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With the heat building, the Doctor and his friends set out to solve the mysteries.

An adventure set in 1930s London, featuring the Fourth Doctor as played by Tom Baker and his companions Romana and K-9.


About the Author

Gareth Roberts was born in Chesham, Buckinghamshire in 1968.  His scripts for Doctor Who on television include ‘The Shakespeare Code’ (2007), ‘The Unicorn And  The Wasp’ (2008), ‘The Lodger’ (2010) and ‘Closing Time’ (2011), and he  has also written many scripts for the spin-off series The Sarah Jane Adventures, as well as scripts for programmes as diverse as Emmerdale and Randall & Hopkirk (Deceased).  He has written nine original Doctor Who novels, and lives in West London.


The Doctor Who History Collection

The Stone Rose
Jacqueline Rayner

The Roundheads
Mark Gatiss

The Witch Hunters
Steve Lyons

Dead of Winter
James Goss

Human Nature
Paul Cornell

The English Way of Death
Gareth Roberts

The Shadow in the Glass
Justin Richards and Stephen Cole

Amorality Tale
David Bishop


[image: image]


INTRODUCTION

I was very recently invited to write an episode of a TV series that will be making its way to your screens late in 2015. The head writer/executive producer – or ‘showrunner’ if you like, though nobody actually working in British television ever calls it that – outlined the job to me and concluded by saying that he was mainly commissioning new writers but wanted somebody more experienced in the mix. I wondered who that more experienced person was and then suddenly realised he was talking about me.

‘But I’m young!’ I found myself desperately wanting to scream. ‘I’m new, I’m fresh! At least, I used to be young. I was once very young. Doesn’t that count?’

Disciples of Doctor Who have always been on unusually familiar terms with the writers of ‘their’ show. When I was very young – not so very long ago, I want to scream – these writers were avuncular, seemingly rather formal types with names like Robert, Terrance, Malcolm, Philip and Barry. On the rare occasions they were glimpsed in public, or seen on the rear dust jackets of hardback Doctor Who novelisations, they were immaculately suited and tied. A polo neck was as casual as they would ever get, though neat beards were an option. They lived in North London and were married with daughters called things like Hilary or Felicity. They had usually also worked on Crossroads, Public Eye or The Man in Room 17, and in their elevated minds a commission for Doctor Who was just any other job. The more exotic of them had yachts and were thus uncontactable for rewrites. They seemed almost god-like in their remoteness, their calm professionalism and their casual masculinity. These were men who sat in book-lined rooms, who typed with both hairy hands, stopping only to puff at their pipes.

When I first started writing professionally, I think I half-expected that some mysterious process would transform me over the years into one of these creatures. The writing world of the 1990s and 2000s seemed so different, though. The writers I came into contact with were, like me, nervy, hyper-sensitive characters, jostling for position and simultaneously conceited and wracked with suffocating self-doubt. We wore jeans and T-shirts and drank perhaps a little too much. The most established and successful of us were often the most irrational and jittery.

It was only when I came into contact with that previous generation that I realised that, outward appearances aside, they were exactly the same as us, and had suffered exactly the same fumbled triumphs and terrifying reverses. It strikes me that as a writer you are never quite the right age – you fear you are either too fresh and naive, or that you’re past it. One of the other writers working on the new project mentioned above was, I discover from a quick Googling, born in 1990. I shudder and shake when I discover this, much the same way as my elders once used to boggle in disbelief at me when I told them I was born on the day Robert Kennedy was shot.

So it’s both intensely flattering and intensely nerve-jangling to find myself with a career long enough to warrant inclusion in reprints and boxed sets. The English Way of Death is now twenty years old. It can smoke cigarettes, get married and join the army. I wrote it on the flickering green screen of an Amstrad word processor, at a time when the internet was just another strange thing Paul Cornell did in his garage. But, looking back, what do I see in it now?

