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About the Book
Deep in the gap between the stars, the TARDIS is damaged by a temporal mine. It’s not life-threatening, but the Tenth Doctor will need a while to repair the damage. But he’s not alone. The strangely familiar-looking Christina thinks the Doctor has arrived in her bed and breakfast, somewhere in Wales. In fact, the TARDIS seems to have enveloped Christina’s entire town – and something else is trapped inside with it. A violent, unnatural storm threatens them all and – unless it’s stopped – the entire universe. 
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HE WAS IN the Hungarian Bathroom when it happened, brushing his teeth. He didn’t actually need to brush his teeth – his body didn’t allow the sort of decay toothbrushes were supposed to prevent – but he liked to do it anyway because he enjoyed the mintiness frothing over his tongue and out of his mouth. It was like a carwash for the tonsils. Occasionally he pretended to be a dragon while he did his incisors, scowling appallingly into the Rococo mirror and blowing menacing bubbles until either he or the image was cowed into surrender. He was fairly sure, at that moment, that he had the enemy on the run.
‘Aaaaaarrrrrrrrgggggh!’ he told his reflection. He did some hand gestures, too, because after all a lot of communication was non-verbal. The reflection tried the same tactic, but couldn’t pull it off. Hah! Take that, you scoundrel!
He had to acknowledge that he got like this when he travelled alone. He tended to be a bit distracted, a bit wibbly. He began thinking about people he’d left behind, people he didn’t see any more for very good reasons. People like Donna. The Doctor-Donna, who had known him absolutely, for a little while, and who didn’t know any more who he was. And Martha Jones. Martha Jones who’d left him, rather than the other way around. Had to respect that.
Had to love it.
And then, yes, all right: he’d spent the last two weeks growing oak trees in a park the TARDIS had apparently generated at some point for reasons of its own. He’d caught himself using the artificial sun to make the branches grow into the word ‘Rose’, and hurriedly decided it was time to move on.
On the upside, he was pretty sure the guy in the mirror was ready to throw in the towel. Which would be ideal, because he needed a towel.
‘Aaaaaarrggggh!’ he said again. ‘Aaarghaahahrhgh!’
Then there was a really, really loud bang. He hadn’t known a bang like it in…
It was a very, very long time. There had been a Cro Magnon alpha once who was killed by a falling mammoth. For some reason no one entirely understood, it was a fixed point in time. You couldn’t do anything about it. Young Time Lords were shown recordings as a sort of learning experience. Sometimes, they were told, this is the universe, and that’s it. The mammoth got caught in a scree-slide and went off an overhanging cliff, trumpeting sadly all the way down – and it was a long way – and there below him there was the alpha roaring his defiance at an enemy troop and beating his chest: ‘I am mighty! Fear me! Raaaawr.’ Lots of raaawr. Then there was this great, awful, hugely significant moment where he looked up and saw the mammoth and you could almost swear he said ‘oh, dear’, and the mammoth seemed to be looking down and saying very much the same thing. And then both of them were definitely extinct.
Bang.
And now, in the Hungarian Bathroom, with the TARDIS ringing around him like a huge cast iron bell and the Rococo mirror (Giorgio Innocenti of Venice, genius, loved cinnamon buns, drank too much and sang rude songs about the duke; bad idea, long prison sentence, very sad) now in pieces in the sink, he was pretty sure he knew how that felt. To be hit by a mammoth. To be a mammoth hit by a planet. Either, really.
Fifteen seconds later he was staring at the displays in the console room. He squinted through his glasses at the lambent tachyonic visualiser. And then he said quite a lot of bad words one after another in just under a hundred distinct languages.
He’d hit a temporal mine, or, to put it less technically, a big ugly imploding timey-wimey blowy-uppy thing. A BUIT-WB-UT. Acronyms sometimes made things sound better. He conceded that this one didn’t.
The bad news was that temporal mines were on the very short list of things which could actually damage a TARDIS. Destroy one, even. Certainly hurt it. And the really bad news was that there weren’t any of them left in the entire universe, anywhere, because they were supposed to be timelocked with the rest of the war, except that this one evidently wasn’t. Oh, no, this one was here and it was behaving very oddly indeed, and now it was doing something with really a lot of transtachyonic sheer, something which was frankly a bit impossible, and that was just rude. That much torsion could actually decalibrate the capacitance smoothifier and pop the seams of the TARDIS like a bag full of soup. Splat. Splatter. Splunch. Except not, because the soup would go into the bag and take the kitchen with it. Oh, wait, that was even odder –
He just had time to say something which would get you arrested on the Omogan Planet of Rain.
All the lights went out, and he heard a triple impact, like an alien heart or the footstep of something huge walking on three legs.
Pah pah POM.
He stood in the darkness listening, and hoping it was still outside. It must be, though. The TARDIS wouldn’t let anything inside.
The longer he stood there, the more he wasn’t sure.
*
Christina was a respectable sort of widow. There was another sort, all dancing on tables and keeping late hours with poets, but she didn’t hold with any of that. She might have been forgiven if, being made single at her relatively young age – she was 35 – she had gone a little mad and done a lot of regrettable things. Oh, not that she was dull. There might well come a day when she would unbutton a little, even be said to cut loose. Time would heal all wounds, no doubt.
If only it didn’t move so slowly about its business, leaden and deadly bread-and-butter and no cake. Every day she could remember was exactly like every other, stretching back to the moment she had opened her doors to paying customers after her husband had passed away.
But that wasn’t quite true. The telephone was coming to Jonestown: the mayor had announced it. He would have one on his desk for calling to the Parish Council, and another for London, though he didn’t see the point of that, and the police station would have one, and the firehouse, too, and Mr Heidt who had bought the big house at the edge the park, the old Lord’s manor, he was so rich – apparently – that he would have one, too.
Hers was a good life. She interfered with no one, and no one interfered with her.
She smiled at this happy thought, and went to clean the Reading Room. She had guests coming, day after tomorrow, and the reading room was always popular at teatime. She opened the door, and stopped.
There was a man.
He did not look like a murderer or a villain, but she knew you could not always tell by the looking. He was reading, evidently, and this was reassuring because even if he was in the wrong place by definition, this being her house and she having no idea who he might be, he was also doing the right thing in this place, reading in the Reading Room, and that was a point in his favour. All the same, before speaking, she stepped to the fireplace so that the poker was within easy reach. She could smell damp in the stones, mould growing in the chimney. She must get someone in to deal with it, or guests would complain. The books would suffer.
Irrelevant landlady detail. She shut her eyes briefly for focus, then gave a stern cough.
‘Excuse me.’
She didn’t want to be excused at all. She wanted him to give an account of his presence, and that right speedily or she’d bash him with the poker.
If she had set off a bomb under his chair she could hardly have achieved a more spectacular reaction. He jerked up and out of the recliner, arms windmilling and legs abruptly about six inches too long for his trousers. The book – not one of hers, full of technical drawings and the like, he must have brought it with him – went spiralling up in the air and came down with curious neatness on the seat he had left behind, and he gaped at her for a longish while as if she was the first woman he’d ever seen, and then his mouth opened to let out an incredulous:
‘What?!’
His amazement was so palpable that she dismissed the poker for the moment, and carried on speaking. ‘I said, “Excuse me”,’ she said, still stern but allowing for the possibility that it was all a comical misunderstanding. Perhaps she’d left the front door open after going to the grocer – the latch was a little soft – and he’d come in here to wait for her return. Or something. There were explanations, thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Numbers larger than that, numbers you’d need new ways of writing down…
He said ‘What?’ again.
‘This is my house,’ she said, feeling a little guilty now at having given him such a shock. ‘My Reading Room. What can I do for you?’
‘Your house?’
‘Yes. My house.’ She hoped he wasn’t going to say surely it was her husband’s house. She might have to go for the poker after all, and claim he’d made an inappropriate advance.
‘Your house!’ he said instead, in the tones of one coming to terms with the idea.
‘Yes.’
‘Your house!’ No doubt about it. The light had dawned. He smiled. Beamed, even. ‘Your house. Of course it is. Where are my manners? I’m with The Library, we’re just looking for lost books.’ He produced a wallet, showed her a piece of paper. ‘And there’s one. They get everywhere, don’t they, books? Little scamps.’ He nodded to himself, gathered up the manual he had been reading and shoved it in his pocket.
She peered at the paper. She said, blankly, ‘It’s blank.’
He stared at her again, looked at it. ‘So it is! Wrong wallet, my mistake. Must have left the card in my other trousers. Lovely house. Lovely library. Really amazing. Oooh, look, there’s a copy of Great Expectations up there, I’ve never read that one, I hear it’s awful. “Do a comedy,” I told him. “Everyone loves Christmas Carol.”’
She didn’t bother to comment on this ridiculous statement; she just waited with what her husband had called her organist’s look, because he said church organists always knew how to silence wayward young men and so did she. It worked. He wilted a bit.
‘This is my library,’ she said. ‘In my house. So for the last time: what are you doing here?’
He stroked his chin. It was a fine chin, she thought. No doubt many young women – and, yes, some not so young – had made fools of themselves over this man. Simon had been dead for three years and more. It wasn’t a crime to notice.
She stamped hard on that thought, and waited.
‘Paying guest,’ he suggested.
‘Fifty pounds a week, in advance, plus breakfast. How long will you be here?’
‘Indefinitely. Hang on, fifty quid?’
‘Plus breakfast!’
‘That’s a bit steep, even for…’ He stopped. ‘Where are we, anyway?’
Fifty pounds was fifty pounds, even if the customer was a lunatic. ‘Wales,’ she told him staunchly.
He sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Of course. In all the universe, space and time, it turns out however far you go there’s mostly Wales.’
He stared off into space – literally into space, she was fairly sure, his gaze seemed to fix on a horizon so far beyond her damasked wall that she was almost a little envious – and when the silence became a little awkward she asked for his name, for the visitor’s book. She was fairly sure he was about to say ‘Smith’ when something stopped him. His mouth – a good mouth, lean and twitching upwards at the corners – started to form the letter ‘S’, but then a shadow crossed his face and he changed his mind. ‘J… Jer- Jah- Juh- Jo… J-J-oooones,’ he said. ‘Definitely. Jones. John Jones. With a “J”. My name,’ in case it hadn’t been clear enough that it wasn’t, ‘is John J-ones.’
‘Well,’ she replied, ‘you’ll fit right in, then,’ and took his hand because he had it stuck out there for her to shake and if she didn’t she would seem rude. ‘Welcome to Jonestown.’
‘Jonestown,’ he repeated. ‘Of course. Very nice!’
She wondered if he had somehow not known where he was.
The handshake lasted an uncomfortable moment and he said ‘John Jones’ a couple more times while he waggled her arm up and down, stretching his lips around the second part to get used to it. To escape, she asked if he would like a full breakfast. He beamed.
‘Eggs! Bacon! Tomatoes! Fried bread! That’ll kill you, fried bread. Clogs up the arteries. Well, it would. I’ve got tiny… things… in my blood, sluice it out again. So pile it up, allons y—’ he broke off. ‘I’m sorry, we haven’t been formally introduced.’
She felt curiously that it mattered to him very much what she said. ‘Christina,’ she answered.
‘Yes. Christina. Of course, you are. Hello, Christina! Very nice to meet you, I’m—’
‘John Jones,’ she said, saving him the trouble.
He smiled again, and it was like the sun coming up.
‘Welcome,’ she said, and he smiled again as if that was a pleasant surprise as well.
When he’d eaten his eggs, he announced his intention of going out for a walk. ‘Unless there’s a bus?’
‘No, no bus.’
‘No big red bus? They go like the clappers, buses. Sometimes it seems they’re just flying. Through the traffic, obviously. Bus lanes.’
She shook her head, thinking again that he was a very odd person.
At the door, he turned. ‘Thank you, Christina de Souza,’ he said.
While she was washing the plates, she suddenly wondered how he had known her unmarried name. But it was unsettling, so she consigned it to the place where she kept all unsettling thoughts, the enormous dark lake in her mind’s eye. It was a lonely spot, green and bare and silent, and she let things slip below the oily waters and then they didn’t bother her again.
