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About the Book
 The Eleventh Doctor and Clara land on an unknown alien planet. To the Doctor’s delight and Clara’s astonishment, it really is unknown. It’s a planet the Doctor has never seen. It’s not on any maps, it’s not referenced on any star charts or in the TARDIS data banks. It doesn’t even have a name. What could be so terrible that its existence has been erased?
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A COLD POISONOUS wind blew across the abandoned wasteland. Some loose gravel, leached of colour, rattled across the barren ground. Above, an ever-moving, angry sky with roiling clouds fretted across the empty landscape.
Or not quite empty. Bleached by the wind, rubbed dry by the sand and stone, skeletons littered the earth as far as the eye could see, a jumble of femurs, knobbly spines, toes. A hank of colourless hair, here and there; a glint of something on the ground that might once have meant something to someone; and the skulls, everywhere, endless, all laughing the rictus of death under the grey and purple sky.
The little piece of gravel had stopped bouncing down the hill of scree, but after a long moment of silence, a tapping noise occurred. Then silence, then another one. At first it was simply a tap-tap-tap. Then it was joined by a low rattle, here and there. Almost indistinguishable from the little stones being tossed by the wind. Almost.
The bones were on the move again.
*
‘Where are we?’ said Clara, squinting at the screen.
There was a long silence. This was unusual. Clara looked around the console room.
‘We appear to be in the TARDIS but the Doctor isn’t talking’ said Clara to herself. ‘This extraordinarily rare phenomenon is believed by some observers to be the result of his gob being immersed in a black hole… actually what are you doing? Have you got addicted to Home and Away again? Are you hungry? I have issues with people who never get hungry.’
The Doctor didn’t even lift his head.
Clara jumped round the other side of the red-flashing console to where the Doctor was craning his neck at a large screen. On it, and replicated on the other monitor, was a sight far from unusual: a planet, orbiting a dull sun.
‘Where are we?’ she asked again.
At this the Doctor let out a sigh.
‘What is wrong with you?’ said Clara. ‘Are you missing that dog thing again? You talk about that dog thing a lot.’
‘Yes,’ said the Doctor finally. ‘But that’s not it.’ He stabbed a long finger at the planet on the screen. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said crossly.
‘It looks harmless,’ said Clara. Storm patterns whorled around its surface.
‘I’m sure it is,’ said the Doctor. ‘But still. I don’t like it. Let’s go somewhere else.’ He started tinkering with a large lever.
‘Hang on,’ said Clara, a smile playing on her lips. ‘Where is it? I mean, what’s it called?’
The Doctor carried on tinkering.
‘Ha! You don’t know! That’s why you’re cross. You actually don’t know something. Are we lost?’
‘No! Absolutely not. Anyway, we never get lost. We occasionally… get fruitfully diverted.’
He patted the TARDIS fondly with his hand.
‘Good’ said Clara, putting her hand over his to stop him moving the dial. ‘So, just tell me what this planet’s called then we can get on our way.’
‘Um… it’s called… it’s called…’ The Doctor cast around the room for inspiration. ‘It’s called Hatstandia,’ he said, then screwed up his face at the choice.
‘Hatstandia?’ said Clara. She pushed a button, which lit up red and glowered at her. ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘I’m just checking.’ She looked up. ‘The TARDIS doesn’t think it’s called Hatstandia.’ She stood back and folded her arms. ‘Do neither of you know what it’s called? Now it’s getting interesting.’
‘It’s not on any maps,’ said the Doctor crossly. ‘It’s not referenced anywhere. It’s not in any of the literature.’
He threw a hand-sized item covered in buttons with a ‘D’ and a ‘P’ just visible on the cover across the control room, then checked to make sure it had had a safe landing.
‘Normally if I don’t recognise a planet then the TARDIS knows, or something knows, or I can find out somewhere,’ he said, rubbing the back of his hair. ‘This one, though… It’s just nowhere. Nowhere.’
‘Maybe it’s just too dull to bother giving it a name,’ said Clara.
‘They named Clom,’ said the Doctor. ‘No, it would have a name. Or at the very least, it would still have coordinates and references. But this… It’s like it’s just appeared from nothing.’
‘Oh, a mysterious planet,’ said Clara. ‘Well in that case we’d better leave it alone, don’t you think? Just head off and never think about it again. Yup that will be best…’
They had already landed.
*
‘Ugh! I hate this planet, it’s rubbish. Look at all these rocks! Rubbish!’ The Doctor hurled a stone far away into a crater. It bounced then skidded to a halt. There was a rattling noise.
‘Not Gallifrey, then?’
The Doctor silenced her with a look.
Clara cast her eyes around to quickly change the subject. ‘Did you hear something?’ she said.
‘No. Nothing.’
‘Stop grumping,’ said Clara, pulling her red cloak around her. She still felt the novelty of stepping out onto the ground of a completely different world. She looked up in the sky. There was a mouldy-looking burnt-orange old sun which gave out an ominously low sickly light. ‘It’s like travelling the universe with Alan Sugar. Anyway, I think you’re being world-ist. Somebody must love this place; it’s their home. You know, like Croydon.’
The Doctor gave her a look. ‘Don’t be daft, Croydon’s got a tram museum. Croydon is ace. Where’s your tram museum, planet?’
‘What’s that smell?’ Clara asked, looking round in vain for any kind of interesting thing to fixate on.
The Doctor took a deep sniff. ‘It’s 78.09 per cent nitrogen, 20.95 per cent oxygen, 0.039 per cent carbon dioxide, 0.871 per cent argon, and 0.05 per cent sulphur, hence the rotten eggy smell, planet.’
‘All right,’ said Clara. ‘OK, you win, let’s go.’ She turned back to the TARDIS
‘Well I can’t, can I?’ said the Doctor sulkily, hurling another pebble into the middle distance. Once again, Clara thought she heard it rattle for longer that it ought to have done. ‘Planet with its own atmosphere, not on any star charts, not recorded, not in the TARDIS data banks. Well, that’s not right, is it?’
‘You don’t have to find out. You’re not the policeman of the universe,’ said Clara. ‘No, wait, that’s exactly what you are, isn’t it? You’ve got the box and everything.’
*
The skeleton quivered as it lay on the ground; in order now, the bones having managed, slowly, to assemble themselves in the correct shape. Now it looked more like a body correctly laid out for burial. For a moment under the congealing sky all was still. Then slowly, carefully, a toe bone began to flex.
*
The Doctor strode forward. ‘So now we just have to walk about until we find something. I’m hoping for an engraved plaque that says, “Oh, sorry, this is Planet Anthony, we forgot to mention it to anyone, not to worry, we peacefully ceased reproducing six billion years ago and it was all fine, have a nice day.”’
‘Planet Anthony?’
The Doctor sniffed, but said nothing.
‘Well,’ said Clara, setting off determinedly for the horizon. She mounted a small rocky bank. ‘Maybe we could just say it’s a pleasant constitutional.’
‘Why are you going that way? I think we could do with a bit of colour. Can I wear my fez?’
‘No,’ said Clara, desperately trying not to lose her patience with him. ‘And we can go the other way if you aaaaaaaah…’
The Doctor charged up the bank, then, carefully, back again, hopping as he felt his boots sink immediately. ‘Argh, quicksand!’ he shouted, throwing himself on the ground. ‘Clara! Clara! Get out! We’ve landed in quicksand!’
But he was too late. Clara was already stuck in: hemmed in by a whirlpool of sand that was swirling round like water in a sink, sucking her down. The more she struggled, the more it was pulling her under. Her large dark eyes were full of terror.
‘Doctor!’
‘Try not to panic!’
‘The sand is eating me! So, you know – panic!’
The sand was closing in on Clara. She could barely see the Doctor over the top of the ridge. Her body and chest felt entirely constrained, pushed in; her ribs couldn’t move to breathe against the sheer weight of all the earth. She couldn’t bear the thought of the sand reaching her mouth, but the more she tried to get her head free, the more it sucked her down, the sand whirling round and round her, the scent of old dust in her throat and in her nose, choking her. She pushed her head back as the sand reached her ears, the feeling revolting, the noise a roar: one hand now had been pushed back and was trapped behind her, wrenching and immobile.
Then the sand was in her mouth. One grain, then more, dry, dusty, choking.
‘No!’ she screamed, her throat raw, clenching and spitting at the muck. ‘Doc—’
But then she was forced to close her mouth.
The Doctor was cursing his slow progress crawling over the side of the dune, tugging off the front buttons of his braces.
‘This would probably have worked better with the fez!’ he shouted, tying one end of the braces to a dead root that protruded from the dry earth, kept the other on, and dived in towards the sand, headfirst, reaching down. He forced himself down into the earth, groping downwards until he felt a hand, and quickly tied the final side of the braces to it, then forced himself upwards through pure will up against the cascading whirlwind of sand that was still pouring down like a huge draining sink.
Then he buttressed himself against the slope and began the agonising feat of dragging her out, as the elastic stretched and stretched and the Doctor feared it would not hold, as he pulled with all his might, shouting out with the exertion, as finally, slowly, emerged Clara, coughing and choking and covered in fine pale chalky sand. Once her arms were free, she could help herself and moved upwards more quickly.
They both scrambled up the bank, dusting themselves down.
‘That was disgusting,’ said Clara, finally, spitting sand out of her mouth.
