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To Doctor Who fans everywhere


INTRODUCTION

It was one of those envelopes you dread to open. It had the BBC logo on the label and I knew that the letter inside would be a response to my first Doctor Who novel submission, ‘The Beautiful Death’. I opened the envelope to find a surprisingly long letter with the Doctor Who logo at the top, followed by three pages of detailed notes that ended with the commissioning editor, Justin Richards, explaining that the reason he’d included so many detailed notes was because he wanted to commission the book.

The memory of that moment, and the jolt of joy, has never left me. I wanted to run around the room punching the air. I probably did. I would be writing a Doctor Who story! A professional, BBC-published Doctor Who story! It was almost too good to be true!

And then I had to actually write it, in the first four months of 2000. Boy, did I work! I must’ve worked harder on this book than I’ve done on anything since (any Doctor Who thing, at least) because I was terrified that this would be my one chance, my single shot at success.

Which is why I packed so much into the story. Enough ideas for at least two books, if not more, and a plot that was involved to the point of being over-complicated. Bear in mind that my original synopsis had been even more complex, with Vinnie being an android hired by ERIC to assassinate himself!

At the time I wrote it, I was working full-time for the pop group Erasure, running their Information Service (their fan club). Fortunately the band weren’t doing much at the time so I had plenty of spare time to dedicate to writing the novel. My main memory of writing it is walking home from Mute Records, my head spinning with all the time-travel-puzzles I’d have to work out that evening.

I’d been particularly ambitious with this book, you see. Nowadays it’s not unusual for a Doctor Who story to involve lots of ‘timey-wimey’ elements, with the Doctor and his companions crossing their own time streams, meeting people in the wrong order, and even getting forewarnings of their own deaths. But at the time, back in 1999, these things hadn’t really been done before. That was this novel’s unique selling point. So when reading it, please go on your own voyage of time travel and cast your mind back to the days before The Girl in the Fireplace, Blink, The Big Bang and A Christmas Carol. Because – if you will forgive a little pride – Festival of Death did it all first.

Well, almost. I was heavily indebted to a previously published Doctor Who novel called The Sands of Time which laid much of the groundwork, which was written, coincidentally enough, by Justin Richards. I remember he advised me to make a flowchart of all the time-travel business, and I did. I had to staple together half a dozen sheets of A4 and the final product looked like a map of the London Underground.

The hardest thing about writing it was that I was learning how to write a novel as I was going along. It turned out to be far more arduous than I’d expected. I ended up rewriting the first four chapters over and over again, just to establish a style. It’s only around Chapter Five that I developed sufficient confidence to relax and enjoy the process; that’s when it properly begins to take flight.

Reading it now, over twelve years later, the main thing that strikes me is how awfully hard the author is working to endear himself to the reader. A little too hard, perhaps. The book is positively saturated with in-jokes, references and quotations, and full of little nods to things I liked at the time (Harken Batt being clearly inspired by Brass Eye, and the character of Executive Metcalf being inspired by David Bamber’s character in the widely lamented sitcom Chalk). It even explains why K-9’s voice changes in the next TV story! It wears its influences like a badge of pride; it’s full of unintentional echoes of the Doctor Who novels of Gareth Roberts, as well as owing a clear and obvious debt to the works of Douglas Adams.

(The other thing I should mention, almost as a health warning, is that when you write your first book, practically everyone you know comes up to you and asks you to name a character after them. And so you do. It’s not terribly professional and I’m not terribly proud of it, but in my defence I would like to point out that every other Doctor Who writer did the same thing.)

As I read it, I find myself looking out through the eyes of my 27-year-old self. I’m reminded how cripplingly insecure I was back then, how easily intimidated. I remember how, at the time, Doctor Who was a dead TV show, and Doctor Who fans were so thin on the ground they could only be found in the dark recesses of the internet and a squalid Fitzrovian pub. And I remember how, as a result of writing this novel, I gained some self-confidence and forged friendships with other fans, friendships that endure to this day.

The novel turned out to be something of a smash hit. It won that year’s Doctor Who Magazine poll, albeit by the narrowest of margins. The reason why it turned out so well was because I really put my heart and soul into it. The first draft was something like 30,000 words too long, which gave me the freedom to cut anything dodgy (along with most of the adverbs and anything pretentious). And it worked. Now I’m surprised by how assured it is, and how good some of the jokes are. I’m tempted to re-use them in my next book or audio… but now that it’s been reprinted, I suspect some people might notice…

Jonathan Morris

August 2012


PROLOGUE

For the rest of his life he would remember it as the day he died.

Koel’s mum took a stern breath and tightened her grip on her son’s wrist. Koel twisted against her, tugging at her arm, trying to pull her attention down to him.

The voice of the intercom soothed over the hubbub. ‘It is my pleasure to inform you that the Alpha Twelve intersystem shuttle is now boarding. All passengers for Third Birmingham should make their way to embarkation lounge seven. Felicitations.’

‘That’s us,’ his mum sighed. ‘Time we were gone.’

Koel looked at his dad, willing him to notice his discomfort. His dad smiled and walked away, swinging their baggage over his shoulder. He hopped on to the escalator and rose into the air, the glass-walled tube climbing through the vaulted ceiling of the spaceport.

