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Inheritance 

David Blauvelt 
 

I don't keep diaries. I'm not that sort of person. 

 Am I even a person? 

 That depends on who you ask, I suppose. I am alive. For now. 

 This is a message for… I’m not quite sure. Is there anyone left? I 

have seen what’s coming for me. For us all. The whole universe… 

 The darkness is growing closer around me. The lights are 

beginning to fade one by one. 

 I don’t understand what it is, but I can sense that it is near. 

 I’ve lost so much. I could sit here in my prison and weep, but 

I’m not sure I have any tears left to shed. 

 Even though I know that this is how it all ends, there must be 

more. I dreamt it once. I believe… but am I dreaming my belief?  

 But it’s been so long.  I’ve forgotten how to dream. Is that why 

I’m dying? 
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PART ONE: A QUESTION OF IDENTITY 

 

‘… So you see, it’s possible to use this rudimentary mercury extraction 

device in the field even under adverse power conditions.’ The Doctor 

concluded his impromptu lecture with a sharp tap of chalk, the 

miniature cloud of dust obscuring the equation he’d just scribbled on 

the wall. 

 ‘What was the name of this device?’ Diraama asked, staring at 

the figures and chemical formulas that the Doctor had graffitied over 

his laboratory wall.  

 ‘Solanum tuberosum.’ The Doctor savoured the name as if it 

belonged to a Nobel laureate. ‘Part of the nightshade family. It is more 

commonly known as a potato.’  

The potato in question sat within an improvised tray of wrinkled 

aluminium foil that smouldered atop a primitive Bunsen burner. The 

air between the Doctor and Diraama shimmered with heat and lashes 

of steam that dissipated before reaching the green and white mottled 

ceiling above. The Doctor pulled at his immaculate jacket sleeve to peer 

at his watch, while Diraama poked a slender finger at the blackened 

hide of the potato, the flesh of his alien skin crystallizing into a 

protective glistening shell wherever the blue flame licked at it.  

 ‘Only a few more seconds.’ The Doctor brushed away Diraama’s 

inquisitive digits and pretended to watch the seconds tick by on his 

Timex while he cast covert glances at the other apparatus that sprouted 

out of the walls and floors.  

Like the rest of the research vessel Subaloque, the laboratory was 

grown out of resin, imbuing the surfaces with a gritty, yet organic 

texture, spotted with variegated colours and patterns. A soft, ever-

present cloud hovered just above the floors, composed of miniature 

airborne life-forms that possessed a symbiotic relationship with the 

resin, healing and feeding the vast spaceship. At the far end of the lab, 
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directly opposite the Doctor, there lay a circular wall-mounted keypad 

that twinkled beside a secured door. It was marked in an angular alien 

script that, the Doctor had been repeatedly informed, translated as 

“Quarantined - Stay Out”.  

 The Doctor had spent the previous three weeks attempting to 

open that door - without overstepping his bounds as an honoured 

guest, of course. Having been nearly caught seventeen times, the 

suspicions of the lead scientist Dubara were aroused to the point of 

banning him from the laboratory. It was only by offering to help 

Diraama with his vaccine that the Doctor had been able to talk his way 

back inside. 

Grabbing a pair of tongs that resembled a silver oyster, the Doctor 

plucked the tray out of the flame and flopped it onto the counter. ‘I did 

find it odd at first that your people use mercury as a method of 

delivery for your vaccines, but considering the unique properties of 

your skin, I can see that needles would be fairly useless.’ He pressed 

the still-hot tongs against Diraama’s flesh and watched as the blue skin 

hardened and crystallized around the searing metal. The Doctor pulled 

the tongs away and the flesh beneath softened, returning to its 

previous azure pallor, completely unscathed.  

 Diraama brushed the tongs away in irritation as he continued to 

examine the potato.  

 ‘I have heard that surgery is nearly impossible, if not 

outrageously expensive, for your people, so I can see the advantage of 

using mercury for your vaccinations. Since it is directly absorbed into 

the skin, it’s a perfect vector for these immunizations, particularly as 

there are similar problems with oral vaccines.’ The Doctor took a 

scalpel and gently eased open the slit that bisected the potato, carefully 

directing the steam away from his face. ‘Now, I picked up this trick 

from an old prospector in the Gold Rush of… well, I’m not quite sure 

when - anyway, the prospectors would heat powdered rock with the 
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mercury to form an amalgam. That gets the gold out of the rock 

powder, but that still leaves the problem of how to get the gold out of 

the mercury. Enter the hearty potato. When cooked properly, the 

mercury escapes into the potato itself, leaving behind,’ he splayed the 

potato open triumphantly, a proud grin on his face, ‘the gold, or in this 

case the silicate vaccine you are producing to inoculate your species 

against the Divanian Plague.’ The Doctor prodded the crumbling 

innards of the tuber, a puzzled frown tugging at his lips. ‘Actually, 

come to think of it, I might have seen it on an episode of Blue Peter…’ 

 Diraama sighed, the breath causing his slender, willowy figure 

to sway gently atop his four legs as he stared at the brown lump of 

rock that sat within the blackened potato. ‘Yes, Doctor, I suppose this 

would be useful in our more primitive research areas where they lack 

advanced facilities… or, perhaps, the wheel.’ Diraama turned back to 

his own equipment and made a reverent genuflection before activating 

the devices. ‘However…’ 

 ‘Yes?’ The Doctor looked wounded at his fellow scientist’s lack 

of wonderment. 

 ‘This… this thing, this potato,’ Diraama pronounced the word 

with distaste, ‘is not found in our galaxy, so I do not see how this can 

be an effective method for our people.’ 

 ‘I disagree; the potato can be a highly effective scientific tool.’ 

The Doctor carefully lifted the crisped potato under Diraama’s nose 

and opened it fully along its split, filling Diraama’s nose with wet, 

sweltering air.  

 ‘Not to mention the fact that your “device” would take our 

medical tech-’ Diraama’s eyes grew moist and heavy as the Doctor’s 

face swam before his eyes in the thick haze, ‘-nology back 

severalthousssandyaears …’ 

 The Doctor tried to catch Diraama as he fell to the floor, but the 

alien’s weight dragged the him to the ground, and the Doctor found 
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himself lying face to face with the unconscious figure, wrapped within 

a tangle of six limp limbs. 

 ‘Particularly when infused with a mild sedative beforehand,’ he 

said smugly. Pulling himself up off the floor, the Doctor breezed over 

to the control panel of the sealed door, plucking up his potato 

amalgam along the way and shoving it deep into one of his coat 

pockets. ‘Now,’ he said coaxingly to the glowing lock, ‘what are you 

hiding then, hmm?’ 

 

~Why are you imprisoned, Shir? What have you done? 

 Ruby sat at a table in her darkened kitchen aboard the TARDIS, 

carefully inspecting the arsenal arrayed before her: a buttery chocolate 

croissant, two triple espressos, an entire Death by Chocolate cake and a 

bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon. Admittedly, the croissants were not 

braided exactly as they should be and the icing on the cake was a little 

lumpy, but after all she was a mess hall cook, not a mess hall chef. 

While it was true that adding her secret ingredient to every meal made 

her more popular among the UNIT troops - and it wasn’t easy to hide 

bacon in string beans - she wasn’t exactly a graduate of the French 

Culinary Institute.  

Or rather, Ruby used to be a cook. A middle aged single cook with a 

cat. Now her career was… well, to employ liberal phrasing, her 

occupation was temporarily “on-hold”. Not that she was much of a 

climber as far as careers were concerned. But that was then… 

 Now she was middle-aged, unemployed, and travelling through 

time and space with a very un-alien looking man with her cat in tow. 

 Which, honestly, she was fine with - or at least she used to be. 

The smell of the pot-wash machine seemed to be a distant memory - 

and not an altogether pleasant one. 

 But everything changed the day she boarded the Subaloque. 



 

8 

 Ruby pushed aside the croissant that failed to stir her tummy 

and focused her gaze on the espressos, luscious in their smouldering 

heaven of caffeine and roasted flavour.  

 Nothing. She felt nothing. She didn’t want them. She wasn’t 

tempted. She felt thirsty, but for a tall class of refreshing spring water. 

 ~I have no answers that will sate you, Ruby Mundy. 

 Not a single dribble of saliva whet Ruby’s tongue at the sight of 

the deliciously layered cake. She cut herself a slice and watched the 

sliver slump onto her plate. 

 Ruby sat back in her chair and sighed. She folded her arms 

across her chest, then paused. Even that familiar gesture seemed 

foreign to her now. Her bosom had recently been substantially 

diminished and her arms came to rest against her belly instead. It felt 

awkward, wrong. 

 ~The scientists here are also priests. It isn’t like that where I’m from… 

 Upon their arrival on the Subaloque several weeks ago (she still 

couldn’t quite believe they had left New Rome over a month earlier), 

Ruby allowed herself to be scanned and “cleansed” of any chemical or 

physical defects. The Doctor seemed confident in the process and the 

lead scientist/priestess, Dubara, was not put off in the least by Ruby’s 

alien physiology, and even offered to re-grow her tonsils. For some 

reason, Dubara specialized in xeno-biological surgical techniques, 

which Ruby found odd considering the Doctor told her that surgery on 

Dubara’s own race was nearly impossible due to their thick skins. 

Nonetheless, Ruby was initially thrilled by the concept of a ‘tune-up’, 

but she was not prepared for the unforeseen consequences.  

True, her lower back and even her once stiff knees felt stronger and 

more flexible than even in her teenage years. But her former vices were 

also gone; Ruby lacked an appetite for anything that she once found 

even remotely appealing. Her predilection for exotic blends of coffee 

were similarly absent. 
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 Now, like the rest of the crew of the ship, she ate to live. 

Nothing more, nothing less. Just bowl after bowl of porridge-like 

protein and the occasional apple. 

 In short, Ruby was at the peak of health. She’d lost over thirty-

five pounds, the crinkly wrinkles around her eyes vanished, and she 

was thoroughly bored stiff with clean living, trapped on a ship with 

several hundred perfectly flawless people. Er, aliens… well, people 

that looked as if someone bred a blue centaur with a very large four-

legged spider… 

 ~You have music where you are from, yes? Can you think of a song 

you like? 

 Ruby stared at the empty space she had carved out of the cake. 

 Negative space. This fabulous, decadent, sumptuous cake was 

just like her. The bad bits were carved out and had left behind a void. 

But the bad bits were her bits too. Bits she hadn’t changed herself but 

instead had been taken from her. Now she felt defined by their 

emptiness.  

 Staring into the shadows and wondering where Missy had 

gotten to, Ruby began to speculate about the mental state of any 

species that could cure any physical flaw… even if they had four legs, 

two arms and white eyes with no pupils, and they travelled the galaxy 

in a ship the size and shape of the Great Barrier Reef.  

The Doctor assured her that they were friendly, but Ruby never felt 

very comfortable on the ship, not with that mist perpetually swirling 

around her ankles. The crew for their part accepted the two travellers 

politely and with some curiosity, apparently accepting the Doctor’s 

explanation that he and Ruby were diplomats en route to a conference. 

What they would have said if they hadn’t arrived when the Subaloque 

was docked at a station, Ruby couldn’t imagine. As it was, they merely 

thought that the TARDIS in the cargo hold was their luggage.  

 ~Now another simple question for you Ruby… 
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 The Doctor was too busy with experiments for anything more 

than a quick chat lately, leaving Ruby to roam the alien ship by herself. 

Lately, even the aliens didn’t seem to have time to deal with a 

“primitive” like Ruby. Although initially fascinated by her physiology, 

they grew weary with her attempts at friendly chit-chat. 

 All except one: Shir, one of the ship’s prisoners. 

 ~They said you and the others were different somehow, that your 

sickness cannot be cured. Do they put all their sick in jail? 

 ~I am here because I know who I am. They fear me as you do not. Now, 

Ruby, my question for you…  

 Ruby couldn’t get the conversation with Shir out of her head. 

Over and over, the prisoner’s voice echoed in her head, a soft, gentle 

whisper. The woman had asked her a simple question, yet it was two 

days later and Ruby still couldn’t find an adequate answer. She 

couldn’t avoid it any longer. She’d have to face Shir without it. 

 ~Your song - why do you like it and yet not like so many others? 

 Ruby carefully put the food away in the fridge, and made her 

way out of the kitchen. 

 

She stepped out of the TARDIS into the cargo hold, picking her way 

through the alien baggage, containers and equipment. She made her 

way down the misty corridors and into the depths of the ship, passing 

the occasional crew member and scurrying past the omnipresent 

temple that wafted incense and chants. 

 As Ruby crossed through one of the fields that filled one of the 

immense grazing chambers of the ship, she couldn’t help but be 

stunned by their technology. An artificial sun glowed happily above, 

while along the pathway lush fields of green grass swept off in every 

direction. The occasional blue head of a crew member would 

occasionally breach the leafy tops, chewing contentedly. 
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 Coming to the prison area, Ruby nodded cheerfully to the guard 

on duty who casually inspected her before ushering her into the 

echoing main prison area. 

As Ruby began hunting around through the flocks of inmates that 

ambled about, she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be 

before the Doctor would need rescuing.  

 Three weeks with no life or death crises must have been some 

sort of record. 

 

The sponge, a hollow vase grown from living crystal, extruded from 

the ceiling and sparkled with pulses of light as it projected a hologram 

of the galaxy onto the control centre floor. Commander Faasid sat back 

on his rear legs as he studied the far edge of the display. There, one by 

one, almost imperceptibly, the glowing icons representing the outer 

colony worlds flickered out.  

 The darkness was seeping deeper into the galaxy, one 

holographic pixel at a time. 

 ‘The Round One is speaking with the prisoners again.’ Dubara 

was behind him, her head bent over another sponge, staring at the 

image projected within. 

 ‘It is allowed,’ Faasid answered gently, hoping to soothe his 

mate. Dubara had been particularly difficult to deal with these last few 

weeks, ever since their “visitors” appeared and offered their help. 

While Faasid still was not sure where they came from or what their 

intentions were, they kept Dubara fully occupied, providing Faasid 

with a relaxing respite from her lovely, yet intense, presence. ‘We’re 

just passing Aalam and we will be at the Adeem system 

momentarily…’ The Subaloque was the nearest vessel to the colony 

worlds when the first distress calls were received before they abruptly 

ceased and Faasid had a feeling that they wouldn’t be able to return to 

their previous researches any time soon. ‘See anything interesting with 
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your new security monitors? Have you even told that ingrate Diraama 

that you’re watching him?’ 

 ‘Diraama does not need to know. Besides, he might give them 

away if he was aware of their presence.’ Dubara did not take her eyes 

off the images as she flickered from one view to the next. ‘Any signs of 

the Yerekek?’ Her voice was tired and strained. The other command 

crew members were careful to give her plenty of space as they went 

about their duties. 

 Faasid shook his head, his eyes weary. ‘I’d have been notified. 

There isn’t a Yerekek in this sector. They seem to be respecting the 

treaty. For once.’  

 ‘Diraama, you idiot!’ Dubara swore at her screen and then 

slammed an alarm as she thundered out the door of the control centre. 

 Faasid glanced at the image still on her sponge, of the Doctor 

hunched over a door lock and Diraama lying unconscious on the 

laboratory floor.  

 Faasid couldn’t help but smile. 

 

Ruby looked expectantly at Shir as the digital music player the Doctor 

had given her hummed away on the table between them. 

 ‘How wonderfully strange.’ Shir’s neck swayed slowly in time 

with the eerie strains of the music. 

 ‘It’s Glenn Miller.’ The music coming from the device seemed 

strangely at odds with this massive cavern filled with despondent and 

listless prisoners who milled around in groups or stood by the portals, 

dazed or asleep. 

 ‘And you like it?’ Shir’s voice was soft and gentle, barely above 

the music. 

 ‘Yes.’ Ruby always felt less confident for some reason whenever 

her taste was called into question. She had the same reaction when 

people asked her if she was completely sure that she liked Abba. 



 

  13 

 ‘Why do you-?’ 

 ‘Don’t ask that again, pet.’ Ruby said, half-laughing, half-

annoyed. ‘I’m not sure why I like it. I just do. It sounds nice, it relaxes 

me, and it has a…’  

 ‘Yes?’ 

 ‘It has a catchy rhythm.’ 

 ‘A repeated pattern that you find pleasing?’ Shir’s face bent her 

long blue neck so that her face was close to Ruby’s. 

 ‘Yes, I suppose that’s part of it...’ Ruby wished she had kept the 

player in her hand so that she could have something to fiddle with, an 

excuse to not meet the alien’s pure white, empty eyes. ‘Do you like it?’ 

 ‘No. I do not.’ There was no malice in her voice, only fact. She 

cocked her head to the side. ‘Why do you think that is so?’ 

 ‘Are all of the prisoners this Zen?’ 

 ‘I’m not sure I understand your words, but I think I know your 

meaning. We tend to have a lot of time on our minds for 

contemplation. But you are avoiding the question.’ Shir fondled the 

recording device, her slender fingers probing the buttons, testing the 

plastic shell. 

 Ruby struggled to explain the alien’s taste. ‘I guess you don’t 

find the sounds pleasing.’ 

 ‘And what is sound?’ Shir held up the device, the beat of the 

song still lighting up the LED display with green and yellow bars that 

hopped up and down the screen. 

 Staring at the dancing lights, Ruby felt as if she was being 

grilled by the Doctor. She ventured; ‘Vibrations… Energy patterns?’  

 ‘And this?’ Shir reached across and took Ruby’s hand in hers 

and placed it against her cool, blue chest.  

 Shocked Ruby was amazed to feel the stuttering flutter of an 

alien heart against her skin. To her surprise Shir’s chest was not soft 
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and silky to the touch as she had supposed, but instead slick and 

textured like that of a wetsuit.  

 ‘This, Ruby, is me.’ Shir breathed. ‘My heart, my breath, my 

mind. Together I make a collective vibration, a song. You are your own 

song. This chair, the ship, the air… all have their own melody. Some 

vibrations agree and gain strength from each other, while others cancel 

each other out. You like some songs because the signals are in synch 

with your own in some way. It is these energy patterns that the priests 

worship and the same patterns the same people research, as scientists. 

Our science is our religion - however misguided it may sometimes 

be…’ 

 Ruby kept silent with great difficulty. Questioning Shir about 

her past had yielded Ruby nothing over the past weeks. But she 

couldn’t resist the temptation to nod encouragingly, yet tried not to 

appear to be prying. 

 ‘You ask me why I am here,’ Shir began slowly, obviously 

uncomfortable with the attention. ‘There is no reason. No reason at all.’ 

She turned the player over and over in her hands. ‘But I can tell you 

that I was in love once - perhaps the most complex frequency of all. But 

we were young and our pairing was improper. We were found out and 

my love was taken from me.’ Shir had found the controls of the device 

and switched off the music. ‘One family was rich, one was poor. I have 

been imprisoned for six years.’ Her head drooped sadly. ‘Mine was not 

the rich family, in case you were wondering.’ 

 ‘I still don’t understand…’ Ruby felt alone suddenly and was 

reminded of her own failed relationships that still evoked memories 

laced with pain and regret. 

 ‘For all our medical and scientific advances, we are not a 

populous race,’ Shir explained. ‘At birth, an infant does not possess all 

of its genetic material - it is incomplete. Both parents must continue to 

contribute material until it reaches adulthood after many years. 
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Nothing is more vital to our species than reproduction and care of our 

children.’  

Shir looked around at her fellow inmates, which was a relief to Ruby 

as she was sure that if Shir had still been looking at her the alien might 

have noticed her face waver at the mention of children and their 

importance. For a moment her mind started drifting, but it was going 

to a place Ruby did not like to visit, so she brought herself back 

sharply.  

‘Those who do not willingly contribute are segregated and 

punished,’ Shir was saying. ‘The Divanian plague has severely ravaged 

our worlds and our death rate is rapidly outstripping our birth rage. In 

a handful of generations our people may become extinct.’  

 ‘What will they do to you, pet?’ Ruby asked quietly. 

 ‘The same as they do to the others. Expose them to this new 

treatment… You may see me again or… We never see the others after 

the treatment. They say the tests are conducted here in deep space as 

they alter the fabric of reality itself. Or,’ Shir fingered the music player 

absently and her skin faded to a light grey colour, her voice falling 

even deeper, ‘perhaps the treatment works and I will be “cured” after 

all.’  

Ruby didn’t know what to say.  

 ‘I want to thank you, Ruby.’  

 Ruby looked up at the change in Shir’s tone. ‘For what?’ The 

alien seemed confident and proud, her legs straight, her neck held 

high. 

 ‘Delivering to me my freedom.’ Shir held the recording device 

aloft. 

 ‘What do you -’ Ruby broke off as a hideous screech filled the 

chamber, resonating and amplified by the contours and confluxes of 

the cargo hold. Ruby noticed that the guard, along with everyone else 

in the room, was writhing on the floor.  
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 When she looked up Shir was gone. 

 

‘I wonder…’ The Doctor muttered as he tapped another sequence into 

the keypad. ‘If I were to try the door handle, would I find that you did 

not even bother to lock it?’ 

 Dubara ceased her stealthy approach and instead rammed her 

weapon into the small of the Doctor’s back. Two guards stepped into 

the room behind her and one bent to examine Diraama. ‘He’s alive,’ he 

reported. 

 ‘Oh good.’ Dubara pressed her gun deeper into the Doctor’s 

flesh. ‘I’m so glad.’ 

 The Doctor spun suddenly, brushing the weapon casually aside 

as he faced her, his eyes filled with intense interest. ‘Would you rather 

I had killed him?’  

 ‘If you had, I’d have shot you dead already,’ Dubara replied, her 

tone even as she brought her weapon back to bear. 

 ‘Not exactly a no then…’ The Doctor raised his hands in the air 

as the guards approached. ‘How did you… Ah.’ He spotted the tiny 

lens encrusted in the ceiling and beamed it a wide smile, waving a little 

flutter of his fingers. ‘Do your people have the expression “caught red-

handed”?’ He considered Dubara’s blue skin, her weapon unwavering, 

her expression one of extreme boredom. ‘No, I suppose not. What 

now? Time to walk the plank?’ 

 ‘I don’t have time for this, Doctor.’ Dubara waved at the guards. 

‘I have my research and Diraama needs to get back to his work on the 

vaccine. The commander will decide what to do with you.’ 

 

With a silent rending cry, reality froze. What were once streaming 

shafts of light were now radiant crystals pinned against the vast 

blackness that lay outside the view port. The immense vista was both 

sudden and overwhelming. The world below leapt up as if to swallow 
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the vessel as the Subaloque dropped out of light speed and into orbit 

around the first of the lost colony worlds. 

Ruby couldn’t hear much of anything. Her ears were still ringing in 

a peculiar way. There was a burning, metallic taste of sick in her mouth 

and her eyes were wet, her vision blurred. It was as if someone had 

dipped the planet below them in black oil; the colours shifted and 

swam as Ruby tried to blink her eyes clear. 

 It took a moment for her to fully comprehend what was 

happening on the world below her. 

 It was too big to take in. Too huge to even begin to comprehend. 

 Ruby had seen death. She had seen people die, seen tremendous 

explosions, known worlds were ending, but she never imagined that 

you could see a planet sicken and die from orbit. 

 Even as she watched, Ruby could see the lush green and purple 

of the continents shift and mould as fans of putrid brown sprawled 

over the savannahs and steppes. Watched the glittering magenta 

oceans curdle and thicken into a stagnant mud that lapped against the 

collapsing polar ice caps that sagged and slid into the murky depths.  

 The shuttle pod gave a sickening lurch, pressing Ruby’s cheeks 

against the cool, refreshing glass of the view port. The moisture of her 

breath fogged the glass in a wet plume, but from this angle she could 

see the Subaloque now too. The glittering reef grew smaller above her, 

its thousands of cavities and filigrees creating intricate pitted shadows 

and its delicate branches were bleached in the direct sunlight, blazing 

against the black of space. 

 It was only as the pod descended deeper into orbit, gaining 

speed, soaring over the plains and the mountain tops, that Ruby 

noticed that there were no clouds above this strange world. 

 A world without clouds. 

 What did the people talk about when conversation lagged? 

When did they find the time to clean the loo if it was always sunny? 
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How did the people dream without knowing of the fluffy wool that 

spun and clumped in the sky? Of white puppies and swans and sky 

tigers… 

 Was the sky dead too? 

 The world below Ruby shimmered and juddered as fluid filled 

her eyes again and poured down her face in tickling rivulets.  With an 

effort, she wiped her face on her sleeve and pulled the wet, stray 

strands of hair from her mouth. 

 Without warning, Ruby felt her stomach shift, felt her throat 

swell and her ears pop. 

 And just as suddenly, the planet was gone. The stars were 

streaky again and space was a shifting tunnel of light as their shuttle 

craft leapt into light speed, away from the dying world and the safety 

of the Subaloque. Away from the Doctor. 

 Ruby turned from the viewer port and saw Shir hunched over 

the craft’s controls. Ruby remembered staggering through the ship’s 

coral corridors chasing after her, dodging the shots of the guards and 

stumbling into the shuttle bay, and throwing herself into the pod after 

Shir. 

 It dawned on Ruby that her sleeve wasn’t wet with tears, but 

with thick, sopping red smears. Her eyes were brimming with red too - 

with blood, brimming with blood that stung and - Ruby felt like a 

child: although she couldn’t feel it, she knew she was badly hurt and 

she wanted to cry, wanted to cry, but she couldn’t draw the breath 

because there was no one there to care, to hear her cry, to comfort her. 

And if she didn’t scream it wasn’t real and it wasn’t happening… 

 That was when she saw the woman writhing on the floor of the 

pod, her beautiful blonde hair dirty and soiled; her arms and legs 

being torn apart, rendered into quarters. It was Tardis, the woman 

clawing onto the floor of the pod, holding on, was Tardis, the avatar of 

the Doctor’s time ship. 
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Tardis’ eyes met Ruby’s, and there was no sign of the confident 

temporal being that always made Ruby feel so reassured.  There was 

no poise, no omnipotence, no grace. Only terror.  

 



 

20 

PART TWO: HOLEY CONCEPTIONS 

 

Dubara activated the landing gear, disengaged the aft thrusters and 

guided the ship into a broad descent spiral over the cracked and 

scarred surface of the deserted launch field. The pilot watched 

nervously from over her shoulder, anxiously following her every 

move. 

 It was difficult to imagine that this cinder of a world was the 

same one she grew up on. She once thought she and Faasid would 

grow old together here, yet now that seemed a child’s fantasy, and not 

simply due to the state of the planet. Gone were the crowds of colonists 

and miners on their way to the last of the outer worlds. Gone was the 

traffic, the noise and the pollution… Gone were the people. 

 Gone were Faasid’s affections for her? Dubara feared their 

pairing was near an end, which only made her work more difficult to 

focus on. She corrected her angle of descent, watching the gravity 

readings carefully on the small, purple monitors. 

 Dubara remembered forcing the Doctor into Commander 

Faasid’s control centre at gun point, only to find a holographic 

projection of her ruined world dominating the room. 

 ‘The atmosphere is changing, it’s becoming toxic. All artificial 

structures are empty. All of the vegetation is dead… the rate of soil 

degeneration is scarcely believable… There isn’t a single life sign on the 

surface.’  

 Dubara brought the nose of the shuttle up, manoeuvring the 

craft in for a gentle landing on the black-top surface. She could hear the 

rattle of the crew in the rear as they put on their protective gear and 

puzzled over the weaponry. For the first time, Dubara found herself 

wishing that the Subaloque carried a military complement on board, 

rather than just the handful of token security guards. 
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 ‘Are you sure that this is the nearest you can get us?’ The Doctor 

sat beside her in the co-pilot’s seat, pouring with a loupe over the 

suborbital images that were scattered across his lap. ‘It will still be 

quite a hike to the nearest tunnels.’ 