The Virgin New Adventures were a bold move, transposing the Doctor from the family-friendly television series into a range of proper science-fiction novels for young adults. This was a canny and very clever switch on the part of editor Peter Darvill-Evans, who reasoned correctly that there was a comparatively large readership waiting for a more grown-up, more experimental take on Doctor Who. I began my writing career trying, rather fitfully, to slot into that risk-taking range.

But I had a problem. I discovered that, for me, the trappings of teatime family TV drama – the jokes and the madness, the frequent mismatches of style and content – weren’t trappings at all. They were the very heart and soul of Doctor Who, the things that kept me watching and kept me happy. I knew that my books were going to be read by, at most, about thirty thousand hardcore Who disciples, but I couldn’t help pretending there was a massive mainstream audience of millions out there, waiting to be entertained, and so I wrote for them. And the strangest thing happened – a lot of the readers really seemed to like that.

When it comes to The English Way of Death in particular, I recall that I’d recently rewatched Channel 4’s 1980s adaptation of E.F. Benson’s Mapp and Lucia novels, and caught up with the earlier Lucia novels set in London. I thought it would be fun to smash these genteel comedies of manners into Doctor Who and see what happened. As it turned out, with the terribly English team of the Fourth Doctor, Romana and K-9 it wasn’t such a clash as you might at first think. The story thematically revolves around two halves of an alien entity coming together, which is very Doctor Who, but I had fun contrasting that with the romantic affairs of the guest characters, which isn’t. Or wasn’t back then.

But mainly, looking back at the days when this was written, I see a different me – with a lot less money but with a lot more creative freedom (the loss of which is inevitable if you move into the more team-based, closely controlled world of television). And, frankly, a lot more hair.

It’s a shame these new editions don’t come adorned with black-and-white dust jacket portraits of the authors. I think I could carry off a polo neck well enough to fool a new, younger generation of Who disciples into thinking I was a proper, manly, typewriter-savvy, professional writer. Till they read this bit, at least.

Gareth Roberts
September 2014


PROLOGUE

THE EPISODE OF THE IMPOSSIBLE BATHING-HUT

There was a loud clanking and jolting of machinery. The engine bellowed like a wounded elephant. Finally, with a furious hiss of steam and a succession of jerks that sent luggage flying from racks and knocked those standing in the third-class carriage from their feet, the train pulled itself away painfully from the dinginess of London Bridge station.

Seated in one of the smaller first-class compartments were Hepworth Stackhouse and his valet, Orlick. Stackhouse was florid in face, with a barrel-shaped frame held firm by a corset and tightly buttoned waistcoat. His heavy red jowls shook as the train, after an enthusiastic start, slowed to a crawl, and a cemetery and a row of factories slid past his window seat in silent mockery. He cursed the railway company, he cursed his ailment, but the largest share of his spleen he reserved for Dr Hicks for insisting on this expedition in the first place. Heading away from the capital, even for a few days, was contrary to Stackhouse’s every instinct, and the thought of the business carrying on without him was enough to bring a mild flutter to his stomach. The younger men in the office were capable – he’d hand-picked them – still, they were only young chaps, prone to every distraction and fribble. For success in industry, a man needs a heart of iron and a mind of quicksilver. Stackhouse knew he had both; they were family traits, and the firm bore the family name. But the blood of his subordinates was thinner stuff. Pulling his attention from the trundle of the cortège with a despairing shake of the head he said, ‘Orlick. My newspaper.’

The valet’s thick eyebrows twitched. ‘Dr Hicks prescribed a complete rest, sir.’

Stackhouse groaned. ‘Shall even my staff be turned against me? Disgraceful. The paper, man!’

It was provided, and Stackhouse turned with a speed born of long experience to the financial pages. Illogically, he felt a flash of discomfort that Stackhouse Confectioneries Ltd was continuing to do rather well in his absence. This was countered by the pleasure afforded him simply from the sight of the precisely arranged tiers of figures. In the last week, from the confinement of his bed, all work banned on Hicks’s orders, he had wondered if the world of commerce would still exist on his return. It seemed to him that one was unlikely to last long without the other, whatever the proclamations of medical opinion.

