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Part One 

‘You don’t know the Ice Warriors like I do, Nick! Six months since 
you first met them… Do you seriously think that after only a year as 
a man you have become an expert on life?’ the Doctor boomed.  

Nick’s mouth fell open and he stepped back as if physically 
slapped.  

Things had degenerated from the moment the conversation had 
begun. Nick had expected things to go better. Evidently he was 
mistaken. It had been little over a week since the Doctor and Nick 
had returned from Nova Mondas. Both had returned from that 
encounter all shaken, and disturbed. And they had both taken to 
dealing with it in their own way.  

The Doctor, being the more experienced, had gone into research 
mode and had spent a lot of his time in the Senate Building going 
over files and preparing the way for the war that seemed increasingly 
likely. Nick, who was still relatively new to that little thing called 
humanity, had retreated into himself. He had spent most of his time 
out and about, checking out new nightspots on Alpha Centauri in an 
attempt to ignore his feelings. But as the week went on Nick had 
come to realise that he needed to let it all out at some point. Speaking 
to the Doctor was out of the question, since the Doctor was very 
busy, and besides, they both felt uncomfortable whenever the 
Omnisci were mentioned. 

Falex was also out of the question. Despite the young Taurean’s 
continued mental growth he was still only a kid. No matter how Nick 
looked at it he could not see himself discussing such deep issues with 
someone so young. Nick’s best bet was Enalc’karnip, but even he was 
busy. Busy with Falex mostly - no doubt to fill in for the otherwise 
engaged Doctor.  

Nick had taken to visiting Alf and Vlaash more often. He found 
that talking to Vlaash came easy. The Martian priest, despite his 
warrior background, was a very relaxing person to be around. There 
was something about him; it was almost as if his own sense of self 
was so secure, that he somehow transmitted his contentment onto 
others. 

Honour was paramount to Vlaash, and Nick knew that. Alf, on the 
other hand, was great for going out and getting hammered. Plus she 
was so damned hot! Nick knew he could spend hours in her 
company. And he certainly had the previous night.  

They had returned to the internment camp in the early hours of 
the morning, both a little drunk and extremely tired. Alf went off to 
get some sleep, since her shift was due to begin in five hours. Nick 
went to see Vlaash - talking to him would soon sober Nick up.  
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If only Nick had known how right he was. As soon as he entered, 
Vlaash walked over to him. As usual the Martian wore a serious 
expression, although this time it seemed to Nick that Vlaash was a 
little chirpier. Nick also noticed that, for the first time, he was not 
wearing his helmet in Nick’s presence. The head underneath was 
fearsome, but his yellow eyes were still as relaxed as ever.  

‘I have received some great news from the Emperor Izlyr, Nick!’  
Nick did not bother asking how, since he knew that the Order of 

Suraass often got information to Vlaash. Nick just smiled, careful to 
not to nod his already light-head.  

‘Things have been set in motion, Nick. In a matter of days the 
Martian Empire will begin its long campaign to regain our home 
world from the Cybermen! Mars will once again be the stronghold of 
the Empire.’  

‘Back up there, Vlaash. How is that possible?’  
Vlaash smiled. That came as a surprise, since Nick had never seen 

a Martian smile before. Despite the serrated teeth in his mouth, 
Vlaash’s smile still managed to put Nick as ease. ‘As you know, six 
Centaurian months ago we were able to return half of the Sword of 
Tuburr to the Emperor Izlyr. Since then…’  

Nick listened as Vlaash told him what had transpired, not only on 
New Mars, but throughout every Martian colony, since that fateful 
day.  

Once Vlaash had finished, Nick realised that the Galactic 
Federation could help in this. Even in his inebriated state he knew 
that it was the perfect opportunity to restore things between the 
Federation and the Martian Empire. And Nick knew the one man 
who could talk to the Senate.  

‘Nick, I did not accept this position so that I could assist Ice 
Warriors. You want me to help replace one evil power with another!’ 
came the Doctor’s response to Nick’s idea.  

Nick did not understand the Doctor’s response. ‘Doctor, you 
yourself saw the future that the Cybermen will make. Besides, at least 
the Martians have honour! Something the Cybermen don’t possess. 
All they care about is eliminating all the things that make life worth 
living. Love, joy, happiness! At least the Martians have those things!’  

‘You don’t know the Ice Warriors like I do, Nick! Six months since 
you first met them… Do you seriously think that after only a year as 
a man you have become an expert on life?’ the Doctor boomed. 

Nick’s mouth fell open and he stepped back as if physically 
slapped. He stepped forward again and raised his voice even louder. 
If he wasn’t sober before, he certainly was now.  

‘No, I am not an expert, but at least I have made an effort to get to 
know the Martians, Doctor. They do not care about conquering the 
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Federation! All they want is their home back! And if that means to 
kick the Cybermen’s arses, then all the better!’ 

For a few moments an uneasy silence filled the air. Neither man 
moved from their positions. They stood within inches of each other. 
Nick, with his messy ponytail, staring up at the Doctor’s bearded 
countenance. The Doctor glanced up at the ceiling of the shop, then 
back down at Nick. The Doctor sighed.  

‘Nick, you’re not thinking clearly. You saw what the Cybermen can 
do when they attacked the Omnisci Cellworld. Despite Roger’s 
efforts the Cybermen are still very powerful.  

‘Yes, you’re right, I have not gotten to know the Ice Warriors of 
this reality. But I know them… I have seen the devastation they can 
cause. They are a war-mongering race. In their own way they are no 
better than the Cybermen.’  

‘But they can be reasoned with!’ Nick said, through clenched teeth. 
Unlike you, he wanted to add, but clamped his mouth shut before he 
said something the Doctor regretted.  

‘Fine!’ the Doctor snapped. He narrowed his eyes, and let out a big 
sigh. ‘Maybe they can. And even if they can be reasoned with, Nick, 
do you have any idea how they can succeed against the Cybermen? 
Think on it. The Martian Empire is a mess. Yes, they have a new 
planet from where their so-called empire is ruled, but they have no 
home. And their power is uncertain. They do not stand a chance 
against the Cybermen - they’d be wiped out before they can get 
anywhere near Mars.’  

‘Bloody hell! I know that, Doctor. That’s why we need you to 
convince the Senate!’ Nick was becoming very frustrated, and had to 
take a few breaths to calm himself down. The Doctor waited to hear 
what else he had to say. ‘Come on, you think about it, man. Together 
the Federation and the Martian Empire would kick the shit out of the 
Cybermen. Piece of piss.’  

So intent were both men that neither of them noticed the sixth 
wall shimmer as Enalc’karnip and Falex returned from their trip. 
Falex was about to run over to the men, but Enalc’karnip held him 
back. Enalc’karnip put his finger to his lip. Falex made an effort to 
hold down his enthusiasm.  

‘Very well, Nick. I will do my best. But the Ice Warriors need to 
know this, too. We’ve tried contacting New Mars, countless times, 
but they won’t answer our hails. Vorkuuthh was considering visiting 
New Mars himself.’ The Doctor walked away from Nick, and idly 
fiddled with a piece of merchandise. He continued talking, hiding the 
sly smile on his face. ‘Whoever goes to New Mars will need someone 
with the authority to gain an audience with Emperor Izlyr.’  
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The Doctor made his excuses and left the shop, deciding that it 
was time to return to his research at the Senate Building.  

Nick looked watched his retreating form as it got lost among the 
usual crowds of Senate Square.  

Someone with the authority to… 
A smiled formed on Nick’s lips. Of course! 

The Doctor stayed at the Building until the early hours of the next 
morning. His research over the past couple of weeks was bearing 
fruit, and now was the time to use it. He leaned back in his chair and 
looked around his office, not really taking anything in, but thinking 
instead.  

He was pleased that Nick was turning into a very passionate 
human. For a while the Doctor had wondered if Nick was ever going 
to find something worth fighting for, or if the young man was just 
going to continue enjoying all the easy things that life in the 26th 
Century held for him. Of course, enjoying life was important; the 
Doctor would never deny that, but they had been stranded in one 
century for a while now and even the Doctor knew that they had to 
make the most of it. Find some kind of purpose. Becoming the 
Draconian Ambassador had given the Doctor a position to fulfil his 
purpose - which was to stop the Cybermen once and for all, while at 
the same time continuing his work on building a working time-
machine. Now Nick had found himself a purpose. To help the Ice 
Warriors. Not what the Doctor would have wanted for Nick, but 
Nick was old enough to choose his own mission in life.  

The Doctor chuckled. All Nick needed was a little push. The 
Doctor was quite sure that even now Nick was finding a way to get 
Vlaash off Alpha Centauri. One Martian that the Doctor did trust. He 
could not think of a better team to convince Emperor Izlyr to accept 
the Federation’s assistance. Nick and Vlaash. Good luck to them.  

He turned back to his research. Since he had complete access to all 
of Ishkavaarr's files finding out information had not been difficult. 
The former Draconian Ambassador had his own suspicions it 
seemed, and he had noted them all.  

It transpired that Ishkavaarr had opposed the delegation that had 
been sent to Nova Mondas at the beginning of the year; a delegation 
that returned with no new intelligence at all, and one dead envoy. 
This had aroused Ishkavaarr’s suspicions immediately. Through his 
research the Doctor had learned that Ishkavaarr’s suspicions were 
founded.  

Supreme Senator Oolianeeka was at the heart of the issue, but no 
matter how much research he did, the Doctor could not discover 
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what the Supreme Senator was up to. But he would. The Doctor 
promised Ishkavaarr’s memory that much.  

The Doctor had also discovered one other very important thing. 
Something that would come in very useful if the Federation was 
going to assist the Martian Empire. And it was to that end that the 
Doctor was waiting to be put through to Draconia.  

The screen before him activated and the Doctor found himself 
facing the image of Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh, second only to the 
God Empress of Draconia. Vorkuuthh seemed a little agitated, but 
the Doctor suspected that was due to being disturbed during such an 
important time in Draconian history.  

‘Ambassador, what can I do for you?’  
The Doctor smiled. No preamble. Good, that simply meant that he 

could act the same way. ‘You can reveal to the God Empress 
everything you know about the Supreme Senator’s sanctioning of 
Cybermen spies.’  

Vorkuuthh had not expected that. It took the Draconian a 
moment to compose himself. ‘I do not know what it is you speak of, 
Ambassador.’  

The Doctor smiled. ‘Of course you do. How else could you have 
known that the Cybermen were becoming more of a threat?’ 
Vorkuuthh was genuinely puzzled. The Doctor decided to clarify 
things for him. ‘Shortly after Ishkavaarr’s death, Supreme Admiral, 
you mentioned knowing that the Cybermen are becoming ever more 
powerful. Do you not recall? Just after the God Empress had me 
released from prison.’  

Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh nodded slowly. ‘Guess work, 
Ambassador?’  

‘Not the bit of it, Vorkuuthh. You knew because Ambassador 
Ishkavaarr shared his suspicions with you. I have complete access to 
all his files.’  

Vorkuuthh bowed his head. ‘Impressive work, Doctor. Ishkavaarr 
was a very old friend of mine, but he was a suspicious person by 
nature.’ The Supreme Admiral smiled sadly.  

‘Yes, perhaps he was. But his suspicions were based on fact. He 
discovered more before his death, but I suspect he never had a 
chance to tell you. Things did get a little out of hand when he 
returned to Draconia.’ The Doctor typed a code into the keyboard 
before him. ‘I am sending you all the evidence that Ishkavaarr 
gathered. Most of it is circumstantial, still. But I intend to change 
that.’  

Vorkuuthh look down as he received the information. ‘Why?’  
‘Because the Martian Empire is all set to go on the offensive and 

make an attempt to reclaim Mars from the Cybermen.’ 
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Vorkuuthh narrowed his eyes. ‘You are, once again, well-
informed.’ 

The Doctor grinned. ‘As are you.’ 
‘Then perhaps I do need to visit the Martian Emperor?’ 
‘I don’t think that will be necessary. The Galactic Federation needs 

to join forces with them. Together not only will Mars be able to be 
reclaimed, but I suspect we can overthrow the Cybermen on Nova 
Mondas.’  

‘A good goal, Doctor. But while the Supreme Senator remains in 
power the Galactic Federation will not be able to act… openly.’ 

‘Unless he is exposed, Vorkuuthh. I intend to gather all the 
evidence we will need. And track down the spies.’  

‘We?’  
‘Yes, Vorkuuthh. We. The Draconian Empire constitutes the 

biggest chunk of the Galactic Federation. You need to tell the God 
Empress everything you know, and then convince her to come to 
Alpha Centauri to rendezvous with me when I return. With her back-
up, deposing the Supreme Senator will be as easy as pi.’  

There was silence from Vorkuuthh as he considered everything the 
Doctor had said. At last he bowed his head. ‘My life at your 
command, Ambassador Doctor.’  

The Doctor grinned. ‘Thank you, Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh. I 
will be in touch soon; to keep you informed of my mission status. 
Good luck.’  

The communication ended and the Doctor sat in silence. Now all 
he needed was to charter a flight. But from where? Who could he 
possibly trust for such an important mission?  

Of course. Who else could it be? He put a call through to 
Internment Camp 5486. Within moments a young woman with long 
brown hair appeared on the screen. She was about to speak but 
noticed who had called her.  

‘Oh, it’s you. All right? If you’re looking for Nick he ain’t here.’  
The Doctor shook his head. ‘No, Alf, I am looking for you.’  
‘Oh. Why, what have I done?’  
The Doctor laughed. ‘Nothing. I understand from Nick that you 

have a spacecraft.’ Alf nodded. ‘Good. I’d like to hire you for a little 
mission.’  

‘Really?’ Alf eyes lit up. ‘Oh, wicked. Getting bored here anyway. 
How long is this mission going to take?’  

‘A few weeks, I expect. Will you be able to get the time off?’  
‘Are you having a laugh?’ Alf laughed. ‘God, I am so ready to get 

out of this dead end job. And anyway, I doubt if I’ll have this job by 
the end of tomorrow.’  
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The Doctor had a feeling he knew why. Trust Nick to get help 
from Alf, too. He was tempted to ask about it, but decided it was best 
not to. No point in letting Nick know that he knew just yet. Nick 
would have more fun if he thought it was all his idea. ‘Brilliant. What 
time will you be free tomorrow?’  

The Doctor left the next day, after a hearty breakfast with Falex and 
Enalc’karnip. Nick was nowhere to be seen. The Doctor suspected 
that Falex knew where Nick was, but was saying nothing. But that 
was okay, since the Doctor had a good idea where Nick was anyway. 
Just as he was about to leave the shop, the Doctor was stopped by 
Falex.  

‘Where are you going?’  
The Doctor turned around. ‘On an important mission for the 

Federation. I can’t tell you any more right now, Falex. Sorry.’  
Falex looked down at the floor. When he looked back up there was 

a twinkle in his orange eyes. ‘That’s okay. I’ll find something fun to 
do while you’re gone.’  

‘I’ll be back within the month. Enalc’karnip will take care of you.’ 
The Doctor hugged the boy and was gone.  

He had a very uneventful trip to the spaceport, although he had to 
take it slowly. There was little point in getting there before Alf did. 
There was a news bulletin about an uprising at Internment Camp 
5486, which made the Doctor smile to himself. The driver of the cab 
queried this.  

‘Know something about it, do you?’  
The Doctor shook his head. ‘Not at all.’  

The Doctor managed to arrive early anyway. He stood outside the 
secured entrance to landing pad ‘c’, smiling to himself. By now he 
suspected Nick and Vlaash were heading off to New Mars.  

‘Oi!’  
The Doctor looked up to see Alf running towards him. She was 

dressed in her pilot’s outfit; all black leather with pockets everywhere. 
She carried a jacket over her shoulder.  

‘You ready then?’ she asked as she reached him.  
‘Ready set go,’ the Doctor replied and beamed at her. She nodded 

and keyed in the entry code for landing pad ‘c’. The Doctor followed 
her in. ‘So, did you get sacked?’  

Alf looked back. ‘Why sacked? I could have just left, you know. 
Boredom and all that.’  

The Doctor nodded. ‘That is true. But I doubt if they would have 
given you the option after helping prisoners break free.’  
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Alf stopped and turned around. The Doctor noticed the great big 
hunk of spacecraft behind her. It was a bit cumbersome, and certainly 
not new. But serviceable. He looked at Alf and realised he had missed 
something.  

‘Sorry?’  
‘I said, how did you know I had something to do with the 

breakout?’  
‘Oh.’ The Doctor bellowed a laugh. ‘Simple deduction. The 

Martians could not have broken out on their own, even with Nick’s 
help. They needed inside help. You are the obvious choice.’  

Alf eyed him suspiciously. ‘How do you know Nick was involved?’  
The Doctor leaned closer to her and whispered. ‘It was me who 

fed the idea to Nick. Although he probably would never have 
realised. Subtlety is my strong point you know.’ He winked and 
walked off towards the spacecraft.  

Alf watched him go. She grinned. ‘This mission could be a good 
laugh.’ She called out to the Doctor. ‘So, you gonna tell me what this 
mission is then?’  

‘Yes,’ the Doctor called back. ‘Once we are on our way to 
Ossobos.’  

The Doctor clambered his way into the cockpit, not a task made easy 
by the narrowness of the space. There was barely enough room for 
the pilot’s seat. He looked over Alf’s shoulder, out to the wonderful 
sight of the stars. He let out a long sigh.  

‘Not been in space for a while, then?’  
The Doctor shook his head. ‘No, that’s not it. With all of space 

and time to travel in it annoys me that I am stranded in one place.’  
‘Right. Nick told me about that. Said you used to travel through 

time and space.’  
The Doctor eyed her suspiciously. Even in the 26th Century time 

travel was not commonplace, even less so since the planar shift. He 
had been watching Alf closely since they’d settled on Alpha Centauri; 
perhaps it was time? ‘And you believed him?’  

‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I?’ Alf tried to twist her head around to look 
at the Doctor, but had little success. ‘Look at me. I am human, from 
Earth. No doubt about it. Only problem is that I know for a fact that 
there have been no humans in the galaxy since the Cybermen made 
Earth into Nova Mondas. Plus I know what Nova Mondas was called 
before the Cybermen took it. No one else does.’  

‘Understandable, Alf, since the Cybermen have been there for a 
good five hundred years. When they took over the planet humans 
had not even got as far as Mars. Well, not in person anyway.’  
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Alf started unbuckling herself. ‘So, let’s get a drink. Then you can 
tell what this mission is.’  

The Doctor struggled to get out of the cockpit. ‘A capital idea.’ He 
paused. ‘Hmm. Can you give me a shove? I seem to be stuck.’  

Alf slid past her seat and smiled. ‘No problem, Professor.’ Her 
smile faded and she blinked.  

The Doctor looked at her curiously. ‘What is it?’  
Alf frowned. ‘For a moment there I saw you as someone else.’ She 

blinked again and rubbed her eyes. ‘It’s gone now.’  
‘A memory?’  
Alf shrugged. ‘Could be, I suppose. I keep getting these little 

flashes, but they last no longer than a hint of a dream.’ She put her 
hands on the Doctor’s shoulders. ‘Never mind, eh? I’m sure it’ll all 
come back to me at some point.’ With that she gave the Doctor a 
mighty shove, unable to see his grin.  

The Doctor stepped out of the records office and looked down at the 
paper in his hand. Being a Federation Ambassador did have its uses. 
As soon as Alf had landed the ship on Ossobos the Doctor had 
headed off to the records office. The first spy was an Ossoban, so it 
seemed a natural place to start, since the planet was the closest 
neighbour to Alpha Centauri.  

The Ossoban in charge of the records office didn’t want to help 
initially, but the Doctor soon convinced hir. A matter of Federation 
security, after all.  

He took out the communication device that Alf had given him. 
‘Alf, got the address. I’m going to head to the roof. Pick me up 
there.’  

‘Roger that, Doctor,’ came back Alf’s voice.  

The spacecraft flew through the lower atmosphere of Ossobos, Alf at 
the controls. The Doctor poked his head into the cockpit. ‘How long 
now?’  

‘Almost there.’  
‘Good.’  
‘In fact.’ Alf pointed out of the window. ‘That’s the place.’ 
‘Thanks,’ said the Doctor with more than a touch a sarcasm, ‘that 

helps a lot, since I can’t see out of the window from here.’  
Alf just laughed.  

The Doctor waited at the door. He knocked again. Still no answer. 
‘Slearsoos! I need to talk to you!’  

Nothing.  
The communication device crackled. The Doctor took it out. 

‘Yes?’  
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‘Ossoban just left via the back door. Running towards the nearby 
mono-train station. Want me to cut hir off?’ 

The Doctor thought for a second. Ossobans weren’t the most 
athletic of species. ‘No.’ He looked up at the spacecraft as it hovered 
above the house. ‘Not a good idea to land that thing in an inhabited 
area. Would cause too much damage. Follow hir and keep me 
notified. I’ll follow on foot!’  

The spacecraft shot off. The Doctor smiled. ‘Oh well, let’s see just 
how fit this body can be!’  

He ran around the house and followed the street down to the 
station. He had to push his way through crowds to get to platform 22 
before the mono-train departed. He made it only seconds before the 
doors closed.  

The train was quite packed. Another busy morning on Ossobos 
then, the Doctor reflected. ‘Which carriage?’ he asked into the 
communication device.  

‘First one.’  
‘It would be.’ He signed off. Here he was in carriage twenty-five 

and Slearsoos was in the first one. Oh well. ‘Excuse me!’ The Doctor 
pushed his way through, trying to ignore the memory of the last time 
he was on a busy mono-train on Ossobos.  

It took him a good half-hour to get through all the carriages and 
past all the people, by which time the train had left the city, passed 
through several mountain ranges and was now nearing the sea. He 
opened the final door and entered the first carriage.  

The Doctor remained in the doorway and scanned the carriage. In 
his memory he had a picture of Slearsoos from the records of the 
delegation to Nova Mondas, and although most Ossobans looked 
similar the Doctor was sure he would notice Slearsoos when he saw 
hir. And sure enough he did.  

Shim also noticed him. Slearsoos stared at him and mouthed 
something, but the Doctor could not tell what shim said. Slearsoos 
put a hand to hir ear and nodded, mouthing something else. Then the 
Doctor realised. Shim was in contact with someone through a 
transmitter.  

The Doctor began to force his way through the crowd. Slearsoos 
watched him. Shim shook hir head slowly and reached out for a red 
handle. The train came to a juddering halt, throwing people around 
the carriage like dolls. The Doctor among them.  

By the time the Doctor managed to untangle himself Slearsoos had 
gone. A door at the far end of the carriage had been forced open. The 
Doctor rushed over to it. He looked out and steadied himself. The 
train had come to a stop on the side of a cliff face. Below it was a 
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sheer drop into the sea. The Doctor looked out at Alf’s spacecraft as 
it hovered nearby. He removed the communicator.  

‘Where is shim?’  
‘Getting away in a boat.’  
The Doctor looked, and sure enough there was a boat speeding 

away. Slearsoos was in it, with someone else. A humanoid someone 
else, who almost certainly had no idea that Slearsoos was working for 
the Cybermen, the Doctor noted. Probably think they are helping a 
Federation Senate member escape from an enemy agent.  

‘Jump!’  
The Doctor looked down at the communicator. ‘What? There is 

no way I am going to catch them by swimming!’ He had to shout to 
be heard over the noise of the spacecraft’s engine.  

‘Jump onto the chain!’  
The Doctor looked closer. There was a chain being lowered from 

the bottom of the spacecraft. Alf could not be serious!  
‘I’ll fly you over to the boat!’  
‘Right.’ The Doctor walked back into the train. He looked around. 

‘Can we clear some space here, please? I need a good run at this.’ No 
one moved. ‘Now!’ the Doctor bellowed. That did the trick.  

The Doctor crossed the width of the carriage and looked out at the 
open space before him. He could see the chain swinging in the wind. 
He took a deep breath and made a run for it.  

Within moments he was clinging onto the chain. Tightly. ‘Let’s go!’ 
he shouted, hoping that Alf could hear him. He assumed that she 
had, since seconds later the spacecraft set off after the boat.  

Ah, if Nick and Falex could see me now! Doing stunts with hover-pods is 
nothing compared to this!  

It took less than a minute for the spacecraft to get over the boat. The 
Doctor looked down to see Slearsoos arguing with the boat’s driver. 
Dissention in the ranks, it seemed.  

He let go off the chain and dropped.  
The Doctor landed in the boat with a thud, causing it to rock from 

side to side. The rocking was enough for the boat driver to be tipped 
over board. Slearsoos looked at the Doctor. 

Emotion was never easy to read on Ossoban features, but like their 
distant relatives, the Alpha Centaurians, their bodies were very 
demonstrative. The Ossoban before him was positively enervated. 

 ‘You have no idea what is happening,’ Slearsoos intoned, in a 
voice that reminded the Doctor of another race who had removed all 
emotion.  

‘I know enough. Enough to know that you are spying for the 
Cybermen!’ The Doctor was tired of shouting over the noise, so he 
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settled for projecting his voice naturally. ‘They won’t succeed you 
know!’  

‘The Cyber race will survive.’ 
It was a phrase the Doctor had heard many times; on Telos, on the 

Wheel… in a universe that no longer existed. It was a phrase he had 
openly opposed, but this time, hearing it from such a gentile race like 
the Ossobans… The Doctor felt his blood turn to ice. 

Slearsoos walked over to the Doctor. Despite the speed the boat 
was going shim did not struggle to keep hir balance. The Doctor 
noted this. Obviously the Cybermen must have done something to 
hir body, as well as her mind. 

‘Give up. You’re coming back to Alpha Centauri.’  
Slearsoos shook hir head. ‘No I am not, Doctor. I will die first.’  
The Doctor frowned. ‘What?’  
‘Even now I can feel the virus working its way up to my cerebral 

cortex. From the moment you landed on this boat the Cyber 
Controller sent out a signal. Soon I will be dead. The Cybermen leave 
nothing to chance.’ Shim titled hir head sideways, reminding the 
Doctor of a puppet whose string had been cut. ‘I have served my 
purpose. There are still others. You will not be able to find them all.’  

The Doctor grabbed hir as shim stumbled forward. ‘I know where 
they both are.’  

Slearsoos looked up at the Doctor, the colour fading from hir 
green skin. ‘There are three others.’  

‘Three?’  
Slearsoos nodded hir limp head. ‘Yes. You only know of two.’ The 

Doctor realised that shim was now speaking as hirself, the connection 
to the Cybermen having been severed. ‘Stop them, Ambassador. 
Please!’ shim hissed and then slumped to the floor of the boat, 
lifeless.  

The Doctor sat at a table in the back of the spacecraft. Alf came over 
and joined him. He looked up from the device he was playing with.  

‘What’s that?’ she asked.  
‘It will be an inhibitor. It should scramble the signal that the 

Cybermen are sending to their spies. Prevent any more of them 
dying.’ The Doctor indicated the cockpit. ‘Did you get to record the 
conversation I had with Slearsoos?’  

‘Yeah. Not too clear, but enough to be understood by the Senate.’  
‘Good.’ The Doctor nodded. ‘Good. Proof of Cybermen spies, but 

we still need proof about the Supreme Senator.’  
‘Next stop?’  
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‘Next stop is Peladon.’ The Doctor stood up and stretched. ‘Can 
you put me through to Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh on Draconia? I 
need to see how he is getting on.’  

‘Sure thing.’ Alf walked off back to the cockpit.  
While Alf was away the Doctor resumed his tinkering, his thoughts 

going back to what Slearsoos had said. Three others. He knew about 
two of them, but a third?  

Did she mean the Supreme Senator? Didn’t seem too likely, since 
shim had not had any contact with the Cybermen. So who else? 

The Doctor only hoped that the Cybermen were not aware that 
Slearsoos had shared that information with him during hir dying 
moments. If they were aware then it would make his task all the more 
difficult. 
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Part Two 

Alf called in from her cockpit. ‘We’ve got a secure channel open to 
Draconia.’ 

‘Thanks,’ the Doctor called back. He placed the finished inhibitor 
on the side and walked over to small communications portal that had 
been built into the back wall. The Doctor straightened his clothes and 
activated the portal. An image of Vorkuuthh appeared on the screen. 
The Draconian smiled as he saw the Doctor.  

‘Doctor, it is good to see you. I trust the first leg of your mission 
has been successful?’  

‘Depends on how you term successful, Vorkuuthh. I did get some 
more evidence but, alas, the price was high. It cost the life of one 
individual.’  

‘The Ossoban spy, I take it?’  
The Doctor nodded, images of Slearsoos dying in the boat filled 

his thoughts. Such a waste! ‘If shim was a spy. There’s something 
more going on, but I’m not sure what yet. I will transmit the 
testimony of Slearsoos to you now.’ The Doctor looked over to the 
cockpit entrance. ‘Alf!’ he called. ‘Transmit the file to Supreme 
Admiral Vorkuuthh’s terminal. Make sure it is encoded.’  

There was a sound from the cockpit, a sound of annoyance that 
the Doctor chose to ignore. ‘Yeah, I kind of worked that bit out, 
Professor. Thanks.’  

The Doctor frowned at Alf’s use of the term ‘professor’. He 
pushed his concerns aside in favour of the matter at hand and turned 
back to Vorkuuthh. ‘Sorry about that.’  

Vorkuuthh smiled. ‘It is of no concern, Doctor. Nick has not 
joined you on your mission?’  

‘No. He is, at present, no doubt convincing Emperor Izlyr of the 
need for the Martian Empire to accept the help of the Galactic 
Federation.’  

‘Always assuming we can convince the Senate to assist the Martian 
Empire,’ Vorkuuthh pointed out.  

The Doctor nodded, his face grim. ‘We must, Vorkuuthh. Have 
you explained everything to the God Empress Jaahkathna?’  

‘I have. She was not too happy to learn that I had kept such things 
from her.’  

The Doctor chuckled at this. It was not hard to imagine how 
Jaahkathna would have reacted. Such a strong young woman. Perfect 
for… The Doctor stopped chuckling. ‘I have just had a thought, 
Vorkuuthh. Tell me, has Jaahkathna agreed to assist me?’  

If Vorkuuthh was annoyed by the Doctor not using Jaahkathna’s 
proper title he did not show it. ‘Very much so. The God Empress 
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stills feels in your debt, Doctor, for clearing things up following her 
father’s death. Even now she is personally making sure that the 
Draconian flagship is ready for the trip to Alpha Centauri. The 
repercussions of your mission are of paramount importance to the 
God Empress.’ 

The Doctor smiled broadly. ‘That is capital! In that case can you 
please convey a message of equal importance to her? There is one 
more thing I require of her. Once I return to Alpha Centauri myself.’  

Vorkuuthh bowed. ‘My life at your command, Ambassador. What 
is your request?’  

The Doctor raised the collar of his long coat in an attempt to protect 
his ears from the relentless winds that swept across the surface of 
Peladon. He looked up at Mount Megeshra. It was an intensely 
foreboding place, grey and weather beaten. Perched high on top was 
the citadel of Peladon, the royal home of Peladon’s leaders for many 
generations. As the Doctor looked up at it he was reminded of the 
way the universe had been altered. This was not the planet he had 
heard so much about; it was barely a shadow of its original self. And 
this was how the Ice Warrior’s had left it.  

The Doctor shook his head, fearing that he may have made a 
mistake. The Ice Warriors were not to be trusted. They had raped this 
planet of all its value and dignity, and then fled back to their adopted 
planet. The Doctor knew for a fact that New Mars used to boast a 
thriving civilisation before the Ice Warriors had arrived there. It was 
certainly true to say that Vlaash and his fellows could be trusted, after 
all they had shunned their own people after what the Ice Warriors 
had done to Peladon.  

The Doctor just did not trust the rest of them. It was through his 
own foolish wisdom that Nick had been sent on a mission to New 
Mars.  

He let out a breath of air. Still, he thought, Nick should be safely 
home by now.  

‘Problem, Doctor?’  
The Doctor turned around to Alf, who was approaching him after 

having secured her ship. She now wore a long leather coat over her 
combat gear. Her hair was tied back, and her eyes were covered by 
dark glasses. The Doctor indicated the glasses.  

‘Sun glasses in this weather?’  
Alf smiled. ‘Nah, infrared. Figured they’d come in useful since we 

about to enter those caverns to get up there.’ She pointed up to the 
citadel. ‘You just know it is going to be well dark in those caverns.’  

The Doctor turned back to Mount Megeshra. ‘A wise move, Alf. 
Care to lead the way, then?’  
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‘Sure.’  
The Doctor watched her walk ahead towards the cavern entrance. 

He smiled. It was about time they got to know each other, and the 
last three days travelling from Ossobos to Peladon had been well 
spent. She still recalled nothing of her life before Alpha Centauri, but 
she could not deny that she felt comfortable around him. As if 
somehow she had known him all along. 

The Doctor had smiled at that.  
Alf looked back at him. ‘You coming or what?’ The Doctor 

nodded, and rushed up to her. ‘So, what’s troubling you then?’  
The Doctor sighed. ‘Many things, Alf. Perhaps I’ll tell you once we 

get off this planet.’ He glanced at her and smiled grimly. ‘But for now 
we need to find Moresh before the Cybermen deactivates him!’  

The people of Peladon had never favoured technology, and one 
hundred years of Federation membership had not changed that one 
bit. Yet in one room in a small home some miles away from Mount 
Megeshra technology was found in abundance. A woman stood in the 
doorway of the room in question, glaring at the technology around 
her.  

‘Moresh, it has to go!’  
Moresh was sitting at a table in front of a small metal box. His wife 

had no idea what it was; all she knew was that he spent far too much 
time with it. As far as she was concerned technology was technology 
was technology. Her husband sighed and turned around in his chair.  

‘No, Raishe, it must stay.’  
Raishe remained by the door and waited for Moresh to come over 

to her. Moresh was a good foot taller than she was. She ran a hand 
through his skunk-like hair. Moresh took Raishe’s hand and looked 
into her big almond eyes. As he spoke to her, Raishe decided that this 
time she would not give in to his smooth talking ways.  

‘Wife, I have explained before. If not for this technology then I 
would still be away most nights, working on Alpha Centauri or on 
some assignment for the Galactic Federation. You know this is true.’  

Raishe looked up at her husband defiantly. Her husband had 
explained to her that the technology he had brought back with him 
allowed him to remain in contact with the Federation. She did not 
know why he wanted to remain in touch with them; after all there 
was plenty of work to be done on Peladon.  

‘But it is wrong! Technology has brought nothing but misery to 
Peladon. Look what the Martians did to our planet with their 
technology.’ She stepped away from him. ‘And the Galactic 
Federation has done no better by us. Where were they when our 
planet was raped?’  
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Moresh sighed. It was an old argument, and still they failed to find 
any common ground. They both stood there, daring the other to 
speak first. Raishe loathed the atmosphere that was between them 
these days. But she would not back down. It had been going on for 
too long.  

Without a word the emotion fell from Moresh’s face, and his eyes 
went cold. He turned away from Raishe and walked back to his 
precious technology. As she watched him carry on with his business, 
Raishe could feel her heart pounding. A dark thought hit her.  

This is not Moresh.  
It was not the first time she had had such a thought, but the 

certainty of it suddenly slammed into her. That was why the 
atmosphere was so tense. Since he had returned from his secret 
mission months back Moresh had become another man. A cold, 
emotionless man. At times he tried to hide it, showing Raishe 
tenderness and love, but those times were few and far between.  

Raishe took a deep breath and made a decision. It was time to talk 
to someone about it. And there was only one person she trusted 
enough.  

Kalevsha, the King’s daughter.  

‘I shall ask you this one last time. Who are you, and what are you 
doing on Peladon?’  

Alf looked down at the unconscious Doctor and shook her head. 
This was not going very well at all. They were making good progress 
through the caverns when they had been ambushed by two Pels. 
Slowly she raised her head to look at the imposing figure that was 
speaking at her. The tall figure backed away an inch. It wasn’t much, 
but it was enough to be noticeable to Alf, and enough to tell her that 
the dangerous look on her face was quite evident to the prat in front 
of her.  

‘I’m Alf, and the bloke on the floor is called the Federation 
Ambassador to Draconia, a Noble of Draconia.’ Alf looked over at a 
nearby guard and the gun he was holding. Her gun. Well even 
without it she’d make sure these blokes would learn that it was best 
not to piss her off.  

The tall man laughed. ‘I know the rest of the Federation thinks we 
Pels are idiots, but even I can see that man in not a Draconian.’ 

‘What, you deaf or something? I said he was their ambassador. 
And he’s here on behalf of the Galactic Federation Senate, you 
mong.’ 

 ‘The Federation Senate? Don’t be ridiculous. If they sent you here 
then King Garet would have been informed. He wasn’t.’  

‘Oh yeah? And how would you know?’  
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The tall man drew himself up to his full height with obvious pride. 
‘I would know, female, because I am the most trusted advisor to the 
king.’ He bowed before Alf, although it was more of a mocking bow 
than a regal one. ‘Chancellor Howerts, at your service.’ He stepped 
forward and poked a finger into Alf’s chest. ‘So who are you?’  

Alf stepped forward. ‘I’ve all ready told you,’ she said through 
clenched teeth. ‘All that hair blocking your hearing?’ 

Chancellor Howerts looked away with a laugh. An instant later he 
looked back at Alf sharply, the back of his hand crashing against her 
cheek. Alf staggered back, almost tumbling onto the floor. She 
managed to keep her balance. 

‘Think you’re something, do you?’ she shouted, and reached into 
her belt pouch. She withdrew a small blade. ‘Want to make something 
of it?’ Alf pointed the blade at Howerts. ‘Care to test just how lethal it 
is?’ She spun around and threw the blade at the guard who was 
sneaking up behind her. The guard dropped soundlessly, the gun 
falling out of his hand. Alf threw herself to the floor, rolled over, 
scoped the gun up, and ended up kneeling with the gun aimed 
directly at the Peladon Chancellor. ‘Well?’ she said, with a smile.  

Howerts raised his hands and stepped back. ‘Ah. I see you are 
persuasive with your positioning.’  

‘Too right, mate.’ Alf stood up, careful not to take the gun off 
Howerts. ‘Now as I said, we are on a mission for the Galactic 
Federation Senate.’  

‘Not quite true, Alf.’  
Alf glanced down at the Doctor, who was lifting himself off the 

floor. He had a nasty cut on his forehead where the Peladon guard 
has coshed him. When he was standing the Doctor dusted himself 
down and looked at the dead guard. He smiled grimly and turned to 
Alf. ‘Your work?’  

‘Yep. Of course the blade itself was a gift from a Draconian I once 
knew. Always knew it would come in useful.’  

‘Hmm.’ The Doctor waved the gun away. ‘We won’t be needing 
that now, Alf. Enough people are going to die with this forthcoming 
war, no need to add more to the list if we can help it.’  

Alf shrugged. ‘If you say so, Doctor.’ She slipped the gun into her 
belt and turned to retrieve her blade.  

‘You no longer pretend to be working on behalf of the Senate?’ 
Howerts lowered his hands and raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Going to 
admit that you have come to Peladon because you thought we are 
ripe for the picking.’  

The Doctor shook his head, and glanced at Alf. ‘Not the bit of it. 
Alf was right, we are here on behalf of the Galactic Federation, but 
we are not on a mission for them. They do not know I am here.’  
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‘Interesting. So, why are you here?’  
The Doctor stepped up to Howerts, coming almost level in height. 

Alf never realized the Doctor was so tall. It was probably his bulk, 
made him look shorter.  

‘There is a Cyberman spy on this planet, and I need to get to him 
before the Cybermen kill him.’  

Howerts laughed. ‘Oh, come now, Doctor. If there were a spy on 
Peladon the king and I would know about it.’  

‘If you knew about his presence, he wouldn’t be a very good spy 
would he?’  

‘Ah.’ Howerts looked away. ‘Good point.’  

‘That is simply unacceptable!’ King Garet leaned back in his throne 
and looked at the people assembled before him. Two offworlders and 
his chancellor. King Garet addressed Howerts. ‘You believe them?’  

Howerts looked at the Doctor and Alf while he considered his 
words. ‘On the journey through the caverns back to the throne room 
they have told me about their mission, Your Majesty.’ He looked up 
at the king on the throne. Howerts lowered his head slightly. ‘Yes, I 
believe them.’  

‘Very well.’ King Garet turned to address the offworlders. ‘I am 
not so convinced, Ambassador Doctor. Why would the Galactic 
Federation wish to ally themselves with the Martians? It makes no 
sense. The people of Peladon were once a proud race, until the 
Martians raped our planet. We simply cannot countenance an alliance 
with them again.’ 

‘Your Majesty, that was many decades ago,’ the Doctor said, ‘surely 
it is time for reparation?’ 

King Garet did not answer immediately, instead he allowed his 
blood to boil, then he stood up and walked over to the Doctor. ‘You 
can tell the Senate this, Ambassador. Peladon will withdraw from the 
Galactic Federation if an alliance is formed with the Martian 
Empire!’  

The female, Alf, smiled at Garet. He wasn’t sure he liked it, 
although he had to admit she was pleasing on the eye. ‘Where will 
you be without the Federation?’ she asked. Howerts stepped forward, 
no doubt to remind her that women were not allowed to speak in the 
royal court, but she cowered him with a look. Now it was Garet’s 
turn to hide his smile. ‘Screwed, that’s where,’ Alf continued.  

‘Alf!’  
She ignored the Doctor’s warning. ‘Without the Federation you’ll 

be open to more attacks than you can think of. There are a lot of 
bastards out there just waiting for the Federation to fall. Those 
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Martians who don’t hold with the Federation would just love to finish 
off what they began here!’  

King Garet turned away. Even Howerts was knocked into silence 
by Alf’s argument.  

The Doctor watched the king for a few moments. ‘Well?’ he asked, 
finally. ‘What do you say?’  

The king took his place on the throne. ‘What your female says is 
true, Ambassador. But I fear that if the Galactic Federation allies 
itself with the Martian Empire, and we remain a part of that 
Federation, my people will revolt against me. I must stand by my 
words. If an alliance is formed, Peladon will withdraw from the 
Galactic Federation.’  

The Doctor sighed. Alf nudged him in the hips. She motioned to 
the door. ‘Come on then, let’s get out of here. We’ll have to find this 
Moresh bloke on our own.’  

‘Moresh?’  
The Doctor looked up at the king. ‘Yes, Your Majesty. Federation 

Delegate Moresh is the Cyberman’s spy on this planet. He was 
compromised during a secret mission to Nova Mondas a while back.’  

The king was silent, his face betraying the many thoughts that were 
running through his mind. ‘My daughter and Moresh’s wife are very 
good friends. Only a matter of hours ago they spoke about Moresh to 
me. His wife fears he is not himself, that he has changed since he 
returned to Peladon.’  

The Doctor stepped up to the throne. ‘Yes! And now you know 
why. The Cybermen are using him.’ He looked over at Alf, then back 
at King Garet. ‘We must be taken to him. Now!’  

The king sighed. ‘Chancellor Howerts will show you where Moresh 
lives.’  

Moresh continued to sit at the table, watching the image on the 
screen before him. It showed an Ossoban in full Federation regalia. 
The Supreme Senator of the Galactic Federation.  

‘You must send your forces out here now. The Doctor is getting 
too close to the truth,’ the voice of Moresh said, although the words 
spoken were not his.  

Oolianeeka shook hir head. ‘No, that is not possible. So far I have 
done everything I can to assist the Cyber race, but to send out a force 
of ships to Peladon to stop the Doctor… Well, that would require a 
meeting with the Senate. We must move silently if the Cyber race is 
to succeed.’  

‘That is correct. We have lost one communication device on 
Ossobos. It seems logical that the Doctor will track down the other 
two. If he does we will have to lose those also.’  
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‘Then send out the signal. Activate your last communication 
device. The Doctor would never expect that one. How could he?’  

Moresh was silent, while the Cyber Controller on Nova Mondas 
considered Oolianeeka’s words. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I shall advance the 
plan. You are instructed to comply.’  

And with that Moresh turned off the transmitter. He sat in silence, 
while the Controller returned his presence to the back of Moresh’s 
mind. To be a successful communication device, the Moresh Unit 
had to maintain an illusion of normality with the people of Peladon.  

Moresh blinked as he came to his senses. He stood up, all set to go 
and see his wife when the door was thrown open. In the doorway 
stood Chancellor Howerts, two guards and two people that Moresh 
did not know.  

‘Stay where you are,’ Howerts said.  
The guards walked in to the room and drew their swords.  
‘What’s going on?’ Moresh asked.  
The large man in the long coat stepped into the room. He held a 

small device in his hands and flicked a switch. Moresh reached for his 
head, feeling a stabbing pain in the back of his mind. He staggered 
backwards.  

The large man walked over to him. ‘Moresh, you must tell us what 
is happening. What are the Cybermen planning?’  

Moresh was confused. ‘The Cybermen?’  
‘Yes. They are in there!’ The large man poked a stubby finger at 

Moresh’s head. ‘You can access the information. Do it!’  
Moresh blinked. Blood dripped out of his nose. ‘I…’ He closed his 

eyes and heard another voice speak to him. He opened his eyes, his 
vision all blurred. ‘I don’t understand. What is going on?’  

‘The Cybermen have turned you into their spy, Moresh. They did it 
to you when you entered the Mondas system. Do you remember?’  

Moresh did remember. The pods in the cargo bay on the delegate 
ship. The Cybermen in the pods. Delegate Runt being killed. The 
Cybermen drilling into the back of their heads.  

‘By Aggedor’s beard, no!’ Moresh fell back, hitting the table. ‘What 
have they done to me?’  

‘Doctor!’  
The large man, the Doctor, looked over at the female. She was 

pointing at Moresh. The Doctor looked at him, then at the device in 
his hand. ‘Oh no, the signal is too strong!’ The Doctor grabbed 
Moresh by the arms. ‘Moresh! Tell me! What is the Supreme Senator 
up to?’  

‘He…’ Moresh closed his eyes, feeling the life drain out of his legs. 
‘He’s keeping the Federation out of the Mondas system, giving the 
Cybermen time to build up their army.’ Moresh opened his eyes. ‘Oh 
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no. He’s going to let the Cybermen destroy Alpha Centauri. Doctor, 
the Supreme Senator is going to lower all the defences in the Alpha 
Centauri system!’  

The Doctor looked back at the girl. ‘Alf, get back to your ship! 
Send the recording of this to Vorkuuthh!’  

‘Right!’ The girl ran out of the room.  
Moresh nearly flopped to the floor, and would have done but for 

the support of the Doctor. The edge of his vision was going black. 
Only by concentrating could Moresh make out the Doctor at all.  

‘What’s happening to me?’  
The Doctor looked very sad, defeated. ‘You’re dying, Moresh. The 

Cybermen have no further use for you.’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. Know 
this, though, you may have helped save the Federation.’  

The last thought that went through Moresh’s mind was, Peladon 
does count within the Federation. I knew it! 

Alf set the autopilot on a direct course for Taureas II (another two 
days away at best speed – she really needed to get a faster ship!) and 
returned to the rear of her ship. She found the Doctor still sitting at 
the battered metal table. Just like he was when she had left him. His 
elbows were resting on the table, with his chin resting on his fist. A 
thoughtful stance if ever Alf had seen one.  

‘Penny for them?’  
The Doctor did not respond. Alf shrugged and walked over to the 

drink dispenser. Once she had got herself a drink she sat down next 
to the Doctor and nudged him in the ribs.  

‘How’s things with the Supreme Admiral?’  
The Doctor glanced at Alf out of the side of his eyes, but he did 

not move his head one inch. ‘Vorkuuthh conveyed his acceptance of 
the evidence from Moresh, and has informed me that the Draconian 
flagship is almost at Alpha Centauri.’ 

‘Good. But, you know, Professor, you don’t need to talk to me like 
I am one the Senate members. This is me! Alf! Come on, speak to 
me.’  

The Doctor frowned. ‘Why do you keep on calling me that, Alf? 
“Professor”?’ Now he did turn his head, but only slightly. ‘And you 
have this habit of talking to me like we are old friends.’  

‘I know.’ Alf shook her head. ‘Dunno why, though. Just keep on 
getting this feeling that I have known you for a long time, you know, 
like I said the other day.’ 

‘Hmm.’ The Doctor sat back in the seat, coming to some kind of 
decision. ‘Do you remember our first encounter?’  

Alf thought about this. ‘Well, as I remember you helped smooth 
things for Vlaash and his mates when they came back to IC5486. I 
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was well impressed with that. Got me and Nick speaking more, too.’ 
She smiled, nodding her head. ‘Yeah, that was the first time.’  

‘You sure? You saw Nick, Falex and I in that restaurant and bar 
before that. You were talking to… a man.’  

‘Of course! Yeah, I remember that, I was talking to Vasek. He got 
me the job at IC5486, you know?’ 

‘Did he now?’ The Doctor rubbed his beard thoughtfully. ‘Vasek, 
eh? Slavic for “victorious”.’ At this he started laughing. ‘A slightly 
better choice than his last name, I hope,’ he mumbled to himself. 

Alf frowned. ‘You knew him, yeah?’ The Doctor nodded. ‘Right, 
he seemed to know you, too.’ 

‘Yes, we are… old friends.’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘Anyway, 
that was not the first time we met, Alf.’  

‘It wasn’t?’  
‘No. We met a short while before that. You first met us in the 

underwater plaza on Alpha Centauri; you were with another version 
of me.’ Seeing the look of confusion on Alf’s face, the Doctor 
continued. ‘I am a Time Lord, Alf. Time Lords have the ability to 
regenerate - change their physical appearance - whenever the present 
body gets too old or too badly damaged. The me you travelled with 
was a future version of me. From a possible future.’  

‘Wow.’ Alf rested her head in her hands. ‘This is pretty intense.’ 
She looked back up at the Doctor. ‘You sure?’  

‘Very. Which is probably why you have this connection with me. 
Even though the Doctor you travelled with is only a possible future 
me, you still recognise the same person in me as I am now. On some 
subconscious level.’  

‘So, I come from your future?’  
The Doctor smiled and patted Alf’s knee. ‘That’s right. Well, a 

potential future.’  
Alf stood up and smiled. ‘I like that. Not sure if I believe you, 

Doctor, but it explains why I feel like I have known you for a long 
time. I’ll have to think that through some more, eh? Mind expanding 
stuff.’  

‘Very.’  
‘Mind you, that’s not what was on your mind when I walked in 

here, was it?’  
The Doctor’s smile faded. ‘No. I was thinking about Slearsoos, 

Moresh, and Peladon. This whole reality is wrong. People are dying 
because the Cybermen are more powerful now than they ever should 
have been.’ He slammed his fist on the table. ‘The line must be 
drawn! Now!’  

Alf nodded. ‘One more spy to go, then.’  
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‘Yes. On Taureas II no less. Falex’s home planet.’ The Doctor’s 
gaze seemed to go elsewhere for a few moments. He frowned and 
looked at Alf. ‘I’ve just had a thought. Taurean family names are used 
first, passed down through the females. The opposite of how it is on 
your world.’  

Alf shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t know. Never been to Taureas II. Only 
Taurean I have spoken to at any length has been Falex.’  

‘Yes,’ the Doctor said slowly. ‘Rahlena Falex is his full name. 
Family name passed on from his mother, of course. Now, guess the 
name of the Cyberman spy on Taureas II?’ Before Alf could even 
think about it the Doctor bellowed out, ‘Rahlena Theahmin!’ He 
noticed the shock on Alf’s face. ‘Sorry, I tend to forget how loud I 
can be. But the point is Falex and Theahmin must come from the 
same family.’ The Doctor picked the inhibitor off the table. ‘I have to 
increase the strength of this thing. There is no way I am going to let 
someone else be killed off by the Cybermen. Falex has all ready lost 
his mother, I’ll be damned if he’ll lose another relative!’  

Alf nodded, loss is something she understood. Ever since coming 
to in that plaza half a year ago she’d been living with the feeling of 
having lost something. Her entire past, except odd random 
memories, had always been unknown to her. But now, it seemed the 
one link to her past was the Doctor’s future. 

Alf stood up. ‘I’m gonna go and catch some zeds, ship’s on 
autopilot so there shouldn’t be any drama. If there is, though, wake 
me, yeah?’ 

The Doctor didn’t even glance up. ‘Of course, Alf, of course.’ 
Right, Alf thought as she walked out of the small room, I got a lot to 

sleep on. 

Alf stood outside the Central Registration Office while the Doctor 
was inside arguing with a woman of greater bulk than he. What was it 
with the officials on these Federation worlds? Alf received many a 
curious glance from the people who passed her by, but most of the 
time she was ignored. No, strike that, not ignored, it was more like 
they were trying to not attract her attention.  

Strange people. 
Finally the door opened and the Doctor stepped out. He looked 

back at the office with a snare, then walked off leaving Alf standing 
there. Alf watched him go, then yelled out to him. He looked back, 
tapping his imaginary watch. Alf rushed over to him.  

‘Ere, Doctor, have you noticed how there are no children about on 
this planet?’  

The Doctor looked around. ‘School time?’  
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Alf nodded, not really convinced. ‘Right. And no nippers either? 
No parents taking their kids out for the day.’  

‘Alf, you have to remember that not everywhere is like Earth. Each 
planet has different rules and customs. Taureans are looked down 
upon by most other races in the Federation. A very exploited race 
that does not like outsiders much.’  