 Dubara carefully lowered the vessel the last few inches, resting 

gently upon the ground with practised grace. She glanced over in 

irritation at the false colour images enhanced to display the peculiar 

octagonal ground patterns that were not native to this world. Patterns 

that the Doctor had been impossibly able to spot from a glance at the 

hazy sponge-globe projection that not even the Subaloque’s processing 

scanners had detected. That was the reason that Faasid ordered that 

the Doctor be part of the away team instead of being safely locked 

away in the brig. Or better yet, shoved out of an airlock. 

 ‘How about parking beside that mesa over there? Lots of shade.’ 

The Doctor popped a pair of sunglasses on his face and grinned 

pleasantly. 

 ‘According to my scans, this is the nearest structurally intact 

landing position,’ Dubara answered, staring at her distorted reflection 

in his glasses. 

 ‘No doubt.’ The Doctor dabbed the tip of his nose with a creamy 

white gel. He waved a blob around with the tip of his finger. ‘Sun 

block,’ he explained. ‘Would you like some?’ 

 Before Dubara could swat the sticky finger out of her face, the 

shuttle lurched as the ground sagged and shuddered. Slamming in the 

retros with her rear legs, Dubara pulled back quickly on the steering 

column and fired the emergency stabilizers, lifting the shuttle back into 

the air as the ground beneath them disintegrated. 

 The Doctor poked at the window with his finger, leaving behind 

a little white splotch on the windscreen. ‘It’s just over there. It looks 

like a very lovely spot, doesn’t it?’ 
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 Not for the first time, Dubara found herself wishing that she’d 

left the Doctor aboard the Subaloque. 

 

Reality returned to Ruby accompanied by a dull, throbbing ache. Her 

scalp felt tight and stretched and her face and hair were thick with wet 

clots of blood and other fluids that she was desperately trying not to 

identify by odour. She pulled herself off the floor of the shuttle, 

wincing as the world spun around her. 

 Ruby fervently hoped that her Nana Morgan wasn’t looking 

down from up Above… this wasn’t one of her best moments. 

 Ruby staggered down the passageway and into the main cabin 

where Shir was straddling a circular stool, working the controls with 

wild arms and thumping a varied array of foot pedals. 

 Ruby approached the alien, wanting to sound authoritative, in 

control. Instead, her voice was trembling and scratchy as she politely 

asked, ‘Shir, where are we going?’  

 Shir looked up, her face strained, her teeth bared as her 

appendages struggled to steer the craft. ‘I’m going home. To my world. 

With any luck. I’m not exactly a trained pilot. I’m sorry, Ruby.’ 

 Ruby groaned and slumped against the wall, her face in her 

hands. ‘Don’t be. It’s my own fault for running after you like a fool. I 

haven’t been myself lately. I seem to land in the thick of things all the 

time.’ 

 Shir didn’t look up from her manipulations. ‘I did not apologize 

for your presence on this vessel.’ Her words were quick as she stood 

up and flexed into a position that Ruby had never seen. Shir’s face 

contorted into an expression of concentrated effort, and four large solid 

globules slowly emerged from beneath her waist. Just as quickly, Shir 

returned to the stool and continued orbital calculations as she 

munched distractedly on the pellets she had just extruded. ‘I was 

apologizing for not being able to properly bind the wound on your 
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forehead from the shrapnel. All I had at my disposal was industrial 

adhesive.’ 

 Ruby slowly traced the hardened ridge of glue that zigzagged 

across her forehead. A sickening realization crawled through her 

stomach: Shir had crazy-glued her scalp together. In that same 

moment, Ruby understood what it was exactly that Shir was eating.  

‘I think I’m going to be ill,’ she commented to no one in particular. 

 

Dubara’s wrist computer tapped the latest messages from the ship onto 

her skin in quick, light taps.  

//Escaped Subject ID 2141223’s craft tracked to the Aalam Sector. 

Government retrieval squad intercepting. Unidentified alien aboard with 

subject.// 

 Dubara had no doubt that the unidentified alien was none other 

than the Round One, the Doctor’s companion. Dubara watched as the 

Doctor scraped at the tunnel wall with a small folding knife. Shir had 

not told him of his companion’s predicament, nor was she willing to 

quite yet. If this was all part of some sort of Yerekek plot, she did not 

want him to know she was on to him. 

 The shuttle craft’s sensors had not detected any contagions or 

airborne vectors on the planet surface. None of which Dubara believed 

for a moment. By her order, all members of the team had suited up in 

hostile environmental suits. The Doctor had borrowed one, tying off 

the extra leg sleeves into great knots that bounced awkwardly around 

his waist as he walked. This, to Dubara’s dismay, did nothing to 

dampen his enthusiasm for the venture.  

 Their new landing site allowed them access to the octagonal 

tunnel system seen in the suborbital images. The pattern was repeated 

over and over again across the surface of the planet and seemed to be 

increasing in extent at an exponential rate. So far all they had found 
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was a crudely excavated tunnel system with no trace of what had 

created them.  

 In the main tunnel, Dubara pulled her geo-scanner from her belt 

and activated the sensors, waiting as the device burrowed a thin laser 

into the wall of rock, its precision instruments measuring and 

analysing the strata at the molecular level. Impatient for the unit to 

complete its survey, Dubara stared at the Doctor as he scraped off a bit 

of dirt and rolled it in his gloved fingers, staring at the grains in the 

dim bioluminescent light Dubara emitted from her skin through her 

translucent suit. 

 The rest of the research team was further down the tunnel, 

while two guards hovered around the Doctor, watching him with 

evident disdain, their skin tinged with shifting shades of reds and 

oranges beneath the blue veneer. 

 Dubara felt her skin flame in empathy. Even these fools could 

see the alien for what he was. Why couldn’t Faasid treat this alien as a 

threat? Why was he taken in with the polite manners and the silly 

remarks? The Doctor was obviously a Yerekek spy… 

 Dubara eyed the alien as he squatted so pristinely in the dirt, his 

suit immaculate, spotless. His hide did not glow in the darkness but 

instead remained pale and deathlike wherever it peeked from within 

the constrictive garments. 

 Why had Faasid been so eager to send her away with a Yerekek 

spy? Why was he always so eager to be rid of her lately? Why was she 

so consumed with these thoughts?  

 Her irritation with herself almost outweighed her annoyance 

with the Doctor. Almost. 

 Still peering at the grains, the Doctor stood up and poked at the 

wall again. ‘Well, at a guess, I would say that we are in an old 

continental rifting province… almost a komatiite …lots of ultramafic 

lava flows composed of peridotite and mafic gabbros that possess 
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some titanium and with relatively low iron to magnesium ratios. There 

are some high concentrations of nickel as well.’ 

 Dubara blinked. Turning her back on him, she stared at her 

scanner, willing it to finish. After an agonizingly long moment, the 

screen displayed the results of the completed survey. Dubara nodded 

with satisfaction. The Doctor was incorrect, as she had desperately 

hoped. The nickel concentration in the komatiite was only forty-four 

percent. 

 The Doctor peered over her shoulder and twiggled the reset 

button and nodded sagely as the nickel concentration slowly climbed 

to eighty percent. ‘Have to be careful with those hi-tech gadgets. 

Always have to reset the sensors in moisture-rich environments such 

as tunnels.’ He turned back to the rock face with a flourish and so 

missed seeing Dubara’s face start to twitch. ‘Now that does not begin 

to explain the holes, however… such a texture might be found if the 

lava had formed underwater and was suddenly quenched… or if the 

vesicles that are often filled with other minerals that weathered out, 

but here… there are millions perforating the rock. All with the same 

pattern of those in the satellite images but repeated on a much smaller 

scale.’ The Doctor resumed poking at the darkened rock, muttering to 

himself. 

 Dubara was typing a particularly foul communication to her 

husband into her comm system when she felt a new message from her 

personal shipboard computer tingle on her skin.  

//Preliminary analysis of subject 2141223 completed. Confirmed match for 

trials. Subject is ideal. Ninety-eight percent match. Should initiate trial 

immediately.// 

 The Doctor turned around at Dubara’s peculiar grunting sound. 

‘Is everything all right?’ 

 Dubara stomped her feet in agitation; the one prisoner she 

desperately needed was now light years away. ‘My sensor cannot 
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detect any sign of what created these tunnels … I was hoping to obtain 

a specimen…’ 

 ‘Hmm.’ The Doctor brushed the dirt off his gloves against his 

suit. ‘How are you and Faasid faring as a couple?’ 

 Dubara, already flushed with the heat of frustration, was 

thrown by the innocuous question. ‘What do you know of such 

matters?’ she asked, yanking her geo-scanner out of the wall. ‘You are 

not partnered to the Round One, are you?’ 

 The Doctor’s jaw dropped and Dubara sensed a note of surprise 

encompass his being. ‘Ruby? No. Well, no. I’m not an expert, certainly. 

I thought I had detected some tension between you and Faasid in the 

control centre.’ 

 Dubara studied him intently. His signature had deviated, only 

for a moment, from his normal pattern. Gone were the diversions, the 

endlessly distracting and deliberately annoying finger-cream waving 

façade. For an instant when he considered his companion, she 

glimpsed the true signature, his true self. For the first time in many 

weeks, Dubara felt that this insight had gained her a small victory - one 

she would not let go of easily. ‘That is between us,’ she answered him 

coldly, determined not to show her discomfort on how easily he, an 

alien, had identified the problem with her relationship with Faasid. 

Dubara stowed the device in her suit pouch. ‘It is not yours to concern 

yourself with my relationships or with my experiments with the 

subjects on the Subaloque.’ 

 ‘Yes, I meant to ask you about that.’ The Doctor took a step back 

as she turned to face him. ‘Why am I not allowed through that door in 

your laboratory? What is so important to you? What are you afraid I 

will find?’ 

 Dubara swept away and started down the tunnel towards her 

research team. ‘The curing process for the subjects is not safe for the 

unpolluted.’ 
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 ‘Polluted?’ The Doctor half-walked, half-jogged to keep pace 

with her as his guards strode leisurely behind him. ‘Curing? I have 

repeatedly examined your prisoners and there is nothing physically 

wrong with them…’ 

 ‘They are impure…’ 

 ‘Your technology is so advanced… I have worked with Diraama 

and seen his biological capabilities, both with genetics and 

biochemistry…’ 

 ‘The subjects cannot be cured by altering genes or with a simple 

vaccine, Doctor. It is not contained in their brains or within a cellular 

membrane. The contamination lies within their signature. It is corrupt. 

They must be corrected. My method of correction is moderately 

successful…’ 

 The Doctor jumped in front of her path, as if daring her to push 

through him. ‘And what happens to those who are not successfully 

cured? The “unsuccessful”? What happens to them?’ 

 Dubara motioned for the guards to pull the struggling form of 

the Doctor out of her way. She stared deep into his eyes with her own, 

his two little black spots dilating wide as she spoke. ‘They are 

subsumed, Doctor. It is better that they should die rather than live as… 

impure.’ She spat the word at him, enjoying the expression of distaste 

on his face. 

 When the world fell on her, Dubara felt as if it was only her 

anger that prevented her from being crushed. 

 She was so consumed with her rage at the little man that she 

hadn’t registered the initial tremor. Her legs quivered with the 

aftershocks, but she could only stare blindly into the cloud of dust and 

rubble that blocked her way back to her co-workers and friends. The 

tunnel had completely collapsed and the heavy rocks were still shifting 

with the resonance of the smaller quakes. The largest of the blocks 

landed only a few hairs from her foot - exactly where she would be 
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standing if the Doctor hadn’t stopped her to argue ethics. He’d saved 

her life, although Dubara preferred to thank the Gods instead and 

made a sign of supplication to the Observers. 

 Dubara felt a gentle pressure on her rear knee and turned to 

find the Doctor looking at her, his eyes wide with compassion.  

‘I’m sorry about your friends, truly, but this whole area is unstable. 

That was not an ordinary quake. We have to leave.’ Motes of dust 

trickled from the ceiling to swirl through the air between them. ‘Now.’ 

 Dubara noticed that her guards had already fled. The glow of 

their hides grew faint as they galloped up the tunnel back towards the 

ship. Coming out of her fugue, Dubara rushed after them, the Doctor 

trailing in her wake.  

 

There was a sink on the shuttle, or at least what passed for one. Ruby 

had seen them on the Subaloque but never used them, opting instead to 

spend the majority of her time in the TARDIS. Now though, she 

searched in vain for its tap. Finding none, she gingerly pressed her 

finger tips against the surface of the bowl. The spongy material, moist 

and warm, seemed to pull at her fingers, sucking them in, soaking 

them. Ruby gave a little sigh as the material massaged and licked her 

fingers clean of blood and grime. Pulling her damp hands out, she 

stared at her reflection in the darkened glass of the viewer port. She 

gently prodded the crusty line of hardened glue that held her scalp 

together, wincing as the tiny motion sent a claws of pain tearing into 

her mind.  

 Ruby groaned again. She just knew the wound would become 

infected. 

 Trapped on a spaceship with a head wound, a fugitive and no 

means of getting back to the TARDIS. Or to the Doctor. It was times 

like these that Ruby wished she could just curl up in bed under the 
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quilt and snuggle with Missy and drift asleep, breathing in time with 

the gentle meditative vibrations of her pet’s purring. 

 ‘This isn’t Ruby Mundy,’ Ruby told the sink. ‘I do not have 

manic mood swings. I am not a depressing, self-obsessed person. I do 

not wallow in self pity. I do not find aliens repulsive. I used to be 

understanding, loving and full of pep.’ 

 Ruby stared back at her reflection again and did not recognize 

the person before her. 

 ‘Who am I? 

 Her reflection didn’t answer. Instead, it stared back at her with a 

bloodied face, a ruined outfit and a god awful hairdo. 

 The memory of Tardis writhing on the floor flashed back into 

her mind but it was fleeting and fragmented. Ruby hadn’t seen a trace 

of Tardis on board the shuttle. The image lingered, an irritating sore 

that Ruby mentally picked at, trying to remember… but it was lost in 

the swelling ache that was crushing her mind. 

 Ruby looked back to the sink and wondered how on earth to 

wash her face. There wasn’t enough moisture on her hands to be 

useful, which left only… 

 With her eyes firmly shut, Ruby slowly lowered her head into 

the basin, pressing it against the wet bowl of sponge. The tiny tendrils 

eagerly licked wetly at her face, their fine fibres scraping gently against 

the thin skin of her eyelids, her lips and her wound. She enjoyed the 

sensation so much that she almost forgot what a sight she must present 

with only her bum sticking out above the counter.  

 So deeply was Ruby’s face embedded into the material that she 

almost didn’t hear Shir swearing violently. As the shuttle lunged 

starboard, Ruby was thrown out of the sink and against the opposite 

wall, her face still moist, glistening with drops of water.  

 An explosion threw her onto the floor, and the shuttle filled 

with screeching alarms and strobing purple lights. 
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Rubble rained onto the tunnel floor, sending stinging shards of black 

rock that nipped at the Doctor’s suit while cobbles bruised his flesh 

and dust clouded his visor.  Tremor after tremor rattled the earth 

around him, the sounds overlapping and fusing into a single echoing 

roar. 

 The Doctor held his jacket above his head as he ran after the 

others, jumping over jagged rock and dodging falling debris. The 

alien’s glow had shifted up into an alarming bright yellow, but their 

light had faded from view in the chaos of the tunnel. Crippled by only 

possessing two legs and not their bounding four, he could not match 

their pace. 

 He trusted to his own senses, focusing on reaching the landing 

site and the clear, poisonous air that lay outside the tunnel mouth. He 

had to get back to Ruby. He had been forced to leave the Subaloque 

without saying farewell to his companion as Dubara had dragged him 

to the shuttle bay as ordered by Faasid, not allowing the Doctor an 

opportunity to slip away. He frantically hoped that Ruby was still 

sitting quietly in the TARDIS reading her books and cooking him 

omelettes as she had been these past few weeks. 

 The protuberance that floored him had been shrouded by a veil 

of dust. He did not see it until after he had bounced his forehead off of 

it. The black knob of lava that hung from the ceiling left a flashing blue 

white impression in his vision that continued to dance on his eyelids as 

he lay on the tunnel floor and the world poured down around him. 

 

Ruby was beginning to wish the shuttle had grown softer floors 

instead of the brutally textured non-slip kind that she kept falling onto 

face-first. 

 She didn’t need to bother Shir asking what happened. She’d 

been around the Doctor long enough to know that escaped prisoners, 
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no matter how nice they may happen to be, tended to be pursued 

when they stole interstellar shuttle craft. 

 Another warning blast rocked the ship, rolling Ruby against the 

base of the sink. She splayed out her arms and legs to prevent her from 

spinning any further and wearily lifted her head to stare down the hall 

into the cockpit. 

 Ruby wasn’t expecting to see a pair of red, four-inch stiletto 

heels blocking her field of vision. Craning her neck back further, she 

found herself staring at the tall figure of Tardis, resplendent in a tight-

fitting baby-blue dress. The outfit somehow managed not to clash with 

the green and orange of the ship’s interior. 

 Despite the situation, Ruby couldn’t help but envy the woman’s 

sense of style, while at the same time feeling overwhelmingly relieved 

to see her. Ruby flashed what she hoped was a welcoming smile as the 

ship lurched sideways.  

 Unfazed by the ship’s movement and not a hair out of place, 

Tardis stared down at her with a confident, if naughty, air and winked. 

 

Dubara sent the shuttle blasting off at top speed as the ground 

evaporated beneath them. As she veered skywards to the Subaloque, 

Dubara could see the land beneath them turn into a seething, boiling 

mass of dust and magma as the planet consumed itself. 

 Superiority. 

 That was the only conclusion that Dubara had been able to 

reach. The only reason she could think of for rescuing the Doctor. It 

certainly wasn’t because she liked him. 

 The entire voyage back to the Subaloque the alien remained 

silent, scribbling away on this little notepad as he stared out the viewer 

port. 

 He had said thank you as he lay gasping on the floor of the 

shuttle, tearing off his suit. A simple, humble, pair of words.  
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 Dubara pretended not to have heard him. 

 After docking, she reached the control centre and saw the 

worlds of the solar system boiling away on the holographic display, 

she forgot the Doctor entirely. 

 ‘Commander,’ the Doctor said, his voice a reverent whisper, ‘I 

would advise we leave immediately.’ He pointed a finger at the 

holographic solar system. ‘I think it would be wise if your people 

monitored its size…’ 

 Dubara focused on the world that they just escaped from… her 

home. Indeed, even as she watched, it seemed to swell and shift in size.  

She rubbed her wrist in irritation - she lost the wrist computer 

somewhere in the tunnels, scraped off by the falling debris. ‘That is 

impossible…’  

 ‘Yes, Doctor,’ Faasid said, his voice strained. ‘We noticed that all 

the planets seem to be swelling at an abnormal rate…’ 

 The Doctor frowned, his brow wrinkled in concentration. ‘I was 

not referring to the planets…’ 

 Faasid gazed back at the solar system in confusion and then 

disbelief slowly crept across his face as he looked to the system’s sun. 

 ‘The infection has spread,’ the Doctor said calmly. ‘It is about to 

go nova.’ 

 Flares of solar puss swept outward from the glowing orb, as the 

distended fire reached out to lick and devour its planetary children. 

 Alarms sounded as radiation flared against the Subaloque’s hull, 

and the monitors flickered and danced as the lethal blaze scrambled 

signals and inundated the sensor arrays. The exterior screens raged 

with light as the engorged sun swallowed them. 

 ‘Light speed!’ Faasid thundered. ‘Now!’ 

 

Ruby crawled – the safest option – into the cockpit and squatted just 

behind the swearing Shir beside the panel Tardis had told her about. 
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Ruby popped off the iridescent casing and gaped at the cluster of 

organic wires and glistening globes that spilled out. Peeping through 

Shir’s legs, Ruby could see the three-dimensional schematic that lit up 

the viewer port: four large ships surrounded their little shuttle in a 

tight diamond formation, firing the occasional glancing shot whenever 

Shir tried to evade them. Brusque voices filled the comm systems and 

Shir appeared near to weeping, her calm demeanour obliterated as her 

freedom was once again being wrested from her. 

 Ruby repeated Tardis’ hastily whispered instructions over and 

over again as she squeezed, tore, shoved and poked here, there and 

here again, desperately hoping she was doing the right thing. Ruby 

hadn’t admitted her techno-phobia to Tardis or the fact that she always 

had someone else replace the light bulbs in her kitchen whenever they 

went out 

 Ruby grabbed the last node, crossed her fingers for luck, closed 

her eyes and squeezed. 

 The cabin filled a cacophony of grating sounds, although Ruby 

felt that Shir made the loudest noise, as the gravity inside the shuttle 

switched off. Tools, boots and a large flailing alien found themselves 

suddenly airborne. Thankful that her stomach was empty, Ruby grimly 

held on to the squelchy node to prevent herself from floating away 

before she shoved the last tendril into place. 

 Nothing happened. 

 Ruby had expected an explosion or at least a loud bleeping 

noise. But there was nothing. She continued to float, her arms elbow-

deep in the wetness of the ship’s technology as Shir grabbed Ruby’s 

feet and started to pull her out of the recess. Lifting her head free of the 

enclosure, Ruby twisted round to stare at the holographic display. 

 The four escort ships were moving slowly closer to their shuttle, 

their diamond formation growing smaller.  Gradually their speed 

increased, as if to crush the little ship that hung between them. 
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Ruby grinned and squished her eyes shut, waiting for impact. 

The voices on the comm systems squawked in alarm, evidently 

realizing too late what was happening, scaling upwards into shouts 

that blared into the cabin, mixing with frantic orders screamed to 

underlings. But it was too late. 

 The four ships, pulled toward each other as a result of Ruby’s 

inverting the gravity generators, slammed against each other, their 

tremendous hulls rending and tearing into themselves while their bulk 

sheltered the tiny shuttle craft between them. 

 Shir gave a triumphant shout and swam through the air to the 

control column, quickly firing up the thrusters. 

 Ruby let out a long breath filled with relief as the shuttle broke 

free of the melded vessels and released her grip of the wetware to drift 

into the cabin, watching as Shir’s hands scampered about the controls. 

 The alarms, however, did not stop wailing. 

 ‘Hull breach!’ Shir shouted, her feet floundering to reach the 

floor controls in the zero gravity. ‘A wing from one of their ships cut us 

open when we bolted. I cut it too close!’  

 Ruby floated over her shoulder and watched the planet below 

them swell in size on the main viewer. Shir’s swears and motions 

become frantic as they fell into the upper atmosphere and the screen 

filled with flames. 

 ‘It’s no use!’ Shir kicked at the console and drifted away, her 

skin beet red with frustration. ‘I’ve lost all control. We’re going to 

crash!’ 

 Ruby flailed her arms and legs desperately in the empty air, 

trying to find something to hold on to, to brace for impact, to hide 

behind, to live, to breathe, to breathe… 

 With her last breath she screamed for help realizing that they 

were in free fall, they were going to die, going to die, she was going to 

die and she screamed… 
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 ‘DOCTOR!’  

 It wasn’t until just prior to impact that Ruby wondered when 

she had stopped praying to God. 
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PART THREE: YOU’RE STEPPING ON MY CLOAK. 

 

The Doctor thrust the sheaves of notes into his pocket and passed over 

the spiky echinoderm lap-top that he had been working on since the 

Subaloque began its flight into light speed.  

 ‘I think you will find that this is what has been going on in those 

worlds…or at least a rough approximation.’ Several of the living spines 

embedded themselves into the ship’s console, writhing and twitching 

as they funnelled data into the mainframe. 

 ‘The computers have finished their diagnostic of the planetary 

collapse, Commander.’ The technician stepped to the side to allow 

Faasid access to the unit. A three-dimensional model of one of the 

planets from the dead solar system filled the display. 

 An overlay of the Doctor’s model drawn in honey yellow slid 

over the blue of the Subaloque’s results, the duplicate lines overlapping 

to form an almost uniform green. ‘Your model is ninety-eight percent 

accurate… how is that possible?’ Diraama leaned in over the technician 

and stabbed at the controls, his voice filled with disbelief.   

 The Doctor peered at the model and sucked on his pen 

thoughtfully. ‘Well, I had a very nice view on the way back up, thanks 

to our Dubara here. Spectacular, in a horrifying way, of course. I have 

seen a similar process before. The rest was just a matter of logical 

guessing.’ 

 Commander Faasid stared blankly at him, his eyelids heavy 

with exhaustion. 

 ‘Yes, well,’ the Doctor went on, ‘suppose you wanted to know 

the number of piano tuners in Cardiff. Simply start with the total 

number of people in the city, take a reasonable guess of the percentage 

of families that own a piano and the number of times they would need 

to be tuned over a period of a few years…’ The Doctor started 
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doodling on the console. ‘Or I suppose you could just grab a phone 

book.’ 

 'Doctor,' said Faasid, interrupting, desperate to keep him on 

track. 'You said you've seen this before?' 

 ‘Oh? Oh yes, the Caribbean I think, um… Bermuda Triangle.’ 

The Doctor jabbed at his model again. ‘Not the exact process itself, you 

understand. There it was due to gasses that were locked within 

carbonate rocks, deep under the ocean. When a seismic tremor 

ruptured the rock, the gas bubbles were released and ascended 

rapidly… any surface tension is eliminated and any thousand tonne 

steel vessel that was happily floating on top of the water suddenly 

finds itself sinking into a gaseous, fizzy frothy mess, like an antacid 

tablet. End result, glug, glug, glug… same thing appears to be 

happening here, except what is being released is probably a by-product 

of some other activity, yet it appears to be destroying cohesion at the 

molecular, possibly even the atomic, level. The bonds that hold 

everything together break and, well, as I said… Glug.’ It was only then 

that the Doctor noticed that Dubara had been uncharacteristically 

silent. Even now she was ignoring the on-screen model and was 

instead staring intensely at Faasid.  

 ‘But how can it spread so quickly?’ Faasid asked, oblivious to 

his wife. 

 ‘Possibly it hitched a ride on a vessel, or perhaps it’s so small it 

can ride the solar winds… after all, there is no such thing as empty 

space. Well, except this pen. This is mostly made up of nothing, like 

this ship, or me or you… If whatever it is can essentially destroy every 

thing at such a fundamental level, in a way it is restructuring space as 

we know it… gravity, distance, all the rules we know become 

meaningless.’ 
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Faasid’s expression intimated that this was not the answer he was 

hoping for. ‘I’m going to try for a simple yes or no question… Can it be 

contained?’ 

 ‘I really have no idea. Probably not.’ 

 ‘Is our best option really to just keep running?’ 

 ‘For now, yes. Until we can find out more about whatever is 

causing this. But this “infection” appears to be radiating outward from 

a central point at an exponential rate.’ The Doctor’s doodle became a 

spiral that circled larger and larger on the console until it reached the 

edge. ‘Fairly soon we may not have anywhere to run to.’ He looked 

absently at the doodle that resembled a humongous cinnamon roll. 

‘Has anyone seen Ruby, by the way?’ 

 

Ruby found herself sitting in a courtyard at her old school. The granite 

bench beneath her was cool and damp from the morning air. For a 

terrifying moment Ruby thought she was ten again, but a quick look 

down brought a shudder of relief as she saw her own adult body, even 

if it was still the slimmed down version she’d recently acquired. 

 The nun standing before her wore a habit in midnight blue, 

crested with curls of blonde hair that strayed from beneath the cowl, as 

if trying to escape the constricting fabric by riding stray wisps of the 

morning air. 

 ‘Tardis?’ Ruby squinted in the bright sunlight. 