‘Yes, and—’
‘Stop going on about a fez not being elastic,’ said Clara, wiping out her mouth with her red cloak, thoroughly shaken up.
They turned round to look back the way they had come. Now, the quicksand seemed obvious – the entire landscape practically undulated all the way back to the TARDIS. The dark and light patches of sand and rubble now appeared ominous in the dull and purple tinged light, the TARDIS listing slightly to one side.
To their left were great mountain peaks, grey and forbidding. To their right, stretching out far, was a thick wood.
‘Can you summon the TARDIS to come and get us?’
The Doctor rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, Clara, and I’ve been keeping that from you all this time.’ He looked at the TARDIS regretfully. ‘She’s not a dog.’
‘Again with the dog,’ said Clara, poking the last bits of sand out of the corners of her eyes.
The Doctor looked around the landscape suddenly.
‘What are you looking for?’
‘Nothing. Um. Discarded ladder?’
‘Oh yes, it’s just over there by the handy pile of rope,’ said Clara. She too took in their surroundings.
They looked again at the dead and wintry-looking forest of bare trees, their crooked gnarled branches reaching towards the miserable sky at an angle, as if in supplication. They seemed to curve on for ever.
‘Shall we try the trees?’ said Clara. ‘Maybe find a long way round?’
The Doctor was looking the other way, at the mountainous horizon. ‘Hmmm…’
They both heard it this time.
A low, distinct rattle sounded, just audible above the howling wind. The Doctor spun around again, confirming the direction of the noise. ‘Spooky woods?’ he asked Clara.
‘Definitely,’ said Clara. ‘We can climb the desolate mountains as a treat afterwards.’
*
They inched their way carefully along the stone ledge towards the trees. Despite her cloak, Clara was cold, and the sky threatened rain. Noise was travelling strangely and she was still shaken up by the awful feeling of being nearly buried alive. Of course, there was absolutely no way she was going to admit that to the tall figure cheerfully striding on ahead, his bad mood quite forgotten now there was a mystery to solve, looking for all the world as if he was having a Sunday stroll in the park.
‘Hullloo!’ he shouted as they approached the woods. ‘Anyone here, rattling about? Rattling about, that’s a joke, you see? It will disarm and intrigue them.’
He took out his sonic screwdriver and lit it up to give it a steady glow, but in fact, as the day had grown darker, this served rather to bring the immediate ground into sharp relief, whilst plunging everything else into shadow. Clara liked it distinctly less. The trees stretched out their gnarled empty branches likes arthritic arms. There wasn’t a leaf or a speck of green to be seen on them anywhere, they were blasted black.
‘Maybe it was just the wind whistling through the trees,’ she said hopefully.
The rattling continued. It sounded nothing like trees. The Doctor shone his light on the ground ahead of them, and they both stopped, and gasped.
‘That wasn’t there before,’ blurted out Clara.
‘Maybe we’ve got a little confused,’ said the Doctor, looking round. The trees on all sides looked exactly the same. It was much darker in the forest than he’d anticipated. But down on the ground, clear as day, there was a spelled out message in ash, like the remains of a bonfire, resting on the blackened twigs.
‘K-N-O-W.’
Immediately Clara whipped her head round, but couldn’t see anything.
‘Well, now we’re getting somewhere,’ said the Doctor cheerily. ‘Come and say hello. What should we know?’
Suddenly the two end letters were blown away by the wind, leaving behind only the N and the O.
Clara suddenly felt rather nervous. ‘I’m not sure I want them to come and find us,’ she said. ‘What are they?’
‘Dunno!’ said the Doctor, marching on.
Clara bit her lip. She would have liked to have taken his hand, or even just held on to his coat. Sometimes his belief that everyone was as fearless as himself was encouraging and inspiring. Sometimes… it wasn’t. She glanced behind her. Already, the ash message on the ground had been blown away by the noisy, ever-swirling wind.
They seemed to be getting deeper and deeper into a forest that had seemed little more than a thicket when they’d approached. But the normal sounds of a forest – birdsong, squirrels scampering – were all absent. It was like nothing lived there at all.
But they knew that something did.
‘So, this is peculiar,’ said the Doctor, shaking his sonic screwdriver.
‘What’s up?’
‘Well, I’ve been heading directly for the TARDIS – I have a perfect sense of direction.’
Clara gave him a Hard Stare, but the Doctor didn’t notice.
‘We really ought to be there by now.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Unless there’s something odd about the dimensions of this place… It’s almost like the lost planet wants us to be lost too. But why?’
Suddenly, something caught the corner of Clara’s eye and she started a little; she couldn’t help it. It was just the faintest brush of something vanishing at speed through the trees; a white flash she wasn’t even sure she had seen. But left behind, right there it was outlined on the ground; another message.
‘NO.’
They looked at it for a moment.
‘What do you reckon?’ said Clara. ‘Warning us off a delicious gingerbread house?’
‘I think the trees are getting thicker,’ said the Doctor. ‘Like the forest is trying to keep us out.’
Clara glanced around. He was right. ‘Do you mean… are those trees closer together than they were before?’ she said, her heart starting to pound in her chest.
The Doctor looked behind them. ‘Now you mention it.’
As he said this, behind them the way they had come appeared to have closed over completely in a tangle of dead, wiry branches, blocking their retreat. It was getting darker and darker overhead.
‘Uh-oh,’ said Clara.
‘“The best way out is always through,”’ mused the Doctor. ‘Do you know, I think this calls for a bit of the old you-know-what.’
*
Clara knew they were not imagining it, even though as they ran it felt like a panicky dream from which she could not awaken.
The trees were moving in the wind as if they were alive; they were twisting towards her; stretching out ancient gnarled fingers, trapping in her hair, clutching at her dress, ripping her clothes. Her heart was pounding in her ears and she could feel her own breath tearing at her throat.
Twisted vines shot up from nowhere, branches appeared, separating them, until she could no longer see the Doctor, could see nothing except the next gap or the next hole in the twisted, splitting wall of nightmarish rotting branches and black encroaching trees.
She was completely lost now, her mind blind to anything but the call to flee. She could not tell one way from another, had no sense of where the TARDIS or even the Doctor might be or might once have been, as the forest swelled to fill her entire world. Half of her red cloak was gone, torn off on a persistent branch, her hair had escaped its bun and had fallen all round her face, and still she ran on.
At last she saw a light glinting ahead through the black thicket of trees and the heavy grey of the sky, and she pounded on towards it.
*
‘Clara!’
The Doctor was calling her, but she couldn’t hear, as the blood crashed around her head and all she could feel was branches pulling at her. He snatched up her red cloak.
‘Clara!’
Still he could not get through, even as he started to run towards her, confounded as to how she could be charging so hard towards it.
‘Clara!’ He was running at full pelt now, astonished she had not seen the danger, incredulous she had not stopped. ‘Clara!!!!!!’
At the last instant, she heard him. Heard something. She turned her head – and immediately a branch shot out and knocked her to the ground. The last thing she saw was the light opening up in front of her; a huge pit of fire that was consuming the trees and heading towards them.
*
How had she not smelt the burning, felt the force of the licking flames, the indescribable heat? He scooped her up and glanced around the burning wood, searching for an exit, any way out. The flames were coming faster and faster. Behind him, the woods had closed up against him; the trees were now a solid wall of wood, completely entwined with each other, already starting to smoulder. To the side of the clearing too, the trees were too thick.
‘Alors,’ said the Doctor to himself, then, looking down at Clara’s unconscious face in her arms, took a deep breath, then covered her entirely with the red cloak and picked her up. He turned up the collar of his jacket and quickly smoothed down his eyebrows. Then he blinked rapidly twice, took a deep breath, put the collar up over his mouth, and ran straight into the wall of flame.
He had taken a long run-up and stretched out his legs as far as they could go to get as much clearance on the other side as possible, and he made it. He felt his hair scorch, the smell of burning in his nostrils as he took a huge leap through the raging walls of flame, one which caught the trail of Clara’s cloak. He rolled her briskly on the ground to beat out the flames, muttering briefly, ‘Please don’t wake up right now’ as he did so, then blinked the smoke out of his eyes and looked ahead.
‘Gah,’ he said, as his eyes took in the horrifying vista. ‘Naughty Planet Anthony, why do I think you’re doing this on purpose?’
They were perched right on the edge of an impossibly vertiginous cliff, over which he had very nearly rolled them both, scree scattering below. The fire was still raging right behind them, cutting off their escape route, but the precipice was perilously high.
The Doctor went to peer over the top of it. It was so steep he had to bend his head out quite far to see the bottom of the vast mountain. Ugly grey tufts were floating beneath them; they were higher than the clouds.
At the bottom of the cliff, at least a kilometre down, was something that at first the Doctor took for a white, foaming river. As he looked closer, however, he saw that it was something – no, many things – moving. Alive. A squirming, writing mass of… something. He couldn’t tell what. Beasts of some kind. They looked like impossibly large churning maggots. He arched an eyebrow and sat back, no longer able to pretend to himself that their bad luck was coincidental.
Behind him, Clara was sitting up, rubbing her head and trying to remember where she was. When she saw the Doctor, her face broke into a relieved smile.
‘Oh, thank goodness,’ she said, sitting up carefully, clutching her head. ‘We’re safe!’
‘Ye-es…’ said the Doctor. He frowned and looked over to the far side of the abyss. ‘I wish I’d packed a flask.’
