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The Third Doctor and Jo Grant arrive for a well-deserved holiday of sun and ‘blokarting’ on a salt lake in Australia in 2028. Weird sculptures adorn the landscape – statues carved from the salt. People have been leaving them in the salt lakes for years – but these look different. Grotesque, distorted figures twisted in pain. They don’t last long in the rain and the wind, but they’re just made of salt... Aren’t they?
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SMITHY LIFTED HIS nose above the height of the cabin, giddy with pleasure. The wind rushing past his nose and ears was wonderful. He resisted the urge to voice his excitement; his master didn’t like him barking, and would yell and bang on the roof until he stopped.
The wind eased briefly as the utility slowed and Smithy braced his four legs when it changed direction, then as it began again he caught a whiff of something strange. It was a smell both familiar and alien. Familiar because he’d smelled it before, alien because it smelt wrong. It always came with a tang of salt, which was common here in this flat place of dried out lakes and ponds.
He whined and hunched down behind the cabin, but after a moment a stray gust brought another scent, and he forgot about the bad smell. Looking over the cabin again, he found the source. Sheep! And not where they were supposed to be. He barked, short and sharp to alert his master, and felt the ute begin to slow. The white shapes were to the side by the time they stopped. Smithy strained at the rope, eager to chase and herd them to wherever his master wanted.
Brown dust surrounded the vehicle as it came to a halt. Now the wind was gone, the heat surrounded Smithy and he started to pant. The vibration in the ute’s tray ceased. When his master stepped out of the cabin he came over to scratch Smithy behind the ears, but didn’t unclip the rope. His attention was on the sheep.
They hadn’t moved. All were facing in the other direction, so they hadn’t seen Smithy and his master. All the easier to catch. His master must agree, as he did not hurry to unclip Smithy’s rope. Instead he removed the covering around one of his back paws, sighing as stones fell out. Something about the covering caught his master’s attention. Not important, in Smithy’s opinion, when there were stray sheep to be rounded up.
At last his master slipped the covering back over his paw and reached for Smithy’s rope. There was a click as the clip released.
‘Git ’em, Smithy.’
Smithy sprang out of the tray and dashed across the brown dirt. The sheep remained still, so he reached them in moments. They’d wandered into a shallow gully, most likely in search of water, but the bottom of it was dry and white with salt. Well, if they’d stayed where they were supposed to they’d have had plenty of good water. Racing around the gully, he barked to get their attention.
They didn’t move.
The smell hit him as he came downwind of them. The strange smell, mingled with salt but not enough to disguise the wrongness. The sheep reeked of it. They didn’t have the scent of death about them, but they were not moving. He froze, excitement changing to uncertainty.
There was danger here.
The crunch of footsteps reached his ears. He looked up to see his master approaching. Springing into motion, he raced around the gully, filled with a need to protect his pack leader. Circling, he barked a warning, but his master ignored him. His master was the one to give orders, not Smithy.
Following to the gully’s edge, Smithy whined as he smelled the strangeness again. His master paused, scratched his head, then took a step forward. Smithy barked and tried to head him off, but was ordered away with gruff disapproval.
The salt crunched under his master’s paw coverings. He walked up to the first sheep and reached out to the closest ewe.
He pulled up short with a grunt.
Looking down, his master made a sound of confusion. He leaned down to touch his ankle with his front paw. Above the covering, the skin was slowly turning white.
The same unnatural white the sheep were.
Smithy shivered as the smell of fear began to waft from his master. The man straightened and backed away from the sheep, his gait suddenly jerky and awkward. He made it to the edge of the salty ground and stopped, waving his arms to regain his balance, and looked down.
One back leg was entirely white.
His master straightened and tried walking again, but could only lurch a few steps. Smithy paced back and forth, the instinct to come no closer warring with the need to stay by his pack leader.
His master turned and spoke Smithy’s name.
Reluctantly, Smithy slunk to the edge of the salt.
‘No!’ his master yelled. ‘Stay!’
Smithy froze. The paleness was creeping, ever faster, down his master’s other back leg. ‘Home!’ his master ordered. ‘Go home.’ He made other noises, Smithy did not understand, but in the tone of instruction. Smithy hesitated, confused.
‘Go!’ his master yelled, angry at Smithy’s disobedience. He threw an arm out. Smithy leapt away and ran a few paces, then heard a choked gasp. He skidded to a halt and looked back. His master did not move or speak. His face was now unnaturally pale. He stood as still as the sheep.
But his arm was still extended, pointing towards the place they both ate and slept. Tail between his legs, Smithy raced toward home.
*
‘Here. Put this on,’ the Doctor said, handing Jo a bottle of lotion. ‘The sun is very fierce out there, you know.’
Jo undid the bottle cap and sniffed at the contents. ‘What is it?’
‘Lotion. It’ll protect you from the sun.’
She looked down at her bare legs and arms, white from too much time spent indoors assisting the Doctor in his lab. ‘What would I want to do that for?’ Slipping the lotion into her beach bag, Jo turned towards the door.
‘Josephine Grant,’ the Doctor scolded, picking up the two sun lounge carry bags. ‘If I tell you you’ll need to take precautions at a destination then you’ll need them.’
‘Don’t be silly,’ she said as she pushed open the TARDIS door and stepped out. ‘We’re not going to some other planet; we’re only going to—’
A blinding whiteness dazzled her eyes. Heat surrounded her like a warm hug. She groped in her bag for her sunglasses, remembering belatedly that they were perched on the top of her head. As she did a suspicion began to grow. The ground was suspiciously hard.
‘—Australia,’ the Doctor finished.
‘Australia?’ Sunglasses found and in place, Jo looked around. The ground was a shimmering expanse, flat dazzling whiteness extending toward the horizon in two directions, and flat and brown with only the occasional tree to break the monotony in the others. A steady wind buffeted them, hot and dry.
It was not the beach he had promised her.
‘Well…’ The Doctor turned full circle. ‘According to the TARDIS we are in Australia, in the latter part of the twenty-first century.’
‘And?’
He grimaced apologetically. ‘Just not on the coast. A little fine tuning may be in order.’
Jo sighed and turned back towards the door.
‘Still,’ the Doctor added, setting the bags down, ‘this would do just as well.’
She turned to stare at him in disbelief. He took a pinch of the white soil and dropped it on his tongue. Nodding, he straightened and tapped at the hard white surface with the toe of one shoe. ‘We seem to have arrived on a salt lake, which is a bit of unexpected good luck. It’s much better than sand, though not as good as the glass plains of—’
‘It will not do!’ Jo protested. ‘You said you were taking me on a holiday. Anywhere I wanted!’ And then return them to UNIT mere minutes after they had left, so she would not have to apply for time off, and no alien threat to Earth could force her to return from holidays early, as always seemed to happen.
‘And you chose Australia, my dear.’ He crouched beside the two bags. ‘Very unimaginative of you, when I could have taken you anywhere in the universe.’ Unzipping the first bag, he began to pull out an odd assortment poles and wheels.
‘I said the beach in Australia,’ Jo corrected. ‘Somewhere warm and…’ She frowned. ‘Wheels? What kind of beach chair has wheels?’
‘Beach chair?’ The Doctor’s looked up and smiled. ‘This is something far more entertaining. More than sitting around on a beach doing nothing all day, that is. Which surely you did not expect me to do.’