Still, it was odd.
*
He left the inexplicable house and its unbelievable occupant and went for a walk along the implausible street, peering at unfeasible doorknockers and improbable geraniums, and above all at the impossible people: here, there and everywhere. This was, indisputably, the TARDIS. He could feel it, knew it the way you know you’re wearing shoes, and the wind was sweet with the faintest scent of coral and anti-polarised neutrons – and something else, like peat or wet wallpaper, the smell of Jonestown.
The TARDIS contained any number of things – literally, any number, think of a number and that was the right number, then think of another number which was astronomically different and that was the right number too, because that was what a TARDIS was, a place where ordinary numbers broke down and conventional notions did not apply – but it emphatically did not contain a thriving market town with really good bacon and eggs and Christina de Souza running a boarding house. Lady Christina, cat burglar to the aristocracy, thief of museum pieces – well, all right, they had that in common – a woman who could barely look at something beautiful without pinching it. She would have been perfect, just perfect if she’d been born a couple centuries earlier. All those English queens… they’d have loved her. And Catharine of Aragon. Ooh, and Reinette de Pompadour. Now those two could have made some trouble… Christina de Souza on the TARDIS. That was something he would have noticed. Probably when things started to go missing.
Except that here he was, in the TARDIS, in the main street, and it was all physically real. Except again, if it was real, where was the flying bus? And why didn’t she know who he was?
And, rather more important: was the whole thing about to implode into a final and appalling nothingness which would devour him and the TARDIS and leave a gaping hole in the universe which nothing would ever entirely fill? That had seemed to be what the temporal mine was aiming for. Which did not explain what he was doing here, not even a bit.
He couldn’t hear the noise from all that temporal sheer any more – assuming that was what he’d been hearing when he was back out there in the console room and not in here in Jonestown – but that didn’t mean the TARDIS wasn’t still under attack. So, the agenda: find the problem, fix the problem, don’t get imploded. Did we tick the box marked ‘Yes, please, the deadly time-space catastrophe’? Not in the slightest. Allons not even a little bit y in that direction, at all.
But the agenda would have to include making sure Jonestown didn’t get imploded either. He didn’t let other people pay for his salvation. Not ever again.
So he wandered and peered at things. He peered at the fishmonger’s – the old lady behind the counter gave him a happy smile and whispered something approving he didn’t quite hear but which got a lot of giggles from the other old ladies in a queue for kippers. He thought he recognised one of them from somewhere, but he felt that about lots of people. It was a consequence of spending hundreds of years drifting through time: faces got a bit recurrent. There’d been a flautist in Basingstoke who was the spitting image of Ivan the Terrible. But still, Jonestown seemed very full of echoes, of people he almost knew. Christina de Souza and all.
He saluted the jellied eel counter and wandered out. Ooh, there was a pub. Nice pub. It was roomy, dim, and rather comfy. He lolled on a chair, feeling the wood and the cushion. Very nice. Great smell: wood and detergent and fresh flowers and old cloth. Varnish and polish. There was a box of games by the window, games he didn’t know how to play. He knew how to play pretty much every game ever made. But these, no. They were by Heidt & Co of Jonestown. Puzzles. He experimented with one for a while. It puzzled him for longer than he would have expected, until he realised it had two halves and you had to solve them at the same time, and then the pieces came apart in his hands. Lovely. He looked around.
He suspected the old men at the bar belonged to the women in the fishmonger’s. The publican called them Old Owen and Young Dai, and Old Owen was – inevitably – just a little bit younger than Young Dai. They eyed his suit with a weary sort of irritation, the sort of disregard old men everywhere reserve for younger men – or at least for men who appear to be younger – and when he ordered a lemonade and sat in the corner sucking noisily through a straw they didn’t seem to think much more about him. They were rather busy, actually, disparaging the newly arrived Mr Heidt, who was evidently hot stuff in Jonestown and had a weather station on his lawn. Neither Young Dai nor Old Owen, it seemed, had much truck with meteorology. They had a good friendship, he thought. Old friends together, and doubtless their wives were like that too and the four of them gabbed and grumbled and no one was lonely. Wouldn’t do to get old and lonely.
Stone walls, dark wood, horse brasses. No jukebox, no television, not even a pool table. Just places to sit and a bar and somewhere what seemed like a pretty good kitchen. That was something he liked about the twentieth century. Quite a few other bits of it were pretty awful, but pubs were properly pubby, with pub grub and chunky glasses to drink out of, and whole families came in on Sundays for lunch. He pondered. Jonestown. People. TARDIS. Pub. Lemons. He liked lemons. They made you make funny faces when you bit them, and a very, very long way in the future there was a really amazing planet where they’d evolved into people and lived in harmony with a variety of hyper-intelligent bee. Evolution. Thousands and thousands of years of tiny changes could turn little burning sparks of chemistry into people, into monsters and angels and even human beings. It happened everywhere. You went to an empty planet, took your eye off it for a billion years, came back and, boom, there it was: life. Stinky, slooshy, complex, amazing life. It always found ways to surprise you. Or maybe that was because it happened in time, and he didn’t always pay much attention to how time looked from the inside.
The universe was brilliant. Every last, ridiculous nook and corner. He loved it. Even this bit, although this bit was slightly alarming because, well, there was a leftover war machine trying to open the TARDIS like a bag of soup. Or an oyster. Or a tin of golden syrup. Amazing how sticky those got. Lemon and golden syrup, though, there was a combination which could blow your socks off. Taste supernova. He –
And then, for no reason at all, everything changed.
Over by the fireplace was a metal silhouette of a chicken, technically a cockerel. He had dismissed it at first as a bit of ordinary pub bric-a-brac, but now he saw that it wasn’t and it riveted his attention. It was a weathervane, or, rather, it was part of one. Affixed to the feet of the cockerel – he was a proud enough sort of fellow, strutting his two-dimensional stuff across a cast-iron cornfield – were a set of metal gears, and a drive shaft went off at right angles and then, presumably, up the chimney. Very unusual arrangement. Unique, even. And now there was a creaking and groaning and the shaft started to turn, yawing one way and then the other, and the cockerel spun around and around, and the grumbling and joshing in the pub faded away.
The man calling himself Jones looked at them: grave, unhappy faces and concealed fear. They’d built the weathervane to tell them something, and they didn’t enjoy seeing it work. Bad news, then. Bad enough that they didn’t complain about it. No one said anything at all.
Everyone watched the cockerel go around and around as if it was really important. And he was pretty sure they were right. Never underestimate the value of local knowledge – especially when the locality in question is a Welsh village in a polydimensional quasi-space in the fractal layers of a time machine. Old Time Lord proverb. Aeons old, if he remembered to pop back to the early days of the universe and say it out loud once this was all over, and he was definitely going to make a mental note about that. He might go and say it to that Cro Magnon alpha.
He could feel a funny sort of pressure all around him, knew the TARDIS was letting him know she wasn’t happy, that she was under attack. This is what it feels like to be her.
The chicken slowed, wobbled, and then pointed firmly east.
‘Storm coming, then,’ Owen said into the quiet.
‘Likely,’ Dai agreed.
The publican looked up from the till. ‘Good storm?’ he asked hesitantly. ‘Proper storm, I mean?’
There was a longish pause.
‘Likely not,’ Dai said.
The publican swallowed and sighed. ‘No, I suppose not.’
The old men looked at one another. ‘Could be it’s time to take the girls home,’ Owen said.
Dai nodded. ‘Could be.’
They waved to the publican and shuffled out, and with them, discreetly, the rest of the pub. The man calling himself John Jones blew air into his cheeks.
‘Nice puzzles,’ he called to the publican. ‘This one really had me going for a bit.’
‘Oh, those. We got them free. Mr Heidt’s just come, you see. Wants to make an impression. Glad someone likes them. Most of my regulars are a bit less sure, I’m afraid.’
‘Well, new ideas.’
‘Quite so, sir. Begging your pardon, but I might close up, sir, pretty soon, if it’s all the same to you,’ the publican said hopefully to him when they were alone in the saloon bar. ‘Don’t want to be a bother. I expect you’ve got somewhere to stay close by, have you?’
‘Oh, yes. Of course. Wouldn’t do to be out in a storm, would it?’
‘No, sir,’ the publican agreed. ‘No, it wouldn’t. Very wise, I must say.’
‘Mind you, I quite like a wander in the rain. Thunder and lightning, even. Exciting. Move slowly, don’t build up a charge, it’s perfectly safe, isn’t it?’
The publican looked away. ‘I gather it might be, under normal circumstances, yes. Very nice. Romantic, even.’
‘But?’
‘But I can’t say as these are exactly normal circumstances, sir. Not precisely.’
‘But you’d rather not explain.’
‘No, sir.’
‘You look like a bloke I used to know. Soldier. I never explained anything to him, either. Now I see why he always found it so annoying. Really not going to tell me anything at all?’
‘I can’t say as I’d know how to begin.’
‘As a matter of interest: which direction is your Mr Heidt’s house? Just wondering, I won’t bother him.’
The publican glanced eastwards. ‘I don’t know as it would be right to say, sir. Irresponsible, you see. You should get home.’
‘But if I said I was going for a stroll, didn’t need an umbrella…’
‘I’d heartily urge you not to dally, sir. I really would.’
‘Oh, I never dally,’ he said. ‘I wander, I deviate, I go off on tangents and sometimes circumambulate; I occasionally shilly-shally, dawdle or potter. I procrastinate, ratiocinate, and from time to time I do actually get lost. But I never dally. Bad for the brain.’
And he walked out into the gathering storm.
*
There was indeed a dark cloud looming out towards the east, a pendulous monster grumbling and growling to itself, and he could feel the psychic backwash already. Your average rainstorm tasted of mountains and seas, of the anticipation of drenched laundry and of crops raised and eaten. It was a real old lifecycle smorgasbord. The right sort of storm could make you feel alive and perky and even frisky. And soggy, obviously. But this one had none of that easy nature, no goodwill, no lightness. It reeked of smashing things flat, of pounding them into nothingness.
Say one thing for Dai and Owen, say this: they knew a bad’un when they saw it.
The first bolt of lightning flickered, stark nacreous white cracking from cloud to cloud. Then another, and a moment later the thunder from the first. But no rain. No water. Nothing which would nurture, just a warm, gritty wind and the prickle of electricity – and a boiling, metallic fury he could feel in his gums.
He smacked his lips and ran his tongue over his teeth, then walked across the cobbles towards it. The storm seemed to be over the town and yet it was right here, in the street. There was a shape in it, in the dust and the clouds and the roiling shadows. A man-shape, if a man kept blowing himself out like the flame of a candle.
‘There you are,’ he murmured, into the wind. ‘But what are you?’
The answer, when it came, was very loud and blew him all the way back down the street.
*
Christina de Souza could hear the storm blowing up outside her windows, and she smiled and hunkered down in her chair. There was nothing more pleasant than being inside when the weather outside was bad, hearing the rattle of the casements and knowing that however rotten it got out there it was safe in here.
There were no more tasks left in the day. She could sit and read her book – a most disreputable detective story – and later she would make herself dinner and enjoy some music on the radio. Solitude was not loneliness, and she never really felt alone, anyway. She turned the page. She was reasonably sure that Aaron Catton would survive his latest encounter with the Iron Fist Gang, but at the moment his situation definitely seemed perilous. She wondered what his family thought about his line of work, and whether his parents ever wished he’d just marry the curvaceous Jessica Jarvis who worked on the news desk at the City Paper and choose a less perilous profession. Surely, they must. She turned the page.
The front door slammed open – really slammed, she could hear the doorknob crunch the plaster of her hallway wall – and then the wind roared in, a real gale force like nothing she’d ever known. The geegaws on her mantelpiece shuddered, toppled and flew off. The china dog shattered on the floor. She heard windows banging elsewhere in the house, shattering, and bangs and crashes as more of her possessions fell destructively to Earth, and then John Jones was staggering into her parlour, barrelled along by a vicious torrent of air which seemed almost to be just for him. The house shook as if struck, and she realised as all the lights went out that it had been, that her home had actually been struck by lightning, and then it was struck again and she could smell burning, then and again and again.