 ‘Ruby.’ Tardis’ tone was expectant. 

 ‘It’s not that I’m not happy to see you,’ Ruby began, ‘and thank 

you for saving our lives, by the way. I think, unless I’m dead, in which 

case never mind. I am pleased to see you, but, well, you never just 

show up for a cup of tea, do you pet? It’s always “we’re all going to 

die, etc”. No offence.’ 

 ‘None taken.’ 
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 ‘So I’m not dead then?’ Ruby stared around at the familiar brick 

buildings and verdant topiaries. 

 ‘Not yet, no.’ 

 ‘Oh. That’s good.’ She took in the acres of wet grass and the 

pillars lining the flagstone walks. Empty classroom windows glowered 

down at her. She still felt small in this courtyard, even almost thirty 

years on. ‘Why am I… Why are we, I suppose, here?’ 

 ‘You’re not.’ 

 ‘Oh.’ Ruby waited.  She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t 

remember speaking much in her dreams, as this must surely be what 

this is. Besides, Tardis seemed almost bored with her questions, so she 

stayed quiet so as not to offend. 

 A vision flashed before Ruby: she lay sprawled within the 

wreckage of the shuttle craft, her skin chilled and slick, her eyes closed 

and twitching. Beside her lay the unconscious body of Shir, pinned 

beneath a buckled support strut. 

 Seeing herself, Ruby experienced a jarring emotion that she 

couldn’t describe. When she turned twenty, her mother had paid for a 

trip to a day spa. Ruby remembered that the massage was one of the 

most emotionally draining experiences of her life. The pressure on her 

muscles seemed to physically stimulate every range of emotion, 

spanning from fear to sorrow. When the woman rubbed her foot, Ruby 

felt overwhelmed by the most peculiar and intense sensation of 

sadness. Rolling over on the table, she had found that her eyes were 

wet with tears. It wasn’t until years later when Nanna Morgan died 

that she was able to identify this emotion as grief. A sensation so a part 

of her, so intense, that it lay dormant with her body her entire life, only 

to be brought to light for the merest moment by the errant stroke of a 

nerve ending.  

 That was how Ruby felt now as she looked down at herself… 

Overcome by an emotion she couldn’t name but somehow knew that 
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one day in the future she would come to recognize and understand. 

Now, though, it felt so intense, yet so alien, that she wasn’t sure she 

ever wanted to understand.  

 It tasted of regret and longing. 

 Then it was gone.  And so was the wrecked shuttle. She was 

back with Tardis on the bench in the school yard. 

 Ruby turned to Tardis, feeling her eyes fill with tears. ‘I saw 

you, before I passed out. You were in pain, horrible, horrible pain. Are 

you all right?’ 

 Tardis flinched. ‘I’m always all right. Things have been 

changing. I’m not certain what is happening, although I have a 

suspicion or two, and what with everything else that’s going on with 

me at the moment… Well, I needed to get away from my plasmic self 

for a while, take a breather. But don’t concern yourself with me.’ Tardis 

placed her hands on either side of the bench and leaned in close to 

Ruby, her blue eyes piercing at such close proximity. ‘I need you to do 

two things.’ She opened her lips and time itself seemed to hold its 

breath in anticipation. 

 Ruby was certainly holding hers.  

 ‘The Doctor cares about you very deeply, Ruby Mundy.’ 

 Ruby felt her cheeks flush, defensive and confused. ‘So?’ 

 ‘You are kind, giving and understanding.’ 

 ‘Thank you.’ Ruby was even more confused and it must have 

shown in her eyes. 

 Tardis pressed on. ‘You are everything that he believes in, 

everything he defends and fights for… and he does fight for you, 

Ruby. For good.’  

 ‘You make that sound like it’s a bad thing. You don’t want me 

to be… good? Is that what you’re asking?’ Ruby was beginning to wish 

she’d wake up now. This couldn’t be heading anywhere… well, good. 
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‘Look around, Ruby.’ Tardis gestured around her at the trees, 

school, the nuns and the sky. ‘Do you remember being here as a child?’ 

 ‘Of course,’ replied Ruby, eager to be back on familiar ground. ‘I 

remember the sisters, the sounds of springtime… It was safe.’ 

 ‘You know humanity, Ruby, the good and the bad and more 

importantly about love. In a way the Doctor does not.’ Tardis’ voice 

was kind, imploring Ruby to understand. ‘Because the Doctor needs to 

be reminded of what he’s really fighting for - for reality, for humanity. 

That even the good have bad days and that the spirit is complex. You 

blind him, Ruby, with the simple nature you wear so comfortably, that 

insulates you so. If the Doctor’s going to survive what’s coming he 

must be reminded of what he is running from. Otherwise he won’t 

understand what’s going to happen next. He’s spent too long trying to 

forget his past. You are not only his hearts, Ruby Mundy, you are his 

eyes, how he sees the world. In many ways, you are his world. But 

nothing can be eternal. I need you to see more of the world around 

you. To become more aware. You can see things in people that he can 

not. What is familiar to you is as alien to him as it would be to any of 

these children in this school.’  

 Tardis sounded mournful, and Ruby had another vision of the 

blonde woman lying on the deck of the shuttle craft, mortally 

wounded, crying out for death. 

 Ruby crossed her arms and shook her head, determined. ‘I’m 

not sure I understand. I’ll try. I’ll help the Doctor in anyway I can, you 

know that. But you said there were two things. What was the second?’ 

 Tardis looked around at the lush ersatz grass and replied 

quietly. ‘The ship’s emergency transponder was damaged in the crash. 

You must activate the beacon, or the Doctor and the others will never 

be able to help you.’ She went on to describe the location of the 

transmitter and how to activate it. ‘Escape is useless…’ 
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 ‘Of course…’ Ruby trailed off, not sure to whom Tardis was 

referring. Ruby took a breath and asked a question she had been 

turning over and over in her mind, not wanting to ask, but knowing 

she had to. ‘Tardis, you have access to my mind, right?’ 

 Tardis turned back to her, an eyebrow cocked. 

 ‘The old me, I mean, from a few weeks ago. The Doctor said that 

the TARDIS held my memories in the telepathic circuits? It’s just that I 

haven’t been… they took away, well, fixed, really, a part of me. I miss 

it. I need to feel myself again. All the cravings and the habits and all of 

me. I want me back. To be whole.’ 

 ‘Of course,’ Tardis’ voice was sympathetic. She strode back to 

Ruby and moved to place a finger on Ruby’s forehead. 

 At the last moment, Ruby shrank back. ‘Just me,’ she cautioned. 

‘I trust you Tardis; I do, but please, just put me back, as I was. Nothing 

more, nothing less.’ 

 Tardis smiled a tired smile. ‘Of course, Ruby. I promise. Just you 

as you were. Nothing more. Just Ruby Mundy.’ Still wearing the caring 

smile, Tardis pressed her finger against Ruby’s skin. 

Ruby felt a warm, viscous sensation flow through her body as the 

world grew soft and white around her.  

She woke up on the gritty floor of the shuttle, blinking open her 

eyes. 

 Several moments passed before her screams of terror filled the 

shuttle. 

 

‘Diraama…’ 

 ‘Doctor?’ Diraama looked up from his workstation in surprise. 

His eyes grew wider still when he saw the Doctor brandishing the 

potato.  

 ‘Don’t worry,’ said the Doctor, laying it on the table between 

them. ‘It isn’t loaded.’ 
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 Diraama returned his attention to his sponge-screens. ‘I’m 

surprised Dubara allowed you the freedom to roam the ship 

unescorted after assaulting me.’ 

 ‘Yes, well, perhaps she’s just not terribly fond of you. Or 

perhaps she had a change of heart. Sometimes it is best not to question 

people’s generous natures. There is always a reason, but often not one 

we expect to find.’ 

 Diraama remained focused on the data swimming across his 

screens. 

 ‘Particularly,’ the Doctor continued, ‘when you do not know 

their real motives.’ 

 Diraama didn’t even bother to look up from his work to give the 

alien his practised withering glare. ‘If you have something to say, 

Doctor, please say it so I can get on with my work.’ 

 The Doctor spun the potato on the counter top, watching as it 

left charred carbon swirls on the smooth white calcite. ‘If you have not 

already heard, there is something eating its way through entire solar 

systems.’ 

 ‘I am aware. The commander broadcasted the news ship-wide.’ 

 ‘And yet here you are ploughing away for a vaccine… a very 

honourable pursuit of course.’ 

 ‘If I could be left alone to complete it, yes,’ Diraama conceded 

testily. 

 ‘And while Faasid is busy getting us to the nearest uninfected 

sector as quickly as possible, I finally found time to sit down and have 

a talk with our little friend here.’ The Doctor tapped the now 

motionless potato. 

 Diraama grunted, but said nothing more. 

 ‘Not literally, of course. Although they have many eyes, they 

cannot see.’ The Doctor fondly rubbed one of the nubby little buds that 

studded the end of the potato. ‘Or speak, of course. But I was able to 



 

44 

run a few quick scans. And do you know what I found?’ He grabbed 

Diraama’s gaze and fixed him with the steely glare of his own. ‘While 

working with you I had a chance to examine the vaccine – it is very 

effective, but what was more interesting is what you are using to inject 

it with. Your, ah, thick-skins as it were, your people use mercury to 

absorb it directly into your system. Of course to you the mercury is 

harmless… But I have been examining a sample of the mercury I 

extracted into this potato and found that it also contains a slow-acting 

toxin.’ 

 Diraama’s skin faded into a hostile shade of dark blue grey as 

the Doctor continued. 

 ‘The vaccine is subjected to the highest levels of screenings, 

necessary of course, as will every hospital you ship it to, but the 

medium of delivery, the mercury, is not. There is no protocol in place 

to screen the mercury, is there?’ The Doctor held out the carcass of the 

potato sadly. ‘Whatever you are up to Diraama, it is not to cure 

millions. It is to kill them.’ 

 Diraama said nothing, but watched the Doctor intently, waiting 

for him to act. 

 ‘I wonder how many you have you already killed?’ 

 ‘What is it you want from me, Doctor? If you’d wanted to tell 

Dubara, you would have already.’ 

 The Doctor stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. ‘I really don’t 

care about what vendetta you have with these people. My compan- my 

friend, Ruby, has left the ship with an escaped prisoner.’ He pulled his 

hands out of his pockets and held up Dubara’s wrist computer, held 

between a pair of crossed fingers.  ‘I need to know what Dubara is up 

to… and about subject 2141223.’ With the device still pressed closely to 

his chest, the Doctor glanced over his shoulder at the wall behind him. 

‘Quickly! There is very little time.’ 
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Diraama reached into his pouch and reluctantly withdrew a data 

seed. ‘Subject 2141223. Her name is Shir, I believe.’ 

 ‘Awfully handy to have the data so close at hand.’ The Doctor 

plucked it out of his grasp. ‘Not thinking of running off with it, now 

were you?’ 

 Diraama shrugged. ‘I have another copy.  Dubara seeks her. I’m 

not sure why. Her experiments are the real reason I’m here, but as of 

yet, I have only theories. I have been as successful as you in breaching 

her security. She trusts no one, but I am convinced it is a weapon to use 

against the Yerekek.’ 

 ‘Yerekek?’ The Doctor puzzled over the seed before he found 

the input tendrils and let it attached itself to Dubara’s computer. ‘They 

are your rivals... in the Ortiz-Rift sector. I believe I recall Dubara telling 

me… but what on earth for? You are not one of them are you?’ The 

download completed, the Doctor pocketed the wrist computer and 

rolled the seed in his hand. 

 ‘I am not a Yerekek, Doctor, but I am a sympathizer to their 

plight.’ Diraama continued working feverishly at his own terminal. ‘I 

do not believe in genocide or, for that matter, destroying an entire 

world in order to exterminate a single species.’ His terminal bleeped 

and Diraama grabbed several data seeds before starting for the door. 

 ‘That sounds horribly familiar… just how do they intend to do 

that?’ The Doctor made no move to block his path. 

 ‘You’ve already seen it destroy a star system…’ Diraama’s voice 

trailed through the doorway behind him. 

 The Doctor looked up in alarm as he heard a shot and he 

sprinted after Diraama - and nearly tripped over the body as he leapt 

through the doorway. 

 Dubara stood over the corpse, the weapon still clutched in her 

hands. 
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 She reached over and took the seed out of the Doctor’s hand. 

‘Thank you for exposing our spy for us. I presume you knew I’d be 

watching.’ 

 ‘Of course,’ said the Doctor sadly, as he bent over the fallen 

alien. ‘I just did not realize how long it would take you to get down 

here. I will not bother asking if that was really necessary. Or how 

convenient it was that we are just out of view of your cameras.’ His 

tone was low and angry, but he was aware that her weapon was still 

trained on him. With an effort, he restrained himself. 

 Dubara watched him intently for a long moment, the weapon 

unmoving.  

 The Doctor was almost relieved when the ship’s alarms 

sounded and the emergency lighting activated.  Pausing only to place 

his hand on Diraama’s forehead in a gesture of peace, the Doctor ran 

after Dubara as she made for Faasid’s control area. 

 

Shir prayed to the Observers above to let her slip into a coma. Ruby’s 

screams seemed unending, relentlessly distracting. Shir’s only respite 

would come when the woman would pass out for a moment or two, 

exhausted by her madness. But never long enough for Shir to retreat 

into her meditations. 

 Ruby’s first screams woke Shir from her concussion and, pinned 

beneath the buckled girder, she could only stare at the emergency 

beacon pulsing within Ruby’s grip. 

 It was over. They were coming. 

 Shir was going to die. Finally. No more running. 

 Ruby’s scream paused; the parched raw throat hissed a wheeze 

as she slipped into sleep. 

 Shir began to chant, slowly, invoking her own spirit that was 

connected to all others. 
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 She desperately wished she could find her love in the universal 

static. She had tried many times in the past and failed each time. Just to 

reach out and say it was all right, it was okay, they were still together 

in memories if nothing else. 

 Upon learning of her affliction, her family had abandoned her, 

and Shir lost her position in society and was shuttled from camp to 

camp, left with nothing but religion, which no one could take from her. 

Bound to her inescapable fate, the only dream that kept Shir alive 

through the slow, viscous days and nights in the camps and in the 

prisons, was the thought that she had loved once in her life.  

 The rational part of her mind knew that it had merely been a 

few months of infatuation when she was little more than a child. The 

knowledge that her one positive memory, her one hope in life, was 

nothing more than a crush haunted her, driving her deeper and deeper 

into her prayers and into silence, listening to the problems of those 

around her. She soon became wise among her fellow inmates. 

 Her wisdom was that she was as lost as they were, but simply 

chose not to speak of it. 

 But lying on her side pinned to the twisted floor, her face 

pressed into puddles of filth that seeped in from what must surely be a 

swamp outside the shuttle craft, Shir didn’t feel particularly wise.  

 Shir wondered if she was going to have to face death as she 

faced her entire life: with the mind of a child, filled with both wonder 

and terror of the world around her, knowing she should grow up but 

never finding that she had. Inside, she was still the same person and 

always would be. 

 

Dubara stood frozen just inside the doorway control centre - the 

Doctor had to skid to a halt to avoid slamming into her from behind. 

Peeking over her shoulder, he saw that Faasid’s chamber was filled 

with the sponge-globe projection displaying a serene, tranquil orb of 
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what must surely be Aalam’s World, the nearest uninfected planet. But 

centre stage was the Subaloque, its massive tendrils and white reef-like 

branches filled the image, proud and white… and crumbling silently to 

dust. 

 The Doctor turned to Faasid who was staring at the image with 

a mixture of horror and revulsion.   

 ‘We’ve brought it with us.’ The commander’s voice was thick 

and mournful. 

 ‘We must get to the shuttles,’ urged Dubara as she rushed to a 

side terminal and began, the Doctor guessed, sending her research data 

to the receiver stations on Aalam before the communication systems 

collapsed. 

 ‘We cannot risk infecting Aalam.’ The commander’s voice was 

firm. ‘I have ordered all of vessels locked down. We cannot leave.’ 

 The Doctor thought for a moment that Dubara would strike 

him, but he intervened. ‘Very gallant, but there is no need for mass 

suicide. Please ask your crew to assemble in the cargo bay. I can take 

all of you. There’s been enough death for one day.’ 

 

The distant sound of a car door slamming woke Ruby. 

 Daddy’s home. 

 Ruby opened her eyes and rolled onto her side, sweeping back 

her hair and rubbing her sniffly nose. She tried to pull the blanket over 

her head, but her hand clasped at empty air. Her other hand was 

wrapped around a strange rubber ball that was covered in stringy bits. 

 Ruby rolled over again and curled up onto her side.  

 Daddy will bring a blanket. That big, furry one he got last holiday. 

Mummy will bring soup. Yummy tomato soup. 

 There was another clumping sound, closer this time. 

 Maybe he’s getting presents out of the boot. More blankets… more 

cocoa, just for me and Mavis. 
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 Ruby blinked awake, eager for the thick, rushing warmth of hot 

chocolate. 

 There was an alien standing over her. Two of them. Big and 

blue.  

 Ruby lifted her hand to wave hello at them, but then she saw 

her shirt. 

 With sight came knowledge. Knowledge she had accumulated 

all her life in little drips but had always been able to contain, to place in 

little boxes. Of how the fibres came from fields of cotton, sown and 

reaped, of dyes and chemicals and sweatshops and the poor with 

hands bleeding, fingers lost… 

 Ruby gasped. She felt every molecule of air, every single sound, 

every millimetre of her skin. She felt and saw everything, heard 

everything, smelt and tasted everything around her. She drew another 

breath to scream and saw her fingernails and the nail polish that 

gleamed in red.  And knew of the factories and pollution and of the 

animals, strapped down and trapped, eyes wide open as the polish 

dripped and burned and… 

 Ruby screamed. 

 The images wouldn’t stop, they wouldn’t stop coming, she 

couldn’t stop knowing and she knew she should be able to block it out, 

knew she could handle it, but then she saw her shoes and the images 

kept coming of leather and tanning and animals and death and pain 

and waste and… 

 Her eye wide, Ruby’s mind was swamped by the first rushes of 

what must truly be madness. Even as they picked her up and treated 

her wounds, she couldn’t stop thinking, couldn’t stop, even breathing 

and all the micro-organisms that must be breeding in her lungs, laying 

their eggs and the microscopic creatures that lived and crawled on her 

skin, biting and digging and eating… and her kitchen, the thought of 
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her kitchen, the one place she loved, her safe place… the things she did 

there to every conceivable animal… 

 No matter how much she screamed, scream after hoarse scream, 

she couldn’t shut it out. 

 

Something was wrong. 

 The Doctor stood at the TARDIS console, waiting for the crew of 

the Subaloque to file into his ship. One by one, they slipped sideways 

through the narrow doors and stared around in wonder, but their 

reserved nature kept them from commenting on the impossible size of 

the craft. The Doctor gently coaxed and stroked the console’s controls, 

but only the most basic systems were online. 

 ‘Doctor?’ Dubara stood next to him, obviously still watching his 

every move. ‘You seem troubled.’ 

 ‘We all have problems in life, Dubara,’ said the Doctor vaguely. 

‘It is how we deal with them that define us.’ 

 Dubara fingered her weapon thoughtfully, apparently not 

thrown by his attempts to divert the conversation. ‘Is your ship 

infected?’ 

 ‘No!’ The Doctor said sharply, slamming his palm against the 

console. ‘She is fine. She is just… not all here.’ Ignoring Dubara’s 

questioning glance, he ushered the last crew member through the 

doors and shut them before switching on the scanner screen.  

 Outside the TARDIS, the walls of the cargo bay grew peppered 

as the darkness advanced toward them. 

 The Doctor leaned forward onto the console, staring at the 

impending shadows. ‘But I’m afraid I cannot dematerialise.’ Around 

the TARDIS, the Subaloque shuddered and groaned as it began to 

collapse on itself. ‘We are stuck here.’ 
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PART FOUR: SOFT EJECT 

 

The crater was over two hundred meters in diameter. Groundwater, 

once hidden beneath the earth, was already beginning to bleed in 

shallow pools, quenching the still-glowing soil with steamy sighs. 

Littered across the plain were the tears of molten rock that had been 

shaped and frozen by their sudden passage through the cool air. 

Specks of mother of pearl and ashes of white coral drifted down into 

the green seas of Aalam; all that remained of the Subaloque.  

 In the centre of the crater stood a wooden box, blue and proud, 

singed and blackened by the heat of re-entry.  The natives stood at the 

crater’s edge and stared at the strange object, taking photographs and 

talking excitedly into their data terminals while little children stomped 

around, running in between the towering legs of the adults, laughing 

and singing, delighted by this new alien object. 

 The box opened with an ancient creak, as if the box itself were 

tired and worn beyond repair. One by one, squeezing awkwardly 

through the double doors, people emerged, some in uniforms, some 

naked, many wounded. All of them appeared dazed and wondrous, 

rubbing their eyes in the bright red sun.  

As the last emerged, a hefty priestess, she was followed by a 

peculiar little creature that locked the box behind him. He waved to the 

crowd above, grinned at the cameras and all the while herding the 

stunned people out of the crater, gently rubbing their bewildered 

backsides and calmly stroking their trembling necks. He was followed 

at a distance by the large priestess, who caught up with him at the 

crater rim. 

 ‘Aalam, you said?’ the Doctor dusted off his sunglasses and slid 

them into place as he took in the world around him. ‘Beautiful planet.’ 
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 ‘It is a leisure world,’ replied Dubara with distaste. ‘Holiday 

constructs always annoy me. As if it was possible to force enjoyment. 

You said you disconnected the real-world interface of your ship?’ 

 ‘What?’ The Doctor turned to stare down at the TARDIS, now 

alone in the crater, with the exception of the occasional photographer. 

A slight frown crept across his brow for a second, but he shook it 

away. Surely it was the sun playing tricks on him? Since when did the 

TARDIS have a grey hue to its blue paint work? He returned his 

attention to the question in hand. ‘Oh, yes that. Basically, I severed the 

connection to the outer hull so that when we landed…’ 

 ‘Crashed,’ Dubara corrected. 

 ‘When we landed,’ continued the Doctor breezily, ‘we were not 

actually in it. Mathematically, a general and vague explanation, but it 

will suffice. We were lucky that the force of the decompression was 

enough to suck us safely out of the Subaloque’s cargo bay as she was 

destroyed. I must say I’m feeling a bit tired after all that.’ 

 ‘The med-evac units have been signalled.’  

 ‘To help the crew, of course,’ the Doctor commented sweetly. 

 ‘Sarcasm is one of your most annoying attributes, Doctor.’ 

Dubara tapped at her new communicator. ‘It is imperative that I 

continue my work immediately. The crew is incidental… as are you.’ 

Dubara could hear the approach of the retrieval pod. She waved to 

Faasid to join her. ‘Other units will be deployed to accommodate you 

and the others… eventually. Or perhaps you may learn how to operate 

your vessel…’ 

Dubara paused, waiting perhaps for the Doctor to retaliate, but he 

remained silent, listening to the wind, or so it seemed, and staring over 

the plain before them. 

 ‘It is not over Dubara, and you know it,’ the Doctor said, his 

voice old and worn. ‘It is on its way, if it is not here already. This world 

is doomed unless you help me.’ He pulled out her wrist computer from 
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his pocket and waved it at Dubara. Shir’s grim and bleak visage stared 

out from the tiny view screen. ‘You have to tell me what you have been 

working on with your prisoners.’ 

 Dubara snatched at her computer, not doubt stung by the 

knowledge that the Doctor stole it from her even as she had risked her 

life to rescue him from the collapsing tunnels. But the Doctor slipped 

out of reach with her computer. Behind him the round bulk of the 

med-evac pod landed in the long grass, waiting patiently. Faasid was 

close now, almost within hearing distance. 

 ‘I still do not know what you have been doing, but I do know 

that this prisoner’s signature,’ the Doctor stabbed at the screen with a 

quaking finger, his breath a low, spitting whisper, ‘is not natural - you 

have been adding something to the mix and I am willing to bet that I 

can guess what. If you do not take me with you, help you contain this 

murderous mess you created and retrieve my friend, this all ends 

now!’ 

 Dubara glared at him but glanced up at Faasid, now near. She 

snorted and bent down to bite the thick juicy stems of the field. 

Chewing on the fibres, she exhaled slowly, obviously attempting to 

maintain her composure, debating her next move. 

 ‘Doctor,’ Faasid breathed. ‘Thank you once more.’ 

 ‘You are quite welcome, Commander.’ The Doctor wore a sad 

smile and added compassionately; ‘It was a pleasure serving on your 

ship. I am sorry it ended as it did. It was a magnificent vessel.’ 

 ‘As much as I miss her, I’d trade ten of her for yours.’ Faasid’s 

voice was light but his skin was mottled purple and obviously 

troubled. ‘Will you be accompanying us to the research facility?’ 

 ‘You know, I am not sure.’ The Doctor turned to Dubara. ‘Will 

I?’ he asked her sweetly. 

 

‘Ruby?’ 
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 The world around her was blessedly alien. She didn’t recognize 

a thing. Lots of orange lighting and display screens flickered up at the 

ceiling made of a material cousin to the Subaloque, bubbly and organic, 

yet studded with smooth rounded edges sealed beneath a slick, sterile 

shell. 

 ‘Ruby, are you all right?’ 

 The Doctor stared down at her, his expression anxious, his voice 

soft and gentle. As long as she kept her gaze on him, on his kind eyes, 

she could hold it together. She could block out the rest and focus. 

 ‘Ruby?’ He took his coat off and tucked it round her chest for 

warmth. 

 ‘I’m… I’m…’ Words failed her. She didn’t know how to explain 

the thoughts that were ramming at her brain. But they were all hers. 

Her longings, her cravings, her senses, everything was back with a 

vengeance. She was back. She was Ruby, except with a migraine and 

thoughts she couldn’t stop. Tardis had kept her word - sort of. ‘I’d…’ 

Ruby stared around the crazy hospital ward with the frantic medics 

and blinking machines. ‘I’d murder for a croissant.’ 

 ‘Excellent!’ The Doctor brushed her fringe aside and carefully 

felt her forehead. ‘I was terribly worried. Thankfully, they were able to 

trace your distress signal and bring you here.’ 

 ‘Shir? Where’s Shir?’ Ruby tried to sit up but her brain ached. 

Her hands cupped her head in an effort to contain the explosion of 

pain. Feeling her scalp, she was relieved to discover that they had 

removed the ghastly adhesive and bound her wound properly. She 

struggled to maintain her train of thought, pressing her eyes closed so 

that she wouldn’t become distracted again and concentrated on her 

breathing. ‘She was with me in the crash. Is she all right?’ 

 The Doctor helped her lean back on the gurney, fluffing up her 

pillow as he stroked her arm soothingly. ‘She is here as well. She 

survived the crash… She is with Dubara now…’ He glanced off down 
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the hall towards something that Ruby couldn’t see. ‘Ruby, I am sorry 

but I have to leave you… Dubara… I am not sure what she is up to, but 

it involves Shir, and I cannot imagine she is up to anything good. Call 

it a hunch.’ 

 Ruby forced down the images that threatened to swamp her, to 

drive her insane, choked them down and swallowed, forcing herself to 

look the Doctor in the eye, smile and say; ‘I’m fine, pet. Go help Shir, 

please. They won’t listen to a primitive like me anyway.’ 

 The Doctor stared at her for a long moment, his hand squeezing 

hers tightly. 

 Ruby watched him sprint down the hallway, before he was 

finally swamped by the orange light, tears spilling onto her cheeks. As 

she lay back in her bed, she was terrified that she would die and never 

see him again - and that he would know that the last thing she ever 

told him was a lie. 