Superficially contented, he turned back to the news pages and read in silence. There was a small crumb of comfort to be had in the situation; at least Orlick had secured them an empty compartment, away from the mass of holidaymakers weighing down the other vans. He was not a talkative man and disliked strangers on principle, feeling that he already knew too many people and loathed nearly all of them. Taking the car would have been much better but it had chosen the same moment as him to break down.

He was still contemplating the silence when the door from the corridor slid open a fraction and a bright-eyed head poked through. ‘May I join you?’ it enquired in a register both squeaky and, thought Stackhouse, somewhat unmanly.

Ill-tempered and uncivil to his business colleagues, Stackhouse had nonetheless been raised a gentleman and was too much an adherent to form to object to the request, and he nodded his assent. The door was pushed back fully and the newcomer entered, loaded down with two large suitcases which he proceeded to swing up on the rack. Stackhouse surveyed him. The man was about his own age, say 47, and wore summer clothes: a gaily patterned sweater; a turquoise scarf thrown over his shoulder at an artistic angle; and a pair of indecently bell-bottomed trousers. Accessorised to this emasculated ensemble were a gold-plated wristwatch and a thin moustache, and his hair was grey and cut close in small curls. He settled in the facing seat with a series of sighs and squeaks, a black canvas bag balanced on his knees. There was something unsettling, squirrel-like, about the way his thin pale fingers plucked at the crease of his trousers. It made Stackhouse want to swat him as one swats a fly.

‘Oh dear, oh dear, I thought perhaps I wasn’t going to make it,’ he said, still catching his breath. ‘Heavens above, what a mad dash! How I ran!’ Stackhouse grunted. The stranger twittered on. ‘Bradshaw might as well be a wall of hieroglyphs to me. All those stations, all those times, and so hard to follow the line across the page. So I find myself running like an escaped convict half across London.’ He blew out his cheeks and fanned himself. ‘Goodness me.’ His eyes narrowed as they settled on his fellow passenger’s face, and his brow furrowed. It was an arrangement of the features with which Stackhouse was too familiar. ‘I say,’ said the stranger, ‘have we met?’

‘I’m sure we haven’t,’ said Stackhouse, returning to his newspaper.

‘Are you certain?’ The stranger tapped his chin. ‘I know your face.’

‘I’m sure you do not.’

‘Half a moment.’ The stranger clapped his hands together. ‘I think I have it.’ His squirrel face came closer. ‘Throw back your head, smile and wink.’

‘I shall do no such thing,’ said Stackhouse, who was considering sending Orlick to fetch an official of the railway.

‘Yes, I thought so.’ The stranger rummaged in his canvas bag, brought out a brightly coloured tin and pointed to the lid, upon which a familiar ruddy face threw back its head, smiled and winked. ‘Stackhouse’s biscuits, 103 varieties,’ said the stranger. ‘I’m right, aren’t I? It is “you”, isn’t it?’

‘It is, in point of fact, my late father,’ replied Stackhouse, the courtesy slipping from his voice. ‘Now would you kindly let me alone.’

But the stranger, like so many of his kind, was not to be diverted. He took a biscuit from the tin and held it up between thumb and forefinger as if it were a gold sovereign. ‘The Zanzibar cracknel. These are my particular favourites. Second only to the almond dessert crunch, or perhaps the apricot and ginger swirl. You must feel very proud, Mr Stackhouse.’ When the other did not reply he continued, ‘Your produce in the home of every cultured person. “No hamper is complete without one.”’ He nibbled at a corner. ‘Superb. Well, goodness. Do you know, I never thought I’d be taking the pleasure with their proprietor.’ He waved the tin over. ‘I don’t suppose you’d…?’