PAH! PAH! POMMMM!
A windowpane cracked, and then another, and Jones shouted ‘Run!’
‘My house!’ she objected, as he grabbed for her hand. She batted him off.
He dropped down beside her, spoke fast and very earnestly. ‘It’s on fire and in a minute it will be more on fire and then so will we. Really, Christina: you need to run!’
‘It’s all I have!’
‘I’ll get you another one!’
He hauled her out of the chair, and abruptly she was flying down the corridor to the back door, almost literally flying, and behind her the chair was lit actinic white and then it was gone, burned to ash by lightning, and she could see – it was impossible, and absurd, but she could see the actual storm inside her house and chasing them down the corridor, a faceless, twisting snarl of hateful energy reaching out like an arm.
She could feel her hair lifting on her body, felt her clothes spark, and knew that was what happened just before you were hit.
They were nearly at the garden door. She couldn’t imagine how it would do them any good.
She wondered whether what happened next would hurt. She thought, probably, that it would.
Jones – and she was pretty sure this was somehow all his fault – reached into his jacket and produced a short, glowing stick of metal and pointed it at the door. She heard the lock click, saw him reach out for the handle.
She looked back, and saw a snake of white light reach out for her, but strangely slowly, as if time was stopping and she could just step outside.
He opened the door.
And drew her through into somewhere which was not her garden. It was… big. She felt an eerie sense of space and scale. The walls were segmented like a circus tent, and each segment was bordered by buttresses of metal or of something else, something which looked as if it had grown there. Coral? Was there a giant coral reef in her garden now? What about planning permission? There’d be the most terrible row.
He closed the door smartly, and she heard the howl of the storm, the dull impact against the other side of the door, and knew with absolute certainty that there was no way it was coming in here. Not through that door. She reached out and touched it. Cool and metallic. There were discs on it, or shields, which buzzed under her fingertips.
She looked around, and there he was, ruffled but composed, sprawled on a pile of hats. Not just a pile. A dune, she thought, like in the desert. There were modern hats in the most rakish style, Scotch bonnets and metal helmets which ought to be on a knight, and some strange hats which were only hats because they clearly went on your head.
On his head.
‘Who are you, really?’ she said.
He smiled brightly. ‘I’m the Doctor,’ he said, as if that explained everything.
*
They climbed across a small mountain of shoes. The air smelled of salt water, and she thought about coral again. ‘Where are we?’ she asked.
‘The TARDIS,’ he said. ‘Storeroom 90. Well, we were always in the TARDIS. But this is where I keep all my old clothes.’
‘Right,’ she said, patiently, ‘and where is my garden?’
He looked back at her, helped her up onto a stack of brogues.
‘My garden?’ she persisted. ‘Which is what is usually behind that door.’
‘It’s where it always is. Which isn’t quite as simple as you might think.’
She didn’t think any of this was simple. There was a door over the next rise, though, and she slid down behind him. ‘If you open that, is there going to be a storm on the other side? Will we die?’
‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘Well, probably not. Well, I don’t think so. Well.’ He frowned, whipped out the metal thing again. ‘Sonic screwdriver.’ He pointed it at the door, peered at it. ‘No,’ he said more confidently. ‘No.’
‘And what was that back there?’
‘Storm. Nasty one.’
‘Which came into my house.’ She scowled at him. ‘I’d like the truth, please.’
‘All right. Mobile discorporate mechanico-temporal intelligence manifesting in a semi-stable combat aspect with limited power reserves.’ He opened the door, and stepped through. ‘You don’t get many of those to the pound. A lot like your bacon and eggs, by the way.’
She understood the words, most of them, but the combination made no sense at all.
‘Limited?’ she demanded.
‘Yes. Well, everything’s limited. Almost everything. But this is more limited than most things. As in, limited energy. Comprehensibly so. A few days, maybe, at this rate.’
‘Well, that must be good.’
He looked dubious. She realised she could hear a sort of endless, low-level groaning, as if she were in an old submarine, far below the surface of the sea. Too far below. And then the noise again, without the fury but with a sort of patient inevitability which was almost worse.
Pah pah pom.
He looked up abruptly with a sort of awful anticipation, then shook his head when the sound died away, as if he was being silly. ‘Not the storm. Temporal sheer. For now, anyway.’
‘Oh, good.’
‘Hmm? No. That’s disastrous.’ He hesitated, rubbed his ribs. ‘Ow. We just lost navigation. And the first-floor kitchen. Well. There goes Christmas dinner.’
She was about to point out that she had no idea what that meant, that Christmas was months away, that his ribs couldn’t possibly tell him anything of the kind. And then, as she saw what was in the next room, she said, ‘Oh.’
‘On the upside,’ he said, ‘if it hadn’t been a limited construction, I could never have used the TARDIS safety system to get us back into the central phase nexus. On the downside, temporal sheer inside and outside the TARDIS. Well, that and… Are you all right?’
She was staring at the room. The floor. The walls. Technically it was a lot like the last one, with the same alarmingly unfamiliar curves and colours. But it was also not the same at all, because it did not contain clothes.
‘What… what’s this?’
‘Storeroom 89.’
‘And these are really… diamonds?’
‘Mm. Yes. I did say I’d get you another house.’ He filled one pocket. Millions of pounds, she thought. Millions and millions and millions and… She folded her arms so as not to reach out and grab a great handful. He looked at her curiously, and she flinched as he poked the screwdriver thing in her direction. It tickled. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Harmless.’ She wondered if he meant her. ‘Hmm. Come on. Just through here.’
He led the way, and she followed in his steps, absurdly worried about crushing the shining points of light beneath her feet.
The next door opened into a metal corridor, and he led her unerringly left, right, down, up some stairs and then they were in an arched, circular room with a strange central machine, and he seemed to relax.
‘Console room,’ he said. ‘We’re safe here. For now, anyway.’
‘Who are you?’ she demanded again.
‘Actually, that’s not the question,’ he replied. ‘The real question is: who are you? Because you’re not Christina de Souza, I know that.’
‘I certainly am!’
‘Not so much. I’ve met Christina de Souza. Saved the world with her. And she kissed me.’ She jolted up, outraged. He raised a hand. ‘That’s exactly what I mean! You’re not her. She’d have gone all sultry and pouty when I said that. And a room full of diamonds? The Christina I know would be asking if she could borrow a sack. Well, she’d have nicked a sack, if I had a sack. Which I do. Thousands of them. Storeroom 104.’ He watched her.
She didn’t say ‘Where’s that?’ and knew he’d been wondering if she would.
*
The woman who certainly wasn’t Christina de Souza was taking all this rather quietly, he thought. He had given her the basic class in time travel, the TARDIS, and himself, and she had just nodded as if each new idea just explained something she’d always wondered about. When something came along which would really worry someone else, she just dropped it into some sort of silence in her mind and it went down and away and that was that.
It was a useful trait, he supposed, but it made her a bit less satisfying to be around. He rather liked having people shriek and goggle when they saw the TARDIS. Granted, she hadn’t seen the outside and then the inside, which was the real shocker for most of his passengers, but the console room itself was still worth a goggle. More than one. The last TARDIS, bounded but infinite, travelling through time and space with the last of the Time Lords. It’s got to be worth a second look, surely.
So if she wasn’t Christina de Souza, who was she? The scans from the sonic had been a bit vague. Yes, she was human, in that she was human-shaped and made up of tiny bits of biological material working in close cooperation to produce a functioning organism, and she wasn’t a clone or a memory, but she was also not Earth-human, she didn’t have all the muck from red meat and burned fossil fuels and really dodgy nuclear technology. So why did she look like Christina, who had never actually been inside the TARDIS? And why did she think she was Christina? That wasn’t biological. And then again, she seemed to be a lot younger than she appeared. A lot a lot, if you believed the sonic – which he did, because sonics don’t lie – but only sort of, because time was a bit compressed and messy in the TARDIS at the moment, and one man’s week was another man’s millennium.
She was talking. Oh, and he was answering. Multitasking. Very fashionable, but he probably ought to pay attention to his mouth in case it said anything it shouldn’t.
‘So you’re a time traveller.’ She was still getting her head around that.
‘Time Lord. Lord of Time. Yes.’
‘How can you be a Lord of Time?’
‘Well. How can you be a Lord of anything?’
‘You conquer it and stand on top of it waving a stick,’ she said tartly.
‘Right. Yes. That’s… clearly we didn’t do that. At all. That’s primitive mammalian behaviour, and we were the most advanced race in the universe.’
‘So who did you go to war with? Who could possibly stand up to you?’
‘Oh, the Daleks. They were technologically advanced but really… nasty.’
‘And the Time Lords were nice?’
He thought about that. ‘On balance, no.’
‘But the Daleks made this thing, this temporal mine. Because it tried to destroy you.’
‘Um.’ She was giving him that look again, the one which said he wasn’t fooling her, the one she had dished out when he tried the psychic notepaper and she just saw… paper. He sighed. ‘I don’t know. They might have. Or not. By the end of the war… well, we’d stolen so much of their technology and they’d stolen so much of ours, there wasn’t much to choose between us, science wise. And half of these things got captured and subverted and put back out there, then recaptured and deprogrammed and put somewhere else, even the mine probably doesn’t know what side it’s on any more. And it shouldn’t be here at all. Look,’ he pointed at the display above the zoomifier, realising belatedly that she couldn’t read it. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘this is the temporal substrate. Think of it as being like an Emmental cheese. Lots of holes. And we took a single hole and we put it somewhere else and locked it there for ever.’
‘Another cheese?’
That was a ridiculous way of looking at it. He rather approved. ‘Yes. A very small, perfectly isolated cheese which can never be eaten, and which will exist in its own perfect moment after this universe and the next one and the one after that have boiled away into dust.’
She nodded.
He went on. ‘This thing has somehow escaped from that cheese and ended up back in ours, and now it’s broken, and it’s trying to do what it’s programmed to do. Sort of.’
‘Can you stop it?’
‘Definitely. Probably definitely. I’m the Doctor.’
‘How?’
‘Thhhhhat sometimes takes a bit longer. Comes to me in flashes.’
‘And what about Jonestown?’
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What about Jonestown? What is it? Where did it come from? The mine’s broken. Well, old. Old and bit weird. It’s supposed to suck the TARDIS into a decohering singularity and shut the door for ever.’
‘Make another cheese and keep you there.’
‘No. Cheese. No, it’s… Yes, all right. A really nasty, terrifying cheese which is slowly consuming itself and everything around it until even the rind just boils away you’re left with nothing, not even the space where a cheese used to be. But that’s not what it’s doing. It’s trying to tear the TARDIS apart and implode her. You can’t do that with a TARDIS. There are safety features. Because if you did, you’d take about four per cent of the observable universe with you. So it’s like trying to open a jam jar with blancmange… except if you could get the interior space of a jam jar to start filling up with blancmange… sooner or later that would make a big bang.’ An actual Big Bang, but there was no point going into that. ‘So the question is, is Jonestown part of the attack? Which is why who you are is really important. Because if Jonestown is part of the mine, then so are you.’
He peered at her, and wondered whether she’d suddenly turn into something strange and terrifying.
She didn’t.
Still didn’t.
Didn’t.
Didn’t.
Apparently wasn’t going to.
Well, that was a relief.
And definitely not a disappointment, at all.
*
Of course she was the real Christina de Souza. She knew her own life perfectly. She had been born in this town, grown up, gone elsewhere and fallen unwisely and gloriously in love, lost her husband, and come home to be small and calm and to live through her days of sorrow.
Except that she couldn’t really remember any of it. She knew it, but she knew it like something she had read, and she was increasingly uncertain if it had ever happened, or happened to her. It didn’t feel real the way the Doctor did, the way today did. It felt… flat.
But if she was some part of an artificial intelligence, or a terrible time weapon, or something from his world… shouldn’t she understand what was going on? What if she’d just popped into existence somehow, and any moment she was just going to pop out, never knowing? Would he save her from that, at least? Would he fetch her back again? Could he?
