pain. Welts. Hot against 

his face. Blinkered tears and flustered warmth couldn’t disguise the 
sensation. 

He looked around. 
The Doctor was the same, as was the girl. 
A close examination of both revealed what the indentations were. 

Sprouting from their pores, each bulb no larger than a silver 
mazuma, were gangrenous veins of black flowers. 

“My…” he trailed away. 
The lily on the Doctor’s cheek pursed its petals with life. 
Soft. Inviting. Deadly. 
Azovka swallowed. “What we saw in the forest… The crew… Is 

that going to happen to us?” 
Something slammed against the interior of the Funerary Pod 

behind them. 
The Doctor jumped. “Great Gallifrey!” 
“What the hell…?” Azovka breathed. 
Inside, Solta could see nothing more than a silhouette. 
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There was a hand. A hand. A hand. A hand. Four in total with an 
indeterminate number of digits on each. It belonged to one 
creature. He couldn’t see its face. Only the twisting of its sagging 
form, sighing as if roused from a restless sleep. 

And the smell. He could see the same recognition in Dellevar’s eyes. 
That foetor. 

“Hello…?” greeted the Doctor, slowly. 
The rover approached the lolling spectre with the care of a 

lanterneer at the prow of a rescuecraft. All he needed was a ruby 
guiding light to shine through the lavender and sapphire of the 
shallow grave and the picture would be complete. 

He held the cuboctahedron in his hand for one final time. 
“It’s you, isn’t it?” The Doctor let his words curl like smoke, 

placing it atop the summit. He watched as it magnetised to a hidden 
receiver socket. It became a golden pilot light that ignited a deeper 
interior glow. 

Ruby-red words appeared on the pod’s surface, Processing data 
retrieved from spatial probe… 

Broken speaker units crackled with further information lost to 
time, but the Doctor possessed the answer, “A Voronkraz spatial 
probe for the bier of Natasia.” 

Azovka’s eyes widened. “What?” 
“Natasia. Daughter to Chairlain Antalya. Third voice in the mind 

of the Mentality.” 
“The third voice?” she inquired. 
He supplied, “The royal fanfare in the Proscenium?” 
“That impulse to bury us alive in the margin…” Azovka realised. 

“It was all her.” 
The Doctor waved. “This. A mind returned from eternal sleep. A 

Grand-Guignol pasquinade of the long-dead form. The machine… 
Voronkraz minds have a strong residual electrochemical current 
even after death.” 

“I remember,” Solta scratched his ear. “More opportunistic 
vocations use their brain matter for batteries.” 

The Doctor theorised that, “It must have responded to the more 
rigorously tested synapses in Natasia’s decaying brain matter. It 
tapped into familiar sensations that didn’t challenge neuroplasticity , 
interpreting them as junk data. A machine’s first efforts to dream of 
electric sheep. Inadvertently conjuring its own phantoms from it…” 
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“How can you be sure?” he sounded dubious. 
The Doctor looked up at the catalyser once more. “Wouldn’t you 

wish for something other than cave walls for your mausoleum?” 
“No,” he shook his head. “How can you be sure it’s Natasia?” 
“The inscription on the side,” the Doctor pointed. “That one. 

There. I’m certain we’ll all recognise it.” 
The pilot read it aloud, “‘We commit her body to the provenance 

of our stars.’” 
“‘Each word vigil of this lost repose, a howling mourner’,” 

Azovka continued for him. 
“‘Untainted by dust’…” sighed Dellevar. 
“‘And all common death’,” concluded the Doctor. 
Peering closer, he could see the fæ thing’s glamour begin to 

dissipate. Its movements within the coffin thudded with the 
pigwash slop of wet cake. 

“The forebrain of the Central Mentality,” said the Doctor. “A 
mind as big as a planetary body with ambitions just as large.” 

To the horror of all present, save the cosmic wanderer whose 
fascination grew deeper, the veil that cloaked the thing that had once 
been Natasia parted. Shedding its anonymity. 

“Just what are those ambitions, hmm?” he asked. 
For the first time in six-hundred years, it began to speak. 
 
In the Institute, outside the TARDIS, Frobisher felt the amplifier 

dish’s cable snap taut around the S-bend behind him. “That’s it. As 
far as it goes.” 

“Let’s hope we don’t need it anywhere else but the main room.” 
Mæstric wiped a hand against her forehead. “Is the connector plug 
still attached?” 

Frobisher crawled back to the junction, past the rescue team lying 
in wait. He gave them a reassuring gesture and measuring the snake 
of electrons worming its way down the once pristine corridor. “All 
set here, ace. Asa and Blue-Sky should be in the Astral 
Collaboratory now.” 

“Right.” She began making adjustments on the dish’s control unit. 
“You know, the Ordoheed aren’t going to step out in front of their 
own weapon. Not if they’re trained.” 

“Leave them to us,” assured the rescue leader. 
The whifferdill nodded, tensed his fin. C’mon, Peri… Get clear. 
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The salmagundi ambushers could still hear her on the external 
loudspeaker, silently hoping that no echo or reverberation found its 
way back inside, anticipation heating the floor beneath their webbed 
feet and survival boots. 