He looked up to the other side. Slowly, out of the chilly mists on the far side, a figure was approaching, dressed in a faded cloak with the hood up. It moved slowly and seemed both human and not at the same time. The Doctor moved nearer to watch the figure approach, as Clara gradually pulled herself to her feet, looking in fear at the fire still blazing behind them.
‘You’re too close to the edge,’ she shouted.
‘My favourite spot,’ said the Doctor, still concentrating hard on the opposite cliff side.
The figure stood there, and its cloak hood fell back. It was not a person; or rather, it was no longer a person. It was an empty, gleaming skull, picked and polished white, and the odd, human-esque figure beneath the cloak was also skeletal; it was made entirely of bone. A walking skeleton.
The Doctor blinked rapidly. ‘Well, that’s unusual,’ he said.
‘Unusual?’ said Clara, beside him. ‘He’s not a new chair.’
The Doctor ignored her, lifted up his hands to his mouth and hollered across the abyss. ‘Hallo there! Nice to meet you!’
‘Politeness,’ muttered Clara to herself. ‘Always important to politely introduce yourself to a hideous death skeleton.’
‘Who are you? I’m the Doctor, this is—’
‘Don’t tell him my name!’ said Clara. ‘What if it’s Death, come to claim us? I don’t want him to find me.’
‘Nah,’ said the Doctor. ‘Death rides a skeletal horse, too. I’m kidding, I’m kidding.’
The skeleton stared at them, then lifted its bony left arm, one long white finger raw and gleaming, as if pointing at them.
It then raised its right hand, which contained a long, slim, very sharp knife. Then it leant its hand over the side of the canyon, above a grassy outcrop, and started, with delicate movements, to shave off tiny fractions of the bone. They fell onto the gorse, and formed immediately into letters. Clara winced.
‘KNOW,’ the letters spelled in white powder, the ‘K’ and the ‘W’ fading away with the wind, just as they’d seen inside the forest.
‘Well, yes, we got that one,’ said the Doctor. ‘I will say, this isn’t the most welcoming spot we’ve ever visited.’
‘That’s disgusting,’ said Clara.
The Doctor looked along the cliff edge. To the left there was another clump of trees past were the fire had burned out, thick and dense with black, but Clara thought she saw something glinting in the twisted branches; something that made her instinctively flinch.
Ahead was the canyon, and the scorched wasteland ahead showed the skeletal figure silhouetted in the gathering dust. The other side was not far, but it was too far to jump, and the precipice was horribly steep.
‘I want to go and chat to him,’ said the Doctor decisively. ‘I wish I could reach him on the telebone. Ha! Telebone!’
Clara gave him a look.
‘Excuse me!’ hollered the Doctor. ‘Is there a bridge? Can we come and talk to you?’
The figure stayed completely still, then slowly turned and began walking away.
‘After him,’ said the Doctor. ‘There has to be a way across somewhere.’
But to their right, there was nothing as the cliff sheered off. And to the left, they plunged head first into the newest copse of trees.
Clara caught sight out it again out of the corner of her eyes. Just a sense of movement, a flicker she could not pin down, but that sent a cold-fingered shudder down her spine that wasn’t just the chilling wind. She slowed a little.
‘Hmm,’ said the Doctor. ‘There must be a bridge somewhere round here. Impossible physical skeletons can’t fly.’
The next time the Doctor saw it too.
‘Hey! There’s something up those trees.’
‘I was considering pretending I hadn’t seen it,’ said Clara, ‘in the hope that it might go away.’ She wrapped her arms in the remnant of the red cloak, and briefly considered putting it over her head, so she wouldn’t have to look.
As they approached, Clara saw the movement more clearly: an intense, muscular writhing; brown and copper scales glinting in the half-light, great heavy coils hanging down from branches.
‘Well, aren’t you beautiful,’ breathed the Doctor. ‘How on earth do you survive here? What do you eat?’
‘Doctor!’ screamed Clara.
The huge head of the enormous snake shot out with extraordinary speed, its massive jaws impossibly wide, a loud hiss of furious expelled air. The Doctor lurched back, startled, as the hideous creature missed him by inches, then retreated its massive body in preparation for a second strike, its ghastly pink maw wide apart.
‘Us!’ said Clara. ‘It’s going to eat us!’
‘Extraordinary animal,’ whispered the Doctor in awe. ‘Pure predator.’
They were backing away when Clara heard another malevolent hiss from right behind her. She jumped. The Doctor took out his sonic screwdriver and held it up.
‘Now,’ he said calmly to Clara. ‘The thing about a really big snake is, much as I would hate to hurt her, it pays to be prepared, just in case you ever have to cut your way out from the inside.’
The huge head veered at them again; Clara could see more writhing in the trees around them and found herself backing towards the edge of the cliff. A rattle of scree tumbled down as her foot slipped back on the very edge. Clara was trying to do the odds in her panicking brain; would she rather tumble down a cliff side or be eaten by a snake?
The huge brown snake was rearing again, preparing for another strike, the branch was right above their head, and there was no time left now to think at all. She grasped the Doctor’s coat, faintly, for comfort. But he was busy, darting right and left, the snake following, weaving its massive body, its slitted eyes fixed on the Doctor’s.
‘Can it hypnotise you?’ said Clara, her breath stopping in her throat.
‘It can try!’ said the Doctor gleefully. ‘But fortunately my Parseltongue is excellent… I’ll talk her out of it somehow – Aha!’
He fumbled with a setting on his sonic screwdriver, which started to vibrate in his hand, glowing a faint blue and, to Clara’s utter astonishment, bravely stuck his hand straight up in the air in front of the snake’s face and beamed the light into its eyes.
She waited for the creature to devour him fingers first, but instead, the snake hesitated then caught the light with its gaze. Gently, the Doctor waggled his screwdriver from side to side, and the snake followed, weaving its massive head from side to side.
‘Ha!’ said the Doctor. ‘And also: phew!’
He slowed his arm motion down and gently moved his hand from side to side as if conducting an orchestra. As he did so, the snake slowly closed its jaws and started to undulate itself, huge shivers passing along its elongated body. Gradually, the coils relaxed and the huge long tail unfurled and drooped to the ground.
‘OK,’ said the Doctor in a low voice, not taking his eyes off the snake, or slowing the relentless hypnotic movement of his hand. ‘We are almost certainly only going to get one shot at this.’
Clara moved quietly too. The snake’s head followed the Doctor’s hand, as he carefully inched around.
‘Now,’ he said, quickly indicating with his eyes and speaking very quietly.
‘You are joking,’ said Clara.
‘No,’ said the Doctor, eyes on the snake. ‘Because normally my jokes are brilliant, and this, right now, would be a terrible joke, don’t you think? I think I would lose my reputation for my wonderful jokes. You know, like that one about the telebone?’
‘Yes, that one,’ said Clara. She looked ahead at what he was indicating. It was the ravine, the cliff’s edge. And, hanging off the tree, the long, long tale of a snake, looking very like a rope.
‘Won’t we just pull down the snake?’
The Doctor shook his head. ‘No, her instincts will make her grip on. Might hurt a bit, pulling her tail, but that can’t be helped.’ The hissing from the other trees grew louder and the Doctor frowned. ‘They’re asking what she’s doing. They’re getting suspicious. So, are you ready?’
‘Am I ready to swing over a precipice by snake’s tail?’ said Clara.
‘Yeah! I know, new thing!’ said the Doctor gleefully.
He speeded his hand up momentarily, as the snake looked as if it was settling down to sleep, its tail waving lazily in the wind. They backed away as far as they could without coming up against one of the snake’s friends in the other trees.
‘1… 2… 3…’
Then they both ran and jumped and swung, the forward momentum carrying them forward straight out over the cliff’s edge. A fierce wind blew right through them. Clara clung with one arm to the Doctor, one to the surprisingly warm, smooth body of the beast. She felt it tighten from the top, obviously clinging on to the tree and was only conscious of the Doctor shouting ‘Jump!’ before the snake’s tail slithered out of their grasp and she felt herself thudding into the other side of the cliff, bumping her head and getting a mouthful of rock and dirt, taking the skin off her hands and knees, grazing her cheeks but clinging on; clinging on for dear life. She risked a look down then regretted it instantly, and instead concentrated on hauling herself up and over the ledge, grabbing the strong arm that reached down for her.
‘You know, my old mate Tarzan used to do this all the time,’ confided the Doctor. ‘He said it was vines, but we knew the truth.’
Clara wasn’t listening. She had stopped short, staring straight ahead. Then she let out a sharp cry of surprise and relief.
‘Clara!’
But Clara had already torn away, dashed over to the sight she was so desperate to see: the TARDIS was there, the familiar blue box that was, impossibly, standing completely by itself on the flat rocky plain this side of the abyss. Clara ran with her arms outstretched as if to embrace it.
The Doctor watched, sadly, as she reached the mirage TARDIS, as she carried on, ran through it, the fake blue light shimmering, rendering the box nothing more than the illusion it was.
He had known straight away, of course. He could recognise his own TARDIS, and he knew this wasn’t it; rather a foul trick. But Clara’s face, as she turned, put her hand through the blue light image, waved it around, then sank to the ground, was completely desolate and wretched.
‘What?’ said the Doctor, wandering over. He marched right through the fake TARDIS. ‘You’ve gone a really weird white colour.’