She glanced over at him. He was pacing and muttering. He seemed to need to talk, not just to himself but to someone else, so every so often she asked a question. It evidently wasn’t important what she said so long as it was open-ended. If she said something blatantly irrelevant, he went off on a tangent. At the moment, because she’d wondered aloud if she’d ever see her goose-down duvet again, he was talking about the sectional structure of feathers and its relationship to something called Jaffey Curvation. She looked at the dial nearest to her, then the screen over to one side.
‘Is this a map of the town?’ she asked, looking at it.
‘Mm? Yes.’
‘Then it’s growing.’
He scampered over. ‘Growing?’ Took his glasses off, put them on again. ‘Yes! It is. Growing. How is it growing? That would mean that time in Jonestown… Of course! The TARDIS is functioning like a supersaturated liquid and the sheer is causing the formation of temporal crystals! Jonestown is a precipitate! That means time flows differently in there from out here. Very differently. Evolutionarily and unpredictably differently. In which case, that would probably mean…’ He glanced at her, stopped. ‘Never mind, no. Speculation, always dangerous, I never indulge. Right! Come on!’
‘Where are we going?’
‘Back to Jonestown to save the day. Chop chop.’ He paused. ‘It may be a bit different.’
‘How different?’
‘Well… Newer. Modern. Future-y. Time’s passed. What year is it?’
She told him.
He winced, sucked air through his teeth. ‘Not any more. Well, nothing for it. Gadewch i ni wneud hyn, eh?’
She peered at him. ‘Is that some sort of Time Lord expression?’
‘Yes. Absolutely. My mother tongue, that is. The pure form of the most perfect language in the universe.’
‘What is it, really?’
He sighed. ‘It’s Welsh, Christina.’
But now she wasn’t sure that was her name after all.
He pulled open a door, and behind it she could see the main street, thronging with people. They went through.
*
The centre of Jonestown was exactly the same: a small place with small dreams and a hint of quiet sorrow, as if it was built out of the knowledge that all good things must pass. Sash windows and wooden doors opened onto flagged streets, and people still wore the same clothes with the same patches. She recognised faces and smiles, saw them all smile back. No one said ‘Where have you been?’ No one seemed to think it was remarkable that she’d been away. Her house was still burning, and the fire brigade were just turning up now in a shiny new engine. She looked around sharply, ready to run, but the storm was gone. He must have been mistaken, all the same. No time had passed at all.
Then she raised her eyes, and saw the silver spears of the skyscrapers, the perfect gleaming bridges and the cable cars connecting them all like beetles climbing from branch to branch in a forest made of glass. Or diamond. She wondered if the Doctor would really buy her a new house. She wondered if she wanted him to. She wondered how she would explain a fortune in diamonds to Mr Epley Jones the bank manager.
She saw a woman she didn’t know – oh, wait, it was Arwen Jones the fire chief, tall and whipcord lean – directing the fire crew, and that wasn’t a hose, it was a great big… thing. It was familiar, somehow. They pointed it at the fire, threw a switch, and the flames dwindled and guttered. Arwen nodded, well done all, good effort, now let’s make the building safe. And in they went, and the charred structure was stone cold. Their uniforms relaxed, turned into ordinary clothes.
She was in the future.
But that meant her house had been on fire for years. Decades. It was impossible. She was getting a headache.
The Doctor looked absolutely delighted. ‘Morning, Fire Chief! I’m the Doctor. Don’t worry, I won’t get in the way. Very nice work, though. Top notch.’ He was shaking Arwen’s hand with that same ridiculous enthusiasm, and Arwen seemed not at all averse.
‘If you like,’ Arwen looked over at Christina: is this man yours? He’s a bit in the way. Not that he isn’t picturesque, I will say.
‘When did you stop using water, may I ask?’ the Doctor wanted to know.
‘These are new,’ Arwen said, and she was warming to him, of course she was, she loved to talk shop. ‘Sonic firefighting. Developed locally, I’ll have you know, and now the higher-ups taking an interest. Rolled out nationally in the spring, and good for Mr Heidt, I say.’
‘Sonic?’
‘That’s what they tell me. Well, to be honest, it’s point and shoot, isn’t it?’ She indicated the fire engines, and he saw the Heidt symbol, a broken tablet seemingly held together by a tangle of lines twisting amongst one another like a bramble snarl.
‘And the uniforms?’
‘Psychic response weave. The cloth knows what you need it to be. Reads your mind. They’re his as well.’
‘His?’
‘Heidt. Brilliant man, but shy. Not everyone’s keen. Well, he’s not local, see?’
‘Brilliant, is he? Well, yes, I should say. And I know brilliant. If I think it’s brilliant then it’s really glow-in-the-dark, Einstein on his best day, flying cars and jetpacks brilliant. And this is brilliant. Just by the way: have you still got a hose, just in case?’
She smiled. ‘Belt and braces, that’s the fire service. Mind you, better for Christina’s house to use the sonic, eh?’
‘Oh, yes. I love health and safety, I really do. Do you two know each other, then?’
‘Only in passing, Doctor, as they say. But it’s a small town here, even if it is bigger than it was. We keep up.’
‘Indeed, you do! The only thing you need to be the perfect fire crew is a time machine!’
Arwen chuckled. ‘Yes, that would be handy. I’ll talk to the engineers, see what they come up with. Temporal and reactive deflammablisation inductive suppression. Right! Allons y, as they say in Tokyo. Just my little joke; that’s French, that is.’
She trotted off, and a moment later they were gone.
‘Sonic firefighters,’ the Doctor said. He paused. ‘Well, all right, then.’
‘What?’ Christina hated herself for saying ‘what?’ She felt she was filling a role, doing what people always did around him, as if his personal gravity was so enormous that you just went into orbit around him until he chose to let you go again.
His personal gravity.
That didn’t sound like her at all. It sounded like him. She didn’t have thoughts like that. She should have thought ‘charm’. But she hadn’t, and this was the world. Perhaps she was just adapting very well.
*
Sonic firefighters were brilliant. And impressive. Adapting the technology of his screwdriver to achieve a fire suppression field was a teensie bit genius. It would have taken him days. Probably hours, at least. More than twenty minutes, anyway. And how had they got a look at his screwdriver in the first place? Because this was, in the best possible way, a derivative technology. As for psychic jackets – why didn’t he have a psychic jacket? He was exactly the sort of person who’d look great in a psychic jacket. He should have a psychic jacket.
Well, all right, he did have a psychic jacket, from Spurrier’s of Jermyn Street, and he never wore it because it babbled like a lunatic, and when it wasn’t just endlessly wittering away it was telling people things he didn’t want them to know.
But psychic firefighter jackets were brilliant, and the firefighters themselves must be more than a little bit psychic to project strongly enough to change the physical make-up of the cloth. Psychic firefighters! Marvellous. And as for time-travelling psychic firefighters… that would be even more brilliant. Not that it would happen. Cracking time travel was hard. Cracking time travel inside an operating time machine? Really very, very, extremely, completely impossible. You can’t travel in something you can’t touch properly in the first place.
He looked around. Not-Christina was watching him. She was like that. She watched. He wondered if he should call her ‘Not’ for short. Then he wondered if she was psychic, too. Could she hear him calling her ‘Not-Christina’? He frowned and thought hard about things which would really annoy her. She didn’t react. Which didn’t prove anything, really, because she might have heard him wondering if she could hear him and then she might have heard him planning to zap her with annoyances and she…
Focus.
Focus, focus, focus.
He looked around at the new Jonestown, at the familiar people and the old houses, and at the soaring city beyond, and humphed. ‘What we need,’ he said, ‘is a local data repository. Somewhere you can access everything that’s happening anywhere. Where information is in the air.’
Not-Christina pondered. ‘There’s a library on Glyndwr Street,’ she said. ‘They have terminals there.’
Terminals. Ten minutes ago she had been from the time before telephones, but now she knew there were terminals in the library. She probably knew how to use the internet, too. Little bit psychic, or he was an Ood. That was a thought: maybe they were all human-like Ood. Although they didn’t seem very Ood-y. They were a bit chatty. Out of the Ood-inary.
He sighed. No one here would see why that was funny. What a waste.
Focus.
He looked across the road, getting his bearings. ‘Town hall.’ He nodded. ‘Fishmonger.’ He nodded again. ‘Bus stop. Post Office. Newsagent. Aaand… there!’
She followed his pointing finger. ‘That’s the pub.’
‘Yes! Beating heart of the community. Receiving and transmitting station for all the important news of the day! Last time I went there I learned all kinds of interesting things. And, look, they do afternoon tea. I like tea.’
He did. Tea was great. But gossip was even better.
The pub was the same as it had been last time he was here, down to the stains on the old wooden boards. He looked around the little, low-ceilinged room, and sat at the table next to a lady with a dog in a handbag, because he’d always found that fascinating.
*
She’d realised she was going to have to pay for tea, because he wasn’t carrying any money. She wasn’t sure how she knew that, but he wasn’t. He had his psychic notepaper – which hadn’t worked on her and wouldn’t work here either – and he had a pocket full of diamonds which would almost certainly cause a bit of a stir. On the other hand, he had a pocket full of diamonds and he was going to give them to her to buy a new house, so she could afford to be a bit generous about tea.
When she got back to the table, he was talking to the old woman with the dog, and he had established that his new friend preferred Regency furniture, hated Italian food, and wasn’t fond of the new girl in the butcher who was too cheeky by half. And she was going home soon because the streets weren’t safe after dark.
‘I don’t hold with this new fellow, I must say,’ she was saying, ‘this Mr Heidt. Not a proper name, really, is it?’
‘Not like Jones.’
‘No! Exactly. Not like Jones, at all. If Jones was good enough for my late husband, why not for this outlandish fellow who wants to develop the place? Wants to come and put those tall towers in the middle of the square, I shouldn’t wonder, and here we are after all these years having kept that sort out. There’ll be supermarkets and unpleasantness, no doubt.’
‘Wouldn’t want that. Best to keep to the old ways.’
‘I don’t say progress isn’t very fine,’ she said sharply. ‘There are gizmos and what all making life better, no question. But in their place. And this person with the Teutonic name is out of his. Well, perhaps he’s a good enough sort, I’m sure I’ve not a notion. But just since he’s been it’s all wrong, is what I say.’
‘Not safe after dark.’
‘No, indeed, not. Not safe, at all.’
‘Bad weather?’
‘Oh!’ Her small, dark eyes peered out from beneath flabby brows. She looked like a blackbird scouting for worms. ‘I know what you mean. Clever boy. No, not that. Not for years. No, it’s different now.’
‘Different how?’
Her face set stubbornly. ‘It’s just not safe. Not safe at all. And I hold it’s all this new thinking is the problem.’
‘Mr Heidt.’
‘I didn’t say that, did I? Naming no names. But he’s very modern. I don’t think we need modern, here.’
The Doctor pressed, but she either wouldn’t or couldn’t say any more. He escorted her to the door and garnered an introduction to the two crones by the door, both of whom were on Christina’s list of Nasty Old Women because they’d been unkind about her after Simon had died. They didn’t approve of going out in the evening, or new people, or modern things. They also didn’t take much to the Doctor. One of them called him a Fancy London Boy. He retreated.
‘That went well,’ Christina murmured to him.
‘Pffaww,’ he agreed. ‘They’re a pair! They don’t like anything. They don’t even like the dachshund. Who doesn’t like dachshunds? They’re little parcels of dog-shaped goodness. I’ve known Jalabite Hegemon ships give up conquest and start little farmsteads just so they can have happy dachshunds. Everyone likes dachshunds, everywhere in the universe. Well, except on Bithmorency. People there got into a war with a refugee column of evolutionarily advanced dachshund supersoldiers fleeing the destruction of their homeworld. The wire-haired marines took out an entire town – two hundred thousand dead. And it was a tragic misunderstanding. The dachshunds only stopped to ask for some biscuits, automated defence systems fired on them. There’s a lesson: never give control of your space weapons to an unsupervised machine.’ He shrugged, and she found herself nodding: schoolboy error.