“Alright…” The botanist relaxed with a sigh. “That’s all for now.” 
“For now?” demanded Kuron. 
“Look, I’m starved, and I can’t think straight anymore. What do I have to 

do for a meal? Shine the console?” 
“You’re wasting time,” he dismissed. 
Her voice tightened. “You know what happens if I make a mistake 

here?” 
“Do you know what will happen if you make a mistake anywhere?” 
“Listen, I can go under escort. I… I just want a lunch break. Is that too 

much to ask?” 
“Yes, you will remain here and they will return with your meal.” 
“Rubbish, they don’t know how to work the dispenser.” 
“They will learn.” 
“Like here?” 
An agonising period of silence passed between them. 
“Alright,” conceded Kuron. “You and you, stay with her. If she attempts 

to run, we can always find someone else.” 
“Message received loud and clear,” Peri exhaled. 
“How long until she gets out of the room?” asked Mæstric. 
“Give her…” the penguin demurred, “…a minute, one full 

minute, then start.” 
A minute to get clear—or to kill her, he reflected grimly. 
Mæstric pulled up her transceiver. “Asa, Blue-Sky, we’re 

beginning now.” 
“Confirmed,” reported the demosponge. “The Venaya agricultural 

report will be along shortly.” 
Frobisher felt every hair on his penguin physiology stand on end. 
Mæstric felt a sudden jolt. The statistics, funnelled down from one 

of the information attractors, travelled from its archival storage unit 
down to the transmitter dish. The clacking of high-density 
information, each one and zero, was represented by a sharp diurnal 
shift in pitch and resonance like nothing in the Galaxy. 

The whistling combustion of acoustics poured from the radios of 
the Ordoheed. The clashing sound of a thousand cymbals in a 
falling cupboard. 
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It hit the flamethrower operators first. The Orhoheed’s hands 
clutched to their helmets. Away from the deadly machine. This was 
their chance! 

“Go!” shouted Frobisher. 
Frobisher tobogganed himself through the tangle of legs on his 

belly, easing a flipper here and there on an ankle or boot tip to 
direct his glide towards the safety of the console’s base. It only took 
a subsequent shove from Mæstric to brattle the two Ordoheed 
together like bowling pins, unable to compensate, their own sense 
of balance thrown appallingly askew. 

Mæstric reset the stabiliser on the flamethrower and spun it back 
into the chamber, her finger hovering over the trigger stud. 

The operators slumped down. 
“Unconscious!” she called. 
Hopefully, the first of many. 
The threat of conflagration neutralised, the rescue team advanced 

inward to no immediate lethal opposition. They didn’t have time to 
process their own shock at the TARDIS physical dimensionality as 
the console room became a pitched melee. Deafened and 
disorientated, the Ordoheed were still expert soldiers.. and they 
fought back, with bloodlust and sheer determination. 

However, every attack came a few seconds too early, late in 
response to a phantom of noise. The rescue team suffered injuries, 
but it didn’t take long for the Ordoheed to be subdued. 

“Peri?” Frobisher couldn’t hear his own voice. 
They had timed it correctly then. The girl was nowhere to be seen. 

Not in the console room, nor the adjoining laboratory. But she’d 
been sent away with the two guardsmen—where were they?  

He checked the corridor. Nothing. Had they retreated to the 
galley? 

“Ivanhoe!” 
Now, that he wasn’t expecting. 
He crept through the interior door, up to the galley’s double-

doors, peering in past the torn box-shade on the lamp. 
“Peri?” he called. 
Her captors weren’t quite as affected by the radio signal as their 

peers. Frobisher theorised there must have been some dampening 
influence further into the TARDIS. 
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Easing the lamp off its end table, he gave the door a sturdy 
punch, knocking the militarian on the other side off-centre. He 
thrust the lamp forward and there was a horrendous rip of 
ironwork, electricals and shredded paper as it all came tumbling 
down. The shattered bulb seared in electric blue shock. He went 
down. 

No longer cornered, Peri made a break for her rescuer, but the 
other sharpshooter cut her off with a lasgun to the stomach. She fell 
back against the food dispenser feeling it gurgle chummily against 
her back. Responding to the nonsensical code the soldiers had tried, 
the food dispenser bubbled in oblivious industry over-producing its 
gummy nutrient bar paste. 

“Try here, jokers!” Frobisher feigned Peri’s voice, but the 
caricature proved in vain. Their attacker already knew about his 
abilities as a shape-shifter and refused to take the bait. After all, how 
hard would it be to mimic a voice pattern? He felt his heart sink. 
The whifferdill knew as the pistol spun around that he was dead— 

Just as Peri used the distraction to practice her right hook and slap 
a fistful of paste against the pistol’s nozzle. She smelled the flash of 
heat as the power pack combusted in its owner’s hands. The gum 
itself kept burning, gluing shooter and weapon together like a 
Roman candle. 

Peri made for the corridor, climbing over the soldier that 
Frobisher had dazed. The burning flailing guard doggedly pursued, 
but the detective used the canteen door again to send the gummed 
up soldier careening back into the room towards the dispenser, 
blind in every sense. He ran to catch up with his friend. 

“…‘Ivanhoe’?” he puffed to her. 
“‘At his call we spring to help him ride along’,” Peri sang 

breathlessly. “Worked didn’t it?” 
Something yanked at her ankle, her body windmilling hard into 

the floor. “Augh! What was—?” 
“Slot car racing track?” Frobisher couldn’t believe it. It’d been 

bolted to the floor before. Someone had kicked it up.  
“My knee…!” Peri bit back a curse. “My…” 
A figure stepped out from one of the side-doors in the hallway to 

greet them. A mace-shaped helmet with a gurgling circular plate for 
conversation. Kuron had proved his position as commander and 
acted shrewdly. Much to their detriment. He’d blown out the 
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transceiver array in his own armour. Turning his own weapon 
against himself. 