‘That explains the looks I’ve been getting.’  
The Doctor smiled ruefully. ‘Yes. Also explains why that lady in 

there was not being very helpful.’ He chuckled. ‘Still, I put her in 
contact with Vorkuuthh and we both convinced her of the 
seriousness of my mission. She soon handed me the information I 
needed.’  

Alf looked around the busy street. It reminded her a lot of Earth. 
Roads bogged down by vehicles of all descriptions, buildings 
everywhere. Yes, very Earth-like. ‘Where to then?’  

The Doctor pointed to a shop. ‘She lives above that shop there. 
Come on.’  

The Doctor raised a hand to knock on the door, but before his fist 
could strike the door was opened. A young woman stood there. She 
was bald, with an intricate tattoo running from the top of her head 
down her neck. Her clothing was designed for comfort; a simple one 
piece dress that gave off a sense of dignity and peace. The woman 
smiled sweetly at the Doctor and Alf.  

‘Doctor, I have been expecting you.’  
The Doctor’s mouth fell open in surprise. Alf laughed.  
‘Would you like to come in?’  

Theahmin led the Doctor and Alf into the living room. Alf looked 
around, impressed at the cosiness of it all.  

Theahmin indicated a couch. ‘Would you care to sit down? I have 
rartef tea prepared for you both.’  

Alf noticed the tea sitting on the small table in front of the couch. 
She shrugged. ‘Come on then, Doctor. No need to be impolite.’  

They both sat down and waited while Theahmin poured them 
some tea. The Doctor picked up a cup and sipped the tea, all the time 
being watched by Theahmin like she was an expecting mother. The 
Doctor smiled.  

‘Capital! Yes, very nice tea. Thank you.’  
Theahmin bowed. ‘You are welcome, Doctor. I suspect you have 

some questions.’  
‘Yes, just a few.’  
Theahmin smiled sweetly, and blinked. ‘I suspect your first is how 

did I know to expect you?’  



 

30 

‘No.’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘First thing I want to know is, 
are you related to Rahlena Falex?’  

Now it was Theahmin’s turn to look surprised. She tilted her head 
to one side. ‘He is my nephew, Doctor. Have you seen his mother?’  

The Doctor’s smile faded. ‘Yes. I am afraid that she is dead.’ 
‘Oh dear.’ Theahmin bowed her head and walked over to a chair. 

She sat down, then looked across to the Doctor. ‘Where? When?’  
‘On Ossobos, over six months ago. She had Falex with her. We 

were able to save him.’ The Doctor frowned. ‘We have been looking 
after him ever since. The authorities were going to return him, but… 
it never occurred to me that he would have other family.’  

‘Falex is in your care?’ Theahmin leaned forward urgently. ‘Is he on 
Taureas II?’  

‘No. He is on Alpha Centauri.’  
Theahmin sighed. ‘Then we must be thankful for small mercies. 

You must return him here immediately, Doctor. Falex’s place is with 
his own people, it’s not safe for someone like him to be off Taureas 
II at his age.’ 

‘Someone like him?’ 
Theahmin looked away. ‘I’ve said too much,’ she said, then turned 

back to the Doctor. ‘Please, bring him home.’  
This news brought a sad look to the Doctor’s face. ‘Yes. I shall 

miss him. I will return him as soon as possible. Right now I have 
more important things to do.’  

Theahmin shook her head. ‘Make it sooner than later, Doctor. For 
Falex’s sake.’  

‘Why?’ Alf asked. 
The Doctor shushed her. ‘Not now.’ He turned to Theahmin. ‘So 

how did you know to expect me?’  
‘Because the Cybermen have been using me as a spy, Doctor. Of 

course, you know this, which is why you are here. As you must know, 
Taureans have great mental powers. I became aware of the 
Cybermen’s influence a few months ago, and since then I have been 
consciously aware of them I have been able to block their signals.’ 
Theahmin grinned. ‘I have been sending them false information, 
while at the same learning all about their plans.’ She got up and 
walked over to a small wooden unit. Out of it she took a small 
package. ‘For you, Doctor. It is my recorded testimony, containing all 
I know about the Cybermen’s plans. It should prove very helpful 
when you return to Alpha Centauri.’  

The Doctor got up and accepted the package. ‘Thank you. But 
wouldn’t it be better if you came back with me?’  

Theahmin shook her head. ‘No. I must stay here, continue to 
convince the Cybermen that I am still working for them. Keep them 
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off your trail. You see, they know you are heading to this planet. I can 
convince them that you never made it.’  

‘In that case, I thank you again.’ He turned to Alf. ‘We really 
should go. We are running on a tight schedule.’ Alf stood, and the 
Doctor turned back to Theahmin. ‘I shall return Falex as soon as I 
can.’  

‘Good luck, Doctor.’  
The Doctor smiled and led Alf to the door. As the door was 

opened Theahmin called the Doctor back. She asked for Alf to wait 
outside. Alf and the Doctor exchanged glances.  

‘It’s okay. I’ll be with you in a minute. Take this.’ The Doctor 
handed Alf the package. She left the house and the Doctor closed the 
door. He turned to Theahmin. ‘What is it?’  

‘As you know, there is one remaining spy. A communication unit 
has been placed in another being, Doctor, and something more.’ 

The Doctor nodded. ‘Yes. Slearsoos mentioned this to me before 
shim became useless to the Cybermen.’  

Theahmin stepped up to the him. ‘Yes, I know. Doctor, Slearsoos 
did not know everything.’ She pointed to the Doctor’s head. ‘It’s all 
in there.’ 

The Doctor stepped out of Alf’s ship first, his face still covered in a 
dark cloud. Alf followed him out. For the entire trip back to Alpha 
Centauri the Doctor had barely said a word to Alf; six days of virtual 
silence. Whatever Theahmin had said to him had struck deep. 

‘Will you be okay?’ she asked.  
The Doctor looked back. ‘What?’ He blinked. ‘Oh, yes. I’ll be fine.’ 

He lifted the package. ‘With this, plus the evidence Vorkuuthh has, it 
will be a small matter to expose the Supreme Senator and depose 
him.’  

The door to landing pad-c opened and several Draconians entered. 
The Doctor turned to them. Three guards protected the God 
Empress Jaahkathna, while Vorkuuthh walked up to the Doctor. He 
held out his hand in a very human fashion.  

‘Doctor it is good to see you.’  
The Doctor took Vorkuuthh’s hand. ‘Yes, and it is good to see 

you.’ He walked over to Jaahkathna and bowed before her. ‘My life at 
your command, God Empress.’  

Jaahkathna smiled. ‘Thank you, Doctor. I am ready. Shall we go?’  
‘Yes. But one thing first.’ The Doctor walked back to Alf. ‘Thanks 

for all your help in this mission. Now can I suggest you get this ship 
ready for war? It’d be good to know that I have you on our side.’  
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‘Sure thing, Doctor. I’ll be ready.’ Alf looked over at the 
Draconians. ‘You’d best be going. I’ll probably catch you later at your 
shop. Gotta catch up with Nick.’  

The Doctor nodded. ‘Okay. Meet you there.’ With that he turned 
and left the landing pad with the Draconians.  

* 
The Doctor returned to his shop late that night, feeling exhausted. 
And troubled. It had been a very full few weeks since he was last on 
Alpha Centauri. The Doctor had forgotten how tiring space travel 
could be; he much preferred time travel. So much easier, and less 
stressful.  

He was exhausted by the endless debates at the Senate. Using the 
information he had gleaned on his mission, overthrowing the 
Supreme Senator had been swift and just. Even now Oolianeeka was 
in prison, awaiting hir trial. Of course, with shim deposed there was a 
gap at the summit of the Galactic Federation Senate. Many senators 
recommended that the Doctor take the position, but it was not one 
he was willing to accept. Besides which the Doctor had always 
intended that Jaahkathna take over the Senate as a temporary 
measure. At least until the war was over.  

The Doctor frowned. There were no lights on in the shop when he 
entered, which was very unusual. He had expected Nick and Falex to 
be waiting for him when he returned. Instead all he found was 
Enalc’karnip sitting at a small table next to the sixth wall. Neither 
Enalc’karnip nor the Doctor needed much light so they did not 
bother switching the lights on.  

‘Where’s Nick?’  
Enalc’karnip spoke softly. ‘He has not returned from his mission 

for the Martians. I have been in touch with them on your behalf, but 
they refuse to comment.’  

‘They left weeks ago. How can they still be on their mission?’ The 
Doctor knew the Ice Warriors could not be trusted. Well then, once 
he was rested he would see about that himself. ‘Where’s Falex?’  

This time Enalc’karnip’s voice faltered. ‘Ah. It would seem that 
Master Falex went with Nick on his mission.’  

The Doctor's shackles began to rise at that, but before he could say 
anything further the door opened and both men turned to look. Alf 
stood in the doorway, smiling.  

‘Hi, Doctor. Where’s Nick, then?’  
The Doctor glanced at Enalc’karnip then back at Alf. He was not 

happy about this latest development. Not happy at all. ‘That, Alf, is 
what we would all like to know.’  
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The Doctor took a deep breath. He was standing outside his shop, 
looking up at the Centaurian night sky, paying no attention to the 
endless vehicles that flew passed. He was looking at the stars beyond, 
and even beyond them. His mind was drifting backwards in time to 
the future Alpha Centauri he had seen months ago.  

In his mind’s eye he could still see the future Cyber Controller 
using the validium to contact him telepathically. He could feel a 
Cyberman drilling into the back of his skull, followed by his waking 
up in that cell with Enalc’karnip, believing the Cybermen’s attempt to 
convert him had failed.  

The Doctor closed his eyes and thought of his recent trip to Nova 
Mondas, of the way the Cyber Controller had been aware of his plan. 
The Controller of the future had put a chip in his head, and the 
Controller of the present had learned about it during the Doctor’s 
brief link with the time vortex.  

Even now the Doctor could still see Theahmin pointing at his 
head, and the words she spoke haunted him.  

‘Short of killing yourself, there is no way to remove it. When the 
Cybermen are ready, you will be activated.’  
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Part One 

Nick reclined his seat further to take full advantage of the legroom. 
He was tired. So very tired. The anxiety of the previous few days was 
taking its toll and he was now glad of the rest.  

‘Would you care for a drink, Mr Bloke?’ The attendant, Freya, 
smiled, tray in hand.  

Nick smiled. ‘No, thanks anyway. Maybe later.’  
The curvy Peladon female smiled as she ambled off to the next 

passenger, leaving him to his thoughts.  
His weary body relaxed further as his over-active mind replayed his 

last conversation with the Doctor. How he had explained the benefits 
of being allies with the Martians. How his acquaintance with Vlaash 
had become a good friendship. The more he learned of their history 
and warrior ways the more he liked Vlaash and the Martians as a race. 
The benefits of their support in the Federation would make the 
reckoning with the Cybermen that much more even. The Doctor had 
waved him off, wondering how were the Martians and the Federation 
ever going to find middle ground?  

Nick tensed. In his anger he turned the argument back on to the 
Doctor. He was the one who could put in a good word with the 
Federation Senate, after all the Doctor was the Federation 
Ambassador to Draconia; the Doctor thought about it for a second, 
then agreed. But who was to put in a good word with the Martian 
War Council? Nick’s mouth had opened and shut like a demented 
fish for a second, then he had smiled. Awkwardly. Caught like a rat in 
his own trap, prickles running down his spine. The Doctor had 
continued; ‘Who ever goes to New Mars will need someone with the 
authority to gain an audience with the Emperor Izlyr.’  

Nick looked up, broken from his memories, remembering his 
responsibility. 

Falex was sitting with the jovial merchant, Gil, in a booth opposite 
him across the lounge. He lay back.  

Falex had found Nick in the park just off the Central Plaza, and pointed out 
that the Doctor had implied Nick should go to New Mars. Falex was getting so 
mature in his mannerisms and speech that anyone who didn’t know him thought 
he could have been pretentious in his child’s body. Nick had known what the 
Doctor had been implying and explained they would have to break Vlaash out of 
the internment camp and pinch a ship or some such thing and head to New Mars 
PDQ!  

Falex had ‘ooooh’d’ at him, as if not really understanding the full implications 
of the whole situation.  
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They had sat there in the park for several more hours, in silence, watching the 
world go by. Thinking.  

He had assumed Falex was watching the strange mixture of races going about 
their daily business. But as he turned to look at the kid, Falex was staring 
intently at him.  

‘I suppose you’d best go and see them, then,’ Falex had said. Nick had pulled 
a ‘what are you talking about’ face, so Falex had pointed out, ‘Alf and Vlaash.’  

Falex had gone home leaving him to head off to Internment Camp 5486.  
There she was at her usual desk. Alf. The only other human in the Universe. 

She was looking slightly uncomfortable today, as if she was sharing his burden in 
some telepathic way. She smiled awkwardly as she buzzed him through, but said 
nothing. As a regular prison visitor no one batted an eyelid at his appearance, 
warder and prisoner alike. 

He had found Vlaash in discussion with several other Martians. A small 
grimace-like smile broke across his helmeted face. That had eased his tension, 
slightly. They had made small talk for a while until the conversation had got 
around to politics. Nick had relayed his conversation with the Doctor and how he 
had thought the Martians would make a good ally for the Federation in the war 
against the Cybermen and how the Doctor needed someone to go to New Mars 
blah, blah, blah.  

Vlaash was smiling once again, and reminded Nick that as High Priest of the 
Temple of Oras he could get him an audience with Emperor Izlyr…  

‘Maybe you should go to bed, Nick.’ Falex nudged him awake.  
‘It’s just space-lag,’ he replied. ‘Do you want something to eat?’  
‘No thanks, I ate with Gilly.’  
This boy was too trusting. It seemed to him everyone on this flight 

was rather shifty. Gil was a businessman from Gammadore. He 
seemed friendly enough and had made friends with Falex quite 
quickly. Falex began rubbing his eyes.  

‘Time for bed then, matey.’  
Falex reluctantly agreed. ‘Will you tell me a story?’  
They made for the door.  
‘Yeah, mate, what do you want?’ Another passenger entering the 

lounge stopped them. Both smiled awkwardly at the tall Qux, who 
just stared through them.  

‘Don’t mind me,’ Nick muttered as he closed the door behind 
him.  

Falex jumped onto the bed. He had cleaned his teeth and was dressed 
in his pyjamas. Nick reclined at the bottom of the bunk, waiting. He 
helped tuck Falex in.  

‘Now then, this story involves a jailbreak and race to the 
Spaceport, fleeing from the local constabulary.’ Nick had placed 
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excitement in every word that made the kid’s orange eyes glow with 
anticipation.  

‘Was this before I met up with you?’  
Nick smiled. ‘Uh-huh. You know I went to see Vlaash at the 

internment camp. Well, I went to get his opinion on how I could get 
a message to New Mars about a possible alliance. Vlaash was already 
planning an escape!’  

Falex’s eyes widened…  

The night before the breakout Nick had not slept at all. He had kept looking in 
on Falex but the conversation he had had with Vlaash kept haunting him.  

That day he had returned to Internment Camp 5486, been greeted by Alf, 
buzzed through as usual, and made his way to visit Vlaash.  

Nick had finished talking to Ssaard and had found Vlaash. They sat down 
and chatted for a while. During the conversation Vlaash told him to be ready. 
The adrenalin had pumped through his tired body. Then it all kicked off.  

A loud eruption blew out the barred windows of the laundry, followed by a 
huge cheer from the warriors surrounding him. Vlaash motioned him to follow 
through the hubbub of the crowd, who, it now seemed, were fighting with each 
other.  

Nick swallowed hard and drew himself up to his full height. They headed 
towards the security office.  

The security guards started pouring onto the observation deck above the 
recreation area, armed. The loud speakers started blaring, demanding peace and 
order.  

They reached the door. It was open! They slipped through into the security 
corridor that ran parallel with Alf’s office. Vlaash stopped ahead of him. They 
had come face to face with a uniformed man!  

Alf was behind the man, presumably Alf’s commanding officer, who was 
viewing figures on a screen. Whether he was organising the troops from her office it 
was uncertain, but from the reactions of all concerned it was clear he was not 
supposed to be there.  

He had looked up, the shock drawing across his face as he saw the seven-foot 
tall green giant standing in front of him.  

‘Stay where you are!’ The soldier said forcefully, more automatically than 
sounding a part of his character. He looked young but his movements implied he 
had the experience of a textbook soldier.  

Vlaash grabbed Nick by the neck (much to Nick’s surprise) almost shaking 
him like a rag-doll. He remembered how the lights almost went out in the world.  

A hostage situation. Cool!  
No one spoke for a moment. The officer looked furtively down the corridor 

behind Vlaash to see if anyone else was intending to make an escape. He pressed 
the controls quickly to ensure nobody else would. The internment camp commander 
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gave a quick glance to Alf as if asking what he should do. Alf just looked back 
awkwardly.  

‘Stand away!’ Vlaash said to the guard sternly, holding Nick by the neck. 
His other hand descended onto the top of Nick’s head, ready to twist. Nick had 
yelped like a puppy.  

The guard stepped back, slowly, hand ready to pull his staser from its holster. 
He then promptly crumpled to the floor. Alf had beaten him to the draw and had 
thumped him with the butt of her staser on the back of the head.  

‘He was going for his gun.’ She looked up subtly at the camera on the wall. 
‘Please don’t kill the hostage.’ Her demeanour had completely changed. She knew 
this was going to happen - she was in on it! The look on Alf’s face was amazing. 
The spark in her eyes, the sly smile, her lips. Oh, her lips! She was doing it for the 
camera of course.  

The security door buzzed open. Vlaash dragged Nick through. All the time 
Nick’s eyes were on Alf. As they got to the main door he watched her raise her 
staser again and fired. Not at them but at the camera. The spherical machine 
hung limply from the ceiling, smouldering. Nick’s amazement was quashed when 
Alf began calling to him.  

‘Oi! Nick!’  
Vlaash stopped. Both their attention was on their friend.  
‘Head for the spaceport, landing bay 49.’  
Nick called back. ‘What about you?’  
‘Don’t worry about me,’ Alf said with a smirk. ‘I’ll probably get the sack. 

Good luck,’ she added with a wink. 
* 

‘Why did only Vlaash escape, and not any of the others?’ Falex 
asked.  

Nick swallowed, ‘Well, the Martians in the internment camp are 
not just there as prisoners. They are there of their own free will…’  

‘Why?’  
‘They believe that as they swore an oath of allegiance to protect the 

Federation they are bound by honour to continue it. When New Mars 
broke its alliance with the Federation, Vlaash and his mates saw this 
as a great insult and their honour was tarnished. By staying on Alpha 
Centauri, even as prisoners, they believe they will be able to do good 
at some point in the future.’  

‘But why just Vlaash?’  
Nick huffed. ‘Vlaash is a high-ranking priest in the Martian 

Empire. Only he could get us an audience with Emperor Izlyr.’  
‘So the escape was organised over night?’  
‘Probably not. They’ve left the facility many times before. If they 

wanted to escape and leave Centauri they could, but they’re just 
waiting.’  
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‘For a good time to be friends with the Federation again,’ Falex 
confirmed.  

‘Yes, and restore their honour. Now back to the story. Where was 
I?’  

Nick and Vlaash raced their way across the square and between two closely built 
dwellings. The sirens of the police vehicles were now getting louder. Nick and 
Vlaash darted through the alleyways knocking into the shoppers and the wares 
out on display. A police float could be heard overhead. The fugitives ducked 
through a shop and out of sight from the air. They caught their breath and realised 
they were in a shop selling women’s clothing.  

‘Which is the best way to the spaceport?’ Vlaash asked.  
Nick was panting heavily and thinking, trying to remember the layout of the 

city from the map on Falex’s bedroom wall. The internment camp was on the 
outskirts of the city to the northwest. Honest Doc’s 2nd Hand Curio Shop was in 
the centre of the city on the north bank of the river. The Spaceport was in the 
southwest sector on the outskirts in a similar fashion to the camp.  

‘We have to head south, but it’s going to take ages.’  
They were about to head off again when a handful of armed police raced by, one 

hand on their holsters, the other waving their batons at unsuspecting locals. 
Vlaash looked at Nick. He returned the sentiment.  

‘Can I help you, gentlemen?’ the shop owner called to them.  
It was only then that Nick saw the dummies and mannequins lining the front 

of the shop, standing like sentries on duty. The storeowner was a purple haired 
humanoid standing behind the counter at the back of the long store.  

‘We’ll take these, thanks,’ Nick called back, grabbing two burkahs from the 
unsuspecting dummies. ‘We also need some… erm, dresses?’  

At this point Falex was chuckling lightly at Nick’s story, remembering 
him and Vlaash in women’s attire.  

‘That’s when I picked you up,’ Falex smiled  
‘It was,’ Nick agreed. ‘So, tell me. How did you find us before the 

police?’  
‘I sensed you were in danger. You needed my help. When I saw the 

news bulletin about an uprising in the internment camp I knew it was 
you.’  

‘But how did you know where to find us?’  
‘There are not many humans and Martians on Alpha Centauri. I 

homed in on your thoughts. It was easy.’  
‘And where did you get the money for the hover-pod?’  
‘Enalc’karnip gave it to me for selling that dreadful spider table.’ 

Nick left Falex tucked up and asleep in his cabin.  
In the hallway two of the other passengers were talking to each 

other. They were talking rather quietly. The first man stopped when 
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he saw Nick appear. The other man turned round and they both 
smiled, rather unconvincingly, in acknowledgement.  

Nick recognised the first man; Nasir, a swarthy man with a 
trimmed beard and stern eyes; the other a non-descript man in a blue 
tunic and widow’s peak. Both men looked human, but were probably 
from Peladon, though Nasir’s hair was jet black and the other man 
had brown hair. Neither had the telltale white markings in the scalp 
region.  

Nick smiled back, equally unconvincingly, and entered the cabin 
next door.  

Vlaash was still lying on his bunk, a tray of food discarded on the 
side. His right clamp-like hand was bandaged heavily. As Nick 
entered Vlaash tried to sit up.  

‘No you don’t, matey. You stay where you are.’ Nick pushed the 
Martian back onto the cushions.  

‘You could at least make me comfortable, not that I deserve it,’ 
Vlaash replied glumly.  

‘We’ve been through this all ready, Vlaash. That wound is the 
result of an act of honour. You are an honourable man. You have not 
lost any honour by protecting us. As the Emperor Izlyr himself said, 
“you are honourable”!’ 

‘My actions now are not. I feel…’ Vlaash thought for a moment. 
‘Dejected? I am hiding in my quarters with a serious wound and I am 
not prepared for battle.’  

‘If you think this is easy on you, mate, think again.’ Nick lowered 
his voice and became deadly serious. ‘You put yourself on the line for 
me, you took me to see the almighty emperor of the Martians, and 
you gave us a chance for peace. I was crapping my pants.’  

‘The Rite of the Worthy is open to all that choose it…’  
‘Me, Nick, the last human in the cosmos, seeks an audience with 

the leader of a foreign power for an alliance against the forces of the 
Cybermen. You support my belief that this is a good opportunity. 
And then when I am threatened with half of the Sword of Tuburr 
you use your own hand to stop the blade from cutting my bloody 
head off! That, mate, takes some serious honour, for which I will 
always be in your debt.’  

There was a pause.  
‘And I don’t like the idea of that. I’ve never been in anybody’s debt 

before. But you support me again by joining me on a mission for the 
Martian Empire, to prove the worthiness of the Federation to the 
Martian High Council by going to Mars…’  

‘It is also for peace,’ Vlaash said.  
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‘That was the furthest thing from my mind at that point. I was too 
worried that Izlyr, and Vaxrll, and all the other warlords were going 
to cut Falex and me into little pieces and feed us to a razor beast. 
How could I say no?’ Nick stopped and thought for a moment. 
‘You’re right. I did this for the peace of the galaxy. I’m tired of seeing 
death and destruction. I’ve been a human being for, what, a year 
maybe? And I hate it. The things we cling on to in a crisis are worth 
so much. If I help the Martians regain their ancestral home, then 
maybe it will help me to understand my human side. Your honour 
humbles me, mate, and I’m so scared that Falex is going to be hurt, 
too. 

‘I’m space lagged, I’m worn out, and I’m getting paranoid that 
everyone on this crate is out to get us and that bloody sword under 
the bed. And…’ Nick paused. ‘…I really want to see Alf again.’  

‘You will… my friend, and the Sword of Tuburr is not under my 
bed. It’s…’  

‘Don’t tell me, I don’t want to know. So long as it’s not under 
Falex’s bed.’  

‘No.’  
‘Good.’  
‘I am aware of the people on this vessel,’ Vlaash began, ‘and I feel 

the same way. We are on a mission of high importance. The 
Cybermen will have spies. The Empire’s intelligence, the Order of 
Suraass, has told me there are several races, of which the Gabrieldean 
are one, in the employ of the Cybermen. We must be wary of 
choosing new friends.’  

Nick finally sat down on a small stool by the built-in dressing table. 
‘So let’s go through who we’ve got on board. I want someone else’s 
opinion to confirm my suspicions. There’s Freya, the attendant.’  

‘A Pel.’  
‘That fat bloke from Gammadore…’  
‘Gil.’  
‘He’s being best mates with Falex. I certainly don’t trust him.’  
‘I’m sure the Taurean’s abilities will make him aware of impending 

danger.’  
‘Even so, I don’t like him. That other Pel, Nasir, was outside 

talking to the bloke in blue when I came in.’ 
‘Del Nasir is not a Pel. Though he bears a slight race resemblance 

to them. The man in the blue shirt is called Vaughn and is also not a 
Pel.’  

‘The Qux?’  
‘A Qux. Highly telepathic and a race with Federation 

membership.’  
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‘Highly telepathic. Do all highly telepathic races have huge big 
spam-heads, then?’  

Vlaash ignored the derogatory remark. ‘And finally, Captain 
Farbes, and Engineer Miitch.’  

‘Freya was talking to Nasir about him. I’ve also noticed Freya goes 
a bit weak-kneed when Farbes does his rounds.’  

‘Weak-kneed?’ Vlaash had difficulty with Nick’s terminology.  
‘She’s, erm, enamoured with him.’  
‘Oh’  
‘Look, we’ve got twelve hours until we hit Delta Prime, I’m gonna 

go back to my cabin and try to get some shut-eye. Falex is in bed and 
I’ve put the sensor on the door.’  

‘Noted. Goodnight, Nick.’  
‘Vlaash?’ Nick said.  
‘Yes?’  
‘Thanks, mate.’ Nick shut the door on his way out.  

Nick’s head was pounding with noise. As he slowly came round the 
red emergency lights were flashing in his cabin and the captain’s voice 
blaring over the radio.  

‘Would all guests kindly make their way to the lounge area? This is 
not a drill.’  

Vlaash knocked Nick’s door almost off its hinges as he entered and 
pulled the semi-sleeping human from his bed.  

‘Wake up, Nick. We’ve been attacked!’  
As the words began to finally register in his brain Nick began to 

reply. ‘By who? The Qux? Nasir?’  
‘No, outside the ship. We’ve been fired upon and we’ve been 

knocked off course.’  
‘Falex!’  
‘I’m here,’ the child called from behind the Martian’s bulk.  
‘Where’s the…’  
‘Safe,’ Vlaash responded quickly. ‘Now let’s get to the lounge. In a 

state of emergency it’ll be the safest place on the ship.’  
The three were knocked from wall to wall on their journey to the 

lounge. When they arrived they could see everyone was strapped into 
their seats in the central area away from the booths. Making a mental 
head count Nick noticed Gil was in his teddy bear pyjamas (what a 
plum!) and Vaughn was missing.  

Looking out the windows they could see the stars arcing to and fro 
while the captain fought to control the ship’s navigation system. The 
internal gravity stabilisers were a bit skewiff as the passengers and 
crew was thrown about like rag dolls.  
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Slowly, slowly, the ship calmed its rolling but the gravity seemed to 
intensify.  

‘Ladies and gentlemen, may I ask you to prepare for the brace 
position, as we are about to come in for what is known in the 
textbook as a crash landing!’  

‘BRACE! BRACE! BRACE!’  
The lights went out and Nick’s ears were filled with a high pitched 

squealing, and it wasn’t Gilly crying.  

The small pleasure yacht managed to correct its wide arcing course. 
The fins at the rear of the cylindrical body were badly charred and 
smoking. The tail fin was missing completely. The yacht straightened 
up but was losing power. It slowly turned and made its way limply to 
a small moon ahead of them.  

The moon came closer, closer, and the yacht came into land at an 
uncontrolled speed. Only half the retros fired, which turned the 
vessel at an angle. It scraped the ground and bounced. Again it hit the 
ground. Its nose cone was no longer up so the vessel was left to skid 
across the surface of the moon sending a wake of slurry up behind it.  

The yacht finally stopped.  

The lights in the lounge flicked back on slowly. There was a low 
murmur between the passengers. Nick was still half-asleep and had 
no physical connection with the events going on around him. That 
was until Gil piped up.  

‘What’s going on?’ 
Freya unclipped her own safety belt. Slightly dazed, she 

disappeared into the cockpit. Nick turned to Vlaash, then Falex. They 
were both all right. Nick stood and pushed his way out of the seated 
area and began to stretch his tiredness away.  

He had had enough now. Space-lag was getting him down. The 
Omnisci Cellworld, Alpha Centauri, New Mars. And now on their 
way to Delta Prime their ship is attacked! And still another leg to go. 
Every sinew in Nick’s body was itching to be free from artificial 
gravity and it was winding him up. He tried to loosen the tendons in 
his neck.  

Freya returned into the room. She was affected as much as the rest 
of the passengers, if not more so, and spoke with a nervous rattle in 
her voice.  

‘Could everyone please stay calm? Captain Farbes will be out 
shortly to confirm what happened, but could I ask you all to remain 
in your seats and be patient?’ 

‘Patient?’ Nasir spat back. ‘What the hell do you think you’re 
playing at? Is it true? Were we shot down? Who fired upon us?’  
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Nick started over at Nasir to shut him up more than anything.  
‘Please,’ Freya looked very upset now, on the point of bursting into 

tears. ‘Captain Farbes will answer your questions shortly. In the 
meantime, is anyone hurt? I will come round with the medic-kit 
now.’  

Nick felt sorry for Freya. With a ship full of testosterone she 
would not get much support from anyone, he thought. He crouched 
beside Falex and whispered in his ear. ‘Keep an eye on Freya.’  

Falex nodded and turned to give Nick a huge hug. ‘I’m scared, 
too.’ 

‘We all are, matey.’  
‘The Qux is not.’  
At that moment Captain Farbes entered the lounge. He was young 

looking for middle aged but Nick thought he was older than he really 
looked, purely by the lined eyes in an otherwise wrinkle-less face. 
Farbes remained silent until the passengers were silent. Like an 
authoritative schoolteacher Nick had read about, Farbes began to 
speak.  

‘I apologise for our somewhat rude diversion but we were fired 
upon by agents or aliens unknown.’ Farbes stopped Nasir from 
asking a question and continued. ‘Our engines were hit, as well as our 
stabilizers. We have been knocked off course, and off the main space 
lane by some way. The length of which I am trying to establish now. 
No pirates or mercenaries have been reported working in this area of 
space, but the emergency beacon is all ready working. Hopefully help 
will be here soon. I am instigating emergency procedures now, so I’d 
like everyone to go and get dressed and bring their bedding and 
necessary items back here quickly.’  

The ship listed backward violently throwing Captain Farbes into 
the front row of chairs and Nick into the rear wall. The other 
passengers were all seated and only yelped at the sudden movement. 
Both Captain Farbes and Nick recovered themselves and headed for 
the cockpit.  

The view out of the cockpit screen had become distorted. The 
ground was at a slight angle and several metres higher than it should 
have been. Farbes was in his seat at the front of the small console. 
The cockpit was big enough for two people, one behind the other, 
and Nick stood by the navigator’s post.  

‘What’s happening?’ Nick asked.  
‘We are sinking!’ 
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Part Two 

Captain Farbes worked the console in front of him quickly and with 
precision. He pressed an intercom and called for Miitch to get up to 
the bridge.  

‘Your name’s Nick Bloke, isn’t it?’ Farbes asked the man standing 
behind him.  

‘Yes,’ Nick replied, thinking he really needed to find a better 
surname. Perhaps he could take on Falex’s? Rahlena Nick? Hmm, 
might work… ‘Just call me Nick.’  

‘I need someone to calm the passengers and act as liaison. Miitch 
and I have a lot of work to do here and Freya won’t be able to handle 
it. I have jury-rigged the nav-com to locate our precise position.’ He 
flicked a switch and a stellar map popped up on the view-screen. ‘I 
think we are here, JS-439. There’s no indigenous life but this moon 
has a high density of water, which means we are sinking into the 
planetoid.’  

‘How far will we sink?’  
‘Not a lot by my reckoning.’ Farbes read from a smaller scanner. 

‘During the day the mud melts, but at night it freezes. The sun is 
setting now so it should take a while for us to stop moving. I have 
closed all the access hatches and external ports so the ship shouldn’t 
get any back flow of mud inside at all. We should just be under the 
surface of the mud so we will remain stable until sunrise.’  

‘Why can’t we start the engines?’  
‘Not enough power. I can only run two systems at a time. Life 

support is going down slowly. It will need to anyway, because if we’re 
running hot we will keep sinking. It will be getting cold quickly out 
there. And in here.’  

‘So, what you’re saying is we are sinking in a sea of mud that will 
freeze overnight, and kill us. And if that doesn’t finish us off we’ll 
sink further below the surface during the day cutting off any hopes of 
escape.’  

‘Yes.’  
‘Arse!’ Nick rubbed his eyes ‘We need an escape plan then.’  
‘Short-range scanners will be operational soon so I’ll try to map 

our position on the moon and locate where there is a safe place for us 
out there.’  

Miitch entered the room behind Nick and squeezed into the seat 
by the nav-com.  

‘We are sinking in frozen mud, Miitch, and we need to get out 
within the next few hours,’ Farbes said. ‘Any ideas?’ 

‘Jettison pods?’ Miitch suggested. ‘Give me a minute, I’ll think of 
something.’ He got up and left the bridge.  
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This was Nick’s first glimpse of Miitch. A tall, stocky black guy in 
green overalls. If Nick didn’t know better he would have sworn 
Miitch was human, but Freya had previously mentioned he originated 
from Thoros Alpha. It never ceased to amaze Nick how many Earth-
like races there were within the reach of the Federation; it was almost 
as if the universe was mocking the Cybermen. Or baiting them by 
displaying all the humanoid races they had yet to convert.  

‘Anything else?’ Nick asked, ignoring such disturbing thoughts.  
‘Try and keep everyone busy.’  

Everyone was making their way back to the lounge dressed in their 
clothes and carrying their duvets and personal items. Gil was carrying 
a huge holdall of stock he was planning to offload at Delta Prime. 
Nick was thinking of his new position and what he was going to say 
to the other passengers. His mind was also battling his fatigue. He 
was brought back to the real world when Miitch raced into the lounge 
and fell over Gil’s bag. Gil’s face turned from indignation to horror 
when Miitch began blathering.  

‘Vaughn is dead!’ Everyone’s attention was now focused on 
Miitch.  

‘He is in the escape pod with a… a…’ The words choked in 
Miitch’s throat, his face contorting into a mask of fear and shock. ‘A 
knife in his chest.’ He began sobbing.  

Nick beckoned Freya to come and comfort him. She wrapped a 
blanket around him and helped him into a booth. Nick got up and 
joined Vlaash at the door. Nasir arrived, arm laden, and noticed them 
pass through the opposite door. He glanced around the lounge, 
noticed the crying Miitch and, with a sneer, he followed Nick and 
Vlaash.  

The ship was more or less horizontal now as it settled in the mud, 
and Vlaash and Nick made their way down the corridor to a circular 
panel. Its doorway was half open and, peering in, Nick and Vlaash 
could see a black handled knife embedded in the chest of a blue-
shirted man. There was a dark stain surrounding the object and a 
masque of death on his face. Vaughn had died painfully.  

As Nick reached for the knife, Vlaash warned him from touching 
it.  

‘A poisoned blade has killed this man.’  
‘How do you know it was poisoned?’ Nick asked, slightly stunned 

at the scene.  
‘The blood around the knife has congealed very quickly. Also the 

handle of the knife is black. It is reminiscent of a weapon used by the 
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members of the Guild of Assassins. Touch that blade and it will 
detonate.’  

‘Guild of…? Assassins have guilds now?’ Nick nodded slowly. ‘I 
assume they’re not a part of the Federation, then.’ 

Vlaash almost smiled at that. ‘You would be correct.’  
‘Have you checked for other booby traps?’ Del Nasir added 

making the two of them turn sharply.  
Vlaash agreed. ‘If the pods were the only escape from here, then it 

would make sense to suppose that they have been tampered with.’  
Nick checked the systems and the log records, while Nasir checked 

the interface pad outside the pod. The pod doors slammed shut, 
locking the Nick and Vlaash in with the corpse. Before the shock of 
the predicament could set in the doors opened again. 

‘The ejection system is faulty,’ Nasir declared.  
‘Tosser!’ Nick pulled himself out of the pod and drew himself up 

to his full height, which was a couple of inches taller than Nasir. 
‘What do you think you’re playing at?’  

Nasir rolled his eyes and faced the blonde man in front of him.  
Vlaash intervened. ‘I think it would be wise if we placed this 

corpse in the cabin allocated to this person, but we must not touch 
the hilt of the knife.’  

‘Why don’t we just seal the pod and leave the corpse in there?’ Del 
Nasir wondered.  

Nick looked incredulous. ‘How can you say that? This bloke was a 
friend of yours and he’s dead! You are showing no remorse for that 
man, unless… you killed him.’  

‘I did not know that man, or kill him!’ Nasir replied with scorn in 
his voice.  

‘Yes you did. You were chatting to him last night in the corridor!’ 
A large green hand landed on Nick’s shoulder.  

‘Nick, we need to keep calm. Remember Falex. It has not been 
decided how we are going to leave this vessel yet. Let’s keep all 
options open to us.’  

Nick backed down. The two men and the Martian managed to pull 
the body out of the pod and, between them, carry it to the cabin once 
occupied by the dead man.  

As they left, Nick noticed Nasir hesitate in the cabin before finally 
deciding to leave.  

* 

The people in the lounge were now making themselves as 
comfortable as they could, in preparation for the oncoming cold. 
Captain Farbes had told his passengers about their plight in the 
freezing mud and that daylight was seven hours away. The captain’s 
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breath was already becoming visible. Falex also tested his breath. It, 
too, could be seen.  

In support of the captain, Nick advised everyone as calmly as he 
could about the death of Mr Vaughn. The manner in which he died 
was not revealed. He scanned every person in front of him. His voice 
was stern.  

‘I suggest we all pair up. I’m sure the person will not want to play 
their hand too quickly. After all, we could all end up all as stiff as a 
board in this tin can and never make it back to the civilisation. We’ve 
all got lives to get on with, money to make, jobs to do. We can help 
each other and save ourselves.’  

Nick noticed Farbes was more uncomfortable with the word 
‘money’ than anyone, especially Gil. He was nodding thoughtfully, 
clutching his bag. There were several sideways glances between the 
others. Except the Qux. He never made eye contact with anyone. He 
had very severe features and a huge balding head. One look from 
him, Nick thought, would be enough to kill anyone.  

‘A good idea. That’ll stop us from being lonely.’ Nick ignored 
Nasir’s sarcastic jibe.  

‘Falex,’ Nick called, ‘keep an eye on Freya. Vlaash, watch Miitch.’ 
Miitch was looking a lot better. Nick continued, ‘Nasir, pair up with 
Gil.’  

He gulped. The Qux’s eyes were boring into Nick. The Qux and 
Captain Farbes were the only other people, like himself, who had no 
partner. He could not lose face now that he was telling people what 
to do. He gulped again. Hard.  

‘You’re with me.’ He motioned to the Qux. ‘Captain, it seems you 
are the loner. I’m sure everyone,’ he motioned to all in the room, ‘will 
keep an eye on you.’  

There were mumbles between the group but they were suddenly 
hushed. The Qux stood up, cloak billowing, straight as a rod. His eyes 
left Nick and slowly scanned the room putting a chill up everybody’s 
spines. He began speaking in a low, rumbling voice. ‘How will we 
escape?’  

Nick looked at the captain. Then at Vlaash. Then the rest of the 
group. ‘Anybody got a clue?’  

‘How about shooting one of the escape pods to the surface? That 
would create a shaft,’ Miitch offered.  

‘All the pods have been tampered with,’ Vlaash replied, but then 
asked, ‘do we have something we can use to drill or bore to the 
surface?’  

There was a low negative murmur from the staff.  
‘Explosives?’ Falex offered.  
‘No, Falex.’ Nick rolled his eyes.  
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‘We have a laser lance,’ Freya offered, ‘we could melt our way out.’  
Nick looked at the captain again. Farbes’ eyes looked sullen. He 

nodded slowly. ‘Break it out, Miitch.’  
The words seemed to enthuse everyone into action. Farbes 

watched Miitch and Vlaash head for the door, then called; ‘If there’s 
any movement of the ship we’ll have to come up with another idea.’  

‘We’ll take it in turns, in pairs, to begin cutting.’ Nick was heading 
for the door until a word stopped him in his tracks.  

‘Nick!’ It was the Qux. Nick turned to face him.  
‘Let’s go and check the airlock,’ Nick called across the room. The 

Qux followed.  
As Farbes disappeared into the cockpit the others started moving 

the blankets and parkas.  

Over the following hours the laser lance was set up in front of the 
opened airlock. A small trace of slurry ran into the hallway and 
dispersed itself into the carpet. Vlaash and Miitch were the first ones 
to take charge of ‘digging’ for freedom. The laser arcing into the ice 
wall in front of them, sending a plume of steam rolling along the 
corridors ceiling. Nick and the Qux (Essenine, he said he name was) 
assisted where necessary. All the time he was thinking about the 
Sword of Tuburr still stored in their cabin. 

Nick kept mentally kicking himself. Essenine was telepathic! Nick 
made a conscious effort not to look at him, either. He also realised he 
had been responsible for splitting himself from his travelling 
companions and so leaving the fate of the Sword to its own peril. 

Another thing occurred to him. If the yacht had a laser lance on 
board why hadn’t Farbes suggested the use of its power pack to fly 
the ship away from this god-forsaken hole? This had made Nick’s 
mind up. He started heading for the bridge, alone.  

‘Hey!’ He was called back by Miitch. ‘Don’t forget your little 
friend.’ Essenine seemed to hover after him.  

The two walked in silence for a while until Essenine began to 
speak. ‘I sense you are concerned about being paired with me.’ It was 
not a question but a statement. Nick looked at the Qux, in the face, 
for the first time.  

‘I am worried about Falex.’  
‘Your… ward.’  
‘My family,’ Nick said firmly.  
‘Yet you fear me.’  
‘Fear of the unknown. I have met very few of your species before.’ 

Nick neglected to add the circumstances of that meeting.  
‘Nor I yours.’  
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Nick stopped. It was purely a visual thing and he knew it. This 
Qux had severe features made of death coloured flesh. His torso was 
mummified in leather from neck to wrist, to boot. This was covered 
by a dark billowing cloak.  

‘Can you read my thoughts?’ Nick asked.  
‘If I put my mind to it. I am trying to protect my senses from you 

all. You’re emitting strong emotions.’  
They began walking again. Nick felt a small tingle of relief, but that 

nagging doubt that Essenine could be trying to lure him into a false 
sense of security remained. They entered the lounge.  

The chairs in the centre of the room were now covered with the 
blankets and looking more like an igloo or den. It took Nick a second 
to realise that people formed part of this mass. Falex was poking his 
nose out. Freya was dozing next to him.  

‘Stay here. I need to speak to Farbes.’ Nick motioned Essenine to 
remain in the lounge.  

The door was open and Nick stepped in shutting the door behind 
him. As he sat down he realised Farbes was wiping his face. It looked 
like he had been crying.  

‘Farbes. Have you got anything to tell me?’  
‘What is there to tell? I have just killed my passenger list, crew and 

family.’  
Nick tried to add the pieces together. Farbes turned himself in his 

seat to face Nick.  
‘The laser lance was contraband on its way to some businessmen 

on Delta Prime. This was supposed to be payment for another job I 
messed up for them.’ Farbes began sniffing again. ‘These men are 
looking after my wife and son.’ 

‘Hence the reason for not using the power pack to support ships 
power supply.’ Nick nodded, understanding coming to him.  

‘I did think about it, but what’s the point? We’re all going to die.’  
‘No, mate. Not us. There’s nothing else to lose.’ Nick tried to 

remain calm with images of galactic peace and the Sword of Tuburr 
in his mind.  

There was a call from the lounge. ‘Nick!’  
As Nick got up to leave Farbes stopped him. ‘How was Vaughn 

killed?’  
Nick paused for a moment, weighing up whether to tell him or 

not…  
Nick watched Vlaash and Miitch enter the lounge from the other 

side.  
‘The steam is warming up the ship,’ Vlaash told him.  
Nick could see the condensation beginning to form on the walls of 

the lounge. The huddle in the centre of the room began to stir.  
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‘Options, anyone?’ Nick called. Everyone looked blank, as 
expected.  

‘Captain, can we open any vents to get rid of the steam?’  
The flustered man began switching buttons on the console in front 

of him. ‘I think,’ he began testing his theory before finishing his 
sentence, ‘if we open the air vents,’ he slammed one of the controls 
with the palm of his hand; ‘we can direct the steam into the 
environmental systems. And by locking off the empty rooms we can 
use them as containers for the water. Hopefully the environmental 
system will cool the condensation down further. There.’  

There was a clunk as vents opened and unused rooms were 
locked.  

‘Well that’s the luggage gone!’ Nick mumbled.  

Hours passed and the pairs swapped at regular intervals taking on the 
laborious drilling. The ship had not moved for ages, but everyone was 
becoming cold and tired. Word had reached Nick and Essenine, who 
were on the drill, that the sun was coming up. Nick was surprised at 
the progress of the shaft. Outside the airlock a huge tunnel was now 
reaching upwards. The walls were brown ice and shiny from the 
condensation. The drill was now at the entrance and pointing up. 
Nick’s hands were beginning to suffer from frostbite from sitting at 
the controls of the lance as the steam billowed in and into the ducts 
nearby.  

His mind was racing, a detachment from reality, planning how he 
was going to get the sword from the cabin. In fact he still did not 
know which cabin the sword was in. He hoped Vlaash, or Falex, had 
a plan to retrieve it.  

The assassin had not shown his hand again, thank the Forum! All 
this two-faced stuff was getting out of hand. He was no leader. Why 
was everyone looking at him to save them when Farbes was now 
taking a back seat? Maybe this galactic peace business was taking him 
over.  

Another two hours passed and the shaft had been extended 
further. Nick had noticed that the walls of their exit were trickling 
and beginning to crack. The sun must be getting quite high and 
melting the ice around the ship.  

Nick’s thoughts were suddenly jarred back to reality when the laser 
broke through the top of the ice, revealing light. Nick gave a huge 
cheer as he stood up and raced for the lounge.  

Essenine watched Nick rush away and nodded. He turned the laser 
off and headed for the shaft. Although slippery, Essenine was able to 
climb steadily to the top and punch out the rest of the ice.  
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He was free!  
Nick’s shouts roused the slumbering mass of blankets in the centre of 
the room and everyone began grabbing emergency satchels and 
parkas, as planned, and made their way quickly to the airlock.  

‘We have to hurry, everyone. The ice is beginning to melt and we 
have to be careful the shaft doesn’t collapse on us. Vlaash!’ Nick 
called. Vlaash was ready, with a satchel across his shoulder and Falex 
holding his hand. ‘Where’s the luggage?’  

‘Under your bed.’  
Freya interrupted them with a worried look on her face and 

addressed Nick. ‘You have to help the captain. I’m worried about 
him.’  

Nick was worrying, too. They had to get out. There wasn’t much 
time left and they had to get the sword. He looked straight into her 
eyes. She was very worried. Getting out of here seemed the least of 
her worries.  

‘I’ll have a quick word,’ Nick offered. ‘You get to the surface, and 
take Falex; we don’t have much time. Vlaash, get to the cabin.’  

They went their separate ways.  

In the cockpit, Farbes was cradling a small weapon. Nick’s entrance 
did not stir the captain. Nick bent over him and took the gun from 
his hands. It was an ancient Earth weapon, a revolver. It was a 
projectile weapon that fired lumps of metal at high speed.  

‘It doesn’t have to end this way.’ Nick tried to reassure Farbes. ‘I 
have a friend who can sort anything. The Doctor can…’  

‘No.’ Farbes replied. ‘The captain’s place is with his ship. If you 
head for high ground you’ll be safe.’  

‘But…’  
‘Go!’ Farbes said vehemently. ‘And make sure Freya is okay.’  
Nick left, still holding the gun.  

When he felt Nick had passed through the lounge, Farbes stood up 
and headed out of the cockpit.  

Vlaash reached the cabins quickly. He gently made to open the door 
of Nick’s cabin, but no sooner was it ajar than it was forced open 
from the inside, knocking Vlaash back into the wall.  

Water poured out of the room and made its way along the deck in 
both directions. When Farbes had routed the steam into the air vents 
he had used unnecessary areas as storage.  

In his usual calm manner, Vlaash got up, entered the room and 
pulled the package, wrapped in white cloth, from under Nick’s bed. 
Holding it under his arm he left the room to join the others.  
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At the airlock Nick was holding the weeping Freya by the shoulders, 
trying to assure her that Farbes was on his way. She was on the verge 
of becoming hysterical.  

Nick was starting to get angry. Farbes finally appeared around the 
corner and stared at them. He looked as though he didn’t recognise 
either of them; shadows of his actions were now apparent beneath his 
eyes. When they saw Farbes head for the cabins Nick grabbed Freya, 
bodily, and began to haul her up the shaft.  

The ice under foot was breaking up quite quickly so it was easy to 
gain purchase. The struggling woman made it difficult but Nick kept 
his footing. He eventually hauled her out into the open air.  

Nick took deep breaths.  
The cracking noises were getting louder now. Vlaash passed the 

struggling Gil, who was pulling his large bag behind him.  
Falex wrapped his arms around Vlaash, happier now that someone 

was looking after him.  
‘Well, someone better make a move before we all die here!’ Gil 

shouted indignantly still holding the strap of his bag.  
Nasir appeared behind him, kicking the obstruction.  
Both Falex and the Martian was adamant the other should go first. 

Prompted by the others once more, Vlaash headed up the shaft first. 
His bulk was a little too cosy for the shaft so, after one thoughtless 
moment, he passed the long wrapped item to Falex to follow him up 
with. His feet were making huge footprints in the melting ice. At the 
top Nick helped Vlaash out.  

Freya sat a moment away, still crying.  
Falex was halfway up the shaft when the rumbling began. Gil and 

Nasir had finished their argument about Gil’s luggage and were 
following up behind. One of the footprints Vlaash had made 
disappeared into the previous one and Falex slipped and landed 
heavily in the slushy ice. Gil stopped him sliding down, but upon 
seeing the wrapped article in the snow something came over him.  

Gil’s personality completely changed.  
Falex turned and tried to race up what was left of the passageway.  
Gil grabbed for the package that Falex still held.  
Nick reached out and gripped the boy’s belt and began pulling him 

backwards. Falex would not let go of the package. Vlaash could not 
get himself into a position to grab Falex because of his bad hand and 
so grabbed Nick around the waist.  

Falex began screaming as the tug of war began.  
‘The Sword of Tuburr shall not see light of day!’ Gil shouted, his 

words echoing around the shaft.  
Vlaash’s blood was boiling with the noise of Falex screaming and 

Gil proclaiming his heritage was worthless. With one arm around 
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Nick he was able to remove the revolver from his friend’s pocket and 
pointed it into the shaft, trying to get a clear shot.  

Gil’s fat face was one of pure hatred. His teeth were gritted and his 
face growing redder as he continued pulling at the package. He knew 
what he was doing there was no mistake. He was no merchant.  

Del Nasir now had Gil around the shoulders, trying to stop the fat 
man from whatever he was doing. As Gil pulled, there was an 
explosion of blood and he fell back, his severed hand still attached to 
the package, which remained resolutely in Falex’s possession. 

Nasir began pulling at Gil’s face from behind, which became 
contorted and stretched.  

Vlaash called down the shaft. ‘Falex! Let go!’  
As Falex let go Vlaash fired the revolver at Gil. The combined 

momentum of the two actions sent Gil and Nasir falling back to the 
bottom of the shaft and into the airlock. They landed on top of 
Miitch. The momentum had also sent Nick and Falex sprawling 
across the melting icy surface.  

The disturbances in the man-made shaft resulted in the sides of the 
shaft coming down upon each other. The ice began filling the airlock 
and corridors. Vlaash, now in his natural habitat, easily moved away 
from the hole as it collapsed in on itself. 

Nick and Falex looked up from where they were sprawled on the 
ice. Vlaash stood near the hole, watching as the semi-frozen ice 
continued to fill the open ship beneath. Burying not only the 
remaining passengers and the captain, but also the Sword of Tuburr.  

The day had turned into night rather quickly. The four survivors were 
introspective and spoke only when they had to. Death and failure was 
playing on their minds.  