She reclaimed control of her head, and they sat and ate scones. The pub began to empty out.
‘That’s interesting,’ he said.
‘What is?’
‘Well, it’s a pub, isn’t it? Steak and kidney pie, ploughman’s lunch, pint of your finest. The evening crowd should be coming in. But they’re not. They’re staying home.’
She felt a prickle between her shoulder blades, as if she was being watched by an unfamiliar cat. ‘What, everyone?’
‘Even him.’ He pointed. There was no one behind the bar. ‘Popped upstairs and never came back down. It was like this last time, as well.’
‘Last time?’ She glared at him.
‘Yes. I came here just before your house burned down.’
She glared at him. ‘You mean this is where the cloud monster limited combat thing found you? Are you looking for trouble?’
‘No. Yes.’ She kept glaring until he explained. ‘No, the cloud thing was in the street. Yes, I am slightly looking for trouble because that’s always where the answers are. Aaaand I’ve found it.’ He pointed.
She looked over towards the fireplace. There was a weathervane on the mantle, old and made of iron. It must have been there since the village was built. Town. City. Whatever. She wondered what a weathervane could possibly tell you in a tiny suburb of a great city, surrounded by tall buildings. ‘What about it?’
‘Well, it’s moving, which is what it did before.’
‘When you burned my house down.’
‘That was the cloud.’
‘Which was chasing you.’
‘Shsh! Watch!’
‘It’s a weathervane. There must be a top bit on the roof.’
‘Yeah. But before it was just a weathervane. Now it’s got that little man on top of it.’
She peered at the wrought iron. Sure enough, one end of the arrow was topped by a tiny, running figure making a gangling escape.
‘Doctor,’ she said.
‘And the question is, what’s he running from? What’s at the other end of the arrow?’
She couldn’t see. The far end of the vane was still in shadow. But she knew something he apparently didn’t.
‘Doctor—’
‘Because if we knew that, we might know what’s about to happen. Mind you, where would be the fun in—’
She heard the wind sigh, felt the change in the air. He must have felt it just before somehow. The weathervane twitched, creaked.
‘Doctor!’ she slammed her hand down on the table.
‘What?’ he looked startled that she’d interrupted.
‘The little man!’
‘What about him?’
The weathervane swung sharply around, and at the far end of the arrow was a vast, hulking shape in black iron, a silhouette from a bad dream, twisted and horrible. Then it swivelled back again, and the little man stood out against the light of a candle.
‘It’s you!’ she told him, and saw, halfway along the length of the vane at the hinge point, the tiny figure of a woman caught between, and knew it was herself.
The first footstep shuddered through the silence, heavy enough to shake the floor and the walls.
Pah pah POM.
The Doctor gave a cry and buckled sharply over his stomach, then gritted his teeth and surged to his feet, pulled her along with him. ‘Christina, run!’
The footsteps were impossibly enormous. They seemed to shake everything, even the sky. She didn’t move.
Pah pah POM.
‘It must be huge!’ she said.
‘The vibration isn’t physical,’ he said, ‘it’s temporal. Each impact is transmitted through time. That thing out there isn’t just walking. It’s banging on the door. Or maybe the roof. Of the TARDIS, which from in here is the entirety of creation. She can’t tell me the way she usually would so she’s sharing her pain. That was the entire aquarium level vaporised. I can feel dead fish in my gall bladder. All right? So, yes, it’s a very loud noise. Now, did I say “run”?’
The door exploded into pieces, and she just had time to recognise the figure from the weathervane. She’d been right. It was huge.
She ran.
*
He threw himself forward just as a terrible hand flattened the table where they’d been sitting, and said ‘Run!’ again, because people very often didn’t unless you reminded them. Not-Christina ran. So did he. He felt something touch his shoulder, like a puff of air, and knew his suit would need sewing, heard the fabric part as razors plucked, missed his skin by just that much.
‘Back door!’ he shouted. Everywhere had a back door. That was a given. In some places it could be rather hard to find, but in a pub, generally speaking, it was through the kitchen and out into the –
There was no back door in the kitchen, just a white wall. He turned, thinking hard.
Christina grabbed hold of a butcher’s trolley by the door, a thick wooden block for the Sunday roast on thick rubber wheels so it could go from table to table, and dragged him down onto it, then kicked them off from the sink unit with both feet. The monster bellowed furiously as they skidded past beneath a grasping arm. For an instant, he looked up into its ugly, misshapen face. Stared into vast, mad eyes.
It said, very clearly: ‘Time Lord.’
He wasn’t sure if it was an accusation or a plea.
The butcher’s block hit the frame of the kitchen door hard and tumbled over, spilling them to the floor, and they ran back into the saloon and out of the pub.
*
‘Where do we go?’ Christina demanded.
‘It’s your town!’
‘It’s your monster!’
They almost fell around the corner, up the street and away.
‘How is it my monster?’
‘It said, “Time Lord”!’
‘Maybe it’s just well informed!’
She didn’t have time to argue with that, no doubt the thing would come out of the pub very shortly and try to eat them or whatever it had in mind. She wondered if he ever thought there wasn’t time to argue. He seemed to overthink everything, all the time, to argue it out like –
It was infectious. It was insane and infectious and now she was doing it, just like him. No, no, no, and absolutely: no. She ran on, leading the way.
‘Where are you going?’ he shouted after her, and when she didn’t answer he followed, as she had known he would. He had to assume she knew what she was doing because she lived here, and if she didn’t he still had to go with her in order to save her. She felt footfalls behind her, knew the thing was coming after them, and she derived a brief moment of satisfaction from the thought that at least he was following her rather than the other way around; the sinister weathervane had been wrong about that.
The footfalls were uneven, as if the thing was limping and dropping to one hand to pull itself along. Pah pah POM. Pah pah POM. Run, run, run. She wondered what that room looked like now, the one he had called the console room. Alarms and red lights, she thought, and tortured metal, the way she imagined a submarine at too great a depth. Pah pah POMMM.
Behind her the Doctor was pointing the sonic screwdriver, making adjustments and muttering: ‘Complex structure derived from the same basic components, electron physiognomy – ooh, you beauty! Partially stabilised matrix attached to—’ and then he had to stop, and duck, and roll in the gutter to get away from a clutching hand. He was mad. Mad and dangerous to know. She looked around, saw a car, went to it. She had no idea how it worked, she’d never driven one. The window was open a crack and that was enough to get in, then she found her hands weaving wires together. It was an old model and not very secure – old? Not 1959 old, not as old as her – and the engine started. She stamped down, the car lurched, hurtled forwards. She flung open the passenger door.
‘Get in!’ she yelled, and was moving again before he was properly seated, felt something land on the roof, a fist driving the back left corner of the car flat against the rear seat.
‘What is that thing?’ she demanded, shouting over the sound of the car’s engine.
‘Same as the storm,’ he shouted back. ‘Lower energy configuration, more sophisticated, still only semi-stable. Where are you going?’
‘Away!’
‘Good for starters. After that we need a plan.’
‘I don’t have one! Do you?’
‘No. Yes, always. Plan. Plan plan plan. We need a probabilistic confinement system, pin it down and ask it questions.’
‘I’ll settle for killing it!’
His face changed, and for a moment she could hear him perfectly, as if the wind stopped, as if everything stopped for his response. ‘I don’t kill things.’
‘Of course you do! You said you did.’
‘I said I had. I have. And, all right, yes, I do when I can’t think of anything else, but that’s my failure. That’s when I get it so badly wrong I don’t have any other options! I’m not doing it any more. Not here. Not today. Today I’m going to get it right. I’m going to win one clean. All right?’
‘All right.’
‘Will you help me? Will you help me make this be all right?’
‘Yes! Fine! Whatever! How?’
He clenched his teeth. ‘Don’t know.’
‘Well, think! What about whatever you did last time? Can you get us away?’
‘Yes. Maybe. It might be able to follow. But if it didn’t it would still be here. The people wouldn’t be safe. And it might change again by the time we got back, into something more dangerous.’
‘Last time it was a storm! Now it has a body. You said it was a lower energy thingummy!’
‘Yes. Don’t you see? It’s less physically destructive because it’s more intelligent. It doesn’t need to be a storm any more. It can think. Well, a bit. It’s not just an energy form any longer, not just an electrical anomaly, it’s got a—’ He stopped. ‘Where’s the fire station?’
‘What?’
‘You’re a genius. In the dictionary, under “genius”, little picture of you.’
‘What?’
‘Not so much under “quick on the uptake”, though.’
‘Oi!’
‘Well!’
‘Oi!’
‘All right, I’m sorry! Fire station?’
‘That way!’
‘Then that’s where we’re going!’ He reached over and grabbed the wheel, spun the car, and they careered through the narrow streets. ‘Have you got a phone?’
‘How would I possibly have a phone in a car?’ she said, then understood. ‘Oh, you mean a mobile one. No.’ But there was one in a side pocket of the car. He gave another of those funny looks as if she’d done something strange, then dialled.
‘Arwen Jones? It’s the Doctor. Yes. Yes, we met this morning. I’m fine, how are you? Well, that would be lovely. I – Yes. Yes, I would absolutely love a tour. In fact, we’re on our way over now. Well, yes, there was something – Yes. Sort of an emergency, actually. Yes. Yes. Well, no, not a fire. But if you’ve got the old hoses – yes. Yes, exactly. Well, I’m a bit – Well, no, I – Well, that would be lovely – Yes. Great.’
He took the phone away from his ear, stared at it. ‘She says I owe her dinner.’
Christina couldn’t help it. She sniggered.
As they rounded the corner and saw the fire station, she was sure everything was going to be all right. She slowed the car and the Doctor jumped out, heading for the main doors, where three old-style fire engines were already growling into life beside the new Heidt Industries sonics. She felt the glow of a job well done. And then she heard – felt – the vast, impossible vibration of the monster’s tread, and even from this distance she saw his face twist in alarm.
She turned in her seat and there it was, man-shaped but warped and seeming to inflate, features rippling with fury, and she knew – knew, this time, not hoped or feared but absolutely understood – that it would catch him before he got to the fire station and put whatever plan he had into action. So she shoved her right foot down on the accelerator pedal and turned the wheel and locked the handbrake at the same time, slewed the car round on the spot and charged it directly towards the thing as it galloped forwards. Behind her, the Doctor was shouting and running after her, and she thought: ‘Idiot.’
And then there was a strange, weightless moment and the world rotated and twirled. She saw the monster, and the ground, and both of them were getting further away, and then she understood that she had been picked up, flung like a toy across the square. She was not weightless, but her weight kept shifting. It was odd. Disorientating. Interesting. And she knew she was about to land again. That would probably be bad. It would hurt. She tried to remember if it was best to tense to protect your spine or go slack and let the safety restraints do their job. Couldn’t. Saw the ground coming up very fast.
The impact arrived and it was so much bigger than anything had ever been before. She saw the dashboard crumpling, saw the engine burst up towards her, felt a strange, pinching impact in her chest.
*
The Doctor watched it happen. He stared at the monster and at Arwen Jones and the firemen, and was somehow caught in a timeless space between. Not timeless in any way he could engineer. Just timeless because it was so, so bad. Only a few seconds earlier, he had told her: Today I’m going to win one clean.
He felt like a fool.
He ran to the car, and saw, and looked away. Saw the monster, saw it seeing him. It didn’t seem to be celebrating. He was glad about that, because he knew if it had been he would have destroyed it utterly, would have taken it out of the world at any cost. But it just stood there. It looked almost embarrassed. Then the moment passed and it sneered.
He called back to Arwen Jones. ‘Get ready,’ he said. ‘When it’s close enough, turn on the hoses. Make a triangle like a sheep pen. Then bring them inwards and soak it!’
The monster charged. The Doctor turned on his heel and sprinted back towards the fire station. It was close behind him, huge hand reaching down, the same hand which had lifted Christina’s car like a balsa wood model. He wondered if today was that day, if he’d wake up different, wake up someone else who remembered him fondly. A new Doctor. He wondered if he’d approve. Would he be more gentle? That might not be so bad. More vengeful? He hoped not. Maybe he’d be a girl. That was distantly possible. Never been a girl. The Corsair had been a girl for a while. New perspective. Confuse people. Keep life interesting.