‘No, I suppose not.’ Jo moved closer, intrigued by the odd contraption the Doctor was assembling despite her disappointment. The triangular frame sat low to the ground with two fat little wheels at the back and one at the front. Heavy vinyl covered the frame, providing a hammock-like seat and an aerodynamic cover. As the Doctor unfurled the next piece she exclaimed in surprise.
‘A sail!’
He grinned. ‘Yes. This, my dear, is known at this time on Earth as a blokart. A cart with a sail. Or yacht with wheels. A very popular beach activity. Do you know how to sail?’
‘Of course. My uncle used to take me out boating when I was a kid.’
‘It’s the same principle, only with a steering wheel instead of a rudder. Here, help me put together the other one.’
She set down her bag and in a few minutes they had assembled the second blokart. Seeing the gleam of anticipation in the Doctor’s eyes, Jo swallowed her lingering objections. Besides, her curiosity had been piqued. Once they’d had a sail – ride – whatever – they could still return to the TARDIS and travel onwards to a beach.
When the sail was in place the Doctor tossed the carry bags in the TARDIS. He held one of the carts still while she climbed aboard and handed her the beach bag, which she stuffed down by her feet with her sunhat.
‘Ready?’
She nodded.
‘The rope controls the sail. If you feel you’re going too fast, let the rope go. The sail will turn edge to the wind. Go slow so I can catch up,’ he told her. ‘Oh – and you’ll need these.’
He handed her a pair of gloves. As he hurried over to the other cart she slipped them on, then took hold of the sail rope and pulled. At once the wind caught the sail, setting the cart rolling. Soon it was propelling her forward, her speed increasing rapidly. It was exhilarating. She let out a whoop.
‘I thought I told you to wait for me!’ came a shout from behind.
Turning to look back, she laughed as she saw the Doctor grinning as he caught up. He’d stowed his cape and jacket somewhere, and the collar and cuffs of his white shirt fluttered in the wind. Behind him, the TARDIS was already a tiny blue box in the distance, dark against the white salt.
Letting out some rope, Jo let the cart slow a little so he could draw alongside her. Not far ahead the horizon rippled like…
‘Water!’ she shouted in warning.
‘No!’ the Doctor yelled back. ‘Mirage!’
Sure enough, the illusion retreated as rapidly as they approached it. They zoomed towards it, and eventually it took on a brown tinge.
‘We’re nearing the edge of the lake,’ the Doctor told her.
Soon she could make out brown soil rising above the white salt of the lake. Time to try turning the blokart. The sail snapped to the other side as she steered it in a wide arc, and soon they were zipping in another direction. She lost all track of time as they wove about, racing back and forth across the salty surface. Eventually they reached the far end of the lake, where the salt was soft and slightly pink, and had to start tacking into the wind to retrace their steps. It was during one of these turns that Jo saw a strange sight.
A man was standing beyond the edge of the lake. He was pointing away from it. She steered closer to the Doctor.
‘Is he trying to tell us something?’ she called, pointing to the man.
He looked in the direction she’d indicated, and frowned.
‘Let’s go and see.’
They steered towards the stranger, rolling to a stop at the edge of the lake. Tipping the blokarts on their side so they would not sail away by themselves, the Doctor and Jo headed towards the stranger.
Or rather, Jo soon observed, the statue. The figure hadn’t moved since she’d first seen him and as they neared she saw that he was completely white except for his hair, clothing and shoes. He stood at the edge of a small gully, the base dusted with more salt. A couple of sheep sculptures stood nearby, all white apart from their creamy fleece.
‘Well, that’s an odd place to put statues,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘And very strange and unpleasant statues at that.’
Shading her eyes, Jo saw that he was right. The man’s mouth was open, frozen in the middle of a scream. The sheep, too, were twisted as if caught in a moment of torment. She took a step down into the gully.
‘What are they made of?’ she wondered aloud. ‘It looks like salt.’
‘Stop!’
She turned to look at the Doctor. Deep furrows had appeared between his brows. ‘Don’t touch them, Jo. Don’t touch anything. There is something not right about this.’
A chill ran down her spine. The wind died away suddenly, leaving an eerie silence.
Then it returned in a huge gust, carrying sticks and leaves. She heard a soft crash behind her and turned back to see the human statue’s arm had fallen to the ground, shattering into a rough stripe of white powder.
‘I think perhaps we should find out what he was pointing at,’ the Doctor said. ‘Don’t you?’
Jo managed a grim smile, and nodded.
*
Looking up from washing the dishes, Sunny saw the oddest couple approaching her house.
The man was dressed formally in a long-sleeved white shirt with frilly collar and cuffs. Though his hair was white and bushy, his slim frame moved with an energy that suggested he wasn’t as old as he first appeared. The woman was younger and shorter – and her face was red, either from sunburn or exertion or both. She was dressed in a miniskirt and blouse in a style of the last century, reminding Sunny of her own love affair with retro fashions, back when she had been a much younger woman.
Placing the last two plates in the drying rack, Sunny wiped her hands, smoothed her short hair and straightened her clothing. Then she picked up the tub she’d set within the sink and carried the dishwater through the house to the front door. The pair had reached the steps to the veranda and stopped as she emerged. She tipped the water onto a potted chili plant by the steps then turned to smile at them.
‘How do you do?’ the man said in an English accent. The young woman smiled.
Tourists, Sunny decided. Probably lost. Nobody visited these parts for fun. Nobody visited it much at all. The sort of ‘Outback’ people came to Australia to see didn’t look like this, all brown dirt and white salt. They wanted the red dirt and monolithic rock formations they’d seen in travel ads.
‘Hello,’ she replied. ‘Need directions?’ She looked for a car, but found none. It was probably back down the road, out of sight behind the house.
The man shook his head. ‘Actually, I was wondering if you could tell me about the salt statues over by the lake.’
‘Statues…’ Sunny felt her stomach drop to her feet. Who was it this time? She shivered and looked over to the dog sitting on her porch. The dog that normally stuck to her tenant’s side like a shadow. A terrible suspicion was creeping over her. Smithy ducked his head and whined.
The man heard and turned to regard the dog.
‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Who would you be?’
‘Smithy,’ Sunny volunteered. ‘My neighbour’s dog.’ She pointed to the house on the other side of the road, about a kilometre away. ‘Came here three days ago, starving hungry. Not like his owner to leave him behind when he goes away.’
Smithy rose and wandered over to the stranger, wagging his tail a little. Sunny let out a silent sigh of relief at its friendliness towards the stranger. The dog had been uncharacteristically timid and clingy, flinching if she touched him yet sitting by the door and whining when she went inside. The Doctor scratched Smithy behind the ears and gave his rump a couple of firm pats.
‘You haven’t seen your neighbour for a few days, then?’ the man asked, straightening to face her again.
‘No,’ she replied. She wondered how to ask about the statue without sounding like a mad woman. No, better to stay silent and walk out to the lake later to see for herself.
He smiled. ‘Let me introduce myself. I am the Doctor and this is Jo Grant.’
‘Sun Williamson. Call me Sunny,’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘The Doctor? Not a doctor?’
He shrugged. ‘A nickname of sorts.’
Medical doctor? Or a scientist? She felt a brief flash of hope. Perhaps someone was finally taking the salt problem seriously. She eyed their strange clothing and changed her mind. More likely they were British tourists who had seen something strange and were curious enough to ask the locals about it.
The man’s expression was grim now. ‘Is your neighbour about my height, around 50, with light red hair, wearing shorts, short-sleeved shirt and a worn-out pair of boots?’
Or maybe not, Sunny amended.
‘That’d describe plenty of people round here,’ she replied.