Koel’s mum dragged him forward and he tripped on the metal steps, surprised by the upward rush and the ever-lengthening stairwell beneath them. Below, the crowds swirled through the terraced shops, and then the sight vanished abruptly as he and his mum emerged into the blackness of space. The exterior of the dome was grey and lifeless, crawling with skeletal antennae.

Through the glass walls Koel watched the amber lights swimming past. Closer, he could see a young boy rising on an identical escalator beside him. The boy wore a sky-green duffle coat and stared silently back at him, tears dribbling down his cheeks.

Koel tasted salt on his lips. He could hear the shouting through his bedroom wall. He couldn’t make out the words, but the conversation kept on growing louder until each time his mum would shush his dad, reminding him that Koel was upstairs. Koel curled himself into his duvet, trying to force himself to sleep.

His mum entered his room and switched on the bedside lamp, and Koel pretended to blink awake. She began to speak but her voice cracked, her tears bubbling up from inside. She told him to pack his clothes, not forgetting underpants and socks. They would be going on a sort of holiday, she said. When he asked where to, she told him it was rude to ask questions, and added that they wouldn’t be able to take Benji. Koel cried into the dog’s fur for a final time and then made it chase outside after an imaginary biscuit. For a moment Benji drooled in confusion, but then noticed an interesting smell and disappeared into the night.

An hour later, they were shutting all the doors and creeping out of the residential block. Koel had never been outside this late before and marvelled at the unearthly lightness of the sky and the silhouetted city towers. The air was chilly and wet, and Koel buried himself into his coat collar as they drove away.

‘It is my pleasure to inform you that this is the final boarding announcement for the Alpha Twelve intersystem shuttle to Third Birmingham. Passengers should present their passes at embarkation lounge seven. Felicitations.’

Koel was plucked off the shifting walkway and deposited on to the grid-patterned carpet of the departure lounge. They hurried past the rows of moulded seating to join his dad in the fenced maze snaking towards the entrance of the airlock. A row of passengers shuffled ahead of them, offering their pass cards to the stewardess. In the airlock two masked security guards glowered at the procession of travellers. Their masks were bulbous, like the heads of giant insects.

A window filled one wall of the lounge, overlooking the bulk of the intersystem shuttle. The shuttle wallowed in the blackness, constrained only by its umbilical access tube. Koel could see the passengers picking their way along the pipeline.

Fear washed over his body. There was something malevolent about the shuttle.

Koel’s dad reached the checkout desk and fished three pass cards from his jacket. The stewardess swished the cards through a reader and three times the reader buzzed its rejection. The stewardess frowned and punched the codes in manually.

‘I don’t know what’s happened,’ his dad protested. ‘Maybe the cards got damaged. They worked fine on the skybus.’

‘Mum…’ Koel felt the sweat on his mum’s palm.

‘Do you have any other identification?’ asked the stewardess.

Koel’s dad fumbled in his pockets and presented the stewardess with some crumpled certificates. She skimmed through them. ‘That all seems to be in order, thank you. Enjoy your flight.’

Koel’s dad hauled their bags on to his back. Koel’s mum followed him into the airlock, dragging Koel behind her, his shoes skidding across the floor.

The fear swept over Koel again, like a black chill. He froze. Koel’s mum squatted down. ‘Now what is it?’

‘I don’t wanna go.’

‘Well, we can’t always do what we want, can we?’

‘Won’t.’

‘What do you mean, “Won’t”?’ growled his dad. They were attracting disapproving looks from their fellow passengers. His dad moved to one side to allow the remaining travellers to troop past.

‘We don’t have time for this,’ said Koel’s mum. The two security guards had noticed the disturbance and turned their insect faces towards them.

‘There’s something bad. I can feel it,’ said Koel. ‘Please –’

‘Move along,’ rasped an electronic voice. ‘We’re sealing the tube.’

‘I’ll meet you in the ship.’ Koel’s dad turned and followed the last of the passengers down the access tube.

‘Koel, you’re coming with us and that’s the end of it.’ Koel’s mum tugged at his arm so hard he thought it would snap.

The two guards clicked their rifles back into their belts and retreated into the lounge. One of them punched a sequence of triangles on the wall. There was a hydraulic hissing and the airlock door began to shut. A red warning beacon flashed on.

‘No!’ Koel slid out of his mum’s handhold and ducked through the closing door. He pelted into the departure lounge, past the insect guards, past the stewardess. He heard his mum call out to him, but she seemed removed, unreal. Then her voice was silenced as the airlock clanged shut.

Koel raced as far as his breath would carry him and collapsed into a chair, sobbing.

‘It is my pleasure to inform you that the Alpha Twelve intersystem shuttle to Third Birmingham is now closed. Felicitations.’

His mum and dad would be angry, Koel knew. But he had no choice; the thought of the shuttle made him numb with terror.

Wiping his nose on his sleeve, Koel got to his feet and walked back to the observation window. Looking up, he could see the ghostly reflection wearing the sky-green duffle coat floating in the vacuum outside.

One of the guards approached him, removing his mask. The man had bushy eyebrows, and a round, weathered face. ‘And what do you think –’

Koel screwed his eyes shut.

There was a wrenching sound. The screech of metal buckling, the rattle of bolts tearing. Koel felt the reverberation rising through the floor. Somehow he knew what was going to happen next.

The access tube snapped.

It telescoped away, looping through the blackness. The orange lamps flickered and died, the framework shattering into a thousand whirling metal fragments.