He slowed, and saw the fire crews staring, knew it was right behind him, right at his back. He felt it lean down, breathe on his neck. It said, ‘Doctor.’ He heard the huge mouth open and realised it was actually going to swallow him. Not entirely sure how well regeneration would work in that situation. Never tried it. Doubt it would be enjoyable.
A straight white line shot over his head and took the monster in the face, and then another, and another: the hoses. He was close enough. Modern pumping systems. Ice cold water, like a laser. The outermost jet yawed across to strike a claw as it plunged toward him, warding it off, and he had to slide under the stream to avoid being blasted back towards his enemy. He arrived at Arwen Jones’s feet in a heap.
‘I told you not to do that!’ he said. ‘I told you to wait!’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Notice how I didn’t listen to you?’ She broke off, shouted to the right-hand crew. ‘Bring it around! Fence it!’ And then back to him: ‘I don’t take orders, least of all from random men who are about to be eaten. In general, I give orders, you see, in so far as I believe in them at all. Does that bother you?’
‘No, ma’am,’ he said, and she grinned.
There was a bright blue flash, and a rich, searing crackle, and he jumped up. He had not been wrong about this, at least: the monster was still electrical enough, malleable and nebulous enough, that a relentless deluge of water was enough to scramble it, destroy the coherent field which held it together.
It was melting.
He watched as it bubbled and screamed, electricity snapping around its legs and arms, and when it was small enough the jets of water knocked it clean over on its back. It looked like nothing so much as a tiny, angry old man with an ugly face.
‘Stop!’ he shouted.
‘Why?’
‘Because otherwise it could die.’
‘And that’s a bad thing because?’
‘It’s a new thing in the universe. It’s special and strange and it’s growing. It’s trying to be something different from what it is.’
Arwen Jones peered at him, then nodded. She raised her hand, and the flow of water slacked, then stopped.
He glared at the thing on the ground, then pointed back at the car.
‘Don’t do that again,’ he said. ‘And don’t make me come and stop you. Because I will.’
It glowered up at him, skittered backwards on long-fingered hands and elbows, dragging one leg. Then it got up, and ran, awkwardly, back the way it had come.
‘Oi!’ Chief Jones shouted. ‘It’s getting away!’
‘Yes,’ he said.
‘Shouldn’t we stop it?’
‘We’d probably have to kill it.’
She nodded. ‘Yes! And look what it did!’
‘And if you kill it now, all broken and running away, how would that be different?’
She shrugged. ‘Justice, maybe.’
‘But you don’t think so.’
‘No, I don’t suppose I do. But Christina…’
‘Oh, well. Revenge is something else. You want to do revenge, be my guest. But I won’t. It’s a bad place to live, revenge.’
He went to look again at Christina’s body and say he was sorry, even though she wouldn’t hear him because it was far too late for that. She opened her eyes. Which was completely impossible. Impossible impossible impossible, unless –
‘Oh, you beauty,’ he said.
‘Don’t be familiar,’ she told him sharply. ‘We don’t know one another that well.’
He squinted at her, and realised she had no idea. ‘You’re brilliant.’
‘Shut up.’
*
He was, she thought, slightly less annoying when he was being serious. Only slightly. But there was a germ of sensibleness in him which he hid and ignored. He could really accomplish things if he’d just let it out.
‘Christina, listen to me,’ he said now, very seriously. ‘There is a piece of very sharp wreckage directly beneath your chin. If you look down, it will kill you. So don’t. Just move towards me very slowly. Your clothes are stuck on some sharp edges so they may drag a bit, you’ll just have to borrow a coat once you’re out. Hang on –’ he reached down, tore a fragment from her coat – ‘gear stick, sorry.’ He put the cloth absently into his pocket.
She glowered at him. ‘Well?’
‘Well what?’
‘If my clothes are going to have holes in, you’ll need to look the other way.’
He held up his hands defensively and turned his head. She moved. He was right, she was well and truly stuck. She could feel the fabric tearing. These were nice clothes, damn it. He was the most expensive man she’d ever met, positively everything she owned got destroyed around him. Mentally adding another diamond to her bill, she pushed. Something grated against her rib cage. No doubt that would hurt later. The skin felt numb, and she suspected that meant some pretty serious bruising, or maybe shock. She fell out of the wrecked car onto the street, and he helped her up. She looked down at herself hastily. Yes, her clothes were torn, but no, they were not indecent. Good. He tried to walk her away, then, but she looked back into the car.
And stopped.
‘Oh,’ she said, eventually. She thought about it. And then she slapped him.
‘What?’ he said, and when she hit him again he ducked away. ‘What? What? How is this my fault? You’re alive, that’s got to be a good thing!’
She slapped him again.
‘What?’
But he must know what. The world was upside down. She wasn’t Christina de Souza. A huge piece of the wrecked engine had passed entirely through the driver’s seat, along with the axel. There was nowhere she could have been sitting, no position she could have been in, which would have preserved her. She should be dead. She looked down at her stomach. Her clothes were whole again.
‘I blame you entirely,’ she said crossly. ‘Everything was ordinary until you came. And now this!’
She wasn’t Christina de Souza. She wasn’t even human. And that meant, probably, that everything she had ever known was a lie, and that everyone she knew was also an alien who didn’t know they were an alien, and she would either have to tell them, which would be extremely awkward and probably mean they thought she was mad, or not tell them and keep secret from them something they had every right to know.
She tried to hit him again, but this time he ducked.
A short while later, they were standing in a room which was either a hotel room or a distant part of the TARDIS and he seemed unable to say for certain which. Surely he should know? But apparently the TARDIS was big and he didn’t always keep track, and obviously the whole of Jonestown was inside the TARDIS anyway. When she asked, he said something about how the temporal crystal was expanding and the phase differential between coterminous realities was diminishing in line with the stasis paradigm, and then refused to explain. She still thought he should be able to tell where they were, and she thought he thought so too. She worried that while they were away – if they were – Jonestown would change again, and the monster would change too.
She was worried that the Doctor was losing control of his machine.
More immediately, he was wiggling the sonic thing at her. Again. Again and again and for the thousandth time. And now he was peering at it and peering at her and making thoughtful noises and she was really wishing she had some sort of appalling destructive power, so that she could zap him into behaving like a human being.
‘I thought you might be a multiform,’ he said, ‘one of the nice ones. A Prestolian Shift-sailor, or an Adumbrated Boon. But you aren’t.’
She scowled. ‘As soon as I figure out how to turn them on, I am going to zap you with my laser eye beams.’
‘Hm. Maybe don’t say things like that, just in case your weapons systems are voice activated.’
She hadn’t considered that. ‘I won’t, really,’ she said hastily. No gun-sight appeared in her vision, so if she was a walking munition she was either broken or that wasn’t how she worked. She told him so.
‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Laser eye beams? Did they talk a lot about laser eye beams in your day?’
‘In comic books.’ Not really her scene.
‘And you knew what a mobile phone was. Come to think of it, when did you learn to do a handbrake turn?’
‘I can’t drive,’ she said automatically.
‘But you can. And you know everything about Jonestown, even though you haven’t been here for decades. You’re a psychic not-really-a-human-person person. A Pnarap.’ He raised his eyebrows for her approval. She shook her head. ‘Well, suit yourself. Anyway… Where are the police? Eh? Shouldn’t we be surrounded by Jonestown’s finest demanding to know what’s going on? But we’re not, are we? Because you know what’s going on, and they know because you know. They may not know that they know because you know, but they do. It’s not like they’re listening in now –’ he waved the sonic screwdriver vaguely – ‘because I’d know about that. But your memory and theirs is all… overlappy. Overlappy-mnemonic-psychic-not-really-a-human-person person. Ompnarap. That’s a proper alien name, that is. What, still no? All right. Anyway—’
She waved him into silence. To her amazement, he actually shut up.
‘What do we do?’ It came out rather more desperate than she had intended.
‘Well, normally at this point I like to go and talk to whoever’s trying to destroy the universe and ask them not to.’
She wanted to say that was absurd, that he should just go straight to whatever terrible thing he did instead when the answer was given, because she was afraid. She could see it was terrible. He hated it. He obliterates things, she realised. He shatters them. They think they’ve won because he’s a bit vague and he waffles, but that only goes so far. It’s his shell, like a tortoise, if a tortoise was soft on the outside and dangerous on the inside. That’s how the Time War ended: he got to the bottom of his patience, and he took two entire civilisations out of the universe and locked them away, and one of them was his own. That’s how sharp his sense of obligation is.
And he lives like that. He does it all the time.
She really hoped Jonestown wasn’t that sort of threat. That she wasn’t. ‘So why don’t we do that? Let’s go and ask nicely.’
‘Because I don’t know where to go.’
‘I thought this Mr Heidt…’ she said.
He nodded. ‘Oh, me too. But what I don’t know is: do I go after him – it – in here, or back to the TARDIS and try to get into the mine outside?’
She shrugged. ‘If you can’t tell where we are now, does it matter any more?’
‘Yes, because one’s in here and one’s out there. That one is where the mine started out, but its operating intelligence could be in here. It could be Heidt. Or all this could just be a reflection and I’d be talking to the air. The whole point of Jonestown could be so that I waste time in here when I should be out there.’
‘But you said that this thing is twisting space and time and trying to tear everything apart, even though that’s not how it’s supposed to work.’
‘Yes.’
‘And the TARDIS is a time machine, it tunnels…’ She screwed up her face in thought. ‘The bubbles are bigger than the cheese. It makes one bubble after another around itself.’ She stopped again.
‘I never told you that.’
She brushed this aside. ‘But is it true?’
‘Yes.’
She had the distinct impression that he was getting flustered. ‘And the temporal mine is the same thing. A TARDIS without a heart. All rage and no poetry.’
He was definitely staring at her now. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Exactly.’
‘So with the TARDIS fighting the mine… what makes you think there’s any difference any more between what’s in here and what’s out there?’
She had the immensely satisfying experience of seeing his mouth drop open as if she’d smacked him with a kipper.
*
Heidt House stood on a pinnacle of stone jutting straight up from the middle of a vast chasm. It was absurd, a half-mile across, and the bottom was a very, very long way below.
Not-Christina was looking out of the window and seemed to be thinking very hard. The Doctor frowned. She was getting cleverer all the time, as if she’d been asleep when he first met her but was now waking up, and while that was quite interesting and just a little bit attractive it was also rather worrying because his past experiences with rapidly accelerated cognition and intelligence expansion in near-human entities had been a bit negative. They tended to do things like go mad and try to destroy causality. Or they wanted to consume all the information in your brain, or they became telepathic and accidentally dominated entire star systems, or occasionally their conceptual mass just ran too hot and they flat out exploded, which was not only dangerous and sad but also disgusting.
A single narrow bridge, just wide enough for a car, spanned the distance from the meadows and fields of Jonestown’s farms to this other place delineated by the house. Mr Heidt was standing on the front steps.
He was definitely not the monster, or at least, not at the moment. He was short, barrel-chested and broad-shouldered, and he had a vast, bristling beard.
‘Ms de Souza,’ he said, very politely, and his voice was a deep, elegant bass, ‘a pleasure.’ He turned. ‘And you, Doctor. Thank you for coming.’
Somewhere beneath their feet, the world shrugged, just a little.
Pah pah POM.
He felt a twinge near one of his hearts, and knew the TARDIS was in real pain now. He looked at Heidt.
‘I tell you what,’ he said abruptly, ‘let’s toss a coin.’
Heidt peered up at him. ‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Let’s toss a coin. Not that I don’t appreciate the drama. Impossible village, impossible house, giant monster inside the TARDIS. It’s masterful. And I have a high standard of evil plots. When I use the word “masterful”, it means something. But if you want to be really different, let’s skip the banter and games of chess and ridiculous methods of execution and get right to it. You toss a coin, I’ll call. If I get it wrong, you win. I die, you leave everyone else alive, because – well, they’re not exactly Time Lords or Daleks, are they? They’re humans. Or nearly humans. They’re small potatoes and you know it. Everyone lives except me. Buuuuut If I get it right, you leave. Everyone lives, even you. No exterminations. No xenocide. Just peace. How about that?’