‘Does he drive a truck with the license plate DLF1043?’
Her skin prickled. ‘Yes.’
He grimaced. ‘I think something may have happened to him. Have many people and animals gone missing lately? Have many strange statues appeared out by the lake?’
She stared at him. This ‘Doctor’ had guessed at an awful lot more than any ordinary tourist would. Though he could be some wacky conspiracy theorist, attracted by the missing person reports and stories the locals had put on the net. She looked from the man to the woman and back again. Something about their earnest seriousness reassured her, and she felt that flash of hope again.
‘Some,’ she replied. ‘You look like you could do with a cold drink,’ she said. ‘And I’ll need something to wet my throat.’ She gestured to the battered old chairs under the veranda. ‘Sit down and I’ll fetch you something from the fridge.’
*
Jo pressed the cold glass to her face. Once they were off the blokarts and out of the wind, the heat radiating from both the sun and the ground had combined and intensified until she felt as if she was walking in a huge oven. The half-hour walk to the house had left her sweaty and uncomfortable, and even in the welcome shade of Sunny’s porch her skin remained hot – as if it had absorbed sunlight and refused to let it go again.
Their host was small and elderly but with a wiry strength to her. She had both Asian and European parentage, Jo guessed. The house looked as tanned and weathered as its occupant, the brick walls camouflaged against the land by a coating of brown dust.
‘When did people start going missing?’ the Doctor asked.
Sunny shook her head. ‘It’s hard to say. Talk started about the bad salt about four or five years ago, but people have been vanishing for longer than that. It took a while for someone to find a… a person who’d turned to salt who was still intact and recognisable.’
‘The wind removed the evidence?’ Jo asked.
‘And rain – when we get it. Which hasn’t been for a while. We’re in the middle of a drought cycle.’ She grimaced as a gust of wind sent dust swirling past the house. ‘It’s getting windier. I should go out and see if it is Sean, before he blows away.’
‘We’ll come with you,’ the Doctor said, his tone gentle. ‘We left our means of transport out there. I don’t suppose you have an empty jar I could use to take a sample of the salt?’
‘I’ll see what I can find.’
As Sunny rose, Jo drained the remains of her drink. The old woman took their glasses inside then returned with a small glass jar for the Doctor. She put on a pair of boots in place of the thin sandals she had been wearing.
‘The advice we give to visitors is to wear shoes that cover your feet,’ she said. ‘We say it’s because of the snakes, but they’ll protect you if you walk on the bad salt, too.’
Jo stared at her. ‘Snakes?’
The woman smiled. ‘Yes. Don’t worry. If you don’t bother them they won’t bother you. Though there doesn’t seem to be as many of them about since the bad salt appeared. I guess everything has its up side.’
‘I guess…’ Jo echoed, searching the ground as she followed the Doctor and Sunny towards the road, and the salt lake beyond. It was one thing to find she wasn’t at the beach, or investigating a strange and alien menace, and quite another to be walking through snake-infested desert.
The Doctor did not seem concerned, however. Jo tried not to jump every time a nearby leaf or twig moved in the wind. The dog, Smithy, had followed them, and appeared unconcerned by snakes or salt.
‘So, you’re on holiday?’ Sunny asked.
‘Yes,’ the Doctor looked back at Jo and smiled apologetically, ‘or we are meant to be.’
‘What do you work as?’ Sunny asked.
‘Oh, I suppose you’d call me a scientific investigator and consultant, and occasional negotiator.’
‘Who do you work for?’
‘Myself, mostly.’
‘Ah. Self-employed.’
‘Preferably. Yourself?’
Sunny shrugged. ‘Retired. My husband raised sheep for a while. A typical hobby farmer. He died a few years ago so I put everything but the house up for rent. Sean is – was – my tenant.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘I doubt I’ll find anyone else crazy enough to try making a living out of this land now we’re in drought, and without rent payments… well, I don’t know what I’ll do. I’ll probably have to sell everything.’
The dog whined. Glancing back, Jo saw that he had stopped, head low and nose twitching, his attention somewhere beyond the Doctor and Sunny. She could see nothing in that direction but scrubby plants and the salt lake. Except… it was all a bit familiar. Though something was missing…
‘Doctor, shouldn’t we be able to see the statue by now?’
He checked his stride. ‘Yes. I fear the wind has done its work already.’
They continued on in silence, finding the blokarts where they’d left them before they backtracked and located the shallow gully. Smithy hadn’t followed, Jo noted. All that was left of the statue was a salt-encrusted pile of clothing. Even the sheep had crumbled away. She shuddered.
Sunny had brought an old broom handle with a hook on the end. She began to poke at the clothing.
‘He’d have been carrying his wallet,’ she said. Catching a loop of the short’s waistband, she dragged it to the edge of the gully. Something was well stuffed inside one of the pockets. As she crouched beside it the Doctor drew closer.
‘Don’t touch anything,’ he warned.
The old woman nodded. ‘I know.’
Taking something out of her pocket, she pressed a button and waved it over the garment. It emitted a soft bleep and she turned it over to reveal a small screen showing a man’s face, rotating from face-on to a profile. The Doctor edged closer, his face alight with interest. The man’s image smiled.
‘I am Sean White,’ he said. ‘I was born on the—’
The voice abruptly stopped as Sunny pressed the button again. As she closed her eyes and let out a long sigh, Jo felt a pang of sympathy.
‘I am so sorry,’ she said. ‘Was he a friend?’
‘No, we argued most of the time, mostly about that darn dog barking at night.’ Sunny smiled without humour. ‘Sean thought the bad salt didn’t exist, and people were giving up and leaving because of the drought.’ She shook her head. ‘Some of those who disappeared… People who had families who weren’t the type to abandon them. People who wouldn’t just up and leave without letting others knowing they were going.’
‘But surely if he saw the people who had turned to salt…’ Jo began.
Sunny straightened and looked at Jo. ‘He never did. Nobody believes who hasn’t seen one. They think the few photos taken of the victims are faked – just statues made by someone with a sick sense of humour. Missing Persons – the police, that is – came out to investigate some of the cases but by the time they arrived the only evidence was a pile of clothing.’ She looked down at the shorts. ‘Like this.’
Jo looked at the rest of the clothing. ‘Shoes,’ she said, pointing at the boots. ‘He was wearing shoes. You said shoes would protect us.’
The woman reached out with the pole and inserted the end into the closest boot. She lifted it and gently shook away the salt, revealing a hole in the sole.
‘Worn out.’ She dropped it on the ground. ‘Salt must have got inside.’
The Doctor crouched by the shorts and produced the jar Sunny had given him. With a slip of paper from his pocket, he carefully scooped up a little salt and dropped it inside the jar, then discarded the paper. ‘Do the locals have any theories as to the cause of the bad salt?’ he asked, rising and pocketing the jar.
‘Some blame the local salt works.’ Sunny shook her head. ‘But that doesn’t make sense. They stand to lose their livelihood if the bad salt gets into their harvest.’
‘And their lives,’ the Doctor added. ‘Still, if they work with salt they may have noticed something that others have not.’ He glanced back in the direction of the blokarts, then back towards the woman’s house. ‘Do you have a car?’
‘Yes.’
‘Could we impose upon you for a lift? I’d like to talk to the salt works owners.’
Sunny nodded. ‘Sure.’
*
‘Oh, is that a second salt lake?’ the Doctor’s assistant asked from the back seat.
‘One of many,’ Sunny replied. ‘The land around here is badly affected by salinity.’
