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Arriving at the ancient Musaeum of Alexandria, the Doctor is keen to explore. He might find some new recorder music, and Jamie might discover a new porridge recipe, while Zoe will love the antiquated ideas about astrophysics. But once inside, they all find rather more than they bargained for, and it soon becomes clear they may never leave the Museaum alive...
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For my god-daughter and splendid companion Lily, with love


CHAPTER ONE

The Doctor looked up, frowning. ‘Did you hear that, Zoe?’

‘I did, Doctor.’

They both waited, silent, then it came again, a long, low drone, followed by a higher screech.

‘You know what that means, don’t you?’ the Doctor asked.

‘I do,’ Zoe answered, although she did not turn away from the long page of equations she was scribbling in her notebook.

The Doctor picked up his book, turned a page and, before he’d read half a line, was startled by an even louder screech. ‘Does he do it deliberately?’

Zoe worked on her calculations, seemingly oblivious to the Doctor’s increasing irritation.

‘I’m talking to you, Zoe.’

‘Yes, you are,’ she looked up from her notebook, ‘And no, I don’t suppose Jamie chooses to irritate you, any more than you deliberately interrupt my calculations every time I work on them.’

‘We have a computer for that kind of thing, you know.’

‘And you keep saying my upbringing was too reliant on technology. Look.’

Zoe held up her notebook, where she was working on five different calculations, in an almost 3-D pattern.

‘Ah, Minkowski’s spacetime theorem applied to the motion of the Eagle Nebula. Very good,’ the Doctor said. ‘But you’ll find the differential you’re after in the third line, second column across, is out by zero point two three five eight…’

‘But I—’

‘Squared.’

Zoe looked at her calculations and saw immediately that the Doctor was right. She turned the page and began again, and the Doctor tried to temper his usually brusque tone. ‘I wasn’t telling you off.’

‘I got it wrong. Now I’ll get it right.’

There was silence for a moment, until the screech sounded again before reverting to a drone, and the Doctor groaned.

‘Patience, Doctor,’ Zoe said, ‘It’s how he relaxes. I work on calculations, you play your recorder, Jamie plays the bagpipes.’

The long, low drone in the distance began slowly to morph into a tune of sorts, though not one either the Doctor or Zoe recognised.

‘There are other ways to pass the time, Zoe – interacting with your fellow travellers, for instance. What you’re calculating is already known deep within—’

‘The TARDIS. Yes. And I’ll check my answers against the TARDIS’s data.’

The Doctor shook his head, raising his voice over Jamie’s bagpipes, even louder now. ‘There’s more to astronomy than the distance between places. It’s about the places themselves, the histories. It’s not just about the… the…’

‘The music of the spheres?’ Zoe finished the Doctor’s sentence, laughing, and opened the door as Jamie marched in, bag under his arm, chanter in his mouth, cheeks puffed out to blow. He finished his tune on a long, low note and bowed, then he backed out of the door and returned with a tray holding three bowls of steaming porridge.

‘Breakfast is served.’

The Doctor and Zoe exchanged glances; they’d had Jamie’s porridge before.

‘Sugar and cream?’ Zoe asked hopefully.

‘Sacrilege!’ Jamie answered. ‘Proper porridge is soaked overnight and made with salt, never sugar.’

‘Sorry, Jamie,’ the Doctor interrupted him, ‘but salt’s not good for the heart, and I need to worry about that more than either of you.’

‘You’re not that old, Doctor,’ Jamie said, winking at Zoe.

‘I didn’t mean my age, I meant…’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘It’s neither here nor there, now that the porridge is very much here.’ He looked at the tray Jamie was holding, the congealed mess in each bowl looking even less appealing as it cooled. ‘I’m just not very hungry.’

‘I’ve spent all this time…’ Jamie was crestfallen.

Zoe stood behind the young Scotsman looking directly at the Doctor. ‘Be nice,’ she mouthed.

The Doctor opened his mouth to complain, then he saw the droop of Jamie’s shoulders, the possibility behind that of his raised temper and a bad day ahead for all three of them. ‘Fine. But not a big bowl. As I said, I’m not very—’

‘Hungry, I know,’ Jamie said, smiling. ‘So I’ll give you the middle-sized bowl. I think you’ll find it just right.’

The Doctor reluctantly took the bowl held out to him, and as he did so another noise began. A noise that brought a light to his eyes.

‘Ah, in that case, I’m afraid we’ll have to shelve the porridge. I’ve no doubt it will be just as good when we get back.’

‘But it won’t be hot…’

‘As I said, just as good,’ the Doctor answered. ‘Put the tray away – and your pipes, we don’t want them damaged if it’s a tricky landing. Zoe, notebook down, eyes on the screen. Jamie, stand steady, we’re coming in to land.’

Zoe watched the man she often thought of as tired beyond his years, hopping nimbly around the console, stowing Jamie’s bagpipes here and the porridge well out of view over there. He was almost smiling, or at least his frown was now gone. He’d been bored, she realised. A couple of days with just her and Jamie for company, and the Doctor was edgy and impatient. Now, the TARDIS pumping out its landing noises, a sound Zoe herself welcomed with excitement and trepidation, she saw that the Doctor was awake, alert, fully himself. Other people might believe it was better to travel than to arrive, but not the Doctor.

A few moments later the TARDIS was still and Zoe brought up the outside world on the scanner screen. A high blue sky fell to a deep blue sea, a tall lighthouse marking the point where the land ended and the sea began.

The Doctor clapped. ‘Alexandria! And by the look of the lighthouse – solid, little salt damage – I think we’ll find the Musaeum still standing and the collection in its prime. Now, Zoe, I’m certain there are several astronomy scrolls you’d like to see, and Jamie, the Musaeum of Alexandria was founded as a compendium of all the world’s knowledge, they possess every scroll in the world, and usually the original – they’re not fond of copies here. They’re bound to have a porridge recipe we can all stomach.’


CHAPTER TWO

After the cool quiet of the TARDIS, the heat, noise and smells of Alexandria were almost overwhelming. Everywhere she looked, Zoe saw something she had only ever read of: a spice she had imagined but never smelt, or an animal that had featured in childhood storybooks, and then only just – for Zoe childhood had been brief, the period of learning longer and always intense.