‘Because obviously I am having a really bad day!’ Clara stood up, launched herself at him and buried her face in his jacket.
‘You’re all wobbly!’
‘I’m shaking.’
‘Really? Teeth and everything? Let me see your teeth, that’s my favourite bit.’
She showed him her chattering mouth.
‘Ha. Excellent. You can nibble your way out of trouble.’
Tenderly, he took out his handkerchief and wiped away the tiny beads of blood from her forehead. Night was falling fast on the vast inhospitable landscape and it was terribly cold.
‘I thought it was quite fun, me rescuing you for a change.’
‘Well, how about I don’t want anyone to be rescuing anyone?’ said Clara, drawing back.
She knew she sounded sulky, but she couldn’t help herself. Sometimes, when travelling with the Doctor, she felt… it was hard to explain, even to herself. It was if her true feelings were buried under so many layers that sometimes it was hard to tell what was real and what was just a dream.
Clara pouted. Then she pouted again, because if you didn’t make it really clear to the Doctor that you were sulking, he was simply incapable of noticing. Even now he was scanning the horizon, plotting their next course.
He turned round and finally clocked her face.
‘Ah. Clara. You’re… you’re not happy are you?’
‘Apart from the quicksand and the moving forest and the fire and the fact that I have snake on me? No. I’m great!’
There was a very long pause between them. Then finally the Doctor sighed. ‘Look. The thing is…’
She could tell he was trying to be tactful, which she appreciated, because she knew he absolutely did not have the knack.
‘The thing is, most people who come travelling with me…’
A faint look of weariness passed over his face.
‘Most people… they love it. They love it. And I get to experience a universe I know too well; I get to experience it through their eyes, through fresh eyes. And I need that.’
Clara nodded, feeling suddenly rather tearful.
‘What I mean is, I can’t promise everything will be all right, I can only promise that it will be interesting. And fun, and wonderful and cool and amazing. But you have to open your eyes.’
‘To the beauty of snakes,’ said Clara quietly.
‘The beauty of snakes,’ said the Doctor, nodding his head vehemently. ‘Exactly.’
Clara nodded too. But I’m not, she suddenly found herself thinking, a voice from deep within her. I’m not one of your other innocent chums, your buddies you go yomping around with, who ‘love’ adventures, because they have never learned the cost.
She wondered what she meant. Her head hurt suddenly.
The odd voice inside her piped up again: I have known it, it said. As deep in my bones as the skeletons who walk here: what it feels like and what it costs me, and I do not think that snakes are beautiful.
Did they say they would, all those others? Did they say they would die for you and suffer for you and live life as an open wound for you? And did they? Or do they go to sleep at night safe and warm in their beds?
But as quickly as the thought crossed her mind, it rippled away, like shaking off the dust of a fast-fading morning dream. Clara shook her head, which cleared instantly, and blinked away the tears that had somehow started to form in her eyes.
‘You’re right,’ she said, pulling herself together. ‘Of course you’re right. I’m fine. Again?’ she said, indicating left, the purple mountains, the weakening, barely noticeable sun going down, rattlings coming right and left, night coming in on this horrible planet filled with monsters.
The Doctor gave her a wink. ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friend?’
‘Once more,’ said Clara, a sweet smile spreading across her face, as she once again suppressed and forgot the tumult within.
*
‘Who would build this torture garden?’
For that, as the Doctor looked around, was clearly what it was. In the distance he could see lines and lines of barbed wire – landmines? It made no sense. They were being watched, but why the multitude of ways to kill or horribly injure yourself? He and Clara only just skirted a massive mantrap, set up outside a small cave, obviously there to trap the sleepy and unwary.
The chill wind blew right through them as they walked on without speaking, Clara gathering the cloak around herself, her face set against the weather. Finally, across the landscape, the figure they were both following and dreading to see revealed itself; first a dot on the horizon, moving slowly, looking, from this distance, once more like a man. It was only as they grew closer that the hideous skeletal form revealed itself, the pale white bone glinting in the watery moonlight of the two pale moons.
‘Ahoy!’ shouted the Doctor. ‘Where are you off to, matey?’
The skeleton wore its rictus grin, but the slumped posture and weary walk made it seem defeated. Clara, oddly, had the very strong impression that it was sad.
‘Where are you going?’ said the Doctor.
The skeleton held up his scalpel again, and Clara looked away. The shavings of bone formed on the ground.
‘Le Roi des Os,’ it spelled on the ground. Everything except the ‘O’s quickly scattered.
‘Le Roi des Os,’ said the Doctor. ‘Oh, you’re French.’
Clara stared at it too. ‘The King of Bones,’ she read.
‘You belong to the King of Bones?’ said the Doctor.
The skeleton’s sightless eyes were still pointing in the direction of the far horizon as it nodded.
‘Who is he?’ The Doctor circled him, looking closely. The rattling head followed them wherever they went, the scalpel held high. Then he saw it. ‘Cor!’ he said suddenly. ‘They did a right job on you. Come and have a look, Clara.’
‘Must I?’
‘Look!’ The Doctor pointed out near invisible, very thin pale wires that connected the bones to each other.
‘Carnutium filaments. Practically undetectable, but send signals at nearly the speed of light. You, my friend are the most astonishing thing, look at you.’
The skeleton turned its head very slowly to look at the Doctor, who was standing behind him.
‘Human bones held with electro-stimulating filaments. You are the weirdest robots ever. Why can’t you talk?’
The skeleton held up the scalpel again.
‘No,’ said the Doctor. ‘Don’t do that. Does it hurt you?’
The skeleton did not move.
‘He doesn’t want you to talk, does he? The King of Bones? He wants you to do his bidding silently. Is that it?’
‘Is there a person in there?’ said Clara in horror.
‘Y-o-u-a-r-e-n-o-t-a-f-r-a-i-d-o-f-u-s,’ spelled the skeleton slowly on the ground.
The Doctor looked at him aghast. ‘How could I be?’ he said, his voice breaking with pity.
The skeleton stood still for a moment.
‘C-O-M-E,’ he spelled on the ground, and he trudged on.
*
They followed a strange path, sometimes veering wildly to the right, sometimes doubling back. The Doctor inferred, correctly, that the skeleton was avoiding deadly traps in the dark of the night, and was grateful, but worried about where they were being led. If the King of Bones did not want them dead, what did he want with them?
All the way he talked non-stop to the skeleton, telling him silly French jokes and singing songs and trying to get a reaction from him that wasn’t a scalpel.
‘Does he,’ he said finally, ‘does he make you do things you don’t want to do, the Roi des Os? Does he make you? Ooh, Boney! Like that other French bloke, Napoleon. Now, as you know, I like everyone…’
The figure suddenly stopped, and the great empty pits of eyeholes trained themselves on the Doctor. There was an uncharacteristically long pause.
‘Um, OK, carry on,’ said the Doctor finally, clearing his throat.
Just as he did so, a crackle of light raced up the filaments that bound the skeleton together and it jerked backwards as if shocked. Then it turned to face forwards again, and the party continued.
*
Although later Clara realised it was only a few hours, that cold and exhausting journey, across the ruined world, dotted here and there with blast craters and the occasional howl, seemed to her to take forever.
Finally, over the crest of a crumbled hill, they saw it, eerily gleaming by the light of the pallid moons. The only building on, it seemed, the entire world. It was built of white marble, Clara thought at first, and was beautiful in the manner of the Taj Mahal but, as she grew closer, swallowing madly, she realised that it was in fact constructed of bones: thousands, hundreds of thousands of bones, like planking on the huge structure. It had rows of windows, the knobbly extrusions of femurs all lined up neatly; smaller crossed bones making decorative patterns around the arched doorframes.
Clara felt the breath catch in her throat. The awful beauty of the palace was undeniable, built though it was on a slaughterhouse. Silent skeletons stood in rows as sentries; there were hundreds of them. She gasped and nudged the Doctor. Over to the side, standing like the others, its head ridiculously large in comparison to its body, standing with the rest, was the unmistakeable skeleton of a child.
The Doctor blinked twice, rapidly, and marched up to the front door. ‘Thank you,’ he said to the skeleton who had led them there so silently. ‘Courage, mon brave.’
And he looked at the doorknocker, comprised of finger bones, and left it behind, rapping instead with his knuckles, but there was no reply.
He pushed at the door and it opened, slowly. Inside, it was dark, musty smelling, oppressively warm. There was not a sound to be heard.
Clara could hear the blood pounding in her head, the rhythm of her own heart.
The Doctor turned to her with a sudden wink. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said, quietly. ‘But I haven’t met many goodies who live in houses like this.’
*
The first room they entered was covered in weaponry: scores of swords, guns, lasers and axes hanging on the bone walls. Next they passed a stairwell, leading downwards into the dark. Clara thought she could see a faint light coming from the basement, but the Doctor stalked on.
‘Watch out for booby traps,’ he said, which wasn’t helpful as the house was dusty and gloomy, and Clara fully expected the floor to give way with every step.
Moving further in – still they had seen no one, heard nothing – the walls were hung with red woven tapestries that deadened the sound of their footsteps. Dust lay thickly everywhere, under an oppressive layer of heat, and the air was heavy with the scent of decay.
Suddenly Clara stopped. ‘Listen,’ she said.
They did. It sounded like… it was… music. Definitely music. Strange and complex, and played on instruments that Clara didn’t recognise, but it was music. They headed for one of the many doors in that direction, getting closer to it. One of the arched doors was swinging slightly open. That was the room where the music was playing loudly. It was rather beautiful.