Painful, but uniquely advantageous and so terribly unfair. 
“No one will hear you,” Kuron crowed. 
The lasgun was raised, the shot barrelled out the nozzle towards 

its target. Frobisher’s body shuddered with a primal urgency. Shock. 
Like a cracking egg. He felt himself tumble through space, landing 
on the floor— 

With Peri’s arm on his back. She’d saved his life. Burnt ozone and 
slick liquid-computing polluted the air rather than singed feathers 
and a wheat-dry perm. Without sound, Kuron had failed to take 
into account the actions of his half-dazed guardsman, who emerged 
aflame from the doorway shooting to kill his enemy. 

Frobisher swung his gaze forward, following the smell, and saw 
that Kuron himself had taken several blasts to the breastplate of his 
armour. The commander slumped to his knees before the collapsed 
infernal effigy of his guardsman. Kuron visibly steeled himself and 
aimed straight at his two troublemakers.  

Peri was still mesmerised by the burning figure from the galley. 
“Peri!” warned Mæstric from the doorway. 
Peri, late of Lanzarote, felt the discharge on her shoulder. The 

stinking pan-flash of simmering animal fat on exposed flesh. She 
forgot how to breathe, her throat raw, too winded to cry out. 

“Dammit! I didn’t see him through the smoke!” Mæstric ran up to 
them. “Too focussed on everything else!” 

Panic mounted in Frobisher’s voice as he jostled Peri. “You alive? 
C’mon, tell me you’re alive.” 

The waterfall of feathered curls tumbled from side-to-side with a 
groan. As she lifted, he could see that—thanks to Mæstric—the 
shot had been too high and struck the wall behind them instead.  

She was alive. 
“Let go…” Peri muttered.  
Mæstric’s brow knitted with confusion. “Huh?” 
The botanist twisted her head, behind her, and snapped, “I said, 

let go of me!” 
And so was Kuron. He had crawled forward under the cover of 

the smoke and snatched at her arm. 
“Listen…” The fallen commander rasped. “Tell them… of my 

accomplishments… Beyond the realms of imperial palaces… 
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fleets… legions… The strength of… of… my name—my—” He 
shuddered grotesquely. In a manner that should not have been 
possible with the rigidity of his armour. “So much to—” His hand 
fumbled for the seals of his helmet. The only thing left in his mind 
was the five-digit code that would release the locking mechanism. 
He’d talk to the girl, make her understand why he was so important, 
what legacy must be left… 

“You’re a murderer,” Peri pulled herself clear. “What more to you 
is there?” 

Kuron choked on that. “More…?” 
Peri could hear the crackle of a crossed circuit from within the 

suit of armour. Serendipity wrought of so much damage, both 
inside and out. The seals came loose, but in the incorrect order and 
a thick, grey veil wafted from the neckline. The only thing left to 
identify him was a terrible smell. 

The thing that had once been Kuron dropped like a marionette 
with its strings cut. No more crisis, no more terror, just the resting 
hum of the TARDIS. 

“All clear?” called the rescue leader from the console room. 
“Yeah,” Frobisher affirmed. “Yeah, done here.” 
“Right, you men, keep these people stable. You, tend to the girl.” 
As the rescue team organised themselves, Frobisher and Mæstric 

crossed over to Peri. 
“You alright?” the datathumper asked. 
“No…” the botanist sat up. “But I will be. Where’s the tape?” 
“Asa, bright kid, he’s got it. He’ll be decrypting it now.” 
“Nothing else we can do now.” 
The whifferdill sat down beside her. “Guess not. It’s all up to the 

Doc now.” 
 
A diamond surrounded by spectral light, Vog Mur hovered on the 

threshold between the Central Housing’s outer chamber and its 
innermost heart. Two guards remained at her flank, letting their 
overcharged lasguns cycle back down to optimum efficiency. 

“Wait,” she ordered. 
It was deserted. All her enemies had fled save her two prisoners. 

Cowed. Bleeding. Alone. She could see her shot had struck true—
the votary hadn’t long to live. Not without the ministrations of a 
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professional medic. Still, she kept her distance. The Doctor had 
already bested her twice already by surprise and distraction. 

This time, she would not be fooled. 
“You’re clearly bait for a snare. Where are the other two?” 
Solta remained hunched over the fallen Dellevar. Working. As fast 

and as hard as she’d ever seen him perform. His lack of attention 
was disconcerting, but not particularly threatening. Still, caution 
where caution’s due. 

“Doctor!” she called. “I’ll kill them both unless you come out. I 
may kill them anyway. It makes no difference to me anymore.” 

—Anymore? 
The word hung in the air with a curious combination of bass 

chittering and sweeping proclamation. It wasn’t a voice she 
recognised. Not immediately. And yet, there was something familiar 
about it. She looked to the two prisoners, then to the Ordoheed. 

“The head,” she instructed urgently. “Both of them.” 
Flashes of violet light clicked from the darkness. The militaria’s 

guns blew from their hands as they fired, ruining their trajectory. 
The closest Ordoheed to the wall was the unluckiest. He fell. Dead. 
Vog Mur turned fast enough that her weapon illuminated the 
darkness where their mystery assassin lay in wait. 

Smoke reigned. The attacker had disappeared. 
—You have never been this deep before, this I know. 
An acid chill passed through Vog Mur. “Not personally.” 
—Your technician knew the operation of my mind. He could influence and 

distort my will however he chose, but now… Now he is gone. As the one who 
originally instructed him is gone. There is no one left who knows my mind better 
than you. 