Everywhere he turned, Jamie saw another preacher or street politician, touting their faith, declaring their truth, insisting their cause was the cause of right. He was sorely tempted to find a soapbox and step up to harangue the English, until the Doctor pulled him away with a stern whisper that if he was going to shout at anyone for invading Scotland, he’d have to shout at Romans now, and that Alexandria, just a century since Mark Antony was in Cleopatra’s passionate embrace, probably wasn’t an ideal time to decry the notion of empire, not without a full army.

They walked on, following the Doctor’s lead, past stalls promising remedies for everything from broken bones to bad breath, others laden with sweet pastries, dense with nuts, dripping in rosewater and honey syrup, a fishmonger’s stall that assaulted Zoe’s nose; the synthesised foods she’d grown up with had had scent but no smell, and certainly not the rich tang of just-caught fish. Poor Jamie took one look at the pile of fresh, silvery herring and was desperate to buy up a load there and then to take back to the TARDIS and smoke into kippers – maybe that would be a breakfast the Doctor would approve. He turned to ask the Doctor and found the older man trying on a round, red, boxy hat, with a silky black tassel hanging from it.

Jamie shook his head. ‘It’s not you, Doctor.’

Zoe joined in. ‘Not you at all.’

‘Another time perhaps,’ the Doctor said, with an apologetic shrug to the stallholder, as he took off the fez, putting it back down on the table.

They were forced to edge their way around a crowd five-deep at one stall, and Jamie hoisted Zoe onto his shoulders so she could see what was worth such attention. She looked past the clamouring hands with fistfuls of coins to a stall piled high with silks in a dozen different reds, clashing with the oranges alongside, the purple beneath indigos and yellows, the stallholder holding up a green fabric shot through with so much blue that it appeared to change colour as he ran his hand beneath the fine cloth.

As they pushed through, and the morning sun climbed higher, light reflecting from every kind of copper pan and pewter bowl, the Doctor explained the enthusiasm for silk. ‘No one knows how it’s made.’

‘Silkworms—’ Zoe began, and the Doctor shushed her furiously.

‘Only the Chinese know that yet. It’s highly profitable to them and to the traders. Right now, silk sells for more than gold.’

‘But we’ve been synthesising silk for centuries…’

‘Yes, Zoe, when you come from, you have. But as you noticed at the fish stall, there’s a difference between real and synthetic. Here, take this.’

He pulled out his own pocket handkerchief, and tied to it was another, and then finally a long measure of the same blue-green silk the stallholder had been touting.

‘How did you get that?’ Jamie asked.

‘I paid,’ the Doctor replied, ‘if that’s what you’re suggesting.’

‘But you were beside us all the time.’

‘Not while you were showing off, lifting Zoe onto your shoulders. Now, Zoe, I’d like you to feel my own perfectly pressed handkerchief, then the synthetic one.’

Zoe felt both pieces of fabric. The Doctor’s own was soft, but the second piece of cloth was entirely different.

‘It’s so…’

‘Real,’ the Doctor declared. ‘Yes. Synthetics are extremely handy when you can’t get hold of the real thing, or when the old one is worn out, but a facsimile will never have the depth of the original. Now, my friends, here we are, at the original Musaeum.’

The Doctor had been leading them down an alley away from the market. Now they turned a corner, and there, dazzling in the sunlight, stood the Musaeum of Alexandria itself. Imposing though elegant in line and symmetry, it was a complex of walls within walls, buildings within buildings. It was beautiful. And yet –

‘What on earth’s that stink?’ asked Jamie.

‘Ah, that’s the Zoo. The Musaeum of Alexandria was famed for its wide collection of animals from all over the known world. I believe we’re at the western entrance.’

As a spray of water from an elephant’s trunk beyond the wall hit Jamie full in the face and chest, the Doctor nodded his head. ‘Yes, the western entrance.’


CHAPTER THREE

They made their way up the wide marble steps to the main entrance. The doorkeeper studied the Doctor and Jamie, noting their odd attire. He had seen kilts before now – the Musaeum was well-stocked with any number of national costumes – but the Doctor’s baggy trousers and bow tie were both new to him. He was, however, well versed in the eccentricities of the academics who studied at the Musaeum, and the Doctor was no doubt just one more. Zoe did not pass so easily.

‘No women,’ the doorkeeper said, holding up a flat palm to stop her entering.

‘What?’ Zoe asked.

‘Explain to your girl,’ the doorkeeper replied, nodding to the Doctor and pointing a dismissive thumb at Zoe.

‘You could speak to me, you know,’ Zoe stormed in response.

The doorkeeper shrugged and went back to his post. ‘Rules are rules, love.’

The Doctor took Zoe aside. ‘Use his rudeness as an opportunity. He’s hardly even looked at you, so you can…’

‘Oh, yes,’ Zoe answered, her fury evaporating as she saw the meaning behind the Doctor’s words. She whispered, ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can find a toga and a haircut.’

With that she ran off back to the market. The Doctor was about to call a warning to take care, but she was gone. And besides, there was music coming from inside the great hall that lay beyond the doorkeeper’s post. Glorious music that called Jamie and the Doctor, both men suddenly wanted nothing more than to follow the music drawing them inside, to find it and play it and join in. They left the great doors behind them and went deep into the heart of the Musaeum of Alexandria.

They walked through the palatial entrance hall, painted and gilded, garnished with mosaics, and dotted with sculptures of famous generals and fine thinkers. Wide corridors led off the hall, and stairs rose to more rooms and deeper chambers. Above each corridor a symbol was carved in relief, indicating the collection the corridor led to.

The Doctor peered up at each of the finely carved panels, noting the spheres that indicated the Hall of Astronomy.

‘Zoe will love this,’ he said to himself.

Jamie stood impatiently alongside him. ‘Doctor, this way, the music’s coming from this corridor, come on.’

The Doctor nodded. Jamie was right. The music was indeed glorious, swelling and peaking, still for a moment, then rushing back at them almost as a wave. He smiled when he saw the carving above the corridor: nine women in a semi-circle, each holding an object, each one beautiful and enticing. Just as he noticed that the women appeared to be real, if miniature, all nine sprang to life, animations in stone, beckoning them down the corridor. Then just as suddenly as they had started to move, they stopped.

‘Doctor! Did you see that? The carvings?’ a startled Jamie asked.

‘I did indeed. Hero!’

‘Who is?’