The stewardess screamed. An alarm sounded and a warning light soaked the room with its bloody glow.

Then came the passengers. They spilled out of the access tube and floated towards the observation window. Their bodies were twisted like broken dolls, their faces frozen in shock. They bounced noiselessly against the glass.

Koel’s mum’s face was a livid mass of exploded blood vessels, a spray of red bubbles escaping her open mouth. His dad still had a luggage bag in one hand.


CHAPTER ONE

AN IMPOSSIBLE MACHINE whisked randomly through the time-space vortex. It resembled a police box, a squat blue booth that might normally contain a twentieth-century English policeman nursing a mug of tea, but was in fact the TARDIS, a craft of unimaginable sophistication belonging to an equally impossible Time Lord known only as the Doctor.

Vastly bigger on the inside than the outside, the TARDIS contained a white, roundelled control room, where the central column of the six-sided console was rising and dipping contentedly. Beside it, the Doctor lay sprawled across a chair. A small battered book on his lap was also rising and dipping contentedly, in time to his deep, mellow snores.

Romana, the Doctor’s Time Lady companion, strode into the console room, followed by K-9, their small, dog-shaped computer. She observed the Doctor, unimpressed, and crouched down to speak into his ear.

‘Revision going well, Doctor?’

‘What?’ The Doctor woke with a start. Realising where he was, he adjusted his multicoloured scarf. ‘Yes. Very well. Absolutely well indeed.’

Romana retrieved the book, brushed back her long blonde hair and thumbed through the pages. ‘All right then. Describe the procedure for realigning the synchronic multiloop stabiliser.’

‘Ha!’ snorted the Doctor, slumping back into his chair. ‘Easy.’

He fell silent. Romana tapped her heels.

‘Realigning the synchronic multiloop stabiliser?’ considered the Doctor. ‘First you adjust the proximity feedback converter, recalibrate the triple vector zigzag oscillator, take away the number you first thought of, and there you are. Stabiliser realigned.’

Romana sighed. ‘Wrong.’

‘What?’ The Doctor bounded over to her. ‘Wrong? How could I be wrong?’

‘To realign the synchronic multiloop stabiliser, simply activate the analogue osmosis dampener.’ Romana held the book open for him. He clutched the book and boggled at it.

‘Activate the analogue osmosis dampener. I didn’t even know there was an analogue osmosis dampener. All these years and no one’s ever told me about the analogue osmosis dampener.’ The Doctor flicked through The Continuum Code and then returned it, unread, to Romana. ‘I knew there was a good reason it wasn’t working properly.’

‘Doctor, you’re never going to pass if you don’t make an effort,’ chided Romana. She knelt down beside K-9 and rubbed his ear sensors. ‘Isn’t that right, K-9?’

K-9 whirred and raised his head. ‘Affirmative mistress. Current likelihood of Doctor master achieving a sufficient score in basic time travel proficiency test estimated at zero point one per cent.’

‘Pah!’ The Doctor circled the console. ‘Some of us don’t need fancy certificates, you know.’

‘Doctor,’ said Romana delicately. His lack of academic achievements was a sore subject with him, and typically he was trying to bluster his way out of the argument. ‘Without your time travel proficiency, you’re not qualified to operate the TARDIS. If you hadn’t failed the test at the academy…’

‘I did not fail.’ The Doctor bristled. ‘I didn’t take it.’

‘You didn’t turn up for it, you mean.’

‘Why should I turn up, what’s the point? I mean, what’s the point in turning up for something…’ The Doctor spluttered for a sufficiently weighty word. ‘… Pointless.’

Romana took a slow breath. ‘You do realise your neurosis is the result of a deep-rooted inferiority complex, don’t you?’

‘Inferiority complex?’ The Doctor fixed her with a probing stare. ‘What could I possibly have to feel inferior about? Me? K-9, have you ever heard anything so ridiculous?’

‘Affirmative, master,’ replied K-9. ‘You have frequently made statements with greater nonsensical content.’

‘And when I want your opinion I’ll ask for it.’ The Doctor glared at the robot dog.

‘Taking the test might help you come to terms with your past failure,’ suggested Romana. ‘You obviously regret your wasted years at the academy.’

‘I don’t regret anything. Never look back, Romana. You can’t change your own past. It’s in that book of yours, second law of time travel.’

‘I think you’ll find it’s the first law.’ Romana whispered into his ear. ‘Doctor, unless you pass this test I will have no choice but to insist that I drive.’

‘All right, all right.’ The Doctor straightened his coat and rounded on the console. ‘Test me again. Let’s see who’s the neurotic one around here.’ He aimed the last remark at K-9.

Romana smirked at the Doctor, and read aloud. ‘“Practical examination. When encountering causal instability, it may become necessary to relocate your time vehicle to a real-universe location of safety. It is important the ‘emergency materialisation’, as it is known, is performed as quickly and smoothly as possible.”’

‘Quickly and smoothly.’ The Doctor cleared his throat.

‘Right. When I slap the console, I want you to materialise the TARDIS. Ready?’

The Doctor hunched over the controls. Romana outstretched her palm and slapped the console hard.

In a flurry, the Doctor pulled levers and flipped switches, darting around the controls, his eyes raised towards the central column. He gently lowered the materialisation lever. The column revolved and sank and the familiar landing sounds trumpeted into life. The Doctor smoothed his brow and grinned.