They had managed to make a small encampment on some high 
ground near some tall crags. A small ledge had been worn into the 
base of the crags by the night-time winds that provided them with a 
little shelter. The night was cold again. It felt as if they had not 
recovered from the previous night and its events.  

Nick had suffered the worst during the escape. He had received 
shrapnel damage to the backs of his legs when he had pulled Falex 
out of the hole. His hands were now severely frostbitten and he lay 
nearest the fire.  

He had failed in his mission. The Sword of Tuburr was lost and 
the hope of galactic peace was shattered. Looking into the night sky 
he thought how much it reminded him of the Infinity Chamber.  

Falex wondered how they would get off this moon but said little. 
He knew the others were thinking the same thing. He also wondered 
where Essenine had gone. The others thought he was dead but he 
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could sense in the back of his mind a tingle of telepathic activity 
somewhere nearby.  

Vlaash was the only one not in an emergency parka. Like the 
others he too remained silent. At last he broke the silence.  

‘I have a confession to make.’  
The others looked at him.  
‘Our mission to return the Sword of Tuburr was a diversion. The 

real broken half of the Sword of Tuburr was sent a different route by 
other agents.’ 

Nick opened his mouth to say something, but Vlaash held up a 
hand. 

‘Emperor Izlyr knew the Guild of Assassins was active and at least 
one would be on our tail. The Rite of the Worthy is a test of honour. 
But it is one that is supposed to end in death. A suicide mission if you 
like. To prove the worthiness of the warrior. I believe Gil was a 
Gabrieldean. A creature inhabiting human form as one would wear a 
suit. I believe he killed Vaughn because he found out who he was. 
Del Nasir was a Martian sympathiser and was backing us up covertly 
on our trip. Vaughn, I think, was an informer, but not supposed to be 
aboard our transport.’ Vlaash looked directly at the embittered Nick. 
‘I am sorry that I did not tell you sooner, Nick. My only hope now is 
that the Sword of Tuburr will reach Mars and help my kin to reclaim 
what is theirs, and help eradicate the Cybermen.’  

No one said a word.  
Nick rolled over carefully and went to sleep.  
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Part One 

‘Has this place been redecorated since I was last here, Enalc’karnip?’ 
the Doctor said, surveying the surroundings of the bar, his voice 
morose.  

The bar was filled to the brim with members from all sorts of 
races. He could see Draconians to the left of him, Chimerons to the 
right of him, and at least a dozen other races all around him, yet he 
felt alone among them all.  

They were sitting at the bar. Enalc’karnip just smiled at him, his 
face expressing a sense of content that only those who had seen great 
things could do. ‘Several times. I’m not surprised that you haven’t 
noticed, especially given your current state of inebriation.’  

‘Well if the owner didn’t want his patrons to become inebriated, 
then he shouldn’t serve such excellent drink. Nick was right about the 
Ossoban Soul Killer.’  

‘Given the current situation, Doctor, I’m surprised that you have 
the courage to drink. The Fleet is assembling and war is imminent. 
You have your role to play, and it isn’t getting drunk at a bar.’  

Enalc’karnip’s words were scathing to the Doctor, cutting though 
his current state. ‘You forget, that as a Time Lord I can control my 
internal organs perfectly.’ His face took on a focused look as he 
began concentrating. His features became flushed for a second before 
he let out a hearty heave. ‘There!’ he said, his smile beaming. ‘All the 
alcohol has been exorcised from my body.’  

‘Nice to have you back, Doctor.’  
The Doctor’s smile faded. 
Enalc’karnip's words reminded him of Nick and Falex. It had been 

over a month since the Doctor and Alf has returned from Taureas II, 
and despite countless avenues of investigation he learned nothing of 
Nick and Falex’s whereabouts. Even Izlyr, the Martian Emperor, 
could offer no explanation – although he had assured the Doctor 
he’d continue his own investigation. Nick, by playing decoy while the 
Sword of Tuburr had been couriered to Mars, had provided a great 
service to the Martian Empire. Plus, of course, Izlyr was also missing 
one of his own people alongside Nick. 

‘You have something on your mind don’t you?’ Enalc’karnip 
asked. 

‘There is always something on my mind, but you are right. There is 
a great problem hanging over my head.’ The Doctor thought back to 
the ‘item’ waiting at the curio shop for him, and what he’d done to 
get it. ‘It weighs heavily.’  

‘But you don’t want to talk about it.’ 
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‘Soon, my friend, soon.’ The Doctor nodded, and Enalc’karnip 
pressed no further on the subject.  

‘Barkeep!’ shouted a rather rowdy Ogron from further down the 
bar. When the bartender didn’t respond immediately, the Ogron 
banged his fist down hard on the polished wood, drawing the 
attention of most of the patrons of the bar - those who were still 
capable of having their attention drawn. With this being perhaps their 
final night before the departure of the fleet for the oncoming storm, 
much of the Federation’s forces were taking the opportunity to enjoy 
themselves one last time.  

The Doctor watched the bartender walk towards the Ogron, and 
rather than be party to any violence that might go down, he decided 
now would be a perfect time to make a timely exit.  

‘Well, Enalc’karnip, I must be going, and I suggest that you do the 
same.’  

‘In good time, Doctor,’ Enalc’karnip said. ‘Aren’t you going to stay 
to see what happens next?’  

‘No I don’t think so. I have things to do I’m afraid.’ He drank the 
dregs of his Ossoban Soul Killer down, placed the glass down on the 
serviette, and stood up. For a moment he stood there, his mind 
drifting, until he felt a hand resting on his shoulder. 

‘You will find them,’ Enalc’karnip said. 
The Doctor nodded. ‘I hope so, my friend, I hope so.’ Even to his 

ears he sound defeated. 

On board the Draconia, the representatives of the Federation War 
Council had assembled together. With the acting supreme senator, 
the God Empress Jaahkathna, returning to Draconia with Supreme 
Admiral Vorkuuthh, after reports that the God Empresses’ mother 
was gravely ill, the task of chairing the meeting had fallen to Senator 
Akrulan, who was the most senior Draconian official present with the 
fleet. The Draconia was chosen for the meeting as it had been 
designated flagship of the united fleet. Admiral Kervarr hadn’t been 
happy about his ship being used in this manner, but like all good 
soldiers Akrulan reflected, he knew his place and respected the chain 
of command. Although the Federation War Council was present 
onboard, Admiral Kervarr was still in direct command of the fleet 
until the supreme admiral returned. 

‘This is futile. We cannot hope to hold off any longer,’ the words 
of Senator K’aressen P’mblatern of Qux Prime resonated around the 
chamber as he addressed his fellow senators. ‘With the imminent 
arrival of the Qux forces, we should make ready to depart 
immediately. Time is of the essence. Every second we wait, we leave 
ourselves open to more danger.’  
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Akrulan looked around at those present and focused on their 
reactions to P’mblatern’s words. The senator from Alpha Centauri 
didn’t seem to register anything, although Akrulan’s experience meant 
that he knew that would not be the case. Belax of Taureas II stood 
proud, a determined look upon his face as he knew that P’mblatern’s 
words were mainly addressed at him, given the bulk of the Taurean 
fleet had not yet arrived. The others sat as still as they could be, but 
the atmosphere of the debating chamber was rife with stress.  

‘You speak a great truth in your words, Senator P’mblatern, but we 
must wait for the remainder of the fleet to arrive. If we move too 
soon, the consequences could be disastrous for us all. The Cyber fleet 
will not make mistakes. And neither will we,’ Akrulan said.  

P’mblatern didn’t look happy, but he took his seat on the outside 
of the circle, clearly knowing that this was one argument that he 
would not be able to win.  

‘Over the next sixteen hours, we will be finally in a position to 
move. Admiral Kervarr informs me that at that time all of our forces 
will be ready to move.’ There were murmurs of assent to this. ‘But 
first we must greet the main Qux delegates on their arrival.’  

While the council moved from the central chambers of the Draconia 
to the main docking bay, Akrulan made a quick stop to the forward 
observation deck on the way. The stars filled the sky above them as 
the clear substance allowed a full panoramic view. Some of the 
council members were still surprised by the site of thousands of ships 
orbiting the planet, but Akrulan had been here many times in the past 
couple of weeks and took it all in his stride now. Alpha Centauri, 
being the capital of the Galactic Federation, was an oft-busy planet, 
but never in its history had so many war ships shared orbit like this. 
Shuttles were moving around between ships, transporting personal 
and supplies as the preparations for the departure gained haste. It was 
a tribute to the skill and diplomacy of the Draconians that everything 
had gone smoothly so far, and Akrulan hoped that that would still 
continue to be so.  

He saw the imposing shapes of the Qux fleet as it manoeuvred 
itself into orbit. Akrulan never felt easy around the Qux. There were 
rumours about the extent of their mental abilities that made him very 
anxious and more than a little suspicious about their activities. 
Meeting P’mblatern hadn’t done anything to dispel any of those 
suspicions and it had, in fact, made them worse. P’mblatern seemed 
to be on a different page to all the rest of the council, and there had 
been many fiery arguments between him and the rest of the 
councillors over matters of policy. P’mblatern had clashed most 
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severely with the Arcturan senator, and Akrulan believed that given 
time they would come to blows, if they were not checked.  

The Qux flagship was not hard to spot. It was considerably bigger 
than all of the other Qux vessels and conveyed a certain sense of 
pomp and majesty that would befit a ship that was the pride of their 
fleet. As he saw a small shuttle depart from this ship, he knew it was 
time to join the other senators in welcoming the Qux.  

The Arcturan ambassador gave Akrulan a strange look as he entered 
the docking bay. The shuttle that he had been observing only a few 
moments ago was now safely within the Draconia, and Akrulan could 
see three humanoid figures approaching rapidly, their pacing taking 
them across the docking bay at great speed.  

‘On behalf of Supreme Senator Jaahkathna, I welcome you to the 
Draconia,’ Akrulan said.  

‘Thank you, Senator,’ said the female Qux who was obviously the 
leader of the delegation. ‘I am Dennai Serapart, and these two,’ she 
said indicating her two colleagues, the first of which was a massively 
imposing figure, ‘are Travor Haddasi,’ and then turning to the other, 
‘and Ytine Kramanzer.’  

‘You are welcome,’ Akrulan said. ‘Senator P’mblatern!’ He turned 
to the Qux senator, who promptly moved forward to stand next to 
him. ‘Perhaps you’d like to give the Qux delegation a tour of the 
Draconia, and then afterwards we can discuss the situation?’  

‘It would be my pleasure,’ P’mblatern said, his voice icy. 

The Doctor walked quickly through the streets of Alpha Centauri, 
eager to get back to the shop and make the necessary preparations for 
what was to come. He opened his pocket and pulled out his gold 
watch, flipping the lid open as he walked. He was going to make the 
rendezvous on time. The streets were very busy, given the sudden 
influx of soldiers stopping over and a surprising number of them 
were still planet side. The Doctor tried to look as many of them in 
the face as he could possibly do, without arousing too much 
suspicion, as he knew that a vast majority of these people wouldn’t be 
returning.  

When the shop came into sight, the first thing that the Doctor saw 
was the sign indicating the name. He’d been so pleased with Honest 
Doc’s 2nd Hand Curio Shop once, but not now. Now it felt wrong 
somehow, lacking any real sense of style. Never mind, he told 
himself, it’s a trivial matter compared to what’s at stake.  

As he approached the shop he saw that someone was waiting in 
the shadows of the doorway. He got closer and he could see the 
features of a Draconian. 
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‘Hello, Turvarsk,’ said the Doctor, his voice appropriately quiet. 
‘You’re early.’  

‘Doctor,’ the Draconian replied. ‘In my experience it’s better to 
ensure an early arrival, rather than risk arriving on time.’  

‘Very true. Is everything arranged?’  
‘Yes,’ said Turvarsk. He extended his hand, which the Doctor 

promptly shook. ‘Vorkuuthh sends his respect.’ After a few moments, 
the handshake was broken. ‘I must return to my duties.’  

‘Of course,’ the Doctor said, his hand moving immediately into his 
coat pocket. ‘Good luck.’  

‘And the same to you, Doctor. You will need it most I think.’ 

Several hours after her arrival onboard the Draconia, Dennai had 
returned to her ship, and stood before the commander of the Qux 
fleet.  

‘So Dennai, what did you find out about the council?’ asked Rhyiza 
Serapart, his voice resonating around the chamber which was his 
private quarters aboard the Qux flagship.  

‘They’re very suspicious of our motives and us. They try not to let 
it show, but it wouldn’t require a telepath of my strength to realise 
that it’s there.’  

‘What do they know of our activities in the pursuit of the Qux 
Superior?’  

‘Nothing,’ Dennai said with a smile. ‘While they have their 
suspicions about us, they have no evidence whatsoever as to the 
Project.’  

‘Good. I will inform Frencius via a secure COMMline.’  
‘There is one more thing,’ Dennai said softly.  
‘What?’  
‘One of the senators is not who he claims to be.’ As Dennai 

explained the details about what she and the two members of the 
Quardarax had learned on the Draconia, Rhyiza couldn’t help but 
smile with anticipation at the possibility of what Dennai was 
suggesting.  

‘What of the Doctor?’  
‘We have been unable to locate him on board any of the ships 

orbiting the planet. We believe him to be planet side. Our sensors 
indicate that both he and the “item” are on Alpha Centauri, but as we 
do not have authorisation to shuttle down we are unable to organise a 
retrieval squad. With so many vessels present, we cannot make use of 
our powers to divert all of their sensors.’  

Rhyiza nodded in understanding. ‘Continue to monitor for any 
indication of what the Doctor is planning. He’ll want to be there for 
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the battle ahead, and I want to know exactly where he is when he 
makes his move.’  

‘I understand.’ Dennai bowed her head to Rhyiza and left the 
room, leaving the Qux fleet commander.  

Dennai had gone straight to the conference room of the Qux ship, 
where her fellow members of the Quardarax were waiting for her 
within. As well as Travor Haddasi and Ytine Kramanzer, they were 
joined by the diminutive form of Gxlan Hiaalox and Kaitnan 
Pertarnai. Dennai sat down at the head of the table, and looked over 
her fellow Quardarax.  

‘We have good news in that we may be able to add another 
specimen of an… unexpected origin to the Project. But, we will have to 
move carefully in obtaining the materials we need, as they are on 
board the Draconia, and it will take all of our combined mental force 
to ensure that our hand is not seen in the operation.’ 

Dennai knew that what they were risking was going to be difficult, 
but for the glory of the Qux Empire it had to be done. The other 
members of the Quardarax were in agreement with her she sensed as 
she shared the full extent of her findings with them through the 
briefest thought.  

They would obtain the specimen, and the Qux Superior would 
move even closer to perfection.  

The Doctor stood in behind the sixth wall of his shop, examining the 
massive container that he had safely stored away. He patted the metal 
casing with the tips of his fingers in satisfaction and gazed upon the 
case with a hint of melancholy. While Jaahkathna and Vorkuuthh had 
worked on assembling a war council, he had been risking his own life 
to get the container before him, but its contents were of crucial 
importance to the future. Thoughts of that future proved a 
distraction to the cause in hand. The Doctor knew that he must 
remain focused. Thoughts of what might be happening to his friends 
elsewhere had to be driven from his mind so that all that remained 
was the mission.  

There was an electronic keypad present on the silvery metallic case, 
and the Doctor, leaning over to reach it, punched in a series of 
numbers with his stubby fingers pressing hard on each key, the 
responsive bleeping echoing throughout the otherwise silent 
dimension. When finished, the Doctor stood up and removed his 
sonic screwdriver from his pocket and pointed it at the case. The 
shrill noise it emitted lasted a mere second before the Doctor pushed 
the device back into his pocket. 



 

66 

A wave of fatigue swept over the Doctor and he felt the urge to 
get some rest. While he’d once have said that sleep was for tortoises 
there was nothing more now he wanted than to get some much-
needed rest. There would be little time for it in the days to come, so 
he felt it was important for him to get some now ready for the 
morning.  

He walked through the sixth wall back into the shop’s main area, 
and sank into a deep leather chair that had been a recent acquisition 
from a passing Bene Gesserit.  

He let the tiredness take hold of him and within moments he was 
asleep. Not long after that he began to dream. 

There was a wonderful atmosphere that was a curious mixture of rain 
and hope as the Doctor walked through the tranquil surroundings of 
the Eye of Orion. He had been here before many times and felt more 
comfortable here than many of the other planets he’d ever visited 
before. Coming to places like this was something he missed. The 
ability to travel to anyplace and anytime was something he missed full 
stop. Being contained to a small section of space and time was a 
limitation on him, a limitation that he wanted desperately to be free 
of. But there was little he could do about that at the moment, so he 
just enjoyed the scenery and the tranquillity that these marvellous 
surroundings offered.  

As he was passing a group of trees he couldn’t help but notice 
within them some movement. It was only for a second, but there was 
definitely something there. He could almost sense someone’s 
presence there.  

‘Hello!’ he called out with no response. He was sure that he saw 
something, and faced with this newfound mystery he bounded into 
the trees in search of the answers.  

The thick foliage of the woods proved to be an obstacle to him, 
with branches sticking out and into him, and very tall blades of grass 
gathered together into clumps made progress difficult. The Doctor 
moved quicker than his appearance belied and he made his way 
through the forest well.  

The signs of movement always seemed to be just in front of him, 
and he got the sense that something was toying with him, leading him 
in a certain direction.  

To the Doctor, the chase felt like it lasted hours when it was in fact 
over in a few minutes. The Doctor chased the movement through a 
big bush that broke under the weight of his charge before discovering 
himself in a clearing.  

A man was standing in the centre. Once again he was dressed in a 
long dark blue coat, his sapphire eyes sparkling as he regarded the 
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Doctor. They had met before, in another dreamscape several months 
ago. 

‘Hello, Doctor,’ the figure said, ‘it has been a while.’ 
The Doctor nodded slowly, once again filled with the 

unmistakeable certainty that they knew each other of old. ‘Yes, yes it 
has. I hear the Qux have arrived… What is your connection with 
them?’ 

‘Connection?’ For a moment the figure looked confused, then he 
smiled. ‘Oh, I see, because we met while you were on that Qux space 
station, you think…? Oh no, that is merely a coincidence.’ 

The Doctor wasn’t sure he believed that, but what choice did he 
have? ‘Very well, I hope you have some answers this time.’ 

The figure shrugged. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, and winked. 
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Part Two 

Nick’s eyes opened for the first time in what seemed an age. He was 
in a darkened room; he could make out some kind of machinery in 
the background that was letting out a gentle hum, permeating the 
entire room. He tried to move, but found he could not move a single 
muscle due to some sort of restraint placed around his body.  

‘Hey!’ he shouted out, his voice echoing around the room. ‘Hey! 
Let me out of here!’  

A door in the far wall, which Nick hadn’t been able to see 
previously, opened and the green form of a Martian entered the 
room. ‘Do not make that disagreeable noise again.’  

‘Who are you? Where am I?’ Nick shouted back. ‘Where’s Falex?’  
The Martian moved closer to him. ‘To answer your questions in 

order, I am Zylarx, Surgeon General of the Sou’the’zzx. As for the 
child, he is safe in the quarters assigned to him.’  

‘Vlaash? Freya?’  
‘They have gone to another ship. They are safe.’  
Nick thought hard and vague memories of being rescued from that 

planet simmered beneath the surface. The damage done by those 
shards of ice… ‘My injuries?’  

‘Are very serious indeed.’  
This didn’t sit right with Nick. Sure, the shards dug deep, but that’s 

all they were. Shards of ice. ‘How serious is serious indeed?’  
‘Very serious indeed. There is little chance you will walk again.’ 
Nick swallowed. ‘That’s bollocks, how can…’ He shook his head. 

‘Listen, General Zylarx, I’m no doctor but I know that ice cannot…’ 
‘The shards severed your nerves, human. I am no expert in your 

medicine, I do not fully understand your physiognomy, but I did my 
best. And please,’ Zylarx said, trying to smile – Vlaash was better at it 
– ‘call me doctor.’ 

‘Not likely, mate. Hang on, what about the Doctor? Have you 
contacted him?’ 

Zylarx raised his clawed hands. ‘Enough questions.’ 
For a few moments Nick was silent, allowing the thoughts to run 

through his mind, while Zylarx busied himself in his lab. 
‘So you’re saying I’m going to stay crippled like this?’ Nick asked 

suddenly. 
Zylarx sighed. ‘Yes.’  
Nick couldn’t see any real emotion in the eyes of the Martian, but 

there was something about the matter of fact manner that annoyed 
him.  
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‘But for the mission, you will need to be mobile. I have adapted 
some Martian technology, which is usually used for transporting 
equipment, to suit your individual needs.’  

‘I’ll be able to walk?’  
‘Not exactly. It will enable you to move from one place to another, 

but not through the conventional method of walking. You must rest 
now. I will have the child brought to you if you wish.’  

Nick didn’t respond. It seemed so easy to drift away into 
nothingness rather than face the nightmares of reality.  

Commander Xzaar of the senssi stood to attention as he waited for 
permission to enter the inner sanctum of the Sou’the’zzx. It had been 
far too long since Xzaar had had the scent of battle in his senses and 
now he could not escape it. The sense of expectation was ready on all 
of his warriors, and he was no different. The impending battle would 
be decisive, and Xzaar knew that his role would be crucial to the 
Martian cause.  

Sub-Commander Aarbrx turned around the corner and 
approached him. ‘Commander,’ he said. ‘The human has regained 
consciousness.’  

‘Thank you Aarbrx. What is the mood of the warriors?’ 
‘They will fight with honour.’  
‘That is only to be expected. There is a “but” coming though isn’t 

there, Sub-Commander?’  
‘Yes, Commander. I fear that the overwhelming odds of the Cyber 

forces are affecting their morale. If we had something more to tell 
them, this could help them prepare better for what is to come.’  

‘I will speak of it with Zxallarlyre.’ Sub-Commander Aarbrx 
nodded in acknowledgement. ‘I will check on the human after my 
meeting with his Lordship.’ 

‘Surgeon General Zylarx is asking that we bring the child out of 
hibernation.’ 

‘Is he now?’ Xzaar gave a sharp nod of the head. ‘Very well. Keep 
a close eye on the human and the child, though. It will not do to have 
them running loose on board the Sou’the’zzx.’  

The door opened, and a tall, fierce looking Martian appeared. It 
was Zxallarlyre’s aide, Commander Veexlz. ‘Commander Xzaar, his 
Lordship will see you now.’ With a nod to his Sub-Commander, 
Xzaar followed Veexlz through the doors and into Lord Zxallarlyre’s 
inner sanctum.  

Lord Zxallarlyre sat at the heart of the room, surrounded by consoles 
displaying various statistics. He did not turn his attention away from 
the displays upon Xzaar and Veexlz’s entrance. Xzaar moved to the 
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centre of the room, and waited for his Lordship to turn his attention 
to him. Zxallarlyre was a very highly regarded warrior, and while there 
were sections of the Martian Ancient Regime who disapproved of his 
methods, he had proved time and time again that there were very few 
feats that he could not achieve. It inspired unconditional loyalty in all 
of those who served in the senssi, the Select Warriors, including 
Commander Xzaar.  

After what must have been several minutes wait, Zxallarlyre finally 
looked up from his work.  

‘Xzaar, there you are.’ His voice seethed with what seemed to be 
annoyance at having to interrupt his preparations to talk with one of 
his subordinates. ‘How are the senssi’s preparations for the mission 
going?’  

‘Very well, sir, they will fight with honour until the very end.’  
‘Good, good.’  
‘There is a degree of uncertainty present among the ranks though.’  
‘How so?’  
‘The Cyber forces are overwhelming and the odds are very much 

against us. With that being the case, there isn’t a lot of hope among 
the senssi at this time.’  

‘I see,’ Zxallarlyre said, pausing in thought. ‘Our cause will succeed, 
Xzaar, and to show you why I am certain of this, I will tell you 
something that I was going to announce later. Emperor Izlyr himself 
will command our forces, which will engage the Cyber race upon 
arrival in the Aarmakixz System.’  

Xzaar resisted the temptation to smile at this news, but it made 
him stand taller to think that the emperor would be there with them - 
fighting for their cause in the heart of the battle. There was nothing 
he could say to express his pleasure at hearing this news. He was also 
honoured to hear the ancient name for their homeworld used once 
more. It was a good omen. 

‘A further question, your Lordship?’  
‘Yes, Xzaar.’  
‘The human and the Taurean child who are accompanying us. The 

human sustained severe damage during his interrogation. He will prove 
a liability to the mission.’  

‘What does Doctor Zylarx think of this?’  
‘He has been attempting to adapt some of our transport 

technology to enable the human to manoeuvre, but it will still hamper 
the chances of our mission succeeding.’  

‘They must both go. The human will prove useful for our… ends, 
Commander, and the child will help allay any suspicions he might 
have.’  

‘But, sir…’ Xzaar began before Zxallarlyre cut him off.  
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‘No Xzaar. That is my final word on the matter. Good day.’ He 
nodded to Veexlz who escorted Commander Xzaar away, and turned 
back to his work with the consoles. 

Nick could feel the blast around him; the pain searing through his body. The 
others were around him dying, but he couldn’t move. There was nothing he could 
do to stop their cries for help. He screamed as he watched them die.  

His eyes snapped open and he could feel the sweat on his brow. 
Zylarx had been working on the other side of the room, and 

noticed Nick’s movement. ‘Good, you’re awake.’ He indicated the 
sweat on Nick’s face. ‘You have been having unpleasant dreams?’  

‘You could say that.’  
‘It’s fortunate that you’re awake now as I’ve brought someone to 

see you.’ The Martian motioned behind him, and Falex came into 
view.  

Nick wanted to get off the table and hug the boy, but all he could 
was move his hand, which Falex accepted gratefully. 

‘You okay, mate?’ Nick asked. 
‘I’m cold,’ Falex replied, and shivered. 
It wasn’t without reason the Doctor called the Martians ‘Ice 

Warriors’; they were used to be the cold climate of Mars, and the 
temperature in their ships echoed that. 

‘We’ll get you somewhere warm soon.’ Nick looked over at Zylarx, 
who had his back to them. Nick continued. ‘The Doctor is probably 
on his way now. Depends on how far away we are from Alpha 
Centauri.’ 

Falex nodded seriously. ‘I hope so. Don’t like it here.’ 
Nick narrowed his eyes. There was something different about 

Falex, as if he’d aged since they’d last seen each other. Which was 
crazy, since it had to have been only days since the Martians picked 
them up.  

‘They say you will be able to move around soon.’  
‘Perhaps,’ Nick said ruefully.  
‘There’s no perhaps about it,’ Zylarx said, joining them. ‘I’ve 

perfected the alterations and we should have you up and about in just 
a few minutes.’ As he stepped forward towards Nick’s table, Falex 
took a step backwards. Zylarx noticed the manoeuvre, but made no 
comment of it. ‘I’ll attach the devices to your inactive legs, and with a 
simple insertion of the compatibility device into your brain, you’ll 
have total control over them.’  

‘Simple insertion?’ Nick exclaimed. ‘That’s my brain you’re talking 
about, pal!’ 
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‘It’s only temporary, and given the advanced state of Martian 
technology, it’s easily extractable with no permanent damage to the 
host body. Without it you may never walk again.’  

Nick said nothing.  
The noise of the sickbay entrance opening and the arrival of two of 

the largest Martians he had ever seen startled Falex. They were a 
naturally tall species, but these two were bigger than normal. They 
towered over Zylarx.  

‘Commander Xzaar,’ Zylarx said addressing the taller of the two 
new-arrivals, then to the other, ‘Sub-Commander.’  

‘What is the patient’s progress?’ Commander Xzaar said.  
‘He is reluctant to undergo the procedure for the control device.’  
‘Lord Zxallarlyre tells me that we must have him with us on the 

mission. Implant the device.’  
‘You’re not putting anything inside me!’ Nick shouted out at 

Xzaar.  
‘I can’t force him to…’ Zylarx began.  
‘Doctor, Lord Zxallarlyre has ordered that this procedure occurs. 

Now implant the device.’  
Zylarx seemed unsure as to what to do for a moment, and then he 

went over to a console where he picked up a small metallic device.  
‘Remove the child, Aarbrx,’ Xzaar said.  
Aarbrx obeyed the command and grabbed Falex who squealed in 

protest. 
‘Nick!’ he shouted, but Nick didn’t hear him.  
Nick’s eyes were focused on the device that Zylarx held.  
As soon as Falex had been removed Xzaar moved behind Nick’s 

head and held his arms down. Nick didn’t have the strength to resist.  
‘Implant the device now, Zylarx.’  
‘I’m doing this under protest you know.’ Zylarx hissed to himself 

as he placed the device on Nick’s forehead.  
‘Just perform the task,’ Xzaar said in response, his voice betraying 

nothing.  
Zylarx walked across to another console and activated a sequence 

of numbers. For a brief moment Nick felt like his body was on fire. 
Then it was gone. Xzaar released Nick’s arms instantly.  

Nick reached up to feel his forehead immediately. He couldn’t find 
any traces that the device had been implanted. He didn’t feel 
different. ‘What’s happened?’  

‘You’ve absorbed it into your mind. It’s temporarily become a part 
of you and will give you control over the devices that I’m going to 
attach to your legs, which will enable you to move.’  
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While he didn’t feel physically any harm from the implantation, 
Nick felt sick thinking about how the Martians had done it. They had 
been so callous, especially the commander. 

He was reminded of the conversation he had had with the Doctor 
a few weeks ago. Perhaps the Doctor was right; not all Martians could 
be trusted like Vlaash and the Honour Guard of IC5486. 

‘It might be better if you’re temporarily unconscious while I’m 
fitting the devices.’  

Nick was so caught up in his own thoughts that he didn’t notice as 
Zylarx injected him with a hypospray and he was quickly asleep.  

Zylarx turned to Xzaar. ‘That was totally uncalled for.’  
‘Are you questioning my authority, Zylarx?’  
‘No. Just the way in which you use it.’ 
Xzaar regarded the surgeon general silently. Without another word, 

the commander turned and left the lab. 

Senator Akrulan stood in the docking bay, eagerly awaiting the arrival 
of the passenger from the shuttle that had just come aboard the 
Draconia. The arrival of Captain Makaathra, Supreme Admiral 
Vorkuuthh's aide, would take the burden off him tremendously. Her 
presence would enable the two of them to cover much ground, and 
for that he was grateful. Ever since the fleet had begun to be 
assembled he had felt like a great weight had been hung around his 
neck, and while he accepted the task without question, he would be 
relieved for some of the burden to be passed to another.  

Makaathra finally appeared, along with another Draconian female 
whom Akrulan had never seen before.  

Makaathra walked across to him, and at that moment Akrulan saw 
that she bore the Seal of Praash. Upon seeing this he immediately 
bowed before her as the ritual dictated and muttered the words, ‘By 
your divine guidance.’  

Akrulan stood up, and Makaathra spoke. ‘I have been entrusted 
with the Seal of Praash by the God Empress Herself in order to 
facilitate the final undertakings for the departure of the ship. As Her 
Divinity is unable to be present, She orders that once the battle has 
begun the council will invest it’s authority solely into Admiral 
Kervarr, who will lead all of us - regardless of race - to victory.’  

‘We are honoured to have you here, Captain.’  
‘Thank you, Senator,’ Makaathra said. ‘This is Takarsh. She is here 

to assist me in my tasks until that time.’  
‘A pleasure,’ Akrulan said to the Takarsh, whose attractiveness had 

not been lost upon him.  
‘Likewise,’ replied Takarsh.  
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‘You will ensure that my belongings arrive safely at their quarters, 
Takarsh,’ Makaathra said. Takarsh didn’t need to acknowledge her 
captain’s command, she merely complied. The captain turned back to 
Akrulan. ‘Send a signal to all the member flagships; they are to send a 
delegation to the Draconia where Admiral Kervarr will address them 
all. Make preparations for it to be broadcast to all the ships in the 
fleet and to the planet below. We will show them strength and it will 
rally them to our command.’  

Akrulan agreed with her. ‘It is a good plan, and I will get to work 
on it immediately.’  

‘A speech?’ Kervarr’s voice was full of disapproval as he addressed 
the newly arrived Captain Makaathra. ‘You want me to address the 
sum of our forces and inspire them?’ 

‘Yes, that’s about the size of it,’ Makaathra said in reply.  
‘I’m a soldier. I fight battles and I win them. I let others do the 

talking.’  
‘Not this time, Admiral.’ Makaathra passed across a dataPAD to 

Kervarr. ‘The speech is already prepared for you - it’s just a matter of 
you reading it and proving an inspiration to the fleet.’ 

Kervarr shook his head. 
‘You are on the command of the God Empress of all Draconia,’ 

Makaathra said, with a smile. 
Kervarr took the dataPAD with a gracious bow. Women should 

never have been given power, not that he was one to question the 
God Emperor Karhaazaar’s accession to his daughter, but he did 
hold it against his superior for choosing a woman as his aide.  

‘I know what you’re up to, Doctor,’ the figure said. ‘Do you really 
think it will work?’  

‘It has to. There is no other way.’  
‘There’s always another way of doing things. The right way and the 

wrong way. You have chosen badly in this case, and it’s something 
that will ultimately come back to haunt you.’  

‘I will do whatever has to be done to rid the universe of the 
Cybermen.’  

‘Your people chose not to interfere, Doctor, so why do you now 
insist on doing precisely that?’  

‘They’re all gone now,’ the Doctor said quietly. ‘Who else is there?’ 
The figure nodded, and smiled. ‘Who indeed? Still, this is not the 

right way to go about things.’ 

Dennai had been surprised when Rhyiza had informed her that the 
Federation War Council had requested a final meeting. Both of them 
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knew that it was an excellent opportunity for what they wanted to 
do.  

Now, an hour later after the initial call came through, Dennai, 
Ytine and Kaitnan Pertarnai were sitting in the Council Chamber of 
the Draconia surrounded by an assortment of beings from the other 
races. All were conversing as they waited for the Draconians to get 
things underway.  

You will capture the target, Ytine, when the meeting has ended, Dennai said 
telepathically to her fellow Quardarax. Security is lax onboard the 
Draconia, and with our mental powers we should be able to remove the intended 
target without much trouble.  

Agreed, Ytine responded. Will not the security forces notice the 
disappearance of such a prominent figure?  

This has already been taken care of. It was Kaitnan who 
responded. Arrangements have been made to ensure that everything will be 
explained satisfactorily.  

From across the room, the Qux senator, P’mblatern, observed the 
conversation and despite the fact that he was nowhere near them he 
was able to join in with the conversation. I knew that there was something 
suspicious about him from the moment I met him. I am annoyed with myself that 
I did not see its true nature before.  

Do not concern yourself, Senator, Dennai said reassuringly. The creature 
hid its thoughts well behind its disguise, and that is what makes it so valuable to 
us. Only one of the Quardarax would have the strength to penetrate its deception 
and reveal the truth.  

Dennai looked around the faces of those present. While she saw 
the Draconians of the ship, several Alpha Centaurians, a group of 
Ossobans huddled together, and the rest of the races that made up 
the Galactic Federation, her eyes settled very firmly on the delegation 
from Taureas II.  

Admiral Kervarr had changed into his dress uniform in readiness for 
the speech he was about to deliver. He was standing in an 
antechamber. He had psyched himself up and he was ready to deliver 
the best speech that anyone had ever heard. He’d decided to treat it 
like a battle for the crowd to believe in him. He would go out there 
and convince them that failure was not an option.  

Captain Makaathra stood next to him. ‘Are you ready, Admiral?’ 
she asked calmly.  

‘As ready as I’ll ever be,’ Kervarr said in reply. ‘I don’t know why 
this is necessary though. I say, let’s just get on with it.’  

‘Orders are orders, Admiral. Especially when they come from the 
God Empress Herself.’  
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Kervarr eyed the woman, still not liking her smile. ‘Very true,’ he 
said.  

Akrulan entered the room. ‘Everything is in place. They’re ready 
for you, Admiral.’  

‘Well, let’s get this over with then,’ Kervarr said determinedly as he 
marched proudly into the chamber.  

As Admiral Kervarr entered the room, the Qux delegation was still 
conversing among themselves.  

This whole assembly is pointless. It will not accomplish anything, Ytine said.  
P’mblatern agreed. The Draconians are prevaricating as they always do. 

They are frightened beings afraid of their own shadows, and that is why we are 
still here discussing this. When the Taurean forces arrived several hours ago, the 
fleet was complete, yet we still remain here.  

Kervarr is a formidable warrior, Kaitnan said as she looked at the 
Draconian who was now making an impassioned plea to his 
audience.  

Very true, Ytine said to her. But I’m surprised that our forces agreed to join 
up with this fleet. It’s likely to be total destruction.  

You’re a pessimist, Ytine, Dennai communicated. There is a good chance 
that we’ll come out of this in a much stronger position and we will be able to play 
a much more prominent role in the running of the Federation.  

If we survive, Ytine said coldly.  
We’ll survive, Dennai replied. We’re Qux. We are the ultimate survivors.  
Kervarr’s speech had had the desired effect on the assembly and 

almost everyone had got to their feet and were cheering the 
Draconian as he stood before them. The Qux delegation got up as 
well and joined in with the applause, but they lacked the enthusiasm 
that the others were contributing. Dennai glanced again towards the 
Taureans.  

It’s almost time. Prepare yourselves.  

The Doctor awoke suddenly. He was back in the shop and he was 
sitting in the chair where he had fallen asleep. He reached inside his 
pocket and pulled out his watch. It was almost time to leave.  

Inevitably his thoughts turned to the figure. A nameless player who 
seemed to know more about him than he should. The Doctor had no 
real idea about who he was, but there was something about the figure 
that reminded the Doctor of something. He couldn’t think what 
though. It was so frustrating.  

He stood up and walked across to the counter. There was a half-
eaten sandwich lying on a plate from earlier, and the Doctor greedily 
scoffed the lot down as he sought to quench the hunger that he felt 
building inside. It wasn’t a particularly substantive meal, but it was 
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enough for now. He’d cook himself some proper breakfast later 
before he went.  

‘Don’t ever make the mistake of thinking that I’m all in your head, 
Doctor.’  

The Doctor span around but there was no one else in the shop, 
and there was nowhere for anyone to hide. He saw movement 
through the shop window and ran across, pulling open the door in 
the progress.  

The night air hit him hard, but in the gloom there was no sign of 
anyone. Even with the Doctor’s eyesight he still didn’t see anyone or 
anything. For a Time Lord the worst thing in the world was running 
out of time, yet that was precisely what was happening to him.  

He was out of time.  
He couldn’t devote more time to the mystery of the figure for the 

simple reason that he had bigger fish to fry for the moment.  

On the Draconia, the dissolution of the meeting had begun and the 
various senators were pouring out of the Council Chamber to return 
to their shuttles. Dennai, Ytine and Kaitnan were in constant contact 
with each other telepathically as they proceeded to close in on their 
target within the Taurean delegation. Dennai kept her distance from 
them, as did Kaitnan, while Ytine manoeuvred himself into a position 
close behind the Taureans, so much so that he could reach out and 
touch them on the shoulder if he wanted.  

‘It was a good speech was it not, Senator?’ one of the Taurean 
delegation asked Senator Belax.  

‘I suppose so,’ he said, very matter of fact.  
‘It was an inspiration to us all, as we go to fight the glorious 

battle.’  
‘Yes,’ Belax replied, in such a tone that made it clear to Ytine that 

he shared none of his fellow’s enthusiasm. They broke away from the 
rest of the Taurean group, but were still surrounded by the throng of 
beings preparing to depart from the Draconia.  

Ytine saw that the moment was approaching for action.  
Now, Dennai?  
After a few seconds pause, the response came back. Now, Ytine.  
Ytine concentrated with his mind, focusing in on Belax, reaching 

out for his thoughts and bringing them down, one by one. He knew 
that as he was doing this, Dennai and Kaitnan would be creating a 
mental diversion, specifically for the other Taurean, but powerful 
enough to ensure that none of the other people in the room would 
see or suspect anything.  

* 
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Belax reached up for his head as he felt a wave of nausea sweep over 
him. He stopped walking, but his fellow carried on as if he was still 
standing beside him, carrying on the conversation as if Belax was still 
there replying.  

Belax squinted his eyes as the pain grew. He would not scream. He 
would not allow that to happen to him. There was a massive increase 
in the pain that seared through his mind, plunging him into a pit of 
agony.  

‘Come along, Senator, your ride is waiting,’ Belax heard someone 
say.  

The pain had engulfed him totally now and he could feel the 
onslaught of unconsciousness taking him over. He couldn’t get a 
clear look at who it was that was talking to him. He saw a bald head, 
and slightly pronounced features but he couldn’t focus. All of his 
strength was being spent on keeping his current form. He couldn’t 
revert to his natural state here. Even if it meant losing consciousness, 
he had to remain in the form of the Taurean.  

Back on board the Qux flag ship, Rhyiza received the signal which 
Dennai transmitted mentally to him. He left the two Quardarax 
where they were, and made his way to the observation dome. He 
sensed the shuttle with Dennai and her Quardarax onboard leaving 
the Draconia and as it approached his ship, he turned his attention 
back to the departing shuttles from the meeting.  

After an Ossoban and an Arcturan shuttle had both left, he saw 
what he was waiting for. The distinctive markings of the Taurean ship 
as it left the berthing bay of the Draconia. He smiled as he saw it move 
away from the massive Draconian vessel, and then promptly explode 
with the debris scattering instantaneously.  

* 

The Doctor had prepared himself well. Everything had been prepared 
for this moment, and yet now that it was here he felt that he had 
missed something.  

It all seemed such a long time ago that he, Nick and Falex came to 
Alpha Centauri. So much had happened and now it was time to put it 
all behind him and ensure that the Cybermen were defeated at last. 

It would take a tremendous effort for them to succeed, but the 
Doctor knew that they could.  

He took a final walk around the shop. Little things had taken on 
their own significance to the Doctor, and he knew he would miss this 
place. He was still concerned about the fate of Nick and Falex. 

The Doctor closed his eyes. If I don’t find you, and you make it back 
here, forgive me. 
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In the hours since he had the devices attached to him, Nick had been 
practising manoeuvring, with a limited degree of success. The chip in 
his head allowed him control over the devices, but he still hadn’t been 
able to master their use.  

Essentially the devices propelled him through the air, meaning that 
the crippling injuries to his legs were effectively bypassed. Falex had 
seemed very interested in the possibilities of Nick flying, but when 
Nick hadn’t responded with equal enthusiasm, he had grown quiet 
again.  

The devices didn’t allow total freedom of movement through the 
air, as they weren’t powerful enough for that. But they did allow Nick 
to hover over the floor in a standing position, and with practice he 
would be able to move quite quickly.  

He hated them though. They reminded him of everything that he 
had lost with the use of his legs.  

Now both he and Falex found themselves attending a meeting 
with Commander Xzaar, and Nick was still getting used to the 
sensation of not actually standing on anything. It was most 
buggering.  

‘I’m not happy that you are two are coming with the senssi on this 
mission, especially considering your current condition,’ Xzaar said, 
his eyes focused directly on Nick. 

Nick still couldn’t shake off the memory of how callous Xzaar had 
been in the implementation of the chip into his mind.  

‘But I have no choice in the matter. Be warned, though, the 
importance of the mission is paramount. Everyone is expendable in 
pursuit of our goal.’  

Nick said nothing, and Falex wasn’t sure where to look.  
The awkward silence was broken by the voice of Zxallarlyre 

through the ships COMMsystem. ‘Martians, Select Warriors, it is with 
great pleasure that I, Lord Zxallarlyre, announce to you that the bulk 
of our fleet which will engage the Cyber forces will be commanded 
by none other than our Emperor himself, Izlyr!’  

This was greeted by a thunderous noise of approval which Xzaar, 
Nick and Falex could hear even from inside Xzaar's office. It growled 
as it pulsed throughout the ship. 

‘You may rest before our arrival,’ Xzaar said to them. ‘You will 
need it for what is to come’.  

After Nick and Falex had left Xzaar's office, Falex turned to Nick 
and said, ‘I wish the Doctor was here.’  

‘You and me both, Falex, mate.’  

The bridge of the Draconia was a hive of activity. Draconians rushed 
from one side to the other as preparations were readied.  
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Captain Makaathra stood side by side with Admiral Kervarr in the 
heart of the bridge. She bore a worried look upon her face. ‘What are 
the findings of our inquiry into the destruction of the Taurean 
shuttle?’  

‘We found no evidence of sabotage, and it seems to confirm the 
early indications that it was just a terrible accident caused by an 
imbalance in the tetrionic core of their propulsion system.’ 

‘Is that what the Taurean investigation concluded as well?’  
‘Yes, Captain. There were no survivors. The Taureans are selecting 

a successor to Senator Belax as we speak and whoever is selected 
should be joining us soon after they are chosen.’  

‘I don’t like it. The shuttle’s destruction has put several of the races 
on alert. They fear that the Cybermen may have agents working 
among us.’  

‘Then they should be rest assured, the Ambassador to Draconia 
ensured that all Cyberman activity within Federation space has been 
neutralised. Security has been tightened on every level. We are just 
waiting on two more arrivals from the planet below and we will be in 
a position to leave. As far as I’m concerned, the sooner we get going 
the better.’  

‘I concur.’  

Onboard the Qux flag ship, the prone body of the being that was 
Senator Belax was lying unconscious with the members of the 
Quardarax and Rhyiza Serapart standing around him. ‘He doesn’t 
look like one of them.’  

Dennai replied to her commander. ‘He’s still holding on to his 
altered form. He’s very resilient.’  

‘I think that’s a situation we should change, don’t you, Dennai?’ 
Rhyiza said with a smile.  

Dennai smiled in return and turned her attention to the body of 
the senator. The other Quardarax also focused on the body of the 
Taurean senator, which convulsed violently for a few seconds before 
changing completely before their eyes.  

Instead of the humanoid Taurean, a fierce creature replaced him. It 
was the orange of a burning fire, its skin a bizarre texture that was 
matched by the deadly suckers that covered its body. 

‘So this is a Zygon,’ Rhyiza said proudly. ‘I’ve never seen one in 
the flesh before. They’re so notoriously difficult to find.’  

‘Yes, since the destruction of their home world they have become 
a nomadic race. It will make a most interesting addition to the 
Project.’  



 

82 

‘Indeed. It’s a shame that Loqra isn’t here. He’d love to be able to 
perform some tests on a Zygon,’ Dennai concluded. She suddenly 
took on a distant look. Rhyiza noticed this immediately.  

‘What is it?’  
‘The command deck. They’re picking up the Doctor’s bio-signs on 

a shuttle leaving the planet.’  
‘His destination?’  
‘The Draconia.’  
‘Excellent.’ Rhyiza smiled. ‘Put the Zygon into cryogenic storage. 

His harvest will have to wait until later.’  

The Doctor sat in the transport vessel looking back at Alpha 
Centauri, and all that he was leaving behind, with a maudlin sadness.  

It was a mistake to set up roots there he now realised. What good 
was it to be a wanderer in the five dimensions and then decide to set 
up home on a backwater planet in the middle of nowhere, even if it 
had been forced upon him? Still it had become his home, and he 
would miss it.  

But his feelings were not important now. The future, as it always 
was, was what concerned him most.  

Thousands of ships had gathered in orbit around Alpha Centauri, and 
once the Doctor’s shuttle was safely secured in the Draconia’s bay, 
they all moved together as one, towards the distant planet called 
Nova Mondas.  
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Part One 

In the open area at the rear of Earth’s Pride, a young woman waited 
impatiently.  

Impatient to be on her way to the war raging in the space around 
her home planet, Earth. Not Nova Mondas, Earth!  

If anyone had the right to be there it was she. And yet, here she 
was waiting to catch a ride with a bunch of Draconians, all because 
no one would issue her ship with the transponder required to 
transmit the Federation signal. Without that, Earth’s Pride would be 
targeted as a hostile ship in the no-fly zone.  

It was no wonder she was impatient. Her memory only stretched 
back a bit over half a year, with the rest of her eighteen years lost to 
her. Still there, but somehow out of reach. Like when she’d started 
calling the Doctor ‘Professor’. And he’d told her that she had 
previously travelled with a possible future version of him. She hadn’t 
needed to deal with that initially, what with piloting the ship and 
fighting Pels, but after they got back to Alpha Centauri…  

Much to her disappointment, this piece of knowledge wasn’t the 
key to unlocking her hidden memories. And she wasn’t even sure she 
wanted to know any more. Once you open a can of worms, there’s 
no way the contents will ever fit back in.  

When she’d decided that she needed to do something rather than 
sitting around thinking, she’d gone to the Doctor’s shop. He’d gone, 
off to the war with the Cybermen, or so Enalc’karnip had said.  

All her friends were gone or otherwise out of reach. The Doctor, 
off to war. Nick and Vlaash, who knows where. Ssaard and the other 
inmates of IC5486, under lock and key and she was banned from 
seeing them. Even Vishkalaar, the only workmate she’d really gotten 
on with, had made it plain that he could not afford to see her at the 
moment. Any anti-Federation links were being checked after the 
revelation of Cybermen spies and the betrayal of the Supreme 
Senator.  

Oolianeeka… How shim had ever thought shim would get away 
with sacrificing Alpha Centauri to the Cybermen and using the 
resulting war to shore up hir faltering position Alf would never 
know.  

She drew the dagger Vishkalaar had given her, warrior to warrior, 
as a sign of his support when the officious Blooradab had threatened 
to report her for being ‘overly familiar’ with the Martian prisoners. 
Hell, it was probably the Alpha Centaurian who had got her sacked!  

She put the dagger away and picked up another old memory. A 
battered black bomber jacket, the last of the clothes she was wearing 
when she… well, however she got to Alpha Centauri. There were lots 
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of tiny rips on the lapels and sleeves, as if many things had been 
attached once and torn away. The back was similar, with only a very 
tattered letter ‘A’ slightly left off-centre.  

A is for Alf. Maybe that’s why she’d kept it, when all the rest of the 
clothes had been long since junked. It was bizarre that she, the last 
Earthling, was named for the first thing she could remember seeing - 
Alf, short for the star Alpha Centauri. 

She sighed. Enough of the past. What she wanted was to do 
something. Fight a war; find Nick; anything except wait. Typical 
bloody Draconians. If there’s a right way or time to do something, you can bet 
they’ll do it that way and at that time.  

She sat down on the bench that doubled as a bunk, swung her legs 
and waited. Impatiently.  

He turns his head, buoyed by the slight movement of the healing 
nutrients.  

Static. A message from far away. He barely hears it, ambient sound 
on the edge of consciousness.  

Raising a lazy arm he pushes a button in the side of the flotation 
tank. The temperature rises but not uncomfortably. He traces a 
manicured nail across the button and its neighbours, watching as the 
nutrients separate and run over the scales of his arm.  

He flexes. Forms a fist.  
Strength is power. Power is strength.  
A smile.  
His father would have agreed with the sentiment. His father was a 

true politician of the old school. He is also dead.  
And his father was wrong. Strength and power mean one thing 

only: Danger. Always danger. Because somebody always wants to test 
the boundaries. An image of the Doctor rises in his mind, oddly 
disquieting. He frowns, pushes another button. The liquid begins to 
rise about him.  

The Doctor understands politics but he is not a politician. He is 
born to speaking, a priest orator of old but he is not a politician. 
No… far too much feeling on display.  

Worrying thoughts play at the edge of his consciousness but the 
nutrient level is above his head now and hyper sleep is beckoning. 
Something to do with the Taurean child, but he can make no sense of 
it… He likes this feeling of floating towards unconsciousness, almost 
like really sleeping…  

The healing systems take over and the thoughts are lost. Supreme 
Admiral Vorkuuthh, Commander-in-Chief of the Armies of Draconia 
allows the world to recede to a comfortable distance. 
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Later.  
The auto systems have run their course. He stands naked on the 

small deck of the iso-pod, staring down into the purple gloop of the 
nutrients. The tank cover slides to with a pneumatic hiss, jolting him 
from his thoughts.  

‘Clothing.’  
Micro drones mould synthetics and body armour swiftly about 

him. The sensation is not unpleasant, reminding him of youthful 
nights in the massage parlours of Rill.  

‘All systems active. Update.’  
‘Forty-four messages incoming unanswered: ten senatorial 

priority.’  
‘Never mind the bureaucrats! Rate of progress!’  
‘Fleet proceeding in holding formation – estimated arrival on edge 

of Mondas System, fifty segments. Forward loopers report skirmish 
contact – no casualties sustained.’ 

No casualties sustained. That will change.  
‘Time until rendezvous with our allies?’  
‘Twenty-five segments.’  
‘Good. Activate ship to ship and plot course for the Imperium. That 

is all.’  
Systems hum into life, the body of the iso-pod subtly shifting. A 

viewing screen springs into life on a control panel. First Ensign 
Rukaar stares at him from the deck of the Imperium.  

‘Supreme Admiral! My life at your command! We have been trying 
to contact you for the past four segments…’  

‘Yes, yes and I shall be with you inside the next one, boy!’ Efficient 
but stupid this one. ‘Now, tell me the important bits.’  

‘You have forty-four incoming messages. Senator Korath reports 
that the Empress…’  

He feels himself bristling. ‘The important stuff boy!’ Does he have 
no brain at all? With his personal staff split between the Draconia and 
the Imperium, Vorkuuthh finds himself having to make do with 
whoever is available.  

