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Chapter One
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The snow was warm, and the Doctor did not mind dying.

That was the trouble with it, in the end. Not the dying. He had done that before, would do it again, had made something of an art form out of doing it badly and surviving anyway. The trouble was that he did not mind.

He was sitting in an armchair that had no business existing, on a hillside that smelled of woodsmoke and cut grass, and the snow came down in slow gold flakes that settled on his coat and did not melt. Somewhere below him there was a town with its lamps lit, and he had the warm, untroubled certainty that everyone in it was safe, and asleep, and dreaming kindly. The sky was the colour of the inside of a shell. His hands were folded in his lap. They did not shake.

“This is nice,” he said, out loud, to no one.

And it was. That was the worst of it. It was nice.

He could feel the regeneration coming the way you feel weather coming, a pressure behind the eyes, a gathering. There was no pain. He had always understood that there would be pain. There was always pain, that was rather the point of it, the universe’s way of charging you a fee for the privilege of carrying on, but there was none now, only the soft gold light beginning to rise off his skin like steam off a cup of tea on a cold morning. He looked at it with mild interest. So that’s how it goes, this time. Quietly. After all that noise.

“I’d have thought I’d go out kicking,” he told the snow. “I usually do. There’s usually shouting. I’m very good at shouting.”

The snow said nothing. The town slept on.

He let his eyes drift shut, and they were heavy, so heavy, and behind them was a great deep restful dark, and he thought: I could just let go. I’ve earned it. Two thousand years. Surely, after two thousand years, a man is allowed to be tired.

And it was that thought, surely a man is allowed, that snagged on something.

Because he had thought it before. He had thought it in a castle made of his own grief, a confession dial the size of a single dreadful idea, where the only company was a thing that wore a shroud and walked towards him forever, and the only way out was through a wall harder than diamond, and the only tool he had was his own two fists and the bones inside them. He had thought, surely a man is allowed to stop. And he had answered himself, then, with his knuckles, billions of times, billions of years, dying and burning and starting again at the beginning to gain four feet of wall a lifetime. He had not stopped. He had never, not once, not ever stopped.

The Doctor opened his eyes.

The snow was falling upward.

He watched it. He made himself watch it, the slow gold flakes lifting off his coat and rising, gathering speed, streaming up into that shell-pink sky like sparks going the wrong way out of a fire. It was very beautiful. It was completely, fundamentally, unforgivably wrong, and the part of him that had loved this universe for two thousand years because it kept its small stubborn promises, because snow falls, because that is the one thing snow has ever reliably done, sat up inside him and began, very quietly, to be afraid.

“No,” he said.

The warmth pressed closer, gentle, insistent, a hand smoothing his hair. Sleep. You’re tired. You’ve done enough. Look how nice it is. Look how safe everyone is.

“No,” the Doctor said again, and now there was an edge under the word, the first edge in all this softness, and the edge felt like the only true thing in the world. “No, this is... this is lovely. And I don’t do lovely. I have never once, in two millennia, been allowed to do lovely. Something’s wrong.”

He tried to remember the name of the town below him.

He couldn’t.

He tried to remember how he had come to be sitting in this chair, on this hill, in this kind and dreadful snow. He couldn’t do that either. He reached back for the last thing, the thing before the chair, and there was nothing there, not darkness, darkness would have been something, but a smooth, clean, seamless absence, as though that part of his life had been lifted out with a spoon and the edges licked tidy.

And then, with a calm that frightened him more than panic ever could, the Doctor understood that he could not remember his own name.

He knew of it. He knew it was there, the way you know there is a word for a thing even as it sits on the tip of your tongue and refuses to come. He had carried that name through more centuries than most stars manage, had spoken it to gods and tyrants and frightened children, had made it, by sheer stubborn effort, into a promise that meant help is coming. And it was gone. Something had taken it. Something had reached into him and taken the most important word he owned and left this warm gold quiet in its place, so that he would not notice, so that he would not struggle, so that he would lie still and let go.

The Doctor sat very still in the impossible armchair.

“Oh,” he said softly. “Oh, you clever, hungry thing. You don’t want me frightened. Frightened food fights back. You want me comfortable.”

The snow stopped rising. The town’s lamps, all at once, went out.

And the Doctor, who had spent his whole long life being told to go gently, who had been offered the soft and quiet exit a hundred times and refused it a hundred times, who did not know his own name just now but knew, in the deepest and oldest part of himself, exactly who he was, the Doctor put his shaking hands on the arms of the chair, and pushed himself up onto his feet, and bared his teeth at the beautiful golden dark.

“My turn,” he said.

And he began to claw his way out of his own death.

⁂

It was like swimming up through honey. It was like remembering a word. It was like being born, which he supposed, in a way, it always was.

The gold tried to hold him. It was very good at holding. It had held kingdoms, he could feel that now, it had the patient strength of a thing that had been doing this since before there were stars to do it under. It poured itself into the shape of comfort and pressed that shape against him: Stay. Stay. It doesn’t hurt here. It will hurt out there. Why would you choose the hurt?