‘Salinity?’ Jo repeated.
‘Salt rises up to the surface when it rains,’ Sunny explained. ‘When people cleared the land for crops a few centuries back they removed the native vegetation. The trees had soaked up the rain, but with them gone the water table rose, bringing up salt in the soil. Some of it was deposited over thousands of years ago when parts of this region were an inland sea.’
‘Could you plant new trees?’
‘That’s one way to combat the problem. It and other methods have been used successfully in salt-affected areas, but so far nothing has worked around here. Even salt-resistant plants die.’
‘What happens to them?’ the Doctor asked.
Sunny looked over at him. ‘Their leaves fall off. Sometimes they go white and brittle. You can break a piece off and it will fall to dust in your hands.’
‘It’s not dangerous to touch them, then?’
‘No. Do you think it’s caused by the same bad salt that kills people and animals?’
He frowned. ‘Possibly. If it is, then there must be a point where the poison is exhausted or it wouldn’t be safe to touch the plant later.’
‘Oh! It’s quite pink, isn’t it?’ Jo exclaimed.
Sunny looked into the rear-vision mirror to see the young woman staring out of the car window. Here there was enough water in the salt lake to support life. She chuckled.
‘The colour is from algae. The same kind that makes flamingos pink, I believe.’
‘Really?’ Smithy ducked away from the open window on the other side of the car and licked Jo’s face. She laughed and pushed the dog away gently, then winced as she wiped her face. ‘My skin hurts.’
‘You’re sunburned,’ Sunny told her. She looked at the Doctor. ‘There’s some blockout in the glove box. It’ll stop it getting any worse, at least.’
‘That’s fine. I have some, thank you,’ Jo said, digging into her bag.
‘Don’t forget your ears,’ Sunny advised as Jo began to apply the cream. She sighed as she remembered that her neighbour’s ears were often red from sunburn. Funny how such details stuck in the mind. Did Sean have relatives? She’d never seen anyone visit him. He’d had a reasonable income from an old wind farm to the north on top of raising sheep. What would happen to it now? What was she going to do with Smithy?
‘That would be the salt works,’ the Doctor said.
Ahead, a row of small, white conical hills had appeared, too perfect to be anything but man-made. Corrugated iron sheds and a large cement board head office building cast hard, short shadows on the ground. This end of the lake was divided into shallow evaporation ponds. She’d always thought they looked like the patches of a giant quilt.
‘I guess it makes sense to harvest salt when nothing else will grow,’ Jo observed.
Sunny nodded. ‘The salt works is a good source of local employment. A lot of people will lose their jobs if the bad salt gets into the lake. It’s never been this close before. I’m afraid another local death isn’t the only bad news we’re going to bring.’
The visitors were silent as Sunny drove the rest of the way to the salt works. From the number of cars parked outside she guessed half the workforce had already gone home for the day. She pulled up outside the head office.
As the Doctor stepped out he patted the roof of the car.
‘Very sensible,’ he said. He turned to Jo. ‘It runs on solar power. On sunshine.’
Jo peered at the car in astonishment.
Sunny smiled. Anyone would have thought they’d never seen a solar car before. ‘Yes, you don’t see many of these around any more but with water too precious here to use it for running cars and not enough people, stock or crop waste about for much gas production, it’s about the cheapest way to get around.’ She patted the car. ‘It’s old and half rusted through but it still works, most of the time, and I can’t afford to buy a new one.’ As Smithy leapt out, she shook her head. ‘What am I to do with you, dog? It’s too hot to leave you in the car.’
She led them to the office’s glass frontage and told the dog to stay there, in the shade. Whether he would or not she couldn’t guess, but he had always obeyed Sean and seemed reluctant to be far from people – he’d been so eager to get in the car with them and she’d felt too sorry for him to leave him behind.
Once inside, she and the two visitors sighed with relief as cool air surrounded them. The reception area was small and fitted out with fairly recent tech. Video of the salt works and the products it made played over a transparent screen dividing the reception desk from the visitor waiting area. Conveyor belts and packaging flickered over the face of the receptionist – the owner’s young niece.
‘Hi, Kylie,’ Sunny said. ‘Lou and Sol are expecting us.’
The young woman glanced at the Doctor and Jo.
‘Hi. ID?’
The pair exchanged glances. ‘Ahh,’ Jo began, opening her bag. ‘I’m not sure we’re carrying any. We’re on holidays, you see. I only brought a towel and lotion and…’
‘I called ahead,’ Sunny told Kylie.
The girl shrugged. ‘I’ll give them a buzz.’ She looked at the transparent screen. ‘Call to MD1,’ she said. The images of the salt works vanished and Lou’s face appeared. She smiled at Sunny, then examined the two visitors.
‘Hello. You’re the scientists?’
The Doctor nodded. ‘I am the Doctor and this is my assistant, Jo Grant.’
‘Sorry about the security. We’ve had some threats and the police suggested we take precautions.’ After looking away to speak to someone else, Lou turned back. ‘Give them tags, Kylie, and let them in.’
Lou’s face vanished. Kylie asked the visitors to speak their names to the screen. She moved out of sight, then a nearby door opened and she stepped out.
‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘Here are your name tags.’
She pressed a finger against the visitors’ chests. At once little glowing names and images of their faces appeared, projected onto their clothing from a tiny square stud. Jo was fascinated, tentatively plucking at the device.
‘Don’t worry,’ Kylie told her. ‘It’ll fall off again when you leave the salt works.’
‘Could you put some water out for the dog?’ Sunny asked.
Kylie glanced out of the main door at Smithy and nodded. She opened the door she had emerged from and led them through and up a flight of stairs. Sunny had visited the works a few times before for staff birthdays and retirement parties, but had never been in the higher level. A middle-aged woman with a pleasant, round face and a cute bob haircut greeted them at the door of a glass-walled meeting room.
‘I’m Lou and this is Sol, my husband and business partner,’ she said, gesturing to a slim, well-tanned man with dark, curly hair.
The Doctor shook their hands. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I am the Doctor. This is Jo Grant, my assistant. Your receptionist said you’ve received threats?’
Sol nodded. ‘Yes. Half of the locals don’t believe in the bad salt, the other half blame us for it.’
‘Not all of them disbelieve or blame you,’ the Doctor pointed out, nodding at Sunny. ‘What have they threatened to do?’
‘Mainly to picket the salt works, or to dig up the ponds,’ Lou replied. ‘We had one bomb threat but the police traced it to a local whose bark is worse than his bite, as the saying goes. We’ve heard nothing from him since. The worst trouble has been from a few people in a nearby town who reported us to the environmental authority, claiming we’d poisoned the local area. When no proof was found of that or that we’d broken any regulations, the group started trying to scare customers off buying our products by spreading rumours about them being contaminated.’
‘It’s not made a huge impact on sales,’ Sol said. ‘The bad salt is a far more worrying threat.’
The Doctor nodded. ‘Indeed it is, my dear fellow. What can you tell me about it?’
Sol gestured to one wall, which was covered by a large flat screen. It displayed a map of the region. ‘I’ve done some research this last year. Every dot on this map marks where a bad salt incident was reported or might have happened. The confirmed reports, where someone has seen a human or animal made of salt, are marked with red while the orange ones are where the belongings of missing people were found.’
The Doctor moved closer. ‘Have you marked the dates?’
‘Touch the dot to see more information.’ Sol demonstrated, a small rectangle of text appearing as he tapped one of the dots.