Rukaar is looking to one side. He steps out of view to be replaced 
by the familiar figure of Commander Ultarch.  

‘Supreme Admiral. There is a message from your wife and 
children. Also a blockade ahead - possibly Peace Timers. The 
companion of the Doctor, the girl Alf, has embarked from Alpha 
Centauri and will dock in three segments.’  

‘Thank you, Commander.’ A smile of acknowledgment passes 
between them. He fingers his beard, lost in thought for a minute. 
Ultarch waits patiently. ‘Prepare the conference suite on A-deck and 
run the strat-comps in time for my return.’  
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‘Yes, Admiral.’  

An insistent bleeping broke into Alf’s reverie. It should be the 
proximity alert, hopefully picking up the Imperium.  

She nipped back into the cockpit, smirking briefly at the memory 
of the Doctor’s bulk becoming wedged in the narrow confines at the 
front of the ship. He had seemed somehow out of place on the ship, 
and that incident had proved the impression had been correct.  

Activating the view screen, she used the touch pad to direct the 
display to the segment of space in which the detected object was 
located. There. A small glimmer, visually different to that of the stars. 
She selected that area of the view screen and zoomed in.  

Shit. She knew that Draconian battle cruisers were immense, but 
that had not prepared her for the image that filled the view screen. 
Somehow combining the conflicting attributes of immense size and a 
sleek shape, the Imperium looked like nothing she’d care to be going 
up against in combat. Possibly the impression of sheer size derived 
from the fact that, unlike her previous encounters with spaceships, 
there was no nearby planet to provide scale.  

The ship was cylindrical, a design feature which allowed the 
Draconians to aim the prow of the ship at the opponent in combat, 
focussing the force shield on a smaller area and hence improving its 
strength. This turned the Draconians’ ‘no retreat’ attitude in their 
favour.  

Zooming in on various features of the ship, she took careful note 
of the positions of the neutronic blaster cannon arrays. That was a 
shitload of firepower, but she already knew that from the grid 
memory patch she’d downloaded in preparation for the trip.  

Wait a second. The power reading was way too high for an inactive 
weapon. That set of blaster cannons was aimed directly at her!  

Damn damn damn! Transmit a recognition signal before you get yourself 
killed, girl! She shot off the pre-arranged signal, keeping the view 
screen focussed on the blasters targeted at Earth’s Pride. She relaxed as 
the readings told her the array was being powered down to stand-by 
level.  

Good lesson here: do what you have to do before you admire the equipment!  
Incoming comms signal… She allocated an area of the view screen 

to display the visuals.  
A Draconian in uniform displaying communications flashes 

appeared. ‘This is Lieutenant Krastaarn of the Imperium. Your 
recognition signal has been received and confirmed. Your incoming 
signal has been analysed, and appears to be a true visual signal, not 
CGI. You are the human Alf?’  

‘That’s me. So, what’s the procedure from here?’  
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‘We will shortly beam a homing signal to guide you to the 
appropriate hold. You will fly your ship and land in that hold, where a 
representative of the Draconian Fleet will meet you. Given your 
association with the Draconian Ambassador to the Federation Senate, 
I have been advised that First Ensign Rukaar of the Supreme 
Admiral’s own staff has been assigned to this task. He will ensure you 
are scanned for Cyber implants. Oh, and Pilot Alf? Do not deviate 
from the homing signal. Should you do so, the Galactic Federation 
and the Draconian Fleet will accept no responsibility for your death 
even if it is caused by our weapons. Imperium out.’  

Alf swallowed. These blokes weren’t pissing about!  

Alf disembarked from Earth’s Pride and into the attention of a small 
greeting party. She took a small amount of pride that she warranted 
six armed troopers before they confirmed that she wasn’t an agent of 
the Cybermen.  

The seventh Draconian wore a far more fancy uniform than the 
others - doubtless the ensign assigned to meet her. Yep, there was 
that chest beating salute of the Draconian Fleet. Mind you, he was 
giving her ship a dubious look at the same time.  

‘Pilot Alf? I am First Ensign Rukaar of the Draconian Space Fleet. 
On behalf of Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh I welcome you onboard 
the Imperium.’ He held up the implant-scanning wand. ‘With your 
permission…?’  

Alf stepped forward, raising her hands in the air. ‘Be my guest.’ 
The wand hummed as it was passed over her body but, apart from a 
mild tingling in her fillings, there was no obvious effect.  

‘You appear to be clear,’ said Rukaar. Behind him, the troopers 
visibly relaxed. ‘Now, Pilot Alf, we need to determine what your 
precise skills are so that we may appropriately deploy your services.’ 
In place of the wand, he now held a datacom.  

‘I’m hitching a ride on this ship to the war zone. When we’re there, 
I’ll take Earth’s Pride and head off. That’s simple enough.’  

‘You intend to fly this… ship into battle? Surely a qualified pilot 
would be better served with a current model. Might I inquire as to the 
name of the academy at which you attained your qualifications?’  

The tone of his voice was so officious that Alf found herself 
counting the number of limbs Rukaar had. Only four, so despite his 
attitude he wasn’t an Alpha Centaurian. ‘I didn’t study at any 
academy. I downloaded the piloting and astrogation skills from the 
experiential memory transfer grid.’  

‘The grid? Then you aren’t a qualified pilot at all! There is no way 
that you will be allocated any pilot duties. Grid learning is a most 
inferior substitute to personalised tuition and experience, you know.’  
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‘Is that so? Or is just your way of feeling superior to people whose 
parents can’t afford to put them through la-de-dah academies?’ She 
looked the junior officer up and down. ‘Looks to me like you’re fresh 
out of that academy - no practical experience! What you don’t seem 
to understand is that the grid simply feeds in the information, you 
actually have to practice to turn what you download into real skills.’  

‘It isn’t the practice that is important, it is the way you acquire the 
skill. The way you learn teaches you about living an honourable life. 
What you have done is little more than computerised grave robbing.’  

‘Grave robbing? Listen, I may be a guest on this ship, but where I 
come from we call that sort of thing “fighting words”.’  

‘Fighting words?’ Rukaar looked at her closely. ‘Am I to 
understand that you are challenging me?’  

Oh, good work! Hardly set foot on the ship and I’m already in a fight. ‘If you 
like. I’ve got nothing to prove here, you’re the one who seems to 
have the need to feel you’re better than me.’ She smiled at Rukaar, 
but it wasn’t a nice smile.  

There was a sudden bleep from the ensign’s uniform. ‘First Ensign 
Rukaar? It is almost time for the supreme admiral’s conference. Your 
presence is required in the conference suite. The supreme admiral 
also requests the presence of Pilot Alf.’  

‘Message received. On my way.’ Rukaar pressed at a device oh his 
uniform, presumably preventing his next words from being 
broadcast. ‘You heard that. We need to go to the conference now. 
But this matter is not concluded.’  

‘Raise it again any time you like, sunshine.’  

Now he has a headache, pushing, relentless, right behind the eyes. 
Rukaar, in particular, is annoying him. Sometimes he suspects Korath 
has had the ensign assigned to him as a joke. What the boy’s doing in 
the fleet the God Empress alone knows. Definite senatorial material, 
but never a soldier.  

Speaking of Korath, he realises the senator is addressing him. The 
thin figure wavers in the grey light of the holo-beam from table’s 
centre.  

‘Vorkuuthh?’  
He frowns. ‘I’m sorry, Senator, could you repeat the question?’ 

There is movement from beside him. Rukaar.  
‘Do you require a stimulant, Admiral?’  
He feels himself bristle, missing Korath’s response in the process. 

‘No I do not require a stimulant!’ Insolent fool. ‘Sit down!’  
Rukaar sits amid the embarrassed rustle of papers. No one at the 

table can hold his gaze. No one but the girl, her eyes smiling. For a 
minute he wants to ask her what she’s thinking. Damn females! She 
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winks at him and he gets to his feet, pacing a circuit of the table. 
Necks crane to follow him.  

‘We must prioritise!’ Korath from the conference suite on 
Draconia, querulous as always.  

Vorkuuthh pauses, smiles in spite of himself, reminded of some 
piece of bureaucratic nonsense. ‘Yes, prioritise… Perhaps we should, 
how do you say it Korath, step outside the box?’  

The diminutive figure glowers from the holo-beam. ‘Yes, thank 
you, Vorkuuthh, when you’ve stopped playing God on the battlefield 
perhaps you’d deign to lower yourself to our humble affairs.’  

His eyes narrow. The silence in the room has become palpably 
dangerous. Even the girl has stopped smiling. Korath’s comment is 
below the belt, unworthy even of his cousin.  

‘And don’t bring Korath's name into this Vorkuuthh!’  
Bastard spawn of a Gaasshnaarrkk swamp dweller!  
‘You two are worse than a pair of kids, you know that?’ The girl, 

staring pointedly at the table.  
‘Be silent female!’ Rukaar, attempting to throw his weight around. 

Stupid.  
She laughs openly. ‘That’s really amazing, mate - a talking arse. 

How long you had that?’  
Vorkuuthh feels the situation slipping away from him. In a way the 

girl is right. ‘Silence!’ His tone is thunderous.  
There is silence.  
Korath clears his throat from Draconia. ‘The two main points are 

your broadcast to the people of Draconia and…’  
He interrupts - blunt. ‘Run the standard footage - give them the 

pomp and circumstance.’  
‘That is not sufficient! You are required under article seventeen…’  
‘Article seventeen be damned! Get Ultarch if you want a voice 

over.’  
Compromised silence.  
‘Very well.’ Korath concedes, clearly not happy.  
‘We are all ready too far behind the main fleet. I should be seen to 

lead, not skulk in the backwaters like some political leech!’ He glares 
about the table, daring anyone to disagree. No one does. The girl is 
grinning. He frowns. Careful female, I am not your friend.  

She shrugs, as though reading his thoughts.  
‘There is also the matter of the Peace Timer blockade.’ Rukaar, 

prompting Korath.  
‘Ah yes,’ Korath is smiling now. ‘I cannot countenance your 

request to go around the blockade, Vorkuuthh.’  
Damn Akrulan for leaving his cousin in charge while he was away 

on the Draconia! Korath was worse than that wily old veerskat. ‘The 
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delaying tactics of these “peace” protesters will cause thousands, 
maybe millions of unnecessary deaths, Korath!’  

‘Vorkuuthh, we know you are concerned for your son, but under 
the fourth statute of the Federation Treaty of Individual Right to 
Self-Expression…’  

He doesn’t even hear the rest. This is personal! By the gods he’ll –  
It’s very quiet, disconcertingly so.  
He realises he’s cut the holo-link subconsciously.  
‘Admiral?’ Rukaar is looking at him questioningly.  
He places a hand on the ensign’s shoulder. ‘This meeting is at an 

end. Summon all strategic personnel to the forward observation 
deck.’  

No one argues with that either.  
Except the girl, who remains sitting, watching, as the others file 

from the room. ‘You’re a bundle of laughs, Vorkuuthh, you know 
that?’  

He stares. ‘What do you want, female?’  
She leans forward. ‘These Peace Timers - tell me about them.’  
He looks at her again, really looks at her. She is young but more of 

a warrior than the likes of Rukaar will ever be. And her eyes, there is 
something dead in her eyes. He can’t explain.  

She smiles, gets to her feet. ‘Yeah, you and me both, mate.’  
She understands. There is no need to say anything. He nods for the 

Honour Guard, hovering, to leave them in peace. The doors slide to 
as the girl crosses to the observation window, looking out into the 
gulf of deep space.  

He moves to join her, the void drawing him in. For a moment he 
feels his vision and consciousness slip. He speaks without realising. 
‘My son, he is with the Peace Timers.’  

‘Your son? Shit!’  
‘My eldest son. Voraann. He is probably aboard that blockade.’  
‘Gordon Bennett…’  
‘Gordon Bennett? He is there, too?’  
She smiles. ‘No, mate, sorry, turn of speech. He’s not there.’ She 

pauses. ‘That Korath’s a right idiot isn’t he?’  
He shakes his head, turning away from the observation window. 

‘While his cousin is the lead Draconian diplomat of the fleet, he is the 
finest political mind we have.’ A pause. ‘And no mean strategist, 
though it pains me to say it.’  

‘What’s that?’ She is staring ahead, pressing her face sidelong to the 
window. Dim specks of light in the distance, amber and blue.  

He directs her gaze downwards, to the random of the Settii cluster 
below them.  

‘Wow!’ She sounds impressed in spite of herself.  
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‘The Settii cluster, satellites of Settii, the gas giant. Comparable in 
size to Centauri but uninhabitable.’  

The cluster passes below them, crude formations of ochre brown 
and brilliant orange, laced with sudden startling striations of sapphire 
and silver, reflecting pinpoints of light from the blockade ahead.  

‘Are they inhabitable?’  
He frowns. ‘Possibly. There have been two exploratory expeditions 

I know of. Neither returned.’  
She grins. ‘Unfriendly then.’  
He returns the grin. ‘If you will excuse me, I must talk with my 

wife.’  
‘No problem.’ She heads for the doors, looks back. ‘See you on the 

blockade then?’  
Presumptuous of her! He laughs and nods a wave.  

* 

Alf looked around the hold that acted as a docking bay. She smiled 
briefly at Earth’s Pride, looking forward to the other end of the 
journey and being free to pursue her own interests.  

She then looked back at the group of Draconians that had been 
selected for this mission. Aside from the admiral, mostly an Honour 
Guard. She couldn’t imagine he’d want a crowd for a meeting with 
his estranged son, but it appeared she’d got under his guard enough 
to be one of the party.  

Oh no! There was Rukaar. She’d hoped to avoid him, but she 
should be so lucky!  

He was giving her the evil eye. Give it a rest!  
Uh-oh. It looked like the group was ready to board that shuttle 

over there. She’d missed whatever briefing Ultarch was giving.  
As she walked across to join them, the ensign moved to block her 

way. His face was like thunder. She paused before they came too 
close. Alf noted that Commander Ultarch was eyeing the two of them 
with concern, but that Vorkuuthh himself appeared to be looking 
around distractedly, focussing on nothing in particular.  

‘A problem, Ensign?’ she asked.  
‘There is no place for you here. This party represents Draconia and 

the Galactic Federation in its dealings with some misguided citizens. 
It is no place for a former security guard dismissed from Federation 
service.’ Seeing her surprised look, he continued, ‘oh yes, I know 
about you. The Federation database has informed me that you have 
no real history, first entering the record in the last year. It tells me you 
are suspected of complicity in releasing Martian traitors from legal 
custody. And it tells me you claim to be a native of the home world 
of the Cybermen, from a race extinct for over five centuries. What it 
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doesn’t tell me is which enemy you truly work for. Or why anyone 
should trust you.’ He paused. ‘And in the future, refer to me by my 
correct rank: First Ensign!’  

‘And even if all that is true, what’s your point? I’m coming on this 
mission at the direct invitation of Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh. And 
there’s nothing some junior spaceman like you can do about it.’  

She moved to step around him, but he continued to interpose his 
body. Alf was beginning to think that thumping him was the only way 
that she’d break this stalemate when Ultarch placed a hand on 
Rukaar’s shoulder.  

‘It’s time for you both to board the shuttle. First Ensign Rukaar, 
you are to pilot the shuttle, as you’d know if you’d listened to my 
briefing.’ His eyes moved between them, looking for any sign that 
either of them would disobey him. When it was obvious that neither 
would, he stepped back and watched them board the shuttle.  

‘It looks like you will be safe for the moment,’ Rukaar said, as they 
entered the shuttle.  

‘Oh, you think I need to hide behind your superior officers, do 
you? I told you before, anytime you like. While Vorkuuthh’s with the 
Peace Timers, if that suits you.’  

‘Agreed, female.’ Rukaar looked at her, smiling crookedly. ‘You will 
soon learn why Draconia is the premier member of the Galactic 
Federation in most matters, and particularly combat.’  

Now he isn’t laughing. The events of the past segment are a blur. He 
remembers the look Makaathra had given him on hearing his 
decision. She knows he is making mistakes. Mistakes? No, too strong 
a word. Although no word could be strong enough for the news from 
home. He tries to push the thoughts away but they will not leave, a 
nagging cloud of mental blood feeders.  

‘Supreme Admiral?’ Rukaar from the flight deck of the shuttle, 
cautious.  

‘Yes, what is it?’  
‘Access codes received. Airlock tunnel pressurised. You are safe to 

embark.’  
Idiot! This is a war situation. Nobody is ever safe.  
‘Admiral?’ One of the Honour Guard at his side. The girl, Alf has 

elected to stay with Rukaar. There is something unspoken between 
those two but he has no time for it now. Now he must, he must… 
His headache is returning with renewed force. He cannot think 
clearly.  

There is a soft hiss as the airlock shutter rises. Somehow he snaps 
himself back into the present, un-holsters his energy weapon.  
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‘Yes, we should embark.’ He hears himself bark laughter. ‘Do our 
official duty with due regard to individual freedoms.’  

He senses the Honour Guard exchange a look. They are good men 
but they do not understand. No matter. The time for understanding 
is over. He steps into the subdued light of the airlock tunnel. Now it 
is time to talk with his son.  

‘Follow me.’  

Voraann is waiting for him on the outer hub of the blockade. This 
section seems to consist of an adapted merchant man; old and new 
technologies mixing in an absurd cross-junction of wires and circuitry 
across walls and floor. As motley an assortment as Voraann and his 
associates. Ossoban intellectuals, the disaffected aesthetes of Centauri 
and Taureas II, others unidentifiable. All of them have the stench of 
liberal hypocrisy about them.  

‘Father.’  
‘Voraann.’ He wants to scream. Sees himself gunning them all 

down. Holds his tongue. The news can wait. He wants to be alone 
with Voraann. The boy isn’t afraid of him, he knows that much. He 
has his mother’s eyes and bearing. Proud, unafraid. Standing there 
before him in all his gaudy Peace Timer finery, blasphemous trinkets 
and sigils about his person.  

‘You look tired, Father.’ A smile.  
He motions for the Honour Guard to wait by the airlock entrance. 

‘I am tired, my son. Yet we will speak. This I know.’  
The smile broadens. ‘So we shall. My life at your command.’  
A ripple of laughter runs through the group, the Centaurians 

bobbing absurdly at the humour.  
He frowns. Two at the back, of a type he doesn’t recognise. One 

dark skinned, handsome, the other pale with blonde hair as askew as 
his smile. They do not look like Peace Timers, despite their garments. 
They…  

Voraann is directly before him. The moment is lost. ‘Doubtless 
you wish to talk alone, Father?’  

The impudent young fool turns his back and walks steadily away, 
towards a curve in the corridor. Then turns, a laconic eyebrow raised. 
The Peace Timers are beginning one of their absurd chants. With a 
muted snarl he stalks after his son, shouting an order to the Honour 
Guard. The chant pursues him down the corridor, an angry hoard of 
Gaasshnaarrkk blood feeders at his temples again.  

When they were alone, Rukaar ordered the shuttle’s computer to 
close the airlock. He then directed that the internal configuration to 
be changed from passenger to troop carrier mode. The seats folded 
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down neatly and retracted into the floor. Some benches were 
projected from the cabin walls, presumably for the senior Draconian 
officers to use while their troops made do with the open area.  

All things considered, Rukaar seemed the type to settle the thornier 
issues by combat rather than negotiation and compromise. Even at 
her age, Alf recognised there was a need for pragmatism in living life. 
You had to pick the fights that were worth fighting and pass on those 
that were not. This was a lesson that Rukaar had yet to learn.  

Maybe this was an opportunity to teach him?  
Rukaar turned to Alf. ‘You understand that this is not a battle to 

the death? Regardless of any views either of us may have, my life is 
sworn to the Galactic Federation’s war effort. I cannot risk it for any 
purpose but the winning of the war. When I defeat you, you may not 
seek a duel to the death with me until after the war is over.’  

Arrogant git! ‘You beat me? In your dreams, sonny. No weapons, 
right?’ She put her pistol and knife on a convenient shelf. She 
thought she saw the Draconian’s eyes follow the dagger. Bet he 
hadn’t expected her to have a Draconian weapon.  

Rukaar stepped back and removed his ceremonial robes, leaving 
only his under-robes. He reached into them and removed a pair of 
gloves, which he pulled on. Alf saw that they were reinforced around 
the finger and thumb areas, muffling his claws and effectively 
disarming him of his natural weapons. He’d come prepared.  

Carefully Vorkuuthh places the info tab down. The Peace Timer 
demands are absurd but astute. They know their statutes well. Some 
of them appear to have been willingly starving themselves to death 
for the simple purpose of diverting medtech funding and equipment. 
Blind, pathetic fools! He cannot think about this now, let alone 
answer. Makaathra was right; she should have done this, not him. But 
the God Empress required his presence on Draconia… how could he 
deny Jaahkathna?  

‘How many of you are there?’ A question to distract. His voice 
sounds unfamiliar, flat.  

Voraann waves a disinterested hand from the other side of the 
room. ‘Six, seven thousand. This is a community, Father. Doubtless 
you see it as some idle political statement.’  

A community! He stares about the confines of the room. Crudely 
functional. Adapted again with a mix of technologies. He frowns at 
the control panels. Some of this is very sophisticated. They have 
walked some distance and gone deeper inward to be here. It feels 
strange to be so close to his son after all these years, at the heart of 
the world Voraann has made for himself. Part of him feels they were 
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always destined to meet here. He starts. Voraann is unwittingly asking 
the question.  

‘And what of mother and my dear sisters? Not to forget brave 
Harkothh. How could I forget my little brother?’  

‘Harkothh is dead. He died fighting for that which you do not 
believe worth defending.’  

Ages pass.  
The silence hangs heavy between them.  

Rukaar strode to the centre of the room, striking a combat pose. 
‘Now we shall learn whose words have the greatest truth.’  

Alf sauntered far more casually into the combat floor. ‘On Earth 
we had a saying, “don’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched”.’ 
The combat position she assumed was far less formalised and 
ritualistic. She could see Rukaar’s nostrils dilate in disdain. ‘Come on 
then, if you think you’re hard enough!’  

The ensign began to circle around to her left, slowly but with the 
impression of a compressed spring. He certainly had done this 
before.  

She moved forward suddenly, feinting with a roundhouse kick. As 
Rukaar moved to counter it, she struck quickly and landed a blow on 
the side of his head. The knobbly scales abraded her bare hand, 
showing her that her opponent would require careful handling if she 
were to avoid hurting herself.  

Rukaar retaliated with a kick to her midriff, knocking her 
backwards and to a semi-prone position. As the Draconian moved 
forward to take advantage of her imbalance, Alf pushed herself 
forward, driving her shoulder into her opponent, forcing him to 
stagger backwards.  

The two combatants regained their balance and prepared to begin 
again.  

And then the lights flickered…  

A tear is making its way slowly down Voraann’s cheek.  
‘You will never understand, Father.’  
Vorkuuthh is raising the energy weapon, almost unconscious of 

the action. ‘No, my son, I will not.’  
Gunfire. Distant. The airlock!  
‘Voraann! What have you done?’  
A smile. ‘As you say, Father, this is war.’  
The room lurches under a series of tremendous explosions, the 

power cutting in the same instant.  
He hits the floor hard, the scream and grind of tearing metal in the 

darkness all around him.  
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The lights flickered a second time, and the entire room shook 
violently. Alf and Rukaar were thrown apart and to the floor.  

The two combatants looked at each other. What had happened?  
‘Computer? First Ensign Rukaar speaking. Current SitRep, please.’ 

The Draconian spoke at the empty middle-distance, and looked 
somewhat puzzled when there was no reply.  

Climbing to her feet, Alf crossed the still shaking room to a wall-
mounted computer monitor. ‘Sometimes the old ways work best,’ she 
said, activating the monitor by the touch pad. Obviously her current 
security clearance was still active.  

The view screen display was filled with variable levels of static, 
sometimes so strong as to drown out the image. She used the touch 
pad to call up an image of the ship to which they were docked.  

And that was when things really went bad.  
The screen showed atmosphere bleeding off into space in rapidly 

dispersing white jets. The whole ship shook violently again, in time 
with a blinding flash on the view screen. And then chunks of metal, 
spinning and glittering on their way off into space.  

The decompression alarm sounded, and emergency bulkheads slid 
across the entries to this cabin. Even the flight deck was closed to 
them. They were trapped!  

Looking up from the floor, where she had once more been 
thrown, Alf could see the airlock with which they’d docked was 
blackened, misshapen by the explosion. And getting smaller all the 
time. The shuttle was no longer attached to it, and was shooting off 
into space.  

Just what I need, she thought. Lost in space, and Rukaar will make the 
perfect Doctor Smith!  

‘Rukaar! We’ve been blown away from the blockade. I’ll need your 
help to try to take control of the ship from here.’  

The Draconian had climbed to his feet for the first time since the 
initial explosive jolt. ‘One side, female!’ He shoved Alf none too 
gently. ‘We must determine our trajectory quickly. This area of space 
is too crowded for us to careen about at random!’  

While somewhat annoyed at the rough handling, Alf took Rukaar’s 
point and stood close behind him. The ensign was using the touch 
pad to call up an image of what lay directly in the shuttle’s path.  

A small planetoid filled the pixelating screen. As Alf watched 
appalled, it seemed hours, days and even years were squeezed into 
each passing second. As the seconds ticked by like decades, the 
features of the Settii planetoid’s surface became increasingly detailed.  

A collision was inevitable.  
One word filled Alf’s mind: Nick!  
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Part Two 

When Alf woke up, she had her face pressed against the hard metal 
floor.  

For a moment, she couldn’t recall what she’d been doing last night 
to find herself in such an undignified position first thing in the 
morning.  

It must be morning. She could smell something cooking.  
The smell reminded her of the big fry-ups Nana Dudman would 

prepare for breakfast. The things she used to cook! Alf was sure that 
some of them were never meant to be eaten.  

Kidney. Liver. Lamb’s fry. What kind of a name was lamb’s fry in 
any case? If you’re going to be eating the liver of a lamb, you could at 
least be honest about it!  

But no. She wasn’t smelling lamb’s fry or liver or kidneys. 
Something else, some other kind of offal.  

Offal! Awful, more likely.  
‘I haven’t had these for years!’ she could recall her Nan saying. It 

was on the tip of her tongue…  
Brains! She could smell brains. Frying brains. Her Nan liked them 

crumbed and fried with garlic, but that wasn’t what she could smell 
here. Something else. Something… spicy.  

You wouldn’t catch Alf eating brains. She’d tried it once, but the 
simple thought of chewing on something someone else had been 
thinking with was just too much! Give her bacon. Give her eggs. 
Give her mushrooms and beans, kippers and kedgeree. But no 
brains.  

She sighed, but that very act increased the smell of the brains when 
she inhaled afterwards. She’d have to get up and open a window.  

And then a cold chill ran through Alf’s body.  
She hadn’t fallen asleep last night. She hadn’t been out drinking.  
And it wasn’t just brains she could smell. She could also smell an 

electrical fire, sparks shooting and plastic melting. She could smell 
hot metal.  

She opened her eyes and untwisted her body from the awkward 
position she’d fallen in when the ship had crashed. She rubbed the 
contusion on her forehead, where she’d fallen headfirst. As she stood, 
she saw a body at her feet.  

Rukaar.  
Well, he hadn’t landed as well as she had. Or maybe her skull was 

thicker.  
The electrical fire that had broken out close to the body had 

caused the cooking smell. The cracked skull did nothing to keep the 
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smell in. The fire was burning out, with nothing to feed it. There was 
no way she’d ever have a big fry-up for breakfast again.  

In the dream it is always the same. The boy is standing above him, 
watching. Smiling. To start with it is unclear where he is. Then he 
knows. Hanging from this precipice in the middle of infinity. One 
arm gripping the rock face above; the other holding the boy, a 
deadweight, pulling him.  

Holding the boy? At this point the sense of vertigo is real. How 
can he be above him and with him?  

‘Let go.’ The boy’s eyes are twin suns of bruised orange. His voice 
is crystal, chiming. Commanding. He releases the boy but he is always 
the one that falls…  

… He wakes up, heart lurching. Reaches for a weapon that isn’t 
there.  

Darkness. A groan.  
Vorkuuthh blinks, a vague shape coming into focus. Pain, hard and 

numbing all down his right side. More than one rib broken for sure.  
The darkness becomes grey light, the shape resolving itself into 

Voraann, who offers an ironic smile. He is pointing the energy 
weapon directly at him. So this is what it has come to!  

‘Kill me then!’ His voice is hoarse, his throat and chest as painful 
as his ribs.  

‘I believe you were about to kill me, Father.’ Voraann leans closer, 
hands over the weapon.  

He stares at it stupidly, his eyes accustomed to the gloom now. 
The charge is dead, the barrel misshapen. He becomes aware of the 
table and chairs on the floor above them. They are lying on the 
ceiling. He drops the weapon, a harsh metallic clatter. A sigh. ‘We are 
lucky to be alive.’  

‘I don’t understand what happened, Father.’ Voraann is looking at 
him in earnest, almost appealing for him to believe.  

Before the boy can continue there is an abrupt crash of metal on 
metal from the upended floor, a door being forced open manually. A 
failing light stick glimmers. Familiar armour silhouetted in the 
doorway, one of the Honour Guard leaning forward awkwardly.  

‘Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh? This is Sergeant Kraatoor.’  
‘Yes! I am here!’ A pause. ‘So is my son.’  
‘My life at your command!’ Another pause. ‘Only two other 

survivors as far as I know. We are on the cluster.’  
Gods! This is as much a curse as a blessing. He wonders briefly 

about the girl, Alf. Did she make it down? He hopes so. There have 
been too many mistakes and too much dishonour this day.  
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‘If you have rope then use it, Sergeant!’ He eyes Voraann as he 
speaks. ‘If this is the cluster then it’s almost certainly our grave and 
I’d rather not waste whatever time I have left with words.’  

Voraann grins, seeming to appreciate the gallows humour. ‘Ever 
the statesman, Father.’  

* 

Perched in the flight deck of the shuttle, Alf manipulated the 
controls. The shuttle was a top-of-the-range number, unlike Earth’s 
Pride. But then, she’d been stretched to afford even such a very old 
model ship on her wages, even with the military surplus stock 
discount she’d received as part of the Galactic Federation’s security 
forces. About the only perk of the job, and military surplus 
merchants had been loath to give it to her.  

The equipment on the flight deck was mostly fritzed by the crash-
landing. The external monitors weren’t providing any visuals - or the 
view screen wasn’t working. Didn’t really matter which! It appeared 
that the atmosphere outside was breathable, if very thin and full of all 
sorts of exotic elements. Gravity was a bit under half of Federation 
norm.  

She re-checked the drive instrumentation to the extent she could. 
Fuel reserves were pretty low, a fair chunk consumed by the breaking 
attempt she and Rukaar had made. There was probably a leak or 
rupture of some kind as well, or someone hadn’t kept it fully fuelled. 
She’d hate to be the technician who Vorkuuthh found was skimping 
on routine maintenance, so it was most likely a rupture caused by the 
explosion or the crash.  

The communications equipment was shot to shit as well. She’d 
found an automatic distress beacon and laughed. It hadn’t come on 
when the shuttle crashed, so it certainly wasn’t an example of truth in 
advertising. While she hadn’t downloaded much in the way of 
electrical engineering skills from the experiential memory transfer 
grid, the basic spacer handyman set she had already downloaded 
enabled her, with a bit of effort, to get the beacon going. So, 
hopefully help would be on its way.  

She went back to the entry, the main cabin of the shuttle, and 
looked out. One of the things about space travel is that you lose track 
of the time of day because there is nothing that represents it - no 
planetary rotation causing night and day. So she wasn’t exactly sure 
what to call the meal, the remains of which were congealing beside 
Rukaar’s body.  

Given the lack of any food on the shuttle, she really wished that 
the meal were still in her stomach. No use crying over spilled… Well, 
no use crying in any case.  
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Poor Rukaar. He may not have been worth much alive, but he 
certainly didn’t deserve to die this way.  

The smell wasn’t attractive, so she moved back into the flight deck. 
She had two choices: she could wait, or she could try to open the 
damaged airlock and see where she was. She’d done far too much 
waiting recently, but she recalled what Vorkuuthh had told her.  

There had been two exploratory expeditions to the Settii cluster 
and neither had returned. However, that didn’t mean that she’d 
crashed on the same planetoid as either expedition had visited or, 
even if she had, that there was anything out there. In fact, it didn’t 
mean anything at all.  

The wrecked shuttle moved suddenly, like it was rolling. Like a 
large weight had been attached to one side, and it was seeking a new 
equilibrium.  

Alf grabbed a hold, and repressed a shudder as she heard the body 
slide across the floor.  

There was a rasping, screeching sound coming from the direction 
of the airlock. She moved back to the entry to the main cabin and 
looked, seeing that the bulkhead was still in place. Again the 
screeching, and this time… surely the metal wasn’t buckling?  

Before Alf’s astonished gaze, the bulkhead was forced apart and 
something large, orange and moist was thrust between them. It was 
part of some huge creature and it was sniffing… and opening its 
enormous mouth. A tongue, which more closely resembled an 
orange, fleshy tree trunk, dripping with a viscous black liquid began 
to probe its way across the floor.  

The creature sniffed again, and the tongue reared up towards her, 
wavering slightly. Alf reached for her gun… and then remembered 
she’d put it on a shelf before that stupid, stupid duel with Rukaar. 
Damn! It would be somewhere in the cabin below.  

The other survivors are an Alpha Centaurian called Sooltaeses and a 
Taurean calling himself Whyde Farren. Peace Timers. They seem to 
take little note of who he is, or his rank, as the small group part 
crawls, part swings its way through the depths of the ship. Little is 
said as ceilings (now floors) are tested for strength, bulkheads 
breached. The plan, such as it is, is to head for an outer wall and blow 
or cut their way out with the equipment they have - and anything of 
use found en route.  

They crab shuffle sideways into a workable service lift, Kraatoor 
jacking the manual systems into action.  

‘This situation is most unfortunate!’ Sooltaeses is shrill, bobbing in 
agitation, hir one eye blinking rapidly.  
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‘Unfortunate!’ The Taurean is hysterical, his tattoos pulsing 
violently, livid spirals and random hemispheres. Whyde is temporarily 
cut off as the service lift comes to a halt in the bowels of the 
merchantman. They seem to have travelled no distance at all.  

Vorkuuthh eyes the Peace Timers with distaste. Give him a 
functioning weapon and he’d kill them both now, individual rights be 
damned! Oh for a good old fashioned blade! As it is Kraatoor is the 
only one with any weaponry, a handgun on reduced power and two 
thermium grenades.  

‘Be at peace, my brothers!’  
Voraann, practical. Yes, Voraann was always more practical than 

Harkothh. Vorkuuthh doesn’t take in the rest of the conversation, 
remembering the strain in Vihhnaska’s voice, her face in the holo-
beams wan light. And now this! He has betrayed her…  

‘Supreme Admiral?’  
Kraatoor is at his shoulder, the soft burr of the west isles in his 

voice, unusually accentuated for a Draconian who has seen off-world 
service of any length. A good man but his eyes are tired.  

‘Do you have a family, Sergeant?’  
‘A wife and two daughters, Supreme Admiral.’ Kraatoor is levering 

the doors open as he speaks.  
The moment passes, Voraann moving to help Kraatoor and 

together they lever the doors apart.  
The cold bronze of an engine deck corridor greets them, 

recognisable system wide but tilted at a crazy diagonal in this 
instance.  

Kraatoor pulls himself into the corridor and leaning back, kicks the 
far wall with a booted foot. A hollow echo from beyond. If it’s an 
outer wall they’ve got a chance so long as there’s some kind of 
breathable atmosphere. If there isn’t, well at least it’ll be quick.  

‘I think we should try here, Supreme Admiral.’ Kraatoor looks to 
him, fingering one of the thermium charges.  

‘I agree.’ Voraann.  
Vorkuuthh looks at the boy curiously then nods. ‘Very well.’  
Kraatoor is already attaching the charge.  
He ushers the rest of the group to the back of the lift, Sooltaeses’ 

one eye widening in alarm.  
Kraatoor moves to join them and is caught by the blast as the 

charge explodes early. The sound of the explosion is lost in the 
sudden inrush of sound from outside. Howling, screeching winds, 
accompanied by billowing smoke.  

He inhales deeply. Bitter, some taste of spice but it isn’t killing him. 
Stepping towards the rent in the outer wall he looks out across a 
striated plain of angular rock and impossibly jagged columns. The sky 
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seems to bend in close to the land, strange blue lightning flashing on 
the horizon, soundless beneath the winds.  

‘What exactly is this supposed to have achieved?’ Whyde, lips 
pursed and robe pulled close about him.  

Vorkuuthh grins mirthlessly and steps towards the Taurean.  
‘Father?’ Voraann is eyeing him with concern.  
Kraatoor smiles.  
Up on his Tech reports. Good man. He hoists Whyde bodily towards 

the tear in the outer wall and flings the Taurean outside to a shrill cry 
of alarm from Sooltaeses.  

Voraann steps awkwardly to the rent and favours him with a 
reproving frown as the Taurean pirouettes clumsily to the ground, 
held safe in the planetoid’s half gravity.  

Alf had no choice.  
She could wait and see if the monster’s tongue found her, and 

probably die as a result, or she could find her weapons and fight.  
Alf dropped herself down into the tilted main cabin where, 

fortunately, there was very little in the way of loose equipment to 
make it a perilous act. Glancing up, she saw the tongue probing at the 
flight deck entrance, almost as though it was licking the taste of her 
from the floor.  

Tearing her eyes away from the sight and its portent of a 
horrendous death, she began seeking out the weapons in the cabin. 
She found and quickly drew out her dagger.  

Behind her, the sound of sniffing started again. That thing’s tongue 
would be after her again soon.  

Her quick scan of the cabin area failed to reveal her gun. There 
was only one place it could be - under the corpse. Damn!  

Looking around, she saw the tongue was busy with another target: 
the previous contents of her stomach. Alf was glad she’d already lost 
her breakfast (or whatever meal it was), and she guessed so was this 
creature.  

While the creature was distracted Alf took her opportunity. She 
skidded her way across the slanted floor, and grabbed Rukaar with 
her left hand, dragging him away from the wall. Behind him were 
both her gun and the Draconian’s robes. Quickly sheathing the 
dagger, she picked up the blaster pistol and turned to face…  

She dropped immediately as the tongue struck at the place she was 
standing, and started scrabbling around on the floor. Alf dragged 
herself quickly up the slope, finding a foothold in the benches. She 
looked back, and saw the tongue was wrapped around the corpse, 
jerking the body around a little to get a better hold.  
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With a huge exhalation of stinking breath, the creature’s maw 
gaped wide and the tongue, prize and all, was withdrawn into it.  

The shuttle fell back into its original position, with the now 
breached bulkhead opening out onto an alien and dangerous world. 
The creature was gone.  

For the moment.  

Slowly they make their way across the planetoid’s surface, the wreck 
of the merchantman lost in the perpetual sandstorm all around them. 
Without equipment to guide them they might be making their way in 
a perpetual circle, looping the grounded craft. Each step is an effort, 
walking in the half gravity impossible. Sooltaeses in particular is 
having trouble, bowled sideways by the keening winds, bouncing 
haphazardly.  

Voraann stumbles closer in ungainly, leaping steps. Shouts to be 
heard above the storm all around them. ‘There is something you 
wanted to ask me, Father?’  

He doesn’t look, merely shouts back. ‘You said this wasn’t what 
you had planned? You didn’t intend this?’  

Whyde is there too, struggling to stand upright. ‘You think we 
would?’ Another flash of the blue light casts his face in strange 
shadow. ‘Our word is peace not butchery!’  

‘So who blew the blockade apart?’  
Voraann is frowning. ‘There were others… They said they were 

our allies…’  
‘And you trusted them? You fool! Agents of Nova Mondas no 

doubt!’  
Voraann stares hard. ‘No, they were different, Father. Constru…’  
Before Voraann can continue there is a shout from Kraatoor at the 

brow of the hill above them.  
‘Admiral! You should see this!’  
Vorkuuthh leads the others towards the sergeant’s vantage point. 

The view, when revealed is admittedly astonishing. Not going in a 
circle then.  

The plain stretches away below them, a great circle encompassed 
by low, ragged hills and twisting mountains in the distance. Settii itself 
looms on the horizon; a giant of waxed orange and blue, impossibly 
near. Blue lightning bounces randomly across the plain below, 
seemingly spat from the face of the gas giant itself. A beautiful place 
to die.  

As it is, one of them does.  
A sudden shuunnk of motion, keening through the surface storm. 

Vorkuuthh turns with the group, uncertain. Figures loom away to the 
left but Whyde shouts and points. He follows the gesture.  
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Sooltaeses body hovers on the rim, suddenly lightened. The 
Centaurian’s head floats in the half gravity several feet above, the one 
eye staring in surprise. The body doubles up, sluggish rivulets of oily 
blood pooling in the sand about it. A sudden obscene crack of impact 
as the head is hit by some kind of missile weapon, bursting 
spectacularly. Viscous flecks spatter the ground.  

Whyde vomits.  
Carefully, very carefully, he raises his arms, the others copying the 

motion.  
Harsh laughter from the left.  
Slowly he turns. The creature approaching him is close on seven 

feet, clay grey skin and tar black eyes peering from beneath a bony 
brow. Shoulders sloped and walking naturally in the half gravity. 
Crude leather jerkin and boots, baubles of some unknown rock, deep 
black, strung at its belt and calves.  

Now it stands before him, the face splitting in an animal grin. The 
tongue, long and pointed, seems to taste the air. Then it speaks.  

‘I Narr! We Borukk!’ It prods his chest with a crude finger. ‘Your 
kind not come here!’ Another laugh, echoed, dog like by the group 
behind him. ‘Now you all die!’  

Alf adjusted the Draconian robes, trying to make them fit better. 
Rukaar had had a different build to her, and the robes had obviously 
been tailored to fit him, but she needed the extra layer to help deal 
with the world outside.  

The violated airlock, now free from whatever creature had thrust 
its snout in, opened out onto a desolate and cold world. Lower 
gravity, less atmosphere, less heat retention.  

And it was time to go out.  
Somewhere in the back of her memory she recalled a cat sitting by 

a mouse-hole. A cat who had once caught a mouse there, and would 
spend hours hoping for the second course. Whatever that creature 
was, she imagined that predators had similar behaviour the universe 
over, and that the creature would be back looking for its second 
course any time now.  

Maybe she’d find some food. Big carnivores need something to 
live on. They can’t just be hanging around on planets hoping that 
shuttles will drop out of the sky.  

She checked her equipment. Not much to speak of: her blaster and 
dagger, and the blaster she’d found in the robes.  

She breathed in the atmosphere of the world outside, as it whipped 
dust through the violated airlock. It had a musky-cinnamon smell. 
Heavy on the musk, with just an after-taste of cinnamon. Not a 
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combination she’d recommend to designer planet builders, but better 
than gaseous sulphuric acid.  

She approached the airlock cautiously.  
The view outside was spectacular, brilliant colours - orange, 

turquoise - but her first priority was to be away from the shuttle and 
in cover. Time for sightseeing later.  

The rock formations of this world were a little bizarre - it was like 
the molten rock had been stretched, fused into bands of blue glass 
and warped. The lightning strikes? Still, the ridged formations would 
provide numerous handholds while she sought higher ground.  

High ground. There she’d be able to survey the area, see any rescue 
ship that might arise, keep an eye out for the creature with the 
enormous mouth, and be in the best position for the fight or flight 
choice that would eventually be demanded.  

Climbing a nearby cliff helped to show how the environment 
would both help and hinder her. The lesser gravity was a significant 
bonus, allowing her to climb far more quickly than she was used to. 
However, the gusting wind and accompanying dust impeded vision 
and made her cough, and any coughing led to more mouthfuls of 
dust and more coughing, until self-discipline allowed her to stop and 
cover her face mid-climb until she recovered. She used the torn-off 
hem of the robe as a kind of mask.  

Her glasses were coming in very handy - they looked like 
sunglasses, but contained a whole series of visual enhancement 
options. Or, in the case of this wind, simply kept the dust out of her 
eyes. She may very well use some of the other functions later, but at 
the moment the dim regular light and the frequent lightning were 
okay.  

From the top of the cliff, she surveyed the land around her. She 
was towards one side of a huge circular plain. The regularity of shape 
seemed likely to indicate some kind of crater. Using her glasses, she 
focussed in on the shuttle’s wreck. Nothing happening there - the 
mobile mouth not in evidence.  

The view across the plain was frequently blocked by swirling 
sandstorms, but most if was clear enough from time to time. The 
plain wasn’t as smooth as she’d first thought - there were boulders, 
rocky outcrops and cavernous cracks all over it. Hang on… that 
looked like smoke!  

There was another metallic object, something else that wasn’t 
native to the planet. From the smoke, she guessed it was recent. She 
didn’t recognise it, but no surprise there - it was much the worse for 
wear from the crash it appeared to have had. Maybe it was some 
piece of the blockade knocked loose by the explosion? Much bigger 
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than the shuttle! If it was from the blockade, it could be from near 
where the shuttle had docked. Any survivors?  

There. In the distance, and largely obscured by a sandstorm, was a 
group of humanoids. They were moving away from her. She’d need 
to catch up with them. Safety in numbers and all that.  

Where were they heading? Alf scanned the plain ahead of the 
group and saw, quite a bit further away, another metallic object. It 
was partially buried, but had the look of a spaceship of some kind, 
probably Draconian. A rescue vessel wouldn’t be buried. One of the 
Settii expeditions Vorkuuthh had mentioned?  

Time for that later. Now, she had to see who this group was. And 
cautiously - Peace Timers sounded nice, but put people in a bad place 
and who knows what they’ll do?  

* 

Vorkuuthh tests his bonds, thinking. All about them the air is thick 
with the spice smell, close and choking. He catches Kraatoor’s eye 
from the other side of the pound. The bonds are breakable. Metal but 
malleable.  

Kraatoor shakes his head, imperceptible.  
Voraann and Whyde are talking in whispers, casting their captors 

an occasional glance, as they move beyond the pound in ugly 
preparation.  

He smiles to himself. Borukks! It somehow has an appalling 
symmetry. He thought they were all destroyed, classified information. 
Part of the failed Technology Pact with the Qux and Omnisci. Ha! 
Insanity Pact seems more appropriate! Now even their failed genetic 
experiments are catching up with them. Explains something of why 
the Qux fell out of favour with the Omnisci.  

Voraann is at his side, eyes drawn to the jagged pit at the cavern’s 
centre. ‘Father, these creatures?’  

‘The Borukks? What of them?’  
‘Who are they?’  
Vorkuuthh shakes his head. ‘A genetic cul-de-sac dreamed up by 

the Qux, realised by the Omnisci, in their endless search to create the 
superior creature.’ 

Voraann looks confused. 
Vorkuuthh waves it away. Secrets he should not know. ‘Borukks 

are an offshoot of the Ogron, five times the strength, sadly a tenth of 
the intelligence, and an unwillingness to follow even the simplest 
order. Only such as they could survive here!’  

An animal chant starts up from the cavern beyond.  
Voraann has to raise his voice to be heard. ‘Orders?’ He laughs 

mirthlessly. ‘That’s fitting - it really is! We’re going to die at the hands 
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of one of your military experiments!’ He claps his hands, strides the 
pound.  

‘Never mind the Borukks!’ Whyde struggles to his feet, tattoos 
pulsing faintly in the underground light. ‘What do we do?’  

They stare into the cavern beyond, the familiar blue glass striations 
glowing against the ochre of the walls. A ledge is perceptible, 
descending from the highest edge, leading to an unknown network of 
tunnels the Borukks led them through blindfolded. There doesn’t 
appear to be any other exit from the cavern.  

‘I think we are a sacrifice.’ Kraatoor, quiet at the back of the 
pound. The chanting is louder now. ‘This is some kind of temple.’  

The Honour Sergeant stretches, approaches him, a wry smile on 
his worn features. ‘No wonder the expeditions didn’t make it back!’  

Vorkuuthh returns the smile. ‘If any of them landed here, no 
wonder. But the cluster is extensive.’  

There is a new sound, a metal scream of pulleys and gears, a crude 
cage being lowered from the roof of the cavern. Halting above the 
mouth of the pit. Something roars in the depths of the planetoid, the 
ground shifting.  

‘Oh gods.’ Whyde leans a dirty forehead against the bars of the 
pound, the intricate tattoo on the side of his face glowing faintly, lips 
pursed. ‘Not this… I know that sound!’  

They all do. A Rock Burrower; some call them Ogron Eaters. A 
misnomer. Surely the most notorious omnivore in this galaxy! He 
stares into the cavern as the Borukk leader approaches, a leering 
golem in the torchlight.  

The animal grin spreads wide again, black saliva drooling. ‘Now it 
time! God wake up hungry! You good for belly!’  

‘Well, Father…’ Voraann again. ‘What shall we tell Harkothh when 
we see him in the great hereafter?’  

Vorkuuthh stares at his son in surprise, as the pound is unlocked 
and they are bundled outside. ‘I shall say nothing! I have no belief in 
gods and trinkets boy!’  

Kraatoor steps forward as they are led towards Narr. A look passes 
between them as the sergeant is pushed roughly into the cage and 
hoisted aloft to the screech of gears.  

The charge! He still has the thermium charge!  
The Borukks seem oblivious, following their leader’s gaze, all eyes 

on Kraatoor.  
The creature in the earth roars its hunger.  
Then two things in the same instant. At a command from Narr the 

base of the cage gives out, Kraatoor dropping like a stone. And 
Vorkuuthh notices the girl.  
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As Alf followed the group across the planet’s surface, it had become 
obvious they weren’t headed for the partially buried ship, but rather 
for a tower-like crag split open by a huge crack. She’d also got a 
better view of the group - and most of them weren’t of a race she’d 
seen on the Imperium. They could be Peace Timers, but they certainly 
weren’t friendly to the Draconians. The raised hands implied they 
were prisoners.  

She’d made up ground by using the lower gravity to make some 
prodigious leaps. She liked to think that her experience in the aquatic 
world of Alpha Centauri paid off here, but she suspected in 
retrospect that she’d taken a bit of a risk.  

When she’d reached the crag, she’d scaled it to get a better view. A 
ledge just inside the crack allowed her to add images to the sounds of 
chanting and wailing that hung in the air, swirling in and out of clear 
hearing as the winds gusted.  

And that’s when things got really noisy.  
There was a bellowing roar, a rumbling tone so low that you could 

feel it in your bones and so loud that the rocky outcrop itself shook. 
She thought about the mobile mouth she’d met earlier. Maybe it 
could have made a noise like this, but it seemed a little small to have 
done so.  

She crept inside, and used her techno-glasses to scan the torch-lit 
cavern inside. There was a heaving mass of simian creatures, which 
were the source of the chanting. On the other side of this rapturous 
mob were the Draconians - no, make that three Draconians and a 
Taurean - who were penned together. One of them was Vorkuuthh. 
There was no clear path to them.  

As she looked for a way to free the captives, one of the 
Draconians was forced into a makeshift cage, which was swung out 
over a pit in the centre of the cavern. Another rumbling bellow.  

Now or never.  
Alf stood up, drawing both blaster pistols. She saw Vorkuuthh 

look up at her, and then down again as the Draconian in the cage fell 
into the pit.  

Alf jumped.  

When she thought back on it, Alf wondered how her entrance must 
have looked to those below. Spectacular, she hoped.  

As she leaped down towards the cavern floor, the ragged 
Draconian robe billowed out behind her. From the corner of her eye 
she saw brilliant blue lightning bolts in the sky outside, and parts of 
the cavern were bathed in azure light.  
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Her two blaster pistols spat red bolts of death into the upturned 
faces of the alien crowd below. She concentrated her fire on those at 
the base of the rough-hewn path that led back up to the ledge.  

She hit the cavern floor amongst dead creatures and a ravenous 
bellow from the central pit. Her knees bent to take the impact, and 
she rolled over and got back to her feet in a smooth movement.  

And then the central pit exploded.  

Lethal shards of rock sing through the air. He turns, narrowly 
avoiding decapitation and pulling the Borukk round in front of him at 
the same time. The creature screams in agony, forehead cleaved open 
and chin smashed. Smaller fragments continue to ricochet around the 
cavern, the Taurean crying out as he is caught in the leg.  

Voraann moves to help the Taurean, the Borukks clustering in 
confusion. Smoke billows. There is no longer a pit, rather a ragged 
slope down to an exposed lower level.  

The girl opens fire, a twin gunned assault.  
Adrenalin pumps fast. This is what Vorkuuthh knows. What he 

has been waiting for.  
‘Kill them! Kill them all!’ Narr. Pointing a crooked finger, black 

eyes fringed red in the stinging smoke. The Borukk is coming for 
Vorkuuthh, hands flexing, preparing to take him apart.  

Not an option. Ducking a random energy bolt he scoops a broken 
bar, part of the cage from the floor. Pulls, levers, taking the creature’s 
weight and shoving the twisted metal upward through sinew and 
bone. Narr sails over Vorkuuthh’s shoulder, landing with an obscene 
crack, his shoulder impaled.  

Vorkuuthh pauses, looks about. No sign of Kraatoor or the 
burrower in the blasted pit, although the floor seems to shift and stir 
ominously.  

‘Father! Come on!’ Voraann, heading upwards and out, following 
the girl and Whyde.  