 

The Doctor gasped at the image displayed on the gamma ray screen as 

the scanners probed the crystal box that lay in the centre of the 

laboratories. ‘I had no idea you had such technology… An absolute 

zero stasis field.’ 

 ‘We don’t,’ grumbled Dubara as she magnified the image. ‘We 

bought it. Black market. Some Elder race. Even this tiny stasis chamber 

is more than we could afford. There it is,’ she stepped aside so the 

Doctor could get a clearer look. 

 ‘There’s nothing there.’ The Doctor squinted at the screen. 

 ‘Observe the signature readings. The residual trace. It’s moving 

slowly, almost imperceptibly.’ Dubara, turned back to her other 

monitors, her voice impatient. 

 The Doctor stared at the image, even at the molecular level; it 

was nothing more than a blurred smear on the screen. ‘How did you 

get this sample?’ 
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 ‘Survey team on an outer galactic world, noticed the ground 

disturbances and sent back their readings. The rest of the planet was 

lifeless, primitive atmosphere, no other life signs. At the time the 

behaviour of the contagion was benign.’ Dubara punched up global 

monitoring systems on a sponge screen, scanning the reports.  

 ‘Primitive… I wonder.’ The Doctor leapt onto Dubara’s wrist 

computer, as she sighed in irritation as he shunted up the satellite 

image of the last planet they surveyed. ‘Those patterns….I remember 

now… Oh dear…’ 

 Dubara tried to pull her arm back, but he held it firmly, staring 

at the screen. Reluctantly, she turned her eyes examined the image, still 

silent, waiting for him to speak. 

 ‘The poor, the ever lasting…’ The Doctor released his grip and 

turned back to the scanner that still displayed the imprisoned smear. ‘I 

never thought…’ Delight glittered in his eyes as he beamed at Dubara. 

‘Just like the enduring paleodictyon on Earth, farming quietly away on 

the sea floor for billions of years while the world above is consumed by 

fire, famine and flood - when all else dies, the humble paleodictyon 

continues, allowing Earth to re-grow, to start over. Extinction after 

extinction, they are the planet’s trusty backup system. So to, has the 

Universe a system of its own. These,’ he touched the screen almost 

reverently, ‘carry on when all else is lost, when life is forced to start 

from scratch when all else fails, this tiniest piece of life emerges from 

the dead outer worlds and rebuilds galaxies so that life can exist again. 

I never thought I would see them.’ The Doctor’s voice dropped to an 

awed whisper, his tone full of wonder. ‘But they are harmless, 

according to legend… The ground patterns are merely their breeding 

colonies, altering the atmosphere to prepare for the start of the 

breeding cycle. At that point they begin to restructure the fabric of 

matter itself to feed on, creating new quantum permutations, new 

chances of matter, of life. But they stay away from all inhabited space.’ 
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He spun back to Dubara, his eyes blazing with fury. ‘What have you 

done? How dare you turn them into a weapon?’ 

 Dubara fingered the weapon in her pouch, but faced the Doctor 

squarely. ‘We dare, Doctor - no, I dared in order protect our race, to 

ensure that our species continues. Surely, if you preach of evolution, 

these creatures are the epitome of survival. That is all we seek. The 

preservation of our race.’ 

 ‘Diraama told me that you have already used them against the 

worlds of the Yerekek… but you lost control. That is what all this is 

about? I wonder, did you ever really have control over them or were 

you as blind as I think you are?’ 

 ‘Do you really think I’d let all our colony worlds die if I couldn’t 

have prevented it? My own home world? These creatures do not 

respond to sound or scent Doctor, only energy, only patterns, complex 

living signatures.’ 

 ‘The prisoners.’ The Doctor looked at her in horror. ‘You were 

using them, exposing them to these contagions, to provide 

instructions?’ 

 ‘Only a few out of billions can be used. Only a few signatures 

trigger a response.’ Dubara floundered for words, obviously 

desperately trying to make him understand. ‘This subject,’ she 

gestured at Shir who lay strapped to a gurney, ‘contains the closest 

approximation to what we hope is the recall signal.’ 

 ‘Really?’ scoffed the Doctor, moving between Dubara and her 

prisoner. ‘These prisoners hold the key to your survival? Imprisoned 

because of their preference? Homosexuals, transsexuals, asexuals… 

They hold the energy signatures that will save your race.’ His gaze was 

lost in a fog as he touched Shir’s face gingerly.  

 ‘Random mutations,’ corrected Dubara. ‘Mistakes of nature that 

I was attempting to erase. For some reason, it responds to their 

signatures and not others. Even then, only a few. Our first successful 
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attempts were blind luck. I’ve been modelling what I suspect is the 

correct signature for a recall signal by reverse-engineering, but it’s still 

only guesswork at best.’ She gestured to a monitor that displayed a 

peculiar pattern, defined more by its empty space than by the energy 

patterns that flitted around it. 

 The Doctor stared at her, his gaze silencing her. ‘This is not 

about developing some super weapon is it… that was just a by-

product. You were exposing them to a life form that feeds and alters 

energy signatures… to make these poor people normal. Except it had 

the reverse reaction. The prisoners, the deviants, had an effect on the 

life form itself. You did not expect that. But you soon learned how to 

turn them both into a weapon.’ The Doctor began to un-strap Shir. 

‘Why is it that no matter where I go, no matter how advanced the 

culture, you are all obsessed with enforcing your view of what is right 

on others? Is it so hard to grasp that there is a reason for everything? 

These people are out of the normal breeding pool, insulated from 

dangerous diseases that can cull the general populations. There is 

nothing wrong with them. They are your back up system. There is no 

such thing as ‘normal’. Dubara,’ the Doctor addressed her with 

mixture of sadness and disgust, ‘you are a priestess and a scientist… 

but do you ever feel that you are missing the whole point of what 

being alive is really about?’ 

 

She could do this. She could handle this. She had been through so 

much. She couldn’t just lie in bed and not help Shir. Not help the 

Doctor. 

 Ruby slowly levered herself up into a sitting position and sat in 

a lump, hunched over the floor as the hospital staff whirled around 

her. 

 ‘Baby steps. Baby steps, Ruby darling,’ she muttered to herself. 

She inched her gaze up carefully until she found a figure. A simple, 



 

  59 

overweight guard, his belly sagging to the ground, stood in the 

hallway, bored and staring into nothing. He didn’t even bother to 

pretend that this sick and sweaty alien even existed. 

 Ruby could handle that. Nothing was screaming at her. She was 

becoming re-accustomed to the sensations of smell, sound and touch. 

He was completely alien, she knew nothing about him other than the 

facts that he was large and blue and oblivious. Ruby took several long 

breaths, salvaging the courage to look elsewhere, to take her sanity 

back one moment at a time. 

 It was at that moment that the guard squatted and passed 

globules of excrement onto the floor. He bent down and popped the 

pellets into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully, staring off into his own 

private world once more. 

 Ruby felt no revulsion as she watched him. Instead, she blurted 

delightedly; ‘Rabbits!’  

 The guard ignored her. 

 She wanted to kiss him. Rabbits. She had a rabbit as a child and 

it had to eat its own pellets, to fully digest its food and to keep the 

helpful bacteria in its system.  

 Her previous revulsion from seeing Shir do the same thing only 

two days ago was forgotten, as if it never had existed. 

 Ruby smiled for the first time in days.  

 ‘Rabbits!’ Ruby yelled with joy as she hopped off the bed and 

slapped merrily around on her bare feet, taking in the world in big 

gulps, wanting to hug and squeeze everyone in sight. Her head 

swelled with excitement as she realized that everything in the world 

was new to her, everything was bright and new as seen through the 

eyes of Ruby Mundy.  

 Wrapping his coat around her shoulder, she trotted down the 

hallway in search of the Doctor. 
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Ruby meant to bluff her way through the guards to get to the Doctor. 

Wherever he was. When she actually found herself standing in front of 

a guard what came out of her mouth was; ‘Gosh, aren’t you a lovely 

tall alien?’ Which, while not exactly what she planned, it did land her 

at the centre of operations, along with an armed escort.  

 Faasid was there, along with numerous other military personnel 

that had commandeered the main level of the hospital and blocked all 

the exits, effectively sealing the area. Ruby felt comfortably numb once 

more and smiled at all around her. She felt as if someone had dunked 

her head into a small pond: everyone around her moved in slow 

motion and sound was a distant echo. After the past few days, it was 

actually surprisingly relaxing. A tiny distant part of her mind posited 

that it was probably shock due to her several concussions, but Ruby 

wasn’t listening right now. Once again, she was completely fascinated, 

her mind buzzing as her neural pathways found new connections. 

 Ruby found herself staring at Faasid. In the same way that she 

had seen the guard for the first time in the hallway, she saw Faasid 

anew as he walked between his troops and checked and re-checked the 

equipment. Ruby saw more than just the alien face, more than just the 

name and associated personality. Instead she observed his facial 

expressions, his leg movements, the way he twisted his trunk.  

In fact, he reminded her of… 

 Faasid looked up and seemed to notice her for the first time. He 

motioned the two guards away and came over to her. 

 Ruby looked at him, her pupils wide and her smile wider still. 

‘I’m Ruby Mundy,’ she said brightly. ‘Who are you?’ 

 Faasid looked at her questioningly. ‘Yes, Ruby. I remember. 

Allow me to take you to the Doctor. He’s been very worried about 

you.’  

 ‘The Doctor.’ Ruby sucked on her lip. ‘Yes, I’d like that. You 

haven’t seen Shir, have you?’ 
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 Ruby found the look on Faasid’s face impossible to describe. 

 ‘Commander!’  

 Ruby and Faasid turned together to stare at the viewer screens. 

 Ruby watched the live images of a blackness spreading across 

the world, saw the buildings and towns crumble and fall, saw the 

forests and trees blackened and she wondered if she ought to be feeling 

something other than fascinated awe. 

 

Shir had listened to them bicker and lain quietly staring up at the 

ceiling, saying nothing, watching the monitor that blazed quietly in the 

corner. 

 When the Doctor undid the straps that bound her, Shir did not 

try to escape. She did not attack Dubara and seek vengeance as much 

as her pride cried out for her to do so.  

 Instead, Shir stood up slowly, shook off the Doctor’s hands and 

silenced both of them with a single look and pointed to the public 

access monitor.  

 The alien and Dubara took in the images of the destruction and 

death that flashed across the screen, broadcast from all of Aalam. The 

leisure world was falling. Shir's home world, her childhood, here 

friend and tormentors were dying. Her lover would die, if not dead 

already. The blackness was creeping across the continents and the sky 

was beginning to fade. 

 Her head held tall, Shir held out her palms in supplication, her 

voice dim and remote. What did it matter? Surely death was better 

than life with no one in it to love. And there was a chance that her 

sacrifice might save just that.   

‘High Priestess Dubara, I offer myself to you.’  

'There must be another way,’ the Doctor implored Dubara. 

 Shir did not turn away from Dubara to address the gentle man. 

‘Unless you truly are magical, as Ruby says, I fear there is only one 
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way. But I thank you for wanting to try.’ Her gaze sliced into Dubara. 

‘It is more than some.’ 

 The Doctor was silent. Dubara had the decency to flush red. 

 Shir spoke directly to Dubara, focusing on her face, her 

signature, so she would not have to witness the terror that was being 

played out on the screens. ‘Do what you have desired, and may the 

Observers protect you.’ 

 

Faasid made his way to the inner labs, the alien Ruby trotting by his 

side. Her presence was disconcerting. She seemed changed, obviously 

concussed, and her lingering glances examined him in a way that he 

found irritating. 

 When he first gained rank and power, Faasid found that putting 

the people around him at ease with charm and kindness made them 

more responsive, more relaxed. Even when he was completely out of 

his depth and overwhelmed, by helping his subordinates cope he 

seemed to assure them that he knew what he was doing. 

 Faasid learned early in life how to lie to other people, but it 

always amazed him how easy it was to lie to himself – as if he wanted 

to be lied to, wanted to be assured, desperately wanted to be told he 

was doing the right thing. 

 Even when he knew, deep down, that what he was doing was 

wrong. 

 As he neared Dubara’s laboratory, he found himself wondering 

if it was really Ruby that made him uneasy. The woman Dubara had 

become as she developed this weapon was not the woman he married. 

Not the woman he’d fallen in love with. 

 At least that’s what he told himself. 
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Dubara tapped in the final algorithm, ensured that the chamber 

containing Shir and the box were secured, deactivated the stasis field, 

pulled out her weapon and shot the Doctor. 

 He stumbled back from the lock of the chamber door, sucking 

his fingers and glared at her, his gaze furious. 

 ‘Not everyone wants to be rescued.’ Dubara lowered her pistol 

and returned to the scanner. She stared at the readings in wonder. ‘It’s 

already begun to replicate.’ 

 Inside the chamber, Shir reached her hand into the box, 

exposing herself to the tiny particles. 

 The Doctor leaned over her shoulder, staring at the readings. 

‘Have any of the other subjects that have been exposed to this thing 

ever survived?’ 

 Dubara remained silent, constantly hitting the refresh 

command, watching as the distortion multiplied and spread within the 

box, swirling around Shir’s exposed skin. 

 ‘Their number is still increasing…’ the Doctor muttered. His left 

hand typed frantically away at a side terminal just out of Dubara’s 

vision in an attempt to shut down the main system.   

Dubara followed his actions on the security camera, watching as his 

fingers typed away.  

‘If your calculations are incorrect…’ 

 ‘It may take several minutes, Doctor. The idea isn’t that they’ll 

stop replicating completely; we need them to carry the message to the 

others on the planet's surface. This is just a discussion.’ Dubara 

casually isolated the Doctor’s terminal, but let him continue typing 

instructions that would never be received. 

 ‘It is going to kill her.’ The Doctor started pounding on his 

keyboard and pointed to Dubara’s screen where Shir’s signature 

swirled erratically. ‘And you know it.’ 
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 ‘We’re all dead if this doesn’t work, Doctor. It’s only a matter of 

time. If only the message is conveyed.’ 

 ‘You are trying to put a puzzle together in the dark, Dubara. 

With your hands tied behind your back.’ The Doctor joined Dubara 

once more to examine the monitor. Even as they watched, the 

containment box itself became patterned and decayed. The Doctor’s 

shoulders dropped and Dubara could not help suppress a smile.  

Neither one of them heard the door of the laboratory open behind 

them. 

 ‘Dubara,’ Faasid’s voice was desperate. ‘Any progress? We 

don’t have much time. The infection has reached this island. We only 

have minutes. The council has ordered all vessels that attempt to leave 

Aalam shot down to contain it. Not that it will do any good…’ His 

voice trailed off as he stared at Shir on the monitor.  Dubara followed 

his gaze; she had never let Faasid visit the prisoners.  

‘Is that one of the deviants?’ Faasid’s skin colour oscillated slightly 

as he took a step closer to the image. The Round One was by his side, 

her eyes appearing glazed. Dubara fingered her weapon again. So 

many people to shoot, so little time… 

 

Standing at Dubara’s side, Ruby couldn’t bear to look at the screens 

but didn’t want to interrupt the Doctor - he didn’t seem in the mood 

for a chat. Instead, she stared at Shir, so peaceful and wondering as she 

gaped at her hand. Her skin seemed to be dissolving, crumbling to the 

floor as if she were made entirely of dust. Seen through the electric 

green of the monitors, Ruby thought she could almost see Shir’s song, 

the energy and vibration that was her essence, sputter and spark. 

 Ruby turned at the sound of Faasid, his feet scraping anxiously 

at the floor. Stared at him and saw Shir in him. ‘You’re her!’ she 

blurted, pointing. 
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 ‘What?’ The Doctor turned from his monitor. ‘What are you 

talking about?’ 

 ‘I’m not sure,’ Ruby groped for the words. ‘I just thought, for a 

moment that I saw a female. I thought I saw Shir… in Commander 

Faasid.’ 

 The Doctor lunged for his computer that held the Subaloque’s 

data logs and pulled up Faasid’s record. The image spun on the screen 

next to Shir’s. The Doctor turned to Dubara. ‘You have been grafting 

his signature on to Shir’s… Why?’ 

 Faasid was silent as the question hung in the air, tearing his 

terrified gaze away from Ruby to look at Shir once more. 

 ‘It’s failing.’ Dubara hit the computer with frustration. ‘They’re 

not responding! I managed to model what the correct recall signature 

is… it is only hypothetical, a rough estimate. I was hoping that I could 

modify the prisoner’s signature to match...’  

 On screen the particles swarmed throughout Shir’s form as she 

staggered on to the ground, her composure finally lost as she kicked 

and fought as they ravaged her body. 

 ‘She is not the signature.’ The Doctor gasped as understanding 

dawned on him. ‘She was never the correct pattern… It was Faasid all 

along! He is a deviant… you have been covering for him all this time, 

trying to graft his signature onto Shir, to sacrifice her instead.’ 

 Dubara rounded on him, her teeth bared, the pistol raised, her 

eyes wild with fear and frustration. 

 Oblivious, Ruby turned to the screen and stared at the two 

patterns that still revolved on the Doctor’s monitor. On the screen 

beside it, Ruby could see the negative shape of a form that didn’t quite 

match either one. Before, Ruby wouldn’t have spared it more than a 

second glance; alien technology was never really her thing. If she was 

to be brutally honest, toaster ovens were a bit beyond her. But as she 

stared now with no preconceptions, no expectations, no knowledge 
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that she shouldn’t understand it, and only saw the patterns for what 

they were, nothing more, nothing less. 

 People. 

 Ruby saw all the imperfections, the flaws, the discordant 

rhythm and the harmonic patterns, her mind somehow able to see their 

songs as they flitted across the surreal flat screen display. 

 And she saw how the patterns fit together. 

 ‘It’s not a graft you’re looking for, Doctor.’ Ruby’s voice was 

faint, yet audible. She moved to Faasid, ignoring the gun, and placed a 

gentle hand on his lower back. ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ 

 Faasid turned to stare at her, his eyes as wide as a child’s. 

 They felt the ground shake as the first of the tremors rocked the 

building. Glassware and electronics clattered and flared around them. 

 Ruby was unfazed, staring at Faasid with her new eyes. ‘She 

told me she had a lover when she was young, before she was 

imprisoned. But their family was wealthy and could afford the surgery 

to mask the “‘impurity’’.’ Ruby stepped close and put a caring hand on 

Faasid’s arm. ‘I can see you in her. And her in you. She told me about 

how she would love that young woman forever. Faasid, she still loves 

you - you’re all she ever had.’  Ruby waved to the monitor. ‘The graft 

won’t work, Doctor. It isn’t either one of them. It’s both. Together.’ 

 The Doctor blinked in surprise, but recovered himself quickly 

and tore the pistol out of Dubara’s hand, her face dumbstruck as she 

stared at Ruby with hatred and amazement. 

 Ruby matched her gaze, but flinched as the Doctor blasted shot 

after shot into the molten mess that was the door lock. 

 

The pain that had been unbearable, unthinkable, was gone. Shir had 

lost feeling in most of her body for the simple reason that it was no 

longer there.  
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 Her eyes were open. She had nothing left to fear, everything else 

was gone. 

 Then, before her was a vision she had not seen in years. The face 

was different but the eyes… The eyes were the same ones as she 

remembered. And the song within was muffled, but still there.  

 

‘It is not working…’ The Doctor clutched the edge of the desk, his 

knuckles white, as if willing the computer to display the final solution, 

the key pattern. Ruby turned to Dubara, who stood by the scanner, 

watching as the infection began to subsume her mate. Saw the pain on 

her face as, on the monitor, Faasid clutched the prostrate figure of Shir 

beneath him, holding the prisoner in a way he had never held his own 

wife. Ruby didn’t know how she knew that. She just did. 

 ‘I’ve sealed the air purifiers for this room,’ announced Dubara 

dully. The building shook again and the lights began to flicker, 

changing to a dim purple. She looked up, her voice quiet, her anger 

gone. ‘All of the city power is gone. What’s remaining is coming from 

this lab’s emergency generators. It has breached the complex… It’s 

inside!’ 

 The rear wall buckled and collapsed, spilling a dark cloud 

inward that hugged the floor, crept along the walls and dripped from 

the ceiling around them. 

 ‘Get back!’ The Doctor shouted, shoving trays and gurneys into 

the rolling shadows that slowly began to devour them. 

 Ruby stared at the monitor and watched as the signatures of 

Shir and Faasid began to blend together, the gently churning patterns 

interlacing and fusing, filling the empty space between them. As the 

world around her collapsed and she knew she should be screaming for 

her life, Ruby felt that twinge again, the same from her dream when 

she saw herself lying in the ruined shuttle, alone and afraid in the wet 

darkness. As Ruby knew that her own life was about to end, seeing 
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their two signatures fit together so precisely, so perfectly, she couldn’t 

help but wonder if her own life had was missing something… 

 

Faasid stared back at Shir, her body riddled and crumbling to dust 

within his arms, and saw a piece of himself in her eyes, when he was 

young, when he wore another body. 

 He felt the lies and fears of the past fifteen years fall away before 

her gaze and in her eyes saw the person he wanted to be again.  

 When he - when she was happy. And for a moment they were 

again. 

 I’m sorry. He wanted to say, but he wasn’t sure if he was talking 

to Shir or to shimself, and then darkness came and there was nothing 

left to say. 

 

Red cotton, Ruby repeated to herself. It’s just cotton, grown in a field, 

spun and dyed with red. Red cotton. 

 She opened her eyes and stared at her sleeve. There it was, 

tattered and torn from the crash, encrusted with blood and yuck, but it 

was there. Just a sleeve 

 She still didn’t have the guts to look at her nail polish though. 

One thing at a time. 

 Ruby remembered the moment the signatures on the monitors 

locked together. She had felt the wave-front brush against her, a silent, 

invisible ripple of light that echoed outward from Faasid and Shir, 

resonating through the dark clouds that shimmered and retreated and 

dissipated. The vibrations ceased and Ruby found herself embraced in 

the Doctor’s protective arms, standing beside a shocked and stunned 

Dubara who was still trying to operate her ruined equipment. 

 Ruby stared out of the window of the flitter as it took them back 

to the TARDIS, absently scraping her nails against a jacket button, 

flaking off the paint. 
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 Aalam was a mess. Most of the ground structures were 

destroyed or unstable and rubble littered the streets of the villages. 

Despite the destruction, children played in the streets, or darted in and 

out of the holes and tunnels that had opened up in the fields. The sky 

was a different colour, not that Ruby could tell the difference. The 

Doctor was confident that the people could rejuvenate the planet in the 

long term, but in the mean time, evacuations continued. Ruby watched 

the streaks in the sky that were surely the personnel transports 

rocketing up to the suborbital stations. 

 Of the contagion, there was no sign. The Doctor insisted that it 

remained present, but had gone dormant underground and beneath 

the seas, waiting in the centre of the planet for the cue to rise again 

when all other life was extinguished - in a few billion years or so. 

 They’d left Dubara in the lab, sitting dazed in a chair, morning 

the loss of her husband. Err, wife. Ruby hoped she had some family 

somewhere to take care of her. Ruby felt the warmth of the Doctor’s leg 

pressing against hers in the next flitter seat and was glad of it, but she 

still felt an echo, deep inside her, of the wave of loneliness that touched 

her in the laboratory. She would leave the Doctor one day. She had to 

and she’d always known that, but this was the first time that she 

believed it.  

 She wasn’t going to let him out of her sight again for a long 

time.  

 She’d told him about her flight and about asking Tardis to 

return her to Ruby version 1.0. He explained that Tardis had given her 

back all her knowledge but had not replaced the filters that Ruby had 

developed - been given - over the years. The Doctor offered to use the 

TARDIS telepathic circuits to do the job properly but Ruby declined 

the offer.  
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 The world was hers again, except this time Ruby Mundy was 

going to be the one who decided how she saw it and which filters to 

apply and which to reject.  

 She was also going look up some seriously vegetarian dishes 

once she got back to her kitchen aboard the TARDIS. 

 Leaving the flitter on the deserted plain, she scrambled down 

the slope after the Doctor into the crater and slipped through the 

TARDIS doors behind him. The ship seemed to brighten as she stepped 

across the threshold and the Doctor breathed out a sigh of relief.  

 ‘The old girl is back.’ Ruby heard him mutter as the console 

blossomed with power. 

 Ruby made for her kitchen and the chocolate cake. It was there 

in the fridge, sitting beneath a glass bell jar, waiting for her. 

 So was Missy. 

 Ruby froze for a moment, worried about what might flood her 

mind at the sight of her pet, but all she saw was a cat.  A plump, ever-

shedding ball of fur. 

 Ruby plopped herself in the chair and grabbed the squirming 

kitty, nuzzling her face into Missy’s tummy. ‘I’m back,’ she giggled to 

her warm little friend. Missy licked her nose happily, unleashing a 

rabid bout of purring before looking to the cake and licking her lips 

suggestively. 

 ‘Do you know,’ Ruby said as she watched her little friend, ‘I feel 

exactly the same way. And you have no idea how good that feels.’  

 She considered the cake and the delicious frosting and felt her 

salivary glands leap into action. Ruby looked between the cat and her 

piece of confectionery and then thought of her new waistline.  

 ‘Maybe later. We have some serious napping to catch up on.’ 

She grabbed Missy and headed for her bedroom, flicking the lights out 

as she went. 
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 It was only a few minutes later that a yellow sliver of light cut 

through the darkness as the door of the refrigerator opened once more. 

 Ruby held up her finger in the bright light and at the smear of 

icing that lay atop it. 

 With a delighted smile, she licked the gooey sugar off.  

 Then the door clicked shut and the kitchen was dark once more. 
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Everything I’ve known is lost… I’ve come here to grieve. 

 It’s so hard to move on, so hard to let go of what’s lost: Faasid, 

Aalam, my home. They say time enables us to let go of the past and 

accept the future. 

 That’s what I’ve come here to find out, to leave it all behind - by 

dying. 

 It’s so hard to let go, but here, where the very fabric of space is 

new, perhaps my pain will lose meaning. 

 The Doctor gave me these coordinates before he vanished, a 

location in deep space. 

 I recognized numbers of course; they are the site where we first 

unleashed the contagion against the Yerekek. This was once their 

home. 

 I’m half-hoping that I won’t survive this. I don’t feel like living 

anymore… If I ever have lived at all. This seems the perfect place for 

the lifeless: there are no stars, no worlds, just utter blackness. But I’ve 

learned what can live in “nothing”. Life exists everywhere, within the 

hottest star or a black hole. 

 I’ve come to accept responsibility for the lives of billions and the 

obliteration of star systems. 

 But acceptance is easy when you’re about to die - there’s so little 

time to live with the repercussions. 

 Absolution… I don’t seek that which I cannot have, nor deserve. 

I did what I felt was right at the time. To protect Faasid. The only 

person I’ve ever loved, but who never even wanted to know me.  

 Because of my actions… There is no one left to offer forgiveness. 

 There is something up ahead, moving in the darkness. The 

ship’s sensors are going insane from the energy reading, but I cannot 

see anything. Long-range scans are impossible: space is different here, 

presumably due to the contagion’s atomic restructuring of the region. 
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 Life can exist anywhere, but what life have I given birth to in 

this new space? 

 I’ve set the ship to head for the signals.  

 I’m fairly certain that the vessel is not designed to survive inside 

such a space. 

 It may be that I cannot be forgiven, but I do at least offer my 

apologies... 

 I thank you, Doctor, for this last opportunity to learn, to explore 

and to gain knowledge.  

 That’s what’s life is about, isn’t it? 

 I do not deserve it - but I’ve learned that is what you do, isn’t it? 

Give hope to those who have lost faith in life?  

 It may be too late, but perhaps that’s the point… Understanding 

is only achieved at the end, but you only get to the end by dying... 