The last guardsmen peered around. “It’s that pod. Has to be.” 
“There isn’t enough power, not with the cutout in place,” rejected 

Vog Mur. 
“Then it’s something else.” 
—Little thing, that’s truer than you can imagine. 
“Find the girl,” ordered the Hylonomeide. 
—Voices three. Buried in chorus. You left me to die in the raw marrow of my 

being. 
Vog Mur bit down at the shaking flesh of her hand. “It can’t be 

you…” 
—Entombed. 
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Forcing rigidity. 
—But not forgotten. 
Stillness. 
—The desert can disguise much, but its sands are forever shifting. 
Control.  
—Nothing remains buried forever. 
“It’s just another game. A riddle sphinx. Another sick lie created 

by that jackanapes provocateur. You’re dead, I made sure, where’s 
he?” 

—Consumed with interest. As I am. He and I discussed much together. 
“Shut up.” 
—Perhaps too much… 
She could make it shut up. She fired her weapon at the funeral 

pod. The muted sparks formed patterns on its transparent material. 
Electronic shapes. Grids. Squares. Triangles. Dots. Atoms. Reticles. 
Information? More likely gibberish. 

—Did you ever mourn me? 
Vog Mur turned her weapon on te-Varriq and Dellevar. Red 

indicator turned to black. The power pack burbled on empty. 
—Did you? 
“Sentimentality?” spat the centauride to the pod. “From you? You 

haven’t the right to judge me, you or anyone else. I had my world, 
the right world, made for the right reasons.” She looked down at 
her knuckles and pictured it. A sleek and perfect skyline. Each 
citizen’s secret divulged to an ultimate authority. All their anxieties, 
all their misdemeanours and all their virtues known. Her world. A 
world left shining in the sargasso in space. “I carved it from the 
scrap and dust of that derelict with my bare and bleeding hands. No 
one else did. Just me. While every unanswered distress call, every 
ignored beacon drifted on endlessly into the night. Did the sun ever 
rise for me? No… I made my own. I learnt an important lesson that 
way—civilisation is forged despite others, not because of them.” 

—I was with you. I never judged. 
“Never?” She choked on the word. “Always, and you were the 

one who tore it all away. If you couldn’t understand my world, no 
one else could. I could see it in their faces when they dragged me 
aboard the ‘rescueship’. All those deformities and imperfections. In 
the faces alone! What could I possibly gain from such an 
uncontrollable world? Why do they matter? What should I care?” 
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—Why pursue the Doctor then? 
An idiotic question. “You and I both know he’d cause too much 

damage on his own.” 
—Anyone could have silenced him. It needn’t have been you. 
“It had to be me.” Vog Mur didn’t realise she was still speaking 

aloud and, had she known, she likely wouldn’t have cared. “I want 
to see him beg with a blistered tongue. See him grovel under 
needles in the yolk of his eyes. He deserves the suffering fed to 
lepers and urchins in the Silent Quarter. Who else but me knows 
what someone like that deserves? You?” 

—Why not? 
Agitated, the Hylonomeide turned her attention to her guard, 

“Have you found the girl?” 
 
On the balcony, outside the sepulchre, the Doctor looked up 

from his small inventory of specimen boxes at the last orbot. 
The voice of the guard crackled through the spying transceiver, 

“No sign of her so far.” 
“Switch to infrared,” ordered Vog Mur. “Drive her out. We need to put 

an end to this.” 
The Doctor hummed quietly to himself. He couldn’t agree more. 
With Vog Mur distracted, he’d nipped out behind her, scaled the 

fallen geneshelf and begun examining the level above them. He’d 
been quick, but also fortunate. The damage they’d wrought earlier 
had stopped an entire section of shelves from being transported 
into the centrifuge. It was filled with plant life that could be used 
medicinally. He even found a bonsai growing out from a socket in 
one of the shelves that could prove useful. 

Scraping its bark clean with a penknife, the Doctor discovered 
that its sap had a strawberry pallor to it. Similar to the lignum 
vivificantem cultivated on Sirius-III. That was medicinal from 
memory. A healing agent. What little he could squeeze from the 
poor tree would have to be enough for Dellevar. 

There. The Doctor pocketed the phial and rearranged his crouch. 
The treacle lily on his cheek brushed against the corner of the 

shelf. He felt a sharp pain in the epidermis of his skin. Its roots had 
begun to flow and curl down to his left elbow. Clenched fingers 
yielded floral veins. Pressure. 

Rather like having one’s blood pressure taken, he mused. 
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That gave him an idea. 
The Doctor fished something from the Regiis taxonomic category 

and lifted his arm to compare the two. “Ah… A not too dissimilar 
cousin.” 

He looked up at the trickling pipe of hæmofluid and pulled the 
vines from his forearm. He pulled a specimen box from the shelf, 
carefully emptying its contents, before holding it up to the drip. 
Careful not to spill any on himself. 

The lid was closed and the vines used to bind the two halves 
together. 

One filled with hæmofluid, the other with the Regiis vines. 
The Doctor began climbing back down, but he dared a short quip, 

“Best let nature—” 
 
—take its course. 
“Up there!” shouted Vog Mur. 
The last guard in the Mindcore fired off a shot and something fell 

from the baulks with a tearing scream. 
Azovka’s gun clattered noisily to the ground, coming to rest at 

Vog Mur and the guard’s feet. 
“Recover the body,” Vog Mur ordered. 
“Vog Mur!” snapped the Doctor angrily. 
No further options available, the Hylonomeide cast her empty 

rifle through the air at the voice’s source. She dislodged his grip on 
the shelf in one fell swoop, but such had been the flurry of 
movement that she’d failed to notice his own trump card. As he 
crumpled, so too did the remains of two specimen boxes clung like 
dead spiders around her deedbox, but their contents were far from 
inert. 