Vorkuuthh follows, stumbling as he nears his son.  

‘This way!’ Alf called back over her shoulder.  
In the aftermath of the explosion, the ape-like creatures were 

scattered and stunned. The three captives weren’t much better, but at 
least the bars of their pen had been dislodged from the cavern floor.  

The other Draconian grabbed Vorkuuthh by the shoulder, and 
started dragging him forward. The admiral quickly recovered, and the 
three followed Alf up the sloping path to the exit. The Taurean 
limped, his leg injured in the explosion.  

The three seemed willing to follow her, until they were out on the 
open plain.  
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‘Pilot Alf!’ Vorkuuthh didn’t sound particularly happy, so no 
change there then. ‘Are you actually operating to a plan or do you 
expect that we will be running around at random?’  

Nothing like a bit of gratitude! ‘A bit of a plan and a bit of winging 
it, Admiral.’ Alf smiled. ‘I’ve spotted what looks like a partially buried 
spaceship some way off, possibly one of those expedition ships you 
mentioned to me. If it is, and they landed, we may be able to use it to 
fly off this shit hole. If not, it’s got to be more defensible than where 
we are at the moment!’  

‘You have done well, pilot. Lead on.’  
As she continued in the direction of the wreck, Alf reflected briefly 

on the change in Vorkuuthh. He had been distracted and quick to 
anger when they’d met on the Imperium, but now he seemed focussed 
and perhaps even happier, even though their situation was certainly 
not something to smile at. A man of action caught up in the 
bureaucracy of his position, perhaps?  

Glancing back, she saw the granite face of one of the simian 
creatures appear in the entrance to their craggy lair. It gave a cry and 
clambered forward, followed by many more of its kind.  

The explosion had bought them time, but not enough.  

Vorkuuthh narrows his eyes, looks closer. Half a dozen of the 
creatures at most, no sign of the leader. This could be to their 
advantage.  

‘What do we do? I don’t want to die!’ Whyde is beyond hysteria, 
turning in a half circle then collapsing on his wounded leg with a 
shriek of agony.  

‘Dying is easy.’ Vorkuuthh spares the Taurean a dispassionate 
glance.  

Whyde retches, choking for breath. ‘Dying is not easy, and I do 
not wish to do it you militaristic moron!’  

‘Do not speak of my father in such a manner!’ Voraann is staring, 
almost embarrassed that he has spoken.  

Vorkuuthh ignores them both as the girl steps towards him, crude 
crossbow bolts now falling just short of them.  

‘Sorry about this, but it looks like we’re shafted.’  
Vorkuuthh bows his head. ‘I know your meaning, Pilot Alf, but I 

disagree.’ He extends a hand for one of the energy weapons. She 
hands it over almost unconsciously. ‘The black stone they wear… I 
think it is the key to how they move so fast in this satellite’s gravity.’  

Another bolt falls, dangerously close. Vorkuuthh raises the 
weapon, aims. Blows one of the creatures’ head clean from its 
shoulders. They will have to move as fast as they are able now. He 
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starts forward, loping, uncontrolled. The girl is with him, equally 
haphazard.  

She fires, dropping another of the creatures. The remainder falter, 
uncertain.  

It’s now or never. Flicking the setting to maximum he fires at the 
ground just in front of the remaining group. The girl is with him, 
firing likewise. The combined pressure causes a small explosion 
directly before the creatures. The rest is over quickly. They advance in 
an absurd charge finishing off the stunned survivors. Without pause 
he is at work, tearing the black stone bands from belt and boots, tying 
them about his own.  

The girl follows suit, Voraann jogging unsteadily to join them.  
There is a plaintive cry from Whyde. ‘Hey! Don’t forget…’  
Something very immense and very ancient erupts from the satellite, 

consuming the Taurean in an instant. The creature bears down on 
them, a leviathan worm of twisted flesh. Blind, it hits the surface 
some metres before them and to the left of Voraann ,who is 
temporarily bowled skywards, drifting slowly down as the ground 
settles.  

The girl hands Vorkuuthh some black stone.  
Voraann rests his hands on his knees, drawing ragged breaths. 

‘That was the creature from the cavern?’  
The girl is shaking her head. ‘Voraann, I don’t care if it’s the 

creature’s Auntie Mabel, it’s bloody big and it’s bloody dangerous!’  
‘Which way to the craft?’ Vorkuuthh interjects, curt.  
The girl sighs. ‘There’s just no let up with you is there, Vorkuuthh? 

What are you? Super Drac?’  
‘No.’ A forced smile from Voraann. ‘He is a warrior. Aren’t you, 

Father?’  
‘Oh for Pete’s sake!’ The girl turns, jogging away at a natural pace, 

Vorkuuthh’s theory proving right.  
They follow.  

As she reached the top of a rise, Alf paused to look back. There was a 
line of humanoids behind her - first Vorkuuthh, then Voraann and, 
after a gap that wasn’t as large as she’d have liked, the Borukks.  

‘Come on, Admiral,’ she called encouragingly, ‘the ship is just up 
the next rise!’  

As Vorkuuthh struggled his way up the twisting slope, Alf took the 
opportunity to fire a few blaster bolts at their pursuers. This caused a 
bit of panic in the Borukk ranks, but none of them appeared to be 
actually hit.  
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She reached her arm out, and caught the admiral’s hand, pulling up 
to join her on the high ground. ‘What now?’ she asked. ‘Wait for 
Voraann here and give covering fire?’  

Vorkuuthh shook his head. ‘We have no shelter here. If the 
Borukks send any of their number around the side to get behind us, 
we will be as good as dead. One last push to this…’ He paused, sizing 
up the partially buried ship. ‘Hmm. Explorer class shuttle. A fairly 
decent ship for its time. If we can’t fly it out of here, it is a much 
better place for a final stand.’  

As they started down the other side of the rise, Alf noticed that 
Vorkuuthh looked back at the younger Draconian. Maybe this was 
the son he’d mentioned earlier?  

Descent was easier than ascent, once you got close enough to see 
the ground through the swirling sand. Pick a clear patch and jump. As 
the two of them approached the open airlock to the shuttle, they 
looked back to see the other Draconian make a jump to the ground 
and start to run towards them.  

The cries of the pursuing Borukks burst out from beyond the rise 
and echoed around them.  

Thankfully the burrower does not reappear. It takes them a good half 
segment to find the craft during which time surface conditions grow 
notably worse. The storm presses closer from outside as they explore 
the confines of the Explorer class shuttle. The Borukks must have 
stripped out anything of value or moveable long ago. There is a 
strange silence in the dead craft.  

‘Father, are you there?’  
‘Yes, I am here.’ Vorkuuthh cannot hide the irritation in his voice.  
‘The girl, Alf, wants to talk to you.’  
‘There is nothing to say. We are dead.’ He feels anger start up in 

himself at the quickness of his answer. He waits, letting himself 
become calm again. ‘What does she want?’  

‘She wants you to pull your finger out, mate!’ Alf, tired but still 
defiant, pulling herself into the cramped crew space at the back of the 
Explorer. ‘This thing’s still flyable. I can fly it.’  

For a moment he doesn’t reply. What is she asking of him?  
‘She needs the access codes, Father.’ Voraann from behind him.  
Access codes! Of course. Stupid of him. He pushes forward to the 

small flight deck, stabs at the controls. There is an immediate 
response, the low hum of power spreading through the circuitry.  

‘Now we’re talking!’ The girl settles into the pilot’s chair, frowns. 
‘This is not good though.’  

‘What is not good?’  
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‘Two things. One, the power’s gonna take forever to get to flight 
capacity. Two…’ She stares through the forward view screen.  

Borukks, a small army of them, drawing rapidly closer. The leader, 
Narr, screaming an insane war cry into the oncoming winds.  

Alf stood by the airlock with the two Draconians. ‘Okay, I’m back to 
the bridge. You two need to hold the Borukks off until the energy 
levels are to lift-off levels.’ She handed over her other blaster and 
paused. ‘Last call for scathingly brilliant ideas,’ she said hopefully.  

Unexpectedly, Voraann spoke up. ‘There may be a way to increase 
the energy build rate…’ Catching the look from his father, he added 
‘Don’t look so surprised. Every Peace Timer has to pull his own 
weight in several ways. One of mine is maintaining energy generators. 
Federation standard has a power build limiter restricting it, much the 
way Federation laws restrict their citizens.’  

‘I’m pleased to see your time hasn’t been entirely wasted! And the 
limiters are installed because dissidents have previously caused the 
generators to overload and explode. All right, the two of you to your 
own tasks. I can hold the animals off.’  

‘Animals is a relative term, Father. These creatures wouldn’t be 
after us at all had the Federation been a more peaceful civilisation.’  

‘And we’d all be Cybermen by now!’ snapped Vorkuuthh. ‘Away to 
your duties!’  

From the bridge, Alf watched as blaster bolts struck amongst the 
approaching Borukks. For a senior officer used to commanding the 
Draconian fleet, he wasn’t a bad shot! But there was just too many of 
them.  

She kept her eye on the power reading. It was almost there…  
‘Admiral? Close the airlock now! I’m about to start the engines…’  

Vorkuuthh hears the girl, tinny over the airlock intercom. With one 
final burst of fire he draws back, reaching for the outer door control. 
A shadow of movement, then Narr is with him, twisting savagely at 
his gun hand. At the same time the small craft lurches and heads 
unsteadily upwards.  

They fall heavily, the outer door still open as the satellite surface 
recedes below them. He reaches the rim of the inner door with his 
hand and holds on for his life.  

Static and confusion from the intercom.  
The Borukk is screaming, an insane, repeated war cry. ‘You die! 

You die!’  
He sees the boy’s face and knows with strange certainty that he is not going to 

die today.  
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Kicking with all his strength, Vorkuuthh sees the Borukk leader 
tumble away from him as the craft veers upwards at a new angle. 
Incredibly the creature still hangs on outside as Vorkuuthh stabs at 
the outer door controls. The door slams shut and there is an 
immediate, pressured silence. The creature hangs there for a second 
as the craft climbs ever upwards. It must have phenomenal strength.  

A true killing machine. Gods, what have they done!  
No, he cannot afford these thoughts!  
But no strength can defeat the satellite’s harsh atmosphere. The 

Borukk is luminescent orange, charcoal then vapour inside a 
nanosecond.  

The craft turns on to its belly, levelling its course outside the Settii 
satellite’s thin atmosphere. He rises unsteadily to his feet.  

‘Father?’ Voraann, clear now over the intercom.  
‘Yes?’  
‘We thought we’d lost you!’  
‘Get on with it!’  
A beat.  
The girl comes on line. ‘Listen, mate, we’ve got bugger all oxygen, 

two segments at most. Voraann had to reroute most of the power to 
get us off that rock. If you’ve got something like a personalised 
transponder code, now might be the time to transmit it!’  

‘Yes.’ He thinks out loud, opening the inner door and heading for 
the flight deck. ‘The fleet will have sent out scout craft. If any remain 
in range, they’ll find us.’  

Vorkuuthh stares at his remaining son and the girl in the Explorer’s 
dying light. Profiles caught in shadow, breathing shallow and steady. 
He feels a smile forming, checks it. Thinks of his wife, Harkothh, the 
Doctor… So many dead, lost, unknown… The fleet out there ahead 
of them. Too far ahead now… He turns, sensing movement…  

The girl, holding out a hand. He remembers the gesture from the 
Doctor… Unfamiliar but he takes it none the less. Voraann is holding 
her other hand, head slumping forward as the oxygen dies.  

Her voice is a whisper. ‘Never say die, eh?’  
He smiles, realises he is crying like her, eyes hidden in the dark.  
‘No surrender.’  

He stands on the observation deck of the Imperium, watching the 
ceaseless activity of the crew below him. The cruiser found them only 
just in time. Makaathra has updated him on the news from the front. 
None of it particularly good. But the crew have been heartened at his 
return. Now is the time to act. The Draconia and the main body of the 
fleet are in close range now.  
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A lift hums open behind him. Alf and Voraann, a political prisoner 
now, Securicomp drone hovering ever present at his shoulder.  

‘Not long now, eh?’ The girl.  
‘No, not long now.’ Vorkuuthh smiles and Alf smiles back.  
Voraann smiles but his eyes are sad. ‘Mother is expecting me on 

Draconia, Father. I will pay Harkothh your respects.’  
He finds himself taking his son’s hand in the unfamiliar gesture of 

the girl. ‘Do that, Voraann.’ He squeezes hard. ‘I do not know what 
the future holds for you, but do not be afraid to face it.’  

‘I will not.’ A look of surprise. ‘That is the first time I can recall 
you using my name in years, Father…’  

They stare at one another as automated systems announce the 
Imperium’s arrival on the outskirts of the Mondas System, security 
levels rising and activity increasing.  

‘You are my son after all, Voraann.’  
The girl is frowning, an unreadable look on her face.  
As one they look towards the approaching darkness on the 

forward viewing screens.  
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Christmas 2001, Portland, Oregon USA. 

The doctor walked into the room. It was a small cream box, with a 
tiny window and a single camping bed against one wall, the only other 
furniture being a small table, with a large pile of sheets on it, and a 
tiny metal framed chair. The cushions on the chair had been worn 
down by hundreds of people before it had been moved in here, and 
the colour was lost and the fibre of the cushions frayed. 

The patient sat on the camping bed, watching the sky out of the 
window. The doctor walked over to the sheets of paper. He'd seen 
most of them before but some of them were new. They were still 
filled with endless scrawlings of nonsense. The symbols on the page 
made no sense, as though they were a mimicry of writing, without the 
basic understanding of the principles behind it. 

And yet the patient still demanded more and more paper - he tried 
time and again to write out the story he told to the doctor every week, 
practising to see if the ability would return to him, to see if he would 
suddenly learn to write. 

‘Hello, Roger.’ The doctor tried to attract the patient's attention. 
‘Hello, Dr Cooper.’ The man continued staring out of the window. 
Cooper got irritated. ‘What are you looking at?’ He tried to keep 

his annoyance out of his voice. 
‘The sky.’ 
The doctor moved in to look out the small window behind him. 

‘It's very cloudy today, isn't it? Like a storm is coming.’ 
‘The sky knows.’ 
‘Pardon?’ This comment threw Doctor Cooper. 
‘The sky knows that something is going to happen.’ 
‘What is going to happen?’ 
For the first time Roger turned to look at him. A look of pain shot 

across his face. ‘I can't say.’ 
‘Okay then.’ The doctor had got used to Roger's odd behaviour. 

He had been morose for weeks, as though he was aware of some 
great sadness no one else had realised. 

‘But…’ said Roger, obviously not finished, ‘it's important I finish 
telling my story today.’ 

‘Why?’ Doctor Cooper was intrigued. The patient was usually so 
concerned that he got all the details of the narrative right. To place a 
time constraint on his story telling was very out of character. 

‘Because I won't be able to soon.’ 
The doctor tried to keep the sympathy from showing on his face. 

‘Why haven't you written it down?’ 
‘Don't you think I've been trying?’ Roger pointed in irritation at 

the sheets on his table. ‘Don't you think I've wanted to? This brain 
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wasn't built for my mind. I've been trying to use it, to translate my 
thoughts onto paper, but I just can't get the language centres to work 
right. On the page, it all comes out as nonsense.’ 

The doctor thought it was best to nip this in the bud - maybe he 
could try once again to point out a flaw in this man's story, show 
Roger that he can't be right?  

‘Why did you “download” yourself into this body then?’ 
‘Because I wanted to tell the story - the story deserved to be told. I 

had to download myself into an empty mind, into someone who 
would be ready to receive me. I couldn't wipe an innocent mind to 
tell my story. To tell their story.’ 

‘So are we nearly at the end?’ 
Roger nodded solemnly. ‘Very nearly. There's only one bit left.’ 
‘So…’ Doctor Cooper examined his notes from last time. The 

story's main character, the Doctor, was on the home planet of the 
monsters. An authority figure attempting to wipe out chaos; a typical 
delusion. It was the other characters and details in the narrative who 
were the interesting parts. ‘Is Nick still on Mars with Falex?’ 

‘Yes. Alf is with the Draconians in space and the Doctor is on 
Nova Mondas.’ 

Another interesting thing was the fact that Roger had included 
himself in the narrative at one point. However, his inclusion had 
resulted in him awaking in the mind of a human in a mental 
institution, ready to tell his story. It was unusual for a dementia like 
this not to place much more importance on his own role in the story. 
However, it was partially true. The patient had just woken up one day 
last year and insisted on being called Roger, and that he had a story to 
tell. 

‘So. Where are we going to begin today?’ 
‘On Mars.’ 
‘With Nick?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘So where exactly are we on Mars?’ 
Roger looked pained again for a moment, as though trying to think 

of where to begin. ‘In something called the GodEngine.’ 
‘GodEngine?’ 
He looked uncomfortable again, as though he was sad at doing 

such a bad job of telling the story. ‘Yeah. Don't worry, I'll explain it 
all later…’ 

… I never got to stand in the GodEngine myself. I know what it was like, of 
course. I know everything. It was like it was built out of death, somehow. As 
though every single person in the universe who’d died had had his or her final 
moments written into it. It was so ancient and powerful. 
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And it wasn’t alive at all, but there was some sort of presence in it. Like it 
was built just to hold something in, some big idea that had been so terrible, the 
people who’d had it had needed to tear it out and build it into this machine. 

Those people had been old before other civilizations had been born. Their 
shadows stretch long all over the universe - believe me, I know. The thing was so 
dark and massive it was like standing in something you can’t understand, because 
the ideas behind it were so big. 

I said it could’ve been made out of death, but it could’ve been made out of 
shadow too. The shadows of the gods who had built it, before they’d disappeared, 
stretching into infinity. The last echo of their people, written into the structure of 
the universe as a natural part of it, a natural trigger for death. 

This guy I used to know, Nick, was sitting in it. He’d recently had his body 
smashed and his legs weren’t working, so he’d draped them over the machinery, 
letting them sprawl out funnily and trying not to look at them. 

These things I just said are what was going through his head. That, and the 
fact he could hear the sounds of the Cybermen approaching outside, as the 
thrumming of their feet echoed in the massive chamber created by the parts in the 
machinery. 

The Cybermen were these dead things. I mean, they really were… just dead 
bodies kept moving. They had no souls, and you’ll understand how important that 
is soon. They weren’t alive and yet they were still there, like parts of the universe 
rather than in it, just functions of death, like the GodEngine. 

There were millions of them on the surface of this planet, Mars. They were like 
this massive army, spreading across the land like ink spilt on paper, soaking into 
it and covering it with darkness, an iron-grey darkness. 

They weren’t like the calm and emotionless robots the legends will describe in 
centuries to come. They were like savages, or animals. They were tearing across the 
land, their liquid metal flesh sliding over them, shared between them. 

They were bloody scary, actually. 
But outside the GodEngine there was this sort of extension of it, where some of 

the machinery breached the surface. Originally there was no control room, but the 
machinery evolved and it grew one. At that moment it was sensing the needs of the 
Martians and growing some weapons to help keep back the Cybermen. 

The weapons grew like buds out of the machine before cracking open and 
blossoming out. It was like the spirit of death trapped in the machine’s core was 
desperate to cause as much damage as possible in whatever way it could. 

So they cracked open and started launching energy at the Cybermen. It’s wrong 
to say how many Cybermen there were. They have no souls, no presence there 
really, so it’s wrong to distinguish between them. But most people would say there 
was roughly two million of them, so the energy blasts didn’t do much good really. 

The Martians were kind of disheartened. They were a warrior species; all filled 
up with honour and stuff. They kept on fighting anyway, but they knew there was 
no hope unless something happened. 
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They were expecting a ship to arrive near Mars soon. It was the emperor’s 
personal war ship, and it was a massive thing that could take out the Cybermen 
in a second. It was very tough, and they needed it to be there now. But it wasn’t. 

There was a darkening in the sky, though, and the surface of Mars was filled 
with shadow, or at least what could be seen of the surface beneath the blanket of 
metal flesh was thrown into shadow. 

The Martians looked up, all expectantly, their hearts filled with hope that 
their great and glorious emperor was here to save them. He wasn’t. It was three 
Cyber ships, hovering in the sky above them. 

The Cyber ships were huge cylinders, about a mile in diameter and three miles 
tall. They were silver and they were silent, and they just hung there in the sky, 
shining with the light of the sun. They looked really ominous and surprisingly 
beautiful. 

It was the end for the Martians though. They were distracted by the big shiny 
objects. There’s this part inside every creature that recognises things more advanced 
than them, and when the Martians saw the Cyber technology, something inside 
them snapped and they were reduced to gawping primitives. 

The bottoms of the ships swirled open to reveal a blue ball of plasma, a 
weapons core. Something else inside the Martians snapped. The core really was 
beautiful. It was swirly and shiny and transfixing, and blue. It hurt your eyes to 
look at it, and the Martians had to squint or the dust blew into their helmets, and 
it really itched. 

They just stood there as the weapons core silently powered up with enough 
energy in a single one to crack the planet open and release the GodEngine inside. 
To be fair there’s nothing they could’ve done anyway, but they were just hypnotized 
by it. It was really embarrassing, and some of them felt their honour lost and so 
sacrificed themselves later, in the battle. 

And so eventually, the silent ships let out a shot, and this was silent too, until 
it got close enough and then it sounded like swooping fire… 

‘…I’m really sorry to leave this there.’ 
Doctor Cooper looked up, puzzled at Roger's apology. He raised 

an eyebrow in query. 
‘When they’re just about to die,’ he explained, ‘but I want to try 

and sustain dramatic tension. I’m not telling this for me - I’m telling it 
for a friend. I’m trying to make his story, the story of his last days 
something to remember…’ 

… In space there was this massive battle going on. These two sides, the 
Federation and the Cybermen, had been about to go at each other for ages, and 
both sides had been building up for the conflict. This other guy I knew had been 
helping one side; the Doctor. He was the last of the Time Lords, and something of 
a temporal anomaly. 
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But anyway, these two sides had been having a big fight, and despite the Doctor 
trying to help things, the Federation, which was like a galactic get together between 
advanced cultures, was losing. 

They never really stood a chance against the Cybermen, but the Doc had been 
really trying to make things work for them. The Federation forces were huge, there 
were about ten Federation ships to every one Cyberman ship, but the Feds were 
still losing. Things hadn’t quite worked out for them. 

The Cybermen had weapons on their ships that took over approaching craft 
and changed them about a bit, rearranging them to become Cyber ships. The 
Cybermen were all about conserving resources. 

So all the Federation’s big ships had been lost, either taken by the Cybermen 
or smashed to pieces. The Cybermen had been launching strategic attacks on the 
home worlds of other races for about the last two days, wiping out the thrones at 
the heads of empires, cutting off the head so the body dies. 

Although, and this is important, even the Cybermen found themselves unable 
to dominate Draconian space. When it comes to war you really don’t want to be 
opposite the Draconians. 

Where was I? Oh yes, cutting off the heads… 
It was worse than that, too. Small cultures, little emerging powers, the sort of 

people the Federation needed on their side for the war, had been disappearing for 
months. The Cybermen had started the war in secret years ago, taking out 
emergent powers, engineering situations where certain useful weapons of the other 
side would be removed. 

They’d thought this through, and that was why the Federation never really 
stood a chance. 

There was one secret weapon left though. There was one thing, and one thing 
only that could turn the tide. There was one thing left that could save the 
Federation, and the galaxy, from defeat. 

The Draconians had a special ship. It was called the Karhaazaar and it was 
the war ship of their God Empress, named after her father, the late God 
Emperor. It was like a huge dragon, very ceremonial looking, but predatory. It 
looked like it had been made from opal, and it was filled with weaponry. It was 
quite probably the most advanced and deadliest ship on the Federation side. 

On the other hand it wasn’t the secret weapon; it only contained it. The 
Karhaazaar was built for use with one weapon, which only the Empress was 
allowed to use. It was a weapon passed down from generation to generation. 

It wasn’t the God Empress about to use it though. It was her nearest 
equivalent, which was a woman known as Makaathra. Makaathra was a 
warrior, too. She was a noble of one of the royal houses of Draconia, but up until 
now she’d been hiding under the cloak of invisibility called ‘Aide to Supreme 
Admiral Vorkuuthh’, one of many captains in the Draconian fleet. They were 
hoping that would be enough for the weapon to accept her. 

The Karhaazaar War Room onboard the dragon-ship was a big garden. It 
was like a huge chamber hollowed out of stone and filled with a jungle, and 
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waterfalls. It even had its own clouds and was filled with mists which helped to 
calm the mind. 

It was a really peaceful place, which is ironic because Makaathra was in there 
now on the way to war. The way of using this special weapon was being brought to 
her now by a war priest. 

She was sitting at the top of a waterfall, leaning over to watch the water crash 
against the rocks. The priest was this really old bloke who walked through the 
door, which sort of irised open for him. 

He was carrying this ceremonial sword, with a handle made of opal and shaped 
like a dragon, clutching the blade in its teeth. Makaathra saw him coming and 
touched her hip, and the clothes she was wearing, a synthetic armour woven into a 
fabric that was cut into a sort of dress, melted into a pod at her hip for storage. 

The priest held the sword out to her and she took it from him. This next bit is 
nasty, so I’ll try and abbreviate the details, okay? She takes the sword and forces 
it through her chest. 

There’s all this blood and stuff, and you don’t want to hear how many times 
she had to try to get it all the way through, but the basic idea is, she’s dead, with a 
gaping wound in her upper body. 

So the priest leaves and the sword burns away all the blood from its hilt and 
blade, and she’s left there, dead on the floor of the War Room.  

But don’t worry; it’s all going to plan here, okay? Now this is the tough bit, so 
concentrate. 

There is an afterlife, but it’s different for every species. If you believe in it, you 
go there and it’s like what you think it will be. I’m not going to go into any more 
detail than that, so live with it. 

The Draconian after-life is like a giant royal palace, only everyone’s the 
emperor and the unrighteous (other species) are the servants. The dead emperor’s, 
of course, are the gods. 

So this is where Makaathra finds herself, only she’s chained at the moment. 
She shatters the chains with a sword, which she sort of makes with her mind. So 
then she uses the sword to start shattering the walls, racing to where she wants to 
go, further and further into the palace, to see the centrepiece of the afterlife. 

Now this, you’ll see, is the weapon. It’s like a glowing planet-sized ball of soul 
energy. It’s like, if a human’s version of God died, this is the soul he’d leave 
behind. It’s big. Really big. Despite the fact it was created in the Draconian 
second dynasty it actually forms part of their creation myth. 

It’s so pure, and so good, and so immense, it will bond with any soul worthy or 
ready and will be able to be used, for good and creation only, in our universe. So it 
recognises the royal blood in Makaathra and bonds with her, it’s as simple as 
that. 

Remember I told you about the Doctor earlier? Well he’s on Nova Mondas. 
That’s the home world of the Cybermen. He’s there with all these elite Draconian 
fighters, and they’re all sitting in their one attack craft, a small fighter ship, only 
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about a hundred metres long, flying over Nova Mondas trying to get to the 
Cybermen’s leader, the Controller; more about him later. 

So the Doctor is paying attention when suddenly Makaathra bonds with this 
Soul Weapon. And it’s like… a spiritual epiphany. 

 Just because it’s been brought into our universe, your soul starts singing with 
joy at the fact something as pure as that can even exist. 

It pushes your bliss buttons and fills you up with joy. And it does it to everyone 
with a soul in the entire solar system.  

Remember I told you earlier, it was important that the Cybermen didn’t have 
souls? 

So the Doctor and the Draconians feel this monumental event. They notice it 
and the Doctor decides to take advantage. He lets his mind go blank and lets his 
soul sink into the Soul Weapon, lets it go into commune with Makaathra… 

‘…So Makaathra speaks to the Doctor.’ 
There were a few moments of silence and Doctor Cooper looked 

up in query. ‘What's wrong?’ 
‘I can't work out whether to let you hear the conversation. I can’t 

really remember it that well; it’s been a while since I knew everything.’ 
‘Try,’ Cooper suggested. 
Roger looked doubtful for a moment. ‘Ahh, crap, here we go: 

‘‟Hello.” At least I think that’s what the Doc said. 

‘‟Hello.” Pretty boring so far, huh? 

‘‟Where are we?” asked the Doctor.’ 
Roger broke off. ‘Oh god, that is boring.’ Doctor Cooper looked 

up at him. ‘Do you really want to hear this? I know my own 
monologue can get a bit tiresome.’ 

‘Not at all.’ 
‘Okay, but if you start to get bored, tell me if I can do something. 

This is really important to me, and I don’t want you to miss any of it, 
okay? Remember, I’m not doing this for me.’  

Cooper nodded. 
‘Okay, so basically the Doctor asks the Soul Weapon to find out 

what the Cybermen are up to, and she does…’ 

…Perhaps it’s worth introducing another character at this point. A former 
companion of a later Doctor, called Alf (or Ace, depending on who you talk to), 
is on the Imperium, another Draconian ship which has joined the Federation 
fleet, following on from the Karhaazaar itself. 

She’s watching from a window when the Soul Weapon activates. She watches 
the giant tendrils unfold from the dragon-ship; watches them spread out and 
blossom from it like a flower before extending into further, more complicated and 
more beautiful patterns, constantly shaping and evolving to match its use, at this 
point, poking about for the Doctor. 
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She knows Nick… oh, my gosh I forgot about Nick. I’ll have to get back to 
him soon. Anyway, she can see the Soul Weapon, and it’s like it’s made out of a 
glowing white liquid that can shape and control itself. She feels the singing in her 
soul too. 

But what the Weapon finds out for the Doctor is that the Cybermen are 
restructuring their star. I should’ve explained earlier that the GodEngine needs a 
star to function, as it turns it into a giant laser. 

Nick is on Mars, trying to get the GodEngine to use against the Cybermen, 
they’re doing something to their star… the conclusion is obvious. The Doctor must 
get a warning to Mars, to make sure the GodEngine is used before the Cybermen 
have finished rebuilding their star to prevent it. So guess who the Doctor chooses as 
his messenger… 

Anyway, back on Mars, well the Cybermen don’t kill them all quite yet, big 
surprise there. The shots are stopped by this big wall of pure light. When the 
Martians actually lived on Mars, centuries ago, they left behind all this 
technological stuff. 

And this is some of it. The wall builds upon itself, with new structures opening 
out of it and reforming into new designs. Internal architectures build up around 
the hub of the GodEngine. The pure light energy fields are formed into a Palace 
Of Light. At least that’s what the locals call it. 

This thing towers into the sky, and with it come giant spikes from the ground. 
The spikes are made of real metal and are ancient and rust coloured. They are 
miles wide and four times as high, and they emerge in a network across the surface 
- the planetary defence network. 

They’re covered in all these runes and they start crackling with energy and 
pretty soon their energy grids suck in all the power from the Cyber ships. The three 
ships just fall from the sky, and they’re huge. They land on the approaching army 
of Cybermen, at least those not forced up by the spikes. 

They just crash into them, crushing thousands with the initial impact and 
throwing the others up in a wave of dirt as the crust of the planet is shaken like a 
blanket. The impacts are tremendous and the ground shakes so hard, everyone in 
the Palace falls over (apart from three people but they’re hovering so it doesn’t 
count). 

The spikes then start using some of the stolen energy and attacks the Cybermen 
crawling out of the ground to continue the attack. And it’s at this point the 
emperor’s ship turns up in space. 

 It launches some thingies towards Nova Mondas, containing something called 
the Red Death (further explanations will follow) and then docks on one of the 
spikes. 

Did I mention that Izlyr’s ship dwarfs the Cyber ships combined? Now that 
really is huge. 

So the Doctor gets something else done while he’s speaking to Makaathra, 
because he’s got this idea about how to get into the Cybermen’s main control 
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complex. Now we have to go back in time a few weeks to get this one, because 
that’s when it starts. 

The Doctor has had this idea about how to get through for a while, and he’s made 
some predictions about the course of the war, too. Basically, he’s just very clever, 
because he’s set up a very big distraction for the Controller. 

The Cybermen’s skins are made out of this liquid metal, yeah? Well this 
liquid metal is only adapted from the ordinary skin cells of the converted 
individual. They still retain the same cellular structure and the like. 

Which is handy for the Doctor’s first attack, because he’s engineered a 
technological virus that will attack the skin cells and hopefully break down the 
liquid metal. The Controller will be able to come up with a mutation to protect the 
skin cells, but that will take 0.7 seconds. 

At the same time, there will be another attack going on. At one point, some 
months earlier, the Doctor built something called the Infinity Chamber. This 
chamber was able to interact with the real universe to create real-time 
representation, constructed from the data streams that run through the universe. 

So the Doctor did some twiddling and turned the table, altering the data 
streams and creating a few new toys for himself, on Nova Mondas. Basically, he 
built bombs made out of reality. A lot of reality, compressed into a small, 
dimensionally transcendental point, but the nucleus of the microcosms is unstable, 
and they’re about to burst and funnel a whole load of reality and destructive energy 
into our universe. 

So these invisible ‘bombs’ have been planted in the structure of reality around 
Nova Mondas, and timed to go off concurrently with, and you should’ve guessed 
this one, the liquid metal virus. 

Together, these two should absorb all the Controller’s attention for a good 2.7 
seconds. And the Doctor isn’t finished there, either.  

There’s one last attack, which he got Makaathra to create for him. 

The Cybermen are restructuring their star, and there’s a lot of data coming from 
that, and the Cyber Controller is processing all of that data. He’s got a very busy 
mind anyway, and can only just handle it. So if something interesting were to 
happen on the surface of the sun, like a few solar flares, the data input should be 
enough to crash the Controller’s systems, and, combined with the other two 
attacks, he could be out of the game for almost four seconds. Possibly five if the 
Doctor has the flare configuration right and the Controller develops degenerative 
Alzheimer’s from processing the data. 

So, what can you do with five seconds? 
Alf is on the Karhaazaar now. Actually, this happened a few seconds ago, 

but don’t let that bother you. She’s walking through the ship, being taken to see 
Makaathra by the priests. The priests are struggling really hard not to show any 
emotion, like the soldiers outside Buckingham palace. 
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Alf had a massive grin on her face, but she doesn’t realise it, she’s so happy 
she’s distracted by the joy, and it gets stronger the closer she gets to Makaathra. 
When she finally gets to the door it swirls open for her and instead of the garden, 
all she can see is a glowing white light filling the entire room, apart from a slight 
patch of shadow in the middle. 

So she heads towards the shadow, ironically, the source of all the light. And 
when she does it speaks to her, not through the air, not through her mind but 
through her soul. At this point Alf breaks down into tears, collapsing onto her 
knees. Her bliss buttons have been pushed so hard, one of them might be broken. 

She listens to what Makaathra has to say. I’ll give you a breakdown again.  
Basically, Alf must go to Mars, because Nick is there, and he needs her, and 

also, she needs to warn them to hurry with the GodEngine. 
So Alf is quickly rushed away, as the priests run into the room, grab her by 

the shoulders and drag her out. 

Perhaps now is a good time to explain about the Controller. Most people think 
he’s just a big-brained Cyberman. He’s not. He’s actually a prime contender for 
highest life form in the universe, because, unlike the other Cybermen, he can be 
classified as a life form - he has a soul. 

It’s not his own, admittedly, but it’s welded to him pretty solidly, and guess 
what it’s made out of? You probably guessed right - death. It is a soul made out of 
the difference between life and death and it can swing either way, so the Controller 
tends to use it for death. 

It came from the metal the Doc’s people built, validium. But it raises the 
Controller’s consciousness to a few levels above even the Doctor’s, as well as 
making him nigh on immortal and extremely powerful. 

He is actually in space in the Nova Mondas stellar system. He’s dug out 
reality there and he’s hiding inside. And he also cracked open time like a smashed 
dinner plate and hid inside that too. He can control probability and the flow of 
time; he can foresee and prevent undesirable events to the Cyber race. 

So as you can see, pretty tough. But his mind is just so much above all that. 
Beyond all the power and all the ability, beyond all the life and death and control 
and processing systems, his mind is a thing of rare and deadly beauty. And it’s 
that that makes him come close to being the universe’s highest life form. So don’t 
underestimate him. 

At this point, roughly, Nick is on the highest battlement of the Palace Of 
Light, escorted by the Martian priests who activated it. These priests have been on 
Mars for years, and have only just emerged from hiding to activate the Palace. 

So Nick is about a mile off the surface, around half way up a mountain in 
relative terms, if that helps. And he’s sitting in a hovering wheel chair the 
Martians found for him in the Palace. And in his lap, he’s holding part of the 
Sword of Tuburr, the control element for the GodEngine. 
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As he watches the emperor’s ship the hatch opens and a single figure emerges. 
As he gets closer, Nick can make out he’s on a hover disc, and he’s being followed 
by more figures, and yet more. 

Nick is kind of freaked by this. The other half of the sword is getting an 
entourage of an entire army, as thousands of Martians emerge from the ships on 
hover-discs. But it’s the first figure that really amazes. Emperor Izlyr. 

He’s leading the army, clutching his part of the sword in one hand. His cape is 
billowing around him and he’s wearing some special kind of adaptation to the Ice 
Lord armour. It’s adorned with bits of gold plating, and it looks very, very tough 
and powerful. The advantage of being an Emperor, Nick supposed. 

He looked again at the half of the sword sitting in his lap. He’s only here 
because the priests insisted that he was important - that he had some kind of 
destiny involving the sword and the events here today. That was slightly mind-
blowing too. 

And so the emperor arrives. He lands straight on the battlement but his army 
drift into other parts of the Palace, dispersing for a better tactical positioning. And 
so Nick hands Izlyr the sword and they disappear inside. 

Outside a sea is raging against the walls of the Palace. It rears up and then 
crashes down, smashing into the foundations of the building and it boils angrily 
with a storm. Of course, it’s not a sea really, because no sea is coloured with that 
dark iron grey. It is, of course, the Cybermen. 

It’s worth mentioning at this point that Alf set off on her own little ship 
towards Mars. There were a few other important characters with her, but they 
don’t become anything more than window dressing until much later. 

In space, the Karhaazaar engages the Cyber fleet. Or at least it would if it 
could get close enough. The Soul Weapon’s limbs, as multifarious as they are 
adaptable, extend for miles into the battle ahead of the Karhaazaar and they 
engage each Cyber craft at the front individually, spreading themselves backwards 
too, in order to attack more at once, simultaneously shielding the Federation War 
Fleet. 

The tides of the battle are actually, slowly, being turned. 
* 

The Doctor has worked out how to use the distraction of nearly five seconds, by the 
way. The attack craft is actually approaching the control complex now, and the 
Cybermen are angrily trying to shoot it down and such-like. 

If the Doctor can encode them into a nuclear bomb, detonated at just the right 
time and place, then the energy will be able to get past the Cybermen’s shields as 
they adapt their position to contain the threat of the ‘bombs’. It’s a very 
complicated procedure though, so the Doctor programs in their course, removing 
control from their pilot. He sets everything in motion, and waits until exactly the 
right time. 



 

132 

The Doctor activates a fusion bomb. For some reason they have loads of them 
in a crate at the back of the ship. He twists the top with his mind, for he’s still 
connected to the Soul Weapon, and the thing activates, counting down. 

It’s only when it gets to: 
‘3 - 2 - 1…’ 
that the Doctor realises he’s forgotten how he’s going to encode them. 
A fusion bomb is one of those things that everybody’s heard of, but not many 

people have seen, mainly because they’re so damn powerful they’re illegal. On 
Nova Mondas there’s a loud cracking sound, a sudden rushing sound and this is 
all following a sudden flash of light. The explosion is easily visible from space. 

The light vanishes and gives way to a glowing cloud of destruction that blossoms 
out like a flower, extending petals into the landscape and unfurling more and 
more. Unfortunately, it should also mean our heroes are dead. 

However, at the same time as that was happening reality was altering as 
matter expanded into it from outside our own, carrying with it deadly energies. 
The shields surrounding the main complex adapted their positions to counter the 
clockwork expansion of the energies and countered them, containing and disposing 
of them. 

But it took five seconds, because at the same time the liquid-metal skin cells of 
the Cybermen were attacked by a synthetic virus. They had their control elements 
challenged and started to lose cohesiveness and break down. The Controller 
managed to trigger a mutation that protected them from the effects. 

But it took five seconds, because the Controller was busy screaming in agony at 
the sensory input he just received from the explosions on the surface of the sun. His 
brain was almost burning, but it did manage to heal, despite being slowed down by 
a degenerative Alzheimer’s. 

But it took five seconds, so the Controller raised his mind out of his brain and 
let the latter do the work while he poked around a bit. He expanded his mind 
into the space usually controlled by his brain and noticed that among all the 
attacks a fusion bomb had detonated. It was almost beneath his notice with events 
of this scale happening, but somehow he expected that was the point. He could 
sense a number of presences in its slow expansion (time moves slower for him - it 
gives him more time to think), so he reached out his mind and knocked them out. 

Now here’s the bit where you have to remember what I told you about the 
Controller earlier; it’s his mind that is the dangerous thing, not his body. I’ll give 
you a relevant demonstration. 

In the Palace Of Light, in the central chamber, there exists a triumvirate of 
priests who sacrificed themselves to create the building. Their minds are used to 
regulate the architecture and cohesion of the building, but as a consequence they are 
wiped clean. 

They are hovering in this chamber, their minds and bodies filled with light. So 
the Controller enters one. He puts his consciousness into the empty mind and 
moves the body out of the position it was needed in. 
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You see; that’s the thing about the Controller. Nothing is safe from him. He’s 
everywhere, and as soon as you let your guard down then you’re as good as lost. 
You can’t forget anything or he’ll slip inside and take advantage. 

Sometimes, I wonder if even the Controller can keep track of all he’s doing at 
once. But anyway, he moves this body out. The other two priests struggle to 
maintain the building without him, but he moves his puppet to draw a sword, and 
he kills the other two, slicing them open and letting their bodies splatter to the 
floor. 

And so begins the breaking down of the Palace Of Light, until another three 
next decide to sacrifice themselves for eternity to the Palace. 

The Controller really can do a million things at once. Makaathra can feel him all 
over this solar system, and she’s busy using her Soul Weapon to burn his presence 
away. He’s being forced out of his hiding place behind reality. 

Makaathra knows the Cybermen don’t have souls, they have nothing that 
should be able to stand up to the Soul Weapon. She knows she can beat whatever 
presence is attacking her; whatever presence is building itself up in its few 
remaining strongholds. 

But she’s unprepared, because she’s made the fatal mistake I warned about 
earlier: never underestimate the Controller. 

The sea of Cybermen continue to boil in anger, but this time, when they throw 
themselves against the walls of the Palace they really do crack open. They crack 
open and the Cybermen pour in, like a wave of destruction. 

They smash down walls, they tear down people, they ignore weapons levelled 
against them, they just claw their way unstoppably through the structure of the 
Palace. None of the Martians stand a chance against them for long, and all the 
Cybermen are heading for the control chamber of the GodEngine. 

Outside, the Palace starts to crumble. Entire towers break off as the structural 
integrity weakens. They just slide off the battlements and smash into the sea. 
Cracks appear in the outer walls. The end has begun. 

Nick and Izlyr are halted in their slow procession to the activation port as the 
Cybermen appear, tearing at them, slicing through Martians to try and stop them. 
So Izlyr takes the two halves of the sword and welds them together with his bare 
hands. 

He then goes for it, running for the activation port with the Cybermen finally 
cutting through the ranks of Martians to try and hold him back. But they’re too 
late, because he is nearly there. 

Nick feels sick when it happens. He’d gotten used to this kind of thing. There 
would be some dire peril and some big rush for the only way out, and the villains 
would be on your tail, but you’d just make it. 

He feels sick because it isn’t meant to go like this. When the liquid metal 
spear cuts through Izlyr and he collapses, bleeding to the ground, Nick doesn’t feel 
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sick at the sight of the violence. He’s seen so much of that. He feels sick because 
that’s not the way these things happened. 

Izlyr collapsed, dropping the sword. 
Do you ever get that feeling, when you can’t actually see anyone, or hear 

anyone, but you can tell they’re there, so you turn around and there is somebody? 
How does that work? I know, but I’m not going to tell you, because it’d spoil the 
magic. I know I was disappointed when I found out. 

But that’s what Makaathra felt. She could feel another presence nearby. She 
‘turned’ and found another figure standing in her soul. He wasn’t there really - it 
was only his mind. 

He was dark looking, but she didn’t know why, as he wasn’t actually dark in 
colour at all. He was small and very frail, only child-sized in proportion but 
naked and old. There was something very scary about him, about how unnatural 
he looked. 

His head was large. He was completely bald and his dome was huge compared 
to the rest of him, like he had a massive brain. And his eyes smouldered. They 
were burning away at her, little points of darkness and ash. They smouldered with 
trying to keep back the intellect contained in that skull. 

Makaathra and the little figure had a conversation now, and this one, I will 
transcribe. 

‘Who are you?’ 
The little man gave a small smile. ‘The Controller.’ 
‘You are the presence I’ve been fighting?’ 
A little nod. 
‘You can’t beat me. I have something you couldn’t hope to understand.’ 
‘Really?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘You shouldn’t underestimate me. You may think your newfound power is 

unstoppable but remember - there are always people bigger than you. To tell the 
truth your Soul Weapon is the only hope your pathetic Federation has. The battle 
was lost before you got here. 

‘And even now, it’s not doing as much as you thought it would. It’s not quite 
as effective as it should’ve been. Almost as though something else were acting 
against it - testing it to find its weaknesses.’ 

‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘Shall we try this?’ 
‘Pardon?’ 
‘A contest. My power against yours.’ 
Now it was Makaathra’s turn to smile. 

Alf was still watching the Karhaazaar and the conflict, even as her ship escalated 
away from it. The Soul Weapon transfixed her, fighting the entire Cyber fleet 
from the one ship. She could feel something horrible in her mind for a moment 
though. 
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Doubt. The feeling she’d had for the first time since the Soul Weapon had been 
activated - that perhaps they might not win after all.  

Then the tentacles of the Soul Weapon writhed in agony and suddenly 
withdrew from the battle, shrinking away into the Karhaazaar. 

They drew the power from the rest of the Federation War Fleet as they went, 
deactivating them, and leaving them as sitting targets for the Cybermen. They’d 
even damaged Alf’s ship although they didn’t realise it yet, slowing it down. Alf 
screamed at the idea of a light like the Soul Weapon going out. She couldn’t bear 
it. 

She broke down into tears, crying in spiritual agony. She couldn’t even see the 
blackened husk of the Karhaazaar, floating dead in space. 

The corridors of the Karhaazaar were charred to ash. The outside had been 
turned to stone. Everyone aboard had been killed, apart from one person, who had 
survived the torching because she was the source of it. 

She lay in the War Room, now a blackened chamber, her body going through 
uncontrollable spasms, her eyes wide and her mouth drooling in between the 
screams. She twitched and lay naked and defenceless, her brain disconnected from 
control of her body - the last vestiges of the Soul Weapon oozed from her orifices as 
a thick, unsavoury goo. 

In her mind the Controller was still there. She felt so ashamed. He’d only 
taken seconds to beat her. He was standing there, gloating. She’d been trapped, 
confined to one part of her mind and locked in, and the Controller had complete 
control of her body. 

It lay there in the darkness, twitching like a spastic for his amusement. She 
had failed everyone, failed the Fleet, failed the Empire, failed the Federation, 
failed the Soul Weapon and failed the God Empress. 

I’ll do another transcribe here; 
‘Well, well. Who’s not as tough as they thought they were then?’ 
Makaathra cried. 
‘What hope does your precious fleet stand now? And what of your Empire? I 

have a strategic garrison ready to attack your throne world, should this battle be 
won. Shall I call them now?’ 

‘No… please…’ 
‘You’re right. I’m going to bring you with me to watch when I do, I’ll take you 

out of this broken piece of crap you’ve got to live in now and keep you in my own 
mind to watch the fun.’ 

‘You’re sick.’ 
‘True, I do tend to get rather emotional when I leave my brain behind. But no 

less powerful. You were beaten before you began.’ 
‘…Monster…’ 
‘But for now, I’m going to leave you here, trapped as an invalid in your own 

mind with no control over your body, watching your hideous limbs twitch and 
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spasm and feeling your bladder empty itself all over your legs. I imagine the 
experience should be suitably degrading. 

‘Before I come back, you’ll be begging me to return, to set you free from…’ He 
seemed unable to find the right word so he gestured with disgust at her body 
‘…this. Goodbye.’ 

Makaathra was left alone in the darkness. She would’ve cried, if she could, if 
she’d had any control over her body at all. 

* 
At this point I think it’s time I got back to the Doctor. He was lying on the floor 
outside the control complex, with all the other elite Draconian fighters and stuff. 
He’s used the Soul Weapon’s power to encode them into the fusion bomb, but now 
he couldn’t feel the weapon at all anymore, so he knew it must be dead. Poor 
Makaathra… 

He noticed all this while still flat on his back, looking up at the stars, and 
seeing some of them move and explode. They weren’t really stars after all then. 
Just space ships. It was beautiful. 

It was then he remembered he was meant to be inside. He was meant to have 
entered the complex in this attack, not be lying on his back, looking at the sky 
after it. It was then he got up and nearly broke it. His back, that is. 

He looked around from side to side and each individual vertebrae in his neck 
clicked. His back was in agony. When he looked down his skin was like 
parchment - pure white. He stretched it and it tore open. He watched in 
fascination as a thick, syrupy black blood started to seep slowly from the tear in 
his baggy skin. 

He felt sick at his own age. It must’ve been an effect of being inside the Soul 
Weapon when it died. He was wasted, thousands of years older physically than he 
should’ve been. 

His beard was massive and silvery, and when he stroked it, every hair he 
touched came away in his hand. He looked up, past the awakening Draconians, 
towards the lip of the crater created by the fusion bomb. Over the edge, hundreds of 
Cybermen were pouring, and running towards them. 

They didn’t stand a chance. The Doctor reflected with pity on how useless he’d 
actually been. The Soul Weapon was dead, and now so was he, unless a miracle 
happened. The Federation’s last hopes rested on Mars… 

‘I'm sorry, but our session for today ends in a couple of minutes.’ 
‘What?’ Roger looked horrified. 
‘I'm going to have to move on to another one of my patients 

soon.’ 
‘But I'm not finished.’ 
‘Well, you'll have to soon. Maybe we can finish it in tomorrow's 

session?’ 
‘No, it'll be too late! We won't be having a session tomorrow. I 

can't finish it then. I need to finish it now!’ 
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‘Well, I suggest you get a move on then.’ 
Roger looked at him darkly, his eyes filled with resentment. He did 

carry on, but his voice had a different tone now - one of resignation, 
as though he knew now that, just because he wouldn't be able to 
finish it today, he was only carrying on because he couldn't see 
anything else to do… 

…Okay, let's start again on Mars. 
Izlyr rolled over. He reached down and pulled the spear out of his chest, barbs 

and all. It was agony, but he just ignored the pain, because Izlyr was incredible. 
He then just tries to claw his way across the floor, to where the sword has slid. He 
barks into his helmet, ordering another regiment to make planet fall. 

He’s too late though. There’s nothing he can do now. Nick looks over at this 
point, towards a kid called Falex. I haven’t said much about Falex, because this 
isn’t his story. He’s not the one who dies. His story comes later. Years later. 

Nick has come to think of Falex like a little brother. And when he sees Falex 
cowering in the corner of the room, trying to hide from the monsters, his body starts 
moving before his brain thinks about it. He propels himself out his chair on the 
useless legs, collapsing embarrassingly to the floor. 

He doesn’t notice though and instead activates the hover equipment implanted 
in his legs. He is lifted up and flies towards the sword, reaching out a hand to 
grab it. And as he gets closer to the GodEngine, the machine can tell it’s time is 
near. It reaches out its machinery to him, extending its own self and developing 
new structures to do whatever it takes to obtain the sword, to kill again. 

A beam of light emerges from one pad, and Nick slots the sword into it. The 
pad retracts into the machinery, which starts to spiral away into the core of the 
machine itself. It starts to fold in, activating and leaving only the hilt visible. The 
machine whirrs, it makes noises as the idea inside, the wilful impulse of death, 
starts desperately trying to fulfil itself. 

The GodEngine is activated. The Federation may have a chance yet. At least 
that is what Nick thinks, but he was right earlier when he thought this time was 
different, when he thought that this time, there might not be a happy ending. 

This time, you see, the enemy was too powerful, and too clever. The sea of 
Cybermen becomes dormant and part to let a lone figure through, a Martian 
priest, with glazed black eyes and a sick and wicked grin on his face. Nick can 
recognise the presence of the Controller. 

As the figure walks closer, the Martian soldiers in his path, just standing and 
watching with awe, die, their hearts exploding or their brains haemorrhaging. 
They just collapse, dead, clutching the pain that killed them, their faces contorted 
into masks of pain. 

Nick remembers saying that validium has the power of life and death, and 
Nick’s suspicions as to the creature’s identity are confirmed. It really is the 
Controller. 
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Izlyr stands again; ready to face the menace. He drags himself up and Nick 
watches in horror as the Martians head tips slightly and Izlyr’s spine shatters. 
The Martian collapses again, in agony, only his exoskeletal armour keeping him 
alive. 

The Controller just grins and starts to explain. I’ve talked enough in this 
story, so I’m going to let someone else have the final word. But remember; it 
doesn’t end here. 