‘Hero. Brilliant man. Created the first robotic cart. Sadly, they went on to use it for war, of course, but all the same, an astonishing mind. I’d quite forgotten he worked here. It appears he has created an entire set of Muses to welcome us. If I’m not mistaken, they’ll be part of the glorious sounds we hear from within. Now,’ he said, turning at the clatter of sandaled feet running up behind them, ‘Who do we have here?’

Zoe ran across the entrance hall, her short bob scraped across her head and plastered down with oil, and dressed in a tunic that barely scraped her knees, held at her waist with a leather belt.

‘You don’t look any different,’ Jamie said. ‘How did you get in?’

‘I didn’t need to look different,’ Zoe answered. ‘There was a crowd of Roman lads, astronomy students, here on some kind of exchange trip. I got in the middle of them and joined in their conversation. They’re badly informed on the mineral compositions of Mars and Saturn, though. I very nearly set them straight…’

‘Zoe, you didn’t!’

‘Of course I didn’t, Doctor,’ she said. ‘But I certainly wanted to.’

‘They’ll learn in their own good time. Now, come along both of you, if the stories of Hero are correct, this is going to be a hugely entertaining trip.’


CHAPTER FOUR

The sight that greeted them was indeed entertaining. In a room that was twice as long as the entrance hall and double its height, a wide mezzanine running all around it, stood five women, each on a raised dais, the better to show that she was both beautiful in her own way and utterly different to the other.

‘Oh,’ said Zoe, ‘so they let women in if they’re beautiful.’

‘It’s not beauty that makes them stand out, Zoe.’ The Doctor looked around. ‘The others must be about somewhere.’

They stood at the back of a crowd before the first woman. She was very tall, her skin a rich black, her thick hair trained in cornrows from her scalp and falling to her waist. As her hand moved across the stone tablet she held, it carved letters out of the very stone.

‘She can’t be real!’ Jamie whispered in shock.

‘She is and she isn’t,’ the Doctor replied. ‘Calliope is the muse of epic poetry, and everyone knows poets write in exaggerated beauty to get at the truth beneath.’ Not a tall man himself, he stood on tiptoe to see the people in the front rows. ‘Don’t get too close, either of you, look there.’

Looking over the crowd’s heads themselves, Zoe and Jamie saw what the Doctor meant. Those closest to Calliope were writing furiously, counting out meter with their feet or clapping with a free hand. Some wrote on parchment, others on scrolls, the walls, the floor, whatever they could get their hands on. One elderly man was so desperate to write that, having no quill of his own, he grabbed the quill from the young man beside him, jabbed it into his own finger until blood flowed out and used the blood to write on his toga. None of them seemed to notice there were others scribbling just as frantically, each one was so caught up in his own grand tale of love, loss and heroism.

Beyond Calliope was another crowd, this one even more animated. The Doctor told Zoe and Jamie that she was Erato, as indicated by the cithara that she strummed as she half-sang, half-chanted her lyric poetry.

‘Sappho,’ the Doctor said, half to himself, as Erato’s lyrics came to him above the clamour of the crowd around her. ‘Interesting choice.’

The poem she recited was all about dying for love, and those around her were in paroxysms of passion.

‘Looked at that way, love does seem extremely foolish,’ Zoe whispered to Jamie. ‘Jamie?’

But Jamie had made his way into the crowd. When the Doctor and Zoe pulled him back, they were horrified to see their friend distraught, tears rolling down his cheeks.

‘How I loved her. She was from another village, but it might as well have been another world, centuries-long fights between our clans. We’d meet in secret, far from prying eyes. She’d golden hair and deep green eyes, and her voice, so sweet. And just as strong was her feeling about the English, matching my own, we were matched by nature, and held apart by our stars.’

The Doctor and Zoe had seen Jamie in a temper often, and sometimes in dour dark moods, but this was new, not like him at all.

The Doctor pulled him further from Erato’s music, and just at the point that Erato’s voice was as loud but no louder than any of the others, Jamie came to himself, horrified when he realised what his friends had heard him say.

‘But I never speak about… I never… Doctor?’

The Doctor shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Jamie. We need to be very careful about getting too close to these Muses. They’re inspiring all sorts of extremes in people, some very enjoyable, I’m sure. Speaking of which, this will be Thalia.’

He looked to the other side of the room where a red-headed woman held the mask of comedy, giving ventriloquist’s voice to it, stories and jokes flowing between her and the mask. All around, people were laughing, united in mirth, and the Doctor found he desperately needed to know what was so funny. He took a step closer and before he’d heard what Thalia had said, he found himself chuckling. Then, when he was within hearing distance, he heard the mask speak a punchline, the nub of a Gallifreyan joke he’d once loved and long forgotten. He took a few more paces closer, ignoring both Zoe and Jamie, one more step and without warning, the Doctor was bending backwards and a massive guffaw broke from his startled mouth, and then he was truly laughing, holding his sides in the exquisite joyous pain of hysterical laughter.

The Doctor’s uncharacteristic laughter was infectious. Even as she frowned at it, Zoe felt herself giggle. She took a step back to get away from something that was clearly odd, but the crowds around the other muses were moving closer to them, lyric ecstasies combining with the hysterical laughter made her even more worried.

Speaking through tears, his laughter clearly as painful as it was enjoyable, the Doctor pointed behind Zoe and Jamie. ‘Ter- Ter- Terpsichore!’ and then collapsed laughing again.

Terpsichore stood just behind Jamie, playing her lyre. ‘I know that tune, it’s from my village, I know it, she’s playing my reel!’

And then Jamie began dancing, skipping and leaping to the music. Zoe found herself twirling with him, believing she knew the steps, sure that it might be possible to know the steps and never have learned them, until a tap on her shoulder brought her to herself.

Zoe turned to see an older woman, holding a globe in one hand and a sharp compass in the other. She had none of the frenetic behaviour of the others around them and her calm intensity drew Zoe in.

‘I am Urania, I have truths to tell you…’

Then all Zoe could think was yes, this was what she had wanted for so long, someone who knew more than she did, knew the what and also the why, the very depths of the secrets of space itself. Zoe looked into the black eyes of the small woman, and it was like looking into the eyes of every grandmother who had ever watched life unfold around her. And this grandmother would tell Zoe everything she had yearned to know, since she first started learning.

