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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?” 
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. 
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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 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.” 
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+++ .-- . / … . . / .. -. / -.-- --- ..- .-. / -- .. -. -.. / - …. . / .--. --- - . -. - .. .- 
.-.. / ..-. --- .-. / -.. .- -. --. . .-. +++ 

“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 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. 



9 

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.” 

“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?” 
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“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 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. 
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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. 

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. 
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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 
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.” 
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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. 
“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?” 
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“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…” 
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.” 
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Mæstric gestured to Peri and Frobisher with a half-closed fist, “The 
winch is over here.” 

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 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?” 
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“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 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 
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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 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 
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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.  

“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 
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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. 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!” 
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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 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. 
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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.” 

“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?” 
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“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?” 

This time, Kuron didn’t wait for the reply. 
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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. 

 
“You vile execration!” thundered the Doctor. 
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“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 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 
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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 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. 
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“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 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 
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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 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?” 
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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. 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?” 
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“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. 
“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. 
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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—?” 
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!” 
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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 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.  
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“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?” 
“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.” 



35 

“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, have 
you noticed that no one ever seems to consider what happens after the 
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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.” 

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?” 
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“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?” 

“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?” 
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“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.  

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 
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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 with the terrain to best. This was 
a delaying tactic—or at worst, a suicide mission. 
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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. 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. 
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“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. 
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.” 
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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. 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. 
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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!”  
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. 
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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 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 
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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—” 

“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.” 
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“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 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 
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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 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?” 
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“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. 

“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 
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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.” 
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?” 
He fiddled with the back of his cat brooch. “Will a safety pin do?” 
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“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?” 
“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?” 
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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? 

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 
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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 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.” 



55 

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?” 
“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?” 
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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?” 

 
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.” 
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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 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.” 
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“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 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?” 
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“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?” 

“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 
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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 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. 
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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, 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…?” 
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“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. 

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. 

 

TO BE CONTINUED!
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