‘I’m sorry I’m late, Nick. Apparently when I processed the attack information 
the Doctor gave me, he’d configured it to induce something similar to Alzheimer’s, 
but don’t worry - I’m okay now.’ The Controller flicked a wicked grin at Nick. 
‘Which is more than can be said for the Doctor.’ 

Nick’s stomach lurched at his words, but the Controller carried on. ‘Your 
foolish friend found out we were restructuring our star, and thought it was to 
prevent it being used with the GodEngine. He was wrong. 

‘We discovered the GodEngine years ago, and made some… adaptations. Did 
you know it has a mind? A will of its own? It was willing to become our servant 
if we could give it what it wanted - death. 

‘We’ve been tailoring our star to work with its new design. We will transplant 
the GodEngine into the star itself, to create a creature of near ultimate power, 
subservient only to me. My control circuits are wired into it fully now, and it will 
work as an extension of my own mind. 

‘We have just created the ultimate weapon, and you have just doomed the 
universe to death, from the Cybermen. The Federation is lost. There’s nothing left 
for you to do. Except die…’ 

‘Well, that's where we finish for today.’ 
‘No!’ Roger looked at him, his face lined with anguish. 
‘I'm sorry, Roger, but I have other patients and other 

commitments.’ 
Roger's voice betrayed how broken he felt. He was very quiet 

when he asked; ‘Please..?’ 
Doctor Cooper felt something inside him in conflict. He quickly 

stamped it out. He had to be rational here. If he gave in, he'd just be 
strengthening this man's delusions. If he gave in it would be like 
admitting that he wouldn't be able to continue tomorrow. The patient 
had to be shown that the world would not end, no matter how much 
he expected it to. 

‘I'm sorry, Roger, no.’ 
It was dark outside now. Roger looked wasted, haggard and hollow 

eyed. Exhausted.  
‘You look tired, Roger. Do you want me to turn the light out when 

I go, so you can get some sleep?’ 
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Roger was still silent, glaring resentfully at him. After a moment he 
gave up though. ‘Yes,’ he finally said, his voice betraying his tiredness. 
‘Yes, please.’ He sounded so resigned. 

As the doctor left the room, he was sure he was doing the right 
thing. The patient had to be shown. So he turned out the light and his 
last glimpse was of Roger, sitting on the edge of his bed, staring 
emptily into space as the door closed, shutting him in and he was left, 
alone, in the darkness.  
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Part One 

Although his helmet was badly damaged, the crystal membrane that 
made up the helmet’s eyes was still functioning, but only just, and he 
was able to focus in on the sight some distance away. In the Cauldron 
of Ssethissi on the edge of the Palace of Light, the Emperor of 
Eternal Mars lay in the corner, broken and possibly dying, with only a 
few priests to attend to him. 

The situation had spiralled out of control now that the Ssor-arr duss 
Ssethissi had been activated, with some strange Cyber-technology 
affecting it. And in the centre stood a Martian Priest, confronting the 
human, Nick.  

The priest stood, eyes dulled with the cold, emotionless state of a 
Cyberman. The Cybermen held the rest of the surviving senssi back 
and only the human and the child were left unguarded - as if they 
didn’t matter. The human, Nick, seemed unconcerned by their failure 
as if it had been inevitable, but the child seemed completely afraid of 
the Cybermen and what was happening around them.  

The Engine of Ssethissi had become fused with raw energy, 
something to do with the multitude of Cybermen amassed around the 
Palace, which poured into its circuits, activating mechanisms that 
hadn’t been operational before. The whole room started to shake as 
the Engine of Ssethissi, powered by unseen devices, began it’s slow 
ascent towards the summit of the palace which had begun to slowly 
part, illuminating the Cauldron of Ssethissi with the light from 
above.  

Sub-Commander Aarbrx stood by his side. ‘What are we going to 
do, sir?’  

‘I’ll make a run at it, and remove the Sword of Tuburr,’ Xzaar 
decided. ‘Without it the Engine of Ssethissi will de-activate and they 
won’t have their weapon.’  

‘I’ll give you a suitable distraction, Commander,’ Aarbrx said with a 
hint of a smile. They may have been bruised and beaten down by the 
Cybermen but they were still the Select of Zxallarlyre. They were 
honourable and the best; neither Xzaar nor Aarbrx or any of the 
other senssi would ever forget that.  

Xzaar nodded at his friend. ‘Good luck,’ he said, removing his 
now-useless helmet.  

‘And you.’  
Aarbrx walked casually over to the Cybermen that were standing 

ahead of him. He took his massive claw and swiped powerfully at the 
silver head of the machine man, taking it clean off. The other Select 
Warriors saw this as their cue and began fighting out against the 
Cybermen holding them in place.  
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It took him several minutes, but Xzaar was soon on the Engine of 
Ssethissi. He scrambled up onto the platform, feeling it rise slowly 
beneath him. The Sword of Tuburr; the hilt only now visible as the 
rest of the sword was hidden away inside the machine. Xzaar grabbed 
it with both of his hands and could feel it move slightly as he pulled.  

The priest saw what Xzaar was up to and fired some kind of 
energy out of his arm. Xzaar did not have a chance to wonder how 
such a thing was possible, since the blast hit him full on the shoulder, 
sending him sprawling from the platform. 

The platform continued to rise up. Xzaar was now too far away to 
reach up and try again. He saw Nick in the corner of the room, 
shying away from the fight that the Martians were engaging in, with 
Falex hiding behind him. 

‘Nick!’ he shouted, but the human didn’t seem to hear. ‘Nick, 
damn you!’ This caught Nick’s attention and he made to say 
something but Xzaar didn’t care about that. ‘You have to get to the 
platform. You’re the only one who can now!’  

For a moment Nick looked stupefied, with no more sense than a 
Pel, but then he nodded his head slowly. 

Nick tried not to go too high, the implants enabling him to float 
upwards. The training he had received while en route to the Mondas 
System seemed to be working. He focused his mind, putting all the 
fears and doubts behind him and concentrated on making himself 
rise up into the air.  

The handle of the Sword of Tuburr presented itself to him and he 
grabbed at it.  

Nick pulled as hard as he could, but the damn thing wouldn’t 
move an inch. He tried over and over but it simply wouldn’t move 
for him.  

The Doctor had collapsed to the floor, his body drained. He closed 
his eyes. It was coming again… 

Kostaash stood next to him, the concern on his face verging on 
total panic. ‘Doctor! Come on!’ He shouted, but received no reply. 

Kostaash stood up and went to his fellow Draconian, Skreeth, who 
was observing the oncoming mass of Cybermen forces. The rest of 
the Draconian army they had brought with them to Nova Mondas 
was sheltered further ahead while they decided what to do in order to 
help the Doctor.  

‘They’re getting closer all the time.’  
‘How long before they’re on our position?’  
‘At the rate they’re approaching, less than one segment unless we 

can start moving again.’  
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Kostaash looked on the Doctor once more - he still didn’t appear 
to have moved. ‘We can’t do anything without the Doctor.’  

‘And he can’t move. It’s hopeless.’  
The Doctor could hear their conversation and knew the truth of 

what they said. Unless they could get away from this place now, they 
would die and the mission to destroy the Cybermen once and for all 
would have failed. He couldn’t allow that to happen. They could not 
defeat him again. He couldn’t see well but he sensed an abrupt 
change in the atmosphere around him. It had grown colder all of a 
sudden.  

He knew what was happening, and that he’d have to act quickly if 
they weren’t to be killed.  

‘Skreeth! What is happening?’ Kostaash shouted, the wailing blast 
of air almost drowning him out. He looked over towards the 
oncoming Cybermen but they didn’t seem affected by the sudden 
storm in the slightest and were continuing their relentless march 
towards their position.  

‘I don’t know, sir!’ Skreeth said, checking his scanner. ‘There 
appears to be …’  

Whatever he said was lost to the winds as the clouds above them 
darkened, stained crimson as a downpour of destruction began.  

The scarlet mists came out of nowhere and enveloped the whole of 
the area that they were situated in. Kostaash’s eyes stung with 
whatever it was. 

‘It’s the Red Death!’ the Doctor said. His voice was weak but it 
was enough for Kostaash to hear. He dropped back down to face the 
Doctor. ‘The Red Death sent by the Ice Warriors. Their final 
sanction.’ 

‘Will it affect us?’  
‘Possibly. It all depends.’ The Doctor went quiet.  
‘Depends on what?’  
‘Depends on how it was programmed.’ The voice of the Doctor 

had become so faint that Kostaash had to struggle to hear what was 
said, especially against the howling winds that accompanied the Red 
Death. The Doctor’s head slumped forward and the Draconian had 
to catch him.  

‘Doctor!’  
The Doctor knew that he was bordering on death at this moment. 

He couldn’t allow that to happen, not yet. He couldn’t find his sweet 
release until all of this was over.  

There was only one option available to him. It was dangerous, but 
given the circumstances he had to try it.  

His mind concentrated on modifying his body to do what was 
necessary.  
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‘Doctor!’ Kostaash repeated. He sat back as the Doctor’s eyes 
snapped open, his face beginning to twist and contort in front of 
Kostaash.  

The Doctor screamed out in anguish as if his body was being 
forced through the fires of eternal torment. For a moment, Kostaash 
thought the Doctor had become someone else. His features taking on 
a much more youthful appearance and his grey beard disappearing 
completely, but then the familiar Doctor returned as the contortions 
ended. ‘Doctor!’  

‘I’m fine, Kostaash,’ the Doctor said, climbing to his feet, bright 
blue eyes regarding Kostaash. He definitely looked younger, Kostaash 
decided. ‘Let’s get undercover and away from this before it kills us 
all.’  

The Doctor bounded away towards shelter to join the rest of their 
party. Kostaash and Skreeth followed.  

‘What happened just then?’ Kostaash said as he ran after him.  
‘I’ll explain later.’  
‘No, Doctor, you’ll explain now - once we’ve got into the shelter.’ 

The three of them continued their run to the shelter where the rest of 
the Draconians were waiting. ‘Now Doctor, an explanation please.’  

Skreeth went to the edge of the shelter, and continued to look out 
at the mist that was forming but couldn’t make out what - if anything 
- it was doing.  

‘Quite simply I forced a partial regeneration. It was the only way 
that I could recover my energy after the strain that was placed upon 
my mind and body. One of the luxuries of my race.’ The Doctor 
didn’t like telling half-truths, but sometimes the situation demanded 
it.  

‘I see.’ Kostaash said, although he didn’t let on that he still had no 
real idea about what the Doctor had done to himself. ‘So what does 
this Red Death do?’  

‘It’s essentially a weapon used to seek out and locate the enemies 
of the Martians. I suspect that it’s been programmed to kill only the 
Cybermen, but you never can be sure when technology like this will 
go wrong.’  

Skreeth was consulting with one of the other Draconian warriors 
over the readings of his scanner. The Doctor saw this and went over 
to inspect the readings for himself.  

‘Ha!’ He smiled. ‘It’s working.’ The readout showed that the 
Cybermen outside who had pursued them so callously were now 
being destroyed in their thousands. ‘Give it a few more minutes.’  

Kostaash ordered the other Draconians to rest for a while until the 
devastating destruction had died down outside. It would be their last 
chance to before their assault on the heart of the Cyber race.  
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‘Where is Salamanca?’ he said loudly 
The weapons specialist appeared from the shadows that he’d been 

lurking within. ‘Here, sir.’  
‘The fusion bombs?’  
‘All safe, sir. We have enough power to utterly destroy the Cyber 

Control Complex once and for all.’  
‘Good. Arm them, and prepare for their installation once we’re 

inside the complex.’ Salamanca nodded his compliance. Kostaash 
knew that they didn’t stand much chance of actually breaching the 
inner sanctum of the complex as it stood, but he was certain that if 
they were to fail they would succeed in destroying a large part of it by 
ensuring that the fusion bombs would ravage the base whatever 
happened.  

Skreeth checked the readings of his scanner once more, and 
showed the Doctor what he found. ‘It seems to be finished.’  

‘Yes, the Red Death has been most effective,’ the Doctor said 
stepping back outside. The atmosphere was still slightly rose tinted, 
but the crimson dust that had filled the sky only minutes earlier had 
now all but dissipated. A mass of ruined Cybermen lay scattered all 
around them.  

Kostaash had joined them and saw the carnage. He couldn’t 
believe that the Cybermen had got so close to them as he stepped 
over a decapitated corpse, its head lolling lifelessly to one side.  

‘Now Doctor, onto the Cyber control base?’  
‘Indeed.’ The Doctor smiled, the old vigour and enthusiasm 

returning to his face. ‘And victory!’  

Admiral Kervarr struggled to find his way back to his position in the 
centre of the Draconia’s command bridge. ‘What the hell’s happening 
here? Lieutenant?’  

Lieutenant Tuutha answered almost immediately. ‘We’ve suffered a 
massive power loss, sir!’  

‘That is inherently obvious, Lieutenant,’ the admiral said, stumbling 
in the dark. ‘I want reasons why! And why hasn’t the emergency 
lighting been brought online yet?’  

‘All systems including the backups and reserve systems are non-
responsive, Admiral,’ the calm voice of science officer Anoahh said. 
‘Communication with the rest of the fleet and the other sections of 
the Draconia is impossible.’  

Admiral Kervarr finally found his way back to his command seat, 
and sat down trying to get a sense of just what had happened to 
them. ‘So we’re dead in space?’  

‘Yes, sir.’  
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Kervarr couldn’t believe the situation. Makaathra had brought into 
play some kind of new secret weapon for the Federation forces which 
seemed to have been doing the trick, and almost as swiftly as the 
changes to the ship happened, it seemed to die. Kervarr felt helpless 
in his inability to do anything. ‘Anoahh.’  

‘Sir?’  
‘I want you to proceed to the engine room, and find out what the 

state of the engines is. This power drain is almost certainly related to 
what’s affected the Karhaazaar, but we need to know if we can 
recover. Render all assistance necessary to engineer Salasttha.’’  

‘Very well, sir.’  
Despite what had happened, the bridge of the Draconia retained a 

sense of calm and Kervarr was proud of the crew for that. ‘Tuutha, is 
the observation dome still open?’  

‘Affirmative, Admiral… Well, it was before the scanners went 
down.’  

‘Come with me.’  

‘Still no response from the Draconia?’ General Lord Zxallarlyre asked.  
‘None - nor any of the other Federation ships,’ replied Izylax. 

‘Whatever happened on the Karhaazaar has damaged sixty percent of 
the Federation Fleet. The Draconia is totally without power, and the 
computer estimates that they will have only an hour of oxygen left at 
most.’  

‘What about the other races?’  
‘The Qux are engaging the enemy, although the majority of their 

fleet is holding back. The Taureans have suffered heavy casualties; the 
Arcturans are fighting bravely and have many ships still intact…’ 

Izylax continued with the report, and Zxallarlyre pondered. With 
the Draconia and the rest of the Draconian fleet out of commission, 
Zxallarlyre knew that the Martians should take the initiative and the 
lead.  

‘Order the Arcturans to the front line of the battle, and tell those 
damn Qux to fight with honour, rather than skulking at the back. The 
rest of the fleet can form a wall between Nova Mondas and 
Aarmakixz. Whatever is happening on the homeworld is taking 
longer than we allowed for. We must give the Eternal Emperor more 
time.’  

‘Yes, my Lord.’ 
The Sou'the'zzx was rocked by an explosion which sent several of 

the Martians flying.  
‘Damage report!’  
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‘Minor damage to the port side, with a hull breach detected on 
level twenty-four. The repair crews are already moving to contain the 
damage.’  

The course of the battle was not to Zxallarlyre’s liking. They had 
heard nothing from the surface of Aarmakixz for some time, and 
now the Draconian forces, which next to the Martians were the most 
important part of the alliance against the Cybermen, were 
immobilised.  

‘Bring us to bear.’ The view screen was filled with several Cyber 
ships, their advanced technology almost mocking the Martian vessel. 
‘Lock all weapons on target.’  

‘Weapons locked, my Lord.’ 
‘Fire!’ Zxallarlyre demanded. Streaks of energy flashed brightly 

across the view screen, impacting on the closest Cyber ship, causing 
an explosion of immense proportions. But if there was one thing that 
Zxallarlyre had learned during this battle, it was that Cyber ships were 
resilient and couldn’t be trusted to die when they should.  

Before Izylax could even declare that it was still approaching, 
Zxallarlyre gave the order to fire again repeatedly.  

Izylax did speak though. ‘My Lord, a large group of Cyber ships 
have disengaged from battle and diverted their course.’  

Zxallarlyre turned to him instantly. ‘Where are they going?’  
‘Scanners indicate their destination is Mars.’  
Poor Izylax, he could not bring himself to call their home by its 

ancient name, Zxallarlyre thought wryly. Like so many of the senssi he 
lacked true vision. 

Another explosion hit the Sou'the'zzx but it was relatively minor 
and the general ignored it.  

Aarmakixz? Why would they pull back to Aarmakixz?  
He turned to his communications officer. ‘Have you been able to 

raise Emperor Izlyr yet?’  
‘Negative, my Lord.’  
‘General,’ Izylax said, his voice uncertain, ‘I’m detecting a large 

build up of power in the atmosphere of Mars.’  
‘What sort of power?’  
‘The Ssor-arr duss Ssethissi.’  
Zxallarlyre’s fist clenched when he heard the name of the sacred 

device.  
‘But I’m also detecting Cyber-energy pulses as well,’ Izylax 

concluded.  
‘Can you put it onscreen?’  
Izylax obliged and the view screen changed from the immediate 

threat of the Cyber ships, which had been considerably slowed down 
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by the power and accuracy of the weaponry of the Sou'the'zzx, to a 
view of Aarmakixz.  

Just the sight of their home was enough to instil a sense of pride 
within the crew of the bridge as memories of their ancestral home 
flooded back to them. Zxallarlyre ordered magnification, and the 
screen focused in on what appeared to be some sort of machinery, 
being transported into space. Zxallarlyre knew what it was almost 
immediately.  

‘It’s the Engine of Ssethissi,’ he said, disbelief tainting his voice. All 
Martian seedlings were raised with stories of the God Ssethissi, and 
the weapon he had created, but to see it… ‘And the Cybermen have 
it.’  

Silence greeted this revelation from the rest of the bridge crew as 
the implications of this set in. The Draconians had transmitted 
information from the Doctor saying that he believed the Cybermen 
were restructuring their star to protect it from the Engine of Ssethissi, 
but if they controlled such a weapon why would they do that? 
Zxallarlyre had no answer, but he would never surrender to the 
inevitable. He knew what had to be done.  

‘Launch all fighters; tell them to destroy the Ssor-arr duss Ssethissi. 
Now!’  

Admiral Kervarr and Tuutha had taken quite a while to break their 
way through to the observation dome. The view of the raging battle 
above showed them the full extent of the damage to the Draconian 
fleet.  

‘This is infuriating!’  
The Draconian fleet was dead in space and there was nothing 

Kervarr could do about it.  
Tuutha had become more focused on what was happening in the 

battle elsewhere. The observation dome was equipped with telescopic 
devices to enable closer viewing. It hadn’t taken him long to find the 
Martian ships and he recognised the Sou'the'zzx with its distinctive 
green outer shell. He witnessed the outpouring of fighters from the 
flight bays and looked in the direction they were heading. ‘Admiral?’  

‘What is it?’ Kervarr said, joining Tuutha.  
‘The Martians appear to be launching a fighter attack against 

something.’  
Kervarr took over the telescopic device. He saw the fighters and 

looked ahead to their target. With the power down he was unable to 
boost the magnification on the device and couldn’t make out what it 
was. ‘This doesn’t look good at all,’ he said, mumbling to himself.  
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Zxallarlyre stood up as he saw the fighters totally annihilated by the 
GodEngine’s defence systems. The fighters could barely scratch it, 
never mind destroy it. There was nothing they could do as the Engine 
of Ssethissi carried on its way to its destination.  

Izylax moved quickly to the general’s side. ‘My Lord,’ he said, ‘we 
have analysed the path that the Engine of Ssethissi is taking. It seems 
evident that they are planning to merge it with their star.’  

Zxallarlyre hissed. ‘They will destroy our combined fleet. But at 
least they’d lose many of their own ships in the process,’ he added, 
with little sense of consolation. 

Still also in the body of the Martian priest, the Controller stood 
resolutely in the middle of the Palace of Light.  

The Martians had been herded together into one corner of the 
room, away from all exits and points of contact. Nick and Falex had 
been brought there as well.  

‘Bring the human to me,’ said the Controller, his voice a bizarre 
mixture of the Martian Priest and the unmistakable metallic rasping 
of his Cyber-counterpart back on Nova Mondas. Two Cybermen 
grabbed Nick by his arms and brought him forward. ‘You have 
cybernetic implants within you.’  

It wasn’t a question, but Nick answered it as if it was. ‘So what if I 
have?’  

‘It is excellent. You have taken your first steps to becoming a 
Cyberman.’  

Nick was struck by a mix of apathy and terror at the prospect. 
Apathy because part of him didn’t really care about what happened to 
him now, and terror because ultimately deep down he didn’t want to 
die. Even though everything that had happened to him recently, he 
still wanted to live.  

‘But for the moment, it is an obstacle to be avoided.’ A spike 
appeared from the implant that enveloped the hand of the Martian. 
He plunged it into Nick’s throat.  

The pain flooded through Nick instantly and he could feel the hot 
blood erupt from his neck and dribble down him. ‘What are you 
doing to me?’  

‘The connections between your brain and the devices are being 
disabled. This will mean you can’t use your implants to aid an escape 
attempt. It did surprise me that you didn’t attempt to escape through 
the hatch at the top of the palace. Your lack of forethought is your 
downfall.’  

The spike disappeared back into the implant and Nick instantly 
collapsed onto the floor. 

‘Put him back with the others.’  
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The two Cybermen grabbed Nick once more and forcibly put him 
back with the Martians. Falex came up to him and Nick looked him 
straight in the eye.  

‘Are you okay, Nick?’  
Nick wanted to shout out that of course he wasn’t all right, but he 

didn’t. ‘Yeah, super. I’ll be fine.’  

Xzaar saw the exchange and told one of the priests attending the 
emperor to assist Nick. Izlyr’s condition was improving he was 
assured. His reinforced suit of armour had protected and absorbed 
most of the Controller’s attack, limiting the damage caused, although 
the fact that Izlyr still hadn’t regained consciousness bothered Xzaar 
immensely. It pained him to see the emperor in such a condition, yet 
strengthened his resolve to beat back these Cybermen whatever the 
cost.  

The giant form of Sub-Commander Aarbrx stood back away from 
the rest and Xzaar went over to him. ‘Aarbrx.’  

‘Yes, sir.’  
‘Do you remember the raid on T’lvra Fourteen?’  
‘Could hardly forget it sir. We beat back the X! and captured their 

colours.’  
‘It was a good battle.’ Both Martians were momentarily lost in the 

memory of glorious past battles. ‘But you remember how Slaar and 
Abraxyr had communication devices implanted in their armour?’  

‘Now that you mention it, that information had slipped my mind.’ 
Both of them turned around to where the rest of the senssi were 
waiting to see Abraxyr standing there. When he looked in the 
direction of his two commanding officers, Aarbrx subtly nodded to 
attract his attention.  

Abraxyr got off the ground where he’d been sitting and walked up 
to them. ‘Commander. Sub-Commander.’ Abraxyr was one of the 
longest serving members of the senssi. He had been a member of the 
order since before both Xzaar and Aarbrx, and no one really knew 
exactly how old he was. But he was a fine soldier and Xzaar knew 
that he could be relied on.  

‘Abraxyr, you remember that transmitter which was installed into 
your armour at T’lvra?’  

‘Of course, sir,’ Abraxyr said. ‘I figured it might be useful again one 
day so I made sure that Surgeon General Zylarx left it in.’  

Xzaar could hardly believe his luck. ‘Good, Abraxyr. When this is 
all over remind me to buy you a drink. Now here’s what I want you 
to send.’  

‘We couldn’t get in before, what makes you think we can this time?’  
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The Doctor smiled at Kostaash’s question. ‘It’s quite simple really. 
The Red Death will have affected all Cybermen within a considerable 
radius of this point, including the ones guarding the entrance to the 
complex.’  

The group of Draconians led by the Doctor, now full of energy 
once more, were walking quickly towards the Cyber control complex 
which stood before them, vast and impenetrable silver standing in 
their way.  

‘That’s your plan? We just walk up to the front door and let 
ourselves in?’  

‘Well if you want to express it in such glib terms, then yes.’ 
‘It’s insane.’  
‘Quite possibly, but with a bit of luck, it’ll work.’  
It took the group some twenty more minutes before they arrived at 

the massive steel doors that blocked their path. The Doctor was 
apparently right about the consequences of the Red Death, with the 
decimated bodies of the Cyber guards now lying on the floor.  

‘Surely there must be other defences apart from a few guards?’ 
Skreeth said, his voice conveying a sense of unease.  

‘Nonsense,’ the Doctor said. ‘The Cybermen are slaves to logic and 
given the fact that this world of Nova Mondas is heavily protected, 
the chances of anyone wishing to cause them harm getting this far is 
infinitesimally remote. Frankly I’m surprised that they even bothered 
with guards.’ He walked up to the doors and reached inside his 
pocket. He pulled out a small device and as Kostaash went forward 
to see what is was, the Doctor shooed him away. ‘It’s always best to 
be on the safe side though, and I have encountered similar situations 
with the Cybermen in the past.’ He placed the device on the door, 
swiftly pulling his hand back the moment contact was made. A flash 
of sparks erupted around the door instantly and the Doctor was lucky 
not to get shocked by the current.  

Skreeth walked towards the door. ‘I told you there would be other 
defences.’ He glared at the Doctor.  

‘Yes, and you were right. Always pays to keep your wits around 
you.’ The Doctor took the device off the door and pocketed it once 
more. ‘Shall we enter?’ he said, pulling open the doors that led the 
way deep into the Cyber Control Complex.  

* 

Once inside, the group had found the complex strangely deserted. 
The ubiquitous silver metal was everywhere with no signs of any 
form of life being immediately evident.  

‘Where are all the Cybermen?’ asked Salamanca.  
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‘I don’t know,’ the Doctor said. ‘You’d have expected there to 
have been some around. It’s almost a disappointment that there isn’t 
a shoot out with them.’ Kostaash gave him a funny look. ‘Well, 
perhaps not,’ the Doctor grinned.  

‘Maybe the Cybermen have diverted their forces elsewhere?’ 
Skreeth said.  

‘Possibly,’ the Doctor surveyed the scene. ‘But I get the feeling that 
all of this is an illusion in the sense that we’re missing the point 
somehow.’  

Kostaash knew it was time to plant the next of the fusion bombs. 
They’d put one close to the entrance after they had entered the 
complex and they had set more up periodically as they ventured 
deeper and deeper into the heart of the Cyber base. ‘Salamanca, set 
another one up here.’  

‘Yes, sir.’ Salamanca got to work on the fusion bomb, planting it 
against the silver wall of the corridor. ‘All set, sir.’  

‘Good,’ Kostaash turned around ready to continue on their way 
when he saw the silver form of a solitary Cyberman approaching. His 
gun, already in his hand in readiness for this situation, fired almost 
instantly. The Cyberman kept on coming, though. 

More of the Draconians had realised what was happening now and 
joined Kostaash in firing at the Cyberman, whose resistance couldn’t 
last too long. The continued barrage of fire from the Draconians 
inflicted too much damage for it to survive and a final volley of shots 
resulted in its destruction.  

The Doctor went over the remains. He looked up at Kostaash. ‘We 
have to be more alert. We can’t afford to lose any more men.’  

‘Agreed.’  

High above the Doctor and the Draconians, the GodEngine was all 
powered up and ready to fire. It was directed by the unseen hand of 
the Cyber Controller towards its target, facing in the direction of the 
helpless Draconian vessels.  

In the observation dome, Kervarr was still observing the battle with 
an ever-growing sense of frustration that he couldn’t play a part in it. 
Tuutha had returned to the bridge, but Kervarr had wanted to stay 
here to see what was happening. After the Martians fighter attack had 
been wiped out, he had kept an eye on the device that had left Mars 
and where it had gone. Nothing seemed to have happened with it yet, 
and he was checking it again when a massive beam of energy flashed 
through the Draconian fleet, illuminating the observation dome with 
brilliant white light.  
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For a moment Kervarr thought that the Draconian fleet had been 
targeted, but he followed the beam through and discovered that the 
real target was the Arcturan forces.  

Where they had been fighting valiantly there was now nothing but 
debris. All of their fleet had been wiped out with a single blast. 
Whatever this new weapon of the Cybermen was, it was damn 
dangerous and Kervarr had no intention that the Draconia would 
suffer the same fate.  

A faint hum grew up around him and the emergency lighting 
systems kicked in. 

‘Salasttha, you’re amazing!’ 

Tuutha was at his station as power returned to the Draconia.  
Kervarr entered the bridge bearing a sense of determination about 

him. ‘Status report, Tuutha.’ 
‘Power is partially restored to all main systems - life support, 

environmental controls, and forward weapons are now online. We 
have auxiliary engines only. Communications systems are now back 
online as well.’  

‘Kervarr to Salasttha,’ the admiral said, activating the internal ship 
COMMsystem.  

‘Salasttha here, Admiral.’  
‘How soon before full power is restored?’  
‘In six segments. The systems were totally drained but by tapping 

the reserve I’ve managed to get the emergency ones working and 
main systems shouldn’t take too long.’  

‘Good work, Salasttha. Is Anoahh still with you?’  
‘He’s on his way back to the bridge now.’  
‘Kervarr out.’ The admiral broke the connection. Lieutenant 

Commander Takarsh was standing in for the communications officer 
after she had been injured in an earlier battle. ‘Takarsh, can we raise 
the Karhaazaar?’  

‘Negative, sir.’  
Tuutha chipped in. ‘We appear to be the only Draconian vessel to 

recover power so far.’  
Kervarr wondered how Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh’s team were 

fairing on Mars. He knew Vorkuuthh left the Imperium before the 
weapon on the Karhaazaar shut the fleet down, but he had heard 
nothing of his commanding officer since. Was he even alive? Too 
many good people had died combating the Cybermen… Kervarr just 
hoped Vorkuuthh was not one of them. ‘Patch me through to the 
Sou’the’zzx,’ he said, intending to follow up on that thought later.  
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‘My Lord General, we are receiving a communiqué from the 
Draconia.’  

‘Put it through,’ Zxallarlyre commanded.  
The proud face of Admiral Kervarr was presented to the bridge of 

the Sou'the'zzx.  
‘Good day to you, Admiral,’ Zxallarlyre said. ‘We thought you were 

out of commission.’  
‘We were, but we’re better now, General. I’m sad to say that I can’t 

say the same of the rest of the Draconian Fleet. What’s our current 
status?’  

‘The Cybermen have captured the GodEngine,’ Zxallarlyre said, 
unable to hide his distaste at the foreign name for such a holy 
weapon, ‘and merged it with their star to form some kind of super 
weapon.’  

‘That was what attacked the Arcturan forces?’  
‘Yes,’ Zxallarlyre said. ‘Either that was a test, or the Controller is 

making a point. With that weapon at his disposal the Controller could 
destroy the fleet with one thought.’  

‘Is there any way to stop it?’  
‘The GodEngine itself is a phenomenally powerful device, and it 

seems that the Cybermen have adapted it to their own ends. The 
scope of the power it now wields could be incomprehensible. We 
attempted an attack on the device using our small fighters, with no 
success.’  

‘And a full out attack on the GodEngine using our capital ships 
would be tantamount to being suicidal.’  

‘Indeed. Even without the Cyber ships guarding it, it would still be 
difficult to destroy without significant loss to the fleet. Which is why 
I believe that there is only one option available to us.’  

‘Which is?’  
‘We destroy the GodEngine weapon by any means necessary. I 

have come to the conclusion that our only solution is to sacrifice 
ourselves to save the rest of the universe.’ Zxallarlyre spoke with 
great consideration. He knew that it would be asking a lot of his crew, 
and the others who would attempt it with them, but it had to be 
done. ‘It’ll only take one to get past the Cyber ships defence line, and 
to ram the GodEngine at high velocity. The resulting impact will 
cause a chain reaction in the Engine of Ssethissi, and should be 
enough to destroy it. It’s the only way, Admiral.’  

‘And if it fails?’  
‘Then all is lost.’  
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Part Two 

‘Come up, Vorkuuthh!’ Alf said.  
The supreme admiral didn’t find her manner at all amusing. He 

could understand her impatience at getting to their destination but 
the manner in which she was addressing him was unbecoming for 
someone of such a high rank. He sensed that the other Draconians 
following them felt the same way, but there was little they could do 
about it now.  

‘We have to keep going until we get to the Cauldron of Ssethissi,’ 
the girl said, not that such a reminder was needed. 

Once again the human female had proved her worth. She had 
escaped the Karhaazaar and tracked Vorkuuthh’s team on Mars, using 
his personal transponder code he had given her when they had 
returned from the Settii cluster. She had told him that Makaathra had 
failed in her mission; the mission he and the God Empress had 
sanctioned. Vorkuuthh had even gone so far as to falsify Makaathra’s 
credentials, so she could be on the Draconia under the pretence of 
being his personal aide, passing on orders to Admiral Kervarr, while 
the Karhaazaar shadowed the fleet using a light bending device the 
Doctor had created to hide it from the Cybermen. 

The last Pilot Alf had seen of that imperial battleship, it was a dead 
husk hanging in space. Vorkuuthh could only assume that Makaathra 
was dead, too. 

Landing parties swarmed all over Mars, each doing everything they 
could to combat the Cybermen, some of them a mixture of 
Federation races, some more exclusive. His communication device 
had picked up a transmission from a group of Martians calling 
themselves senssi, who were, even now, trying to prevent the Cyber 
Controller from using the GodEngine.  

Now, it was Vorkuuthh’s turn. 
The palace at the heart of the Cauldron of Ssethissi was visible to 

them as they walked through the desert wastelands of Mars. It 
breached the ground and Alf had to admit that it was an impressive 
structure. 

‘Admiral,’ Vaasic said, ‘I’m detecting a large group of individuals 
up ahead.’  

‘Cybermen?’  
‘I’m not sure. They’re masking their signals too well.’  
‘Arm yourselves,’ Vorkuuthh commanded his men. Alf produced 

her own weapon as well. ‘Where exactly are they?’  
Vaasic looked again at the scanner and noticed immediately that 

the readings had changed. ‘They’re right on top of us!’ 
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Suddenly a rasping voice came out of nowhere, saying, ‘I’d lower 
your weapons if I was you.’  

That’s why you’re not me, Vorkuuthh thought, making no effort to 
lower his weapon. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.  

From all around them, Martians emerged seemingly from 
everywhere. One had slightly different markings from all the others 
and Vorkuuthh assumed that he was the leader of this group.  

‘I’m Sub-Commander Lxr of the Second Battalion of the Select of 
Zxallarlyre.’  

Vorkuuthh twitched his eye at the mention of the legendary 
General Lord Zxallarlyre. ‘How did you manage to creep up on us 
without our detecting you?’  

‘You are on our home world now, Supreme Admiral,’ Lxr hissed. 
‘Just because we haven’t lived here for a while doesn’t mean that we 
could forget our natural habitat.’  

‘Of course,’ Vorkuuthh said, as if that would explain everything. 
‘You’re heading for the Cauldron?’ 

‘Yes, we received a call from Commander Xzaar only a few 
minutes ago.’ 

‘Excellent,’ Vorkuuthh said, ‘I have been monitoring his 
transmissions. We are on our way to offer assistance.’ 

Lxr considered this, then nodded his head. ‘It seems appropriate to 
add your forces to ours.’ 

‘Agreed.’ Vorkuuthh looked over Lxr’s men. ‘As this is your home 
world, perhaps you should have the honour of leading us there?’  

The group’s progress through the Cyber Control Complex had gone 
unhindered. It was far too quiet and the Doctor didn’t like it. He’d 
expected entry into the heart of the complex to be the most difficult 
part of the mission, yet it was proving to be surprisingly easy. Almost 
too easy. He wondered whether he’d hit the nail on the head earlier 
when he’d been talking about Cyberman logic.  

‘If I’m right in my estimations, then the entrance to the heart of 
the complex should be just around this corner,’ he said, announcing it 
quietly to the group.  

‘Surely they’ll have detected us by now?’ Skreeth said.  
‘Undoubtedly,’ Kostaash replied. ‘All of you,’ he said, addressing 

the elite Draconian soldiers who formed the group, ‘stand by with 
your weapons. I expect a heavy reception when we get through. We 
might not have had to fight much in the complex so far, but don’t 
underestimate the enemy.’  

The Doctor was perched at the edge of the corridor, carefully 
looking around to see if he was right in his assumptions. He was. The 
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large steel doors were massive and the Doctor instinctively knew that 
their target lay behind them.  

‘I have five of the fusion bombs left sir,’ Salamanca said. ‘Shall I 
plant one here?’  

‘No,’ the Doctor said turning back from the edge. ‘Plant one 
outside the main door itself and save the rest for inside the control 
room. It’s essential that it is totally destroyed.’  

Kostaash had gone forward and looked towards the doors himself. 
‘How do we open them?’ he asked the Doctor. ‘The same as the main 
doors?’  

‘I doubt that trick would work a second time. A small explosion 
should suffice - or we could try knocking?’  

‘Salamanca,’ Kostaash said. ‘Blow up those doors.’  
Salamanca removed some small devices from his pack and walked 

gingerly towards the imposing frame that blocked off the entrance to 
the heart of the Cybermen’s operation on Nova Mondas. He planted 
them all over the door, knowing that when detonated they would rip 
the doors totally out of place, but limiting the explosion to just the 
doors and nothing further. When the task was complete he turned 
around to the wall across from the doors and set up the fusion bomb. 
He moved carefully back to the group’s position. ‘All charges placed, 
sir.’  

‘Good. Stand back everyone,’ Kostaash ordered, ‘and get ready for 
battle.’  

The Draconians all moved back up the corridor, but the Doctor 
remained close to the intersection.  

‘Detonate.’  
With a mighty explosion that resonated through the metal 

corridors, the doors that had blocked the way were gone and the 
entrance was clear.  

‘Now!’ Kostaash screamed.  
The Draconians, armed with weapons modified by the Doctor, 

began their charge towards the door.  
Skreeth dived across the open space of the door to the other side 

and poked his face around. At that moment a flash of weapons fire 
attacked out at him. He was lucky to escape uninjured. Within 
seconds the Draconians were pouring into the control chamber, 
firing and evading the defending Cybermen.  

The Doctor slipped in and found shelter next to a console. A shot 
narrowly avoided hitting him and he brought his head down further. 
He could see the Cyber Controller standing in the middle of the 
room, seemingly unconcerned by the battle around him. 

Unsurprising. The Doctor knew that only a fraction of the 
Controller was in his body; the majority of his being was hidden away 
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in another dimension. The Controller thought himself protected, and 
the Doctor had counted on that assumption. Cut him off from this 
dimension and he’d be essentially powerless. At least, that’s what the 
Doctor hoped. 

The Doctor counted only six Cybermen present but the 
Draconians hadn’t been able to kill any of them yet and had already 
lost two soldiers.  

The Doctor examined the console that he was hiding behind and 
realised that if he operated the controls correctly then he could 
disable the Cybermen in the room by draining their energy. The 
Cyber Controller would probably have some sort of remote backup 
system which would render him immune, but the Doctor doubted 
that ordinary Cybermen would have that capability.  

Within seconds it was done.  
As the Draconians fought against the Cybermen from their places 

of concealment throughout the chamber, they suddenly became 
acutely aware that their opponents were weakening.  

‘What’s happening, sir?’ Skreeth asked Kostaash.  
‘I don’t know. Doctor? Is this your doing?’ Kostaash shouted out, 

unaware of where the Doctor was.  
The Doctor, once sure that the Cybermen were drained, stood up. 

‘Yes, it was, and rather splendid it was as well.’ The Draconians 
followed his lead and stood up, their weapons trained on the Cyber 
Controller’s body.  

One of the Draconians got carried away in the moment and fired 
on the Cyber Controller. The reprisal was instantaneous. A bolt of 
lightning flew from the top of the Controller’s skull. The young 
Draconian fell to the floor. 

Salamanca ran over and checked the body.  
‘He’s dead.’ 

‘Yes,’ the Doctor said sadly. ‘The Controller left his intruder alarm 
active. Fine, let’s see if anyone’s really home.’ 

The power of the Engine of Ssethissi struck out once more, this time 
targeting the Taurean ships.  

‘All Taurean vessels destroyed, General,’ Izylax declared.  
The strategy of the Cybermen puzzled Zxallarlyre no end. Why 

were they only targeting one fleet at a time? 
He punched in a command to transmit an open hail. ‘This is 

General Lord Zxallarlyre, of the Martian flagship Sou’the’zzx. All ships 
target the GodEngine and prepare for ramming speed.’  

Every single Martian ship complied with the general’s orders and 
began the approach that would take them directly towards the heart 
of the Engine of Ssethissi. There was no doubt that his own fleet 
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would comply, but he had hoped several of the Federation fleet 
would join them.  

The Cyber fleet had deduced their plan and acted accordingly. 
Their ships that had been engaging the bulk of the fleet had retreated 
around the GodEngine and formed a protective wall. As the Martian 
vessels increased their velocity, the Cyber ships began to open fire.  

On board the Qux flagship, Rhyiza Serapart was not enjoying the 
battle at all, as he listened to his first officer, Wylarn Blosh, recount 
the latest developments.  

‘All Taurean ships have been destroyed, no survivors.’  
Rhyiza had heard Zxallarlyre order ‘all ships’ to target the weapon 

in a suicide mission to destroy the Martian weapon, but he couldn’t 
allow that to happen. Not with the Zygon specimen on board.  

He knew that there was only one option open to him if they were 
going to survive this, and that was to retreat. The Quardarax had 
been recalled to Qux Prime several days ago so he couldn’t rely on 
them to do what was necessary.  

To ensure that no prying ears picked up what he had to say, he 
spoke telepathically.  

This is Rhyiza Serapart. I have decided to withdraw from battle as it’s become 
too dangerous here and our continued presence endangers an addition to the Project 
that could prove invaluable. All Qux will contribute to the projection of an 
illusion that the Qux flagship is still here. Fight bravely and you will be 
remembered when the Qux Superior is created.  

‘Welcome back to Nova Mondas, Doctor.’ 
‘I can’t say that it’s been pleasant so far,’ the Doctor replied, still 

not too keen on the emotion in the Controller. The cold logic of 
Cybermen used to be predictable, which is why he always managed to 
defeat them, but with a Controller who was almost crazed by his 
emotion… No, the Doctor did not like it.  

‘You have been observed in every moment of your journey. I have 
watched your progress with interest.’  

‘Really.’  
‘I am particularly interested in the fusion bombs that you’ve 

planted around the Cyber Control Complex.’  
‘Enough to destroy it for good.’  
‘Perhaps, Doctor. Perhaps your Draconian associates would like to 

set up their remaining ones here?’  
Kostaash nodded and Salamanca set about his task.  
‘Why are you not defending yourself?’ the Doctor asked.  
‘You can destroy this base, but you will not destroy the Cybermen. 

You will not destroy me. I will survive.’  
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‘I don’t doubt it,’ the Doctor said. ‘But you’ll have suffered such a 
crushing blow that you will no longer be able to terrorise the rest of 
the galaxy.’  

‘You disappoint me, Doctor. Did you really expect all this time to 
have been wasted?’ The Controller’s voice raised a little. ‘There are 
millions of Cybermen secreted away in tombs on unseen worlds 
waiting for the reactivation command. When that signal comes the 
Cybermen will sweep through the galaxy once more, destroying all 
that oppose them. And to demonstrate that I will show you the 
remnants of your fleet which you brought here to destroy us.’  

The south wall of the command chamber melted away to reveal a 
liquid screen showing the battle surrounding Nova Mondas. The 
debris of thousands of ships was scattered across the screen, both 
Federation forces and Cyber ships were navigating their way through 
it as the battle continued to rage towards its inevitable, bloody 
conclusion.  

The sight moved the Doctor in profound ways.  
‘I will show you the instrument of your destruction, Doctor,’ the 

Controller said and the screen changed to show a glowing ball of 
power, surrounded by a blockade of sleek metallic Cyber ships. The 
Doctor saw a Martian vessel attempt to breach the stockade of ships 
but it disappeared in a hail of fire. ‘That is the GodEngine subsumed 
within our star. It has become one of the most powerful weapons 
ever created, and the Cybermen will use it to destroy everything you 
hold dear.’  

‘You’re going to use it on Mars,’ the Doctor said, his thoughts 
flicking to Nick and Falex on the surface of the red planet.  

‘In time, Doctor.’  
‘I can’t let you do that.’  
‘You are not in a position to prevent me, Doctor. In fact in a few 

minutes you will not have the capacity to do anything.’  
It was true, the Doctor felt himself growing weaker again. The 

partial regeneration had only been a temporary respite, and it was 
now the Doctor’s willpower alone holding off the change that would 
render him useless in this situation. ‘I can stop you.’  

The Controller mocked him with silence.  
‘Can we help, Doctor?’ Kostaash said.  
‘Yes you can, and here’s how…’  

The Martian priest in the centre of the room had been silent for a 
while. Nick was lying on the floor, unable to move. With the 
connections between his own implants neutralised he was helpless. 
Xzaar and Aarbrx were standing next to the emperor, while the rest 
of the Martians were being held back by an imposing line of 
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Cybermen. Falex was beside Nick, and had been his now usual quiet 
self.  

‘How you holding up, mate?’ Nick asked him.  
‘I’m frightened.’  
‘The feeling’s mutual.’ Nick was watching the priest and noticed 

him speaking to himself. It was done quietly but Nick listened really 
carefully and managed to make out that he had said something like ‘to 
Nova Mondas, Doctor’.  

The Doctor? Did that mean he was still alive? Nick could only 
hope so for all their sakes.  

It had taken a few minutes for the Doctor, Skreeth and Kostaash to 
set up the connection but finally it was done. Kostaash thought that 
attempting to directly wire the Doctor into the mind of the Cyber 
Controller was sheer folly, but the Doctor was insistent that it was 
the only way. They had purloined several pieces of Cyber technology 
to accomplish the task and all of the Draconians were amazed by the 
Doctor’s ability to rewire a piece of alien machinery into something 
that he could use in this manner.  

‘Stand by to activate it,’ the Doctor said, ‘and once I’m in there I 
want you all to leave. Get back to the ship.’  

‘I won’t leave you behind, Doctor,’ Kostaash said harshly. ‘I’ve 
never left anyone behind before and I’m not going to start now. I will 
stay and take you back to the ship when you’ve been successful.’  

‘Your confidence is much appreciated, but it may be placed 
foolishly.’ The Doctor knew that there was no real chance of survival 
afterwards and if Kostaash stayed then he would die. ‘I can’t ask you 
to stay.’  

‘It’s not a matter of asking, Doctor, it’s my duty.’  
The Doctor nodded and smiled grimly. ‘Thank you.’  
Kostaash looked at the men under his command. ‘You’ve served 

valiantly today with honour. Now return to the ship and the Doctor 
and I will join you shortly.’ The Draconians looked at their 
commander, saluted him, their expressions saying everything, and left 
the room.  

‘Well if you’re going to stay then let’s get a move on.’  
‘Right,’ Kostaash said. ‘Activating device now.’ 

On board the Draconia, Admiral Kervarr was becoming increasingly 
frustrated. Whilst some power had been restored, it wasn’t enough 
for them to become actively involved in the battle yet, and with so 
few of the other Draconian vessels showing any signs of life, it was a 
real worry. They could only sit and wait.  

‘Admiral.’ It was Takarsh.  
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‘Yes, Lieutenant Commander.’  
‘I am concerned for the safety of Captain Makaathra.’ Takarsh had 

come to the Draconia with Vorkuuthh’s and Kervarr was aware of a 
great loyalty there.  

‘I am as well. Perhaps we will never know why she was 
commanded to the Karhaazaar. We cannot dock with that ship, any 
such attempt would be catastrophic in this environment and we 
haven’t the power to use the tractor beam.’  

‘Admiral, this is Anoahh,’ came a voice through the ships 
COMMsystem.  

‘Go ahead.’  
‘Engineer Salasttha believes that he will have main power online 

within minutes. I have investigated a theory of my own and it seems 
that one of our shuttles has not suffered the power loss.’  

‘It’s fully operational?’  
‘Correct, Admiral.’  
‘Anoahh, you and Takarsh will take this shuttle and head to the 

Karhaazaar. See if there is some way you can reverse that ships 
systems and restore power to the rest of the fleet.’  

‘Aye, sir,’ Anoahh said, breaking the connection.  
‘Thank you, Admiral,’ Takarsh said as she prepared to depart the 

bridge.  
Kervarr just nodded. Women had no place in the heart of battle, 

but that was a view which was soon to be made redundant. The God 
Empress had set a precedent now, and things would never be the 
same again. 

If they survived this war. 

The Doctor found himself in a black, lifeless area, momentarily 
dazed.  

‘Where am I?’  
‘In the void.’ The Controller’s voice ringing around him.  
‘You are weak, Controller.’  
‘So are you, Doctor.’  
‘But I have resigned myself to my fate. You still seek to survive.’  
‘I will survive.’  
‘You might do, but you’ve over-stretched yourself haven’t you? 

You’ve fragmented your mind in three different places. Nova 
Mondas, Mars and the GodEngine weapon itself.’  

‘I will survive.’  
The Doctor’s strength of will was very powerful and given the 

state of the Cyber Controller’s mind the Doctor knew that he could 
overpower him. ‘You won’t survive, not in this state. You can be in a 
million different places at once, but in this case you’ve over stepped 
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your limit haven’t you? You’ve put too much of yourself into these 
three areas and you’re losing control, aren’t you?’ The Doctor paused. 
‘How ironic that the Cyber Controller is losing control of 
everything.’  

The Controller considered this and he knew what he had to do. 
The Doctor was right that he had pushed himself beyond his limits. 
There was only one thing to do. He gave the GodEngine its final 
command and then its freedom to do what it was designed to do - 
total destruction.  

The moment that the Controller gave up control of the 
GodEngine was all the Doctor needed. 

The Sou'the'zzx had passed for its third attempt at destroying the 
Engine of Ssethissi only for it to encounter such a hail of fire that it 
had to turn back. Lord Zxallarlyre knew what it would take to destroy 
the engine but he wasn’t prepared to sacrifice the Sou'the'zzx to the 
guns of the Cybermen without guaranteeing the desired result.  

A console exploded to Zxallarlyre’s right. ‘Status!’  
‘That last attack resulted in massive damage throughout the ship. 

The outer shell of the Sou'the'zzx has suffered extensive damage and 
we’ve lost the port engines.’  

‘Activate emergency power systems and prepare for another run.’  
Izylax spoke up. ‘General, the Sou'the'zzx will not be able to 

withstand another barrage of attacks like that last one.’  
‘We’re going to attack again. That’s an order!’ The general’s voice 

was insistent.  

Alf was astonished at the magnificence of the Palace of Light. The 
sculpture of the walls was quite breathtaking, yet there was no time to 
appreciate the quality of the Martian architecture when there were 
more important matters at stake. Vorkuuthh’s Draconians and Lxr’s 
Martians had teamed up well and dealt with the Cybermen who had 
blocked their way. But what had pleased her most was at how little 
resistance the Cybermen were putting up.  

‘Is it always this easy, killing Cybermen?’ she asked Vorkuuthh 
casually.  

‘No, it certainly isn’t,’ he said in reply.  
‘I suspect that the palace’s defence systems destroyed most of the 

Cybermen,’ Lxr said. ‘Commander Xzaar said that there was many in 
the inner sanctum though.’  

‘Are you sure you know where you’re going?’ Alf asked Lxr.  
‘Of course I do,’ he said, rather angrily. ‘The Palace Of Light is one 

of the most sacred buildings on all of Mars, and I studied the plans of 
the building back on the Sou'the'zzx before arrival on Mars.’  
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‘We’ve been running through these corridors for ages,’ Alf said. 
‘We need to get there now!’  

‘Pilot Alf is right,’ Vorkuuthh stated. ‘We must hurry the pace. 
Timing could mean the difference between victory and defeat.’  

‘You think I’m not aware of that? As it happens, we’re here.’  
They had reached an area that spread out into a small 

antechamber.  
Alf said, ‘This is the inner sanctum?’  
‘No, this is merely the entrance. Or one of them, at least.’ There 

were Martian markings on the wall and once the whole of the party 
had entered, he went to them. Lxr placed his clawed fist on the 
markings, which began to glow with an eerie, unnatural light. ‘Stand 
by with weapons!’ he commanded.  

And then the floor beneath them began to ascend as they plunged 
into the inner sanctum. 

‘Nick,’ the Controller Priest said.  
Commander Xzaar heard it, although its target did not.  
‘Nick,’ the priest repeated, the inflection in the voice altering 

slightly and the resonant tones of the Doctor’s voice becoming more 
evident. ‘Nick!’ it boomed, finally catching the attention of the 
human.  

‘Doctor?’ Nick said, somewhat incredulous of the situation. 
‘How?’  