‘No, I would not,’ Stackhouse replied. It was not only the stranger’s overfamiliarity that caused him to reject the offer; he had grown up around sweets and desserts and biscuits and found them tiresome. The tightness of his own girdle was the result of good red meat washed down with plenty of dark port.

The stranger finished the biscuit and flexed his delicate fingers. ‘Heavenly. Quite heavenly.’ His face took on a dreamy expression and he offered a hand. ‘Closed.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Closed.’

‘What is?’

‘I am.’ He leant forward and shook Stackhouse by the hand. ‘Percival Closed, esquire. I’m not in business myself.’

‘Really?’ Stackhouse said brusquely. The truth was his annoyance was waning and being replaced by a sense of intrigue. Definitely the fellow was a fool, and yet a far from ordinary one. It was usual for Stackhouse to be halted in the street by passers-by eager to thank him for bringing such exquisitely processed sugar into their lives – they did not suspect how small was his involvement in the production process – but never had the greeting been made with this lack of civility or respect. There was a queer air of inaccuracy about the man. Briefly Stackhouse wondered if he might be a foreigner, but rejected the idea. The squirrel’s foibles, accent and demeanour were English enough.

The train started to pick up speed, and Closed nodded with childlike approval as they passed through a handful of minor stations and the villas of Croydon, regimented and new, became more interspersed with intervals of green. It was as if these ordinary sights were thrilling and strange to him. Stackhouse made a show of reading his newspaper, but his eyes kept flicking of their own accord back up to his fellow traveller.

After a few minutes, Closed started to riffle through his bag, and at length produced a pair of knitting needles and some balls of wool. ‘My vice,’ he told Stackhouse. ‘Puts me at ease, you know.’ He began to knit, dividing his attention between the clacking needles and the window, which now provided a pleasing view of fields segmented by hedgerow. A herd of cows lay on their sides in the sunlight, looking like a set of knocked-down skittles, and confirming Stackhouse’s prejudices about the country and its inhabitants.

‘Have you business in Brighton?’ Closed asked suddenly.

The abruptness of the enquiry caught Stackhouse unprepared. ‘I’m not going to Brighton,’ he replied.

‘Fancy,’ said Closed. ‘Neither am I.’ He looked up from his knitting, although the needles continued to move with mechanical unerringness, and studied Stackhouse again. ‘You’re an awfully ruddy chap, aren’t you?’ he observed gauchely. ‘I’d lay odds that you and I are heading not only in the same direction but to the very same place.’ When Stackhouse did not reply he nodded and tittered. ‘Nutchurch, eh?’

Stackhouse and Orlick exchanged an uneasy glance. ‘You are correct, sir,’ Stackhouse told Closed. ‘Although I don’t see what business it may be of yours.’

Closed ignored the remark. ‘Tricky liver, is it? Heart giving you trouble? Or diabetes? I suppose in your profession you would be at risk. Temptation on all sides.’

‘None of those things,’ Stackhouse said. ‘My physician has advised me to take a short rest, that is all.’ He gave his newspaper a definite rustle, licked his thumb and turned a page. ‘A lot of nonsense, in my opinion. Never felt finer.’ He kept his eyes away from Orlick, who had been waiting at table two weeks previously and seen him turn from red to blue and crash into a bowl of beef consommé.

Closed shook his head. ‘One must attend to one’s health, Mr Stackhouse.’ He sighed and looked up at the ceiling. ‘And you’ll find Nutchurch such a charming place. Remote, unspoiled. Quite a haven, in fact. And to stroll along the beach, taking in the brine – such a delight!’

To Stackhouse’s ordered mind it seemed incorrect to take pleasure in lack of activity, and Closed personified all his doubts about the treatment prescribed by Dr Hicks. He might go to be invigorated and return as feeble and lacking in fire.

He watched as Closed returned his attention fully to his knitting, sighing and muttering like a loon, and prayed for the journey to pass swiftly.