 The power’s fading, the hull is warping. Doctor, if you get this, 

tell them that I’m- 
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Degradation 

Andy Frankham-Allen 
 

In a small alley just off Senate Square, a dim light flashed in the dark 

space, and a blue box began to appear. Instead of the soft, regular 

wheezing and groaning that usually accompanied the TARDIS as it 

broke into real time, a sound like a wailing banshee could be heard. It 

juddered to an abrupt halt. For a few moments there was silence, and 

then a door in the box opened and two people emerged. 

 The first was a well-rounded woman with bobbed black hair. 

Over her soft coloured outfit she wore a large afghan coat. She 

struggled within it for a moment, as if unsure about the fit. ‘Oh, it’ll 

have to do,’ she muttered to herself. Ruby glanced at her companion. 

He had his back to her, as he was looking at the box in consternation. 

She frowned. 

 The Doctor rubbed his earlobe and let out an ‘hmm’. He was 

dressed in a navy suit, and black tanned shoes. Over his clothes he 

wore a long faded brown duster. He looked briefly up at the patch of 

sky that could be seen between the walls of either building. ‘As I said, 

looks like a storm is brewing. Very unusual for Alpha Centauri.’ 

 Ruby felt the first drop of rain. For a moment she closed her 

eyes, savouring the tickling sensation as it dripped off the edge of her 

nose… she stuck out her tongue and caught the drop there. Since they 

had left Aalam she had decided to enjoy every experience as if it were 

new to her, a decision the Doctor had heartily approved of - and so 

they had been on a tour of various planets.  

 ‘I had a feeling you meant a metaphorical storm, not a real one, 

pet. You said it never rains on this planet.’ 

 ‘And I was right. Must be something wrong with the weather 

control system.’ The Doctor smiled for a brief moment. ‘Not to worry. 

That old coat will give you almost twice the protection now.’ 
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 Ruby grinned in return. The Doctor was referring to her time on 

the Subaloque, when her body had been cleaned up, an act that had left 

her a more manageable size twenty-four, rather than her previous 

thirty. This was the first time she had slipped into her permanently 

borrowed afghan coat since then.  

 Her smile faded, as she looked back to Police Box. ‘So, what’s up 

with the TARDIS?’ 

 The Doctor also returned his attention to his time machine. ‘I 

honestly don’t know. I have run all the tests I can think of, but 

nothing.’ He reached for the blue paint and pulled at the flaky strands. 

‘It’s almost as if the TARDIS is dying. Have you noticed that it’s losing 

colour, too?’ 

 Ruby nodded. She had indeed noticed the greying pallor. ‘Is this 

linked to her pain in the Subaloque’s escape shuttle?’ she asked, 

remembering the warning Tardis had given her about preparing the 

Doctor for what was coming. Even now she was not sure if she ought 

to tell the Doctor this. 

 ‘It’d be a remarkable coincidence if not. I would ask her, but I’ve 

not seen her since before we arrived on the Subaloque. You’ve seen her 

more recently than I.’ 

 ‘Come to think of it, I haven’t seen Missy since we left Rellim, 

either.’ 

 ‘Oh, you know what she’s like, Ruby, probably off wandering 

the corridors as ever.’ The Doctor patted the old box affectionately and 

turned away. ‘Anyhow, let’s go. We have to see Vasek. Hopefully he 

can help.’ 

 Ruby remained where she was for a moment, soaking up the 

raindrops that continued to fall on her. Once the Doctor had reached 

the end of the alley, she called out to him. He glanced back. ‘I’m not 

coming with you,’ she said. 
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 The Doctor looked like he’d been slapped. ‘What? But…’ He 

walked back over to her. ‘Ruby, you can’t leave me. I need you by my 

side.’ 

 Ruby laughed and playfully punched him in the arm. ‘Silly. I’m 

not leaving you. I’m just not coming with you to see Vasek.’ 

 ‘Oh. Why not? You seemed interested when I first mentioned 

the idea.’ 

 ‘But that was months ago, pet. A hell of a lot has happened to 

me since then.’ She looked down at her slightly slimmer form. Then 

nodded towards the opening of the alley. ‘There’s so much out there. A 

mix of some two hundred different cultures, you said.’ 

 The Doctor nodded with a smile. ‘Yes, the centre of the biggest 

interplanetary alliance ever.’ 

 ‘Exactly, and I want to explore that. Up until the Subaloque I’d 

been with you for the adventure. And the company, naturally. But 

since then… Since my filters were reset, it’s like I’m experiencing 

everything for the first time. In a way, I’m like a baby in an adult’s 

body. Everything is new and fresh, but I have the mental capacity to 

process it all properly. It’s quite refreshing. You should try it.’ 

 ‘I have. Four times now. We call it regenerating. Anyway, I 

know this, Ruby, that’s why we’ve been exploring so much of late.’ 

 Ruby patted the Doctor’s shoulder. ‘Yes, but those were 

different worlds, with singular cultures.’ She walked past him and 

started up the alley. ‘Out there is a mix… like London, only a hundred 

times more diverse.’ 

 Ruby inhaled deeply. The Doctor was beaming, and put an arm 

around her shoulders. ‘Well?’ 

 ‘Bloody hell,’ were the first words to come to Ruby’s mind. 

 Senate Square was everything the Doctor had promised, and 

much more besides. A space that that covered fifty square miles, full of 

market stalls, shops and people. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes 
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whizzed through the air, the steadily increasing rain pattering on their 

metallic bodies. Ruby gathered her coat tighter about herself, and felt 

an unexpected shiver down her spine.  

 The Doctor removed his arm from around her. ‘Are you ok?’ 

  She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the shiver continue 

through her body. ‘Yes, dear, very much so.’ That’ll be the rain finding its 

way down my back, she thought to herself with glee. She reopened her 

eyes, and offered her friend a big smile. ‘Didn’t you say something 

about the natives of this planet being amphibious?’  

 The Doctor nodded, digging his hands into his pockets. ‘Yes, 

that way,’ he indicated with his head, ‘is the entrance to the original 

dwellings of Alpha Centauri, from before the Federation was formed. 

They’re still used, with the underwater piazza serving as one of the 

biggest leisure resorts of the entire Federation.’ 

 Ruby made a note to explore that later. She looked at the many 

people rushing around trying to get out of the rain. ‘Why’re they so 

bothered about the rain?’ 

 ‘Surprise, I expect. Who wants to get soaked unless they have 

to?’ He nodded to his left. ‘As you can see, the Centauri traders are 

quite happy to work in this weather. Indeed, they’ll make a tidy profit 

today, what with most of their competition closing shop.’ 

 ‘Great, not going to be a problem for me, either, pet. I’m from 

England. Rain, no problem.’ Ruby looked at the many-tentacled aliens 

who were watching some of their fellow traders close their stalls. 

‘What is he?’ she asked, pointing at the blue creature passing by. 

 ‘Well, for a start, “he” would be a “hir”. Unlike your often 

backwards species, the Alpha Centaurians have assigned non-gender 

specific personal pronouns. “Hir” replaces “he” and “she”, while 

“shim” replaces “his” “her” and so on.’ 

 Ruby nodded. ‘So, that’s an Alpha Centaurian?’ 

 ‘No, that’s an Ossoban.’ 



 

78 

 ‘Oh.’ 

 The Doctor laughed. ‘You sure you’re going to be ok out here on 

your own?’ 

 ‘I think I might need a bigger cupboard,’ she said, thinking of all 

the new hats and shoes she could add to her collection. She glanced up 

at the Doctor. ‘Although shopping without money might prove an 

issue. Do they accept pounds sterling on Alpha Centauri?’ 

 With an exclamation of success, the Doctor pulled something 

out of his pocket. He handed it to Ruby. ‘Credit chip. Everything will 

be charged to my account, and since I have unlimited credit you 

should be quite alright.’ 

 Ruby looked down at the thing in her hand. It resembled a 

silver pen, much like those plastic blue ones often found in catalogue 

shops like Argos. ‘I’m fast becoming techno-Mundy,’ she said with a 

smirk. The Doctor threw her an enquiring look, so in answer she 

pulled out another device from her afghan coat. ‘Sonic Screwdriver! 

Nicked it from your workshop, since you’ve got your jazzy new one.’ 

 ‘I wondered where that had got to.’ He reached for it, but Ruby 

slapped his hand then pocketed the screwdriver along with the credit 

chip. 

 ‘Mine. You don’t need two.’ 

 The Doctor narrowed his eyes. ‘Fine. Although what use it’s 

going to be for you, I don’t know.’ 

 Ruby raised her eyebrows. ‘Erm, now let me think. Getting out 

of locked rooms, breaking into top-secret instillations. Things like that. 

After all, pet, can’t be relying on you for everything.’ 

 ‘And yet you needed my credit chip.’ 

 ‘Yes, ok, clever clogs.’ Ruby looked away from him, but she 

noticed the Doctor’s grin. She chose to ignore it, nonetheless, or at least 

attempt to rise above it. ‘Right then, I’m off to explore, and do a bit of 

shopping. You’ll be ok on your own?’ 
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 ‘I think so, yes.’  

 Ruby grabbed the Doctor and hugged him. She planted a 

cheeky kiss on his lips and turned away. ‘Say hi to Vasek for me,’ she 

shouted over her shoulder, and with a cheery wave she made her way 

to the nearest market stall. 

 ‘Wait,’ the Doctor called. Ruby turned to look at him. ‘You don’t 

know where I’ll be.’ 

 ‘Senate Building, that’s where you said Vasek lives.’ 

 ‘But…’ 

 Ruby waved a hand towards a building that peeked over the 

edge of the horizon, some fifty miles away. ‘Biggest structure on Alpha 

Centauri, right?’ 

 The Doctor could not hide his pride.  

 ‘Don’t be so surprised. I do pay attention.’ 

 ‘Yes, I believe you, Ruby, really.’ The Doctor laughed, then 

stopped abruptly as another thought came to him. ‘Oh, while you’re on 

this side of Square, you might want to try the local curio shop. The 

proprietor is a collector of very rare things, indeed, including some 

Clear Waters memorabilia.’ 

 Ruby’s face lit up at this news. ‘It’s been a good five hundred 

years since they made any episodes, so how…?’ 

 ‘515 actually. As for how, simple really. EnalcKarnip is a very 

clever man and time travel is not beyond him, when he puts his mind 

to it.’ The Doctor rubbed his earlobe. ‘Thinking on it, I might actually 

pop in myself. Haven’t seen old Enalc in several years. Hmm, maybe 

once I’ve sorted the TARDIS out.’ 

 ‘OK, pet. You do that. I’m going shopping. Toodles.’ 

 

Three months of peace.  

 For Rhonwen Crethamin the war an abstract thought. She had 

known of the threat for her whole life, but it had never really had any 
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impact on the direction her life had taken. How could it? She had never 

been off Taureas II; she had always been too young. But she had heard 

enough about the war, through the mind whisperings of her Thought 

Teachers. They would have been horrified to learn that she thought-

trawled, but she couldn’t help herself - never had been able to. 

However, she did keep her actions a secret, erasing all trace of her 

presence – a trick she had taught herself.  

 Everything she had learned about the war had only served to 

increase her desire to leave the Institute. She was glad to know that, at 

last, she was so close to being free of the restrictions and constant 

supervision of the Thought Teachers. It was not that she disagreed 

with their teachings, or the Diktat, and she knew she would uphold 

every single decree set out by her ancestors, but she yearned for the 

freedom to live as an individual. 

 She stood in the cloisters, her head lowered in meditation.  Her 

jet black hair hung long and free, half covering her dark skin, leaving 

the tattoo that covered the left half of her face open for all to see. The 

tattoos that all Taureans wore were not affectations, and never worn of 

choice, but they grew and covered half the face and neck as a normal 

part of Taurean maturity. Scholars had made intense studies over the 

centuries on the relevance of the tattoos, but not one theory had been 

agreed on absolutely. Some postulated they were a sign of familiar 

attachment, others believed them to tribal, while further more 

considered the tattoos to be some genetic branding from a time when 

Taureans were grown as mind-slaves for higher beings. Crethamin had 

studied all these options during her free time at the Institute, and she 

leaned towards the mind-slave theory. Most of the evidence seemed to 

support this. Either way, she wore her own tattoo with pride, always 

wearing her hair in a way that drew attention to it. 

 She was dressed in a simple saffron robe that covered her entire 

body, with only her bare toes poking through under the hem. Around 
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her neck hung a small golden amulet, shaped like a small aradr, a tool 

normally used to reap the crop in the fields. It was her diploma, to 

show that she had completed all the training required of her in the 

Institute – it was her key to freedom. 

 But that was tomorrow. In the meantime she had one more 

night left, and she intended to make the most of it. Using the quiet to 

continue to prepare herself, both mentally and physically, for the 

world she barely knew. Teachings, diagrams, pictures and stories, 

none of these were, in her opinion, a worthy substitute for actual 

experience. 

 She opened her orange eyes and lifted them to the two suns that 

hung in the blue sky. They were sinking lower, and night would soon 

be on them all. It was time to bid da-bo-chi to her broga; for she knew 

there would be little time in the morning. 

 Crethamin stepped onto the soft grass, and felt it surround her 

foot. She remained with only one foot on the grass for a moment, 

before continuing on to the small pond in the middle of the lawn. She 

knelt down, and reached out a hand. It broke the surface of the water, 

and swished around a bit, attracting the attention of the broga. Within 

seconds they were swimming around her hand, and between her 

fingers. Little green-backed creatures. Most of her fellow students 

considered broga to be hideous, but Crethamin found a hidden beauty 

about them. 

 A sound disturbed her and she looked up and across at the large 

gates, which were opening slowly. She narrowed her eyes. Someone 

was being brought into the Institute, and she had not heard anything 

about it. This in itself was unusual, since as the eldest student she was 

always informed of all new arrivals – so she could be on hand to greet 

the vorbari, give them a friendly first contact and someone they could 

look up to during their stay. 
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 She supposed her lack of notice could be attributed to her 

departure the next day, but if that was so then surely Kiaraen should 

be walking up to the gates to greet the vorbari, as he was now the 

eldest student in the Institute? 

 Intrigued, Crethamin got to her feet and, wiping her wet hand 

on her robe, made her way to the gates that were now almost fully 

open. 

 She glanced up at the sky, just in time to see the suns dip out of 

sight. Immediately the floodlights on the walls and fences came on, 

ensuring that the grounds had little chance to be concealed in the 

darkness that would have quickly followed. With a wry smile, 

Crethamin was reminded of the stories she had heard of worlds where 

day took hours to turn into full night, worlds that had such a thing as 

“evening” between light and dark. It was an alien concept to her, but 

one she hoped to witness for herself one day. 

 Two of her Thought Teachers were walking down the path to 

the gates. One of them, a particularly severe Teacher that never got on 

with Crethamin, gave her a stern look and threw a thought at her. Not 

that she needed the thought, the glare was enough. 

 Stay back! 

 Crethamin stopped, but her distance from the gates was not 

going to be an obstacle. She closed her eyes and trawled her mind to 

brush with those of the vorbari and the one who had brought him. 

 She flinched as her mind first touched the vorbari’s. Such a well 

of blackness. She pulled away quickly, all too aware that the vorbari 

had sensed her. She didn’t know how that was possible – no vorbari 

was trained in the disciplines of the mind; that was the whole point of 

the Institute. To train Taurean children in those disciplines, to ensure 

that the vorbari did not grow. But this one had knowledge, and 

worse… understanding.  
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 She tried the one with the child, but all that came back was 

mocking laughter. 

 Crethamin opened her eyes and watched as the man and child 

stepped through the gates. Her eyes widened in shock. She had been 

wrong to think that the vorbari was a child – although it was a natural 

assumption since all vorbari were supposed to be children. The person 

standing next to the man was a Taurean male who appeared to be at 

least fifteen standard years old, which amounted to a fraction over two 

in Taurean terms. He was looking around the grounds, at the great and 

ancient building that housed the Institute. Despite his age, the boy still 

had a sense of wonder on his face. 

 For a moment their eyes meet. The boy smiled at her, but it was 

his eyes that told her more. Despite the orangeness of them, she could 

still see, and feel, the blackness within. The vorbari in him had been 

fed… 

 A few words passed between the man and the Thought 

Teachers, before the two of them both placed a hand on each shoulder, 

and led the boy up the path and back to the old building. 

 Crethamin winced. Words echoed in her mind. But they were 

not random, nor were they the result of thought trawling. These words 

were meant to be heard by her, although they were clearly directed at 

the boy. 

 We shall be waiting for you on Chronos. You’ll know when it is time. 

 Crethamin looked at the man at the gate. He turned his head 

slowly, so that he was looking directly at her. He lowered his eyes. 

 Are you sure you want to see in here? 

 Crethamin braced herself. It was an open invitation, but anyone 

that could shield their mind from a Taurean had to be a danger. It was 

said that not even the Qux could do such a thing, not if a Taurean 

really wanted to look inside. But this man was different… he was no 

Qux, nor was he a Taurean. What was he? 
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 Unable to help herself Crethamin admitted that she did want to 

see. 

 The man smiled. Prepare yourself. 

 But before Crethamin could do anything of the sort, she was 

inside his mind. 

 Seconds later she was on the ground, unconscious, the blood 

seeping from her eyes.  

  

The man, meanwhile, was walking away from the Institute. He joined 

an equally old woman, whose legless body hovered above the ground, 

seemingly levitating of her own free will.  

 ‘A complication, my dear one?’ the woman asked. 

 ‘There are no such things as complications, only plans within 

plans.’ He looked at the fallen woman lying on the other side of the 

fence, and smiled. ‘This one, too, will prove useful. She, like us, will 

help lead the way. In time.’ 

 ‘How you like your plans. What of the Construct?’ 

 ‘The Federation will hunt them down. It will take time, but the 

Construct will all fall.’ 

 The woman let out a cackle. ‘Not before destroying the Qux.’ 

 The man smiled. ‘I predict no more than two years. The Galactic 

Federation has wounds to deal with, the inevitable fallout from the 

war. The Qux were right to fallback before the war was over. But they 

will have no coup and no Qux Superior, the Construct will see to it. 

And then…’ 

 ‘Then we assist the Federation in “tracking” the Construct 

down?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ He looked back at the Institute. ‘We will all be ready.’ 

 Satisfied, his companion removed a small device from under her 

scarf and flicked a switch. The matter beam engulfed them, and their 
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bodies were converted into molecules and transmitted to the shuttle 

waiting for them in orbit.  

 

She held it up, not to the light however, since the gloomy weather was 

showing no sign of dissipating. But standing under the stall covering, 

both she and the material in her hand were protected enough for her to 

hold it out and get a good look. 

 She had been drawn to this particular stall out of all those that 

were still open because everyone seemed not to be. Most of the aliens 

openly gave the stall a wide birth, while a few came to look at the 

wares on sale, but while checking out the merchandise they would cast 

furtive glances around as if what they were doing was a crime. While 

she was looking at the crystallised sand-rocks on sale at a Yahanan 

stall, she observed this unusual behaviour, and was incensed at the 

way one particular alien, a strange creature with eight arms, three legs, 

and skin that resembled dry leaves, bought something.  

 Although she could not make out the words that were 

exchanged, she could read the expression on the stallholder’s face well 

enough. Over the past couple of months, travelling to several new 

worlds, she had come to realise that all the body language courses she 

had taken on Earth were pretty much useless, since by definition the 

aliens tended to express themselves in un-human ways, especially 

when it came to races like the Seikoo, Noinapmoc, and Raylotffej. 

However, the stallholder was different. With the exception of the tattoo 

on his face and his very orange eyes, outwardly the man looked 

human enough, and his body language was close enough to human for 

her to read with some success. The man reminded her of the Doctor’s 

former ward, whom she had briefly met before. He, too, was a 

Taurean. 

 The leafy alien was jabbing a bolt of patterned cloth at the 

Taurean, as if it were a weapon. At first the Taurean looked insulted by 
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whatever Leaf was saying, but then after a few more unintelligible 

words and ticks, the Taurean bowed and accepted the payment given 

to him by Leaf. 

 The alien’s mouth opened wider than Ruby would have 

expected. He put the bolt into his mouth and swallowed it whole; 

clearly such stuff was food for Leaf. Satisfied, he let out a large belch in 

the Taurean’s face, and left the stall in a crab-like fashion. 

 Ruby was furious. She knew that she had never been one to 

stand for such rotten behaviour before, but even she was surprised by 

the rage that started bubbling inside her. She had half a mind to run 

after Leaf and batter it with the large clump of sand-rock she still held 

in her hands, but instead she took a deep breath to calm herself down.  

 Once again her reset filters were at work, or rather not at work. 

Keeping her responses in check was, at times, a task and a half.  

 Ruby decided she would find a way to make the Taurean’s day, 

and in the process give herself some positive stimuli. A method, she 

had discovered shortly after leaving Aalam, which worked well in 

counter balancing her tumultuous feelings. She paid for the sand-rock, 

placed it carefully in one of her increasingly full bags, and headed to 

the Taurean stall. 

 The stallholder was tidying up the mess left over by Leaf and 

looked up as Ruby approached. He lowered his eyes, and immediately 

stopped what he was doing. He turned to face her, an expression that 

lost all meaning since he was looking at the ground and not at her face. 

 ‘Oh, don’t mind me, my love; you just carry on what you were 

doing. I’ll just browse.’ Ruby put as much buoyancy as she could into 

her tone, in the hope that it would make the Taurean look up at her in 

surprise. At least then he would notice her smile, and she knew that 

was enough to put almost anyone at ease. 

 ‘It’s no problem,’ he said in a small voice. ‘How can I be of 

service?’ 
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 Ruby bit her lip. Before the visit from Leaf, the Taurean has 

seemed quiet and reserved, but he had not acted like some kind of 

slave with the few people who came to his stall. His encounter with 

Leaf had really cowed him, and she didn’t like it. Once again she felt 

the bile rise. 

 She lowered her bags onto the ground, careful to ensure that 

they were safely under the dryness of the stall coverings. She picked 

up a sheet of cloth and held it up, noticing the clouds gathering. So 

much for the ever-sunny heart of the Federation. 

 ‘These are really lovely,’ she said and replaced the material. 

 ‘Diolch.’  

 Ruby looked up. ‘I’m sorry?’ 

 The man lowered his head again. ‘No, I am sorry. It’s my 

mistake. I assumed you would know Federation Standard…’ 

 ‘Only some of it.’ Ruby smiled, deciding that while on this 

planet she would make an effort to listen more carefully to the new 

words she did not know. She idly wondered if the language difference 

was due to Tardis’ absence or merely a case of the evolution of 

language over the hundreds of years since her time. ‘It’s ok, dear. I 

think that nasty Leaf person upset you a little, so you’re all flustered.’ 

She ran her hand over a piece of material. It was mauve in colour, with 

a gilded gold pattern across it. ‘This is beautiful. What is it? Some sort 

of silk?’ 

 For the first time the man came near her, but still his head was 

lowered. Looking closely, Ruby could see his eyes move to a bolt of 

material matching that which was in her hands. ‘Taurean silk, the 

finest in the Galactic Federation. And for a modest price, too.’ 

 ‘Yes, I’m sure it is. Too much so, I’d imagine.’ At this, the 

Taurean looked up, and Ruby noticed a very brief smile. She laughed. 

‘I’d charge a lot more for it. And I’d certainly not let some bully like 

that leaf thing eat it as food.’ 
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 At the mention of this, the Taurean lowered his head once again. 

Ruby tutted and reached for his chin. He almost pulled away once her 

hand came within shot of his eyes, so she altered the trajectory of her 

hand and opted for a comforting pat on the shoulder instead. 

 ‘You know, you can’t let people bully you like that,’ she said 

gently, and waited until he looked up at her. He glanced at the hand 

resting on her shoulder, then at the people walking past. Ruby looked, 

too, and noticed the unsavoury looks being cast their way. ‘Pfft, forget 

them. You’re just as good as them, darling, certainly better than Mr 

Leaf. You have something they want, but they’re too bigoted to admit 

it.’ 

 The man was looking at her in wonder. Ruby had seen that look 

so much back on Earth, from simple moments like when she would go 

out of her way to buy hot drink for homeless people, to the time she 

and Bobby has signed their divorce papers, and their eyes had met 

seconds later. It was a brief moment of liberation, and Ruby was 

damned if she were going to let it remain brief for the Taurean before 

her. 

 She knew very little about the Taurean culture, and even less 

about their place in the Galactic Federation. But she was certain the 

Doctor had mentioned that they were one of the founding planets, so 

why the persecution? She knew for certain it was not a simple case of a 

bad day for the man before her, she knew the toll they took on people 

and the symptoms such a day produced. She also knew the look of 

persecution. And it was that which she was seeing now. How could a 

founding people like the Taureans go from that position to such 

persecution? Ruby intended to find out. 

 ‘This storm’s not going anywhere,’ she said gently. ‘So why 

don’t you shut up for a little while? Looks like most people are going 

inside anyway. Why don’t we join them? I know I could murder a 

cuppa, and it looks like you could do with a stiff drink yourself.’ 
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 The look of wonder was replaced by something else. His brows 

furrowed, and the tattoo began to ebb a soft teal. Ruby wasn’t certain, 

but she suspected some kind of suspicion. So she offered her best 

smile. 

 She held it for a bit longer than she had ever needed to before, 

but eventually it worked since the Taurean began to smile in return. 

 ‘You’re new,’ he said.  ‘What material is this coat made from?’ 

He went to touch it, but pulled back at the last moment. Ruby smiled. 

‘I have not seen it’s like before. It’s beautiful.’ 

 ‘Thanks, dear. I think my friend bought it at Shepherd’s Bush 

market.’ 

 ‘I don’t recognise the name. What are you? Not from any planet 

in the Federation.’ 

 ‘Ain’t that the truth? Tell you what, how about we go for that 

drink, and I’ll tell you all about me and then you can return the favour. 

Know of anywhere nice?’ 

 The man slowly nodded. ‘Ie.’ 

 ‘That’ll be a yes, then?’ Ruby chuckled to herself. ‘Federation 

Standard. Wonderful. Nice to have to learn new words, don’t get a lot 

of that on my travels.’ She reached out a hand, which the Taurean just 

looked at. ‘Like this.’ She took his hand in hers and shook it. ‘I’m Ruby 

Mundy, a pleasure to meet you.’ 

 The man watched the shaking of their hands. An understanding 

crept across his face. He released his hand and lifted it to Ruby’s 

forehead. He ran his index finger along her eyebrows, and then lightly 

pinched her left earlobe. ‘May your mind be untroubled this day,’ he 

said with a small bow of his head. ‘I’m Saswalthon Cystennin.’ 

 

It hurt, like hot needles being poked into her mind. An analogy that 

wasn’t so far off the truth. She had heard about this room, seen the 

really troubled vorbari brought here, but she never expected to be a 
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visitor herself. Despite her own somewhat more advanced abilities, no 

one in the Institute had noticed and so she had been safe. 

 So why was she in here now? 

 Her last memory was… No, she had to block it out. She knew 

what happened in this room, and she wasn’t giving up her mind to 

anyone, Thought Teachers or not. 

 

‘She is resisting,’ Nialtrax said. 

 The flickering images from the many monitors in the perfectly 

triangular room bounced light onto the woman, sat in the chair in the 

centre of the room. Material made of an interlocking metallic mesh 

pinned her ankles and wrists, while at the same time monitoring her 

vital signs. Her black hair was tied back, and two small circular pads 

rested on her temples. They appeared harmless enough, but everyone 

in the room knew the truth. On the reverse side of each pad were a 

hundred minute spikes, tipped with microscopic probe filaments. Each 

of the filaments were worming their way into the woman’s mind, 

trying to recover her most recent memories, both corporeal and astral. 