‘I’m using the same process that the Controller used to control this 
poor unfortunate individual from Nova Mondas. There isn’t much 
time left. The Cyber Controller has set the weapon to automatic. It’s 
likely to attack anything - including Mars. You have to get yourself 
and Falex off the planet before that happens. How is Falex?’  

‘He’s fine. Frightened but ultimately fine.’ Falex didn’t look happy 
at Nick’s description of him, as he definitely didn’t feel fine at tall.  

‘Nick, please remember this, it is very important that he returns to 
Taureas II. I made a promise, and I need you to fulfil it.’  

This news came out the blue, but Nick just nodded in 
determination. There would be enough time for questions later. ‘I’ll 
bear it in mind.’ He saw Izlyr looking at him, and said, ‘Doctor, the 
emperor has been injured pretty badly.’  

‘I can’t do anything for him from here. It’ll have to wait until 
later.’  

Nick didn’t get to hear all of the Doctor’s last sentence, though, as 
the body of the Martian priest suddenly crumpled and fell to the 
ground.  

‘Doctor! Doctor!’ Nick shouted.  
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The Martians tried to get through to the priest, but the Cybermen 
stood their ground.  

‘Nick! Nick!’ The Doctor shouted, back in the void. ‘What did you 
do?’  

‘I reasserted my control,’ the Controller’s voice mocked. ‘You 
should leave my mind now, Doctor. I can assure you that you do not 
want to go where I am going next. I may fail now, but I will begin 
again.’  

The Doctor allowed his mind to disengage from the mind of the 
Controller and he awoke back in the heart of the control chamber 
with Kostaash standing beside him.  

‘Doctor, what happened?’  
‘The Controller has withdrawn his conscience to somewhere else. 

He’s abandoned Nova Mondas, but he’s set the GodEngine device 
loose. It’ll kill everything unless it’s stopped!’  

Kostaash turned to the screen where the GodEngine had begun to 
fire its lethal power at will. They stood entranced by the horror of the 
scene. Kostaash suddenly made a realisation. ‘Doctor, the bombs!’  

On the bridge of the Draconia, Kervarr was ready. Full power had 
been restored throughout the ship thanks to the miracle worker that 
was Salasttha. Kervarr could feel a sense of anticipation throughout 
the ship.  

‘Patch me through to Lord Zxallarlyre,’ he told the officer who had 
taken over from Takarsh. Zxallarlyre had studied the attack strategy 
of the Martians and saw their error. He could bring them victory but 
he’d need them to do something for him first.  

‘Channel open, Admiral.’  
Lord Zxallarlyre’s face filled the monitor screen once more, and 

Kervarr could see that the bridge of the Sou'the'zzx had suffered 
considerable damage.  

‘Zxallarlyre, the Draconia has restored full power. We’ll help with 
your plan, but I need the Martian fleets to break open that blockade 
of Cyber ships. Once we’re past them, you should pull your ships 
away.’  

Zxallarlyre regarded the admiral for a moment, then nodded his 
head. ‘I see. I don’t like it, but it might work.’  

‘Believe me, General, by my honour it will work.’  

Alf could hear Nick shouting the Doctor’s name as the platform 
brought them into the main chamber of the Palace of Light. As soon 
as they had a clear shot, the combined forces of the Draconians and 
Martians unleashed their weapons on the Cybermen present.  
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Xzaar saw what was happening and knew that Lxr had come 
through, bringing with them Draconians as well. He knew just what 
to do; this was what he was born for. To live and fight for the 
Martians. He was a soldier and a damn good one at that.  

‘Senssi! Charge!’  
The order was almost unnecessary as the moment that the 

weapons had discharged, the captured senssi had seized on the 
opportunity to turn on their captors and now, with the superior 
numbers on their side, the battle would be theirs.  

Xzaar grabbed the nearest Cyberman he could see and smashed its 
weapon from its silver hands. The Cyberman grabbed out at Xzaar, 
reaching for his throat, but the Martian warrior was too quick for 
him. Grabbing both arms before they had a chance to gain hold of 
anything and pulling so hard that he heard the circuitry within crack 
and burn, Xzaar ripped the right arm of the Cyberman clean off. The 
explosion halted the Cyberman for a moment, before it attempted 
another attack on Commander Xzaar. But there was no stopping 
Xzaar today and a one armed Cyberman was no match for him 
whatsoever.  

Xzaar stood over the fallen Cyberman and looked around the 
room, a Draconian was finishing off the last of the Cybermen in the 
Palace Of Light and there was no one left to fight. One of the 
Draconians was pushing his way through.  

‘I’m Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh, you’re in command here?’  
‘No, Emperor Izlyr is in command,’ Xzaar responded indicating 

the emperor who was still on the floor.  
Vorkuuthh walked over to him, and bowed. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet 

you, Your Majesty.’  
‘You too, Supreme Admiral. A pity that the conditions are not 

good.’  
Xzaar turned away as they continued their conversation and he saw 

that a human female had joined Nick and the child. Xzaar had more 
pressing concerns though. After greeting Lxr he had found the 
controls to the visual systems and brought up the battle above. The 
scene sickened Xzaar.  

The scene showed Nova Mondas with the Ssor-arr duss Ssethissi 
orbiting the planet, firing its destructive weapon in every direction, 
obliterating anything that got in its way.  

Kervarr knew that this was it; this was the defining moment of his 
life.  

The GodEngine had begun attacking all approaching ships, joining 
the fire that the Cyber ships were still spurting at all comers. The 
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Draconia was gaining speed and Kervarr knew that they would 
probably have to fly the ship apart to do what had to be done.  

‘We must go faster!’ he demanded.  
Tuutha said, ‘if we go any faster, Admiral, we’ll endanger the 

structural stability of the ship!’  
‘If we don’t succeed then the structural stability of the ship won’t 

matter in the slightest! Fly her faster!’  
The view screen showed the GodEngine getting closer and closer. 

The Martian warships were attacking the Cyber-vessels with gusto, 
drawing them away. The GodEngine was striking them down, but 
there were too many ships scattered over too wide a distance for it to 
destroy them all at once.  

The Draconia increased in speed again, and Kervarr gripped the arm 
rests of his chair, his knuckles turning white in the process, as they 
proceeded on their path to glory.  

The Draconia flew magnificently through the debris of destroyed 
ships, gaining speed all the time. Its shielding absorbing any energy 
beams that hit it.  

Kervarr’s plan was working, Zxallarlyre thought, as he watched the 
Draconia. The Cyber ships had been drawn away from the Engine of 
Ssethissi and were tracking back the Martian vessels, leaving enough 
space for the Draconia to blaze through.  

‘Get us out of here! Now!’  
All other ships had been given this command for when the 

Draconia went through. If it was successful then there would be a 
massive explosion, destroying all ships this side of the first planet of 
the Martian System.  

‘Cyber ships pursuing us still!’ Izylax said, the worry evident in his 
voice. Just to show that it was so, the Sou'the'zzx juddered as it was 
struck by a Cyber ship’s energy beam.  

As the GodEngine weapon was on the verge of firing, the Draconia 
impacted. Every ship between the sun and Mercury were instantly 
obliterated; Mercury itself suffered from the shockwave of the 
impact, everything on the planet, from all the enhancements made by 
the Cybermen right down to the smallest bacteria, were atomised.  

General Lord Zxallarlyre observed the after effects of the Draconia’s 
suicide run. The alliance between the Galactic Federation and the 
Martian Empire had been successful. The cost, though, was going to 
be high.  

‘Come on, Doctor!’ Kostaash was barking orders at the Doctor now, 
but he couldn’t keep up.  
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He felt himself losing his breath with every step he took; he knew 
that he couldn’t carry on much longer.  

‘Run, Kostaash! I’ll keep up.’  
‘I’m not leaving you behind,’ Kostaash’s voice was insistent. They 

heard the thunder of an explosion behind them. ‘The fusion bombs!’  
‘No,’ the Doctor said. ‘It’s too soon for them! It’s something else! 

Run!’ He picked up the pace himself and when Kostaash saw this he 
continued his dash for the outside as well.  

One of the added benefits of being a Time Lord was being 
unusually perceptive and the Doctor sensed the explosion before it 
happened. Kostaash ran through the intersection of a pair of 
corridors and the Doctor was following, but he stopped as the ceiling 
collapsed with a crash as something smashed through. The blast sent 
the Doctor flying, but didn’t harm him much. He got to his feet and 
saw that the intersection of the corridor was now blocked. There was 
no escape that way. He’d have to go back and find another way 
through, and there wasn’t time for that. He didn’t know whether 
Kostaash was on the other side of the debris or if Kostaash could 
hear him, but nevertheless the Doctor shouted through.  

‘Save yourself, Kostaash!’ There was no reply from the other side.  
The Doctor brushed himself down and looked around him. He 

could sense that there wasn’t much time until the fusion bombs 
detonated. He fished out his gold pocket watch, flipping the lid open 
with his thumb. There was no time at all in fact.  

Alf had brought Nick across to the monitor so that they could see 
what was happening, and Falex hung just behind them. The priests 
had done the same for the emperor, who along with Vorkuuthh and 
Xzaar were mesmerised by what had they had just seen.  

Vorkuuthh was still shocked by what the Draconia had done. ‘A 
suicide run! Kervarr was always too headstrong for my liking.’  

‘It was a heroic act of courage,’ Emperor Izlyr said. ‘He did what 
was necessary and died a warrior’s death. All of the crew of that ship 
did.’  

‘What about Earth though?’ Alf said, her voice bordering on 
hysteria.  

‘Earth?’  
‘Nova Mondas, then!’ she snapped.  
Xzaar checked the scanners. ‘The shockwave from the explosion 

of the Engine of Ssethissi is causing massive displacement 
throughout the system… Nova Mondas is now being hit. Nothing on 
the surface will survive.’  

‘What about the Doctor? He was on Nova Mondas.’  



 

170 

‘No one can survive what’s happening there,’ Vorkuuthh said. The 
supreme admiral turned to those standing in the centre of the Palace 
of Light. ‘We must retreat underground. The surface of Mars is 
largely dead already, but soon it will be completely dead. And so will 
we.’ 

Emperor Izlyr looked to Xzaar. ‘Return the palace to beneath the 
Cauldron of Ssethissi.’ 

Commander Xzaar saluted his emperor and set about the task. 
As the palace lowered, Nick looked around, completely oblivious 

to Alf and Falex who were both embracing him. He shook his head.  
‘No, no, the Doctor could have escaped, got back to his ship, 

found some way to transmat himself off the planet…’  
Alf wanted to believe that, too, but she knew better. Deep in her 

gut she knew the consequences of the GodEngine shockwave. She 
lowered her head. 

This was it. The world on which she was born… and the one man 
who held the secrets of her past… 

‘They're right, Nick,’ she said, fighting back her own tears. She 
looked from Nick to Falex. There was a dangerous look on the kid's 
face. 

Alf took a deep breath.  
‘No-one could survive that. The Doctor is dead.’ 
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The Pirate of Time 
By Niall Turner 
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Part One 

To the east of the Bridge of Tranquil Dreams were the Gardens of 
the Scented Pearl. Trees and life forms transplanted from a thousand 
worlds.  

Jaahkathna, God Empress of Draconia, shaded her eyes, looking 
out across the lawns. Verdant magnificence stretching away as far as 
the eye could see. Space enough to get lost in. Jaahkathna shifted 
position in her recliner, hidden in the cool shadow of the White 
Palace. Much of the palace was a ruin, tall grasses and smooth barked 
trees hiding it from view. Areas, such as this broad veranda, had been 
modernised and equipped for the current rulers.  

There was the low, insistent whine of a hov-pod in the distance. 
Jaahkathna jumped down from the recliner and stepped light footed 
towards Commander Ultarch, silhouetted at the entrance to the 
veranda.  

‘Commander?’  
Ultarch switched off the hand held communicator he held to his 

ear, Honour Guards rising from their concealed positions in the 
foliage, weapon belts slung about cooling white silks. Ultarch waved 
for them to remain where they were. The pod drew closer.  

‘The Supreme Admiral, my Lady.’ Ultarch bowed.  
Jaahkathna nodded and stepped out into the twin sun’s light. The 

heat was close about her and she was glad of the Micro Temp Drones 
in constant attendance. The Dry Season had months left to it yet.  

She moved to a patch of shadow cast by the head of a great lizard 
carved into the stone of the palace behind her. There was constant 
debate among the priests and scholars as to the age of the White 
Palace. Some said it had been built by a civilisation predating 
Draconia. Jaahkathna was her mother’s child on this, having little 
interest in such matters. Her father would have been intrigued 
however. She smiled sadly to herself.  

The hov-pod was directly overhead now, the grass flattening as it 
came in to land. The top reclined smoothly and Supreme Admiral 
Vorkuuthh jumped down, cutting a swords swathe through the grass 
as the pod hummed into silence behind him.  

Ultarch and the Honour Guard saluted.  
Vorkuuthh returned the salute, bowed to the God Empress. ‘My 

life at your command.’  
Jaahkathna nodded. ‘Have you located them, Admiral?’  
Vorkuuthh shook his head. ‘I have not. Senator Korath would 

have you speak with Strategist Kolataar.’  
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Jaahkathna inhaled deeply, pursed her lips. ‘The ceremony must 
not be delayed. The Doctor’s companions are required! Honour must 
be done!’  

‘My Lady.’ Vorkuuthh held her gaze.  
Jaahkathna's face softened. Vorkuuthh was a good man; he had 

lost family in the war. There was also the little matter of his surviving 
son. ‘Very well, Admiral. I know you would not waste my time. I will 
speak with Strategist Kolataar.’  

Nick sat down heavily. Lit a cigarette, scratched his elbow. Still 
couldn’t get used to the gear the Draconians had grafted into him. 
Moving was a pain. Vorkuuthh had insisted he get Draconia’s finest 
cyberneticists to work on fixing the damage done by the Cyber 
Controller, improving on what that Martian butcher had started. But 
the implants were more of a pain than before. Literally and in trying 
to master the damn equipment; still, at least he could walk now, 
which was better than floating around like some balloon. Painkillers 
were not an option. He found the physical pain kept him in touch 
with reality. With what had happened…  

Two months had passed by his reckoning, two long months. Too 
long. He didn’t know if anyone was coming to find them or not. The 
last days of the war had been pretty crazy. Whole thing seemed pretty 
crazy looking back on it.  

He shifted in his seat. Strained to view the street outside through 
the heavy smoke glass window. If it was glass. Difficult to tell like so 
many things on this backwater. The café door jangled open, the 
owner looking up disinterestedly.  

Falex.  
Boy was in a hurry as usual. Always the way with him. Nick sighed 

to himself. ‘How’s it going, Falex?’  
The Taurean’s eyes seemed to glow a deeper amber. ‘It’s going all 

right, Nick mate!’  
There was a false enthusiasm there, something Nick couldn’t quite 

place but he let it pass. Falex sat opposite him at the small, rough-
topped table and followed his gaze into the cobbled street outside. 
Two months and once again Falex had gone through a spurt of 
growth; now he resembled a boy of about twelve. Nick wasn’t sure 
he’d ever get used to someone growing so fast. Enalc’karnip assured 
him that Taurean’s stopped growing when they reached puberty, 
which was all of eight months away for Falex. 

‘Looking for Alf?’  
Nick glowered. ‘Yeah, all right, Falex.’  
‘She’ll be ages yet.’ A precocious grin. ‘Looking for provisions I 

expect.’  
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The owner of the bar interrupted, a series of guttural barks and 
glottal intonations.  

‘Yeah, all right.’ Nick waved a hand. ‘Two cups of whatever the 
hell that stuff is you serve in here.’ He frowned at the table top. The 
wood, if it was wood, seemed to crawl and mottle, moving into new 
patterns before his eyes.  

Their host buzzed over.  
‘Thanks for that. How much? What?’  
Incomprehensible clicking, the thrashing of sleek black mandibles 

and antennae.  
‘Erm, yeah … Two of these do?’ Nick proffered two of the heavier 

clay plates from the bag on the floor.  
The creature inspected them, seemed satisfied and buzzed its way 

back to the bar.  
‘How come we get to land up on the planet of the mercenary 

insects?’ wondered Nick. ‘We’re going to run out of crockery if we’re 
not careful, you know.’  

Falex giggled, sounding younger than he appeared. Nick smiled 
too, sharing the moment. He hadn’t been getting on too well with 
Falex. It was good to kick back and have a laugh. Take the pressure 
off. What with everything that had happened. What with… Nah, 
don’t go there.  

‘It’s Alf.’ Falex, mischievous.  
The door jangled open on cue. Nick looked up, betraying his 

eagerness.  
It wasn’t Alf; it was one of the weirdoes from the Pharmacopoeia. 

He’d seen him around. Made Enalc’karnip look positively normal.  
‘Hullo.’  
Nick turned away, disinterested.  
The newcomer wasn’t to be put off.  
‘If I may?’ He sat at their table, removing gloves and loosening a 

necktie. White hair and whiskers offset smoothly tanned features.  
Nick physically jumped. ‘Christ! It’s you!’  
‘The very same!’  
Almost nine months since he’d seen the man last, way back when 

they’d lost the TARDIS, when Falex came into their care. When 
they’d been forced to settle on Alpha Centauri, when the Doctor was 
positive about the future…  

Nick narrowed his eyes. Every time the man, who wasn’t really a 
man anyway, turned up he brought nothing but danger with him. 
‘What do you want?’ 

Bartholomew, one-time Construct Bounty Hunter, smiled, 
extending a hand apiece to Nick and Falex. ‘We need to talk.’  
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Alf didn’t know what kept drawing her back to the bazaar. Nothing 
familiar. Point of uncertainty in an uncertain land? No… Something 
about it just…  

‘Five saucers to see your future, love?’ A wizened old female, 
humanoid and hunched within a garish patterned shawl. She sat on a 
stool of antique wood outside a pyramid tent of sapphire cloth.  

Alf turned, distracted from the noise and movement of the bazaar. 
The coloured tents, the floating sounds and smells seemed to fade as 
the old woman held her gaze.  

A throaty chuckle. ‘Just five saucers, my lovely. A good price for a 
glimpse of your future, that is!’  

Alf feigned nonchalance. ‘Don’t know that I agree with that.’ She 
certainly had the currency. Surely Nick wouldn’t miss it if she spent 
just a little. Life had been getting boringly predictable stuck in the 
routine of things, alien routine though it may be.  

The old woman cleared her throat, prompting.  
‘Oh, all right then.’ Trying her best to sound disinterested, Alf 

slipped the rucksack from her shoulders.  
With a delighted cackle the old woman jumped, no, floated down 

from the stool. Alf gaped. The woman ended at the waist, cleanly 
dissected.  

Raucous laughter through wheezing coughs. ‘N’hestereeza Half a 
Body, at your service!’ She cackled her lunatic cackle. ‘Lost me legs to 
a Void Pirate’s gun twenty year ago! Pharmacists patched me up good 
though. Very good pharmacists here on Chronos.’  

‘Chronos… Right…’ Alf was looking uncertainly at her pile of 
painted saucers. ‘What kind of a name is that?’  

Another cackle. ‘Chronos it is! The most strange and delightful 
world you could hope to call your travellers home from home!’ 
N’hestereeza floated around Alf, scarlet eyes coveting the saucers. 
‘Oh the finest saucers you have! Just the finest!’  

‘Er, yeah, thanks very much.’ Alf looked nervously about herself. 
Several creatures nearby seemed to be paying her undue 
attention. ‘Keep it down will you?’  

That laugh again. ‘Oh, no need for worries, me pretty young love 
struck traveller! No one would dare rob a paying customer of 
N’hestereeza Half a Body!’ She inhaled abruptly, shrewish lips 
plucking the delicate saucers from Alf’s hand. They seemed to 
balance in the air then disappeared one by one into her mouth, 
whereupon she exhaled a peppermint smelling cloud of vapour. ‘Oh 
yes, very delicious. You have paid me in advance it seems. Follow on! 
Follow on!’  

The half body floated within the confines of the sapphire tent.  
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Alf steadied herself on the stool for a moment, quickly securing 
the rucksack. ‘Okay you mad old bat, I’m following.’ She stepped 
inside the tent.  

Falex had been listening with interest. There was something between 
Nick and the newcomer, something he couldn’t understand. A shared 
history? No. But some point of contact… A moment! Yes! Images 
abruptly flooded his conscious mind, surging upwards from deep 
below. A woman’s face…  

‘Falex? You all right there?’ Nick was looking at him in concern.  
‘I’m all right.’ He jumped down from his place at the table, aware 

of them watching him as he approached the bar tender. The creature 
leant forward, slick gossamer wings flexing slowly on its back. Falex 
stood on tiptoe and pointed to the back shelf, a bottle of swimming 
emerald liquid. The creature began to buzz indignantly then fell silent. 
The bottle floated from the shelf under its kinetic control. Falex 
smiled to himself. Empathy. A useful gift.  

‘For sure.’ The tall stranger had crossed to the bar and deftly 
plucked the bottle from Falex’s grasp. ‘A generous gift. My thanks.’ 
He pocketed the bottle.  

Falex glowered, thinking anger, hate, and spite… Ow! This 
stranger was beyond him. He rubbed at his temples in resentment. 
The old man was speaking again.  

‘You should sit and listen, my young friend.’  
‘He isn’t your friend! I’m not your friend!’ Nick, getting down 

from his window seat and walking awkwardly towards them both.  
Falex started. There was real anger there and sadness too. Strange 

feelings. Sensations he could… exploit? He smiled slowly to himself 
as he felt the stranger’s hand on his shoulder. The grip was 
surprisingly strong for one so old. He found himself being steered 
towards the door.  

The bar tender had begun an angry, crooning chitter, inhaling and 
exhaling in frantic rhythm.  

The old man waved a hand. ‘Put it on the slate, my flying friend. 
We’ll pay you before All Souls Eve.’  

The cobbled street beckoned, cold and unfriendly. Night was 
coming fast as usual. Falex felt Nick close behind him.  

‘What do you want with us? Why now?’  
The stranger favoured them both with a smile, sly and enigmatic. 

‘Time, just your time.’  
The door clanged to behind them.  
At the top of the hill, towards the bazaar and market square a 

rowdy group of Void Pirates were beginning to descend. A Sky Barrel 
veered erratically towards them, open for hire. The stranger hooked it 
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with a silver tipped cane and Falex found himself lifted bodily 
aboard.  

Nick struggled to join them. Once he was inside, pale and morose 
looking in the wan blue light, the barrel began its abrupt ascent, 
caught on the crosswinds. There was a faint, angry shout from one of 
the Void Pirates below.  

Falex craned to look at the stranger. It was uncomfortable jammed 
between the old man and Nick in the mossy interior of the barrel.  

‘Where are we going?’  
The stranger seemed to pause for reflection before answering. 

Eventually he spoke. ‘The Pharmacopoeia, my curious young friend. 
The Pharmacopoeia.’  

‘Wonderful.’ Nick was shifting uncomfortably. ‘What do we do 
there? Get stoned and contemplate our navels?’  

‘Something like that.’  
Falex leant back into the moss, feeling the stuff probe and explore 

his clothes and skin. Everything on this planet seemed to be alive. 
There were no constants here. It was a world of chaos. He smiled, 
wondering where that thought had come from and without realising 
it, drifted off to sleep.  

Captain Jarryd BlackStar raised the scope to his one good eye, tracing 
the course of the Sky Barrel. His crew shifted behind him, restless. 
Ratnose took an idle shot at a passing native but his eyes, too, were 
on the departing Sky Barrel.  

‘A Taurean, captain! I can smell ‘em!’  
‘Aye!’ BlackStar waved a barnacled hand for silence. ‘The other 

two had a queer look about ‘em as well.’  
‘Very queer, captain.’ Serren, his lieutenant and confidante stepped 

to his side. ‘They will fetch a good price on the open markets.’  
‘True, very true, my beauty!’ BlackStar clapped her on the shoulder. 

‘However, we need to find ourselves some deckhands also!’ He 
roared laughter.  

Serren smiled back, impassive and beautiful, the shadow light 
catching her sculptured features at strange angles. ‘So we do, Captain, 
so we do.’  

‘Then let’s get moving!’ Ratnose was impatient now. ‘It’s near an 
hour since I killed something!’  

Gakk, the Borukk Deck Master, gurgled thick laughter, towering 
over Ratnose.  

‘Oh my boys, my beautiful boys!’ BlackStar closed his eyes, lost to 
some internal rapture. ‘I hear stories of a great war from the space 
lanes but what is war?’  
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There was a chorus of agreement. Only Serren didn’t speak, 
watching the sky.  

‘Killing,’ BlackStar continued, patting his ample stomach, ‘should 
be a so much more personal experience!’  

Serren turned her gaze from the skies. ‘We should be careful, 
Captain. There are always the lawmakers after war. The architects of 
order.’ She smiled. ‘They do not appreciate our craft.’ 

‘Ha!’ Ratnose sneered. ‘You think they’d find us here? Lawmaker’s 
wouldn’t dare take the dream trip! Only the doomed or the damned 
find their way to Chronos!’  

Gakk gave a curious blink then laughed. ‘Huurr! We all on way to 
hells together!’  

Serren ignored the Borukk, staring at Ratnose who turned away, 
scowling. ‘The doomed, the damned and the fallen,’ she said softly.  

Still he didn’t look at her. ‘I see no difference, bitch!’ Spittle flecked 
the half-breed’s unshaven chin.  

BlackStar stepped between them. ‘Enough philosophy!’ He turned 
a half circle, brocade coat flying at his heels. The pirate captain 
gestured downhill, towards the strange city’s residential quarter. ‘I say 
we combine business and pleasure!’  

There were broad grins to this.  
Ratnose was grinning now, Gakk beating his chest in anticipation.  
‘That’s right my lovelies! Recruit and kill!’  
Mad laughter and a chorus of approval. Ratnose succeeded in 

hitting one of the insect natives with a random shot. It exploded, a 
mess of chitinous armour and soft flesh. There were screeching 
buzzes of alarm from all about the cobbled streets.  

‘Recruit and kill! Recruit and kill!’ The Void Pirate’s chant grew 
louder.  

It was hard to discern distance or space within the tent. Alf turned, 
uncertain. A rustle of movement from ahead of her. She frowned to 
herself. ‘This place feels bigger on the inside than the outside.’  

A mirthless laugh from somewhere ahead of her. Soft blue lamps 
sprung into life, illuminating a sawdust floor. Painted wooden walls 
and rafters far above her.  

N’hestereeza hovered over a circular table draped in sapphire cloth 
traced with patterns of emerald and vermilion. ‘Sit yourself down, my 
dear.’  

A high-backed chair appeared from nowhere. Alf moved forward 
cautiously. ‘This isn’t right, this isn’t right at all.’ She sat down slowly, 
watching her host with some caution. No weaponry dammit! What 
had she been thinking of?  
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‘No need to worry yourself.’ The old woman’s eyes were a darker 
colour in the sapphire light, near purple. She extended a thin arm, 
reaching for Alf’s hand.  

After a moment’s hesitation Alf let her take it. So much had 
happened, so much to try and forget and let go of that she just felt 
like trying something new. Maybe something dangerous if truth be 
told. With the Doctor gone and Nick in the grumps she was really at 
a loss as to where she went from here. She shivered at the old 
woman’s touch. It was like rough paper or cloth tracing over her 
palm, almost ticklish. She frowned, straining to see in the soft light. 
The fingers were almost preternaturally long, tapering to insect thin 
black nails. She hadn’t noticed that before.  

‘Yes, let’s see what you’re made of, girl.’ The old woman purred 
softly to herself as her nails sunk into Alf’s skin, disappearing almost 
to the first joint.  

Alf gave an involuntary gasp then realised she couldn’t feel any 
pain. N’hestereeza was smiling down at her, floating above tables 
centre, the edges of her shawl tracing the cloth. Her neck was too 
thin as well, bending swan like. ‘Who are you?’ Alf’s voice was barely 
a whisper.  

‘I’m what you wanted to find, my love struck lovely.’ A moon 
smile.  

‘I’m not love struck! Hey, you said that before. Outside a minute 
ago.’  

The smile faded. ‘Might have been a minute, might have been an 
hour. Could have been a thousand years.’ She laughed that soul 
chilling laugh and Alf realised she couldn’t move her hand.  

No pain but no movement. Shit. She couldn’t move at all.  
N’hestereeza reached forward with her other hand, gently stroking 

Alf’s face.  
Alf winced. There was a momentary sensation of absolute cold 

then nothing. The old woman’s other hand was inside her head. 
‘Ah yes, the boy. Always the boy.’ The old woman’s face floated 

before her and for a minute Alf saw something else, something 
ageless, timeless. ‘Yes, yes, never mind me,’ continued N’hestereeza. 
‘What is it that you want to see?’  

‘I… I don’t understand.’ Alf heard herself speak but her lips 
weren’t moving. Again the sensation of cold. All encompassing cold. 
They were communicating mentally. Great.  

‘Do you wish to see things as they truly are? Do you wish to see 
things as you want them to be? Do you wish to see things as they can 
never be?’  

The questions hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity.  
‘Show me everything!’  
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The laugh came again. ‘Very well.’  
Now there was pain. Images flashed through her mind, catching 

her heart and breath. She was standing in the strangest room. White 
roundel walls. Nick and the Doctor beside her as they set off on 
adventures new. Then running downstairs to meet Nick in a place at 
once known and unknown. Their home. Dissolving to a road under 
low grey skies. She was alone. She was…  

Alf jerked backwards, toppling the chair. She scrambled to her feet, 
raising a hand to her face, rubbing her palm. Nothing. No hint of a 
wound.  

N’hestereeza hovered above her.  
‘Thanks,’ muttered Alf.  
The old woman grinned, displaying sudden razor sharp teeth. A 

snake tongue flickered, mottled blue and green. ‘You did ask to see it 
all. Greedy I’m afraid, don’t show you nearly so much as if you’d 
asked just for one of ‘em.’  

‘Now you tell me!’  

‘You think they went where?’ The God Empress Jaahkathna could 
not believe what she was hearing.  

‘My Lady.’ Senator Korath cleared his throat in the time honoured 
political fashion.  

Vorkuuthh was staring moodily from one of the many balustrade 
windows in the palace audience chamber. He seemed lost in thought.  

Strategist Kolataar rolled up the ancient star charts from the 
marbled table where they had been pored over. He was an elderly 
Draconian of slim build, features curiously offset by the antique 
ocular enhancers he insisted upon wearing. ‘I do not think, my Lady. 
I am sure of it. They are on Chronos.’  

The God Empress Jaahkathna sighed the sigh of one very, very 
exasperated. ‘I thought that world was a legend, a festive night’s story 
for children!’  

Vorkuuthh laughed a harsh laugh. ‘Like the Black Sun Station!’  
‘Vorkuuthh!’ Jaahkathna gave him a reproving look.  
‘My Lady.’ He bowed an apology and crossed to the table.  
Kolataar took a step back, adjusting his ocular enhancers.  
Korath cleared his throat again.  
‘Let us take it as truth,’ said Vorkuuthh. His eyes were sad. ‘The 

Doctor had a fancy to believe such things. He was not often wrong.’  
‘He is also dead,’ reminded Korath.  
Vorkuuthh glared. ‘As are many, Senator,’ he said.  
Korath failed to clear his throat, reminded of his cousin who died 

when the Draconia flew straight into the GodEngine. 
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‘It is real.’ Kolataar’s eyes were alive. He spoke almost to himself. 
‘Myths and legends? There is always some substance.’ He began to 
pace a circuit of the audience chamber, speaking as though addressing 
a hall of students. ‘The expedition of Khansatees, second son of the 
Third Emperor, is the best documentation of those reputing to have 
landed on Chronos.’  

Korath tutted. ‘The very name is ridiculous!’  
‘Oh, I think it has its purpose.’ Kolataar continued. ‘The world is 

unquantifiable, to the mind of the Qux, the technologies of New 
Mars…’ He paused. ‘Or perhaps I should say Aarmakixz, since the 
Martian Empire is returning home and they insist on using the 
ancient name for their world?’ 

For a few moments he remained there, one manicured nail placed 
on his lips. 

Vorkuuthh looked to the God Empress, and she smiled softly. 
‘Kolataar, back to your point,’ she said. 

Kolataar blinked. ‘Oh, yes, my abject apologies. The greatest 
sciences of the Galactic Federation, nothing can determine the 
existence of that world. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, no solid 
artefact, has been known to return from that sector.’  

Jaahkathna sighed again. ‘I sense a qualification, Strategist 
Kolataar.’  

Kolataar grinned and bowed. ‘My life at your command.’ He 
frowned to himself. ‘The qualification, such as it is, is the planet’s 
orbit.’  

‘What?’ Korath was struggling with this. ‘This thing, this 
preposterous myth has an orbit?’ He tutted. ‘I find that very difficult 
to accept.’  

‘No, no,’ Vorkuuthh was shaking his head, Kolataar eyeing him 
with renewed interest. ‘I remember my training in the Rill Academy. 
It was always plotted. Some treated it as a joke but we were warned to 
take it as truth.’ His look was serious now. ‘Several ships crossing 
close to the estimated orbit of the planet were lost.’  

Jaahkathna interjected. ‘How were they lost?’  
Vorkuuthh tugged at his beard, distracted. ‘The official reports said 

systems failure, a meteor storm. Void Pirates perhaps’ He shrugged. 
‘There was never time to ponder such things when training.’  

‘Well ponder this, Admiral.’ Kolataar’s tone was sharp, catching 
the attention of all those present. ‘The plotted sightings of Chronos 
suggest the furthest reaching orbit of any known planet.’  

‘If it exists!’ Korath, petulant.  
‘A recursive double loop, a möbius strip,’ continued Kolataar.  
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Korath snorted. ‘The one sided twisted rectangle of infinity! Yes, 
yes, I understand mathematics, Kolataar! Precisely what are you 
babbling about?’  

‘Senator, please!’ Jaahkathna glared. ‘Let him finish!’  
‘My life at your command.’ Korath bowed an apology and looked 

to Kolataar.  
The strategist resumed once more. ‘You may understand your 

maths, Senator Korath, but do you understand the word itself?’ He 
had their attention now.  

‘What of it?’ said Vorkuuthh.  
‘Möbius.’ Kolataar savoured the sound, the word seeming to gain 

weight, twisting and turning in the air between them. From 
somewhere far off horns announced the arrival of dignitaries for the 
coming ceremony. ‘We understand its meaning, we have constructed 
a meaning for ourselves, yet talk to the most brilliant minds of Alpha 
Centauri and Qux alike and they will not be able to tell you from 
whence it came. Even the Omnisci are empty of such an answer.’ 
There was a heavy pause. ‘It has no history,’ said Kolataar.  

‘I see your meaning.’ Vorkuuthh again.  
Kolataar smiled, seeming suddenly sly, a predator; hawk scholar 

caught in turquoise gold profile in the late afternoon light. ‘Some say 
that Chronos is a sign, a portent, always appearing in times of great 
change or catastrophe. Like its orbit it is unquantifiable, unknowable.’ 
He gave a short, soft laugh. ‘It is a thing of the void, the null spaces, 
the between that lies aside and between the now and the then.’ 
Kolataar looked from one to the other of them. ‘The priest scholars 
of old said it was a remnant of a universe before our own.’  

Korath sat down heavily, struggling to contain himself.  
Again, it was Vorkuuthh who spoke. ‘Tell me of Khansatees’ 

expedition.’  
Kolataar smiled and stepped forward, unrolling another scroll on 

the marble table, setting it in place with ornamental weights. ‘It is all 
here. Khansatees had commandeered a Taurean Buccaneer of old. 
The Taurean’s have always been said to have an affinity with the 
planet. Together with a hundred men and a crew of Taurean Sight 
Engineers he came to the planet. He spoke of a living world, a world 
where everything has life and the atmosphere itself is an intoxicant, 
poisoning the very air and men’s thoughts. Of Flying Ones and Mind 
Dwellers, terrible visitations from the Void.’ A pause. ‘Only 
Khansatees and three others returned.’  

Vorkuuthh was smiling, lost to some private thought. ‘I know the 
story. It is heard in the Lowside taverns as often as that of the Three-
Headed Dragon of Gaasshnaarrkk.’ He stretched; rocking on his 
heels then cracked his knuckles. ‘I also heard that Khansatees was 
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banished for improper conduct with the High Priestess of 
L’arratekk.’  

Korath winced.  
‘I have heard it many times,’ acknowledged Kolataar. ‘As always, it 

is dividing the substance from the myth. In this case, to return to 
certifiable facts. I have confirmation that the female, Alf, plus the 
males, Nick and Falex, left Alpha Centauri sometime after work was 
completed on restoring Nick’s legs. We have definite confirmation 
from a Centaurian cruiser that they were headed for the outer reaches 
of the system aboard a merchant ship.’  

‘Away,’ said Jaahkathna softly to herself. ‘Everything departs the 
centre.’ No one appeared to hear.  

Kolataar unrolled another antiquated star chart. ‘They were last 
confirmed sighted here.’ He pointed. ‘Whatever path they took then 
would have taken them close to the next predicted appearance of 
Chronos.’  

There was a long silence.  
Korath broke it. ‘Very well. Whatever the truth of this, the God 

Empress wishes them found.’  
‘We owe them a great debt,’ said Jaahkathna. ‘It is wrong that they 

should be lost, both to themselves and to others.’  
Korath nodded, at the same time favouring the empress with a 

curious look. ‘We shall scour this sector,’ he indicated the area on the 
star chart Kolataar had emphasised. ‘We shall use all available 
technologies and personnel. I suggest making discrete contact with 
Taureas II, and possibly Qux Prime.’  

‘No.’ Vorkuuthh interrupted him. ‘If they are there, I shall find 
them.’  

‘Supreme Admiral?’ Korath looked confused.  
‘By your leave, my Lady.’ Vorkuuthh turned to Jaahkathna. ‘One 

man will be as good as a hundred in this enterprise.’  

Bartholomew threw a handful of the familiar green mulch that passed 
for currency along with decorative crockery on the planet. It rained 
down around the expectant Sky Barrel which gave a happy gurgle 
then swung away upwards once more.  

Nick turned to follow its ascent but it was already out of sight. The 
broad plaza of the pharmacopoeia stretched behind him, low huddled 
pods and twisted towers of pastel greens and blues, blending into the 
night sky. If night was the right term. The light seemed to change 
randomly here and there was no sign of a sun or any satellites.  

‘Come on.’ Bartholomew indicated one of the towers on the far 
side of the plaza, connected to others of a similar build by bizarre, 
sloping walkways at a higher level.  
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‘Home?’ wondered Nick.  
‘Home from home.’ Bartholomew smiled. ‘We won’t keep you 

long.’  
‘Oh great, the kid’s here as well is he?’  
‘My brother is here, yes.’ Bartholomew tilted his head towards the 

tower. ‘If you will?’  
Falex ran at Nick’s side as they made their way towards the tower. 

The flying insects and the curious, spindle limbed humanoids of the 
planet moved all about them. There seemed to be a general urgency 
to the movement and there was a sound, faint but growing steadily 
louder, keening and painful to the ear.  

‘Quick now,’ said Bartholomew, unlocking a heavy black wood 
door at the base of the tower. They hurried inside, shutting the sound 
out.  

Nick felt his ears pop, looked around a sloped hallway of green 
moss, organic in nature.  

Bartholomew led the way downwards, towards a smaller door of 
cherry brown wood. It shimmered and disappeared. A circular 
chamber was revealed, illuminated in clinical white light.  

Anotyne jumped down from a work surface where he’d been 
poring over various high tech gadgets. As soon as Nick and Falex 
were inside he clicked a finger and the space where the door had been 
resealed itself. Now they were encased in a smooth egg of cocooning 
white.  

Anotyne smiled an absurd smile. ‘Malleable planet. I love it!’ His 
hair seemed bigger than ever although his height hadn’t increased. 
‘Gentlemen, good to see you both.’ He threw Bartholomew a look. 
‘You got the stuff?’  

Bartholomew frowned a reproving frown. ‘I got the stuff, yes. If 
you could refrain from that appalling street doggerel.’  

Anotyne laughed. ‘Hey man, be cool.’  
Bartholomew ignored him, taking the bottle Falex had earlier 

requisitioned and pouring an equal measure into four plastic 
tumblers. This done, he carefully opened a bronze clasped tin and 
dropped a tiny white pill into each of the tumblers.  

‘Exactly what is this?’ said Nick. ‘I thought you wanted to talk?’  
‘We do man, we do,’ Anotyne reassured him. ‘Gotta’ skip the rush 

though. Void Pirate’s ride in on the Rush. They find you on the street 
and you’ll be a real gone cat.’ He took a tumbler and drained it, 
coughing explosively.  

‘Colourful but succinct.’ Bartholomew pulled a face as he followed 
suit. ‘Most refreshing.’  
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Before Nick could stop him, Falex had taken a tumbler and 
swallowed the contents. The boy’s tattoos glowed an immediate livid 
red. ‘Ack! Nick!’  

Nick shook his head. ‘You did it mate, you did it.’  
Anotyne and Bartholomew were both looking at him.  
‘Oh, all right then. In for a penny…’ Nick drained the contents of 

his tumbler. ‘Oh my God!’  
‘Good stuff isn’t it?’ grinned Anotyne.  
‘My throat’s melting!’  

Alf struggled to her feet, searching for an exit. There didn’t appear to 
be one. ‘Look, N’hestereeza, I need to get out of here. I need to get 
off this damn planet! Don’t know why I came here in the first place!’  

The old woman floated closer. ‘No, no, not now my lovely. All in 
good time.’ The blue green tongue flickered again. ‘And aren’t you 
forgetting someone?’  

Alf shook her head, confused. ‘No, no I don’t think so. Who? 
Who am I forgetting?’  

‘Oh, it’s wonderful! Wonderful the way it happens!’ The reed 
fingers intertwined around one another, the old woman floating 
higher, towards the unseen rafters.  

Alf stared. Either the interior of the tent was expanding or 
N’hestereeza was shrinking. She batted absurdly from side to side, as 
though caught in a sudden cross wind.  

‘You didn’t choose to come here, my dear! The planet only comes 
to those who want to find it! Someone must have brought you along 
for the trip!’ Mad, tiny laughter.  

The old woman was shrinking, deflating like some surreal balloon, 
zipping about the tent ever faster.  

‘Rush is coming so you stay safe inside for now!’ piped the rats 
needle voice, now almost imperceptible. ‘You stay safe with 
N’hestereeza!’  

‘Rush? What’s… the… rrruuussshhh…’ Alf’s words were slurring, 
huge and threatening to split her skull. Thankfully, consciousness 
slipped a gear.  

Nick woke up. His whole body felt heavy. Wrong… He was sitting in a, what 
were they called? An armchair, that was it. Crushed velvet armchair, deep green, 
deep as the carpet that seemed to spread and whorl at his feet. There was a sofa 
opposite him, same colour, same material. Alf looked back at him.  

‘Hullo, Nick.’  
‘Alf! How did we get here?’  
‘That’s not my name!’ The girl looked annoyed. Struggled to sit upright and 

couldn’t. She frowned to herself. ‘My name is… Oh shit, who am I again?’  
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Nick struggled to keep focussed. There was something important here. ‘You’re 
right…’  

‘I know I’m right!’ She was annoyed now. ‘I’m… I’m Alf! No!’ She looked 
at Nick again. ‘You’re not Nick either. You were in the loop before me but 
you’re not who you think you are.’  

‘Bollocks!’  
‘Come on, Nick.’ She sounded tired now. ‘You’ll have to do better than that!’  

‘You’ll have to do better than that!’ Vorkuuthh stabbed angrily at the 
auto scan, reprogramming it. This was the forty first segment of the 
sweep now. He was as far out and gone from Draconia, from the 
system, as it was possible to be. Preparations would be continuing 
apace on the home world but he was more than happy to leave that 
to the God Empress and Korath. Ultarch would play a useful part 
there also. He shifted in his seat, unstrapped himself and set the 
systems to automatic. Tired, he stood and stretched, idly watching the 
systems at work. The Void Runner was a good ship. Not heavily 
armoured but for speed and manoeuvrability, particularly hyper or 
void travel, it was unrivalled.  

There was a low beep. Vorkuuthh glanced down at the home 
system info feed. The delegates from Ossobos and Qux Prime had 
arrived on Draconia. He smiled a smile without meaning and 
switched the machine off. Thought of his wife and daughters, 
Harkothh and Voraann. Gods! He didn’t believe in gods… No, of 
course not. As little as he believed in the unknown world of legend he 
was now searching for, insinuated an inner voice. Vorkuuthh ignored 
it.  

Leaving the systems to run themselves he made his way to the 
back of the craft and ran the standard manifest checks. All present 
and correct; no good reason why it shouldn’t be. If Kolataar was 
right, if the planet was real, if he succeeded in establishing a safe 
orbit… The manifest would be essential to his success. Too many 
ifs!  

Vorkuuthh clenched an armoured fist and made his way back to 
the pilot’s seat. A blue warning light was winking slowly on and off. 
Another chance for a void jump. He flipped a switch, set the anti 
matter shields to maximum and the systems to manual.  

All right then… Carefully he lowered his void pilots visor, 
hesitated for a fraction of a second then hit full power. Maximum 
acceleration. Reality leapt away from him…  

Before Nick and Alf could confer further a door creaked open somewhere out of 
sight.  

‘Out of sight out of mind!’ said Nick and shivered. ‘Hey! Who’s in my head?’  
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‘Nobody exactly is in my tree?’ Alf gave him a glum look, upset. ‘What’s 
happening, Nick?’  

‘Now then, now then.’ An elderly popinjay, spry and white haired made his 
way into the space between the sofa and armchair. Another armchair appeared 
soundlessly behind him. He was carrying an antique silver tray laden with cups 
and saucers. ‘Shall I be mother?’  

Another figure bounced into view, full of lunatic energy, settling itself on the 
sofa beside Alf. An ebony skinned cherubim with absurd dandelion hair. He 
carried an oversize teapot that he regarded with some pride.  

‘Oh god,’ Nick’s voice echoed in his ears. ‘It’s a bloody dream isn’t it!’  
‘Oh no.’ The white haired stranger gave him an all too reasonable smile. ‘This 

is absolutely real, my friend.’  
‘As absolute as you can get!’ The boy giggled to himself on the sofa. ‘Think you 

can take it any further?’  
Nick wasn’t having any of it, needed something to latch on to. ‘Nah, this ain’t 

real, mate.’ He closed his eyes.  
Alf’s voice from the sofa. ‘Then how come I’m here, genius? ‘Cos I’m certainly 

not in your head!’  
Nick opened his eyes. Nothing had changed. The old guy was pouring tea into 

cups on a heavy oak table that had materialised behind the sofa.  
‘You should listen to your girlfriend,’ said the kid.  
‘She’s not my-’ Nick stopped, staring at Alf, trying to ignore the kid’s grin.  
The old guy leant into view, proffering tea.  
Nick took a cup, staring at the sparkling emerald green liquid without 

surprise.  

Systems slowed, reality returning, the accelerated rush of the void 
departing. Careful, Vorkuuthh raised the visor and studied the 
readouts. He’d come a long way this time, there were no recognisable 
system pointers, not even a nav beacon on screen. He felt his heart 
beat that little bit faster at what the computers were telling him. 
There was something out there. He studied the readouts again and 
nodded slowly to himself. He was in null space, the in-between.  

Setting all detectors to maximum alert he operated the forward 
viewing screens. Nothing. Absolute white clarity.  

A small voice from somewhere deep inside. ‘There are no 
absolutes.’ Vorkuuthh jumped. The Void Scan! Imbecile! He 
unstrapped himself and leant forward, initiating the scan.  

Slowly the nothing cracked and splintered, resolving itself into 
something dark and unknown. Vorkuuthh strained to see, gently 
guiding the small craft forward. Thick green mist ahead and all 
around him. Whatever ahead and around may be. Time and distance 
were meaningless here from what Kolataar and the strategists had 
told him. He looked back towards the manifest. Hopefully…  



 

190 

An abrupt alarm from the instruments returned his gaze to the 
forward screens.  

It was a sight he would never forget.  
Chronos: Ageless and alien.  
The planet hung there in the void, ancient and dark, a massive 

globe of green fringed in curling black. The poisoned atmosphere of 
myth. And there! Yes! He felt a strange sense of combined elation 
and fear. Other shapes, other ships, caught in the planet’s strange 
orbit, Nick and Alf among them with no small luck. Except… Wasn’t 
he forgetting someone? No, he…  

Warning systems begin to sound, readouts flickering on and off. 
This was how Kolataar had warned him it would be. He didn’t have 
much time now. Scrambling his way towards the manifest, 
Vorkuuthh set to work…  

Nick squinted, gave up and closed his eyes. His hands gripped the wood of the… 
the what? He looked. The dressing table in front of him. An elegant three-piece 
mirror, outer panels closed upon the centre, was mounted on the table.  

‘It’s all about making a choice.’ Bartholomew, smooth and assuring to one side 
of him.  

‘Hey man, don’t listen to him.’ Anotyne from the other. ‘We ain’t got no 
conscience at all! Only doing this for shits and giggles.’  

‘Sure you are.’ Hammer blows were pulsing with dull regularity in Nick’s 
head. ‘Where’s Alf?’  

Bartholomew’s hand on his shoulder, feather light. ‘I’m afraid she couldn’t 
make it.’  

‘Hey man!’ Anotyne again, petulant. ‘Maybe she didn’t wanna’ take the trip? 
You thought about that?’  

‘Shut up, Anotyne.’  
‘Yeah right! What was that you were saying about choices?’ 
’No, you shut up you diminutive dipstick!’ Nick turned his head, trying to 

focus on Bartholomew. ‘What choice?’ He struggled to speak. ‘What are you 
offering?’  

The old man grinned his dangerous grin. ‘You’re on the outskirts of infinity, 
Nick. How far do you want to go? Think you can meet me?’  

‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you!’ Anotyne, somewhere distant.  
Nick struggled to focus.  
Bartholomew was just an outline now, full glowing and luminescent.  
Abruptly Nick saw the creature as it really was. He screamed.  
The creature’s voice filled his mind. ‘We are the Construct, the Pirate of Time. 

Come with us and we’ll show you what was and will be.’  
Nick felt his heart stop beating as his consciousness followed the scream, 

dwindling to a-  
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Falex ran. He had never run so hard or fast before. All about him on 
the strange, sloping streets of the nameless planet a terrible cull was 
being carried out. Gaudily dressed newcomers were massacring the 
inhabitants without discrimination. Limbs and sticky black blood 
rained to the cobblestone street in front of him. Another of the 
Flying Ones butchered. He ducked into a low alcove doorway, 
laughing at the chaos all about him. Somehow this seemed like a… 
like a release. Yes! Life with Nick and Alf had been okay but this, this 
was…  

‘Chaos!’ A Void Pirate strode onwards down the hill, cutlass 
sparking blue energy patterns in the air around him. ‘Death and 
chaos!’  

Falex smiled. He felt both afraid and invigorated. He…  
He frowned. He couldn’t actually remember how he’d got here. 

The last thing he remembered… Was something he couldn’t 
remember. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Again that woman’s 
face was in his mind, tattoos pulsing akin to his own. Her look was 
reproving somehow. Did he know her? Nick had known her. There 
was more he could ask Nick when he saw him again.  

Falex giggled to himself. He was glad he’d made Nick and Alf 
bring him here. It had been far too easy to do but he didn’t feel guilty. 
Nick and Alf had been sad after the war. After the Doctor had died 
with Nova Mondas.  

Falex giggled again. The thought of something as big as a planet 
being killed was so absurd he couldn’t help laughing. It was good to 
run away from things when you were sad. Sad wasn’t a place he cared 
to be.  

Now he became aware of a new sound, a sensation, low and 
reverberating, deep in the air. Emerging from the alcove doorway, he 
looked uphill, back towards the plaza and the pharmacopoeia, 
unaware he had just run from this direction.  

Bodies jostled him and a huge hand, frighteningly strong had 
suddenly swung him skyward.  

A Void Pirate, clay grey skin and brutal unfinished features. The 
creature laughed, black spittle flecking Falex’s face.  

‘The Taurean! I got the Taurean! You get bonus for me, boy! 
Captain want to meet you!’ There was an ugly cheer from all about 
him.  

Falex was swung low under one massive arm and carried uphill, 
pressed close against battle scarred leather and a sour sweat stench.  

* 

Vorkuuthh was working quickly, hands flying over the ship’s 
controls. The atmosphere of the planet swam thick all about the small 
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craft. A numerical readout clicked to an inevitable halt. He swung 
round in his seat, checking the manifest. Primed and ready. If what 
the scientists said was true it was all that stood between him and 
insanity, death or worse. He laughed a harsh laugh.  

A warning started to sound from the console, chiding him.  
‘All right, all right damn you!’ He initiated the final sequence and 

the retro count began. As automatic systems took over, Vorkuuthh 
strapped himself into his seat and initiated the manifest jettison. 
Already he was beginning to feel tired, a strange, creeping 
sleepfulness… If his calculations were correct he’d have two 
segments at most, so he’d have to be fast and he’d have to be-  

The low reverberating hum was coming from the null space engines 
of the pirate ship that now hung heavy over the pharmacopoeia plaza. 
In shape it was something akin to a sea buccaneer of old Draconia, 
although no deck was visible to speak of and it bristled with the 
armaments and additions of a dozen different worlds.  