The final stage of the journey to Nutchurch was accomplished by changing at Worthing for a train on the branch-line, and the connection was spectacularly late. Amongst the group of passengers assembled on the platform, Stackhouse became steadily more aggrieved by the insouciance of the railway company’s employees. Several times Orlick was sent to make complaints and on each occasion he returned to convey a vague assurance that all possible efforts were being made to arrange the connecting service. Stackhouse’s only further communication with Closed at this stage came when the latter pointed to the slot machine vending squares of the firm’s butterscotch and muttered, ‘You must feel so proud.’

Eventually they were ushered away from the crowds and into the almost empty first-class waiting room. It was as he sat there, pretending to read his paper, his face turning redder and redder as the minutes crept by, that Stackhouse noticed something particularly strange, something that was to alter his destiny.

Closed had retreated to his knitting, and was sitting back on one of the well-polished wooden boards with a peaceful expression. At a loss for mental stimulation, Stackhouse ran his eyes around the room, over the sonorously ticking clock, over the stoic faces of their fellow sufferers, and over the other man’s luggage – the two heavy suitcases and the canvas bag.

Inside the bag, nestling on top of a neatly folded cardigan, was the most curious object Stackhouse had seen in his life. Just looking at it gave him a peculiar thrill, as if it was something his eyes were not supposed to look upon. It was roughly tubular in shape and dull grey in colour, although it seemed not to be made of metal but from some other, unfamiliar, substance. Its centre bulged and formed a sort of disc, into which were set several small, variously coloured switches and buttons. What made Stackhouse shudder (and he was a man not used to frights) was a sensation that the object and Closed were one of a piece, and that this elevated Closed’s status from oddity to conundrum. Something of his feelings must have shown on his face, because Closed reached forward and drew the bag closer to him, concealing what lay within.

A mix of thoughts passed through Stackhouse’s brain. His dominant reaction to the sight, he was ashamed to admit, was a cold kind of fear. The unaccustomed sensation brought out in him a determination to sort out the mystery and put things back in their proper place. He felt as if his collapse, this railway madness and the presence of Closed were all part of a scheme on the part of fate to confound him. He considered asking Closed about the thing in the bag straight-out, but manners held him back. And then the train pulled up at the branch-line platform and the moment was lost.

‘Oh, thank goodness, at long last, and about time, too!’ said Closed. He returned his knitting to the bag and hoisted up his luggage.

Nutchurch came into sight between the curve of the high cliffs that formed its wide bay. The flashing light of the afternoon sun was reflected off the sea, which was still and a deep luscious blue. The beach was fringed by a line of modest guesthouses, behind which was the village. It consisted of three identically sized and parallel streets, arranged with the tidy typicality of such places. At the far side was a small Victorian church. The streets in their turn gave onto fields rising at a gentle angle, where sheep grazed under the alert eyes of a darting collie. It was precisely this kind of pastoral scene that Dr Hicks had prescribed to lift Stackhouse’s spirits, and that in fact sickened him to the heart.

The track diverged from the hills and the train passed over a short bridge and slid home, an hour late. The station at Nutchurch was small and well tended, the gravel path of the approach raked perfectly level and hedged with rhododendrons. The street beyond, with its cobbler, druggist and grain store, outside which a horse was snuffling at a trough, was startlingly backward. Such a place had no right to exist in the modern world, thought Stackhouse. It was as much out of its place as Closed, and the traffic that passed by appeared rather presumptuous, like a guest turning up early at a party. In spite of the decision he had made not to enjoy himself, and the lingering feeling of strangeness from what he had seen in Closed’s bag, Stackhouse felt his natural instincts, buried under years of self-denial, react favourably to the clean air, the beating sun and the clear sky with its wisps of cirrus.