The Doctor cleared his throat and knocked loudly on the side of the archway. ‘Hullo?’
Again, there was no response, and they made their way slowly forwards.
*
It was so dark in the room it took a couple of seconds for Clara’s eyes to focus; she could barely make out what she was looking at. It couldn’t possibly, she thought at first, be a living person, a real one. But, as her eyes adjusted, she realised it was: in fact, it was a young man, but he was also incredibly, grotesquely fat, so fat he could barely move.
His skin was pitted with huge red spots, angry and infected-looking. He wore glasses, which were stretched out either side of his head, and his unwieldy mass was perched on some kind of a cushion arrangement that moulded to his distorted limbs.
The man was wearing a huge, dirty shirt with a row of what looked like pens in the top pocket. Everywhere around him were plates of dirty and discarded food piled up; a large hookah, empty bottles, crumpled up paper, screens. It looked, Clara thought with some astonishment, like the world’s messiest teenage bedroom, with the world’s largest teenager. It smelled like it too. Rows of screens displaying different areas they had already been through lit up and flashed, and the man’s fingers played rapidly over the tops of them, as if it were a fast action video game. There was also a large white-glowing console in his other hand.
Everyone held their breath for a beat.
‘Oh yeah, hi,’ came a breathy, nasal voice finally, faux casually. ‘So, well done for getting this far, yeah? Most people don’t.’ He pulled a ‘what can you do?’ face, before picking something up off one of the dirty plates, sniffing it, then eating it and wiping his hands on the large undergarment he was wearing.
‘You’re the King of Bones?’ said the Doctor.
The man raised his eyebrows. ‘Wow, very good, you got them to talk to you.’ His face turned stern. ‘I told them not to do that. I stopped them talking, stopped them signing, stopped them writing in sand, and now this. Waste of good bone. Stupid robots.’
His eyes blinked behind the thick-lensed glasses. Clara had the very clear impression he didn’t need them; that they were not his, but a trophy.
‘Who are you? You guys seem a bit cool about the whole thing,’ he said, sounding disappointed. ‘Normally everyone is gibbering by the time they get here. Vomit, wet pants, the lot.’
Clara swallowed crossly. ‘He’s the Doctor and I’m Clara. We don’t scare easily,’ she said, in her strongest voice.
He just stared at them. ‘He doesn’t,’ he said, not taking his eyes off Clara.
‘I don’t like your house,’ said the Doctor.
‘I don’t like your jacket,’ said the man. ‘But I’m far too polite to mention it.’
‘Did you build this place?’
‘I did,’ said the man. ‘With blood, sweat, tears. And some bones.’ He barked an awkward laugh at his own joke.
The Doctor squinted at him. ‘But why? What reason?’
The man shrugged huge beefy shoulders and said the last thing the Doctor had expected to hear. ‘It’s my job, mate.’
Clara leaned forward. Sure enough, he had a faded, encrusted nametag clipped onto his shirt pocket. It looked completely incongruous in the hideous room.
‘Etienne Boyce,’ she read aloud.
The man smiled. His teeth were blackened and ghastly, his gums so pink they looked blood red. Clara could smell the decay from clear across the room.
‘What kind of job is this?’ said the Doctor, struggling to hold on to his temper.
The man blinked very rapidly. ‘Security,’ he said. ‘I’m in computer security.’ He indicated the bank of monitors surrounding him. ‘Well, I was. Bit more of a freelance these days.’
Clara gasped ‘This is a computer simulation?’
The man laughed. ‘No! Please. I’m not some ruddy amateur.’ He put his hands over his belly in satisfaction. ‘Everything here is real. With a few modifications.’
‘You’ve gone rogue?’ said the Doctor.
‘Best analyst in my division,’ said Etienne proudly. ‘Was just too good. Don’t know how they thought they’d keep tabs on me.’
‘Are you a hacker?’ asked Clara timidly.
‘The best. Hacked the Nestene Consciousness when I was 14. Resting Consciousness more like. Nestene Semi-consciousness, I call it.’
Again came the peculiar barking laugh of someone who didn’t spend a lot of time conversing with other human beings. The man took another large bite of something he had found on a plate beside him and belched loudly.
The Doctor look around, nodding. ‘So you’re keeping this place secure?’ he said. ‘You were sent to hide this planet. And you did – even from the people who sent you?’
The man sighed. ‘Well, yes. I am brilliant. But I still get the odd adventurer turning up. The odd person who won’t take a telling. Plenty of crashes of course – that’s a hazard of not turning up on navigational equipment. Still got to stop you all. That’s my job. Was my job.’
‘So, just to get this straight in my head,’ said the Doctor, ‘you’re not here to protect us from the dangers of this planet.’
Etienne laughed again. It was a horrible barking sound. ‘No, mate.’
‘You made it this way.’
The man wiped his greasy fingers on a filthy napkin.
‘It is unspeakable,’ said the Doctor, ‘what you have done to the people who landed here.’
‘Come on, are you joking? Carnutium filament? It’s brilliant! And it’s not like I kill them. They die, and I just use the leftovers.’
‘But there’s a million things here that can kill you!’ burst in Clara.
‘Yes, because I have to protect the planet,’ said Etienne, as if explaining things to a slow child.
‘But those are people!’ Clara was still horrified.
‘Were,’ said Etienne. He checked his console. ‘Oooh, acid rainstorm coming up. You don’t wanna be out in that. You know, I’ve got the Carnutium machine downstairs. Would be jumping the gun a bit, but it’s totally painless, probably.’ He looked at Clara. ‘Or you can stay a bit, if you like.’
‘But why?’ said the Doctor, almost to himself. ‘Who wanted a whole planet hidden? Who wanted something off the map so badly they would send a nutcase like you to do it? Why not just blow it up?’
Clara leant forward. The old photograph on the ID card was of a much slimmer, very young man – a teenager, really, all Adam’s apple and awkwardness, the bare whisper of a moustache on his top lip, in a neat white shirt, looking for all the world completely and utterly normal.
Etienne shrugged. ‘Job’s a job, innit. Then they started complaining about my methods, so…’ He blew on his fingers and opened them up.
‘You disappeared for good,’ said the Doctor.
‘And I want to stay that way,’ said Etienne. ‘Guards, take them downstairs!’ he screamed suddenly, in a startling contrast to his laidback speaking voice, and immediately four skeletons came to the door.
Once again, Clara flinched as the ghostly shapes emerged, their feet clacking on the floor. Then she saw the little one was with them, the child.
Overcome, Clara forgot everything: her fear, her exhaustion, her surroundings; forgot absolutely everything, except the many children over the years and centuries who had been in her care; some she remembered, some who were nothing more than dreams: the new and certain knowledge that these too had been people once, even if they were only robot-operated bones now; even if, whatever the Doctor thought, nothing of them remained except the hideous mechanisation of this man who animated the dead.
On pure instinct alone, she knelt down and opened her arms.
There was a moment’s pause in the hideous, stinking, oppressive cavernous room built of the bones of the dead and the lost, the fat discontented king on his dead throne in his charnel house, ruling an empty wasteland.
Unsure it wasn’t the last thing she’d ever do, she held her arms wide, shaking once more. And with a rattling and a clicking, its oversized pale white skull, the bones as smooth and cool as a snake’s, breaking free of its programming, the skeleton child ran into her arms.
Clara knelt there waiting for a blow to fall, her eyes closed once again, but it did not. She glanced up. The Doctor and Etienne were both staring at her.
‘That’s new,’ said Etienne, still chewing. ‘Huh. Hey, insensate matter!’ He held up the white shining console, menacingly. ‘Seize her! Down below!’
There was a long pause. Then another skeleton, shorter than the other two, stepped towards Clara, foot bones rattling on the floor. Here it comes, thought Clara.
Instead, the skeleton moved towards her – then knelt down next to her, and took the smaller skeleton in its arms, cradling it like a baby.
‘Aha!’ shouted the Doctor in delight. ‘Clara, you’re amazing! Look at that. There is something left behind! Which makes you a monster,’ he said, turning to Etienne.
‘They can’t feel a thing,’ groused Etienne. ‘Sometimes I have to readjust the mechanism, you know, bit of a shock just to keep ’em in position, that kind of a thing. But they’re just… it’s just bones I find lying about. Did the same thing with the trees, and they didn’t mind.’
The Doctor looked at him, shaking his head, and turned to address the skeletons. ‘You don’t have to move for him, you know.’
‘Oh yes they do,’ said Etienne, sweat popping out on his vast forehead. He pressed down a white button in the middle of the console, and instantly the crackle of white light pervaded the skeletons, causing them to stiffen and throw their heads back in what was clearly pain.
‘No!’ said the Doctor, whipping out his screwdriver and pressing another button, making both devices squeal with feedback. ‘No, you don’t.’
The remote exploded in Etienne’s hand and he dropped it rapidly, swearing. He then looked up, his eyes full of fear, as he gazed at the wall of white in front of him.
The Doctor advanced. ‘Tell me,’ he said sternly. ‘Tell me what it is you’re protecting that’s so special.’
Etienne gave them a twisted smile. ‘Make me.’
‘You’re a child,’ said the Doctor, dismayed. ‘How old are you, anyway?’