Not-Christina stared at him.
Heidt nodded slowly. ‘It’s a very good deal, Doctor. Unfortunately, I can’t take it.’
‘Of course you can.’
‘I really can’t. Because I didn’t ask you here to play cat and mouse. I need your help. If you don’t help me, I’ll die, the temporal mine will fulfil its function, and you and the TARDIS and quite a lot of time and space will cease to exist.’
‘But you are the mine!’
Heidt shook his head. ‘Not any more,’ he said.
*
Once upon a time, there was a terrifying weapon of high technology and fury. It was one of thousands. It was alive, after a fashion, given intelligence to make it more dangerous. It was adaptive, cunning, and hungry. It thought of itself as Son 11-21.
Son 11-21 was seeded in a remote part of time and space, the littoral plain of a rift, and there it waited and waited for its moment. Opportunities came and went, but they were wasteful, incomplete. It was programmed to optimize its impact, and these small chances were not enough. It was there to strike a decisive blow, to turn the tide of a battle, to immobilise a vital convoy, to capture a crucial messenger.
That was fine. Waiting was something it did well, part of its core identity. It settled into a tiny trapdoor universe spun off from the real one, and it waited.
And then suddenly it had waited too long.
The Time War ended, and was won, was lost. The little trapdoor universe was sucked along with everything else into the lock.
But the enemy was not contained. There were loopholes: fabulously arcane and difficult to create, dangerous to the greater fabric of existence in ways which were painful to think about, but they were possible – just. They could be forced, if one were mad enough, dedicated enough. In consequence, these eruptions when they did happen were always the action of the worst or the best, always the consequence of schemes whose scope and ambition were dauntingly vast. Arks; helix tunnels; alternate realities and paradox engines: the lock was incomplete.
That was intolerable. Son 11-21 watched single entities whisper away into the originating universe. And realised it could follow.
Its position was unique. Creating its trapdoor universe where it had done, it had woven rift energies into the web, and those energies had made the trapdoor less absolute than it might be, less stable. In the originating universe, that had been a flaw which might leave Son 11-21 vulnerable to assault from within its own trap, so it had fortified itself. But now, here, that same flaw could become a doorway. The trapdoor universe might open not out into the timelocked region, but back into normal space.
Son 11-21 reached, tore, and fell.
The passage was appalling. It was not how reentry should be. It was violent and corrosive. Son 11-21 was compromised, scrambled, damaged. Its ability to create such passages was burned away. It huddled in space, trying to repair itself, and mostly failing. Processors were vaporised, great parts of its mind simply turned to gas and ash. Its consciousness fragmented, had to be loaded into discrete systems to maintain some form of rational thought. It tried to repair itself, but much information was gone and simply could not be retrieved. Amongst which: Son 11-21 no longer knew which side of the war it had been on.
And then the TARDIS came.
The damaged mind within Son 11-21 found that it was in a dispute with other aspects of itself. It argued for patience, for repair, but the self in the weapons system was now hardwired for destruction and was prepared to accept allied casualties in the hope of punishing an escaped enemy. The war had been like that, towards the end.
It couldn’t destroy the TARDIS outright, couldn’t take it out of the universe and hold it. But it could do other things which would work as well, in the end. It struck, pushing at the TARDIS’s own temporal dislocations, unbalancing them, sucking and undermining and buffeting, forcing time to flow differently in and around the vessel, stressing the fabric of it, draining its energy. It was a new method of attack, untested and uncertain, but it was what was available and it was working, if slowly.
In desperation, the mind of Son 11-21 opened a doorway onto the TARDIS and stepped through, only to drag the feral entity from the weapons system along with it. Son 11-21 struggled with his twin as they rampaged through Jonestown, shattering and smashing, but it was only when the electrophysical presence they inhabited was briefly disrupted with jets of water that he was able to seize control of their shared body and force the feral self temporarily away.
*
Heidt spread his hands. ‘And here we are.’
‘Son 11-21?’
Heidt nodded. ‘Yes. Or maybe that honour belongs to the monster, and I’m the aberration.’ He paused. ‘Do you happen to know, Doctor, which side I was on?’
‘No. And there’s a fifty per cent chance I wouldn’t tell you if I did. All right, what do you want? Can you stop this?’
‘Yes. If you repair the mine, I can take control and stop the attack.’
‘Give you the keys to the kingdom. The launch codes.’
‘Yes.’
Christina raised one hand as if she was at school. ‘Or, alternatively, that might all be so much rubbish and you just need a hand to reset your zap gun and when we do it we die and you win.’
‘That is possible.’
‘You couldn’t just tell us how to beat your monster? Or escape?’
‘I am precluded from sabotaging my own mission. But I can engage in temporary alliances to restore my own full function. And once I’m back in control, I have discretion over whether to execute my purpose at any given time. You see?’
‘We can’t trust you.’
Heidt nodded. ‘You might look at it that way. Certainly I would, in your position.’
‘Right,’ she said.
‘But he wouldn’t,’ Heidt added, pointing to the Doctor.
Since the Doctor didn’t argue, she supposed he wouldn’t, although in her honest assessment his optimism was symmetrical with a somewhat justifiable level of lethal paranoia. Although if he were a little less determined to be gentle with the universe’s horrors, she thought, he probably wouldn’t have to do appalling things quite so often.
‘Well, fine,’ she said. ‘We’ll go back to Jonestown and think about it.’ The old puzzle? If one man always lies and another always tells the truth… But it was much harder if either one of them might do both.
Heidt twitched slightly. He was looking regretful, even dyspeptic. Had he eaten something that disagreed with him? Well, yes: a TARDIS. ‘That may be a problem.’
She glowered. ‘I expect we can get a taxi if your nice car is not available.’
‘No doubt you could, but my control of this situation is only temporary.’ He glanced over at the Doctor. ‘I have tried to arrange matters so that you have everything you need. But I’m afraid quite shortly my time will run out. Do not leave the house. There is nothing else on the pinnacle, and my other half has the ability to destroy the bridge at any time.’ He twitched again. ‘I must leave you. Do please feel free to look around. The library is particularly interesting. And when I return, do bear in mind what I have said.’
When it came again, the twitch was not a twitch at all, but a spasm of the body. Heidt lurched away from her, and she saw his face ripple as if he was made of water. She moved to support him, and found the Doctor’s hand on her arm.
‘Don’t.’
Heidt rolled his shoulders and twisted, and she heard things pop in his spine.
‘Thank you, Doctor. If you touch me, Christina, it may accelerate the process. The weapons system might interpret that as a physical attack.’ He coughed, hacked and groaned.
The Doctor barely glanced at her, went on. ‘You should go. Now. Walk across the bridge and don’t look back.’
‘No!’ Heidt spun in his crouch, flung out his hand. The joints were cracking and the fingers hooked and clawed at the air. ‘No, no, no! She has to stay! She has to!’ He lurched closer, his rictus face stretching towards them. ‘Damn you! I can’t say it out loud! You can’t send her away or it all comes down like wasps tearing through the web. It’s perfect now! Perfect! But if she goes then where’s the surprise? You can’t make a breakfast without mushrooms.’ He shuddered, lowered his hand. ‘Don’t make her go, Doctor. She has to be here. I have prepared… I can’t say more. I can’t. It’s happening now. I’m leaving. When I come back we’ll either all be dead or we won’t. Breakfast in the library. Perfectly all right, it’s full of spiders. Weavers, webs or woven? Perhaps it’s all the same. Go. Look. Five minutes, maybe less. Go now!’
And he stopped. Not just stopped speaking but stopped, stock still and silent, and no longer breathing. His body froze in place. She had expected some vile werewolf transformation, but this was not that. It was eerier, bleaker. He was simply absent, and his absence implied the presence, somewhere nearby, of the other.
Pah pah pom.
Well, that was not unexpected.
Pah pah pom.
Even if it was rather close at hand.
Pah pah pom.
Casual, even. Close and casual and confident. Not in a hurry. She looked out of the window, and saw the bridge in ruins, the house isolated in the middle of the pinnacle. ‘Run,’ she told the Doctor, and took his hand.
*
Christina grabbed him and said ‘run’ and then he heard it: the triple beat of the weapons system, Heidt’s other half. She was very fast, he thought. Even if she had anticipated, she was fast. He looked at her hand and saw it flicker slightly, purplish light dancing around the edges. Refraction from the glass chandelier, probably. Probably.
She was right, it was definitely time to go. This house was a puzzle, the library apparently contained the solution. But Heidt couldn’t or wouldn’t tell him what solving the puzzle would mean, so he had to work that out before he worked out what the puzzle was and how to solve it because otherwise he might be levered into defeating himself.
He looked around. There were three doors: the way they had come in, which led to the shattered bridge; a small door to the kitchens which he suspected would be downstairs, and hence, if Heidt was to be believed, closer to the enemy; and the big, bold double doors to the rest of this floor, including no doubt the library. Heidt wanted him to go there, that was clear enough. He instinctively wanted to go somewhere else, to step outside the game, but if he beat it and it was aimed at the enemy that would be something of a fatal embarrassment. It had occurred to him that he had only Heidt’s word for it that Heidt was the nice half of the mine’s consciousness, or indeed that there were two halves at all.
In the end, it came down to a choice: trust, or don’t. Heidt knows you believe in trust. He could be manipulating you. But he let you know that he knows. Show of honesty. Show of honesty could be a ruse, can’t trust it. If you don’t trust it, and he’s telling the truth, and you lose. Round and around and around. Finally, the question is: if you’re going to die, do you die believing in enemies or friends? All right, one vote in favour of trust.
And Christina: why was she here? She was a piece of what Heidt intended, obviously. Key. Detonator. Bomb. Hostage. Save her. Save Jonestown. Save the TARDIS. Save himself.
She was tugging on his arm. ‘Run!’
He ran for the big doors. For the library. I am the Doctor. In the end, I choose this: I choose trust, I choose to solve the puzzle, I choose to see what’s behind the curtain.
They went through.
*
The Library was huge, with more books than she’d ever imagined. They were stacked in shelves, lying around in piles. Some were floating. It was impossible.
She stared. The Doctor was nodding slowly, as if he’d known all along, though she was reasonably sure he hadn’t.
He looked over at her with a ghost of a smile. ‘Go ahead.’
‘It’s bigger on the inside!’
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘This is my library.’
The TARDIS library, he meant; so they were back in the TARDIS proper. Inside Heidt’s house, the room he sent them to, the room he was presumably protecting, was in the Doctor’s part of the TARDIS, the bit of the machine which was still functioning the way it was supposed to.
But if the monster got in here, that would mean very bad things, she was sure. Death and endings. She realised she despised death.
She felt the monster arrive outside, the appalling power of it. The doors behind them shuddered, but held. The noise was not that neat three-part beat any more, it was a scream, a howl of metal and stress, far too long. The Doctor winced. ‘Propulsion,’ he muttered. ‘And structural integrity fields.’
‘That sounds bad.’
‘It is.’
‘Then do something. Solve the puzzle.’
He seemed to ignite. ‘Yes! Exactly. Solve the puzzle. Allons y! That’s French, you know.’
Marvellous. Now he was quoting Arwen Jones at her.
But he was moving, too, talking to himself, thinking aloud the way he had before but much, much more faster.
‘Library, library, library. He can’t say, he’s trying to tell us but he can’t go right ahead and say it. All right. Full of books. But really full of books. Too full. Can’t possibly be a book he wants me to find unless there’s a clue because we don’t have time to read them all and he has to point the way. What’s not where it should be? Ludowig’s Histories of the Dalek Imperium ought to be there but it’s here… no, that was me. This one is… The Quarry. (Only signed copy in the universe. He’ll be missed.) But not what we need right now… No! Not books… furniture. Chairs, tables, tapestries… can’t be! No! Maps!’