Jo was staring at the screen in amazement, but as Sunny looked at her she shook herself and smiled. Glancing around the room, the young woman noticed several photographs and certificates displayed on the opposite wall.
‘Are these of the salt works?’ she asked.
Lou nodded and walked over to them, Jo and Sunny following. ‘It was harvested by hand at first. Hard, hot work.’
The first photo was a black and white print of several men shovelling salt crystals from the lake’s surface. It was a high-contrast image and all the men were dark against the salt, but the distinctive slim silhouette of some of the figures was instantly familiar.
‘Are those aboriginal men?’ Jo asked.
‘Yes,’ Lou replied. ‘The traditional owners of this land were treated terribly by some of the early colonists.’ She moved to another photo, this time in colour, of men standing before farm machinery. ‘Later many of them were employed in the industry, but it wasn’t until earlier this century, when they were given back some of their lands, that they began to profit from it. One of them was Sol’s grandfather. He built the salt works. His son, Sol’s father, built it up into a successful business, which was how Sol could afford to go to university.’ She smiled. ‘That’s where we met. He was studying geology; I was studying chemistry.’
Jo drew in a quick breath. ‘Are there any aboriginal legends about evil salt that suggest where it might come from?’
Lou smiled. ‘That occurred to me when the problem first arose. I asked Sol’s uncle, the most knowledgeable of his family, a few years back.’ She chuckled. ‘He said it was a new problem. Our problem.’
‘So it’s a recent phenomenon,’ Jo concluded.
‘No more than ten years,’ the Doctor agreed. Sunny turned to see him standing, one finger pressed to his cheek, as he surveyed the map. ‘The first incidents were here,’ he pointed, circling an area, ‘then moved outward in all directions. Except here,’ he tapped the screen.
‘Different geology,’ Sol told him.
‘How interesting…’ The Doctor pointed to the centre of the first area he’d indicated. ‘What is here?’
‘That’s Bracker’s Crater.’ Sol pressed two fingers to the map and moved them apart, and the map abruptly expanded so the crater took up the entire screen.
‘Volcanic or meteor?’
‘Nobody’s completely sure. It’s so old and eroded that you’d never know it was a crater from the ground. Some years back a few city folk dug around in there, hoping to find evidence it was created by a meteor.’
‘Did they find any?’
‘If they did, they kept it quiet.’
‘What’s this?’ The Doctor leaned closer, looking at a point at the centre of the crater. ‘It says “mine entrance”.’
‘I don’t know…’ Sol peered at the words. ‘Search screen, find Bracker’s Crater mine,’ he said. At once an image appeared of a hole surrounded by a fence and a sign declaring ‘Danger. Do Not Enter’ in faded red paint. Beneath it was a paragraph of text. ‘It says it’s an old salt crystal mine, abandoned for more than fifty years.’
‘How interesting,’ the Doctor muttered to himself. He straightened and Sunny felt a chill as he took the jar she’d given him out of his pocket. ‘Do you have a laboratory here?’
Lou nodded. ‘Not a particularly well-outfitted one, though.’
‘Well, we’ll just have to make do, won’t we?’ the Doctor concluded. ‘I would like to conduct some tests. As a control and comparison, I will need some samples of salt from your works and some table salt harvested elsewhere, if you have any.’
Sol and Lou exchanged a glance, then Sol shrugged. ‘Sure, we can get those.’
‘I’ll assist you,’ Lou said. She smiled at the Doctor. ‘Follow me.’
*
Smithy’s eyes closed in bliss as Jo scratched behind his ears. He had a broad head, stocky body and long legs, and his coat was a mottled brown and grey. Kylie had come up to ask if she could let him into the reception area after he had begun whimpering, so Jo had gone down to watch over him.
‘I had a dog like him when I was a kid,’ the receptionist said. ‘In fact, it could have been Smithy’s uncle or great uncle. Lots of the cattle dogs around here are related.’
‘You have a lot of cattle here?’
‘No, mostly sheep.’ Kylie glanced up at the screen. ‘Looks like your boss is coming down to join us.’
The door to the offices opened and the Doctor, Sunny, Lou and Sol entered the room. Jo jumped up from her chair.
‘So Doctor, did you learn anything?’
His eyebrows rose. ‘Nothing, which is also something. The sample shows no obvious difference between the salt harvested here and ordinary table salt, apart from a few beneficial trace elements.’
Jo frowned. ‘So it’s not the salt that’s turning people into statues?’
‘Either that, or the deadly element is removed afterwards or destroyed in the process. I’m afraid the only way we’ll find out is to discover some bad salt in the midst of doing its work.’
She shook her head. ‘How are we going to do that?’
The Doctor smiled and looked at Smithy. ‘I’ve a hunch we won’t. But our canine friend here just might.’ He turned to Lou and Sol. ‘Thank you for the use of your laboratory.’
Sol shook his hand. ‘Thanks for taking time from your holiday to tackle our local mystery,’ he replied, smiling broadly. ‘You are clearly far more qualified than either of us. Where did you study?’
‘Oh, here and there.’ The Doctor waved a hand dismissively and turned to smile at Smithy. He patted his leg. ‘Come, Smithy.’ The dog trotted over to him. ‘Let’s see how good that nose is, eh?’
As Jo followed him out of the door and into the sun, heat surrounded her again. She turned to Sunny. ‘The sun here is so strong, it’s as if it has weight,’ she said. ‘How do you stand it?’
‘You get used to it, I suppose,’ Sunny replied, shrugging. ‘I’d probably find the cold winters over your side of the world hard to endure.’ She got into the car and, once they were all aboard, started it. ‘Where to?’
‘Bracker’s Crater,’ the Doctor said.
Sunny hesitated, her brows knitting with doubt for a moment, then shrugged and nodded. She turned on a small screen on the car’s dashboard, spoke coordinates to it, and set off down the road.
Surprised, Jo leaned forward. ‘The meteor crater? I thought you decided the bad salt was a recent thing? The crater must be millions of years old.’
He turned to regard her. ‘Yes, but we can’t ignore the fact it is located in the centre of where all the victims, or suspected victims, of bad salt were found, as if the salt has been moving outward from that point.’
‘So you might be wrong?’
He turned away ‘Not necessarily. I want to investigate the salt crystal mine, and that is certainly more recent.’
*
The air blowing in the partially open window smelled unfamiliar to Smithy. It was oddly uninteresting, too. He’d not caught a whiff of animals or carcasses in some time. Within the car he could smell the complex mix of scents that surrounded people and the vehicle, including the sweet stuff one of the people had rubbed onto her hide and an underlying tang of rust. In fact, so much smelly stuff surrounded him it almost overwhelmed his senses, but not so much that he didn’t catch the sudden taint of wrongness.
He stiffened and let out a whine, unsure where it had come from. Sniffing cautiously, he caught another whiff from somewhere below. Somewhere under the surface he was standing on.
Which was much too close for comfort. His hackles rose and began to pace back and forth, barking. The male non-human person beside him spoke sharply, but not to Smithy. As the car abruptly slowed Smithy almost lost his balance and fell into the dangerous hollow in front of him.
He yelped and scratched at the door, desperate to get out. It might not be any safer outside, but from the increasing smell he was certain he was in danger where he was. The male person opened his door and Smithy took a flying leap over him and out, dashing towards an outcrop of rock, which his instincts told him was a good place to be.
The people followed him, which was unusually smart for people. They stood beside him on the outcrop, looking back at the car. Smithy heard a loud, tortured creak from the vehicle. He flattened his ears and whined, and waited to see what the people would do next.