 Nialtrax regarded the woman carefully. He didn’t understand 

how it was possible for her to resist. The machine had been tested on 

the strongest Taurean minds, and she was only a recent graduate of the 

Honing Institute. Too young to have developed such mental abilities. 

 Mis Rhonwen had been found by the gates, shortly after 

Nialtrax had first been informed about the arrival of the new vorbari. 

Nialtrax was looking forward to probing that particular young mind. 

The boy had been off Taureas II for far too long, and at such an 

important time of growth. To study the consequences of such exposure 

was something Nialtrax had only ever dreamed about. And now it was 

about to become a reality. But first there was Mis Rhonwen. 

  Mista Mahidur had reported on the strange man who had 

brought the vorbari back to Taureas II. The entire faculty at the 
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Institute had been expecting the arrival of the young vorbari ever since 

his family had contacted them, and so they were all well aware of the 

company the boy had been keeping in the past standard year, but the 

man who had accompanied him to the gates was an unknown 

quantity.  

 Mis Rhonwen had seen that man - that much was obvious. 

Mista Mahidur had seen her, and warned her off, just as the gates had 

opened. But she had disobeyed him. In itself that was an unheard of 

act in the Institute. 

 ‘What have you seen?’ He peered at her intently. ‘Come on, my 

dear Crethamin; reveal your secrets to me.’ 

 

For a short while, Ruby had mistakenly called her guide Saswalthon, 

until she discovered that the Taurean tradition had it so that the family 

name came first, in a similar way to Chinese tradition on Earth. 

Something his people always had to explain; nonetheless it inspired 

laughter from Cystennin. 

 He had suggested they visit the piazza, and Ruby was all for it, 

until she remembered that it was part of the original Centaurian 

habitat and, therefore, underwater. Ruby had never been a wonderful 

swimmer, but considering she was expected to spend some time under 

the water she figured that was the least of her troubles. Unlike the 

Centaurians, she was not in the slightest bit amphibious. 

 She had seen a marked improvement in Cystennin’s body 

language the more time they spent together.  At first, when she had 

offered to help close the stall he had point blankly refused her 

assistance, but she knew when to be stubborn. For whatever reason he 

was clearly not used to people being so nice to him, so Ruby made the 

extra effort. She had helped him regardless of his reluctance. Telling 

him he was just as good as everyone else was all very well, but as was 



 

92 

often the case actions tended to speak in a volume that words seldom 

reached.  

 Together they made quick work of the closing, by which time 

Cystennin had relaxed a little. He even offered to help her carry her 

bags, which Ruby was happy to allow on the condition that he was not 

offering as a way to alleviate some sense of obligation for the help she 

had given him. A brief awkward moment followed, until Cystennin 

came to the realisation that he simply wanted to help. Ruby gladly 

accepted. 

 The trip to the quay included a journey in a transport tube, 

which to Ruby’s eyes looked much like the high-speed trains that often 

whizzed under the English Channel to and from France, but in a glass 

cylinder that circumnavigated the fifty square miles of Senate Square. 

The journey, which only lasted ten minutes, covered twenty-five miles 

and offered up its own share of expressional bigotry. No one seemed to 

want to stand near Cystennin, so he made his way into another 

carriage. Ruby followed, making a point of small talk all the while, 

purposely catching the eyes of several aliens. They entered the next 

carriage and with a low heart, Ruby was unsurprised to see only 

Taureans occupying it. They all glanced up and exhibited surprise at 

Ruby’s presence. Some of them offered weak smiles, while others just 

turned to each other and started speaking in low voices. 

 Ruby wanted to ask Cystennin just what the hell was going on, 

but he had retreated into his shell since entering the transport tube. So 

she decided to wait until they were sitting with a cup before both of 

them. 

 She looked out of the window and watched as Senate Square 

shot past below them. The speed of the tube was uncomfortably fast, 

and for a moment or two, Ruby wondered just what would happen if 

for some reason it was to break out of the glass cylinder. She couldn’t 

see any way they could possibly survive. Her heart was beating faster, 
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and she could feel the sweat on her palms. Could it be that she now 

had a fear of being in vehicles that moved at fast velocities? If so, she 

was getting mighty tired of what Dubara had done to her.  

 She glanced at Cystennin, whose head was lowered, seemingly 

finding some interest in Ruby’s shopping bags. 

 It was proving to be a long ten minutes. She couldn’t wait to get 

out into the open, even if that meant getting wet again. One thing she 

loved about the coat she bad borrowed from the Doctor, was the way it 

dried quickly. Not for her being soaked for long. 

  She looked up at the clouds. Their greyness was getting denser. 

The rain that Alpha Centauri was experiencing was nothing compared 

to what was coming. Ruby was pretty sure they had thunder and 

lightning to look forward to, as well. 

 With a startled gasp Ruby noticed the ground racing towards 

them.  

 Cystennin looked up at her. ‘Are you ok, Ruby Mundy?’ 

 ‘We’re going to…Oh.’ She laughed self-consciously, noticing the 

odd looks the other Taureans were casting her way. ‘We’re just going 

down a slope. Silly me.’ 

 ‘Yes. Senate Square is located three miles above the surface of 

Alpha Centauri, which, I’m sure you know, is ninety percent water. 

The quay itself rests on the water, and for us to reach the 

disembarkation area we need to go down.’ He pointed out of the 

window and Ruby looked.  

 They were indeed going down. In the distance, a distance that 

was rapidly coming closer, she could see the embarkation area. Several 

different kinds of vehicles were sitting at bays, some bigger than 

others. She wasn’t sure if she was looking at shuttles or submarines. 

There were so many different designs. Her eyes alighted on an ovoid 

one, turquoise in colour. It slid sideways from its bay, and then, rather 
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abruptly Ruby thought, dropped into the water below. It sank without 

trace. 

 ‘Is that how we’re getting to the piazza?’ she asked. 

 ‘No. I’m afraid I don’t have enough credit for such a trip. We 

shall just use oxygen circlets.’ 

 Ruby nodded with a smile. Swimming it was, then. She did 

consider mentioning that she had enough credit to use one of those 

submersibles, but she didn’t want to set herself higher than Cystennin, 

so she kept quiet and thought about her forthcoming swim. Into the 

deep depths of Alpha Centauri. 

 Nope. She wasn’t bothered by that thought. Not at all. And 

damn the filters. And the apprehension. And the ever increasing beat of 

her heart… 

 

‘You will tell me everything, Mis Rhonwen.’ 

 She really wouldn’t, and she knew without a doubt that he 

could not force her. And that scared him, much more than whatever it 

was he thought she had seen. The machine had failed, and so would 

he. He knew it, too, and that’s why he was getting so agitated. 

Crethamin just smiled at Nialtrax. 

 He turned away from her abruptly with a huff. 

 For a moment the small room was in silence. Nialtrax stood 

before the one-way mirror, in telepathic conference with the people on 

the other side. He probably thought she didn’t know, but she could 

hear every word. Although she had never really found thought 

trawling a difficulty, normally she still needed to focus, but now it 

required no effort at all. She had always known her abilities were more 

advanced that a regular Taurean, but since trawling the mind of that 

man by the gates… 

 Even now she could feel her own mind expanding. She was 

absorbing all the thoughts around her; every single mind in the 
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Institute was an open book to her. Everyone, that is, except the mind of 

the recently arrived vorbari. 

 She briefly thought back to the man’s mind, and what she had 

touched within. She didn’t recognise it, not exactly, but it did seem 

familiar. And with that familiarity came a name, one that scared the 

laca out of her. 

 Mind Dweller. 

 Mista Nialtrax, she thought softly, breaking into his conference. 

She watched his body stiffen, and felt the apprehension build in him. 

He turned to face her slowly. She smiled at him sadly. ‘I’m sorry to do 

this, but I can’t stay here.’ 

 ‘You can’t leave, Mis Rhonwen, we have retracted your status as 

a free Taurean. You are bound by law to remain here.’  

 Crethamin shook her head. ‘No,’ she said simply. 

 She closed her eyes and concentrated. She didn’t know how 

exactly, just yet, but she knew she could do this. Later, when she had 

time, she would work out how. 

 She reopened her eyes to see Nialtrax looking around the room 

in confusion. 

 ‘Where…?’ He spun to face the mirror.  ‘Did you see that? She’s 

vanished! How…?’ 

 An alarm echoed throughout the Institute. 

 The straps holding her fell to the ground, along with the 

implants, and Crethamin stood up. Da-bo-chi, she sent to Nialtrax, and 

please don’t waste your time looking for me. You’ll never find me again. 

 

Oxygen circlets were thin silver bands that locked comfortably around 

the neck. They allowed the non-amphibious species to breathe in the 

highly oxygenated water. The circlets also doubled in their usefulness 

by enveloping people in a special force shield to prevent the wearers 

from getting wet – something the Centaurian on the quay called trans-
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atmospheric buffering. It was becoming readily apparent that despite 

their awkward appearances, the natives of Alpha Centauri were 

incredibly advanced. 

 Her shopping left in a storage casket on the quayside, Ruby took 

a dive in the deep end with Cystennin, quite literally. Even as she 

jumped the irony was not lost on her. To get out of a brewing storm 

they were going under water.  

 It was the oddest sensation. As she expected, her vision under 

the water was a little blurry, and the notion of being in water but 

unable to feel it against her skin took her by surprise a little. For a 

moment she panicked, gasping for breath and expecting great lungfuls 

of water for her trouble. It was only the calming presence of Cystennin 

that got her to see sense. He reached out a hand, and she gratefully 

took hold.  

 ‘You’ll be fine, just breathe normally.’ 

 Her shock at hearing his voice so clearly took her mind off her 

perceived breathing problems. She opened her mouth to ask how that 

was possible, but she didn’t need to, since he answered before her 

words could be formed. 

 ‘You must have Taurean blood, Ruby Mundy. I can feel your 

psychic presence as I would any of my people.’ 

 Ruby shook her head. It was the first time she had ever been 

told that. 

 Hand in hand they swam deeper into the water, Cystennin 

gently leading her down. Although never a big fan of swimming, she 

had been to the baths a few times in her life and was therefore 

expecting some kind of water resistance as they carried on, but there 

was none at all. It was almost as if the water itself was clearing a path 

for them. Ruby thought of asking Cystennin about this, but decided to 

simply “soak” up the experience. 
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 They were soon approaching the great sub-aquatic city, and 

Ruby let out of a breath of amazement. It was huge, ten times the size 

of Senate Square, she guessed. Either way she could not see the 

furthest edge of it. It was almost coral in design, full of spires and 

domes. Again Ruby thought of the natives in a brand new light – not 

only were they incredibly advanced, but they clearly had an amazing 

eye for beauty. Even Atlantis paled compared to the city before her, 

and thinking back to her awe at visiting that ancient city, that was 

really saying something. 

 For some reason she had expected that upon entering the 

Centaurian city they would pass through an airlock and then onto a 

normal, dry interior. But she was mistaken. There was no airlock, 

simply an arch that they passed through. An Ossoban stood at the 

arch. As they floated by, hir poked them both with a long encrusted 

pole. Cystennin seemed not to be bothered by this, so Ruby tried to 

hide her own discomfort. Being poked like some kind of cattle was not 

something she had anticipated. 

 They drifted down a long corridor, passing many smaller arches 

that led into all kinds of rooms. Ruby fought the urge to sneak a peek 

in all of them, since it was clear that Cystennin was in a hurry to reach 

their destination. He was swimming a lot faster than before, and Ruby 

was having trouble keeping up. Clearly this part of the city was not 

Taurean friendly. 

 Once they had reached the piazza Cystennin released her hand, 

and his body sagged a little. Ruby narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t 

wait to get to the bottom of this Taurean puzzle. 

 ‘Well,’ she said, ‘this place is… nice.’ She had decided to play 

the nonchalant tourist from now on, it was bad enough that she felt so 

overwhelmed by Alpha Centauri, but she was damned if she was 

going to express it any more. Perhaps by not doing so, she would start 
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to take things in her stride once more. Like she used to do. Mind over 

matter, she thought, with a firm nod of the head. 

 ‘It is,’ Cystennin agreed. ‘I often come here to relax after a long 

day of trade.’ He sighed. ‘Keeps my mind occupied while I’m away 

from home.’ 

 ‘You don’t live here?’ 

 ‘No, my family live on Taureas II. I only work here.’ 

 Ruby had some experience of space travel now, so she was 

aware of the great distances between habitable planets. ‘Talk about not 

living locally. How far away is Taureas?’ 

 ‘Two days for the fastest ships, but my old ship is not very 

good.’ 

 Ruby smiled knowingly. ‘Must be nice to get home, then.’ 

 ‘Yes, it is worth the long journey.’ 

 She looked around at the myriad shops, clubs and restaurants in 

the piazza. ‘So, shall we grab this drink, then?’ 

 ‘Yes, we shall.’ Cystennin smiled, and this time, Ruby noted, 

there was nothing shy or forced about his smile. She wasn’t sure if it 

was due to her continued presence, or because they were in the piazza, 

but he was definitely relaxed now. There were so many different races 

going about their business in the piazza, and not one of them gave any 

other much thought. Just like shopping centres in London, then, she 

decided. People wrapped up in their own worlds, just out to buy 

things before anyone else. She noticed a group of Taureans emerging 

from a club. 

 She pointed. ‘What about in there?’ 

 Cystennin considered it. ‘Not the slowest of places, Ruby 

Mundy. Although they do serve some of the best drinks off Taureas II.’ 

 ‘Then that looks like just the place.’ Without even considering 

how it was possible, Ruby linked arms with Cystennin and the two of 

them floated towards the club. 
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‘If you would care to follow me, Offeiriad Lohrena,’ the archivist said 

with a bow of his head, and turned. Silently, hooded head lowered, the 

offeiriad walked a few steps behind. 

 They moved through the hall of records, the public arena for all 

historical accounts of Taurean history. The hall was massive, with 

several hundred aisles of books and datacoms, dating back as far as the 

written word allowed. But the information required by the offeiriad 

was not to be found in any of those aisles. It was too dangerous for 

public consumption, and thousands of years ago it was decreed by the 

then ruling body that the information should be hidden away with 

only a select few ever knowing about its existence. 

 It had taken Offeiriad Lohrena, or Rhonwen Crethamin as she 

was once known, over a year to track down those few people. She had 

hoped that one of them would have been enough, but the five were 

needed. Each had a piece of information that built up a map leading to 

the location of the book, and none of them knew who the other was. By 

the time she reached the fifth man, she had learnt that a complex 

procedure was put in place for the map to be completed if ever it was 

needed, but that procedure mattered little to her. The relevant pieces of 

information were removed from their minds, and then, in her own 

mind, the map was complete. 

 And rather aptly it led her to the public archives. Or at least, 

deep beneath them. 

 The archivist led the way down a spiralling staircase. The funnel 

like wall around them was black with dust. Crethamin was careful not 

to inhale too deeply. 

 Finally they made it. At the bottom of the staircase was a vault. 

The stairs ended where the door began. The archivist glanced back at 

her. 
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 ‘I never thought I would see this vault opened in my lifetime,’ 

he said, his voice cracked with age. Crethamin peered at him closely, 

her orange eyes penetrating him. The old archivist did not have long to 

live – his mind was being eaten away from a very common wasting 

disease that effected Taureans when they reached 200 years. 

 ‘Then this will be a good day for you,’ she said kindly. 

 The archivist smiled. ‘Yes, it will be. Not every day we get 

visited by an offeiriad.’ 

 Mentally cloaking herself as an offeiriad had been one her best 

moves, and something she had done shortly after walking out of the 

Institute.  

 The archivist reached into his belt and removed a tiny key. 

Crethamin raised an eyebrow. She had never seen such a key used 

before, since all locks on Taureas II were activated by thought. She 

watched, fascinated, as the old man inserted the key into the lock and 

twisted. He pushed at the door, but it did not move. 

 ‘It’s been locked for a very long time,’ the archivist said lamely. 

 ‘Stand back.’ 

 He turned to look at her. She removed the hood of her robe, 

allowing her long black hair to flow freely once again. Her orange eyes 

began to burn. The archivist pressed himself against the door. 

 ‘Please, stand back.’ 

 He swallowed hard but did as asked. Once he was out of the 

way Crethamin stared at the door. With a grinding of resistance, the 

heavy door opened. She looked back at him, her eyes having returned 

to their usual subdued orange. 

 ‘Thank you, now please leave me be.’ 

 Not needing further persuading, the archivist made his way up 

the staircase. She watched him until he was out of sight, then turned 

and entered the vault. 
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‘You’re human? Forgive my surprise, Ruby Mundy. I have heard 

rumour that some humans survived the Cybermen occupation; indeed 

two of them were instrumental during the war a few years back. But…’ 

At this point Cystennin stopped, as his expression took on a look of… 

Ruby wasn’t entirely sure. Awe? Either way it made her feel 

uncomfortable. ‘I never thought I’d meet one. How does it feel to be 

one of the last of your species?’ 

 She shifted in her seat. ‘Thing is, I travel so much and meet so 

many people that I rarely have the chance to sit and think about it.’ 

Ruby raised her eyebrows and sat back. She folded her arms across her 

chest. Her mind drifted back to New Rome, and the subsequent visit to 

Earth’s future. ‘There are more of us left than you realise.’  

 Cystennin looked down at his drink. ‘I wish my life was like 

yours.’ 

 ‘No you don’t, dear. It’s not a life that suits many.’ She picked 

up her tumbler and sipped the blue liquid within. Cystennin had told 

her the name of the drink, but for the life of her she could not 

remember it. Not that it mattered, she liked the taste: it reminded her 

of aniseed. ‘So, care to explain just why you seem to be so shunned by 

people? And not just you, but from what I have seen all your people.’ 

 Cystennin glanced around. The majority of people within the 

club, sitting at other tables or performing some strange and exotic 

dances, were Taureans. Since entering the club Cystennin had relaxed 

more, speaking less in hushed tones and more in his natural volume.  

This was just as well, Ruby decided, since if he were still speaking 

quietly she’d never be able to hear him. The music playing was 

soothing, but also very loud. 

 ‘It wasn’t always this bad, but over the last two decades or so 

we have become the laca of the Galactic Federation.’ 
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 Ruby didn’t know the word “laca”, but through the context of 

its use she could guess. ‘But my friend tells me that Taureans are one of 

the most powerful races that ever existed, mentally that is.’ 

 ‘And so we are. Only the Qux rival us… or did,’ Cystennin 

added with a heavy heart. A dark shadow crossed his face, so Ruby let 

that point slide for the moment. 

 ‘Then I’m clearly missing something.’ 

 Cystennin lifted his glass and sat back in his chair. ‘How much 

do you know of the Federation history?’ 

 ‘I’m a little sketchy.’ Ruby shook her head. ‘Actually, to be 

honest, I don’t know a thing about how it came to be, or even why. I 

had hoped the Doctor would tell me while we were here, but he’s got 

other business to take care of. So,’ she added, with a wink, ‘I get a more 

involved version from someone who was part of it.’ 

 ‘I wasn’t born then, Ruby Mundy.’ Cystennin chewed his 

bottom lip. ‘How old do you think I am?’ 

 ‘Erm.’ She cast her experienced eyes over him. Guestimating 

peoples’ ages had never been a problem for her. It wasn’t a simple case 

of spotting the occasional grey hair, or the ever-subtle age lines, but 

most often it came down to how people carried themselves. And with 

Cystennin, now he was away from the bullying, she was certain she 

could work out his age. Or near enough. ‘About thirty-eight, I’d say.’ 

 At this Cystennin laughed. ‘You really haven’t met many 

Taureans, have you?’ 

 ‘Just the one, and he was only a teen.’ 

 ‘Well, let me tell you a secret that only you don’t know. I’m six 

years old. Although, obviously, in appearance I’m what would be 

mistaken as forty-two standard years.’ 

 Ruby joined him in laughing, not a difficult task since his laugh 

was quite infectious. ‘Well, I was close then, even if you did cheat. And 

you should do that more often.’ 
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 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Laugh. It’s a good cure for the heaviness of the soul.’ 

 ‘Yes, yes it is. Diolch, Ruby Mundy. I am truly glad you to have 

met you.’ 

 Ruby smiled at that and raised her tumbler. ‘To laughter.’ 

 Cystennin regarded her curiously, until she indicated that he 

clink glasses with her. This he did. 

 ‘It’s what we used to call a toast back on Earth. A symbolic 

gesture in honour of something special.’ 

 ‘Like laughter?’ Cystennin asked, and Ruby nodded. He raised 

his glass again. ‘To laughter, then.’ 

 

The door closed behind her, sealing with a soft hiss of air, and taking 

with it any semblance of light. For a moment she remained where she 

was, in the pitch black, probing the room with her mind, seeking out 

any potential threats. There were none, although she did detect a 

strange presence. She concentrated, and with a smile realised what it 

was.  

 The book itself. The Trigocofalu Codex. It had been psychically 

protected. 

 Not needing the light to move about perfectly well, Crethamin 

walked the length of the room to where she knew the podium stood. 

Resting on it was the Codex. She reached out to hold it, only to discover 

that her hands could not touch it. 

 It was a precaution. The information contain inside the Codex 

was potentially very dangerous, and when the old ruling body had 

secured the Codex they had been taking no risks. She looked deeper 

into her mind, accessing the required mental keys that she had stolen 

from the last of the five holders of the secret. 

 She released the keys and the Codex was hers. 
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 Crethamin opened the first page. Due to the darkness she 

couldn’t see the pages, but that wasn’t a problem. Not only were the 

words written in ink, but they had also been mentally written, and 

reading those words with her mind was no issue at all. 

  

‘In three standard months it will be the one hundredth anniversary of 

the birth of the Galactic Federation. It has grown a lot since it’s most 

humble of beginnings. And it all came about when my people came 

across this planet.  

 ‘It was a time when Taureans had only recently started re-

exploring space, since we were once a well travelled species.  For 

thousands of years my ancestors were explorers. They went from one 

end of the galaxy to the other, settling new worlds, helping less 

advanced races.  

 ‘Somewhere, out there, there are races that evolved from the 

early Taurean settlers. As a little boy I was fascinated by one particular 

story, of a planet my ancestors settled on. A world of monsters; giant 

reptiles that ruled the planet. According to rumour three of the four 

settler ships crashed onto the planet. The fourth ship returned to 

Taureas II, with stories of the accident, but nothing was ever heard of 

the other ships again.’ He stopped, his brow furrowed. ‘What is it, 

Ruby, you look disturbed?’ 

 ‘Not exactly. How long ago was this?’ 

 ‘Millions of years ago, even by our calendar. Why do you ask?’ 

 Ruby shook her head. ‘Doesn’t matter for now. Please, carry on 

with your history lesson.’ 

 ‘Very well. As my people soon learned neither the Centaurians 

nor their cousins, the Ossobans, were open to us. Their minds were 

blank. Our peoples became fast friends, and we opened up free trade. 

There were plenty of things that each of our respective planets 

produced exclusively. Over a decade of trust and respect was built, 
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and soon they were sharing technology, building homes and ships 

together, and exploring the neighbouring systems as a unified blend of 

cultures, taking the message of peaceful co-existence to whomever they 

could find. 

 ‘What they did find was the Draconians. They were very 

territorial about what they considered their own space, back then, but 

they were as honourable as ever. The Draconian Empire was open to 

the small alliance, happy to open trade, but they didn’t trust us – us, in 

this case, being my people. The idea that Taureans could possibly enter 

Draconian minds was repugnant to their sense of honour.’ 

 ‘I can see how that would be.  Most of my people like their 

privacy, and what’s become known as their “personal bubble”. 

Reading one’s thoughts would certainly be an invasion of that.’ 

 ‘We agree, Ruby Mundy, this is why we have the Diktat. No 

Taurean is permitted to use their mental abilities off our homeworld. 

We explained this to the Draconians, but they remained uncertain 

about us. 

 ‘This changed. An ambassador from Draconia had agreed to join 

one of the diplomatic missions, which took them into Qux space. As it 

turned out the Qux were very aggressive – they really liked their 

“personal bubble”. Despite the best efforts to be diplomatic, the Qux 

just attacked… with their own mental powers.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ Ruby said slowly, ‘my friend has told me about the Qux. 

Not one of his favourite races.’ 

 ‘With good reason. Despite all their pretences, they are a 

dangerous race. They have mental abilities to rival my people, but 

neither the common sense nor the respect for others that keeps us in 

check. Legend has it that the Taurean delegation were killed, leaving 

only two. One Taurean and the Draconian ambassador. The simple fact 

is my people could have crippled the Qux with a thought… Instead, 

the surviving Taurean chose to use strategy. The details I’m not clear 
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on, but suffice it to say, using cunning and guile, they escaped the Qux 

and returned to Alpha Centauri. It was a turning point for the 

alliance’s relationship with the Draconians, and the start of something 

amazing.’ 

 ‘The Galactic Federation?’ 

 ‘Yes.  The two survivors became great friends, a development 

that served to tip the balance. The Draconian never forgot the honour 

his Taurean companion had displayed, and together they set in motion 

plans to expand the alliance. The leaders of Alpha Centauri and 

Ossobos joined them and a treaty was drawn up, to…’ 

 ‘Seek out new life and new civilisations?’ For a moment 

Cystennin was puzzled by Ruby’s laugh. She waved him on.  

 ‘The goal was to build a federation of planets, to unify the 

galaxy into one peaceful whole, to encourage better trade and cultural 

understanding. 

 ‘Things changed a lot within those first fifty years, and the more 

the races merged the more the political climate began to flux. The 

founding planets expected great things, but what they found were 

more races suspicious of my people. The Taurean role in developing 

the Federation seemed to account for nothing, as did the respect and 

trust we had earned.’ 

 Ruby shook her head. ‘Didn’t anyone understand your Diktat?’ 

 ‘Sure, some did, but a rumour started about my people. 

Claiming we had secrets that we were not willing to share. Even now 

I’m convinced that the Qux started that rumour, since once they joined 

the Federation things went further downhill for my people. They 

convinced the Supreme Senator of the time to initiate an investigation. 

The senator feared for the security of the Federation.’ 

 ‘Oh, come on! That’s ridiculous, why would your people wish 

to harm something they founded?’  
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 ‘That was our point, exactly. Of course, as we later learned, the 

senator was being psychically manipulated by the Qux, who wished to 

discover our secrets for their own personal gain, since they had no way 

to manipulate us directly. We came through it, though, with our 

secrets untouched.  We persuaded the Senate of the truth; that our 

secrets were kept to secure the safety of the Federation. But the damage 

had been done, and my people lost the trust of many races in the 

Federation.’ 

 Ruby hated to pry, but her curiosity was itching. ‘I know you 

have no reason to trust me with these secrets, but you can’t tell me this 

and not…’ 

 Cystennin held up his hands. ‘Please, Ruby Mundy, don’t be 

offended. In the short time I have known you, I do consider you to be 

trustworthy, however I must uphold the Diktat. Besides, there are 

many secrets on Taureas II that most of my people still do not know. It 

is the way of things, and we simply accept that. Some things are often 

best left unknown.’ 

 

Crethamin looked up from the Codex. Much of it was written in the 

ancient Taurean dialect, but fortunately her mind could translate it 

easily enough. Each section had an overview, and for now she was 

sticking to them. When she had more time she would read each and 

every section in great detail. Not a single word would remain unread. 

 So far she learned much of Taurean history, including their 

millennia of exploration, and the way they imprinted their genetic code 

on races all through the galaxy. It was all fascinating stuff, adding 

weight to the stories she had been told in the Institute. 

 Her mind was awash with this new knowledge.  

 She flicked through the Codex, looking for the one phrase that 

had been running through her mind ever since she had encountered 
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that man at the gates of the Institute. Discovering the secrets behind 

the Mind Dwellers was paramount. 