While Jamie danced to Terpsichore’s music, and Zoe was deep in conversation with Urania, the Doctor lay twisting on the floor. He was laughed out, yet his body bent and contorted still, trying to make him laugh.


CHAPTER FIVE

The Doctor was not laughing now. Slowly, he dragged himself across the marble floor, back towards the centre of the room. He knew that if he could get himself far enough away from Thalia’s influence, the agonising laughter that was wracking his body would stop. Casting about to try and focus on anything but the laughter that still bubbled up inside him, he looked down at this own hand. Here, this cool piece of white marble he was dragging himself over. It was similar in texture and colour to the building material for the great lighthouse of Alexandria; it was possible the two had been quarried from the same place.

‘Good,’ he thought. ‘That’s a start, more like that.’

He forced himself to think harder about the marble, the way it had none of the give of wood, none of the brutal edge pieces of a mosaic floor. This marble was solid and smooth, quarried in big slabs, in Italy perhaps, or Greece, it had been laid with care and precision. Millennia ago it had been simple rocks, and heat and pressure, metamorphism, had turned it into this precious material, had changed crystal structures and chemical composition while the rocks themselves had stayed solid. They remained both their original selves, and the more precious quarry of pure white marble.

The Doctor was far enough away from Thalia now to stand. He pulled himself up, patting the marble in gratitude. The hall was in disarray, people shifting attention from one muse to another, a flow from anger to love to loss to laughter. The Doctor knew that the tricky thing would be not to stop the Muses, but to persuade his young companions that they did not want to dance a reel or discuss astronomy for all time. Standing in the centre of the maelstrom, the Doctor realised there wasn’t a great deal of time left. He had counted five Muses so far, which meant there ought to be another four. He craned his neck to look over the dancing, laughing, chanting, riotous crowd that now filled the hall, and thought he could just make out the veiled figure of Polyhymnia, muse of hymns. Which meant that Clio, muse of history, and Melpomene, muse of tragedy, couldn’t be far behind. The Doctor had no intention of waiting for it to end in tears.

He saw Zoe edging away from Urania. ‘Good girl,’ he thought to himself. ‘She must have spotted it too.’

He held out his hand and Zoe seized it, allowing him to draw her close to him.

‘That was astonishing,’ she said. ‘I had no idea there was so much else to know. But it’s not right, is it, Doctor? There’s something strange about them.’

‘There certainly is…’ he began, his voice a low murmur beneath the cacophony all around, trying not to draw attention to himself.

He needn’t have bothered, for suddenly all the attention in the room was on Polyhymnia.

The veiled woman raised her arms at the far end of the room and immediately there was a hush in the incessant noise, and out of the sudden silence first one person, then another, then more joined in, until the whole room sang in harmony and unison. The Doctor felt the soft music wrap around him, even as he tried to shut it out, the sound – and more, the feeling of sound – welling up within him. It was quiet yet full, a gentle chant, clearly in praise of something.

‘What are they singing about, Doctor?’

‘I think the better question is not what, Zoe, but who.’

The Doctor was about to explain when, from behind the now-united hymn-singers, came a new sound.

‘Oh no,’ he muttered. ‘Not that.’

‘Not what, Doctor?’ asked Zoe.

‘Can’t you hear it?’

Zoe listened, although the hymn also made her want to exult in song with unknown words forming in her mouth, and there it was, a single, fine, perfect note held behind the singing. One note, played over and over. One note from an instrument she thought she recognised.

‘Doctor, that sounds like…’

‘Yes Zoe,’ he frowned. ‘I’m afraid it does. It sounds remarkably like a recorder. It’s an aulos, and if I’m not mistaken that means it’s being played by Euterpe, Giver of Delight. Oh dear, if the punchline from an old joke had me in paroxysms of laughter for ten minutes, it doesn’t bear thinking what this will do.’

Even as he spoke, the note itself became more insistent, yet simultaneously more pure, and then it seemed that everyone in the room was now playing an aulos, part-flute, part-recorder, all lovely.

‘I’m sorry, Zoe, I know I shouldn’t,’ the Doctor said, reaching into his pocket as he spoke. ‘But there’s something about being part of a thing larger than oneself. I have to – I need to play too.’

The Doctor had his recorder at his lips, and Zoe saw a dreamy quality overtake his face as he took a light breath and pursed his mouth to blow. Then he suddenly stopped, looked around, and shook his head, shaking himself free of the hold the music had over him. ‘Where’s Jamie?’


CHAPTER SIX

Jamie had followed her, impossible not to, the glorious young woman who had suddenly appeared in the room and taken his hand in the dance. Other than Zoe and the Muses, she was the only woman in a room full of reeling men, the reel that had made him forget entirely the loss he’d sobbed over just moments before. Even now, running through a corridor that must have taken them from one end of the Musaeum to another, and then hurrying up a spiral staircase, even this pace felt like a dance, like horses galloping to music.

‘Hurry,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘Faster still.’

And though Jamie was thinking he had never run so fast or climbed so high since he was a boy, training hard in the hills, he was able to keep going, to leap up the seemingly never-ending steps.

And then they were there. She put up a hand to stop him, a wide door lay ahead, she held a finger to her lips, then took both of Jamie’s hands in hers.

He thought she was going to kiss him, thought his heart might burst from the running and the dancing, all anger run out, danced out – and then he stopped thinking as the hand she brought to his face pinched a point on his temple. He stopped thinking because the pain was so intense, because she was bringing him to his knees with pain, because all he could see were the stars in his eyes, and then nothing. All was dark.

When Jamie came to, it was on the other side of the big door, in a bright room, white marble floor, white stone walls, beneath a dome of fine alabaster, letting in a pure, diffuse light. Jamie was strapped to a table, arms, legs, head and body pinned down. There was a strong smell of cloves and of lavender and something else that he didn’t recognise.

‘It’s turmeric.’

Jamie heard the young woman’s voice and turned his head the fraction the binding would allow.

She stood to one side, grinding something with a mortar and pestle. ‘Turmeric, lavender, cloves, comfrey and a few others I don’t think you’d know, even if I knew your native words for them. They’ll help with the pain.’

‘Good,’ Jamie said. ‘I could do with some help with the pain. I could do with getting up off this table too.’

She smiled and carried on grinding the mixture.

Jamie tried again. ‘If you’re not going to let me go…’

‘It’s not up to me.’