A hideous grinding, like gears crunching out of alignment, filled the air. The lights dimmed and the floor lurched away from beneath Romana’s feet, sending her spinning into the walls. She gripped the edges of a roundel, bracing herself as the room began to judder wildly out of control.

The turbulence hurled K-9 across the floor and he crashed into the Doctor’s chair. The Doctor remained at the console, hands scrabbling across the controls.

Romana craned forward, her hair whipping across her face. ‘Doctor! Activate the analogue osmosis dampener!’

The Doctor looked back at her uncomprehendingly, the TARDIS instruments fizzling around him.

Romana couldn’t help thinking he was never going to pass at this rate.

The late summer sun dappled through the canopy, the beams cascading through the lazy spray of the waterfall. Nyanna felt the warm light play across her face, her delicate, transparent skin soaking in the vapour. The condensation rushed through her veins, refreshing and nourishing her, and her membranes rippled into a rich green. She inhaled the humid air and luxuriated in the stillness. It would be her last chance, for a while.

The stream splashed into the canyon through the tangle of fronds and root leaves. The entrance to the canyon was a gash in the moss-drenched rock and Nyanna hesitated at the sight. She had rehearsed this scene in countless dreams, even down to the twinkle of the water and the forest aroma. Each dream had been identical, culminating in her being swallowed by the darkness and rushing to consciousness pursued by an overwhelming dread. But now there was no escape. The moment she had tried to push to the back of her mind for so long had arrived.

She advanced into the canyon. The path milled downwards through the boulders and shadow-dwelling orchids, the walls on either side were wet with vines. The heat was unrelenting and the thick, coiling foliage obscured the sunlight.

The canyon twisted open and Nyanna emerged into baking sunlight. Far above her, the giant mothertrees yawned through the clouds, their thick stems stretching endless miles before blossoming into vast balconies on the edge of Arboreta’s stratosphere. And, beyond the mothertrees, the glimmering blue sphere that dominated half the sky. It consisted of one giant ocean and it was possible to distinguish the contours of crashing waves, the mist that would soon rain down on Arboreta, and even the shadows of the leviathans that flitted beneath the surface.

Nyanna savoured the vision. It was so beautiful that it was tinged with unreality. The view was so clear she could almost reach out and touch it.

‘Early, Nyanna. As always, early.’ The elder interrupted Nyanna’s thoughts. He was a short, bumbling figure, his neck fan curled up like a dried-out root leaf. His words creaked like branches in the breeze. ‘It seems a lifetime since last we met, and yet, not so long at all.’

‘Gallura? Is he born?’ asked Nyanna anxiously.

‘Gallura?’ the elder said, running the name over his lips. ‘Is not yet born. His egg remains, approaching the moment.’

‘How long?’

‘Hours. The birthsayers believe it will be within the day, within the day.’ He led Nyanna towards the distant mothertrees, following a well-worn path. ‘As always, early.’

The ceiling curved in from one side of the metal floor to the other. Boxes, computer parts and other junk were heaped against one wall, covered in a snowfall of grey dust. The other wall was filled by a bulkhead door. Oversized iron hooks were fixed along the length of the ceiling, rusty and covered in trailing cobwebs.

The blue police-box exterior of the TARDIS began to form in one corner. For a brief while it seemed to be slipping in and out of existence, the chipped wood panelling becoming first solid and then ethereal, until, with a final, resounding crump, the TARDIS materialised.

‘Obviously that wasn’t completely perfect,’ said the Doctor, wafting his floppy brown hat over the smoking console. The control room was in disarray; the hat stand had fallen over, the Doctor’s chair was upturned and K-9 was lying on his side, ears waggling.

Romana brushed down her claret-coloured velvet jacket. She felt as though her hearts and her stomach had changed places.

‘Not completely perfect?’

The Doctor blew on a smouldering control panel. ‘You may have noticed a slight bump at the end there.’ He coughed for several seconds.

‘Slight?’ Romana collected The Continuum Code from where it had flapped on to the ground, pocketed it, and lifted K-9 into an upright position. ‘How are you, K-9?’

‘All systems functioning normally,’ K-9 said. ‘Suggestion: in future, mistress should drive.’

The Doctor snorted, bashed the door control and the doors hummed open. He jammed his hat hard on to his head, the brim covering his eyes, and shrugged his oatmeal-coloured coat into place. ‘Right. That’s it. I’m going outside, I may be some time. Romana, you can come with me if you want. K-9, stay here.’

‘Master?’

‘We won’t be very long,’ said Romana, tidying her frilly cuffs. She tapped K-9 on the nose. ‘Humour him. Taking your basic time travel proficiency can be very stressful.’

K-9 whirred up to the Doctor. ‘Master. Statistical analysis of previous excursions suggest a ninety per cent likelihood that my assistance will be required to facilitate liberation from incarceration.’

‘What?’ said a voice from somewhere under the Doctor’s hat.

‘You will need me to rescue you.’ K-9’s rear antennae, which resembled a tail, waggled.

‘Oh. Exactly,’ said the Doctor. ‘So how can you come and rescue us if you’re already with us, hmm? Do try to be logical. Come on, Romana.’

‘Goodbye, K-9.’ Romana patted the side of the computer dog’s head and followed the Doctor outside.