“Because,” the Doctor gritted, hauling himself forward through nothing, towards a cold he could not yet feel but knew was waiting, “the hurt, is how you know. You’re still... here.”

The honey thinned. The gold cracked, and through the cracks came something grey and freezing and real, and the Doctor, with the last of a strength he did not know he still had, reached into the crack with both hands and pulled.

And the world came back all at once, the way the sea comes back over a child who has been knocked down by a wave: cold, and grey, and roaring, and tasting of iron.

⁂
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He was lying face-down in a bed of shattered asphalt and powdered glass, and the cold filthy grit of it was the most wonderful thing he had ever felt.

It was freezing. It got into his mouth and his collar and the creases of his eyes, gritty and foul and absolutely, gloriously real, and the Doctor lay in it and shook and breathed great whooping breaths of air that scoured his lungs like cold wire, and did not, for a long moment, try to get up. The broken ground kept its promises. The rubble was honest. He could have kissed it.

Then the sound of the place reached him, and he stopped feeling grateful for anything.

It was the wrongness of the sound that struck him first, before the noise of it. There was noise: the flat concussive thud of distant artillery, a grinding mechanical shriek, the long tearing rip of something enormous coming apart, but it was all coming from one direction, his left, and from his right there was a silence that did not belong to any healthy universe. It was not quiet. Quiet is the absence of sound, and the absence of sound is itself a kind of sound, the high hum of your own blood, the ring in your ears. This was the absence of that. It was silence with the bottom taken out. It was a silence you could fall into. Even lying in the rubble, the Doctor felt his head turning towards it the way a tooth turns towards a cold draught, and he made himself stop, made himself look the other way, because some old instinct older than his missing name was screaming that to look too long into that silence was to be noticed by it.

He got his hands under him. He pushed himself up.

The world he came up into was ending.

He was standing in a crater: a raw new wound punched deep into the heart of a city that some scraped-clean part of him insisted, with absolute certainty, on calling London. It went on in every direction further than he could see: gutted terraces and burnt-out shopfronts, a road buckled and split like dropped crockery, the snapped-off stump of a great clock tower he felt he ought to be able to name, the dull gleam of a river gone the colour of ash. A red double-decker bus lay on its side in the rubble like a dead animal. There were no soldiers here, no fortifications, no army. There was nothing at all but the ruin of the greatest city he couldn’t remember ever loving, silent and broken under a sky the colour of a healing bruise. And along the skyline, away to his right, where the silence came from, there was...

The Doctor’s two hearts stuttered.

There was nothing on the horizon. Not darkness. Not fog, not smoke, not the clean line of a world’s edge. There was a place where the dead city simply stopped being, a long advancing seam beyond which there was no information at all, no colour, no shape, not even black, and the eye slid off it and could not hold it, and trying to hold it made something behind the eye begin, very gently, to ache, and to forget. He looked at it for the length of three heartbeats and found, when he looked away, that he could no longer recall what the right-hand half of the sky had looked like before. There had been clouds. He was almost sure there had been clouds.

“Right,” he said hoarsely, to steady himself, because the sound of a voice, even a stranger’s voice, even his own gone strange, was an anchor. “Right. So. A dead city. London, I think. I think it’s London. A war. And a... a thing. A thing on the horizon that I’m absolutely not going to look at again, because I rather like having a horizon, thank you.” He swallowed. The iron taste would not leave his mouth. “And a man waking up in the middle of it with no name and no...”

He turned, and saw the wreckage, and the rest of the sentence died.

Behind him, where the rubble rose into a low broken ridge, something was burning. Something blue. The fire was wrong too, guttering, half-hearted, the way a fire burns when it is ashamed of itself, and it crawled over a heap of shattered timber and warped metal and great curved fragments of a thing that had been, until very recently, a box. He could see the corner of it. He could see one ruined panel, scorched almost to nonsense, on which a few letters survived in a typeface that made his chest ache for reasons he could not name: P—LICE B—. A door hung off its frame at a broken angle, and where the door should have led into a single dark cupboard it led instead into a vast and impossible space, now collapsing, now folding in on itself in slow gouts of light, an architecture bigger than the world it sat in coming down room by burning room into a smear of dimensions on the broken ground.

The Doctor walked towards it. He did not decide to. His legs took him.

He stood before the burning blue ruin of the thing, and he did not know what it was, and he knew, with a grief so total and so sudden that he had to put a hand against a fallen beam to stay upright, that it was the most important thing he had ever lost. The shape of the loss was bigger than the thing itself. It was the shape of home, and travel, and a voice that hummed, and a hand always held just out of reach, and ten thousand mornings opening that door onto ten thousand impossible skies. He did not remember a single one of those mornings. He remembered only that they were gone, and that they had been his, and that the warm gold thing in the dream had been eating them, one by one, while it sang him a lullaby about how tired he was.

“That’s mine,” the Doctor whispered. “Whatever you are. That was mine. And you took it.”

The fire guttered lower. From somewhere inside the collapsing impossible space came a single, dying chord, a great deep resonant note, half engine and half voice, sounding once and fading, and at the sound of it the Doctor’s eyes filled with tears he did not understand, and his hands made fists they did not need.