*
The creaking noises died away as quickly as they had started, yet nobody moved. Sunny’s heart continued racing, as much from the possibility that they had just narrowly avoided becoming a set of salt sculptures in a rusty old car than from the effort of climbing the steep, rocky outcrop.
Would they have crumbled away or, sheltered by the car, remained intact long enough for someone to find and identify them? Maybe they’d have lasted long enough to finally prove to authorities that people really were turning into salt statues.
She’d rather convincing them didn’t involve her and the nice British pair dying, however.
‘What just happened?’ Jo asked.
‘To be honest, I’m not entirely certain,’ the Doctor replied. He looked down at Smithy. ‘But it was better to be safe than sorry. Am I right, Smithy?’
The dog sneezed. For a few more minutes they watched the car in silence, then the Doctor bent down to pick up a stone and started climbing back down the outcrop.
‘Where are you going?’ Jo exclaimed.
‘Don’t worry,’ he called back to her. ‘I’m wearing shoes.’
Even so, Sunny held her breath as he stepped onto the brown dirt at the base of the outcrop. She felt bad enough that she had never convinced Sean that danger from bad salt was real. If the advice she’d given the couple was wrong, and the Doctor turned into salt, she’d never forgive herself.
But the man appeared to be fine as he walked slowly, careful not to kick up any dust, back to the car. He bent to examine the paintwork near the underside, where it had flaked away over the years to reveal the rusty body beneath. Except that those red spots were now white, she realised. White with salt.
The Doctor produced a jar from his pocket and, using the stone, scraped some of the new salt into it. He returned to the outcrop, where he plucked a fleshy leaf from a succulent growth in a sheltered crack. He dropped it inside the jar.
They all stared at it. Nothing happened.
‘All used up,’ the Doctor said. ‘I think we must have driven over a patch of bad salt. The tyres kicked it up onto the bottom of the car, and it set to work on the rust. I’ll check a few more samples, but I think we’ll find it’s perfectly safe to drive on.’
He moved between the outcrop and the car, scooping up soil and tossing it aside when it had no effect on the leaf. Jo and Sunny followed. When they finally reached the car everyone came to a stop, no one game to get inside, until Smithy suddenly trotted up and jumped in.
Sighing with relief, they climbed aboard, but as Sunny pressed the ignition button no faint vibration came from the engine. She exchanged a look with the Doctor.
‘I think it did some damage.’
He nodded and climbed out again. ‘Let’s have a look.’
As they opened the panels to reveal the inner workings, it was obvious they would not be going anywhere. Tubes had burst, and rubber seals cracked. Coolant and water had turned to salt.
Sunny straightened and took her phone out of her pocket. As she called the car assistant service to request a tow-truck, she hoped desperately that the local mechanic who took care of call-outs in the district would not suffer the same fate they had, or worse. The usual irritating voice menus were followed by a pre-recorded voice telling her she was the twenty-ninth in the queue, and would she like to hold or receive a call back for a small fee?
She chose the call-back service, more out of a habitual reluctance to run the battery down than impatience. It was never good to be caught out in such isolated country without a working phone.
‘So we’re stuck here?’ Jo was asking the Doctor.
‘Not at all,’ he replied.
‘You can fix the car?’
‘Hmm, maybe – but not before nightfall.’ He moved to the back of the car. ‘But we don’t have to wait that long.’ He opened the boot and a smile lit up Jo’s face.
‘The blokarts!’
‘Which are made of stainless steel, so not vulnerable to unexpected rusting!’ The Doctor turned to Sunny. ‘Will you be all right on your own?’
She swallowed rising apprehension at the thought, then looked at the dog. Smithy would know if any bad salt was about. He really was a good dog, she realised. Maybe she would keep him. If they both survived the day.
‘We’ll be fine,’ she said.
‘Stay on the rocks, just in case,’ the Doctor advised.
Sunny watched as the pair hauled the two carry bags out of the boot.
‘Let’s get these assembled quickly,’ the Doctor told Jo. ‘It’s getting late and I don’t know about you, but being caught in the crater at night doesn’t appeal.’
It was only when the two blokarts had disappeared down the dusty road that Sunny discovered the bottles of water she always carried had also turned to salt.
‘Don’t take too long,’ she muttered, directing her thought towards both the Doctor and her phone. Without water, nobody lived long in the outback.
*
The road was much bumpier and dustier than the salt lake, Jo reflected ruefully as she followed the Doctor. They moved slowly, the wind unpredictable where it encountered the fragmented walls of the crater. Occasionally they hit a still area and had to move the blokarts along by turning the side wheels with their hands, relying on their gloves to protect them from any bad salt that might cling to the tyres.
At last they reached the edge of the crater interior. If Jo hadn’t known it was one, she might never have noticed that the eroded ridges around them formed a broken circle. The gap they had just passed through was narrow compared to those further to the north.
The Doctor continued following the road. The surface was corrugated, and as the wind blew Jo along after him a vibration came through the blokart, rattling her teeth. She would have slowed to lessen the effect, but the wind had picked up and the Doctor was pulling away, zooming towards some distant objects half-veiled by the dust kicked up by their wheels and blown ahead of them.
Soon enough the objects resolved into the fence and warning sign they’d seen on the screen at the salt works. Jo pulled up alongside the Doctor. He looked over to her.
‘It might be dangerous in there. You should—’
‘—come along, just in case something happens,’ she finished for him. ‘How else will I know if you need help?’
‘You can fetch help if I don’t come out after, say, an hour. If we’re both trapped in there—’
‘—Sunny will get help. She’s bound to drive down here if we haven’t emerged by the time her car is fixed.’
He shook his head, then sighed and began to climb out of his blokart. Following suit, she tipped her cart on its side beside his. They moved over to the fence. It was a simple waist-high barrier of posts and barbed wire. Beyond, the road continued down into the earth, disappearing into a dark tunnel.
The Doctor pushed down on the barbed wire at a point where it was already sagging, and carefully stepped over. He held it down so Jo could follow. They turned to face the cave entrance. He smiled at her grimly, switched on the torch Sunny had loaned to them, and led the way into the darkness.
‘Keep your gloves on,’ he advised. ‘Don’t touch anything.’
‘I won’t.’
The shaft was steep, but straight. Their progress was slow, however, as the tunnel was strewn with rubble, and the Doctor had to light the way for both of them. But only the first twenty paces or so were cluttered. From then on the way was clear except where the old wooden slats and beams supporting the walls had failed and the rock and dirt released had spilled out across the shaft.
It was within one of the hollows left by a cave-in that Jo first noticed a crystalline sparkle. Then the torch beam exploring the darkness ahead bounced back at them. The Doctor paused, and Jo looked at his face, faintly lit from reflected torchlight. His frown set her skin tingling with apprehension. What was it that worried him? She strained to see into the darkness ahead. As he pointed the torch down the shaft again she heard him suck in a breath.
‘Ah,’ he said, his face alight with eagerness. ‘If I am not very much mistaken…’
Jo followed as he approached the source of the reflection. The tunnel walls ended and as the torchlight ventured beyond it splintered into a thousand beams of colour. Each bounced off a surface and refracted again and again until they were surrounded by light. She gasped in astonishment and delight.
They stood at the brink of a huge cave. Crystals encrusted the walls in all directions, some as long and thick as her arm.
‘Salt crystals, if I am correct,’ the Doctor declared, ‘which I almost always am.’
‘They’re beautiful!’ Jo turned slowly to take in the whole cave. ‘But why didn’t anybody tell us about this?’