The ruin of a man looked down. ‘Dunno,’ he said quietly, inching towards the remote control. ‘But I am so good at my job.’
The Doctor scowled, grabbed the remote from the floor and stuck it in his top pocket. ‘Stay there,’ he said. ‘Skeletons, can you watch him?’
One held up his finger.
‘No, don’t do that! Just nod!’
The largest of them nodded.
‘Come on,’ said the Doctor to Clara. ‘Let’s figure this out.’
Etienne cringed back a bit then sneered, grabbed one of his screen consoles and started typing feverishly on it.
*
The Doctor took Clara out into the corridor, and told her to stay where she was. Then he went down to the basement. When he returned, his face was grim, and Clara knew better than to ever ask him about it.
‘Now,’ he said. ‘To business.’
They explored the entire palace, each room more shocking that the one before it. One contained endless boxes of pre-prepared food in cardboard boxes, with a huge hole carved out of it, dirty containers and utensils thrown and scattered about knee-deep, new ones grabbed at will. The smell was unholy. Another was filled with boxes and boxes of seeds, fruit, vegetables, flowers, fertilisers, geodesic domes and water filters, all of it untouched.
There was a room with a weather console, which as far as Clara could see didn’t just tell you the weather; it created it.
One room had a huge loom, which had never been used and was clearly falling apart. There was a thrumming cold-storage facility that contained frozen specimens of animals and plants. In one vast workshop, cannibalised parts of spaceships had been put together – beautifully, intricately – into new, sinister-looking machines. One room was full of old spacesuits from different planets and ages; personal documents tossed in as if a huge trash can; hundreds, thousands of them.
One room had fresh linen, faded now and thick with dust: one had books, a huge library, everything one could ever need in any language, sitting in long, untouched rows except here and there, where one had been dragged out and thrown or despoiled or a batch had been burnt for whatever reason.
At this, the Doctor’s mouth turned into a thin straight line and he turned abruptly and marched back into Etienne’s stateroom. Etienne was typing furiously in the corner, his fleshy mouth pouting, grunting as he heaved himself up. Sweat was dripping from his forehead, and he was drinking something from a long container. The skeletons lined the far wall, blocking his exit. They appeared frozen.
‘You could have built a paradise here,’ said the Doctor furiously. ‘You could have done anything and you have rendered this entire planet a blasted heath.’
Etienne suddenly started to laugh a wheezing laugh. His vast belly heaved and wobbled with the effort. ‘A paradise?’ he roared. ‘Ha! The one thing they are here to prevent. A paradise. Oh, Doctor, my only job is to not long for paradise.’
The Doctor stared at him for a long time, his mind working furiously. ‘Who sent you?’
Etienne shrugged. ‘Can’t remember. It was a lifetime ago. A different life. A lot of these.’ He held up a bottle.
The Doctor strode forward and attempted to read the faded nametag on his filthy shirt.
Etienne laughed in his face. ‘Now you’re getting desperate,’ he said, his breath foul. ‘Doncha wanna know? Oh, I cut them loose. They were no use at all. But you really want what you came here to find? What my job – my job – is to keep hidden? You really want it?’ Etienne stared into the Doctor’s eyes for a long time. ‘No way,’ he said. ‘I can see it. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve been here before. Ha! You do know where you are. Well, well.’
You would have had to have been studying the Doctor’s face at very close quarters just then to see the tiny flash of understanding that passed across it. He immediately straightened up and backed away.
‘Oh, there it is,’ leered Etienne. ‘You do know. Well then. Ha. No point in torturing you. You’re there already. I thought we’d finally passed into myth. Well, well, well. There aren’t many left like you these days.’
‘There aren’t,’ growled the Doctor.
‘Well, why don’t I show the pretty one? That’s why you’ve brought her back, right?’
‘No!’
But Etienne had grabbed another device from the clutter around his chair, a tiny one this time, and pressed a button. Instantly there came the clanging and groaning of an ancient set of chains.
‘Don’t, Etienne,’ said the Doctor, his tone quite different. ‘We’ll go. We’ll turn around and we’ll go. Right now.’
Clara shot round to look at him in amazement.
‘Hang on, where’s the conquering robot-freeing hero now?’ said Etienne, looking amused. ‘Where’s the liberator of this planet, huh? Where’s the person who’s come to tell off naughty Etienne for his naughty behaviour?’
‘Doctor?’ said Clara, puzzled. The rattling noise continued.
‘Leave!’ the Doctor shouted at Clara. ‘Get out! Get out of here!’ He tried to grab the tiny button from Etienne, who raised his eyebrows and, laughing, hurled it in his mouth.
‘Oh, for crying out loud,’ said the Doctor, launching himself at Etienne and trying to pinch his nose. ‘Clara, go!’
But it was too late. Slowly at first, a door in the wall of the house of bones had started to lower itself, drawbridge-style, into the open air. Clara expected of course to see into the dark, cold and storm-ridden night of the Nowhere planet.
Instead, a piercing shaft of glorious sunlight suddenly penetrated the mote-ridden fustiness of the shut-up scarlet room. A draft of fresh, clean, sweet air invaded the space. It was the kind of freshness you get on the first day after a long rainy spell, when it feels as if the earth has been washed clean. It was like waking up on a mountainside, or flying somewhere warm after a long winter.
They heard something else, too, for the first time: the silvering tones of birdsong, the type of spring morning song that makes the heart clench. As the drawbridge drew down inch by inch, tiny wisps of cloud could be seen, floating across a Wedgewood blue sky; the golden light was soft and the sweet wind was scented with lotus flowers and apple. Beneath the birdsong, a fountain could be heard somewhere bubbling away merrily.
‘Clara, ignore it. It’s a force field. You can’t go out there, it’s a trap.’
‘Oh no, there’s no more traps left, mate,’ giggled Etienne. His odd glasses had turned completely black, protecting his eyes, but even wearing them he still kept his gaze averted from the trapdoor. ‘No one gets this far. I can’t believe you missed the crocodile swamp. Anyone who’s got a way off this place generally takes it at the writhing maggots.’
‘Put that thing down,’ said the Doctor. ‘Put it down. I… I beg you.’
‘Well, I would have begged you not to try and cause a robot revolution, but you wouldn’t have listened,’ said Etienne, indistinctly as he continued to crunch through the plastic shell of the remote.
The Doctor turned away from him in disgust and ran towards Clara. She was already walking out of the door into the space beyond as if sleepwalking. Etienne’s barking laughter echoed in the Doctor’s ears, but Clara heard none of it.
*
Outside, the sunlight was golden like honey, the grass lusciously green and thick. They were on a path, looking ahead at a hill at the top of which was an vibrant orchard, with a wrought-iron fence around it. There was a gate, but it was open.
Clara ran towards it at full pelt, light of foot and joyous of heart. Inside were apple trees, but the apples were silver and gold. Their scent filled the air; Clara had never in her life felt such utter thirst, such terrible hunger. She ran, the Doctor arriving behind her, just as she stretched out her hand.
‘Cla—’
The snake in this tree was green.
‘Don’t you see what this is?’
Small, jade-coloured, like a slithering jewel, the snake raised its head. Clara jumped back, but not for long. Her hunger drove her forwards. The Doctor shook his head and grabbed her shoulders. She struggled against him.
‘Why on earth are you taking that form?’ the Doctor shouted towards the snake.
The snake flickered its tongue at him. ‘Hello again,’ it said. ‘Yes, well, rather. I got it from the human. Between that and your documented fondness for the species, I thought it might rather work.’
The Doctor looked wounded. ‘Well, don’t get me wrong, I like them and everything, but I’ve just spent thirty-five years working with the Sculptor Dwarves, and nobody ever mentions that.’
The snake indicated Clara. ‘Well, anyway, it’s in her head. Got it off the psychic wavelength that’s running those poor robots.’
‘People,’ said the Doctor quickly.
‘Something about… “Sunday school”?’ said the snake. ‘A little church room, a nice lady teacher, the smell of oak polish and the felt-tip colouring on the wall. She loved it.’
It coiled sinuously round a branch, rustling the thick, luxurious leaves.
The Doctor looked at Clara in surprise, then redoubled his grip as she kept trying to pull away from him.
‘Nonetheless,’ said the snake, stretching its neck in the sunlight. ‘It is a rather beguiling look, don’t you think? If only I could smell.’
‘You’re not having her,’ said the Doctor, clinging on to Clara for dear life. She struggled against him, her feet trying to move of their own accord. ‘You’re not.’
The snake shimmered, its scales lost in the light. ‘But would you deny her everything? Come, my daughter. Come, taste it all. Every single thing, every last delight, everything there ever was to know or to understand; the fruit of knowledge, of everything. Doesn’t that sound delicious? You will love it.’
‘It is not what he promises,’ hissed the Doctor in Clara’s ear, but she could not hear him.
‘I want it,’ she said. ‘I am naked without it.’
‘You aren’t naked.’ The Doctor tugged her again, but she didn’t listen to him or even look at him.
‘He doesn’t know everything about you, does he?’ said the snake. ‘He doesn’t really know you at all, does he? Doesn’t know how you bleed for him. But what would he do for you? Does he bleed for you, pretty maid?’
‘Clara,’ the Doctor said. He glared at the snake, whose mouth was open, as if it were laughing. In desperation, the Doctor spun Clara round to face him, till she was forced to look at him, although her eyes strayed over his shoulder, her feet continued to move.