Gorging vines gnawed outwards.  
“No…” Vog Mur warded, clasping the box tightly in her fist. 

“No… No!” 
Rubbing his head, the Doctor slowly rose. “Drop it.” 
“No!” Julienne coils pressed against the box’s ridges. Acid teeth 

sinking into its wooden marrow. “No!” 
“Drop the deedbox, Vog Mur, or you’ll die.” 
“No! It can’t be stopped now.” The Regiis vine bloomed into a virulent 

corsage. Strange, yet beautiful. It tightened around Vog Mur’s wrist. 
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Hæmofluid accelerated its birth beyond all measure of control. It 
was wild. 

“You’ll kill yourself!” the Doctor protested. “For what, power?” 
“What else is there, Doctor?” she screamed. 
The Doctor leapt forward, trying to force her hand from the box. 

Having closed the distance, her other arm surged to attack his 
throat. With more leverage, she could snap it in a single gesture. 
Her fingertips tightened against his soft flesh, trying to pinch shut 
his airway, fingernails digging red welts. 

He gasped, teeth clenched, and fell against the shimmering 
reflection of the incubator window. He was framed in the light like 
a kitten in a drowning sack. His hands flailed at his attacker’s 
warped centre of power. Hooked at her belt. 

The Doctor tried to speak, but all he managed was the warble of a 
dying cat. 

Vog Mur’s eyes alighted on her guard. His arm rose to fire at the 
struggling Doctor. “At least, I’ll take you with me.” 

Two flashes snapped across her vision. 
The guard fell to his own shadow. A strangled gasp of surprise as 

Azovka emerged from behind. Smoke coiled from his armour as he 
fell. He’d turned just fast enough to see her, but not enough to get a 
proper shot. The Naran clutched her arm painfully, rising from the 
floor. 

The Doctor fished the phial of sap from his pocket 
Azovka’s sidearm wavered back and forth. “Can’t get a clear 

shot!” 
He slid the phial across to Azovka. 
“Dellevar! Get to—!” 
The young girl was already moving swiftly to her old sponsor. 
Something cracked and the Doctor felt an extraordinary shot of 

pain. Inhuman fingers clung to the various edges of his form and 
pulled him away. Tendrils. No longer swayed to ignore Vog Mur as 
they had under the deedbox. 

He could see it now, a totem no more slag than clinker. The full 
extent of the spreading bloom was awe-inspiring in its ferocity. It 
bore all the telltale signs of blackened, dead weeds, but out of that 
terrible anathema came unexpected beauty. Small bulbs of light and 
colour. Handsome, but deadly, fastening the body as stalwartly as 
any tree. He suspected that this was likely what they had perpetrated 
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on Trailblazer Prime. How many had this been planned for? How 
many deaths until Vog Mur was satisfied in her domain? 

She flailed towards the fallen Dellevar, Azovka and Solta. “te-
Varriq!” 

“This should bind it,” Solta was telling Dellevar. “Azovka tells me 
she can do sutures. This should disinfect the wound. Stay with us, 
alright?” 

“Varriq!” 
“To hell with you!” Solta snapped over his shoulder. 
The Doctor saw something move within the funeral pod. 
He heard a name. Whispered and unheard by all except he and 

Vog Mur. The name of the fallen woman who’d started all this. It 
was such a simple unremarkable thing. 

Perhaps, now, the time-traveller could count it as a life avenged. 
The Doctor’s eyes darkened. 
Vog Mur stared. Immobile. All of her dire abhorrence bubbled up 

to her lips in a single word. Her last word. “Doc—tgh…!” 
That was it. The killing blow. 
Vog Mur’s teeth spat against a strike of ivory. A snapping piano 

wire. The sound of cracking bone. In her neck, her spine or around 
the ribs, it was impossible to say from where the fatal blow had 
come. 

It was a sound that made the Doctor, with all his centuries of 
experience with death, flinch and turn away. 

Vog Mur’s violet eyes, which had burned with such cruelty and 
contempt, became the listless tincture of clay. Her body hadn’t 
enough room to slump, but there was a noticeable sigh in the way 
her four hooves fastened to the floor. The dulled eyes became a 
single ugly smear. 

Then, even then, those cruel eyes vanished also. Healed over like 
a scar in the silhouette of wildflowers. 

All that remained was the fresh perfume of sleeping royals. 
Vog Mur was dead. 
The Doctor rubbed his face. “It’s finished…” 
For the first time since the ordeal had started, Solta appeared to 

have taken notice of others in the room. “Finished?” 
“Quite finished,” the Doctor rose on one knee and stepped 

towards the funeral pod. “How is he?” 
“I may yet live, Doctor…” rumbled Dellevar. “I thank you.” 
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The Doctor nodded soundlessly. 
Azovka smiled at him. She needn’t say the words, but mouthed 

them all the same. Thank you. 
He patted her on the shoulder and straightened before the funeral 

pod. 
“On the matter we discussed earlier,” he addressed the pod. 
A voice like wind-chimes answered, —Yes? 
The Central Mentality. The true Central Mentality. Freed of 

restraint, distortion and far more besides. 
The Doctor relished that clarity of speech and thought. To the 

entity, it must have felt like an epiphany. 
“Their leader may be gone,” the time-traveller placed a hand on 

his lapel, “but the damage she’s wrought still remains. There isn’t 
enough time for any one of us to return to the Proscenium and 
convince the Mograns to stop. We have lost that opportunity. 
You’ve seen all of us, our aims and our struggles, so I must know—
what is your decision?” 