*

The Doctor switched on a torch and ran the circle of light over the surroundings. Spiders scuttled across their webs. The beam settled on the bulkhead door, and the Doctor pulled a triumphant sonic screwdriver from the depths of his pockets.

Romana locked the police-box door behind her. ‘Where do you think we are?’

‘Quickly and smoothly, she says,’ muttered the Doctor under his breath, running the screwdriver over the bulkhead lock.

‘You do realise it is a terribly dangerous thing to do, materialising without an analogue osmosis dampener. We could have skipped over our own time paths,’ Romana said. ‘Anyway, we’re here now. Wherever it is.’ She brushed aside a shivering cobweb and ran a finger over one of the oversized hooks. ‘Not the most salubrious of…’

The Doctor swiped the screwdriver and the bulkhead jerked apart. ‘Aha! Where would I be without my sonic screwdriver!’

‘Still locked in a cellar in Paris, presumably,’ said Romana.

The bulkhead opened on to a cramped cockpit, and stale air gasped in, fluttering the cobwebs. Inside the cockpit, the instrument panels were filled with numerous displays and indicators, all unlit. The viewscreens were covered by two huge, corrugated shutters.

Stooping, the Doctor flashed his torch over the control panels and oscilloscopes. All the dials read zero.

Romana crouched beside him. It was chilly in here, and her breath frosted in the air. An identification plaque above the airlock door caught her attention. ‘The Montressor. A Class D security transporter.’

‘Nothing seems to be working.’ The Doctorjabbed experimentally at a few switches and turned to Romana, his eyes pondering. ‘I wonder what happened to the crew.’

‘Try manually opening the shutters. We may as well see where we are.’

The Doctor gripped the bottom of one of the shutters and tugged. The shutter rattled upwards and light blanketed the cockpit.

‘Good grief.’

Opening the shutter had revealed a whirling void. It was as though they were floating in a blurred, ever-changing ocean of colour. It was serenely, hypnotically beautiful.

‘A hyperspace tunnel,’ said Romana. ‘Only you could miss the entirety of the real universe and land us in hyperspace.’ She estimated the tunnel to be two miles wide; a cylinder of calm, like the eye of a hurricane.

The Doctor rubbed his lips. ‘Over there.’

Romana peered out. From the corner of the window she could see that their ship was connected via a short access tube to… well, Romana wasn’t sure what it was. It seemed to be a vast city. A space station bolted together at random by someone with no idea about design, or architectural viability, and who wasn’t particularly good at bolting things together. ‘A space station?’

‘Look closer.’

The city was constructed from the remains of spaceships. Over one hundred craft, of every conceivable type, all jammed together and interconnected into a mesh. At the centre of the construction was an interplanetary leisure-cruiser. Its rear bulk, the only part visible, was a patchwork of decay, its skeletal structure half-exposed. Smaller craft encrusted the wreck like limpets; their ship, the Montressor, was one of these. Other ships on the outskirts of the city were in better condition and were parked at specially constructed docking ports.

‘What do you think?’ asked the Doctor. He moved away from the screens, hands deep in his pockets. ‘I’m not sure whether to be impressed or not. It’s certainly very big.’

‘A graveyard of ships in space…’ Romana corrected herself. ‘In hyperspace. But why?’

The Doctor took out his bag of jelly babies, selected one, and munched it. ‘Do you know, I think we should find out. I can feel the hairs on the back of my neck curling. Which can mean only one thing.’

‘Which is?’ Romana asked. Now the Doctor mentioned it, there was an eeriness in the air. Like a temporal detachment. Or a ghost walking over her grave. She stopped herself; she refused to be drawn into another of the Doctor’s incorrigible flights of fancy.

‘Time to get a haircut.’ A grin enveloped the Doctor’s face and he moved towards the airlock.

Lamp fittings were either cracked or empty, the panelling was warped, and the carpet was threadbare. The smashed limbs of statues lay strewn across the hall. The interior of the leisure cruiser had seen better days.

Romana and the Doctor walked carefully through the derelict ship. The airlock had opened on to an access tube, which had brought them aboard the cruiser through an airlock duct. Romana noted that the walls were scarred with holes blasted into the woodwork by some sort of energy weapon.

‘Signs of a struggle,’ she remarked, pulling her jacket around her. ‘Quite a battle by the look of it. Do you think there’s anyone left alive?’

The Doctor pulled a face. ‘Whatever happened, it was a long, long time ago.’ He prodded a finger at a tapestry. The material crumbled to charcoal in his hands. ‘So much for art alone enduring. And what’s this?’ The Doctor slapped his hands clean and pulled aside a heavy curtain to reveal a doorway. It opened on to a stairwell that spiralled into the level beneath. The Doctor motioned Romana inside.

This level of the cruiser had been recently inhabited; the cabins had been converted into shops, the ceiling covered with coloured sheets. The impression was of a narrow street bazaar. The shops, for the most part, were offering souvenirs, jewellery, clothing. Or, at least, the remnants of them. Everywhere, there was devastation.

Behind their smashed windows the shops were blackened husks. Leaflets, food containers and abandoned goods littered the corridor. The overhead public-address speakers hissed and the Chinese lanterns hanging in each doorway flickered, filling the corridor with an unearthly twilight.

‘“The Beautiful Death”.’ Romana examined a bill poster, crinkled on to a nearby wall. The poster advertised the forthcoming event in bold, swirly lettering. Beneath the words an angel smiled, arms outstretched in rapture. The angel had the face of a skull.