“I’m sorry,” he said to the wreck, helplessly, not knowing what he was sorry for. “I’m so sorry. I don’t... I don’t even know what to call you. I don’t know what to call me.”

That was when he heard the safety catch.

It was a small, deliberate, mechanical click, very close behind him and slightly to the left, the sound of a finger choosing to be patient for one more second before it stopped being patient at all. The Doctor went very still. He was good at going still. He had, he realised dimly, been shot at a great many times: the knowledge arrived without any of the memories attached to it, like a scar with no story, and his body knew the choreography even when his mind had been scraped clean.

“Don’t,” said a voice behind him. A woman’s voice. Low, level, exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with sleep, the voice of someone for whom pointing a weapon at a stranger’s spine had long ago stopped being remarkable. “Don’t turn round. Hands where the cold can see them.”

The Doctor raised his hands, slowly, and almost laughed, and the almost-laugh frightened him because it came from a part of him that was still entirely intact under all the missing pieces, a reckless delighted core of him that woke up at the sound of trouble and grinned.

“You don’t want to shoot me,” he said.

“That’s funny,” said the voice. “Because from back here you look exactly like a thing I’d want to shoot. You came out of the ground near the breach. You’re standing at the edge of the silence and you’re not screaming, which puts you in a very small and very dangerous club. And you’re talking to a fire.” A pause. The cold patient click of someone shifting their aim a careful inch. “Last three people who wandered up out of nowhere and didn’t scream. We lost the whole eastern line. So you’ll forgive me if I don’t take it on faith that you’re friendly. Turn round. Slow. If your face does anything I don’t like, you won’t feel the rest of it.”

The Doctor turned round. Slow.

She was perhaps thirty, though the war had clearly been doing its level best to age her at three times the normal rate and had mostly succeeded around the eyes. Long dark hair, scraped back hard and bound out of the way, a few strands stuck to a jaw smeared with grime and old dried blood that he was fairly sure was not hers. Pale, paler than the grey light could account for, a paleness that the dark hair and the dark hollows under her eyes turned into something almost out of an old painting, a mourner at a graveside, except that mourners do not generally carry quite so much ordnance. Scavenged armour, mismatched, every plate of it scored and dented and mended and scored again. A weapon in her hands that had been three different weapons before someone, probably her, had married them into one ugly, reliable, much-used thing. She held it the way a violinist holds a violin: without looking at it, because looking at it was no longer necessary.

She looked, the Doctor thought, like the last thing the dark should be afraid of. He liked her immediately, which was, he was beginning to suspect, simply a thing he did.

“There,” he said gently. “Face. Doing its best not to do anything you don’t like. Although I should warn you, my best is historically not very good. The eyebrows have a mind of their own. I’m told they’re quite aggressive.”

She did not smile, and the barrel of the ugly weapon did not dip. She studied his face the way she studied everything now, for threat, for tells, for the particular wrongness that meant the silence had been inside someone, and what she found surprised her only in how ordinary it was. No wrongness. No hollow where a person ought to be. Just a man: scraped thin, soot-streaked, shaking, hollow-eyed, with a pair of frankly preposterous eyebrows and the lost, concussed, faintly appalling stare of someone whose mind had taken a very hard knock and not yet decided whether it was coming back. Talking to a fire. Grieving a burning wreck as though it were a person.

Shell-shock, she diagnosed, with the brisk triage of two years’ practice. Or the other thing the long dark does to a mind it’s had too long alone with itself. Harmless-mad, most likely. One more lost soul the crater had coughed up, one more mouth, one more name she’d have to learn and, soon enough, probably forget.

What she did not think, not for one second, not even at the very back of her mind, was saviour.

Because she knew the stories. Everyone had known them, once, in the time before, before the schools shut and the children were taken and there was no one left small enough to need bedtimes. Old cracked half-legends, the kind every world keeps in a bottom drawer: a wanderer who turned up at the worst moment of the worst day, a daft man in a blue box who was never the same man twice and was somehow always him, who set the broken thing right and was gone before you could thank him. Her own gran had sworn it was true. Aimee had even taught the stories, once, as stories, as myth, the comforting shape a frightened species gives to its own hope. But that was a fairy tale for children who still had futures, and the children were gone, and the one iron lesson two years of holding a dying line had burned into her was that nobody was coming. There was no man in a box. There was no one at the end of the worst day but the people already standing in it, and the cold, and the dwindling. So she looked at the raggedy, soot-streaked thing the crater had spat out, babbling at a fire, and she did not see a legend. She saw a problem, and a possible threat, and, somewhere under the soldier, where she did not let herself look, one more poor soul she was most likely going to fail.

“You came up near the breach,” she said, and the weapon stayed level. “And you didn’t scream. The silence-touched don’t grieve and they don’t chatter at fires, so you’re likely not one of his... but ‘likely’ is exactly how the eastern line died. So here’s how this goes. You tell me, slow, what you remember. Start with your name.”

And the Doctor, who knew gods by
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