 For centuries the Taurean people lived in peace, secure in the 

knowledge that no others could harm them, protected as they were by their 

ever-developing mental abilities. They were mistaken, since the only thing 

they had to fear was themselves. 

 Unlike the previous time, only fifteen percent of the Taurean people 

made the next evolutionary leap. Almost overnight these Taureans developed 

the ability to control others, to actually live in the minds of other Taureans. 

They were christened “the Mind Dwellers”. 

 The ruling body of Taureas II realised the potential dangers these 

Mind Dwellers posed – they could not be trusted. The new power was 

corrupting them, and they started looking down on the everyday Taurean. A 

revolution was at hand. 

 Crethamin closed her eyes. Perhaps the other races in the 

Federation had been right to fear the potential of the Taureans after all. 

It was a sobering thought. 

 The Taureans banded together, and guided by the ruling body, forced 

the Mind Dwellers off the planet. As a result the Taurean people agreed that 

new rules had to be put in place, not only to protect their future, but the 

future of the galaxy. Another threat like the Mind Dwellers could not be 

allowed to come about. 

 The Elder of the ruling body, Rahlena Garthonis, kept an eye on the 

Mind Dwellers. Despite the Taureans new preoccupation with protecting 

themselves, he realised that they still had a duty to watch over the Mind 

Dwellers, to see that no harm came to others as a result of their being forced 

off Taureas II. 

 The Mind Dwellers became a nomadic race, drifting through the 

universe, their powers continuing to develop... To the point where they created 

their own planet, which they named Chronos. Such a task caused the death of 

many Mind Dwellers, and depleted the powers of those that remained. Over 

the following centuries the Mind Dwellers spread out through the universe, 
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seeking new challenges, locating others with similar abilities, until eventually 

the existence of Chronos faded into distant memory. 

 Chronos… the name rang a bell, but Crethamin wasn’t sure 

why. But she knew the name. She had done a lot since leaving the 

Institute, but she had still yet to venture out of the Taureas system. She 

still had too much to uncover and learn on her home planet before 

looking beyond. Maybe she had heard the name of Chronos mentioned 

in conversation somewhere… but she doubted it. One thing she was 

certain of, though, was that she knew the name and would have to find 

out more about it. It was the home of the Mind Dwellers and… 

 Then it clicked! The man at the gate had mentioned Chronos to 

the vorbari. Something about meeting the boy there when the time was 

right. 

 She returned to the Codex, knowing for absolute fact that she, 

too, would be there on Chronos for that meeting. First she just needed 

to discover the location of the lost planet. 

 In the meantime plans were put into action on Taureas II. Plans to 

prevent other Mind Dwellers being born.  The Honing Institute was created, a 

place young Taureans would be sent to once they were seven months old, the 

age at which the Taurean psychic gene started to assert itself.  There the 

vorbari (taken from the old word meaning “evil seed”) would remain, tutored 

by Thought Teachers, trained in the mental disciplines that would prevent any 

more Mind Dwellers coming to be. 

 She closed the Codex. She had learned enough for now, but there 

was so much more in the Codex, so much more knowledge that she 

needed.  

 A bleep emanated from beneath her robes. Crethamin removed 

the communicator and switched it on. ‘What is it?’ 

 A male voice came through from the other end. ‘Offeiriad, we 

have received news of another Qux attack.’ 



 

110 

 She took a deep breath. Soon it would be time to visit Alpha 

Centauri, but first she needed more proof. And for that it meant the 

time was right to leave her planet behind. One day she would return, 

but for now her path led another way. 

 But she had no intention of leaving empty handed. She reached 

down and grabbed the book. Locating the Codex from orbit had proven 

impossible, but keeping track of her position had not. ‘Lock onto my 

signal,’ she said, ‘and transport me onboard.’  

 

‘Two years ago an offeiriad drew the Senate’s attention to something 

that no one but the offeiriad had noticed.’ 

 ‘Sorry. Offeiriad?’ 

 ‘I’m sorry, Ruby Mundy. An offeiriad is one of the highest 

positions of the clergy of Taureas II, a spiritual leader of great standing 

and respect. This particular one, it turned out, had been keeping track 

on a situation hidden from the general sights of the Senate.  

 ‘As I have mentioned, the Qux are aggressively protective of 

their own secrets, yet they have the ability to convince everyone else 

that they are both open and honest. Everyone, it seems, except 

Offeiriad Lohrena. They were the smallest of incidents, but there were 

many. For two years, unseen by the Federation, someone was 

exterminating the Qux!’ 

 Ruby shrugged. ‘No great loss, by the sounds of it.’ She was 

surprised by the callousness of her words, and even more so that she 

meant it. 

 ‘I have to agree, in many ways the Qux are better dead, but the 

consequences for my people… Investigations took place, help was 

offered, but the Qux refused any and all such help. Indeed, such was 

the extremity of their response to the Federation learning of their 

problems that they completely cut themselves off.’ 

 ‘A stupid move.’ 
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 ‘Yes, very. By doing so, they left the Senate’s hands tied.’ 

 ‘I guess the Federation has a prime directive?’ For her efforts 

Ruby received a blank look. ‘Star Trek references are really lost on you, 

aren’t they? What I meant is, I imagine that they have a policy about 

not interfering with non-aligned worlds.’ 

 At this Cystennin nodded. ‘Yes. You have encountered other 

such allied worlds?’ 

 ‘Only on TV, but surprisingly none in my travels. Certainly 

none where the centre is America.’ She offered an innocent smile. 

‘What happened next? I’m assuming the situation didn’t get better? 

What happened with the Qux?’ 

 ‘We don’t know. When they cut themselves off it was done with 

efficiency. It was the fallout for my people that concerns me mostly. 

After so many years of minor suspicions, my people were adapting, 

but once the truth about the Qux’s problems came out it caused us 

nothing but trouble. Rumours started in earnest. People began to 

suspect the Taureans – thinking that perhaps the Qux had uncovered 

our secrets, and so we were removing them before they could reveal 

all. It is pure laca, of course, but many believed it to be true. And 

despite the Senate’s best attempts, over the last two years my people 

have become the target for hate groups. It is not safe to be Taurean and 

on your own. The safest place for us is on Taureas II, although to the 

Senate’s credit Alpha Centauri is the second safest planet.’ 

 Ruby thought back to how she had first met Cystennin, and the 

bigotry thrown at him. Then her mind drifted to his cagey attitude on 

the journey to the piazza. She now understood. ‘You’re stuck between 

a rock and a hard place, Cyst, as the old saying has it.’ 

 ‘I think I understand your meaning. But the story is not over… 

My people do have some hope left. And that’s Offeiriad Lohrena.’ 

 

‘You just need to use the techniques I’ve taught you.’  
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 She looked around the small room they were all camped in. A 

small room in an abandoned complex on a forgotten asteroid. Secrecy 

was utmost for the success of their mission. They were few in number, 

but what they lacked in quantity they more than made up for in 

quality. Taureans who had come together, willing to explore their 

potential for the sake of keeping their race safe once again. Led by a 

respected offeiriad. 

 In truth it went against her nature to lie to them, to maintain the 

shroud, but she needed her perceived position to guarantee their trust 

and loyalty. Crethamin was convinced that over time their numbers 

would grow, but for now they would have to be sufficient. 

 ‘The Galactic Federation is falling apart; something rotten is 

eating at its core. Our people helped build this alliance, and I believe in 

it. We all do. It’s something worth holding on to. Too many of our kin 

gave their lives to protect the Federation during the war, while the Qux 

tucked tail and ran. Now something is exterminating them.’ 

 ‘Good.’ 

 Crethamin shook her head, looking directly at the Taurean 

captain who had spoken. ‘No, it’s not good.’ 

 ‘Why not? They have been nothing but a medrye in our sides for 

long enough. If it wasn’t for them we’d not be in this trouble.’ 

 ‘Yes, I know.’ For a moment Crethamin was silent. It was good 

that her team kept this at the forefront of their minds; they needed this 

anger, to truly understand why they were better than the Qux. ‘But we 

can’t kill, that has to be our number one rule. We must not become like 

those that hate us, those that let their fear be their guide. We have a 

rich heritage, more so than any of you know. One day I shall teach you. 

But first we must end this fear of the unknown that drives so many 

haters. And we must do so with peace in our hearts. Are we clear on 

that?’ 
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 There were nods of consent around the room. Crethamin 

smiled. They had a long way to go, but they would get there. She knew 

it. 

 

‘Rumour has it that contrary to the Diktat, the peacekeepers use their 

psychic abilities on the hate groups. Getting in their minds and 

convincing them that they want to return home. My government is not 

happy about it, but they tend to keep quiet about their objections.’ 

 ‘Well, yeah, they would,’ Ruby said, ‘after all Lohrena’s team of 

protectors are finding a peaceful solution to a problem that could 

easily escalate into bloodshed. She should be commended, not branded 

a criminal.’ She had expected Cystennin to be happy that she was on 

his side in all this, but he still seemed glum. ‘What is it?’ 

 ‘I fear for the peacekeepers. It is only a matter of time before the 

Senate cracks down on them, since the Federation President’s views 

are very clear. He believes that my people are responsible for the Qux’s 

extermination, and his arguments are very persuasive.’ 

 Ruby thought about this. From what the Doctor had told her, 

this did not fit in with her view of Vasek. ‘But President Vasek is one of 

the Doctor’s people, a protector. He wouldn’t do something to instigate 

a war… Although a future version of him was evil. But no. The 

Doctor’s convinced that Vasek…’ 

 ‘President Vasek? You are behind on many things, Ruby 

Mundy.’ 

 ‘I am?’ 

 ‘Yes, President Vasek gave up his office almost a year ago. Out 

current president is Motekul of the Seikoo Union.’ 

 ‘Oh. Then the Doctor is in for a surprise, since he’s going to…’ 

Ruby trailed off. There was a strange itching in the back of her mind, 

like some thought was trying to get through. ‘What is your view on 

your president?’ she asked, her voice suddenly weary. 
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 ‘I don’t trust him. Since coming to power he has done nothing 

but incite trouble. It is beyond me how he managed to get the office in 

the first place…’ Cystennin shook his head sadly. ‘I fear the Galactic 

Federation is entering its darkest time ever.’ 

 

‘Surely you don’t wish to upset the long history of trust our two 

peoples have enjoyed?’ 

 Crethamin offered “Offeiriad Smile: #4” – the one she had 

perfected to win over the military. She had always known that the man 

in charge of the Imperial Army of Draconia would be a challenge, and 

one she had never really been looking forward to. But once her 

research on Chronos had led to his name, she knew there was little 

choice. 

 There was surprisingly little information about Chronos, and no 

matter how much she cross-referenced she found only cryptic phrases 

and next to no actual details on where it was.  Even the Trigocofalu 

Codex itself shed no light on the planet. The best she could work out 

was that somehow the planet existed on another plane of 

consciousness, and only appeared in real space at times of great 

change. Only one name was on record of having visited the planet and 

returning from it still sane, and that was the man standing before her. 

 Supreme Admiral Vorkuuthh. 

 They were standing in the gardens of the Imperial Palace. The 

suns were shining, and she could hear the insects ticking away around 

her. The palace itself stood behind Vorkuuthh; a talk, bulky stone 

affair. Majestic in appearance, as suited the home of the God Empress 

of Draconia, it was, without a doubt, one of the most impressive 

buildings in the entire Federation. Vorkuuthh himself was also an 

impressive man. On the way to Draconia she had researched all she 

could find about him – a man of great honour, a true warrior and 

extremely loyal to his Empress and the Galactic Federation. His home 
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life, although the details were scant, was not such a great story. His 

wife had left him, and most of his children were divided. The price of 

his career focus, Crethamin suspected. A man who had given up a 

great deal in his duty to the Federation. It was that fact which she 

hoped to use to get what she wanted. 

 ‘I am speaking to you, Offeiriad Lohrena, that in itself should 

show you my regard for the relationship between our worlds. But since 

I have no interest in Taurean mysticism I’m puzzled as to why an 

offeiriad would wish to speak to me.’ 

 ‘Because I need information that you hold.’ 

 ‘Me?’ Vorkuuthh smiled, but it was not kind. ‘I hold all kinds of 

information, as befits a man of my rank. What makes you think I 

would share them with you?’ 

 Even without her psychic abilities Crethamin could sense the 

obvious distaste for what the offeiriad represented. ‘You surprise me, 

Supreme Admiral. Your own people have a high regard for the 

spiritual, yet…’ 

 Vorkuuthh narrowed his eyes. ‘Speaking bluntly, Taurean 

mysticism doesn’t compare to Draconian beliefs. What do you want?’ 

 Crethamin stepped closer. ‘I need to know everything you know 

about Chronos.’ 

 Vorkuuthh laughed loudly. ‘Chronos! I visited that world many 

years ago…’ 

 ‘Less than three years.’ 

 ‘So you have done your research. Research that told you 

nothing, clearly.’ 

 Crethamin nodded. ‘Quite, but it did tell me that you visited 

Chronos, on a mission from the then leader of the Federation. To 

rescue heroes of the war, unless I am mistaken… oh, and a Taurean 

boy.’ She smiled. ‘So, you do have respect for my people.’ 
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 ‘Respect does not come into it, Offeiriad. If Rahlena Falex had 

been a Draconian I personally would have seen to his mercy killing. 

But I was given a mission by the God Empress, and her wishes take 

place over my personal feelings.’ 

 The records had not named the Taurean that had been rescued 

from Chronos, and it never occurred to her that he would be the same 

boy as the one that had a rendezvous on Chronos with the Mind 

Dwellers. Now she knew the name of the vorbari, but she still needed 

the name of the Mind Dweller she had encountered. 

 ‘Supreme Admiral, you will tell me everything you know about 

Chronos. How to get there, how to leave safely, what I can expect to 

find on that planet and, most importantly, where it is.’ 

 She noticed his green-scaled hand rest on the hilt of his sword 

that hung of his belt. ‘Your Taurean mind tricks will not work on me. I 

am not the supreme admiral of the entire Draconian military because I 

have a weak mind.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘I never liked to believe that 

the rumours were true, that Taureans were breaking their own Diktat. 

The God Empress will be most displeased.’ 

 ‘I’m afraid she will not know.’ Crethamin closed her eyes, and 

with her mind, she invaded every fibre of Vorkuuthh’s being… 

 

Ruby, wait! 

 Such was the sheer force behind the thought, that Ruby found 

herself losing her concentration, and was soon tumbling through the 

water. Hands grabbed hold of her, and she regained her composure. 

She looked at Cystennin accusingly. 

 ‘What happened to this Diktat of yours?’ She rubbed her 

temples. ‘That hurt.’ 

 Cystennin looked down briefly, in contrition. ‘I’m sorry, but you 

left in such a hurry, and it was the only way I could think of to stop 

you.’ He glanced back up, and offered a lop-sided smile. ‘Now you see 
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why we have the Diktat? And why my people hold to it when dealing 

with non-Taureans.’ 

 ‘Yes, yes I do.’ Ruby let out a sigh. ‘It’s ok, I’m not angry with 

you. I just…’ She looked around the piazza, lost. What was she 

thinking, rushing out of the club like that? Without Cystennin she 

would never be able to find her way out of here. Not as quickly as she 

needed to, anyway. ‘How do we get on one of those shuttle things?’ 

 ‘The gwalybaniath-pod?’ 

 Ruby nodded. ‘Yes, one of them. I need to get to the surface, 

asap, and I don’t have time to go swimming.’ 

 Cystennin was crestfallen. ‘I’m sorry, but I do not have the 

credit for a pod.’ 

 This was the moment she had dreaded. Cystennin’s confidence 

had been restored through their conversations and time together, to 

now admit to her unlimited credit was to risk possibly destroying all 

that work. He had to see her as an equal, and in an affluent mix of 

cultures like the Federation, her financial standing could be enough to 

set her above him.  

 ‘I do.’ 

 ‘Oh, well it’s this way, then.’ 

 For a moment Ruby remained where she was, and watched 

Cystennin drift away. His reaction was not expected, but at the same 

time most welcome. She swam after him. Once she had caught him up, 

she asked; ‘You’re not bothered by my credit?’ 

 Cystennin laughed. ‘No, Ruby Mundy, why would I be?’ 

 That had her stumped. ‘Erm… Well, because…’ 

 ‘I have been working on this planet for a long time now, and I 

have met many races from all over the Federation, and several from 

beyond, but never anyone like you. Having credit enough for a pod 

doesn’t set you above me, although it probably should.’ He smiled at 

her. ‘You’re too humble for that.’ 
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 ‘That’s very sweet of you to say, pet. Thank you.’ 

 Cystennin pointed at an arch. ‘Just through there. Fastest pods 

that credits can buy.’ 

 ‘Buy? I don’t want a whole pod, just a couple of seats on one.’ 

 Cystennin laughed again. It was beautiful sound, making Ruby 

feel good about herself. ‘I simply meant buy a couple of seats. How 

much credit do you have?’ 

 

Crethamin sat in the centre of the circle painted onto the floor of the 

cave. The circle achieved no mystical purpose; it was merely a symbol 

of her need to be inside herself, shutting out all external forces. Her 

offeiriad robes lay nearby, revealing the clothes she tended to wear 

underneath. Knee high boots, beige slacks, a white shirt over which she 

wore a brown waistcoat. There was nothing even remotely Taurean 

about the ensemble, but it was practical for the life she had been 

leading since finding the Trigocofalu Codex. 

 At least once a day she retreated to the circle cave, as it had 

become known, to meditate and clear her mind of the darkness of her 

actions. She sought her inner sense, the peace that saturated the 

Taurean psyche.  

 Despite her best efforts, she had been forced to act in ways that 

made her feel unclean in order to protect the secrets of her people. She 

had little choice. She knew more of their secrets than any living 

Taurean, and only she understood the true horror that could be 

unleashed if the secrets were to be revealed to the Federation. 

 The existence of the Mind Dwellers was a threat to her goal. 

And worse, they had their own plan. The meeting on Chronos was to 

be soon, she knew that as surely as she knew her own name, which 

meant that some big change, massive uncertainty, was about to come 

to the galaxy. 

 She had to be ready for it. 
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 Crethamin closed her eyes, and began her meditation. 

 

The short journey back to the surface had been both quick, and 

surprisingly uneventful. Ruby had expected the usual bigotry towards 

Cystennin, but he carried himself in such a way that demanded 

respect. He had handled the business of getting two boarding passes 

with amazing efficiency, which left Ruby standing there to watch him 

with pride.  

 Now she waited. They were all sitting in their seats while the 

water slowly drained from within the pod. Regardless of the circlet, 

Ruby still expected to be soaking wet once the water had gone. 

Cystennin reached across and showed her how to remove the circlet. 

She pressed the seal, and there was a popping sound as the trans-

atmospheric buffering shield evaporated around her. She patted 

herself down, glad to feel the dryness of the coat, and took a deep 

breath. The door of the pod was lowering silently, letting in the air 

from outside. Although she was on an alien planet she still enjoyed the 

feel of the fresh air filling her lungs. She hadn’t noticed at the time, but 

the oxygenated air created by the buffering shield had been a little 

stale.  

 She smacked her lips together softly, tasting the wetness of the 

air. That was wrong. With Cystennin behind her, she disembarked the 

pod and stepped onto the quay, which was bathed in artificial light. 

She hadn’t realised that they had spent so much time in the 

underwater city. Everyone around her was looking up at the dark sky, 

and so drawn, she lifted her eyes to see, too. 

  The clouds were almost entirely filling the sky. Now they were 

almost a pure black. Judging by the looks of surprised curiosity on the 

more humanoid faces around her, she gathered that this was not the 

typical night sky of Alpha Centauri, indeed judging by the occasional 

blue patch in the sky it was clearly still day. 
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 Ruby thought back to what Cystennin had said about the 

mysterious circumstances surrounding the arrival of the new 

president. For reasons she didn’t understand, she just knew that this 

president had something to do with the strange weather. It was a 

deeply instinctive feeling, and she knew for certain she was right. She 

just didn’t know how. Female intuition only accounted for so much on 

her travels, and could not be used to explain this new certainty of hers. 

 And the Doctor had gone to Senate Building to see the 

president. She didn’t have time to stand here gawking with everyone 

else. She turned to Cystennin. 

 ‘I have to go. I need to get to the Doctor now.’ Ruby narrowed 

her eyes, as a shiver shot down her spine. ‘Something is seriously 

wrong here.’ 

 Cystennin did not remove his attention from the sky. She 

nudged him with her elbow. He looked at her, momentarily confused. 

He blinked, but it was too late. Ruby had noticed the black that had 

started filling his eyes. She backed away slowly. 

 He shook his head. ‘Darkness is falling,’ he said softly. 

 ‘I worked that out myself,’ Ruby responded caustically. She bit 

her tongue. ‘Sorry. Are you ok?’ 

 He didn’t answer immediately, and when he did Ruby wished 

he hadn’t. ‘I’m not sure. I can feel waves of psychic energy rippling all 

over the planet…’ He squeezed his eyes shut. ‘I’m trying to block it 

out, but…’ 

 Several screams echoed from further up the quay. Ruby looked 

over and saw a small group of Taureans shaking, their hands covering 

their heads. She turned to Cystennin, only to find he was gone. Then 

she heard a groaning, and looked down to discover that he was rolling 

about on the quay. She knelt down and reached out a hand. 

 ‘Cystennin!’ 
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 He looked up at her, his eyes jet black. ‘You’re glowing,’ he 

whispered. 

 Ruby pulled her hand back. ‘What?’ 

 All around the various aliens began running, some further up 

the quay, while others rushed into the pods that were still berthed 

alongside. The only ones who remained were the Taureans, all of 

whom were looking up at the sky, transfixed. Including Cystennin. 

 Feeling an odd sense of dread, Ruby looked up, too. 

 The clouds were opening. As far as the eye could see, rents were 

appearing in the clouds. And something was emerging from them. 

Several somethings, in fact. Little balls of fire. Ruby attempted to count 

them, but realised it was impossible. Whatever they were they were 

small, and legion in number. Slowly they fell out of the clouds. ‘And 

the stars of the sky fell… for the great day of their wrath has come: and 

who is able to stand?’ she whispered to herself, recalling the warning 

of the end of the world that had been drilled into her when she had 

been a child. This was it. She swallowed hard. 

 ‘Run!’ 

 She pulled her eyes from the sight above, and looked at 

Cystennin. He was still transfixed by the clouds, but from the side of 

his mouth he was urging her away. 

 ‘I can’t just…’ Ruby began to protest. 

 ‘Go! Before the rot sets in.’ 

 Ruby inhaled deeply. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, turned, and 

ran for the nearest transport tube. 

 

Change. It was coming to the Federation, and it was leaving traces all 

through the galaxy, like psychic footprints, and Crethamin could 

follow them as easily as someone could follow footprints in the mud. 

 The source of the change was on Alpha Centauri itself.  
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 The blue planet was coming ever closer, filling the view from 

the cockpit of her shuttle. She had left her team to scout the sector for 

any more hate attacks, while she followed the psychic traces she had 

picked during one of her exercises to increase her awareness of the 

fabric of reality. She regularly put time aside to meditate, to open her 

mind to her potential. She was careful though. What she had seen in 

the mind of that Mind Dweller had been enough of a warning to keep 

her away from the darkness – her meditation was focussed on light, on 

the peace of her inner sense. 

 This time, though, she had touched something else. Saw time, 

not the measurement, but the reality. The concept that structured 

everything in the universe. For that brief moment she had understood 

clearly – Time was the thing that bound the universe together. And 

something was disrupting that. 

 She looked at the chronometer. It was exactly four years ago, to 

the day, since she had first encountered the Mind Dweller, and she was 

filled with a sense of certainty that today was the day she would learn 

the truth of his plan. How it involved the vorbari, Chronos… and why 

it was linked to the disruption of Time. 

 

She sank into the seat, her mind numbed by the sudden change of 

events. Months of just travelling, having no adventure, no life and 

death encounters. Had she become complacent? Would the old Ruby 

have seen all this coming, would she have been so relaxed in getting to 

know Cystennin that she would have shut herself off to any potential 

danger? She just didn’t know. All she did know was that she was 

beginning to dislike Ruby mark two. 

 She shook her head. No, that was foolishness. Her experience 

with Dubara had not changed her that much, not to the point where 

she was a different person. She was still the same old Ruby Mundy, 

just with a renewed sense of discovery. Her grief for Cystennin was 
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making her doubt herself… She rubbed at her eyes and looked out of 

the window, up at the sky.  

 The rents were getting bigger, and more fireballs were falling 

out of the clouds. Was this attack directed at the Taureans? Revenge 

for the Qux, perhaps. There were others in the tube with her, but not a 

single Taurean. Every member of that race she had passed had been 

staring at the sky. Whatever was happening didn’t appear to be 

affecting any other species. A very specific target, indeed. 

 She flinched suddenly. An intense pain, like a split second 

migraine, shot across her temples. 

 ‘Oh no,’ she said under her breath. Something was heading for 

the tube. She jumped to her feet, but before she could warn any of the 

aliens in her carriage, it struck. 

 The cylinder housing the transport tube shattered under the 

impact. No, Ruby corrected herself. It crumbled into nothing, as if 

accelerated beyond its natural life span. The blob of blackness that had 

been housed in the fireball carried on and attached itself to the 

carriage. She stood in the middle and watched, unable to do anything 

but that, as the black expanded, covering the entire tube. 

 She looked around at the aliens, whose shadows were being cast 

by the emergency lighting.  Panic was about to become an issue. Ruby 

raised her hands. ‘OK, let’s keep calm here. If we work together, we 

can all…’ 

 The lights went out. Hisses, growls, clicks and screams echoed 

throughout the entire tube. Ruby bit her bottom lip, feeling the panic 

rising in herself, too. She resisted the urge to scream out. Someone had 

to maintain some sort of order. Crisis needed calmness and control to 

be overcome. 

 The floor moved beneath her, and she found herself instantly on 

her back. She squirmed. Underneath was not the sturdy metallic 
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flooring she had expected, but rather a gooey substance. She felt herself 

sinking into it. 

 I’m going to die, she thought, no longer caring about the panic 

erupting about her. 

 

It was all over him. Crethamin closed her eyes and stretched out her 

mind to the man before her. Not enough for him to feel her presence, 

but enough for her to get a feel for him. 

 Outwardly he seemed to be a Taurean, and were it not for his 

unusually blue eyes and lack of tattoo, Crethamin would have believed 

him to be so. But he wasn’t. Taureans, no matter how powerful they 

were psychically, were not covered in Time. This man was. 

 She had first spotted him leaving the transport tube, setting off 

directly for Senate Building. And intrigued, she followed. 

 Crethamin opened her eyes. She had not been wrong. He, too, 

realised that the storm growing across Alpha Centauri was linked to 

the change in Time, and he was certain he knew why. 

 Her brow furrowed. She wanted to know more about him, but 

to breach his mind further would be to alert him to her own abilities, 

and until she knew what and who he was, she had no intention of 

revealing anything. Following would have to do. 

 The man passed into the reception of Senate Building. 

Crethamin pulled her hood further down to cover her face, and walked 

up the steps.  

 

The stalls were deserted, goods left behind, as everyone made every 

effort to clear Senate Square. Doors to shops were being firmly closed, 

in the hope that the walls would keep them safe. Ruby wandered 

around, in something of a daze.  

 By rights she should have been dead. Just like all those who had 

been in the tube with her when it came crashing, at great speed, to the 
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ground a good thirty feet below. Instead, she had found herself 

standing amidst the decayed wreck of the tube, completely unscathed. 

Even her clothes were still clean, despite the rotting shell of the tube all 

around her. Her fellow passengers lay in the wreck, their bodies 

looking equally decayed. 