‘“Midnight. The Great Hall”.’

The Doctor peered at the poster. ‘“Turn On, Tune In, And Drop Dead.” How peculiar.’

‘This place looks like a bomb hit it,’ commented Romana.

‘If we’d only arrived earlier. Story of my life.’ The Doctor rubbed the back of his neck. He seemed troubled. ‘You know, I have a very nasty feeling that –’

In the distance, there was a cry for help.

The Doctor hightailed down the corridor in the direction of the sound, his scarf flapping in his wake. Treading over the litter, Romana picked her way after him.

The corridor opened on to a high-ceilinged deck, a once-elegant staircase sweeping down from an upper gallery. The staircase was littered with corpses. They had hideous wounds, their skin and clothes forming a roasted glue. The stench of death clung to the air.

Hand over her mouth, Romana drew nearer. Most of the bodies were human, although there were some other races: translucent, milky creatures with bulbous eyes, and two short, humanoid lizards. The corpses were dressed in colourful clothes: kaftans, duffle coats, capes and tie-dye T-shirts. Though it was hard to tell where the tie-dye ended and the blood began.

‘Over here, Romana.’ The Doctor squatted beside a figure lying huddled against one wall.

The figure was wearing body-length black robes, but what took Romana’s breath away was its face. It was a mask, an horrific caricature of a skull. The skull was covered in grooves representing facial muscles, and appeared to be screaming in agony.

‘Help me get this mask off,’ the Doctor said. ‘Quick!’ Romana knelt beside him and together they unfastened the straps fixing it in place. Romana lifted the mask off and placed it to one side.

It was a man in his early thirties. Perspiration streamed off his forehead. He looked up at Romana and the Doctor, and raised a grateful smile, his jaw trembling. ‘They came for us…’

‘Who came for you?’ asked the Doctor.

‘The…’ The man stuttered. ‘They hunted out the living…’ His eyes bulged. ‘They are the walking dead!’

‘Don’t try to speak,’ said Romana, smoothing his hair. The man’s eyelids drooped, he mumbled to himself and lost consciousness.

‘The walking dead,’ said the Doctor. ‘I knew it would have to be something like that.’

‘He’s sustained burns to neck and chest. He needs painkillers, disinfectant. Dressings.’

The Doctor agreed. ‘We can’t leave him here. I think we’d better –’ He put a protective arm on Romana’s shoulder and led her to one side.

Two medics were approaching, both dressed in turquoise uniforms. One of them, a young woman, scanned a life-detector across the bodies. The detector hummed when pointed at the man in black robes. ‘That one there. He’s still alive.’ Reading from the datascreen, she spoke with wooden efficiency. ‘Minor burns and trauma. He’ll survive.’

The Doctor dashed over to assist the medics. ‘Hello. My name’s –’

‘Are you injured at all?’ asked the other medic.

‘No, I –’

‘Right. You can carry him.’

‘Carry him?’ said Romana.

‘To the medical bay. Down there.’ The medic indicated another of the corridors.

‘Right. Of course, the medical bay.’ The Doctor tucked his arms under the robed man and eased him upwards. The man groaned as his head fell back, but he remained unconscious.

‘But what about the rest of them?’ asked Romana.

The young woman glanced at the bodies. ‘Them? They’re all dead.’

‘What happened here?’ Romana asked.

‘Time for that later,’ said the Doctor. The black-robed man was lolling in his arms. ‘This man needs medical attention.’

*

Executive Metcalf wallowed in his office. It had been converted from the cruiser’s control cabin and retained many of the original features. The gold rails, the plush carpet, the Art Deco lamps. The two large windows looking out on to hyperspace. His treasured collection of artworks, sculptured blocks of abstract form. The luxury helped remind Metcalf he was important because, at the moment, important was the one thing he didn’t feel.

The chair pinched him at the sides, and Metcalf wriggled himself into position. The events of the previous day had left him rattled. His collarless ochre-and-brown suit, normally the last word in executive style, seemed to be two sizes too big. His hair, normally combed into a neat side parting, was bedraggled. And he could feel sweat collecting at the waistband of his trousers.

He ran his hand through his hair for the fifteenth time that day. In front of him, the holophoto of his wife and the two little ones. Smiling idyllically. Luckily, they’d not been involved. Which probably wasn’t surprising, Metcalf thought, since he hadn’t seen them since his wife had run off with the holophotographer twelve years ago.

Beside the photo was an interaction terminal, the monitor showing nothing but rolling static. All that remained of ERIC. That dratted computer. He’d almost grown fond of it.

Metcalf was in the process of loosening his tie when the door opened, admitting two uniformed officers.

‘Executive Metcalf?’ Both of the officers wore regulation silver-and-black tunics, peaked caps and identification badges. Each had a laser rifle slung from his belt.

‘I am, yes,’ said Metcalf. His tie slithered out of his hands on to his desk. ‘You must be –’

‘We are Investigators. My name is Dunkal, and this is my colleague, Rige.’ Dunkal was in his fifties, a stern, weathered officer. He spoke as though he was spitting out words he didn’t like the taste of. ‘We believe there has been an incident.’

Rige had slicked-back hair and a seedy manner. He fingered one of the artworks. ‘Incident.’