 
The question prompted an event of some magnitude in the 

sargasso of Natasia Tor. 
An unsettled Fabergé egg, its silvered-sapphire surface weathered 

and pockmarked by gaffs and vanes beyond human comprehension 
twitched. The mesh of glittering lights adopted the rippling glow of 
tidal waves on beaches of shaved black ice. It chose to discard its 
cloak, to become an uncompromising, bleak and seethingly fell 
place no longer. 

It wanted trees instead of gravestones. 
The hospiceship, Death’s Rival, in cautious response to a mayday 

signal from what purported to be an allied vessel, were the first to 
witness the event unfurl just as they entered visual range of the 
sector. 

The egg hatched. 
Thousands, if not millions of vactunnels switched to exhaust and 

let fine particulate matter the colour of stardust flood into its space 
cocoon of derelict shells and soured shipwrecks. Shining with a 
sanctified blue light that would never be found in a sun’s cradle or 
its casket. It felt like a solar system taking its first breath into the 
outside beyond the cave it had been shackled so blindly within. This 
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power wove its way through the travelling dead. Through their 
hulls, their quarters, their engine rooms, their cores. 

The crew of Death’s Rival received a scrambled communiqué from 
a group aboard the satellite. Something had gone wrong. It’d fired 
prematurely and they were preparing to evacuate to their main ship. 
The rest of the information was swallowed in the ensuing flash of 
power as the process locked the derelicts together. Their captain 
was in the process of ordering a hard-about retreat, but her science 
officer pointed out the readings she’d received from the 
hospiceship’s own rangerscopes. 

Like the weave of a shawl, it had all threaded together into a single 
near-cohesive whole. Layers upon layers of artificial strata. It 
formed an airtight plasteel sky. Several atmospheres thick. 

In the narrows and canals, the phenomenon had cast a lighter 
hand. There was evidence of floral vegetation already beginning to 
make itself known. Flooding out from the central structure like the 
pinched whorl of a rose. A cat’s cradle of life with a rapidly 
developing ecosystem manifesting within its deepest core. 

The communications officer received a communication from the 
middle of the terraforming anomaly, “Is this Death’s Rival?” 

At the captain’s behest, the officer responded, “Affirmative.” 
“Delighted. I am usually known as the Doctor.” They could hear the 

voice smile. “My colleagues and I have agreed upon… Yes, I do believe we’ve 
agreed on a name. Gentlebeings everywhere, we’d like to bid you welcome to 
Spring.” 

To the beginning. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
The expedition from the Institute shuttlecraft to the newly 

cultivated Natasia Tor, now known as Spring, had consisted of Peri, 
Frobisher, Mæstric, Asa and Blue-Sky. Behind them, trailing over 
imp-sized peaks and vales in an impossibly intricate ecosystem was 
a hovercart carrying the TARDIS. 

Blue-Sky pressed the calean pipe between his teeth. 
“You’ve a lot of bad habits, sudar,” noted Frobisher, 

noncommittally.  
“True enough, skip, I just…” he struggled with the lighter. “It 

feels as though I should just have more.” 
Asa plucked the pipe from his face, “That’s a steady fire hazard,” 

and tapped it out. 
Blue-Sky licked his teeth disagreeably. “He’s around here, then? 

Your friend?” 
“Somewhere. That transmission was pretty specific, though 

knowing the Doctor, he likely didn’t stay where he said he would.” 
A thought occurred to Peri. “Hey, speaking of which, we never 
really got to have that conversation about the tape. How’d you find 
out if it was any good?” 

“There are always little telltale signs of manipulation,” answered 
Asa, wobbling over a root. “Even in duplicates. There’s the crackle 
of a waveband change at the splices, peaking in the audio that’s 
been smoothed off artificially by automatic compressors, that sort 
of thing.” 

Mæstric climbed down the pebbled sluiceway, careful that the 
hovercart didn’t overbalance. “You’re going through with it, then?” 

“It’s not that simple, fledge,” Blue-Sky scratched the rim of his 
head. 

“Today, maybe. But fellas, what about tomorrow?” Frobisher 
suggested.  

The wandering party stopped in its tracks. 
“What’s your meaning?” inquired Asa. 
The whifferdill cleared his throat, holding his flippers at his sides. 

“I may be a penguin of humble mind, but even I know that this 
thing can’t last forever. Someone’s gotta reach out, someone’s going 
to try to make peace. When they do, who’s going to be there to 
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make the link? With this tape here… Surely, fellas, that could be 
you?” 

The two Institute personnel looked at one another. 
“We’d be destroying our careers,” said Blue-Sky. 
“When was that ever a consideration?” rebutted Asa. 
He chuckled. “Very good point, fledge.” 
But it was difficult to disguise the uncertainty that flowed between 

them. 
“We’re all thinking it…” Frobisher drooped his head. “Aren’t 

we?” 
The damage was already done. Listening to the tape in the Astral 

Collaboratory, it hadn’t mattered that the transmission from the 
interceptors had been a fake. Nor that it’d been orchestrated by one 
of their own, late of the Institute itself. 

The sad truth was that the Affiliation and Tyrikan militaries had 
both wanted a war. For no other reason than to release the tension 
built up for centuries at a time. Even Peri, a stranger to this time, 
had been able to see it. 

The war wasn’t something that could be turned on or off at the 
wall… 

 
Proceeding in the opposite direction was an expedition heralded 

by the whistling tune of A-Hunting We Will Go. The Doctor led 
Azovka, Solta and Dellevar with a faux march through the 
underbrush. 