‘No, of course not,’ he said. ‘Then do you not want to give me that mixture? My head’s pounding from whatever you did at the door, and my back and knees aren’t doing too well after all that dancing and running either.’

She shrugged and came closer to the table, close enough for Jamie to see how beautiful she was, how beautiful and yet now – how frightening, as she smiled and said, ‘This isn’t for the pain you feel now.’

‘No?’ he asked, not looking forward to the answer.

‘It’s for the pain you’re going to feel.’

Jamie, who had feared it might be something like that, decided discretion was the better part of valour, closed his eyes and began breathing deeply to calm his fear. The Doctor and Zoe were bound to be on their way to rescue him, weren’t they? Then he pictured Zoe deep in conversation with the astronomer, the Doctor rolling helplessly on the floor, crying with laughter. And he pictured himself, laid out on the table, a worse pain promised, no one coming to his rescue.


CHAPTER SEVEN

At first it seemed as if the people had come to their senses. Young men straightened dishevelled robes, old men smoothed wild beards and tried to assume their usual wise faces. For a moment it appeared that the hold of the muses was over. Then Polyhymnia began to sing again, and the people joined in with her, much slower now, as they deliberately and calmly turned, forming a circle around Zoe and the Doctor.

‘Doctor?’ Zoe asked under her breath.

‘Stand close, and don’t give your full attention to Polyhymnia. I think they need to fully get our attention before they have power.’

The Doctor whispered a few more instructions to Zoe, who was struggling as much as he was to keep herself calm.

She nodded at his advice and began calculating light year distances, whispering to herself, ‘If Proxima Centauri is four point two two light years distance from the Earth, and the year now is ad 60, then the distance that Proxima Centauri has moved in relation to the Earth, between this year and my own time is… is…’

Zoe felt herself drifting off, her eyes desperate to lift to Polyhymnia’s own, her heart crying to sing with those now only an arm’s reach from her, closing in, closing tighter. She tried harder to think for herself. ‘Something simpler. OK, if… if… one light second is two hundred and ninety nine million, seven hundred thousand hundred… I mean, seven hundred thousand, no, I… I mean…’

Zoe burst into tears, the pressure too much for her and, pushing the hymn singers aside, she ran from the room, back the way they had come in.

It was so unlike Zoe to cry in public that the Doctor didn’t know what to say as he called after her. ‘Zoe! Come back, you don’t know… this place… Zoe!’

But even as he called, the Doctor felt his feet turn back, felt the song rise in his breast, felt his arms lifting and his whole spirit wanting to join in with those now standing tightly around him as they sang to Polyhymnia. He opened his mouth to join the song, and Polyhymnia stopped them all by raising her hand, a single movement that shushed the crowd immediately. They settled themselves on the floor, snuggled up to each other, and before a minute had passed the Doctor could hear light snoring all around.

‘That’s a good trick,’ he admitted.

Polyhymnia pulled back the heavy veil that covered her head and most of her face, speaking as she did. ‘I will teach you some time, my friend.’

Hearing the masculine voice, the Doctor looked up sharply, and where just moments before he had seen a statuesque woman, a strong and powerful conductor leading a crowd in passionate song, now he saw a small, wiry man, shorter than himself and apparently a good decade older.

‘Hero?’ he asked, incredulously.

‘One and the same,’ the older-looking man bowed. ‘How do you know me?’

‘You are famed, of course,’ the Doctor replied. ‘Your inventions.’

‘Ah yes, my “inventions”,’ Hero answered, looking around at the sleeping crowd. ‘The people are so gullible.’

‘You’re not Hero the great inventor?’

‘I am. But perhaps not the inventor you have heard of, the one who makes fountains shoot hundreds of paces into the sky…’

‘Oh.’ The Doctor was disappointed. ‘You didn’t?’

Hero weighed his hands in the air. ‘Forty paces, fifty. Supplementing the skill of invention with the magnificence of illusion is an ancient Egyptian trick, one the old Pharaohs’ magicians knew well.’

The Doctor’s face lit up. ‘You’re a conjurer.’

‘I am an artist,’ Hero sternly corrected him. ‘These people believed they were in the presence of the Muses. They believed it, and so it felt as if they were. Even you, my foreign guest, who arrived so certain of himself, even you were rolling on the floor in agony with laughter, an agony merely suggested by me, one which your own mind created entirely for itself.’

The Doctor rubbed his aching ribs. ‘My mind has done worse things.’

‘But we jump ahead,’ Hero said. ‘You know who I am, you have enjoyed my little show, yet I have no idea who you are…?’

‘I am the Doctor,’ he said, bowing.

‘I see.’

‘Do you?’ the Doctor asked. ‘Perhaps you do. But is “enjoyed” the right word? Engaged, enjoined perhaps, that would be more appropriate.’

Hero smiled. ‘I saw you arrive, you know.’

‘So you were waiting for us?’

‘Not waiting, exactly, I’d planned to work with my Muses today anyway, and Alexandrians are a gullible lot, they’ll turn up at anything if you promise them a spectacle.’

‘A spectacle like this?’ the Doctor asked, looking round at the dozens of people now sleeping soundly on the cool marble floor.

Hero took the Doctor’s arm and pulled him towards the far corridor, ‘Enough of these layabouts, tell me about your machine, you were not there, and then you were. I’m anxious to learn your secrets.’

The Doctor pulled his arm back. ‘And I yours. So perhaps we might trade secret for secret? You tell me where my young friend is, and I’ll explain the rudimentary elements of time travel.’

‘Time, is it?’ Hero’s face lit up. ‘I might have known. Oh yes, this will be wonderful. I’ve read every scroll in the Library for these secrets and found nothing I could make sense of, and here you are to give me the truth. So how is it powered? Do you use the Sun? Optical instruments?’

‘Both, in a manner of speaking, yes. But first – my friend?’

‘The Hibernian lad? Feisty, isn’t he? He’s enjoying my hospitality at this very moment, I hope. Do come along. Secret for secret, as you say…’

The Doctor shook his head and, against his better judgement, followed Hero, muttering to himself. ‘Never follow, always lead, that’s the way you must succeed, never follow, always lead, still there’s time for a nasty deed…’


CHAPTER EIGHT

They walked down the long dark corridor, through a courtyard that was a lush and scented hanging garden, then west beneath a deep portico, south through another corridor, up a flight of wide steps, and across a bridge spanning the gardens of the Musaeum Zoo below.