‘I want it,’ she said.
‘But you have to work for it,’ said the Doctor in anguish. ‘You have to earn it.’
She shook her head. ‘I want it.’
‘You hate snakes, remember?’
Her eyes were glassy as she stared at him in confusion. It was as if she barely recognised him.
The snake reared and hissed crossly.
‘Argh,’ said the Doctor.
He held her by the shoulders, her eyes still desperately searching out the apples, her feet still leading her closer and closer to the orchard. The scent on the air now was completely soporific, lulling. It was very hard to think clearly.
With a huge effort, he spun her round to face him again, pushing them both fiercely back from the fence they were drifting towards, their feet not obeying their heads. With a massive effort of will, the Doctor shoved them away from the sharp iron posts so hard he tore both his hands in the process
‘I have it,’ he said, fast and intent. ‘You know I do. I have it already. You can have it. You can have it. Just…’ He glanced at the snake. ‘Just, please. Take it from me.’
‘He doesn’t even care for you!’ screamed the snake. ‘He lets you bleed and you don’t even know it! Will he bleed for you?’
The Doctor lifted his injured hands instinctively, and let the wounds show.
She hadn’t even known his blood was red.
‘Always,’ he said simply.
They both watched as the drops fell, vivid on the bright green grass, forming a ‘C’.
The second the first drop hit the ground, she snapped back to him.
‘Stop that,’ she said, looking directly at him at last. ‘Stop it immediately.’
The Doctor reached out, gently, his fingers weaving into her dark hair. He had forgotten how small she was; she barely came up to his chest. ‘Look at me,’ he ordered sternly
Reluctantly Clara focused her eyes on his.
‘It is what you want, I promise.’
This was not quite a lie. He would show her the temptation and fruits of that knowledge; everything he had. But he would also show her what it cost and what it really meant and how, afterwards, the rest of her life would be like a dark, spoiled fruit. She could not do this. She was not capable; it would kill her. Or worse.
Etienne had been quite wrong. He had never tasted the fruit. He had never had to.
Her focus wavered.
‘Clara! Look at me. Look at me. You have to let me in. You have to let me. You have to say yes.’
Finally, slowly, she blinked her assent and breathed ‘Yes’, and he pushed his fingers a little more firmly on the side of her head. A golden light started to flow between them as he moulded their selves together, concentrating on pushing to her an awareness of what was there, what he lived with, what the cost would be; how she must resist the temptation; she must.
Just as he was concentrating on the flow from his brain to hers, however, he stopped, and his eyes flicked open suddenly in surprise as, suddenly, he felt her: felt her self-knowledge buried so deeply underneath, so deep in her subconscious; but that showed what the snake had said was true.
She remembered so little, but it was there, deep in the bone; her frustration and her fear and her pain at being around him, all of it buried so far beneath the surface that she did not understand it herself.
Abruptly, shocked and startled, he jumped back as if electrified, and their connection instantly ceased, far too sharply. Clara crumpled underneath him like a paper doll.
The Doctor stared down at her, horrified, then instantly made use of the situation, grabbing her up in his arms and running for all his life, the sunlight softly glinting in his hair, the deep, corrupt, sweet scent of apples in the air, the shrieking, furious scream of the bright green snake. He tore back to the house of skulls, his heart in his mouth, his shock and incredible regret cluttering up his mind.
‘Shut the door!’ he yelled at Etienne as he entered.
But Etienne simply laughed and said, ‘I thought I wasn’t in charge any more,’ and did not move his vast limbs away from where he was reprogramming the skeletons.
‘Shut it!’ The deadly sunlight was still streaming in. The Doctor look around for a hanging, a coat, anything, that could cover it, as Clara started to stir in his arms. The light lit up every dark corridor, every grim corner flushing out its secrets to the bright golden glorious flood of tempting rays.
‘There it is!’ said Etienne, raising his fingers from the screen. ‘The robots are all fixed. I am a genius. Guards! Take them!’
There was a rattling noise. The tallest of the skeletons, the one they had first seen on the cliff’s edge, came marching into the room, followed by another, then another, then another. The Doctor stood up, carefully. Etienne laughed in triumph.
But instead of seizing the Doctor and Clara, the skeleton did something quite different: he led them up to the door’s edge, and slowly laid himself down. Etienne pressed a button on the console and the skeleton spasmed as the white light flashed up and down, but it did not stop what it was doing. Another lay down on top of him, then another and another even as they were shocked, again and again, and Etienne screamed at them, until gradually they filled up the space, every chink, and the light died down and down until it vanished completely.
Clara lay on the floor, her eyes flickering. Eventually she came to, blinking. She looked around the room. ‘What happened here?’ she asked, gazing at the pile of bones.
Etienne and the Doctor stared at her. Then Etienne turned his attention to the Doctor.
‘Those worthless bits of bone,’ he growled. ‘You utter idiot.’
‘They’re not worthless bits of bone!’ said the Doctor furiously. ‘Do you know they even try and warn people who land here? Leave them messages?’
Etienne shrugged. ‘They’re robots.’
‘You tell yourself that.’
Etienne shook his head. ‘But you came back to this place.’
The Doctor stared at the floor. ‘I didn’t know what it was then, either,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t protected.’
‘Chuh.’ Etienne stood up, wheezing slightly. He was not tall. ‘How do you stop it?’ he asked, suddenly serious. ‘How do you stop all that knowledge and that power from making you take over the galaxy? From making you destroy it all? From making you an eater of worlds? How do you stop it?’
The Doctor was still staring quietly at the ground. ‘I work at it. Very, very hard. All the time. Every day. And I don’t always.’
Etienne gave that maddening grin again. ‘But you told the Shadow Proclamation it was here?’
The Doctor nodded.
‘And then they “hired” me. Or they thought they did. To protect everybody else.’
The Doctor nodded again, very, very wearily.
*
Etienne watched him as he moved things into the room; much of the packet food, the water filter, every bit of computer equipment.
‘What are you doing, man?’ he said, nervous. ‘You guys are leaving, right? I mean, you’ll need me, right? You’ll never get back alone, you’ll need me to guide you – there’s stuff out there you haven’t even seen yet. There’s stuff out there I don’t even remember making. You gotta watch for that zombie ravine, it’s hideous. They’ve got rakes for hands. Boy, I was out of it that night.’
At that, the Doctor marched forward without saying a word, took every handset and controller he could find, and crushed them under the heel of his boot. Then he went back to working quietly, saying nothing.
Etienne tried to leave the room, but more skeletons came to block his way. Sweating heavily, he turned round to try and reach his remote control, only to remember that the Doctor had it and it was now sticking out of his top pocket. His manifest unfitness made any attempt to launch himself at the Doctor or Clara laughably feeble, the heavy atmosphere in the room growing increasingly unpleasant. He gave up, and started to whine again.
‘They’re not real people! I didn’t know they were! I just thought—’
The Doctor set down a final pile of blankets, apparently satisfied that was enough. ‘You know,’ he said, in a voice of great weariness and near infinite sorrow. ‘You know I cannot let you free. To sit here, and wait for the deaths of others, and use their remains for your own ends… You have proven yourself too dangerous to be let loose on the universe.’
‘They let you out,’ said Etienne sourly.
‘Here is everything you need. You will protect the drawbridge: the skeletons have done their duty well. You may build your little worlds, Etienne, on your computers; you can play in a virtual world till your heart’s content, but you must never see sunlight again. I will deadlock seal this room.’
‘Nooo!’ said Etienne, tears now mingling with the sweat pouring down his face, his eyes darting all around looking for an escape route.
‘You can take the drawbridge of course…’
Etienne shook his head frantically. ‘No. No no no no.’
‘Then we understand each other,’ said the Doctor. ‘Build virtual worlds of suffering. This one can no longer contain you.’
He moved over and spoke quietly to the skeletons piled by the drawbridge. They rattled once, twice. The Doctor understood. He took out the remote control and, with a consoling hand on the uppermost skull, gently powered it down until they were, once more, simple piles of bones. Etienne, screaming in disbelief, followed it with his eyes, and the rest of them as they filed out, leaving him alone.
*
Outside, it didn’t take much; a simple act of the sonic screwdriver to deadlock the door for ever. They could hear Etienne inside, cursing and yelling and screaming and banging on it; a toddler in a rage.
‘But what about the… the tree,’ said Clara, whose memories of exactly what had gone on were hazy and muddled. ‘Isn’t it round the back of the house?’
‘Go look,’ said the Doctor, and Clara did, even though it was dark and freezing and once more the empty, horrible windswept plain of before – and remained so, all the way around.
‘Where is it?’ she asked.
‘Through his drawbridge, in that room,’ said the Doctor. ‘He always controlled the portal.’
‘And won’t he go through it?’
‘He knows exactly what will happen if he does,’ said the Doctor. ‘The instant he takes a bite of that apple, the cold wind will blow and the sun will disappear and his mind will be full of the knowledge of a universe of pain and suffering and death, and he will have to live inside that mind a long, long time.’
He picked up one of the many loose pebbles then, and hurled it with some force at the horizon. This time, nothing rattled.
‘Is that what you have?’ Clara asked timidly.
He turned to her with a half-smile. ‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘When you gain knowledge for yourself… when you see the universe and learn about its good and its bad… you get the fairy in the bottom of the box too. You see the whole picture, not just… the entropic chronicle of perpetuity.’