They’d taken special care to distance themselves from the Death’s 
Rival, the best thanks they could muster for their intensive care over 
the past several days. The mercy ship saw no banner as a border 
and treated their accessorial flora all the same, but they had 
superiors to report to and a trail they needed to erase for any 
reconnoitring Affiliation ship. 

Shortly before Death’s Rival had departed, the Doctor’s party had 
retraced their path using their stolen carrydart to the Geotactical 
Proscenium. Hoping to free the Mograns from their Ordoheed 
minders. However, by the time they had arrived, the Accomplishment 
sat stripped like a harvested gemwhale. Its carrydarts gone. 

Without the jealously-guarded knowledge of their leaders, the 
Mograns had no means, nor any drive to complete their task. The 
satellite was irrecoverable. Their leaders dead or vanished. The 
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Doctor suspected a rebellion had taken place with the technicians 
overpowering their slaveminders, though there was little he could 
confirm as a sure thing. 

With no further witnesses, Azovka and Solta had both provided 
their own eyewitness accounts of what had occurred to Rival’s 
computers at the captain’s request. Logged accordingly and would 
be referred back with the thousand other reports they received on a 
day-to-day basis. 

Will we be believed? Azovka had asked herself. 
Time would prove its own certainties. That much was certain. 
“They are around here, then? Your friends?” Dellevar coughed, 

wetly. 
Azovka steadied him. “Sudar, are you sure you’re right to walk?” 
“Quite sure, Mydame Azovka—Ah,” he corrected himself, 

tapping her hand. “Telle.” 
“It’s a good thing they were only attempting to treat us and not 

millions, don’t you think?” the Doctor peered curiously through a 
particularly dense patch of thicket. “Numbers, my friends. The 
sheer overwhelming weight of numbers would have put paid to 
whatever efforts they tried. I doubt even Trailblazer Prime, at the 
epicentre of trade, would have been able to handle it.” 

Solta massaged his jaw. “It’s a terrible thought.” 
“Mmn.” The thought sobered the Doctor. “Yes. We were 

fortunate. All we suffered was a partial exposure, at best. A static 
zap rather than the full force of a thunderbolt.” 

“Discarding isolated zones like the Proscenium, what’s the risk of 
this ecosystem leaving the…?” Azovka sighed with a half-smile. 
“Suppose I can’t call it a sargasso anymore.” 

“I can answer that,” replied Solta. “The risk is small. This region 
of space is still heavily regulated, remember?” 

“Oh, right,” she nodded. “They’d have to overturn a number of 
interstellar laws just to set up a permanent bed-sit here. Let alone 
something a-along the lines of a colony.” 

“The density of the ecosystem here also makes using it as a 
shortcut through sectors unappealing,” the pilot pulled a web-like 
frond from his sleeve, “to say the least. For all involved.” 

“And elsewhile,” the Doctor inhaled. “The archipelago sleeps.” 
“Doctor?” Two unified voices in the wilderness. 
He cupped his hands and announced, “Peri! Frobisher! Over here!” 
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The party from Trailblazer Prime emerged from the coppice 
bringing the inimitable smell of a long-range shuttlecraft. Fragrances 
that heralded a particular sterile cleanliness that its occupants lacked 
in their own demeanour. 

The Doctor, Peri and Frobisher clasped one another’s hands in 
delight. Pleased and relieved to see that both parties had made it out 
of this most recent escapade intact. 

“There’s no truer feeling than friends reunited, I thought. The 
TARDIS?” the Doctor asked encouragingly. 

“Safe as houses. She’s on a hovercart just a few metres back that 
way,” Frobisher pointed. 

“No trouble following my instructions?” 
“Nope, should all be fixed and ready for take-off,” grinned Peri. 
“Splendid! Well, I’ve some friends you ought to meet—” 
Azovka and Mæstric hadn’t seen one another since the MEV. 

Since their fight and the mutual decision to part ways, albeit 
through circumstances beyond their own control. The time apart 
had done them well, taught them valuable skills and allowed them 
to share their private woes among those they had grown to trust. 
But, there was still an uncertainty there 

Embarrassment? No. It was shame. 
One the one side, the Doctor placed a hand gently on Azovka’s 

back, clearing his throat, “Oh, they are them and we are us…” 
“…and never the twain should meet?” asked Peri of Mæstric, 

from the other. 
The Doctor whispered to Azovka. “Sounds like two lines short of 

a full verse to me.” 
The two girls let the camera of their mind’s eye slide from their 

respective chaperones to fallen friends across the river stream. 
They’d changed much since that time. Outwardly as well as 
inwardly. Tiny things like Mæstric’s mislaid headphones and 
Azovka’s vanished jacket clip. They studied one another for a 
moment, letting their eyes wander up and down their forms. It 
wasn’t the deterioration that struck them. Rather it was the way they 
held themselves. Assured. Confident. Rested. 

A feeling of hope rekindled. The kind one only ever experiences 
with long-time friends. They had stepped toward one another 
without consciously being aware of it. Like two planets in a mutual 
orbit, one ruby red and another sapphire blue. 
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“You’re alive…” said Mæstric. Two words with an inordinate 
sense of wonder. “Oh, you’re alive!” 

They threw themselves at one another in a tight embrace. 
“And so are you,” replied Azovka, trying to hold back her tears. 
The stepthreader felt the warmth of her friend’s hands against her 

back, gripping the fabric of her shirt, willing the experience to be 
real. 