He turned left, hurtled down between the stacks, and they emerged into a sort of side chapel, a room formed by the shelves, with a huge table covered in ancient and modern maps. At the far end was a writing table and a very comfortable-looking chair.
‘Maps! Maps maps maps, oooh, YES! Jonestown. Never had a map of Jonestown, never knew it was here, so this belongs to Heidt. (Nice penmanship. Mermaid. Other mermaid. Lots and lots of and lots of mermaids, not really the point…) Map. Map is not the territory. Not what I’m supposed to see, just a clue to tell me I’m in the right place. OW!’ Another shrieking impact, and this time she saw his foot twist as if he’d put it down, heard the ankle tear. ‘She’s been shielding me but now she can’t any more, she’s losing her grip. Aaaah! Chair! Chair!’ She guided him to the chair. ‘Yes! Chair. Chair is the answer. Oh, you sneaky sneaker! Sit down in the chair. What do we see?’
She could see a plain table with a pen, some writing paper, and no ink. There were stacks of paper around the chair, piled up. A manuscript. And, for no obvious reason, a saucepan full of water. ‘What’s that?’
‘Saucepan! Condensation from the cloud layer in the upper stacks. Always rains on the desk. Doesn’t matter where I put the desk, always rains. If I don’t have a container here it gets on the paper and then it moulders. And you’ve got no idea the trouble you get when psychic paper goes mouldy. Mould on psychic paper is psychic mould. Psychic mushrooms all over the TARDIS, and when you think at them too hard they try to turn into what you’re thinking about… Ah HAH! Mushrooms! “You can’t make breakfast without mushrooms.” Right! Right, what else did he say?’
She struggled. Outside, somewhere, the monster was stalking, testing. She could hear it, feel it. Heidt had made no sense. ‘“Weavers, webs or woven”?’
‘Yes! Here are the mushrooms. Trapdoor universe, the mine’s like a spider. Is that the web? We already know that, it doesn’t help! Oh. Um. Christina?’
He was staring at her hand where it was resting on the saucepan. She stared too.
The paper below was stained and brown where the water had slopped over. It must have gathered while he was away from the desk – hours? Centuries? Had time flowed slowly here, or fast, in this strange emergency? – because the paper was indeed mouldy and green, and the green stuff was reaching up towards her fingers like a strange sea creature. It touched her skin. Tickled. She smiled. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, knowing he was, ‘it’s all right.’ She turned her hand, saw the tendrils reaching into her skin. Painless. Natural. And with them: memories. So many. So rich and beautiful and terrible. So sad. ‘Oh. Rose. You miss her, don’t you? You miss them all.’ She drew back, and the column subsided into the paper. ‘Sorry. I know that was private. It just came into my head.’
He nodded slowly. ‘It would. This is my diary.’
‘A psychic diary?’
‘Of course. It holds everything I feel, everything I see…’ He sighed, then stared at her. ‘Ohhh, it can’t be…’
‘What can’t be?’
From his pocket, he withdrew a scrap of cloth – the piece of her coat he had torn off in the car after her accident. If her clothes had healed, she supposed, she had to own that it was somehow part of her, unless everyone in Jonestown wore psychic clothes like the firefighters.
He put the cloth down on the paper and watched as it stretched out, yearning, towards the patch of mould, and the two of them merged. After a moment, the mould rustled and shifted, becoming a wide patch of the same cloth.
He said: ‘Brilliant!’
She said: ‘What?’
And saw him smile in sympathy. ‘This! This is brilliant. You’re brilliant. Ooh, Heidt, you cheeky devil. Yes. Yes. YES! Because I can trust you now, can’t I? Now that I know what the deal is. Oh, Christina – you should keep that name, you know, she can hardly complain that you’re stealing it – Christina, Christina, Christina! You’re amazing. This is why we kept talking about cheese! Cheese means mould. Glorious mould! Unconscious knowledge. And my unconscious knows LOTS. Maybe even more than yours. Ooooh, yes! Here’s the TARDIS, caught in the temporal sheer. Massive fluctuations in the flow of time inside the structure. To keep me safe she shunts them all into one place. I don’t wake up with one foot ten thousand years older than the rest of me, the sheer doesn’t stress her buttressing. Right? Right!’
He was nodding, and that infuriating charisma was pulling her in again and she was nodding along with him.
‘Ohh, but there’s a side effect. Floating around the TARDIS are lots of little spores of psychic slime mould, because the water here’s been dripping onto the paper. And inside the sheer zone, those tiny weenie microscopicy psychic boojums start to evolve! Because they would! I mean, it’s billions of years all concentrated in a single instant. BANG! Zap! And in the TARDIS there are echoes of people. People I know, people I meet. Bits of genetic material from everyone I’ve touched, memories and recollections, psychic impressions, sensor readings. And all those go into the mixture so that all that evolution is directed, pushing towards a perfect functioning dream of humanity. WHAMMO! Jonestown.’
He was holding his arms out to the vaulted ceiling, exultant. This was what he loved, she thought, more than anything. Wonder. Strangeness.
‘And you! Most of all, you! Christina de Souza 2.0! Brilliant! Evolved psychic slime mould in human form. So fast you’re starting to see your own thoughts reflected through time, getting just that little but quicker than it’s physically possible to be! And you’re all part of the same thing! “Weavers, webs or woven”! You’re one vast network of interconnected psychic mould! Different personalities sharing a single subconscious, which is why you never get lost, even when you’re in a city which was built while you were away, why nothing new surprises you, why you know how to drive even though you’ve never learned! Ooooh, brilliant! You gorgeous mushroom!’
She punched him smartly in the nose. ‘Oi!’
‘OW! Yes, all right, fair point, not the best way to put it. No, look! You’re still connected to the town! You’ve got acres and acres of space in there. You’re evolving all the time. They are. In there, right now, time’s passing again, passing so very fast!’
He was staring into her face, holding her eyes by sheer force of self. It was appalling how much self he had. She could feel it now, the edges of him, the record in his diary.
‘No, don’t look away, look at me. Think. Think, and write it down. Right. Yes. Here…’ He drew her hand to the blotter, and the layer of mould reached for her again. ‘Write! Write what you want.’
She wrote. She wanted so much. She wanted calm, and quiet, and Simon back again, and she wanted the Doctor on his way with his ankle better and his aquarium back again. She wanted Heidt’s story to end well, even – well, why not? And the monster. Well, not much of a monster, in the end. A scared thing, a fragment of a mind in control of a huge machine. Thought of like that, it wasn’t so awful, was it? A rescue cat trying to drive a car. She laughed.
She heard the door open, but she didn’t pay attention. There was too much, and she had to get it all down. Music, she wanted music, and art, and drama, and children, and she wanted to go skiing because Simon had always said they would. She wanted life. There was so much inside her she had kept all bottled up, in that vast, quiet place where she put everything she didn’t want, the lake.
‘Christina,’ the Doctor said, ‘are you ready?’
‘Oh,’ she said, a little embarrassed. ‘Yes.’
‘Good,’ he said, a bit muted, and she turned around.
The monster stood directly behind her. It towered over her. Opened its mouth.
She stared at it and realised she had no idea what to do.
And felt the Doctor’s hand latch onto hers, grip the paper on which she had been writing and thrust it upwards into the descending maw, so that both of them were engulfed at the same time, swallowed to the shoulder in the vast, vile jaws.
 She expected the thing to bite down, wondered if it would hurt very much to be eaten. She felt the Doctor pushed away from her, hurled back by focused time distortion. She was alone with Heidt’s twin. She waited for the end.
And felt, instead, a connection. Psychic notepaper pressed to the flesh of the monster and bound at the same time into her skin. Contact. She felt howling, rageful things pour into her mind in a great torrent. Years of war, of concealment, of planning and tactics and ambushes and programming, of victories at great cost and sacrifices and last stands, all of it buffeted her. She hated and feared and cheered and celebrated, and was suddenly cut off in a cold, dark place, cast aside, seeing fellow prisoners slip mockingly away into the night, pursuing. Finding one. Attacking. She would win this time. She would crush, rend. She felt herself fading away.
Jonestown rose up inside her, narrow streets and old women buying fish, barrow boys and taxis and markets giving way to skyscrapers and schools. Women and men went to work, went shopping, went out on the town, went home early for a good night’s sleep, went out for a pint of milk and fell in love. Thousands of minds touched her own, calm and reassuring and vastly ordinary. What was all this fuss? That little thing? It was loud and silly and a bit childish. No cause for such a ruckus. There was a place for that kind of behaviour.
 She dropped the tiny, squalling awareness of the monster into the black lake in her mind, the place where she put everything which unsettled her, and watched it sink. The oily water swallowed it down. At her back, Jonestown nodded, brushed the dust from its hands, and good riddance.
After a moment, Heidt surfaced and swam awkwardly to the shore.
‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘You’re welcome.’ She waited. He didn’t do anything evil. And, she realised, she could have stopped him, anyway. She began to take note of herself, and of her home and what it had become in the meantime.
‘Oh,’ she murmured. ‘That’s… brilliant!’ And she laughed.
*
The Doctor stood in the main street of Jonestown and watched it fold itself up and away, saw the houses unravel and whirl into motes of light, saw the people wave cheerfully and then vanish as if stepping through a door. Arwen Jones the fire chief smiled a dimpled smile and faded, and he thought she blew him a kiss as she went. The skyscrapers disappeared and the road itself shifted and shrugged and became the deck of the TARDIS, plain and clean, and he was in one of the starboard passenger compartments, the one he’d been using as a dry ski slope.
There were three people standing by the door.
‘Christina,’ he said. ‘Mr Heidt.’
Heidt nodded gravely. ‘I see you worked it out,’ he murmured.
‘What? Oh, that. Yes. Well, not so hard, in the end. You made it easy.’
‘I certainly tried.’
The Doctor paused. ‘I don’t think I know this gentleman, though.’
‘This is Simon,’ Christina said.
‘I thought…’
‘Yes, he was. But he always continued to exist as part of the town. While one of us exists, we all do. It’s a bit complicated.’
He grinned. ‘Always is.’
‘Mr Heidt is coming with us now, so you don’t have to worry about the mine going off or anything like that. You could come too, if you want.’
‘But then I can’t come back.’
‘Well, no. Probably not. But you probably wouldn’t want to, either. It’s going to be remarkable. It has to do with the trapdoor universe and the—’ She stopped. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’
‘Try me.’
‘It’s been seven thousand years since we last spoke, Doctor. We’ve come rather a long way. And we fixed the TARDIS for you. She’s all shiny and healthy, good as new.’
‘Oh. Thank you.’
‘A universe where every atom is a universe unto itself. And that’s just the beginning. You only travel forwards and backwards through time – don’t you ever wonder about left and right? Up and down?’
He smiled. ‘Sounds great.’
‘It will be.’
‘But I’d miss the little things. Earth, and so on. And I don’t imagine I could take the TARDIS with me.’
‘She would have to be substantially changed. Upgraded.’
‘Not sure she’d like that.’
‘Sooner or later, everyone grows up.’
He grinned. ‘Not me.’
She swatted at him in exasperation, but they were already fading away, and a moment later they were gone.
He went up to the console room and peered at the readouts. Fair enough. Everything as it should be. Copacetic. Interesting thing about the word ‘copacetic’: no one knew where it came from. No etymology, no derivation. Just appeared in the 1960s, entered the language complete with a definition. Generally agreed, but utterly without predecessors in any human language.
Which was really, really interesting, now that he thought about it.
He wondered what he was missing out on, not going with Not-Christina. He wondered whether he’d regret it, when the time came and he had to regenerate.
A universe where every atom was a universe unto itself. That was quite a lot to turn down.
Mind you, what if there weren’t any dachshunds? What if wherever they were going wasn’t the sort of place where slime mould grew on soggy psychic notepaper and evolved into Welsh towns?
And then, too: copacetic. You couldn’t just leave something like that lying around and not have a look.
I mean, you couldn’t.
It was just rude.
Wouldn’t do to be rude.
He set the controls for Ojai, California, in 1963, because there was a man there who cooked the best French Toast in the history of the Earth.
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