From among the small crowd of arrivals, Closed nipped forward to the first taxi at the rank. As the driver saw to his luggage, he turned to Stackhouse and waved. ‘Nice to have met you. I just know you will enjoy yourself.’ He made a strange sign, forming a circle between his thumb and forefinger. ‘And keep on making those delicious Zanzibar cracknels! England couldn’t manage without them! I know I certainly couldn’t!’ He climbed aboard the taxi and it was gone with a splutter of exhaust.

Orlick had hailed another car and stowed their luggage. He edged closer to Stackhouse and indicated the waiting vehicle. ‘Sir? Sir, we are loaded up and ready to move on.’

Stackhouse stared after the departing Closed. The taxi carrying the mystifying stranger turned a corner and was lost from view.

‘Sir?’ Orlick said again.

‘All right, all right, don’t fuss.’ Stackhouse waddled over to the waiting taxi. He felt sure he would see Closed again. In a place of this size a second encounter was almost unavoidable.

And so Stackhouse was settled as comfortably as his temperament allowed at Belle Vue, the resort’s premier guesthouse; or as Stackhouse came to reflect, merely its least unattractive. As was his habit, he found much to fault: it took an age for a bath to be run; the corners of his room were fluff-infested; and the towel rail was cool to the touch. Worse, the village of Nutchurch was not quite the retreat Hicks had described. It seemed that in recent years the vitalising effects of its brine had been more widely advertised, and in consequence the place was beginning to take the overspill from the larger towns along the coast and a fair number of day-trippers making their way down on the train. Stackhouse shunned the indolent crowds thronging the beach. Several idiots had already recognised him and shouted encouragements, and there was too much flesh on display for his liking – almost enough to put him off the spartan lunches packed by his landlady. Instead he took strolls along the low sand hills that debouched from the beach on the left side. There were fewer bathers here, and the wind seemed to blow the brine in with more force, which he supposed might do him some good.

Three days in Nutchurch had cleared his chest and sinuses a great deal, and a suppleness unknown since boyhood had returned to his limbs. These results he kept private. He would return to London and wag a finger at Hicks and complain about the wasted trip, and that would be very satisfying, very satisfying indeed. The prospect cheered him and his pace through the sand quickened. Orlick followed, clasping to his chest a small hamper that contained a snack of cold sliced meats and a bottle of chilled fruit juice. If he noticed a new spring in his master’s step he had the good sense not to remark on it.

Stackhouse’s gaze took in the fields, the uninspiring spire of the little church, the guzzling crowds and their sticky-faced offspring. He looked over the slight ridge upon which he stood down to the shoreline, which at this distance, about a mile from the beach, had thinned to a narrow strip of shale and pebbles. The cries of wheeling seagulls added to the drowsy atmosphere.

Then the spell was broken. Nipping his way along the shore in sandaled feet was Closed. He was wearing an old-fashioned red-striped bathing suit, all of a piece, and was carrying his canvas bag. The sun flashed on an exposed circle of scalp at the back of his head as he hopped with a definite air between the larger stones. The look of innocence had been replaced by a frown of great concentration and fixed purpose. Stackhouse’s mind, which had been left to idle in the last three days of agonised inertia, sprang to attention. He crept closer to the edge of the ridge so as not to lose sight of the stranger, and congratulated himself. Whatever the state of his health, his instinct for smelling a fraud was unbowed. There was certainly more to Closed than first appearance suggested.

His sudden movement sent a trickle of stones skittering down, alerting Closed, whose ears pricked up, more in the manner of a fox than a squirrel. Stackhouse backed away slightly, confident he would not be seen, and after a moment Closed went on.

Stackhouse pondered. On the one hand, he felt sure he was on the brink of uncovering a matter of large import, on the other he worried he might be according Closed a deal more significance than he deserved. If the man turned out to be nothing more than a crank, Stackhouse’s actions in pursuing him along the coastline would be difficult to explain away. Yet there was something odd about the chap, he knew it, and his glimpse of the thing in the bag had served to strengthen his suspicion to a level from which it could not be reined in. Still, his investigation would have to remain a private fancy until he could be sure of a result.