Mæstric’s nose felt cold against her ear. “I hurt you.” 
“I hurt you,” Azovka whispered back. “But it’s alright now, was-

will it be not?” 
“Yeah… Yeah, eventually,” she let her arms flow back to her 

friend’s shoulders. “It’s all going to be alright, Telle. I promise. 
Time is the Traveller. It was just…” 

“I know.” She smiled, daintily, and tilted her earnest features. 
“We’re alright, I’m sure of it. We’ll make sure of it, right?” 

“Right. We’re…” Mæstric swallowed a sob, looking down at her 
shoes. “Damn… I missed this… Just being able to talk.” 

Azovka gently nudged her forehead. “You’re my friend. You’ll 
always be my friend. I need to say that more often because it’s true. 
You’re important to me.” 

“I know,” she smiled back. “Just nice to hear it is all. Any more 
glimpses?” 

“I couldn’t tell if it was real or just… fancy,” she led her friend 
down towards the grove. “But I do know this…” 

 
Having made their farewells and slipped away, the Doctor, Peri 

and Frobisher were on their way back down the path towards the 
hovercart that held the TARDIS. 

The blue crate’s lamplight glimmered like something truly 
otherworldly, even in the fostered reef, filled with the smell of 
petrichor oils and geosmin after a rainstorm. Despite the 
overwhelming nature of the ecology itself, it felt homely to these 
three travellers. Their conversation became languid and familiar. 
They’d finally allowed themselves to relax. 

The Doctor straightened his lapels, attic vanilla and second-hand 
books wafting through the new air. “I take it then,” he continued to 
Frobisher, “that the tape will be submitted anonymously to the 
Nombril of Law and Justice?” 
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“That’s the idea. It’ll sit there for a while in archival circulation,” 
elaborated his penguin chum. “Safe enough until the Institute folks 
make their request.” 

“How many people die in the meantime, though?” groused Peri. 
“All those people with the Lonewatch and at the Institute… That 
pilot, Castell, her kids are going to grow up with commendations 
instead of a mom… The casualties from the war alone… I mean, 
for goodness sake, what are we really saving the Universe from?” 

“Each other,” answered the Doctor. 
“Who for?” asked Frobisher. 
“Each other. Confusing, isn’t it?” 
“I’ll say…” Peri rolled her shoulders. 
He hummed. “You’re certain no one asked about the TARDIS?” 
“We never told them it travelled in time,” admitted Peri. 
“Not a discussion worth having,” Frobisher sniffed. “What’s the 

big deal anyway?” 
“Likely nothing. The automatic camera detector has been 

functioning since…” the visitant whickered. “For a while now.” 
“I was wondering why people always mention you, but not the 

TARDIS,” Peri remarked. 
“‘Always’, perp?” asked Frobisher. 
“Well, mostly,” she acceded. 
“It’s been operating on and off for years,” the Doctor scratched 

his cheek. “However, there are elements now that have begun to 
take an interest.” 

“In us, specifically?” Frobisher inquired. 
“I’m not sure… The less scrutiny we absorb these days, the 

better.” 
“I dunno…” Peri threw out her arms, languidly. “At the end of it 

all, did we really make any difference?” 
The Doctor stopped, turning to her with a dangerous twinkle. 

“Would you like to find out?” 
She looked at him. “You’re serious?” 
Frobisher measured him. “He’s serious, alright.” 
“We jump forward seventy-years,” he waved. “See if things have 

righted themselves in the meantime. What do you think?” 
“No,” the whifferdill answered quickly. “Thanks. It—eh—feels a 

bit too much like cheating, Doc.” 
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“Frobisher’s right. Anyhow, what if we didn’t make a difference?” 
she asked. “What if… What if we only make things worse?” 

The blonde-maned face ticked its mouth. “Doubtful.” 
“Still, though… I think I’d prefer thinking we did well, rather than 

knowing we didn’t.” 
“You really believe that, don’t you?” 
“Well…” Peri shifted awkwardly. “Yeah, I do.” 
“Frobisher?” 
He dipped his head. “Ain’t it the truth, Doc?” 
With all the gentleness of a summer cloud, the Doctor placed a 

hand on Frobisher’s head and Peri’s shoulder. 
“Look around you, my friends. Look at what you helped to create. 

Soft rains adrift over shimmering pools, birds wreathed in fire 
amongst the wildest trees… Out there among the stars, they’ve 
sworn to fight their petty little wars, but here you’ve fostered life. 
The birth of a new world, Peri and Frobisher. How many people 
can say they’ve accomplished that? Better still…” He gestured to 
the two girls, their heads bowed together side-by-side on a blue-
moss log. “You’ve already assisted with the path to reconciliation. 
From two will come four, from four will come eight… I don’t need 
to take you forward, the future is there right before you.” 

His two companions found themselves smiling. Despite 
themselves. 

“What will happen to them?” asked Peri. 
“It’ll be interesting to see. With Azovka’s sensitivity to Time, I 

imagine the Narans could one day stand tall as another of the High 
Evolutionaries.” The Doctor bit his thumb at the sky. “I’m sure 
Gallifrey will have words to say in that regard.” 

A balancing of the scales, he reflected. 
“Time to move on?” Peri asked. 
The Doctor nodded, opening the TARDIS door and ushering 

them inside. He held the tapestry of life before him in his eyes one 
final time. 

He quoted, “And Spring herself, when she woke at dawn, would 
scarcely know that we were gone.” 

The TARDIS flashed on its way, hurtling through the vast coral 
Galaxies of Space and the wending hourglass of Time, in search of 
another wondrous horizon. 

- THE END 
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