‘That’s right, yes,’ said Metcalf. ‘Do sit down, officers. I’m afraid there has been a not inconsiderable… well, catastrophe is one word that springs to mind.’

‘Catastrophe?’ Dunkal didn’t like the taste of the word ‘catastrophe’. He eased himself into the seat opposite Metcalf. ‘D’you hear that, Rige? There’s been a catastrophe.’

Rige didn’t reply. He wandered around the office, his hands clasped behind his back.

Metcalf continued. ‘There was a malfunction with the Beautiful Death, one of our attractions. You may have heard of it. Unfortunately what happened was that it turned a couple of hundred tourists into… it’s quite difficult to describe.’

‘In your own time.’

‘It turned them into the living dead.’

Dunkal stroked his moustache. ‘The living dead. Right.’

‘And they went on, for want of a better word, a rampage.’ Metcalf gulped. ‘Most undesirable. And then, on top of all that, both the Beautiful Death attraction and our computer supervision system, ERIC, were destroyed. All because of one man’s sabotage, I hasten to add.’

‘And the living dead?’

‘They died.’ Metcalf gave an embarrassed cough. ‘Permanently, this time.’

‘I see,’ digested Dunkal. ‘And all the result of sabotage, you say? So someone tampers with this Beautiful Death of yours, whatever the hell that is, and then blows it up, taking your computer with it? And they also turn a couple of hundred tourists into zombies, and then kill them. Permanently. Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Exactly.’

‘It’s the classic scenario,’ stated Rige. ‘If I had a credit every time…’ Dunkal scowled at him and the words tailed off.

‘And when all this was happening, you were?’ Dunkal turned back to Metcalf.

‘Well, here, in my office. Putting efforts in place to organise an evacuation,’ said Metcalf. ‘In no small measure.’

‘Of course.’ Dunkal studied the photo of Metcalf’s wife. ‘And you’re in charge of everything that goes on here?’

‘Yes. And no. The Beautiful Death was under the direction of Doctor Paddox. It was his project, really.’

‘And this Doctor Paddox is…?’

‘Is missing, assumed dead, as well,’ Metcalf nodded. ‘Deeply regrettable. But were he alive, I am sure he would admit responsibility.’

‘Convenient,’ said Rige, helping himself to a seat.

‘Right.’ Investigator Dunkal leaned forward. Metcalf could smell the tobacco on his breath. ‘So. This saboteur of yours. The one behind the catastrophe. Can you describe him?’

Metcalf described him.

‘The morning after, and all around is despair,’ began Harken Batt. ‘Here, in the medical bay of the G-Lock, I am surrounded by the victims of the recent disaster. The deceased, the dying, and the injured.’

He beckoned his holocameraman down the aisle of beds. ‘Less than twelve hours ago these people were having the time of their lives. Little did they know of the tragedy that fate held in store for them like a bleak surprise.’

Harken fixed his eyes on the holocamera. This would be the clip that would be replayed at endless award ceremonies. He imagined his face in the viewfinder; lined but distinguished, easily passing for that of a forty-year-old. The face of the greatest investigative reporter of his generation.

‘Throughout this episode, one man alone managed to get an exclusive insight into the true nature of events as they happened. Not only discovering the cause of the danger, but also proving to be crucially instrumental in its defeat.’ After a measured pause, Harken delivered the final blow. ‘The harrowing events of the last twelve hours is not just the story of the people gathered here today. It is also my story. This is Harken Batt, reporting from the G-Lock –’

‘Excuse me, would you mind?’

*

The Doctor settled the black-robed man on a bed and waved a medic over. With his help, the medic placed an oxygen mask over the man’s face and applied compresses to the wounds.

‘Would I mind? You just ruined that whole sequence.’

The Doctor looked up. A bald, sullen-faced man in a grey mac was folding his arms at him. The man, in his late fifties, had been talking to himself in a ludicrously self-important manner, and the Doctor had disregarded him as a matter of course. ‘What?’

‘You just interrupted a most important section of my documentary.’

‘Documentary?’ The Doctor whirled to face a tubby gentleman resplendent in a jacket, tie and Hawaiian shorts squinting through a camera. Realising what had happened, he broke into a gregarious smile. ‘I’m terribly sorry, will you have to start all over again?’

The man in the mac tutted. ‘I daresay it will come out in the edit, it usually does. I was just running over the events of the last few hours.’

‘Really?’ The Doctor caught a glimpse of Romana on the other side of the medical bay where she was tending to the injured. ‘Bit of a problem with the walking dead, I hear.’

‘That’s right, Doctor, I was –’

‘Doctor!’ The Doctor almost jumped out of his coat. ‘You called me Doctor!’

The man breathed deeply, as if to humour him. ‘Yes, Doctor. As I was saying, I was about to –’

‘How do you know I’m the Doctor?’

‘How do I know you’re the Doctor, Doctor?’ the man replied. ‘After all we’ve been through?’

‘Have we?’

‘You saved the G-Lock.’

The Doctor boggled with delight. ‘Did I? Did I really?’

‘You don’t remember? You rescued it from certain and terrible destruction.’

‘How marvellous.’ The Doctor grinned. ‘That’s just the sort of thing I would do. Sorry, and you are?’

‘Harken Batt.’ He indicated his colleague in the shorts. ‘And this is my new holocameraman, Jeremy. You mean you really don’t know who I am?’