Falex was rudely deposited on the plaza and scrambled to his feet. 
He turned in a circle, wondering why it was suddenly quiet. All about 
him groups of the humanoid natives were being herded into groups 
by the pirates, the broken flesh of the Flying Ones and the Sky 
Barrels being fed to unspeakable machines.  

Falex’s giant captor grinned down at him. ‘I got him Captain! I got 
the boy!’  

‘Well done, Mr Gakk! You’ve bought yourself some free time!’ A 
spike bearded pirate in outlandish coat and hat was approaching, a 
woman in sleek battle gear at his side. The man tossed a metallic 
transponder pad to the giant.  

Harsh laughter. Falex ignored it, staring at the newcomers. The 
one called captain extended a rough hand that he took, allowing 
himself to be drawn to his feet.  

‘Up you come, young mister.’  
Falex felt himself surveyed with an appraising eye.  
The man turned to the woman. ‘Well what do you think?’  
The woman said nothing, just smiled a dark eyed smile. Falex 

supposed she was very beautiful. Nick would know. Then he felt her 
voice in his mind.  

‘Hello, Falex.’  
The smile hardened.  
‘I’ve been waiting for you for such a long time now.’  
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Part Two 

It was comfortable here, underground. Far from the surface hubbub. 
From responsibility. The God Empress Jaahkathna yawned and 
stretched, programming the grav chair for another circuit of the lower 
records hall. The only sounds were the low hum of the chair and 
occasional distant activity from the upper halls.  

Korath would be looking for her but only Ultarch knew she was 
here and the guard commander could be trusted. Powering the chair 
towards the upper racks, Jaahkathna stared then looked away from 
the gaudy fresco on the records hall ceiling. Borakkaruss the Fourth 
in his legendary fight with the three-headed swamp lizard of 
Gaasshnaarrkk.  

She remembered first coming here with her father as a girl and the 
picture had sent a chill through her then. It was something she 
couldn’t explain to herself even now. The scene was savage but it was 
more the use of colour, dark and claustrophobic greens and silver 
against the cold white stone. Jaahkathna shivered, concentrating on 
finding the records she wanted.  

The halls were a bolthole but an eerie one. She frowned … Yes, 
there! She extended an elegant hand and the thin vacuum shell that 
protected all of the files parted around it, recognising her by chemical 
molecular scan.  

Slipping the holo file inside her robes the empress powered the 
chair down to the archaically named reader’s circle and selected a 
holo console. Inserting the file she waited for the system to power 
up. Seconds passed and there was a soft chime. The recording began 
to play, a cold season day some twenty years past. The outer grounds 
of the palace. Jaahkathna frowned, strained to make out the figures.  

Her mother and then her father, retainers and guardsmen all about 
them. And there, tiny, swathed within a med drone’s vac field-herself. 
She reached out, the image popping and jumping at her touch.  

Other familiar faces in the background now. A young Vorkuuthh, 
junior ensign to the admiralty. A smiling Abraxaarr. Jaahkathna 
shivered. Akrulan and Ishkavaarr. Now her father was leaning 
forward, switching off the drone’s protective field and hoisting her 
onto his shoulders. Delighted laughter and polite applause. The 
Emperor turned full on to the camera, his infant daughter playing 
with the high collar of his robe. His smile was confident. Strong.  

Jaahkathna froze the image, staring hard.  
Alive.  
Her father is alive inside these dead seconds of infinity. If she 

could step inside that space, turn back time…  
‘My Lady.’ Ultarch, at her shoulder.  
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Jaahkathna sighed. Less than a year: so many dead. She flicked the 
image off. ‘Speak, Commander.’  

He bowed. ‘Senator Korath is ready to review the celebrant 
arrangements.’ There was a hint of humour in Ultarch’s eyes. ‘He has 
searched most extensively and fears for your safety.’  

Jaahkathna nodded, containing a smile. ‘I will attend immediately.’ 
She held Ultarch’s gaze. ‘And my husband?’  

‘The Prince Karnalis’s retinue is within the west palace. He awaits 
your instruction.’  

Jaahkathna smiled a sad smile. ‘Then he shall receive it soon.’ 

Still point. Every sensation, every secret, every second was magnified. He was back 
in the white void, clasping the arms of a comfortable chair. He also didn’t appear 
to be breathing and could feel the creature behind him, hands on his shoulders.  

Another figure sat opposite him in a similar chair. A man with grey white 
beard and hair, eyes closed as though sleeping.  

‘It’s all about making a choice.’ The creature’s voice, whispering, sibilant. 
Those things that felt like hands… He shuddered. Something scratched at the 
back of his neck, feather light. ‘You came to this place to get away,’ continued the 
voice. ‘But getting away is no choice at all.’  

Soft, snickering, insect laughter from all around him.  
‘You may have won the war but the battle’s not even begun.’  
‘Maybe I don’t want to fight!’ Every word was an effort.  
‘Like I said, no choice at all.’  
‘Couldn’t… have… put… it… better… myself!’  
More laughter, threatening to crack his skull.  
‘You can walk away but you’ll still find things have a way of catching up with 

you.’  
‘Yeah, or they just sit there waiting!’ Slow, very slow, he stood up. Approached 

the figure in the chair opposite him. ‘I know him, don’t I?’  
‘Do you? Does he even know himself?’  
‘Who is he?’  
‘A possibility. A responsibility. A liability.’  
The void was darkening around him now, white turning to green. The sleeper 

in the chair was fading from view, translucent, an outline, then gone. Three 
mirrors, tall and brass backed stood there in place of the sleeper, eerie in the 
gathering gloom, the outer two angled in towards the centre. The glass was 
tarnished, black and pitted in places. Standing between them, looking from side to 
side was unsettling, an endless succession of self, mirror image upon mirror image, 
angling into infinity.  

‘So what do you want? What is? What is not? The tick or the tock? Whose 
side are you on?’  

Something angry was growing inside him now. ‘Paging Sigmund Fraud! I want 
out of here! Now! This is wasting time!’  
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Further laughter. ‘Exactly our point.’  
A pause. The panels of the mirrors seemed to be closer around him, the warped 

tunnel view aside and ahead suddenly clearing. Away to the left and right mad 
laughter echoed, lunatic figures materialising from the gloom. Ragged, nightmare 
versions of himself. They scrambled closer, eyes luminescent pinpoints of green.  

‘How fast can you run?’  
‘I can’t run! My legs are bloody broken! I…’  
The figures were very close now.  
He ran.  

Falex watched the star field pan out below him. They were far from 
the planet now. From Nick and Alf. He found he didn’t mind.  

Beside him the woman’s hands moved deftly over the ship’s 
controls, making adjustments to their course. He settled back in his 
seat, tracing patterns in the twisting spirals of the outer galaxies.  

‘I am Europa.’ The woman answered him before he could ask.  
Falex smiled. ‘I knew you weren’t with the pirates. You’re not 

stupid like them.’  
She flicked a final switch then turned to face him, swivelling in her 

seat. ‘I would never call a Void Pirate stupid. Not to his face.’  
‘They didn’t scare you!’ objected Falex.  
A predatory smile. ‘No they didn’t. But I’d much rather shoot 

them in the back.’  
Falex found he couldn’t think of anything to say. This talk of 

killing was intoxicating.  
A hand cupped his face, ice cold fingers tracing the lines of his 

tattoos. ‘Yes, my brothers have chosen very well.’  
‘Your brothers?’  
‘Mercenaries, killers, madmen.’ Her eyes were liquid silver now. 

‘You’ll meet them in good time.’  
‘What about the pirates?’  
‘What indeed?’ She stretched and got to her feet, lithe and 

dangerously athletic beneath the close fitting body armour. ‘Irrelevant 
children, Falex.’ She knelt beside him and Falex realised with a shock 
that he couldn’t feel anything from her. Nothing at all. As though she 
were-  

‘Unlike yourself.’ She held his chin with forefinger and thumb, 
black painted nail drawing a bead of silver blood. ‘You’re a very 
relevant young man indeed.’  

To Falex’s infinite relief the creature in the shape of a woman 
beside him released its grip and made its way towards the back of the 
small ship.  

‘Where are we going?’  
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A panel slid closed and Europa disappeared from view but her 
bored sounding voice still drifted back to him. ‘It’s all about making a 
choice, Falex.’  

Nick kept running. He was on a flight of stairs, faceless concrete, multi-storied. 
The sound of pursuit from above and below him. Insane animal snarling and 
laughter.  

Someone was standing beside him. A girl. Hair tied back in a ponytail, torn 
black jacket and earnest eyes.  

‘Which way?’ she implored him.  
‘What? I don’t know! I…’  
‘You’ve got to make a decision! Which way?’ She turned away from him, 

angry, making her way down the stairwell at a run.  
She disappeared from view.  
Nick stopped, listening. It was suddenly quiet. A cry drifted up from below. 

The girl - he shouldn’t have let her go! But then the mad, bubbling laughter 
started again, welling up from the depths.  

Shadows moved on the concrete wall.  
Nick didn’t want to see. He turned and ran, heading upwards…  
…He arrived at a high landing, dull grey skylight to nowhere above him. A 

bare bulb swung on the ceiling in front of three doors, all closed. The wood of each 
was scarred with age.  

Nick paused, listening. It had fallen silent again.  
Careful, very careful, he reached out for the antique bronze handle of the door 

on the left.  
He staggered back. The corridor of a futuristic train was shooting towards him, 

a shaven headed black woman with a mad grin and silver eyes raising a lethal 
looking handgun.  

From behind her there were shouts and screams of terror beneath bursts of 
high-powered weaponry. She raised the gun. ‘Got you this time, homeboy!’  

Nick pulled the door closed as a sanity-swallowing laugh threatened to engulf 
him. He staggered back on to the landing. Almost without thinking he leant 
towards the door on the right, pulled it open…  

Abraxaarr, High Priest of the Black Pearl, stared back at him from a 
coruscating beam of grey white light. A low, menacing thrum filled the air.  

Nick took a step back, the door slowly closing.  
Abraxaarr was mouthing something but Nick couldn’t hear it, a shrill static 

screech starting to fill the air.  
The door was closed again. Silence returned. Nick stared at the central door, 

every fibre of his being prickling with anticipation. His head felt hot, his throat 
raw. Slow, not wanting to but doing it, he opened the centre door…  

…An empty room, yellowing walls and thick dust on a bare stone floor. There 
was a single chair, turned away from him, the high back hiding the occupant from 
view. A wall-mounted mirror in front of the chair was black and pitted with age, 
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revealing nothing. A dark mist seemed to swirl within the mirror, figures moving, 
indistinct.  

The chair was turning, slowly swinging round, the lunatic laughter starting up 
again. Nick froze, had to use all his willpower just to turn around. He didn’t 
want to see, he really didn’t want to see…  

…Something tickled his neck, the screaming chorus of animal malice and 
insanity rising to an unbearable pitch…  

…Somewhere, somehow Nick found the will to turn round. ‘All right.’  
The sound stopped.  
There was nothing. Nothing at all. Just an empty room…  

Jaahkathna watched the preparations in the Square of Heroes below 
her. Vast ranks of white stone seats, flanking the great stage at the 
south end of the square. Much of the upper seating to the north was 
taken up by the vast holo screens and subspace satellite dish 
equipment for transmission of the ceremony. Taurean engineers 
moved under Draconian direction, a tableau of insect colour and 
movement. As their pilot turned the hov-pod into another circuit of 
the square she leant towards Korath, seated beside her.  

The senator was tapping at a data pad, frowning as he listened to 
an ear-mounted transceiver.  

‘Is there any word from Vorkuuthh?’  
Korath looked up. ‘Nothing beyond the last transmission, my 

Lady.’ He pulled a face. ‘From what we know of the planet, plus 
Kolataar’s theories, he would be unlikely to be able to transmit.’  

Jaahkathna smiled. ‘You think I am wasting time.’  
Korath returned the smile. ‘No, I do not think that, my Lady. 

Kolataar is a fantasist however. He is in love with these myths and 
legends, whatever his talk of “divining the substance”. No,’ his face 
grew sad, ‘my cousins would have had more time for such debate.’  

‘Ishkavaarr, perhaps, but Akrulan? You are more like your second 
cousin, I think.’ Jaahkathna touched his arm lightly. ‘Senator?’  

Korath looked to the square below. ‘It will be a capacity crowd.’ 
His tone was distant. He returned to the subject in hand. ‘Vorkuuthh 
will be largely reliant on auto systems support if he does make the 
planet’s surface. He will have very little time to find them, cut the 
psionic link and then get back to his own craft. There are reportedly 
very few species able to physically set foot on the surface of the 
planet without major bio adjustments.’ He snorted to himself. 
‘Surface! The very concept is absurd!’  

There was a brief silence.  
‘I am sorry about Akrulan,’ said Jaahkathna. ‘He was a good man.’  
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‘Yes, but he was there at the end… he played his part in stopping 
the Engine of Ssethissi.’ Korath shook his head. ‘No, I am sorry, my 
Lady. You are the one who has lost a mother and a father.’  

‘Vorkuuthh a son,’ reminded Jaahkathna, feeling threatening to 
crack her mask of office. ‘We have all lost so much this past solar 
cycle.’ 

There was a low beep from the data pad on Korath’s knee. He 
studied it. ‘Prince Karnalis and his retinue have arrived at the West 
Palace, my Lady.’  

Jaahkathna nodded, seemingly lost in thought  
The hov-pod turned into another circuit of the square.  

Nick woke up. Really woke up. He knew he was awake because of the 
pain. The sky whorled vivid green above him, splashed with 
corkscrew black and silvers. Damn. Still here then. He shifted 
uncomfortably, sharp objects catching at his back.  

Sitting up, he winced in pain. He had a hell of a headache. His 
back and arms hurt as well. The gear the Draconians had fixed 
seemed to be malfunctioning. Yet again.  

He blinked, remembering abruptly.  
Scrambling around, he succeeded in cutting his hand and realised 

where he was. The Pharmacopoeia - the ruins of the underground 
room from the tower. Everything was exposed now, the tower and 
the cocooning eggshell white shattered all around him. Most of the 
towers and habitation around the plaza were fallen or broken.  

Very slowly Nick got to his feet, and staggered a few cautious 
steps.  

Something bumped hard against his elbow. A Sky Barrel. The 
creature was wounded, it’s mossy hide cleaved by what looked like a 
sword blow. It gave a sad little burble.  

At the same moment there was a raucous shout from across the 
plaza.  

Nick squinted as the Sky Barrel burbled in alarm at his side. The 
approaching figure looked for all the world like a pirate from the 
legends of old, down to the striped leggings and outsize golden 
earrings. Unfortunately he was raising an energy weapon not a 
sword.  

‘Arse!’ Nick jumped into the Sky Barrel. ‘Look mate, I can’t pay 
you but-’  

The Sky Barrel didn’t seem to mind. There was an angry shout 
from the pirate but it was lost far below him as the Sky Barrel veered 
upwards and then banked away towards the lower regions of the 
nameless city.  
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Hair streaming out behind him, Nick let out a cry of sheer 
exhilaration as he hurtled low through the cobbled streets, then 
upwards again. All about the ground below the strange pirates were 
herding groups of creatures towards a vast black ship that hovered 
over the garish tents of the bazaar. Which was where the Sky Barrel 
appeared to be heading…  

‘Ah! Excuse me, mate!’ Nick struggled to be heard above the 
slipstream. ‘That doesn’t win the prize for top landing site, y’know!’ 
No response. The barrel veered in lower towards the tents and Nick 
found himself hitting the ground with unwelcome speed and force.  

‘Ow!’ He struggled to his feet, never an easy process. ‘This is not… 
oh…’ He stopped, staring at the bizarre half woman floating in front 
of him, holding Alf in reed like arms.  

‘Put her down!’ Nick stepped forward, acting on instinct.  
The barrel bumped between him and the woman and he swiped at 

it, angry.  
The woman appeared to be singing, softly crooning to the 

unconscious Alf. Her eyes flared red as she looked towards Nick. 
One long fingered hand gently stroked the Sky Barrel that settled at 
her side.  

‘Oh, they’re good creatures they are.’ She gave the barrel a fond 
smile then looked back to Nick, her face hardening into something 
unfriendly. ‘Why did you come here, boy?’  

Nick found himself taking a step back as she floated closer. ‘I don’t 
know. Christ, I don’t know where here is! We just had to get away… 
It’s not been a good day…’ He trailed off. ‘I just don’t know, all 
right?’  

‘No, you don’t do you?’ Her tone was almost spiteful now. She 
drifted closer still, handing Alf to him.  

Nick stumbled under the new weight.  
The woman was drawing away from him, towards the barrel. Both 

were fading, disappearing from view.  
‘Typical,’ muttered Nick  
The woman’s soft laughter seemed to hang on the air.  
‘Nick?’ Alf stirred in his arms, eyes opening. She struggled abruptly 

and Nick almost fell over putting her down. ‘What are you doing?’  
‘You were unconscious all right!’ Nick sounded defensive. ‘Ask 

her!’ He gestured towards thin air.  
‘N'hestereeza?’  
‘You what?’  
‘It doesn’t matter…’ Alf was shaking her head. ‘I remember now, 

the tent and the dream.’ She gave Nick an accusing look. ‘Where the 
hell were you?’  
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Angry shouts and the ominous hum of machinery were getting 
closer.  

‘Making a choice I think.’ Something landed with a wet splat at 
Nick’s foot. ‘Oh look, it’s raining frogs.’  

Hundreds of the creatures, slick and diminutive blue were raining 
from the mad artist’s sky above them.  

Alf was pulling frogs from her hair and clothing, hands jumping at 
occasional static electrical charges the creatures were giving off.  

Nick caught one of the creatures and held it in his palm. Ignoring 
the regular, jarring charge travelling up his arm he studied the frog. It 
blinked back at him with liquid eyes. Nick sighed. ‘I think, therefore, 
what the bollocks is going on?’ 

‘Chrono-frogs!’ The answer was supplied by a giant of a pirate, 
who stepped towards them through the nearby tents. His beard and 
hair were matted wet and he caught one of the frogs in a tricorn hat 
as it fell. He tossed this to another newcomer that dwarfed even him. 
With an ape grin the creature devoured the frog.  

‘Borukks!’ Alf had taken a step back.  
‘I beg your pardon?’ Nick looked at her curiously. ‘You turning 

Japanese on me or something?’  
‘Borukks! They’re mental!’ Alf indicated the leather-clad giant.  
‘Oh, right.’ Nick nodded.  
About half a dozen pirates now faced them in a semicircle.  
One, small and rat featured, leered at Alf. ‘Oh, very pretty, yes. 

Make very good dreamers for the engines won’t they, Captain?’  
‘That they will!’ bellowed the black bearded leader. ‘Take them, Mr 

Gakk!’  
The grey skinned giant started forward.  
‘Now wait a minute!’ Nick slipped on one of the frogs, although 

the downpour appeared to have stopped. The rat nosed pirate had 
scurried off, directing the operation of what looked like an absurd, 
aerial hoover. It sluiced up the blue groundswell of amphibians with 
ease.  

The Borukk had stopped, looking at Nick with evil curiosity.  
Black beard spoke again. ‘Wait a minute?’ His tone was sneering, 

dismissive. ‘Who in the hells’ can stop us?’  
A beat.  
‘I can,’ said a familiar voice.  
Nick and Alf turned in disbelief.  
It was Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh.  

Jaahkathna made her way up the broad sweep of the West Palace 
tower, half-listening to Korath at her side. Commander Ultarch tailed 
them dutifully, armed escort ever present.  
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‘The delegates and citizen representatives from Ossobos, Alpha 
Centauri, Qux and Omnisci have all arrived, and despite reservations, 
King Garet of Peladon has agreed to attend,’ continued Korath. ‘We 
expect the representation from Taureas II within the next segment.’ 
He lowered his voice as they approached the doors to the prince’s 
chambers. ‘The presence of both yourself and your husband will be 
required, my Lady.’  

‘Yes, yes,’ Jaahkathna waved the information away. ‘I would 
discuss the matter we have spoken of with my husband first.’  

Korath bowed low. ‘You are determined, my Lady.’  
‘As ever, Senator, as ever.’ Jaahkathna threw the doors open 

without ceremony.  

‘A Dragon?’ The lead pirate seemed amused. ‘How did you get here 
my honourable friend?’ He stepped towards Vorkuuthh.  

Nick took a step back, drawing Alf with him. He’d seen some 
lethal looking weaponry in his time but the gun Vorkuuthh was 
carrying was in a league of its own. It appeared to be some sort of 
twin barrelled harpoon, transparent casing around deadly looking 
black darts.  

Vorkuuthh still didn’t move, just stood waiting where he had 
appeared between the tents.  

‘You must know the rules here?’ continued the pirate leader, 
taunting. ‘Your kind never come here willingly, only to die.’  

The Borukk was growing impatient. It flexed powerful muscles, 
swinging a blue metal cudgel in a dangerous arc. ‘We take now, 
Captain! Kill the Dragon!’  

Vorkuuthh smiled.  
‘Oh shite.’ Nick backed up further, almost tripped over the guide 

rope of one of the tents.  
Something stepped forward, casting a shadow over even the 

Borukk. Mad lightning flashed in the sky as the newcomer raised a 
weapon that was a natural extension of its arm.  

Nick stared. It was a Draconian in brilliant, flawless chrome. A 
gleaming samurai-  

‘War Droid,’ said Alf. She grinned hugely at the pirates. ‘You are 
royally screwed my friends.’  

The Borukk was staring, open-mouthed.  
All things considered it wasn’t a good move.  
There was a high pitched whine as precision weaponry focussed 

and powered up.  
No Borukk.  
Nick found his ears popping at the deafening retort.  
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The remaining pirates ducked and ran at a hoarse cry from their 
leader. ‘You haven’t heard the last of this, Dragon scum!’  

Vorkuuthh shouted a command. ‘Kill them all. Take no prisoners.’  
‘I understand.’ The War Droid pursued the scattering pirates 

across the bazaar.  
Vorkuuthh watched for a minute as tents and bodies, plus the 

bizarre floating hoover, disappeared under the impact of heavy fire. 
He spoke into a control unit. ‘Circuit and guard. Await further 
instruction.’  

There was a distant acknowledgement and the War Droid began a 
circuit of the bazaar, loosing off energy blasts at any pirate foolish 
enough to come within range.  

‘Wow,’ Nick stepped towards Vorkuuthh. ‘Am I glad to see you.’  
Vorkuuthh had his back to him.  
‘How did you find us?’ continued Nick.  
‘There is no time for talk.’ Vorkuuthh turned towards Nick, 

levelling the harpoon gun.  
There was a shout of alarm from Alf. ‘Hey! What the hell are you 

doing?’  
If Vorkuuthh answered, Nick didn’t hear. Something hit him hard 

in the stomach and he lost consciousness.  

‘I thought you were here to discuss our duties for the coming 
celebrations, my dear!’ Prince Karnalis’s tone was sour. He studied 
the west palace gardens from an ornamental window.  

‘All in good time, husband.’ Jaahkathna's tone was arch.  
Korath and Ultarch stood watching, uncertain. There was the 

personal as well as the political here. Both senator and guard 
commander seemed uncertain if they should make any intervention.  

‘So tell me again,’ Karnalis stepped back from the window, crossed 
towards Jaahkathna. ‘You wish to discuss the events on the Black Sun 
Station? Where I so nearly died I might add!’  

Jaahkathna was dismissive. ‘Entirely your own fault.’ She clicked a 
finger and holo images appeared in the air. ‘You recognise them?’  

Karnalis frowned. Three figures, dressed in a sleek approximation 
of Draconian battle armour but modified. He glowered. ‘Yes, yes, I 
recognise them.’  

‘Do you know who they are?’ Korath.  
‘Dead if I ever encounter them again!’ exploded Karnalis. He 

rounded on Jaahkathna. ‘Why do you taunt me with this?’  
‘Calm yourself, husband.’ Jaahkathna sounded almost affectionate. 

‘We merely seek to understand.’ Another click and two further sets of 
holo images appeared.  
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Karnalis studied them, unaware of his wife’s hand on his arm. ‘No, 
no I do not know these.’ He looked to Jaahkathna. ‘The first three 
yes, they were on the station. The others I’ve never seen. Are they 
connected?’  

Korath stepped forward. ‘They have been caught on security 
footage from various worlds.’ He paused. ‘But never apprehended.’  

‘I still don’t understand.’ Karnalis looked from one to the other of 
them.  

‘Nor do we entirely but the empress is declaring an interest,’ said 
Korath. ‘Millions of lives have been lost in the conflict with Nova 
Mondas.’ He gestured towards the holo images. ‘Whoever they are, 
we believe these terrorists to have been exploiting the galactic 
situation for their own ends.’  

‘Terrorists?’ Karnalis spoke almost to himself. ‘They were taking 
equipment from the Black Sun Station, of that I am certain.’ He 
turned to Korath with renewed interest. ‘These others, though,’ he 
indicated the old man and the boy, the tall black woman and her 
associates, ‘I don’t know them. I am curious though. Do you hope to 
apprehend them?’  

Jaahkathna smiled. ‘That may be difficult, especially if the ship they 
used at the Black Sun Station is any indication of their power.’  

‘We are liaising closely with Ossobos and Taureas II on this,’ said 
Korath. ‘Members of each group, sometimes together, sometimes 
apart, have been sighted at various incidents.’  

Karnalis was thoughtful now. ‘Yes, the monorail disaster on 
Ossobos, I recall it. And the Peace Timer barricade…’ He grimaced. 
‘That was a disaster by all accounts. There was some involvement 
there?’  

Korath nodded. ‘It is likely. The Supreme Admiral may be able to 
contribute further to the picture on his return.’  

Karnalis’s eyes gleamed with interest. ‘Yes, where is Vorkuuthh? I 
haven’t seen sight of him for days. Is this why the ceremonials are 
delayed?’  

There was a brief silence.  
Karnalis grinned. ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ He became aware of 

Jaahkathna's proximity to him and smiled curiously. ‘My dear?’  
Jaahkathna took a step back. ‘There is much to discuss, husband. 

Duty must be done. Then we shall talk of these things further.’ She 
clicked a finger and the holo images faded.  

Karnalis nodded, his smile disappearing with the spectral terrorists. 
‘Very well then, let us talk of duty.’  

Vorkuuthh awoke with a jolt. Systems were alive all around him. One 
thought occupied his consciousness. Time. He didn’t have any! The 
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planet loomed huge in the forward screens. The War Droid was 
piloting the ship beside him, turning it in to dock with the Pleasure 
Seeker, a converted Taurean merchant man. With Nick and Alf. The 
tranq gun fell to the floor beside him. Head heavy, Vorkuuthh 
struggled to un-strap himself. The strategists were right, the planet 
was a living nightmare. Had he really been down there? Truth be told, 
he didn’t care to think.  

The War Droid swivelled its head. ‘Docking with merchant man in 
a quarter segment.’ Alarms began to sound. ‘Hostile ship in planet’s 
lower atmosphere.’ 

‘Dammit!’ Vorkuuthh struggled towards the air lock. ‘We have to 
dock! Monitor hostile craft! Raise shields to maximum!’  

‘Understood.’  

Captain Jarryd BlackStar stood at the helm of the buccaneer, staring 
forward as his crew busied itself about him. He was through with 
shouting orders now. Ratnose steered the ship on a dead course for 
the Draconian’s ship, docking with the merchant man above them.  

‘We have ‘em, Captain! We have ‘em!’  
‘Damn right we do rat!’ BlackStar wiped away a tear. ‘Mr Gakk 

shall be avenged!’ He leant forward to power up the main guns as the 
null space engines scream rose to a higher pitch. ‘Where is Serren 
damn her?’  

‘No sign of her, Captain!’ Ratnose shouted back. ‘I told you the 
bitch couldn’t be trusted!’  

‘Enough!’ roared BlackStar. The Draconian was square in their 
sights, docked with the merchant man.  

‘We’ll lose some cargo!’ shouted Ratnose. ‘Good lot of sleepers on 
that merchant, Captain!’  

BlackStar wasn’t listening. ‘Damn their eyes! Damn them!’ He 
didn’t hear Ratnose’s sudden cry of alarm.  

‘Ship off our starboard bow, Captain!’ The half-breed stared at the 
nav console in horror. ‘She’s launched warp torpedoes!’  

Vorkuuthh ran through the darkened corridors of the merchant man 
like a man possessed. He knew he didn’t have time but still he ran. 
The merchant man was adapted, a pleasure seeker. All paths led to 
the modified central deck, a circular amphitheatre with row upon row 
of willing sleepers.  

Vorkuuthh turned on his heel, frantically scanning the faces of a 
hundred different individuals, a dozen different races. There! 
Towards the front, leaning drowsily forward. Nick and Alf. Pale, near 
comatose but alive. Vorkuuthh strode forward as automated 
proximity alarms began to sound. There would be no crew response, 
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they were doubtless here amongst the others, willing slaves to the 
intoxicating atmosphere of the planet for the duration of the trip.  

Nick struggled to sit up as he approached, fell back against Alf. 
‘V…Vor…’ His head lolled back, ugly black leads and psionic 
transceivers attached to temples and ears, journeys end credit 
allowing an out of body trip to the poisonous world below.  

There was no time. With all his considerable strength, Vorkuuthh 
tore the transceivers away, scooped Nick over his shoulder in a 
fireman’s lift and Alf under the other arm. He headed back for the 
airlock in an ungainly run.  

He could see the buccaneer from the corner of his eye as he made 
his way along the outer corridor of the merchant man. There was a 
clear observation panel running its length. The buccaneer was taking 
time to aim, confident. Knowing it was hopeless, Vorkuuthh dropped 
the two bodies he carried and fell in a dead weight beside them. He 
had come so close.  

The War Droid would do its best but their armament was nothing 
compared to the buccaneer.  

Vorkuuthh waited for the inevitable.  
Something zipped across the starscape outside, almost subliminal. 

The buccaneer vanished in a soundless explosion of electric blue light 
that faded against the teal globe of Chronos behind it.  

Vorkuuthh stared for some time. Eventually he got to his feet and 
carried first Alf, then Nick back to the ship.  

Preparations complete, Vorkuuthh let the War Droid plot the 
homeward coordinates. The machine was ruthlessly efficient and 
nothing if not trustworthy. He looked towards Nick and Alf, slowly 
coming to their senses on the low bunks at the back of the ship.  

‘Christ my head!’ Nick gave him a very bleary stare. ‘What just 
happened?’ He clutched at his stomach. ‘Ow! Who the hell kicked me 
in the stomach?’ He studied the purple blue bruising in bemusement.  

Vorkuuthh grinned, made his way back towards them. ‘You’ve had 
a very lucky escape. Thanks to-’  

Before he could finish there was an urgent alert from the forward 
controls. The War Droid’s head rotated three hundred and sixty 
degrees to face them. ‘Unknown ship incoming.’ 

Before it could continue the forward screen flickered and cleared 
to show a lunatic cherub and an elderly dandy in crushed green velvet 
and cravat.  

‘Thanks to us! Yay us!’ The child punched the air, eyes hidden by 
ridiculous multi faceted insect goggles. It was hard to discern any 
details of their craft.  

Vorkuuthh stared. ‘Who are you? I know your faces!’  
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‘He knows our faces! Sweet! Are we going large with this goodness 
trip or what?’  

‘Shut up, Anotyne.’  
‘Yeah, right, whatever.’  
‘Oh god.’ Nick was struggling forward, sounding sick. ‘What are 

you doing here? I remember now… on the planet… Is this the pay 
off?’  

‘No, no,’ Bartholomew reassured him. ‘Just giving the good 
admiral a helping hand.’  

Alf was at Nick’s shoulder. ‘It’s all about making a choice right?’ 
Her voice was dull, tired.  

‘Damn right it is!’ Anotyne grinned and raised a tumbler of green 
liquid to a similar one held by Bartholomew. They drained them at a 
gulp and regarded their audience with beatific smiles. 

Anotyne hiccoughed explosively. ‘Why damn, I find myself feeling 
most justified and righteous!’  

‘Plus a little ancient,’ murmured Bartholomew. Something alien 
flickered behind the old man’s eyes.  

Nick shivered. ‘So what now?’  
Bartholomew smiled. ‘Put your best foot forward, dear boy.’ He 

turned to in his seat. ‘Mr Anotyne, set the controls for the heart of 
the fun!’  

‘Aye, aye sir!’  
Bartholomew grinned. ‘See you on the Left Bank! Maybe!’  
Anotyne leant forward, Bartholomew winked and the screen went 

blank.  
‘What?’ said Nick. ‘I mean, just what?’  
‘Just bollocks?’ wondered Alf weakly.  
Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh looked from one to the other of 

them. ‘Gordon Bennett?’  

Far away, on the land surface of Alpha Centauri, in front of a curio 
shop that was much more than a shop, Enalc’karnip stood watching a 
young boy play with stones in the street.  

Falex.  
‘He is very powerful.’ Europa at his side.  
Enalc’karnip did not look at her, sensing the creature as it really 

was. ‘No more powerful than yourself.’  
The woman shape shook its head. ‘He is a conduit. A possibility. 

Potentially very much more powerful.’  
‘Maybe.’  
‘Maybe…’  
‘Others are coming.’  
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‘Yes I know, the boy and the girl. One of your kin encountered the 
girl on Chronos, saved her. They were very foolish to go there.’ A 
smile. ‘One other comes too, unknown, even to himself. The pattern 
is set.’  

‘Very true.’ Enalc’karnip turned his face up to the cross ring silver 
of the Centaurian sky. Soft rain was beginning to fall. ‘Now the 
reaction will start.’ He paused. ‘Where would you have me take the 
boy?’  

‘Home. Then it can begin. For better or for worse.’  
‘Very well. But the other still to come. He will fight you. It is the 

way of things.’  
‘Always.’ The woman shape disappeared.  
Enalc’karnip shook his head. ‘Such games. A pity you would risk 

this universe and the next for them.’ He shook his head.  
Time passed, a linear concept for some, a lateral abstract for 

others.  
N'hestereeza slowly materialised, fading into existence beside her 

kin.  
Enalc’karnip smiled. ‘I sensed you would come.’  
A chuckle. ‘Our part is played now. Their choices are made, witting 

or unwitting.’  
‘Yes, future signs are in the air.’ The Mind Dwellers’ shared an 

other-dimensional laugh.  
Falex approached, curious. The creatures before him were very 

strange, a thousand different faces, colours, and bearings. Endless 
possibility. So different from the other who had brought him here. 
She was a thing of infinite otherness, so dead inside…  

Enalc’karnip smiled a thousand smiles. ‘Yes indeed, young master. 
Think well on that.’ He extended an ever-changing hand. ‘Come, we 
have a journey to make.’  

N’hestereeza wheezed laughter, watching. ‘Young master! ‘Tis aptly 
put!’  

Falex looked at the offered hand. He shook his head. ‘No. I need 
to say… goodbye to Nick.’ 

A look passed between Enalc’karnip and N’hestereeza. ‘Yes, I 
suppose you do,’ Enalc’karnip said, and the three of them blinked 
away. 

‘So, how do I look?’  
Alf had to stifle a laugh. She and Nick were in one of the royal 

dressing chambers, deep beneath the Square of Heroes on Draconia. 
Since their return they had been fussed and fought over by media and 
public alike. She paused to regard Nick, honorary Nobleman of 
Draconia as he was about to become. The armour was slightly outsize 
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but it didn’t notice beneath the ceremonial cloak. The helmet was 
something else but she didn’t dare comment.  

‘Yeah, I know, fantastic hat!’ Nick sat in one of the ornate chairs 
placed at each corner of the chamber, looking forlornly at legs, 
Draconian implants hidden beneath the armour. ‘God, I’ll be glad 
when this is over and done with!’  

‘I know what you mean.’ Alf adjusted her ceremonial robes of 
honour. ‘But it’s an important day for Jaahkathna.’ She gave Nick a 
serious look. ‘Lost her mother as well as her father.’  

‘Yeah, I know, I know.’ Nick raised his hands in a placatory 
gesture. ‘How is Falex do you think?’  

Alf pulled a face. They’d been through this a hundred times. Both 
of them knew the Taurean had been with them on Chronos. She 
didn’t think Nick could quite believe he’d allowed the boy to come 
with them on board the merchant man. She certainly couldn’t herself, 
but then there’d been a general sense of shell shock what with the 
fallout from the Doctor’s death and the devastation of Nova 
Mondas.  

‘Well?’ prompted Nick, interrupting Alf’s train of thought.  
‘I don’t know Nick, you know I don’t know. I feel bad enough 

about it as it is.’  
‘Yeah, the Doctor would have our guts for garters! Total cock up. 

Enalc’karnip's message said he was fine but I don’t know if he’d want 
to be here or not!’ Nick glowered to himself.  

Alf crossed to stand beside him and began gently massaging the 
back of his neck.  

‘You’ve thought things weren’t right with Falex from some time 
back haven’t you?’  

‘Yeah, ever since all that stuff on that Draconian space station.’ 
Nick whistled. ‘How long ago was that?’ He shook his head. ‘It 
doesn’t matter. Doesn’t make losing him on Chronos feel any better! 
Biggest collection of drop outs, freaks and drug abusers in the known 
universe! And I took him there!’ He shrugged away from her and 
attempted to stand up, then fell back with a cry of frustration, the 
implants failing.  

‘Look!’ Alf was cross now. ‘This isn’t the time! And don’t you 
think I feel exactly the same? We’ll talk to Falex when the time’s right. 
He probably needs some space.’  

‘Yeah, yeah, I know. But I was with him when his mum died. Me 
and the Doctor, we saved him. Now I feel like I’ve let him down.’ 
Nick frowned. ‘Except I wasn’t really getting on with him anyhow! 
Arse! Life never makes sense does it?’  

‘You can only save yourself,’ said Alf quietly.  



 

210 

Nick didn’t appear to have heard, glaring at himself in one of the 
room’s full-length mirrors. For some reason the image of himself 
made him shiver and he turned away. Irritable he began to practise 
awkwardly sheathing and unsheathing his sword for the ceremony 
ahead.  

‘Do you think that the Doctor may have survived on Nova 
Mondas?’ Nick asked Alf’s reflection.  

‘Nick, it will be years before the Federation can send a team down 
there to look for bodies. Pretty much the entire system is out of 
bounds, every planet was wiped of surface life… The Martians plan 
on migrating back to Mars, rebuilding the planet from within, but on 
the surface? Nothing could have survived the fall out. Including the 
Doctor.’  

There was a soft chime and the chamber door slid open. 
Thunderous cheers wound down from above them. Korath stood in 
the doorway, smiling a calming smile, as though sensing their 
disquiet. ‘It is time.’  

‘Good,’ muttered Nick. ‘Let’s get on with it.’  
Korath nodded. Alf followed him out, but for a second longer 

Nick remained as he was. He lowered his head. 
‘Falex mate, I’m…’ 
‘I’m going home, Nick.’ 
Nick turned around at the voice. Standing there, where they hadn’t 

been before, were Falex and Enalc’karnip. Nick swallowed. The boy 
smiled and walked over to him. 

Before he realised he was even going to do it, Nick was hugging 
Falex tight. They parted and Nick stepped back. He regarded the boy. 
There was something different behind Falex’s eyes, something… 
Nick wasn’t sure. 

‘Home?’ 
Falex nodded. ‘Yeah, I have family there, they want me back.’ 
Nick frowned. ‘But… you and me, we’re…’ 
Falex smiled. ‘Brothers.’ He grabbed hold of Nick again. ‘I will 

miss you, Nick.’ 
Nick thought hard to hold back the tears. ‘Yeah, I’m really going to 

miss you, kid.’ 

The ceremony itself was a blur. There were proclamations and 
speeches of acceptance from all sides. Standing near the front of a 
vast, purpose built stage, Nick squinted to see clearly but often gave 
up and relied upon the vast screens to each side of the square that 
were broadcasting live to every planet in the system.  

The square itself was full to the brim, row upon row of assembled 
Ossobans, Centaurians, Qux, Omnisci, Pels, Taureans, Martians, 
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Draconians and countless races he couldn’t even name. All of them 
had lost so much, but they counted the price acceptable, although 
there would much mourning throughout the Federation for a long 
time to come. 

As each honour was bestowed, each event recounted by a new 
speaker there was further thunderous cheers. Rahlena Theahmin was 
speaking now, urgent and impassioned. She spoke of the ultimate 
sacrifice made by the Doctor, seemingly casting a smile towards Alf. 
Fireworks bloomed in the late evening sky and ceremonial trumpets 
sounded with deafening frequency.  

Nick realised Alf was squeezing his hand. It was their turn. 
‘Oh shit!’ Broadcast by the microphone in his tunic Nick’s 

comment bounced audibly around the square but was somehow lost 
beneath the roar of the crowd. From the corner of his eye he was 
aware of the various seated dignitaries observing as he walked across 
the stage to the diminutive but proud form of Jaahkathna, Alf at his 
side.  

Admiral Xzaar and Lord Zxallarlyre stood beside Emperor Izlyr, 
Commander Takarsh beside the familiar figure of Vorkuuthh. Dennai 
and Rhyiza Serapart of the Qux, inscrutable as always.  

Alf was bowing low, receiving the ceremonial medallion that 
bestowed the status of honorary Noble and freedom of the Empire 
upon them.  

Nick followed suit. The medallion was surprisingly heavy. Slowly 
he looked up. The square had fallen ominously silent. All eyes were 
on him. He swallowed and using all his strength, got on to the central 
podium. A gigantic image of the Doctor beamed back at him from 
the far wall of the square.  

‘Um…’ His voice bounced crazily around the square, amplified a 
hundred times. Arse, arse and arse!  

A puzzled look passed between the Qux dignitaries on stage.  
Jaahkathna gave Nick an encouraging smile.  
Nick leant forward, resting on the podium, then indicated the 

medallion. ‘This,’ and he pointed towards the silent image of his dead 
friend, ‘is for the Doctor.’ He paused. ‘I don’t think any of us would 
be standing here today if it wasn’t for him.’ Drawing his sword from 
its sheath he raised the blade high. ‘No surrender!’  

The crowd roared.  
Nick brought the blade down over his knee, snapping it clean in 

two and hurting himself badly in the process. He tossed the sundered 
halves to the floor, stumbling backwards into Alf.  

‘You silly bastard!’ Alf grimaced, realising she’d announced this to 
the entire square.  

The huge crowd had fallen into a puzzled silence.  
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Jaahkathna stepped forward to stand by Nick’s side, drawing her 
own sword, her father’s blade. ‘No surrender!’ Her voice was strong 
and she broke the blade with ease. ‘Now let us find a way forward 
together!’  

Vorkuuthh stepped forward, copying the gesture, Takarsh close 
behind him.  

The crowd erupted.  
‘Well,’ said Nick, from the floor, tearing away his mike as broken 

swords reigned down around him, ‘that was painful!’  
Alf followed suit, smiling. ‘Well done, you idiot!’  
The face of the Doctor beamed down over the cheering crowds.  

It was some days later. Nick shifted uncomfortably in his seat, never 
one to wait on protocol, as he had ably proved at the ceremonials. He 
and Alf were in Korath’s private chambers, together with a really 
quite impressive collection of heads of state. Surveying a motley 
collection of holo imaged figures.  

‘If you could explain further, Nick.’ Jaahkathna prompted him 
from where she stood beside the figures.  

Nick shrugged, aware of Alf watching him. ‘I don’t know I can tell 
you a lot.’ He began to walk down the line of figures. ‘They call 
themselves the Construct. Whatever that means. These two call 
themselves Anotyne and Bartholomew.’ He paused. ‘Possibly 
friendly, although like me, you might find this hard to believe.’ He 
studied the other figures, two groups of three. One lot from the 
monorail, the other from the Black Sun Station. ‘This one,’ he 
indicated the tall, black woman, ‘is dead.’  

‘How do you know this?’ Dennai Serapart, sharply prompting.  
Nick pulled a face, uncomfortable. ‘I killed her.’  
‘Then they can be destroyed!’ Dennai turned to her colleagues, 

clearly excited. ‘If they are killable they are controllable.’ She smiled. 
‘Assessable.’  

Nick cleared his throat. ‘Yeah, well, that’s as maybe. I should point 
out we were quite literally going off the rails at this point. Plus I was 
using one of their own weapons.’  

‘What weapon?’ Dennai looked at him expectantly.  
‘We have it in storage, thanks to Nick.’ Strategist Kolataar leant 

forward from his place at the circular table around which the 
dignitaries were seated. ‘It has proved most resistant to analysis.’  

‘Then perhaps we can help! A pity we could not have known of 
this sooner!’ Dennai turned back to Nick, eager. ‘What of these 
others?’ She gestured towards the remaining images.  

Nick shook his head. ‘Those two were on the monorail but they 
made it off. I saw them later on Ossobos. The others,’ he gestured at 
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the final group. ‘I don’t know.’ He frowned. ‘I might have seen the 
woman on the station…’  

‘I saw them!’ Prince Karnalis interrupted, angry. ‘They were taking 
equipment from the station!’  

‘But what for?’ said Alf. ‘What do these lunatics want?’  
Vorkuuthh was nodding his agreement. ‘This is what is important. 

We must divine their purpose.’  
Jaahkathna spoke, calm and clear. ‘Whatever their purpose, they 

allied with Abraxaarr. And as such are directly responsible for my 
father’s death!’ Her tone grew fierce. ‘We must all be united in 
hunting them down!’  

A cross babble of conversation broke out. Nick looked at Alf and 
sighed.  

She smiled. ‘The war’s over and the battle hasn’t begun.’  
Nick stared, memory turning within him. ‘What did you say?’ 

The shop looked exactly the same as it always had done. Nick didn’t 
know what he’d been expecting. The occasional Alpha Centaurian 
and offworlder drifted by, giving him and Alf brief, curious looks.  

Nick approached closer. The shop was dark and silent. ‘Looks like 
it’s closed.’  

‘Well check and see!’ Alf was shivering in the cold. The rain was 
getting heavier. ‘It’s miserable out here!’  

Nick tried the door. It jangled open and he entered. He looked 
around the familiar, crowded shelves. Curios from a thousand 
different worlds. No sign of Enalc’karnip.  

‘Hello?’ called Nick, cautious.  
Alf stepped inside, closing the door. There was a soft, untraceable 

luminescence and Nick felt a strange sense of anticipation. He looked 
at the shop counter and then to the beaded curtain that led to the 
back of the shop.  

Enalc’karnip's special wares and private chambers.  
Nick stared. There were amulets, curious and triangular, on the 

counter, bronzed red metal.  
‘What are they?’ Alf stepped up to the counter, taking one of the 

amulets. ‘They’re very light.’  
‘I don’t know.’ Nick took the other, without knowing why.  
There was a rustle from the beaded curtain. They both stared.  
Nothing.  
Nick shrugged, strangely disappointed. Why had he come here 

expecting something to happen? He knew it was really to say 
goodbye. The Doctor was gone. He shook his head. Irreparable 
damage.  
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‘Come on,’ said Alf in a small voice. ‘Journey’s end. We’ve come 
full circle, Nick.’  

‘Yeah-’  
The shop door clanged noisily open behind them and a figure in an 

outsize rain coat bustled in, hood pulled up, it’s arms full with an 
outsize teddy bear and an ornate vase.  

‘Enalc’karnip…’ began Nick.  
It was the Doctor, larger than life and grinning from ear to ear.  
‘Bloody hell!’ said Nick.  
‘If you say so!’ The Doctor gave a furious nod and spread his arms 

wide. ‘Nick! Alf! How very good to see you both!’  
‘But you’re dead!’ said Alf as the bear and vase fell to the floor, the 

vase shattering irreparably.  
‘No, no, not that I’m aware of!’ The Doctor grinned a frown at 

them and pulled a face at the broken vase. ‘Priceless! Absolutely 
priceless! Ming dynasty! Absolutely unique you know!’  

Nick noticed the Doctor was wearing one of the amulets about his 
neck.  

The Doctor knelt to the floor. ‘No point in crying over spilt milk!’ 
He beamed and rubbed noses with the bear. ‘I’ve always wanted one 
of these!’  

‘A, I don’t understand and B, you bastard!’ said Nick. ‘The 
ceremony and everything!’  

The Doctor waved a hand, an impossible vision of ricocheting 
energy. ‘Details, details. Stuff and nonsense.’  

‘You said it.’ Nick pinched himself hard, wondering if he’d ever 
got off Chronos. Nope. The Doctor was still there. ‘What the hell is 
going on?’  

‘Okay. Explanations quickly, then time to be off.’ The Doctor led 
Nick and Alf to a table opposite the fifth wall. As they approached 
the three amulets glowed. Once seated, the Doctor beamed at them.  

‘Nick, I haven’t seen you since you left on your mission to New 
Mars. And Alf, last time I saw you was shortly after we learned that 
Nick had vanished.’  

‘Hold up. That was five standard months ago!’  
Nick butted in. ‘She’s right! What about on Mars? You spoke to 

me through that Martian priest.’  
‘Did I?’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘No. That was a clone of me.’ 

He nodded at the blank looks from Nick and Alf. ‘Yes, a clone. After 
I learned that I had a Cyber chip in my head I realised that the only 
way to stop the Cybermen was to die. So a plan hatched in my head. 
Do you remember our trip to that Qux station, Nick?’  

‘Of course. You didn’t enjoy it.’  



 

 215 

‘Correct. As I later learned the Qux had stolen some of my DNA. 
I still have no idea why, but I did know that I could make use of that 
and their cloning techniques at the same time. So I stole copies of my 
DNA from them, along with a cloning tank.’ The Doctor pointed at 
the sixth wall. ‘In there I set about creating a perfect clone of myself. 
And it was that clone that headed off to Nova Mondas to stop the 
Cybermen once and for all.’  

‘And it was the clone that died on Nova Mondas?’ The Doctor 
nodded, and Nick became awash with emotion. ‘Why didn’t you tell 
me?’  

‘Because I did not know where you were. And then the war began 
and I had no chance of getting a message through. So I stayed here 
and finished off my time travel project.’  

Nick wiped his face. Alf gave his hand a squeeze. Everything 
seemed so much more hopeful all of a sudden. Nick had his best 
friend back, just as Alf had the only link to her past back. She 
fingered the amulet.  

‘Ah yes!’ The Doctor nodded to himself. ‘I see you’ve discovered 
the results of my time travel project. Very effective, too!’  

‘What, these?’ Nick studied his suspiciously.  
‘Yes, go on!’ The Doctor, the impossible, lunatic, returned from 

the dead Doctor was obviously desperate for him to put the amulet 
on.  

Nick put the amulet on. ‘What are these things?’  
The Doctor grinned. ‘Time Amulets.’  
Alf decided to follow Nick’s example, putting the amulet around 

her neck.  
‘Excellent! Excellent!’ The Doctor was nodding manically to 

himself. He held his hands out. ‘Well, are you coming or aren’t you?’  
Nick shook his head. ‘No. You haven’t even asked about Falex,’ he 

said in a low voice, the emotion bubbling away. 
The Doctor’s manic mood abruptly died. ‘He’s gone home. Where 

he belongs.’ Once again the smile returned. ‘Time travelling is no job 
for a boy.’ 

Alf took Nick’s hand, squeezed it hard. ‘It’s all about making a 
choice.’  

Nick returned the squeeze. ‘I guess it is at that.’ He glared at the 
Doctor, who took hold of Nick and Alf‘s free hands. ‘You are bloody 
impossible! You know that?’  

‘Oh yes, yes, quite probably, very frequently!’  
The Doctor’s grip was powerful.  
Alive.  
He looked from one to the other of them.  
‘Are you ready?’  
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‘Ready for what?’ wondered Nick.  
The air frizzled around them, and together they disappeared.  
‘Arse!’  
The Doctor’s disembodied laughter seemed to hang in the air for a 

moment, over the head of the outsize toy panda.  
And then they were somewhere else. 
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An Afterword 

The first time I saw Doctor Who on television way back in 1979, I was 
amazed. The first time I encountered Doctor Who: The Legacy in late 
2001, I was astonished and intrigued. This wasn’t the Doctor in the 
person of Tom Baker, this wasn’t anything like I had ever come 
across before. 

Such was my introduction to the Doctor Who world as envisioned 
by Andy Frankham-Allen. A radically different universe, filled with a 
Doctor that was bigger than life, alien, and yet somehow familiar. I 
was hooked. Little did I know that I wouldn’t just read the stories, I’d 
be part of Andy’s team for Legacy. What I remember is the energy and 
creativity of those years. Andy’s enthusiasm was contagious. He 
brought in writers young and not so young, all striving to entertain, to 
stretch out and bring a new conception of the Doctor Who world. It 
was still brand new, and there were a few hiccups along the way. But 
Andy wasn’t afraid to take risks, and he encouraged and challenged 
his writers and himself to breathe new life into the old Doctor. Or 
should I say new? This was fan fiction on a grand scale. Galactic 
wars, treachery, alien worlds and characters that tantalised readers 
into wanting more. And more.  

And at the centre of it all is the Doctor. I’m not about to write any 
spoilers, but if any of you are new to Legacy, be prepared for riveting 
adventures with a Doctor who will surprise you, madden you at times 
and disrupt some of your notions about what the Doctor should be. 

Being part of the Legacy team was rewarding and just plain fun, and 
reading the stories again is an absolute pleasure. 

Enjoy. 
 

Betty Medeiros, Massachusetts  
August 2012 