As they walked, Hero explained what the Doctor had just experienced.

‘An experiment in thought control. I am famed for my mechanical expertise, but there’s only so far one can go with inventions. A creator can only work with what he has to hand. The finest tools, the richest materials, come through our port day in, day out. And everything on every ship is checked by Musaeum staff. Our great Library only exists because there is not a book or scroll in existence that is not held here – either the original that comes into the city, taken to be copied and that copy is given to the owner, or originals smuggled from other nations beneath priests’ robes or between the folds of babies’ swaddling. There are scrolls here where each letter of a foreign alphabet has been painstakingly copied and the copier himself with no knowledge of the letters his hand forms. It is all available to me. And yet I’ve grown tired of making carts with neither horse nor driver, fountains that flow down as well as up, weapons that need no soldier to guide them. I have discovered it is possible to bend a man’s will, to make him believe something impossible, absurd, and to believe it with every fibre of his being. And I have found that it is easier to make a crowd believe rather than an individual, that where one might be merely swayed, a dozen will be certain, a hundred adamant.’

‘And a thousand?’ the Doctor asked.

Hero turned and smiled. ‘A thousand would be an army, would they not?’

They had reached a high-walled, domed building.

‘But the Muses?’ the Doctor asked. ‘They seemed very real.’

‘I’m glad you thought so. They are mechanical, of course, but there is one element that makes them seem so very alive.’

The Doctor wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer, but at the same time he couldn’t stop himself asking. ‘In addition to the thought control?’

‘Thought control is part of it. If I assure the people these are the Muses, if I plant the possibility that they might experience the inspiration they’ve wanted all of their lives, then I find they are more than likely to believe me. They want whatever my Muses offer them.’

‘But the loss? There were people bemoaning real loss,’ the Doctor interrupted.

‘Have you never wallowed in loss, Doctor? Never taken the time to grieve a terrible fate and felt afterwards – if not better, then perhaps purified, elevated – to have given it the attention it deserves?’

The Doctor knew only too well the losses he grieved, and he was not prepared to discuss them with Hero. ‘I’m sure we’ve all had reasons to want to tear out our hearts from grief. But my young friend – you were going to take me to him?’

‘I have,’ Hero said, opening the door before them and leading the Doctor towards a large circular room ahead. ‘And how clever of you to consider the possibility of losing one’s heart. Every artist knows the Muse does just that: takes his heart.’

Hero stepped aside and now the Doctor saw Jamie, strapped to a table, a range of medical instruments on a smaller table alongside, and beyond Jamie, six of the Muses now standing against the wall. As he watched, first Calliope, then Erato, then Thalia, Terpsichore, Urania, and finally Euterpe reached down a right hand and twisted something on her left hip and, pulling back, revealed the mechanical workings inside. Liquid flowed through hollow tubes turning wheels and screws, mechanical levers and pulleys. Each Muse, seemingly real on the outside, was metal and wood on the inside. Metal and wood and…

‘That’s…’ the Doctor looked on, horrified.

‘Yes, it is,’ Hero agreed, bouncing at the Doctor’s side. ‘As I said, only a Muse can truly steal a man’s heart.’

Inside her chest cavity each Muse revealed a real, human, beating heart.

The Doctor turned to Hero. ‘Why would you do that? Why do they need that?’

Hero frowned. ‘I tried for many years to make them truly live. And I failed. But you will understand, as a doctor, that we learn from our mistakes. With every failure I came closer to realising that in order for my Muses to appear truly human, they needed to also hold something truly human.’

‘You killed people to remove their hearts?’

Hero shook his head. ‘No! How can they be said to be dead if their hearts still beat? I have not killed them, but granted them immortality in a far more powerful form, the perfect blend of art and science.’

‘So why us?’

‘Doctor!’ Jamie shouted from the table. ‘Stop chatting and do something!’

The Doctor waved away Jamie’s anger and turned back to Hero. ‘I am interested. Why us?’

Hero nodded, enjoying explaining his work. ‘Good question, very good. I’ve found there’s no point using any old heart.’

‘Oh, great,’ Jamie muttered.

‘I need hearts that are frenzied, passionate, animated. To animate a true Muse, one I can employ to create my life’s work, the heart must be full, wild, reckless even. Your young friend fulfils those criteria marvellously.’

Hero clapped his hands and Erato and Urania closed up their bodies, and came at his bidding, to either side of the Doctor, ready to take him away.

‘This life’s work, what would that be?’ The Doctor was clearly stalling for time now.

Hero shook his head. ‘I have no idea. Yet there are three of you, three passionate beating hearts, and when I place them in my Polyhymnia, my Clio, my Melpomene, I have no doubt I will find out. Nine Muses, each ready to grant me all possible inspiration.’

‘Three of us?’ the Doctor asked, worried that Hero had already captured Zoe.

Hero smiled, as the two Muses grabbed the Doctor’s arms and began walking him to an antechamber. ‘Your other friend will turn up. I saw through her disguise immediately, and one of our guards will eventually find her. I can’t think that a young girl will outwit all of the Musaeum staff. I will have three of you. Then, with all nine Muses fully animated, fully alive, what might I not imagine and create?’

‘Wait,’ the Doctor went on. ‘I have yet to tell you the secrets of time travel…’

But Hero smiled, ‘What is time travel compared to all knowledge, my friend? Time is but one component of truth. When all nine Muses work for me, I will have all the secrets there are. I don’t think I need to keep you around just for that, do you?’


CHAPTER NINE

While Hero was assuring the Doctor that Zoe would be found, Zoe herself had just slipped past the third Musaeum guard and finally found the display room the Doctor had been talking about when he’d whispered the urgent instructions that had her pretending to run away crying. In reality she was trying to get as far away from Hero as possible, and to collect the piece the Doctor sent her to find.

The room was filled with hundreds of musical instruments. Lyres made of outlandishly shaped gourds, pipes of bone and wood. If any people had ever made music, the instrument was here, careful annotations in Greek and Latin alongside telling the visitor where the piece was from and guessing the date that it might have been created.