‘Maybe they don’t know.’ The Doctor’s expression became thoughtful. ‘Maybe the danger the sign warns of is not just old mine walls collapsing. These are, after all, salt crystals.’
Suddenly the sparkling crystals were as menacing as they were beautiful.
Jo moved closer to the Doctor. ‘Should we take a sample and go?’
‘Hmm…’ Taking the jar out of a pocket, the Doctor scraped a few of the smaller crystals off the wall into it. He then produced the leaf and dropped it inside. It remained unharmed. ‘Still, let’s keep our gloves on, just in case, eh? Now, let’s see where the cave leads.’
They did not walk so much as climb and slide along the cave, since the crystals covered the floor and were as smooth as glass. At least the refracting of the torch beam spread the light more evenly, so the Doctor did not need to direct it at the ground so they could both avoid obstacles. After a few hundred feet, they reached the end of a cave. There the jagged crystalline wall gave way to something glasslike, smooth and convex.
The Doctor moved over to examine it. ‘Well, this doesn’t fit. And what is this?’ He swung his arm in a circle, his finger hovering over a crack in the surface. ‘A perfect circle.’
Jo nodded. ‘It is rather regular, considering everything else is such a jumble.’
‘I don’t suppose it is a door… but with no handle and no lock.’ He reached into his coat and she was not surprised when it emerged holding the sonic screwdriver. ‘Shall we see if we can open it? Stand aside.’
Without waiting for her reply, he activated the device and pointed it at the seam, moving it around the circle. Jo stepped to one side and waited, but nothing happened. The Doctor adjusted the screwdriver, which made an odd low noise. He muttered something.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘Ah, it’s hard to make fine adjustments when you’re wearing gloves. I’ve gone and switched it to a low fre—’
Another noise filled in the cave, but not from the screwdriver. It was deeper and louder – almost felt more than heard – and it was coming from the smooth section of wall. The Doctor froze, then pointed the device at the seam again. Once again it emitted a low noise, and the deeper sound intensified.
‘It’s opening,’ the Doctor said. ‘Look!’
Jo leaned closer. Sure enough, the circular section was now just proud of the rest of the surface. A hiss came from the seam, then a crack, and without warning the circle slid forward, liquid spraying out from the sides. Jo felt tiny drops land on her face and arms, and raised a hand to wipe them away with her glove. The circle flopped forward, revealing a smooth back and a single hinge.
The Doctor, who had been standing in front, remained smugly dry. He grinned, then nodded at the hole. ‘See? I was right. A door!’
‘What’s inside?’
He directed the torch within. Jo crouched beside him. A smooth tunnel of the same material as the door extended for a short way, narrowing a little toward the end, where it was cracked and broken and choked with rock.
‘Is it… is it a spaceship?’
‘Yes. A crashed ship I think.’ The Doctor put away the sonic screwdriver and carefully stepped through the hole. ‘There’s no floor, and water has accumulated at the front,’ he warned as she began to follow.
Moving inside, Jo walked along the curved wall to join him. Without the refractive crystals around them all was dark except what was lit by the torch beam. She looked down at the pool of liquid. The Doctor directed the torch downward and as it penetrated the water it illuminated a pale, shrivelled shape. At one end it had a tail not unlike a whale’s, on the other a swelling with thick strands – perhaps tentacles – sprouting from a cavity. She recoiled.
‘What is that?’
‘The former occupant,’ the Doctor said grimly. ‘Probably died when the craft crashed here. An alien underwater species, from the look of it.’
‘So it wasn’t a meteor?’
‘No. And if this ship made the crater, it must have landed millions of years ago.’
‘So you were wrong that the bad salt was a recent threat.’
He chuckled. ‘Not necessarily. We don’t know if this ship is the cause of the bad salt, yet. If it is, then I’d say the miners disturbed the craft and released something, which still makes it a recent threat.’
Jo rolled her eyes. She raised a hand to scratch her face, which was itchy where the water had touched her. The fingers of her gloves caught on something rough. Taking a glove off, she touched her face again and was puzzled to feel patches of crustiness on her skin. Her arms itched, too. Looking down, she moved them nearer the torch beam and saw white spots on her skin.
Her stomach plunged somewhere below her feet.
‘Doctor!’ she gasped.
He looked up from examining a panel set into the wall. ‘What is it?’ The torch beam rose and dazzled her, but as she extended her arms it lowered again. She saw the Doctor’s expression change as he saw the spots and knew her awful suspicion was right.
‘Oh, no,’ he said.
‘It was the water that sprayed out when the door opened.’ She touched her face again. ‘I’m turning to salt!’
‘Not exactly.’ The Doctor grasped her shoulders. ‘It would take immense power to change your atomic structure, so it’s more likely it has been transferring the salt in its vicinity into anything organic it encounters. You’re not in direct contact with the ground or anything else containing salt. That should… well, it should slow it down at least.’
He rose and moved away. The itching sensation was stronger, but Jo could not tell if that was her imagination or not. Looking down at her arms she was frustrated to find she couldn’t see them now. The torch beam was flicking around the interior of the ship.
‘This craft must be the source,’ the Doctor was saying. ‘But why? Why salt?’
Jo realised she was breathing too fast. She sat down on one of the larger rocks that had penetrated the ship’s nose so long ago and tried to stay calm, but all she could do was wonder how quickly she would turn into a salt statue, even if the process was slower. Hours? Minutes? Did it hurt?
No, she told herself. Don’t think about it. The Doctor will find a cure.
If he had the time.
‘Of course!’ he exclaimed, and her heart skittered with hope. ‘They’re not just an alien underwater species, they’re an alien salt water species. Their life-support system would maintain the brackishness of the water.’ He was rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet, as close to pacing as the small space allowed.
‘Salt water,’ Jo repeated. Something about that resonated through her. ‘Make salty.’ Her lips tingled. She licked them and tasted salt.
‘It didn’t shut down when the ship crashed.’ The torchlight settled on the cracked walls and rock at the nose of the craft. ‘It escaped. The miners or meteor hunters disturbed it. Or the clearing of the land causing the water table to rise, flooding the ship and bringing bad salt up to the surface with the brine… But what is it? It must be small. Bacterial? No, I couldn’t see any remnants of it in the lab. Something smaller. Nanobots? Nanobots! Of course. Atomically small.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Nanobots moving salt into any water they encounter. Moving so much that salt crystals form. But how to turn them off? They probably have a binary system. On or off. Where are the controls?’ He began to search the walls.
All of Jo’s face was itching now. And her hands. And inside her mouth. It was dry. She shouldn’t have licked her lips. She realised she was really, really thirsty.
‘Doctor,’ she croaked. ‘Please hurry up.’
The torch beam flicked to her face, then away. ‘Don’t worry, Jo. The answer is here. I only need to work out how the aliens communicated.’
‘If how they appear is any clue, then like whales,’ she said, the movement causing a flash of pain as her lower lip split.
‘Whales!’ he shouted, his voice echoing in the small space. ‘Of course! Sonar! Ah! That’s why the door opened when I used a lower frequency!’ A rustle of cloth followed, then the low sound that had triggered the door. ‘That means “open”. Chances are, the nanobots will only respond to two sounds. One for on, which they are already set to, and one for off.’ He moved closer. ‘Hold out your arm.’
Jo obeyed, though her shoulder was oddly stiff. The Doctor directed the torch at a white patch, now as large as her hand. It glistened, and as she stared she realised the edges were moving. Spreading.