Clara was still thoughtful as they stepped out in the moonlight. ‘Doctor…’ she said nervously. ‘What are you going to do with him?’
‘Oh, I expect the Shadow Proclamation have been looking for him for a long time.’ He stared back at the house, shaking his head.
‘And, er, how are we going to get off this planet?’
The Doctor gave her a gentle smile. ‘Very, very slowly and with great care.’
*
The Doctor was true to his word. First he gathered all of the remaining skeletons together. Then he sent them out with all the seedlings, to disseminate throughout the planet. He brought the bees and birds out of hyper-sleep and sent them forward to pollinate the seed, and recalibrated the weather centre to give them hyper-fast growing seasons, which meant it was rainy and sunny every five minutes it seemed to Clara, mostly wet.
Every time he emptied out a room, they dismantled the bones and buried them far and wide so they could fertilise the earth, until there were only two rooms left standing; Etienne’s, which they gave a wide berth (it had gone very quiet: the Doctor suspected that Etienne had gone straight back into eating and playing with computers and wasn’t necessarily having a much different experience to his life before, except now he was doing it virtually), and the library, tidied up, as a shelter from the rainfall.
The rain washed away the scree, and extraordinarily fast the plants began to sprout and take hold, spread about like a desert after rain. They grew up thick and fast. Some Clara had seen before: huge, sprawling bushes of bougainvillea, in thick pinks and purples, bright and popping against the pale blue sky between showers; willows that followed the rivulets of water; sunflowers that sprang up overnight and followed the path of the sun, a banana plantation the Doctor had insisted on. And others she didn’t recognise; great yawning bushes that looked like sea anemones; flame-coloured trees in bright red. Every day the landscaped changed; the scents strong on the gentle morning breeze. Vines grew up and wrapped themselves around the two remaining rooms, almost concealing their grisly origins.
*
Clara sat shelling peas and glanced over at the Doctor, who had taken off his jacket in the sunshine, turned up his sleeves, and was whittling. He was humming a cheerful song of contentment as he did so. A light breeze was ruffling his hair, and she smiled involuntarily as she watched him. He looked up just at that moment and caught her eye and smiled back.
‘What?’
Clara shook her head. ‘It’s just… I can’t believe how peaceful it is here now.’
He held her gaze for a long moment. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But we have to move on.’
She nodded.
‘And you…’ he said. ‘When I was in your head…’
Even though her memories were confused, she remembered glimpses; her inexplicable fury at the ravine, and her sense of him: of pity and of shame.
‘Do you still feel like that?’ he persisted, obviously uncomfortable with the conversation. ‘About me, you know. About what we do. I mean, because, for me. Well. You know. Surprise! Ha!’
Clara picked her words carefully. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, truthfully. ‘Sometimes I feel that things are too hard. And sometimes I feel brave as a lion. But I don’t know why. It’s like a dream I had once, that’s just out of reach… but it’s always with me.’
‘Because I can’t… I can’t be a burden.’
Clara looked at him in surprise. ‘But burdens can be shared,’ she said gently. ‘And I am… I am…’
They were interrupted suddenly by one of the taller skeletons. The Doctor had found old identity passes and names scattered about one of the rooms, but there were so many, so many, and they had not been able to give anyone a name, or a grave.
The adult skeleton before them held up his finger to indicate that he wanted to talk, and the Doctor nodded. Clara came over to watch, as the ash scattered on the ground.
‘O-N-E-T-H-I-N-G,’ it said. ‘T-H-E-N-G-O.’
The Doctor nodded respectfully. ‘Of course,’ he said. He took the skeleton’s claw in his and held it carefully. ‘Thank you.’
The skull nodded.
‘What?’ said Clara.
‘Time to leave,’ said the Doctor.
*
The Doctor made final adjustments to the weather station to set it on a smooth path; tidied up carefully, glanced not even once at the locked bone room sitting solitary.
‘Why didn’t they destroy this planet?’ said Clara, as they started to move, following the long marching line of remaining skeletons, who travelled ahead. ‘To have all the knowledge in the universe concentrated in such a small way. It’s so dangerous. Any life form that takes it… it’s dangerous for everyone. Wouldn’t it be better just to destroy it?’
The Doctor shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said quietly. ‘There may come a day when the universe needs that knowledge, when everybody needs it.’
‘Who put it there?’ said Clara.
‘Oh, it has always been there,’ said the Doctor. ‘And I was just the unutterable, awful fool who told somebody.’
Clara patted his hand. ‘But look at it now,’ she said, indicating around them. The fresh earth and new moss was soft under her bare feet. The tangle of growth meant the world was a riot of green and cherry blossom; long avenues of new fruit trees, some flowering, some already dropping fruit, like all the seasons come at once.
‘This you can have,’ said the Doctor, handing her an apple, green and red. It was sweet and sharp all at once and its juices ran down her chin. ‘Anyone that lands here now… I hope there will be so many orchards, they won’t find that one in a hurry.’
‘That’s amazing,’ she said, looking round. ‘But what about all the monsters?’
The Doctor took Etienne’s controller from his pocket. ‘Quite handy having monsters you can turn on and off at will,’ he said. ‘Wish they were all like that. But there was only one monster, really.’
‘And the big snakes?’
‘Oh, they’re real,’ said the Doctor. ‘But hopefully now we’ve established an ecosystem, they’ll be able to survive in it without being half-starved to death and furious.’
‘Hopefully,’ said Clara, still eyeing the trees with some nervousness. But all she could see were brilliant parrots flitting from branch to branch and, from far off, something that sounded a little like the chattering of a monkey.
‘You brought monkeys?’
‘Come on,’ said the Doctor. ‘You don’t grow this many bananas without letting in a few monkeys. That’d just be selfish.’
Finally they reached the large crevasse again that split the world in two, but it was unrecognisable. Now, a massive waterfall, formed from all the rainfall, fell over the side, a rainbow prism dancing off it. Below were fresh waters churning and bouncing, and Clara thought she saw a trout leap high in the sunlight.
The Doctor nodded to the skeleton, who moved forward and, with one superhuman jump, the white lights of the Carnutium filament flickering up and down his frame, landed on the other side. Then another, and another. And they joined hand to foot, and on the near side, the other skeletons joined, hand to foot, then, astonishingly, one figure staying on either side as an anchor, the two sides swung like trapeze artists, until they caught and held hands, and made a bridge.
‘Oh my,’ said Clara.
‘Amazing stuff, Carnutium filament,’ said the Doctor. ‘He was a clever, clever chap indeed. Such a waste. But this is their last gift to us. And then we must set them free.’
The littlest skeleton was on the far side of the abyss, as the Doctor and Clara carefully picked their way across it. As he usually did, he ran to Clara for a cuddle, his mother not far behind.
Clara held him for a long time in her lap then stood up. ‘This is what you all want?’ she said.
The figures nodded, and those left behind on the far bank waved.
‘To return to the earth,’ said the Doctor. ‘Where good can be done.’
Clara bestowed one last kiss on the bare white skull. ‘Au revoir, mon bout-chou.’
Then the Doctor took the remote from his pocket, still glowing bright white, and hurled it with all his strength into the abyss. It fell so far that no one heard it hit the bottom, but instantly, as if someone had cut the strings, the bones all collapsed to the ground, and were still.
‘Thank you,’ said the Doctor, and Clara, too, nodded.
They covered what they could in fresh flowers as a burial mound, then continued on, through a beautiful avenue that now opened up through the forest, daisies and mushrooms and snowdrops flourishing at the roots, fresh green leaves on every twig and branch. Clara felt a movement in the branches to her right, but she did not turn her head. She did, though, take the Doctor’s hand.
The great expanses of sand had gone; instead, when they emerged from the forest, she saw they had been replaced by a wildflower meadow. Rabbits hopped through meadowsweet, sweet peas and waving daffodils. And straight across the plain, under a bower, Clara saw it, the TARDIS – the real, solid TARDIS; not an illusion this time, ringed round with newly sprung pink roses. She ran to it with a happy gasp, the Doctor very close behind her.
The Doctor plucked one of the beautiful blooms entwined around the door and, carefully, put it behind her ear. She flushed at his touch, then smiled.
‘Senorita!’ he said. ‘Shall we go somewhere awesome? With a name and everything?’
‘Heh. We should name this place.’
‘No,’ said the Doctor. ‘We should not.’
Clara immediately plucked a rose of her own and, stretching up, tucked it behind his ear then put her hands on her hips and regarded the results with a disappointed expression.
‘Stick to hats?’ said the Doctor.
‘Definitely.’
‘Just as well I look so good in all the hats,’ he yelled, as he vanished inside the TARDIS.
Several minutes later he came back, with a small, heavy narrow replica of the TARDIS, about waist height, with a real telephone attached to it. Next to it was a sign that could be read in any language.
‘If you have crash-landed here, call this number. Advice and Assistance Obtainable Immediately.’
It looked incongruous in the beautiful meadow. But also somehow quite right. He disappeared back inside.
Clara peered after him, then turned around and glanced one last time at the buzzing, green, sunlit world around her, as a butterfly passed her by on its merry way, its cream wings fluttering happily.
‘I am… going to be fine,’ she said to herself. And she briefly touched once more the rose in her hair, then slipped inside the TARDIS herself as the butterfly rose on a zephyr in the suddenly empty air, and flew up again and again, higher than the greenest treetops.
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