The Doctor shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I’ve never seen you before in my life.’

The ceiling lights brightened to usher in a new artificial day. Across the room, the Doctor was still talking to that fool in the overcoat. Romana tutted and turned to the occupant of the next bed.

It was an orange lizard, about the size of a juvenile human, lying on its side. It had a dazed expression, its two bulbous eyes rolling about behind circular sunglasses. Instead of hair it had a crenellated membrane, and around its neck were numerous amulets and beads. It groaned. ‘Oh. My freakin’ loaf.’

‘Are you in any pain?’ asked Romana.

‘My grey area is throbbing like an amp on eleven,’ said the lizard. ‘I am totally medicined.’

‘Are you in pain? Yes or no?’

‘Whacked and not so groovy.’ The lizard centred its soporific eyes on to her. ‘Oh, it’s you, Romana. So you got out safe with the cat in the hat, I take it?’

Romana was incredulous. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Last night, when all around was tribulation and trial,’ the lizard explained. ‘You and the good Doctor were the fifth cavalry. You saved my life.’

‘Harken Batt, investigative reporter? Leading insect-on-the-wall documentary-maker? One of the most famous holovision personalities in the galaxy –’

‘No, I’m afraid I’ve really never heard of you,’ the Doctor interrupted, fearing Harken might continue in this vein indefinitely. ‘But I feel certain that if I we had met, it would have been quite… unforgettable.’

‘Well, this sudden memory lapse is most inconvenient,’ said Harken. ‘I had been hoping to interview you.’

‘Interview me?’ The Doctor pointed to his own chest. Taking his cue, Jeremy raised his holocamera and backed away to fit them both in the shot. ‘Whatever for?’

‘For my documentary, on how we… on how you averted the G-Lock’s destruction. And…’

‘Ah. I would love to help, but unfortunately I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re talking about. So this is the G-Lock, is it?’ The Doctor directed his attention to the injured. Some were quivering in shock, others weeping. Medics clattered in with more trolleys of survivors.

‘Yes, this is…’ said Harken.

The Doctor whispered in his ear. ‘You know, I hate to be rude, but I think perhaps we should get on with trying to save a few lives rather than stand around chatting, don’t you? Hmm?’ He shambled away to attend to the new arrivals.

Harken glowered, and gave a throat-slitting signal to Jeremy.

‘I saved your life?’ said Romana. ‘You mean you’ve already met the Doctor and me?’

‘Indeed that is so.’ The lizard licked its lips. ‘You know, lady, I wouldn’t half kill for a refreshener. My gullet’s as dry as a sand weevil’s bath towel.’

‘Of course,’ said Romana. ‘Try to remain awake, I’ll get you some water.’

‘Totally nice.’ The lizard’s head dropped back into its pillow.

Romana hurried over to the water-cooler in the corner of the room. It dispensed a cup of blue-tinted water. She was about to head back when she felt a hand tugging at her jacket.

The hand belonged to an old woman reclining on a trolley. The woman’s face was a mass of wrinkles; her skin sagged in folds and was covered in sores. She looked starved to near-death. Her eyes, rheumy and colourless, fixed on Romana’s with a burning intensity.

Romana strained to hear what she was saying. The woman licked her lips, and Romana could see that her tongue and toothless gums were completely black. Oily liquid started drooling out of her mouth, dripping from her chin and on to her clothes.

Stooping closer, Romana could feel the woman’s breath on her face. It smelt of ash. ‘What is it? What can I do for you?’

The woman did not reply. Instead, her hand lost its grip on Romana’s jacket and fell to one side.

‘I’ll get someone to see to you.’ Romana twisted away, and clutched the arm of a nearby medic, a bearded, heavily built man. ‘Excuse me, but can you help? This woman needs urgent attention.’

The medic shot Romana a look of confusion.

‘This woman here –’ Romana turned to face the bed. It was empty. Where the woman had been lying, there were just neatly folded sheets. There was not even an indentation in the mattress. It was as if she had never existed.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ELDER SHUFFLED into the chamber, and Nyanna followed a respectful two paces behind him.

The birthsayers and elders had assembled around the carpel, a long stem looping from the ceiling in a tangle of arteries. A mass of veins covered its surface, bulging as they pumped a phosphorescent green liquid through the wall capillaries. Suspended at the centre of the womb, floating within the carpel, was a large, transparent egg.

The birthsayers gathered their skins around them like baggy cloaks and turned their wizened faces to the new arrivals. The oldest one advanced on Nyanna.

‘Nyanna. We are yet an hour or so away before the sac breaks.’ The birthsayer pointed a gnarled finger at the egg; it was visibly swelling, the skin of the sac splitting under the strain and leaking natal liquid. Inside the egg, its body hunched over its knees, was an unborn baby.

‘The child is healthy, alive?’

The birthsayer tasted the air. ‘Oh, it lives. It can sense the rush of the approaching moment.’

‘Gallura,’ wheezed an elder. ‘The unborn shall be Gallura. He marks the end. After him, there is no more.’

‘Indeed, the end approaches,’ the birthsayer repeated grimly.

‘The end of us all,’ said a second birthsayer. ‘Gallura is the herald of our destruction.’

The birthsayer’s words filled Nyanna with dread. The same dread that had pursued her in her dreams had now become real. In the next hour, all their histories would be as nothing. She felt
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