He pointed the sonic screwdriver at it and the low sound came again.
‘Anything?’
She shook her head with an effort. The sound changed.
‘Now?’
‘No.’ Speaking hurt her throat. She hoped he wouldn’t ask anything that required a more complicated answer.
The sound changed again, and continued changing. Suddenly a shock went through her. She tried to tell him, but all that came out were the words: ‘Stop make salt.’
‘Aha!’ he said. ‘That did something.’ He pushed her sleeve back. Her skin was a normal colour past her wrist, and the white was no longer spreading. He regarded the sonic screwdriver thoughtfully. ‘Seems I am constantly finding more uses for this than opening locks.’ He looked up. ‘How do you feel?’
She tried to move, but all her muscles resisted. Parts of her felt numb. Others were painfully cold. His brows lowered.
‘Ah. Well. I wonder if I can make the nanobots work in reverse.’ He looked around the ship. ‘They probably communicated with the ship by sound, but whatever store of energy they used to power the controls will be long depleted.’ He pressed a finger to his cheek. ‘If I can find a power source… Surely if they had nanobots for creating salt, they had them for other purposes. Like ship repair and treating wounds and illnesses.’
‘Repair,’ Jo echoed as he turned back to the control panels, though she had no idea why.
Shock went through her, then. An itch far stronger than before followed. It spread and grew rapidly more intense, and she drew in a breath to cry out … but then it faded as quickly, leaving her tingling all over. Suddenly her thirst was gone and she was no longer cold or numb in places. She moved her arms, taking off her other glove and searching for the crusty patches. She found none.
‘Doctor,’ she said. ‘I think that did it!’ As he turned the torch beam on her she held out her arms. The white spots were gone. ‘Oh!’ Relief flooded her. ‘Whatever you did, worked.’
‘I didn’t do anything,’ he told her. Grabbing her hands, he examined her arms closely, then looked intently at her face. ‘You are, miraculously, healed.’
‘It happened when you said “repair”,’ she told him.
His eyes widened. ‘No, it happened when you said it.’ He straightened. ‘The nanobots – all of them – understand you now. Which must be how the aliens communicated with them. Nanobots for giving orders to nanobots.’ He laughed. Then his expression became wary. ‘You must take care what you say now, in case you trigger other nanobots.’
Jo got to her feet. ‘But we know how to stop them. I just have to say “stop”!’
‘Perhaps. But if I recall correctly, you said “stop make salt” before, when the sonic screwdriver turned off the salt-making nanobots. That’s more specific. What if you started another process, but didn’t know what it was? How could you tell it to stop?’
‘Oh, I guess I’d have to say “stop everything” or “all systems off” or “stop all nanobots” or—’
A vibration went through the ship. The Doctor looked up and around, then at Jo. As they stared at each other the sensation stopped.
The Doctor let out a sharp breath. ‘Well that was—’
His last words were drowned out by a loud rumble. The ship began to shake. The torch beam flickered around the interior and for a second Jo glimpsed the pool of water churning. She grabbed the Doctor’s arm as the shaking increased and threatened to knock her off her feet.
A loud creak came from above.
The Doctor looked up. ‘I think we should leave now,’ he shouted.
Jo nodded.
They hurried to the door and slipped out, Jo glancing back at the murky water and feeling a moment of sorrow for the poor alien who had died when the ship crashed. It must have been preserved by the salty water. Pickled.
The cavern was not shaking as violently, but it was slow to navigate and by the time they neared the mine shaft the vibration had increased and crystals began to shake loose from the ceiling. They dodged a few as they staggered the last few steps, but once in the mineshaft the danger increased. Planks holding back the walls rattled ominously and dirt rained down from above. They ran blindly into a cloud of dust, hands extended and coughing, tripping when they met the earlier – or perhaps more recent – wall collapses. At any moment Jo expected to feel the roof press down and around her, soil instead of dust filling her lungs and the weight of tonnes of soil and rock crushing her…
Then they were out, sucking in fresh air and skidding to a halt before the barbed wire fence. The Doctor kicked over a fence post and practically lifted her off her feet to help her over the wire, then they both broke into a run for the blokarts.
As they reached them, a long, slow boom came from behind. Turning back, Jo gasped as the ground beyond the mine entrance sank several feet, and a great cloud of dust billowed up.
As the noise faded, Jo let out a long sigh and turned to the Doctor. To her surprise a statue of brown dust stood before her. It grinned. Looking down at herself, she laughed as she saw she was as well coated with it as he.
‘Can I talk now?’ she asked as she began to slap at her clothes.
‘Yes. You turned off all systems, remember.’ As he shook his head a halo of brown gusted outward.
‘Oh, good,’ she said. ‘I’d hate to have to stay completely silent for the rest of my life.’
‘Heaven forbid.’
She narrowed her eyes at him, but he only smiled in reply. Dusting off her arms, she was relieved to see her skin was back to its normal colour. The heat of the late afternoon sunlight was rather pleasant now. Which was odd. ‘Will you look at that? I’m not sunburned any more!’
‘The repair must have included skin damage.’
She touched her face as a scarier thought occurred to her. ‘Or are the nanobots still in me?’
‘They probably are, but they’ve been turned off.’
‘Could they reactivate?’
He frowned. ‘They might. I’ll take some blood and do some tests when we get back to the TARDIS. It’s also possible the nanobots that escaped the ship are still active.’ He took out the sonic screwdriver and pointed it at the ground around them. It emitted a low noise. ‘I’ll make a device set to the frequency that turns the salt nanobots off and give it to Sunny. Then we can go home.’
‘Home?’ Jo protested. ‘What about the beach?’
He smiled. ‘Keen to get sunburned all over again?’
She grinned. ‘This time I’ll make sure I’m wearing plenty of lotion!’
He chuckled and turned to the blokarts. ‘Come on, then. Let’s return to Sunny and see if anybody has arrived to fix the car yet.’
*
Sunny leaned against the side of her neighbour’s ute and watched the Doctor and Jo walk away. They were an odd couple, with their vintage clothing and fascination with old technology, but they seemed nice enough. She’d never managed to find out why they’d left the big blue storage container out at the edge of the salt lake, but if the gadgets he’d taken from it did kill off bad salt then she really didn’t mind not knowing.
She looked down at the devices. They looked like a small but fancy torch and emitted low noises that Smithy found fascinating.
Looking down at the dog, she smiled. He’d kept her company while she’d waited for the mechanic to come fix the car. She supposed she would adopt him. It would be nice to have the company. The tenant who replaced Sean would likely come with his own dogs. Her mood lightened as she realised that it wouldn’t be so hard to find someone to take on the farm, now that the bad salt was gone. And, as everyone around here liked to say, the drought wouldn’t last for ever. She had half a mind to try running the farm herself, and hire a few locals for the heavy work. Maybe just until the rains returned.
The dog’s ears pricked up and he barked. A chill ran down her spine and she began to scan the ground, holding one of the devices at the ready. But Smithy’s attention was elsewhere. A mechanical, rhythmic whine reached her ears. A light on top of the blue box was flashing. She pushed off the car and took a few steps forward, worried that it was some sort of alarm.
Then the box slowly, but steadily, faded out of sight.
In the silence that followed, she stood frozen, staring at the place it had been.
Then she shook her head and turned back to the car. Very few people had been able to grasp that something was turning people into statues of salt. Nobody was going to believe she had just seen a blue storage container vanish into thin air.
She shrugged. At least this time, nobody needed to.
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