Zoe scanned the shelves closest to her and, thanking her education in astronomy for providing her with classical Greek and Latin, passed shelves for Egypt and Ethiopia, those for Byzantium and Asia, and finally found the instruments of Greece. There, tucked away, long ignored, she found what she had come for. It was as the Doctor had said, a small, plain, double pipe. As she picked it up, Zoe felt an overwhelming urge to play it, but the Doctor had been very clear: ‘When you have it, do not, under any circumstances play it, not until you find Jamie and me. Do you hear, Zoe?’

Shaking herself, Zoe grabbed a fold of cloth from a shelf behind her and wrapped the pipe in it, then hurried from the room. The Doctor had told her to avoid the main parts of the Musaeum, to stick to back corridors if possible, and to find the way to Hero’s workshop. He hadn’t known what Hero was up to, but he was certain that the secret of the Muses lay with the inventor. Most of these back corridors were empty, but eventually she came across two young Greek men in furious – and utterly inaccurate – discussion about the properties of the Sun.

Lowering her voice and scuffing one foot on the ground, she aped Jamie at his most laddish and asked, ‘Know where I can find Hero? Got a message. Delivery at the front gate.’

Neither of the young men bothered to look up from the parchment they argued over. One of them waved an arm in the direction of a high walkway. ‘Follow that over the Zoo, domed building, can’t miss it.’

‘Nutty old man’s always in there,’ his friend added. ‘Tinkering away, no idea of what really matters.’

‘Thanks,’ Zoe said, and then she leaned over and whispered, ‘It’s actually more hydrogen than helium. Helios is a bit of a misnomer.’

Then she ran on up the spiral staircase, all the time holding the joined pipes close to her side, hoping that she wasn’t too late.

In the antechamber the Doctor sat among half-formed mechanical shapes. Some were almost complete as Muses, but for a face missing, or limbs that appeared to have ripped themselves from the torso, others were mechanical skeletons. All were prototypes for the Muses. All now lay inert and foreboding, a message from Hero’s journey to this moment, a journey littered with mistakes and misshapes.

Jamie lay on the operating table as Hero took the ground-up paste his beautiful young assistant had made and added water to it, ready for Jamie to drink.

‘Open wide, and swallow this down. You won’t feel a thing, I promise.’

Jamie, opened wide, screaming at the top of his lungs, ‘Doctor! Zoe! No!’

And for the second time that day Jamie was knocked out. This time, Hero had no intention of him coming round again.

Zoe rounded one corner of the walkway and stopped dead in her tracks. Directly in front of her were two guards.

‘You can’t come this way, lad,’ said one of the guards. ‘The old man’s experimenting in there, not safe.’ He pointed towards the domed building.

‘But I’m meant to give him something… for the experiment,’ Zoe said. ‘He needs it right away.’

The guards shrugged, and as one of them explained rules were rules and there was nothing he could do, the other peered at her a little more closely. ‘Where’re you from, lad?’

Zoe began backing away. There was no time to risk being uncovered as a girl.

The guard took a pace closer. ‘Let’s get a look at you.’

‘It’s fine. I’ll take it round the long way.’

Zoe raced back down the spiral staircase and, instead of heading into the corridor again, where the young astronomers were still puzzling over the Sun, she ducked around the base of the staircase and came smack up against a wall, twice her own height.

From above she could hear one of the guards. ‘I’ll check which way she’s gone. If that’s not a girl, my old eyes are worse than my wife says they are.’

Zoe knew that the walkway had led over the Zoo towards the domed building. Now she had no choice but to cross the animal enclosure. She tucked the pipe into her belt, and began to climb the wall, stone by stone. The guard was already puffing his way down the steps. Zoe was at the top of the wall as he reached the bottom. Not waiting to check out the lie of the land, Zoe dropped straight down on the other side. Just as Zoe noticed three baby hippopotami alongside their intensely protective mother, the mother hippopotamus let out a long, stinking roar, its mouth wide and teeth gleaming in the Alexandrian sun.

Zoe grabbed the pipes, ripped off the cloth she had covered them in for safe-keeping, deftly throwing it to land square in the furious mother’s face, covering its eyes. In the moment of the creature’s confusion, Zoe sprinted across the enclosure, running for all she was worth.

By the time she reached the other side of the compound and flung herself up another wall, there was small crowd gathered on the walkway above, and another on the viewing platform, all keenly watching the snarling hippopotamus as it shredded the cloth with its massive teeth. None of them noticed the young girl, climbing a distant wall, pipes in one hand, and a mantra playing over and over again in her head: ‘Let it not be too late, let it not be too late, let it not be too late.’


CHAPTER TEN

Perhaps it was too late.

Zoe had climbed the wall, and found herself on the edge of the wide alabaster dome. She made her way around it, keeping low so that her shadow did not show through to those inside. Eventually she found a narrow opening in the alabaster, and levered herself in. Inside there was a narrow ledge, circling the inside of the dome, Zoe crouched down to keep herself hidden. When she looked below she saw Jamie strapped to a table, his shirt pulled open, and Hero selecting a knife to use on her friend.

She was about to scream out, when she heard a thin whistle. Hero must have heard it too, for he looked around, confused.

Zoe saw the Doctor first, directly below her, a Muse guarding him on either side.

‘What are you doing?’ Hero asked.

The Doctor had his recorder in his hand. He spoke quietly. ‘My friend here, I appreciate he will live for ever in the Muse, but I’d like to play a little tune for him, if I may? A Scottish tune?’ The Doctor nodded at Erato and Urania on either side of him. ‘My new friends understand the power of a funeral dirge in its place.’

Hero frowned. ‘The problem with these Muses is they have no idea how much I’ve done for them. Very well, but quietly, I need to concentrate.’

Hero picked up a thin knife and, as he did so, the Doctor looked up and winked at Zoe. Clinging to the edge of the dome opening with one hand, Zoe held the double pipe in the other, and despite her precarious position and never having played before, she felt certain she would be able to play sweetly, perfectly.

As she took a breath and Hero made his first nick in Jamie’s skin, the Doctor let out a belter of a blow into his own recorder. Zoe brought the double pipe to her lips and blew.

Nothing happened. There was no sound.

The Doctor played his own recorder again, and again Zoe tried with the double pipe. No sound.

Hero looked away from Jamie to see what was going on, and what he saw had him drop the knife and back away to the far wall, away from the Doctor and from Zoe above.