 And still the fireballs fell from the rents in the clouds. 

 With a heavy heart she left the wreckage behind, stumbling 

through Senate Square, her bearings completely off. She tried looking 

for the towering spire of Senate Building, but in the darkness it was 

very difficult to see anything more than 500 yards ahead of her. The 

various lights coming from the abandoned stalls and the closed shops 

offered very little help in her attempts at searching. 

 So on she went, in the vain hope that she would eventually 

come across something she recognised. 

 It took her a good thirty minutes of walking, but she did 

eventually find something. She didn’t recognise the shop per se, but 

the sign above it rang a bell; Honest Doc’s Second Hand Curios. It had to 

be the shop that the Doctor had told her about, the one his friend ran. 

She walked towards it, wondering if the name was a coincidence. She 

sort of hoped it was, since she could not imagine the Doctor actually 

owning a shop. 

 She peered through the window. The lights were still on, and 

she could see everything clearly. She couldn’t name everything, 

however, partly because there was so much stuff inside the shop, but 

also because a lot of it was completely unknown to her. But she could 

not see a single person. She tried the door anyway, and with a sigh of 

relief, found it was unlocked. 

 She stepped inside, careful to pull the door to behind her. With 

a strange sense of familiarity, she noticed that the shop had five walls, 

and the furthest wall was blank. Not white, just blank, as if it didn’t 

even exist. A set of stairs ran up the side of the non-existent fifth wall, 
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although where they led to Ruby had no idea, since outside it was clear 

that the shop didn’t have second floor. She walked deeper into the 

shop, taking note of the more familiar curios.  

 ‘Oooh,’ she said, and lifted a set of DVDs. She smiled sadly, 

reminded of a previous life, and a trip to her once favourite soap opera. 

‘Those were the days.’ She replaced the DVDs and returned to looking 

for the owner of the shop. Before she could call out she heard a man’s 

voice coming from somewhere beyond the fifth wall. 

 ‘You’re a few months early, Doctor, and that’s going to upset…’ 

The man stopped speaking once he emerged into the shop and noticed 

Ruby standing there. He looked around, and then rested his eyes on 

Ruby. He raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought the… You’re not the Doctor, 

are you?’ 

 ‘No,’ Ruby answered slowly. She regarded the man carefully. 

She immediately didn’t trust him, and again she no reason to explain 

it, but it seemed her instincts screamed for her to distrust him. He had 

emerged from the fifth wall, which opened around him, and then 

closed once he was in the shop. He was tall and rakish, an old man 

with thinning grey hair and a deeply lined face. His brown eyes had a 

hint of orange about them. Ruby nodded to herself. ‘You’re part 

Taurean.’ 

 The man looked momentarily caught off guard. He laughed it 

off. ‘Nonsense, my dear. I am EnalcKarnip, and I assure you, I am not 

part anything.’ 

 Ruby was unconvinced. She indicated her surroundings. ‘Nice 

little shop you have here,’ she said, and added abruptly, ‘what’s the 

Doctor early for? And what would that upset?’ 

 EnalcKarnip raised a finger to his lip. ‘Ah, you heard that. A 

pity, Ruby. I’ve always liked you, but alas, you’ve…’ 

 ‘I never told you my name.’ 
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 He smiled at her. ‘No, this is true. Whoops?’ EnalcKarnip 

stepped forward. ‘I’m afraid I can’t let you warn the Doctor. I’ve been 

planning all this for a long, so I’m sure you’ll understand that I can’t 

take any risks this close to completion.’ 

 ‘Touch her, and I’ll make you regret it.’ 

 Ruby recognised the new voice instantly. She turned around 

with a big smile. The Doctor, still dressed as she had last seen him, was 

standing by the shop counter, a tall woman standing beside him. The 

shop door was closing silently behind them. He waved at his friend. 

‘Hi, Ruby.’ 

 She rushed across the shop floor and grabbed him in a hug. ‘Oh, 

Doctor, am I glad to see you!’  

 The Doctor released himself and held Ruby before him at arms 

length, looking her over. ‘Ruby, you’re glowing.’ 

 She looked down at herself. ‘You’re the second person to say 

that. I don’t see…’ Her eyes came to rest on the woman. Although she 

did not recognise the tall dark skinned woman, Ruby did notice… 

‘Hold on, she’s a Taurean, how come she’s ok?’ 

 The Doctor grinned. ‘She’s not your average Taurean, is why. 

Ruby, allow me to introduce the latest member of our team, Rho…’ He 

stopped as a thunderous look swept across the woman’s face. 

 ‘You,’ she breathed. 

 ‘Yes, me.’ EnalcKarnip offered a smile, which left Ruby with 

that sinking feeling. He seemed genuinely happy to see the woman. 

‘My dear, Crethamin, you’re exactly on time.’ 

 

It was as she had been told; Senate Building really was one of the 

biggest buildings in the entire Federation. It certainly rivalled both the 

Centre of Records on Taureas II and the Imperial Palace on Draconia 

for sheer size, but Crethamin was not about to be washed in awe. She 



 

128 

had seen many signs and wonders in the last four years, and buildings 

rarely impressed her any more. 

 She had watched the man argue with one of the many 

receptionists that worked in the large lobby, before he stormed his way 

into one of the fifty lifts. Security officers pursued him, but before they 

could reach the lift, the man had managed to get the doors to lock 

behind him. 

 Crethamin watched all this with mirth. She still wasn’t sure if 

the man was a potential ally or foe, but she knew she liked his method. 

While the officers were attempting to recall the lift, she had entered 

another and sent it shooting up through Senate Building. She 

continued to keep her mind attuned to the man, and was little 

surprised when it turned out that he was heading for the top.  

 Her own lift came to rest on the top floor, although there had 

been a short gap between her arrival and that of the man, since her lift 

had to wait for his to start its return journey into the bowels of the 

building. She felt her lift slide sideways, passing several other shafts 

until it reached the only shaft that continued to the top floor. 

 She stepped into the small office cautiously. Crethamin looked 

around. The office was deserted; all that greeted her was an empty 

desk and chair, and the usual office furniture she had come to expect 

from Federation officials. She sometimes missed the more elegant 

nature of the offices on Taureas II, since every Federation office she 

had stepped in looked pretty much the same. All functional, with 

nothing to show for the personal lives of those who worked in them. 

But even for the Federation this office was sparse. She walked over to 

the desk and ran a finger along the surface. 

 Dust. She rubbed it off her finger. There was a thin layer of dust 

covering everything. She eyed the chair, not daring to pat it for fear of 

the cloud of dust it would throw at her. She had a sensitive nose at the 

best of times. 
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 This office had not been used in a long time. And, if she knew 

recent events well enough, she was pretty sure she could track the lack 

of use back six months. 

 She looked at the door opposite the lift. Behind it was the office 

of the president. She had long hoped that one day they would meet: 

since he had come to power the hate groups seemed to have more 

purpose behind their actions, boosted by the views expressed by the 

president… Thinking on it, it still puzzled her as to why the Senate 

allowed such a president to remain in power. His views were almost 

anathema to what the Galactic Federation stood for. 

 Carefully she removed her robes and folded them. She placed 

them on the table. She checked over the weapons attached to her outfit 

that had been hidden beneath the robes. Physical violence was not her 

usual way, but it had proven necessary over the last few years, as she 

suspected it would be now. If she were to confront the president, then 

she would do so as herself, and not as Offeiriad Lohrena. It was a 

moment for truth, not hiding behind fake identities. 

 She approached the door. 

 She jumped back in shock as the door shook under the impact of 

something hitting it on the other side. A male voice yelled out in pain. 

Either the president was under attack, or it was the man…  

 Without further thought as to the possible danger, Crethamin 

slammed into the door with her shoulder. She had expected some 

resistance, but the door gave easily and she found herself cannoning 

into the room beyond. She managed to control her momentum, and 

spun around expecting to have to defend herself from an attack. 

Instead what she saw threw her a curve ball. 

 The man she had been following was lying on the floor, his back 

against the wall. He face was screwed in pain, and Crethamin was not 

surprised. Whatever the thing was doing to him looked painful 

enough. It was pressing the palm of its black clawed hand into his 
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chest, and a strange silver substance, sparkling like an electrical charge, 

was surging from the man’s chest into the skin of the black hand. The 

thing itself resembled an insect, although she had never seen any that 

equalled the size, with oily skin that was constantly on the move, 

rippling across the bones and muscles underneath.  

 Before she realised what she was doing, Crethamin cocked an 

eyebrow and titled her head towards the far wall. The creature flew 

across the room, smashing into the wall violently.  

 She rushed over to the side of the man. He opened her eyes and 

looked at her gratefully. ‘Thank you for the timely intervention, 

although I don’t think Motekul shares my feelings.’ He nodded weakly 

over at the creature. 

 Crethamin looked, and saw that the creature was slowly getting 

to its feet. ‘What the laca is that thing?’ 

 ‘I’ll explain later. Right now,’ the man said, letting out a breath 

of painful air as he got to his feet, ‘I think we need a back door out of 

here.’ 

 Crethamin helped him to his feet, and for the first time noticed 

that the creature was between them and the door. ‘I don’t think you’ll 

be finding a back door up here.’ 

 The man smiled. ‘Then you’ll be pleasantly surprised.’ He 

turned around and pointed at the door behind the desk. ‘The way into 

the presidential suite itself… or rather used to be, but now, thanks to 

an old friend’s sudden departure, it’s the exit we need.’ He grabbed 

Crethamin’s hand and rushed across the room. 

 She almost pulled her hand away, feeling a brief shock as their 

skins touched. She had felt such a shock before. When she had first 

experienced the true Time concept in her mind. They reached the door 

and, without hesitation, the man pulled it open. 
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 Before she could complain about the white void beyond, the 

man had pulled her inside. The door slammed shut behind them, and 

then there was… 

 

The Doctor looked from Crethamin to EnalcKarnip and back. In turn 

Ruby was watching him, and she did not like the look on his face. She 

had seen it before, the abrupt absence of trust. She stepped back so that 

she was shoulder to shoulder with the Doctor. Without realising it she 

had put the Doctor between both her and Crethamin, and her and 

EnalcKarnip. 

 ‘Just in time for what?’ the Doctor asked. 

 EnalcKarnip smiled at the Doctor. Ruby had no doubt as the 

genuine nature of the smile, either. She was not surprised, after all the 

Doctor had said that the two of them were old friends. Yet, she felt the 

Doctor tense beside her. ‘Doctor, how delightful to see you again. It’s 

been what, almost four years?’ 

 ‘Almost. But who’s counting? You were expecting Crethamin?’ 

 EnalcKarnip pulled himself back a bit, taken by surprise. ‘Well, 

you are rather to the point these days. Not sure if it’s an improvement 

or not.’ 

 ‘Take my word for it, it is.’ There was no fooling in the Doctor’s 

tone. Friends or not, the Doctor’s suspicion had been raised, and Ruby 

knew he would not let it go until he had been proven wrong. ‘So, back 

to the issue at hand. Why were you expecting Crethamin?’ 

 The woman herself stepped forward. Her orange eyes were 

narrowed, and Ruby noticed the way she moved. Like an animal 

observing its prey, and yet there was something serene about her 

manner. Ruby was puzzled.  The two things seemed at odds with each 

other. 
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 ‘The Doctor has a good point. I was expecting to see you on 

Chronos, not here.’ She looked around the shop. ‘You’ve been here all 

this time?’ 

 ‘Never left.’ EnalcKarnip laughed. ‘Well, not true, I’ve left a fair 

few times. It has been four years since we first met, but yes, I’ve spent 

most of my time here. Have you been looking for me?’ 

 ‘No exactly. But I knew we’d meet up again.’ 

 ‘Well of course you did. Either here or on Chronos, it makes no 

odds.’ 

 ‘So, you’ve found Chronos?’ the Doctor asked. 

 ‘Found? That would imply we lost it, Doctor.’ 

 ‘Didn’t you?’ 

 EnalcKarnip was silent for a moment, rubbing his chin. ‘A 

minor point.’ He looked back at Crethamin. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, 

your destiny was set the moment you chose to look into my mind.’ 

 Crethamin shook her head and tutted. ‘Oh, I don’t think so. I 

was never your average Taurean, even as a vorbari. If you think you 

have some control over me, then I’m here to tell you how deluded you 

are. The Mind Dwellers’ time is past.’ 

 ‘Not the bit of it, my dear. Our time is only just upon us.’ He 

looked to the Doctor. ‘And what to do with you?’ 

 The Doctor shrugged. ‘Beats me, I just came to Alpha Centauri 

for some help from a friend. But, what do I find?’ 

 ‘Plans within plans.’ 

 ‘Yes, but whose plans?’ The Doctor went to step forward, but 

Ruby grabbed his arm to hold him back. He looked down at her. ‘Don’t 

worry, me and EnalcKarnip go back a long way. He won’t hurt me.’ 

 Ruby shook her head, her eyes never leaving the Mind Dweller. 

‘Don’t count on it, pet. He’s ready to kill.’ 

 EnalcKarnip appeared to be insulted by this. ‘My dear, you do 

me a disservice. I’d never kill the Doctor. He’s too important.’ 
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 The Doctor patted Ruby’s hand and gently removed it from his 

arm. ‘You see, I’m important.’ He snapped his head around, glaring at 

EnalcKarnip. ‘How so?’ 

 ‘Now you know I’m not going to answer that.’ 

 The Doctor walked up to EnalcKarnip. Ruby watched, feeling 

the tension mount in the shop. Crethamin stood between her and the 

two men, clearly itching to do something. Wherever this was going, 

Ruby didn’t like it. Not one bit. 

 ‘You said four years? That would be around the time you took 

Falex back to Taureas II for me.’ The Doctor rubbed his earlobe in 

thought. ‘Four years of planning. Hmm. Now, when I visited Falex 

shortly after, he didn’t trust me, called me “bad Doctor”. What did you 

do to him?’ 

 ‘Nothing,’ Crethamin said. The Doctor turned to face her. ‘I kept 

an eye of the Institute, and EnalcKarnip never returned. I would have 

known about it if they had.’ 

 ‘Yes, but he’s a Mind Dweller. Do you have any idea of the 

power they hold?’ 

 ‘You know of their history?’ 

 The Doctor smiled at the Taurean woman. ‘Only what you told 

me, and what I experienced first hand when I lived here.’ He looked 

back at EnalcKarnip. ‘I don’t trust you. You used to be one of my 

closest friends, but…’ He waved his arms around. ‘The Federation is 

about to die, and I know you’re involved.’ 

 EnalcKarnip nodded his head slowly. ‘Oh yes, I really am.’ He 

turned away from them. ‘You know what to do, Crethamin,’ the old 

man said as he re-entered the fifth wall. 

 Ruby walked past Crethamin and over to the Doctor. ‘What’s he 

mean? What is going on here, Doctor? Have you seen those things 

falling out of the sky, and what they’re doing to everything?’ 
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 The Doctor placed a hand on Ruby’s shoulder. ‘Yes, I have.’ He 

sounded tired, and as Ruby looked into his eyes she realised that he, 

too, had seen some awful things since they had parted company. ‘The 

harbingers of something much worse, I’m afraid.’ He clapped his 

hands. ‘Right then, we’ve got work to do… Crethamin?’ 

 The Taurean looked at them, and when she did Ruby let out a 

breath of shock. ‘Oh god,’ she said.  

 Crethamin’s eyes were aflame. 

 It was the last thing Ruby saw before her mind was swamped in 

darkness.  

 

Crethamin looked around the white void, as she followed the man who 

had introduced himself as the Doctor. She knew she was walking, 

could see her legs moving one in front of the other, but she was getting 

no sense of movement. It was very disorientating.  

 ‘Why do I recognise your name?’ 

 The Doctor glanced back. ‘You tell me.’ He tapped the side of 

his head. ‘I know you had a little snoop in here when you were 

following me, what did you see?’ 

 This surprised Crethamin. ‘You knew?’ 

 The Doctor grinned. ‘Yes. You’ll find, Crethamin, there’s a lot 

more to me than meets the eye. But I wouldn’t bother trying to rattle 

around in my head again, that particular door has been closed to you. 

If you want to know something, you’re going to need to ask.’ 

 Crethamin absorbed this new information. If he had known 

about her following him, then he had expected her to rescue him too. 

This, in a way, meant he had used her. She wasn’t sure if she liked that 

idea, or not. Although, upon further reflection, she had used many a 

people in the last few years so she couldn’t really complain too much. 

 ‘I’ve been doing a lot of research… well, for most of my life. 

And I think I came across your name.’ 
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 ‘That would be feasible. I did spend a year in this century, and 

what a year it was. One of the most important years of the Galactic 

Federation, which would have gone rather badly if not for my 

involvement. Even if I do say so myself.’ The Doctor glanced back and 

smiled hugely at her. 

 ‘You’re that Doctor?’ He nodded. ‘Laca! There was rumour that 

you somehow survived the war. Yet your death on Terra Mondas was 

pretty conclusive, too.’ Crethamin shook her head. It had been a minor 

mystery among the more important mysteries that directed her 

missions. 

 ‘Long story. Maybe I’ll tell you one day.’ 

 Crethamin couldn’t help but smile. ‘You keep talking as if we’re 

going to know each other for a long time.’ 

 He looked over his shoulder. ‘I do, don’t I?’ He winked, and 

resumed leading her further into the void. 

 She followed. There was little else she could do. ‘So, would you 

care to explain to me where we are? And why we didn’t enter the 

presidential suite through that door?’ 

 ‘It’s a complicated answer. What do you know of transcendental 

temporal mechanics?’ 

 ‘Nothing at all.’ 

 ‘Rightio, layman’s terms it is, then.’  

 Crethamin was sure she ought to be feeling patronised at this 

point, but she wasn’t. So she simply listened, anything that involved 

Time concerned her and the mission. All information was good 

information.  

 ‘We’re in a temporal fold, a sort of pocket dimension left over 

when a TARDIS was detached from a real world object. You see, an old 

friend of mine, who happened to be your former president, made his 

TARDIS part of Senate Building. A great way to hide it from the 

Gallifreya, by the way, as well as any other temporal powers out there. 
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Of course, I’ve since learned that Vasek gave up his office some time 

back, but when he took his TARDIS with him he left a temporal fold in 

place of the presidential suite.’ 

 ‘Isn’t that a bit dangerous?’ 

 ‘Not at all. Only a time sensitive like me could open the door to 

the fold. It will dissipate eventually, no doubt being replaced by the 

presidential suite once more. Although,’ the Doctor added, his light 

tone being replaced by a far more serious one, ‘something tells me that 

by that time there won’t be much left of Alpha Centauri, let alone 

Senate Building.’ 

 Crethamin felt a strange sense of fear bubbling inside. She 

couldn’t account for it, but the words issuing from the Doctor’s mouth 

made her hands shake. Such was the force of the truth behind those 

words. ‘What do you mean? Alpha Centauri is protected.’ 

 The Doctor shook his head sadly. ‘Not any more. Your current 

president has been busy these last few months. I had a shufty around 

his office before he, erm, appeared.’ 

 Busy other than empowering hate groups. Crethamin shook her 

head. The Senate had been so blind, and they were going to pay for 

their ignorance. They should have removed President Motekul from 

office back when… She looked up from her feet. ‘You called that thing 

attacking you “Motekul” earlier. But that’s the president’s name.’ 

 ‘Yes, and that was your president. One of the Lmth.’ The Doctor 

stopped, and turned to face her. ‘I’m afraid you’ve all been had. 

Amongst other things, the Lmth are perception distorters, and I 

suspect that Motekul has been manipulating the Senate since he came 

to power. In the guise of a Seikoo, no less, which is an insult to that 

race.’ He placed a comforting hand on Crethamin’s shoulder. ‘I’m 

sorry, but if he’s not stopped, the Lmth will make short work of the 

Galactic Federation. It’s no exaggeration to say that the Federation is 

about to undergo the worst period of its history. Right now, whatever 
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your mission is, you need to put it aside, ‘cause I need you to warn the 

Senate about what’s coming.’ 

 Crethamin looked around the void. ‘And how do I do that 

exactly?’ 

 The Doctor offered a smile. ‘I know a way out of here, but we 

need to hurry. Time passes by quicker in the fold, and we can’t waste 

any of it. We need to find my friend, Ruby, and then somehow get the 

TARDIS to take us to Draconia. Jaahkathna will listen to you, if you tell 

her I sent you.’ 

 ‘I can’t go back to Draconia.’ 

 ‘You must. I need to see my own people. The combined might of 

the Federation may be enough to stall the Lmth, but you’ll need my 

people to stop them.’ 

 Crethamin looked deep into the Doctor’s blue eyes. And she 

knew he was right. After four years, her mission seemed irrelevant. 

The coming times would be just the circumstances that Chronos would 

need to return. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll do as you ask.’ But, she added to 

herself, once I’m done on Draconia I’m off to Chronos. The Federation will 

have to help themselves… it’s not my battle. 

 

Ruby came to, and found herself outside, being pulled along the 

ground by the Doctor. He smiled down at her, and helped her to her 

feet. She dusted herself down, noting the tear in the afghan coat. 

Images of Cystennin rushed into her mind… 

 She looked around. The buildings around her were decayed, the 

stonework crumbling, the metals rusting. She shook her head. ‘What’s 

going on?’ 

 ‘The rot’s setting in,’ the Doctor replied sadly. He looked up at 

the sky, and Ruby joined him. 

 Blackness. The sky was covered in dark clouds, the blue sky 

beyond no longer visible. It was only the occasional light from the 
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nearby buildings that were still untouched by the rot that enabled 

them to see anything. The fireballs continued to rain down on the city. 

She looked around. Creatures were stumbling through the streets, all 

across Senate Square, as far as her eyes could see. 

 ‘It’s the end of the world, Ruby, and soon the entire Federation. 

We may be too late.’ He took her hand in his, and led the way. ‘Come 

on, we need to get to the TARDIS. Keep to the shadows, and we should 

be able to get there unscathed.’ 

 She followed him in silence for a few moments, then asked; 

‘What about Crethamin, what happened?’ 

 The Doctor didn’t answer immediately. ‘We have our own 

mission, and she had hers. Right now they don’t mesh. Yet.’ 

 Ruby didn’t like the dark tone in his voice, and felt a shiver run 

down her spine. Of course, she reflected, that could have something to 

do with those creatures lumbering nearby. ‘What are they?’ she asked 

in a whisper, not wanting to attract their attention. 

 ‘Harbingers of the Lmth. There was an on old legend about the 

Lmth on Gallifrey, but I’m afraid I never paid much attention to it. 

Hopefully the Gallifreya know more than me, otherwise we are, to use 

the vernacular of your time, royally screwed.’   

 Ruby gave the Doctor’s back a brief smile. She could think of 

many other words to describe their current situation, but the Doctor’s 

milder choice seemed to fit just as well. 

 

They popped into reality and found themselves on the edge of Senate 

Square. Crethamin looked around in shock. She had been on Alpha 

Centauri for less than a day, yet she had found what she had expected, 

a planet filled with representatives of every single race of the 

Federation, trading together while others simply toured the planet. 

Nothing could have been further from the truth now. 
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 Senate Square was all but empty. A few remained, closing down 

their stalls, in a frantic effort to get out of the storm. She frowned. The 

rain had stopped, so why the rush? She looked up, and let out of 

breath of air. ‘Laca!’ 

 ‘Yes, couldn’t put it better myself.’ 

 Crethamin glanced at the Doctor.  

 ‘As I said, you’re president found a way to remove all of Alpha 

Centauri’s defences. Today the planet, tomorrow the…’ He stopped 

abruptly. ‘Tardis,’ he said, turning slowly until his eyes came to rest on 

an old curio shop several feet from where they stood. ‘She’s in there.’ 

He set off for the shop. 

 Crethamin followed. Whoever this Tardis was, they were clearly 

important. She was about to ask when she heard the shuffling of feet 

all around them. ‘Erm, Doctor?’ 

 The Doctor stopped and looked back. ‘Oh dear.’ 

 Several creatures were moving towards them. Just as horrific as 

the Lmth, although in a different way. Crethamin felt sick to her 

stomach. The main source of her revulsion was the fact that she 

recognised a lot of the creatures, or rather what they used to be. 

Various races of the Federation were present, twisted into visions of 

horror. Skin decaying, limbs disjointed, and all reaching out for the 

Doctor and Crethamin. 

 ‘Don’t let them touch you!’ the Doctor yelled.  

 She didn’t need any more than that. She blinked, and the 

creatures exploded. For a moment the Doctor and Crethamin stood in 

silence, as bits of decayed flesh splattered to the ground. Crethamin let 

out a deep breath and looked at the Doctor. ‘I…’ 

 The Doctor shook his head. He reached out for her hand. ‘Come 

on, we can deal with this later. First we need to get off this planet… 

and that means I need my TARDIS.’ 

 ‘I have a shuttle,’ Crethamin said weakly. 
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 ‘We’d be dead before we could reach it.’ 

 She nodded her head and together they approached the shop. 

 

Ruby followed the Doctor into the TARDIS. The control chamber was 

looking worse than she had ever seen it. Several shelves had collapsed, 

spilling books onto the floor, while many of the roundels had melted, 

revealing the organic circuitry hidden behind the walls. The Doctor 

headed straight for the console and set to work. 

 ‘Did one of those things touch the TARDIS?’ 

 The Doctor looked up from his work. ‘No, the TARDIS is dying, 

Ruby, as we surmised when we first got here. It’s incomplete without 

Tardis. I had hoped that with you here…’ He shook his head and 

sighed. ‘I’m trying to boost the power, but I don’t think we’re going to 

have enough to get to Draconia, let alone Outpost Gallifrey. The 

Federation is about to be… and with what Crethamin told me about 

the Mind Dwellers and Chronos.’ He slammed his fists on the console. 

A few buttons popped out of place and rolled off the console. He 

turned to face Ruby and gave a defeated smile. ‘We have to find a way 

to warn Jaahkathna.’ 

 ‘I wish I could help, pet, but…’ She indicated the control 

chamber. ‘What was your summation of our situation again?’ 

 The Doctor shook his head. ‘We’re not beaten yet. And, you 

know, you can help.’ 

 Ruby blinked. ‘Me? How me?’ 

 The Doctor stepped forward and placed his hands on her 

shoulders. And explained. The more the words were spoken, the more 

Ruby’s eyes widened in surprise… 

 

Her image filled the blackness before him. He smiled at her old visage. 

‘Well, N’hestereeza, what news do you bring me?’ 
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 The old Mind Dweller regarded her companion, as she 

continued to hover several feet in the air, lower torso missing. ‘The 

Lmth have made their move, and the chaos and change they bring will 

be enough to return Chronos to us. We have pooled our minds and 

we’re certain we know where Chronos will appear.’ 

 EnalcKarnip smiled. ‘Good. Now that the Qux are gone, and the 

Construct are no more…’ 

 N’hestereeza held up a hand. ‘Not entirely. Europa had joined 

us.’ 

 He considered this. Unexpected move on the part of the 

Construct, but then they were never the most predictable of people. 

‘Very well. Be ready to receive our special guest from Taureas II. I shall 

collect him en route, but first I’m awaiting the final member of our 

little team. And…’ He stopped, reaching out his mind to feel the 

presence that had entered his shop. ‘Oh. Seems the Doctor has arrived 

too soon.’ 

 ‘A complication?’ 

 Enalckarnip gave her a look. ‘My dear, N’hestereeza, you 

should know better than that. There are no complications. The plan 

cannot fail. We shall meet on Chronos, and I shall bring young Master 

Falex with me.’ 

 With that Enalckarnip turned and re-entered his shop. He had 

an appointment to keep with destiny, and he couldn’t allow the Doctor 

to play his hand. At least, not yet anyway. 

 

To Be Concluded… 