The Doctor turned to see what had so scared Hero and he too looked startled, but he looked up and said to Zoe, who couldn’t see what Hero and the Doctor could see, ‘Keep playing, keep playing!’

And so, teetering on the edge of the dome, Zoe continued to play a sound she could not hear, a tune that no human ears would ever hear. She played the tune that called the Muses – the real Muses – from their home, the planet Helicon, renamed Mount Helicon in the myths that humans had created to explain the astonishing power of the alien women they rewrote as ‘the Muses’.

Below Zoe, the mechanical Euterpe snapped to attention. Her body shifted and grew, seemed to take up much more space. As did Urania and all of the other Hero-made Muses. Then the misshapes emerged from the antechamber, and they too ranked themselves alongside their fellow Muses. They kept coming, half-made limbs, and talking heads, eyes rolling animatedly across the floor, mouths speaking, though no sound came from them. All of them were more alive than they had ever been, more alive than Hero could ever make them.

And then Euterpe reached up her arm, an arm that seemed to extend itself without elongating, to reach without changing shape, and she plucked the pipe from Zoe’s hand.

Zoe grabbed the dome opening with both hands now, and carefully, trembling, she crouched down, sitting on the lip of wall at the edge of the dome.

Now Euterpe played the pipes, her own pipes, the original aulos, the prototype recorder stolen from her eons ago, and eventually forgotten. It had been traded, transported, and finally arrived, its precious origins unknown, conserved on a dusty shelf in the depths of the Musaeum.

When Euterpe played, everyone could hear the music. It was more than beautiful and it took only moments for Hero to be weeping at his own foolishness, at the enormity of his presumption in thinking he might recreate a real Muse. The music was beautiful enough to rouse Jamie, who woke neither annoyed nor angry, but grateful to be lying there, to feel the music running through his body, in time with his still-beating heart.

Finally, when Euterpe’s music had called in the original Muse to each of the other Hero-made Muses, she played a long, pure, high note that shattered the alabaster dome, shards miraculously falling clear of Zoe.

It was Melpomene who took Hero to task.

‘I was once Muse of Singing, just singing, did you know that, Hero?’

Hero shook his head.

‘And when it was understood that the voice is the way to all feeling, and all too often to the feelings you humans run from, they made me Muse of Tragedy. Now I stand before you, you tragic figure, and I wonder, how should I inspire you now? Your arrogance has brought us back to this tedious Earth, where all you ever do is moan and complain and beg us to visit…’ She was warming to her theme now, prowling the room, the other Muses and pieces of Muses nodding and clapping, tapping half-made fingers and toes on the marble floor in applause and agreement with her. ‘Whining, “Oh Muse visit me”, “Oh Muse, I can’t create without you”, “Oh Muse, help me, help me, help me”…’

Melpomene paused and took a breath, her body and voice suddenly vast. ‘Do you not think we grow tired of HELPING?’ she demanded, looming over Hero. ‘And even more insulting,’ she added, back to her original size, ‘when you demand we attend you, we have to pretend to be men to get in.’

The Muses and the many mechanical half-pieces tutted and shook what heads they could as Melpomene closed her argument. ‘We, who are the essence of all that is inspiring in women, inspiring of men and of women, have to pretend to be men, because you demand we arrive. When the whole point of being a Muse – the whole point,’ she thundered, ‘is for YOU to wait for US.’

She looked at Jamie who was gazing at her in adoration, at Hero cowering before her, and at the Doctor, who was leaning against the wall, a quiet smile on his face.

She glared. ‘Do I amuse you, Doctor?’

‘No Melpomene, you enthuse me – as you always have.’

Zoe thought she saw a fleeting smile cross Euterpe’s lips at this, and she was certain Clio and Erato winked at each other, but Melpomene didn’t so much as blush.

‘As I should,’ she said, holding her hands out to the Doctor. ‘As I should.’


CHAPTER ELEVEN

That evening, after Hero had promised never again to demand the Muses’ attention, after the nine sisters had used their combined power to breathe life back into those who had died in Hero’s attempts to recreate them, and after Jamie had stopped complaining of the small nick to his chest – not least because Terpsichore had taught him the original ninesome reel that Jamie’s own eightsome reel was based on – the Muses, content to enjoy an evening in Alexandria, put on a show for everyone in the Musaeum’s theatre, the chorus played by Hero’s mechanical puppets and masks.

Long after the show, the Doctor sat in deep conversation with Melpomene, Urania and Zoe discussed astronomy, and Jamie danced for hours with Euterpe and Erato. Hero himself sat happily with Thalia, chuckling at her jokes as he tinkered with his new project. Having given the Muses a solemn promise to stay away from creating people or anything in their guise, he was now working on a prototype animal, starting small, modelling his new invention on one of the many wild dogs that roamed the city, building what he believed would be the first mechanical canine.

It was just before dawn when the Muses took their leave. They stood beneath the shards of the shattered dome, waiting for the stars to align their way.

Urania turned to Zoe. ‘You didn’t happen to see an old cloth near the pipes, did you?’

‘Ah, why?’ Zoe asked, frightened of risking her new friend’s wrath.

‘After Euterpe’s aulos was stolen, I found I’d also lost something in the theft.’

‘Oh?’

‘An embroidered cloth. I’d done the work myself.’

Zoe remembered the cloth in which she had wrapped the aulos, the small bumps of embroidery on it, soft with age. She took a deep breath. ‘Oh. And… was it a pretty picture?’

Urania screwed up her face. ‘As if I’d bother embroidering a picture. It was a star map. Took me millennia to get it right. Quite a few galaxies I don’t think even your own people have discovered yet.’

‘Oh no, that’s awful, I’m so sorry,’ Zoe blurted out.

‘Well, you were in a hurry. Saving your friends is far more important than looking for a map you didn’t even know existed. Never mind, I’ve done without it for this long. Fare you well, Zoe.’

Jamie and Zoe collapsed exhausted the moment they were back in the TARDIS, both sleeping an easy sleep that the Doctor envied.

Just before setting the TARDIS off again, he looked out once more at the Alexandrian sky, now a deep rose in the dawn light. ‘Precious city,’ he said softly to himself.

The TARDIS whirred and rose and took off in a blaze of its own light, while down below in the Zoo a mother hippopotamus and her three babies snuggled into a nest made infinitely softer with a thousand ripped shreds of an ancient, Muse-crafted star map.
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