He turned to his valet. ‘Orlick. I wish for some peace. You will return to Belle Vue and await me. I will be back by six.’

‘Dr Hicks said that you were to be accompanied at all times, sir.’

‘Blast Dr Hicks!’ Stackhouse said as loud as he dared. ‘I will be alone! I have been without a nursemaid for the past forty-five years, I do not need one now!’ He could feel the colour returning to his cheeks.

Orlick bowed his worried head. ‘As you wish, sir. Shall I leave the hamper for sir?’

‘No, no, as I have said, I shall return for my dinner.’ He looked nervously over his shoulder, just in time to see Closed’s striped outfit obscured from his view by a line of tall grass. ‘Run along, man, right away.’

Orlick withdrew, unable to conceal the distress from his face. As he moved off he looked back several times at his master. The man was a regular old maid. Stackhouse waited until Orlick was a distant black dot among the crowds, then turned about and made up for lost time, putting the full measure of his recovery to good use as he cantered along the ridge, peering between the grass for signs of Closed’s passing.

The red stripes came back into sight a couple of minutes later. Closed was standing, with the bag between his feet, smack in the middle of a tiny cove. The cliff face forming the cove’s inner wall was about twenty feet high, and it was at the top that Stackhouse settled on his haunches, slightly winded. Closed was facing the sea, hands on his hips, his ribcage expanding and contracting in an assured rhythm. Stackhouse felt a moment of doubt. Had he really hurried along the hilltop just to watch this silly ass taking the air? His imagination had misled him, certainly, and he started to feel like a precious fool. There was nothing remotely out of the ordinary about the scene below him; Closed was merely an eccentric, and his own behaviour was the sole mystery. Perhaps, as Hicks had predicted, the nervous strain of his work was starting to play tricks on his brain.

Then he noticed the bathing-hut.

It stood a few feet in front and slightly to the right of Closed, although still well beyond the reach of the tide. It was a small brick building, five feet square, without external signs or markings. On the side facing the cove’s wall was a wooden door, fitted with a brass knob. It was every inch a representative of its kind, with nothing of note in its appearance. Its singular oddness lay in its location. Why, wondered Stackhouse, would anybody choose to build a bathing-hut here, three-quarters of a mile from the beach, on an area strewn with large rocks and pebbles? It affronted reason, and the worries Stackhouse held for his mental state evaporated instantly. In the same way he knew when it was right to swoop on a competitor or when it was better to feign lack of interest and let the opposition destroy themselves, he felt that the answers to his questions were at hand.

He watched as Closed consulted his wristwatch. He examined his own; it was twenty past four. Closed continued to look out to sea. Stackhouse pictured a network of spies passing secret messages in and out of the country by boat. He saw himself uncovering the plot, being fêted in the press and kneeling before the monarch, all the while affecting a studied nonchalance and deploring all the fuss. He’d simply been doing his duty, king and country and all that.

He was brought back to the present by Closed, who had taken the grey tube from his bag and was fiddling with the buttons in its bulging mid-section with his long fingers. Again Stackhouse felt sick as he looked upon the thing. It was some kind of wireless, by Jove, guiding the boat in so that the papers could be exchanged. A peculiar sound, a sort of hum rising steadily in pitch, came from the grey tube, growing louder and covering the distant glee of the holidaymakers and the gentle rustle of the wind as it brushed the tall grass of the sand hills. Stackhouse was forced to plug his ears with his fingers. Down in the cove, Closed seemed unaffected.

The pressure on Stackhouse’s skull built up, and tears streamed from his eyes. A gust of stinging sand was blown into his face. He bit his tongue, tasting blood, and fell back as if punched by an invisible fist. Through stinging tears he saw the sky, a beautiful improbable blue.

The sky wobbled. A distinct pulse shook the heavens, an unnatural wink that curved down in less than a second. At that exact moment the hum reached its limit and howled its last.

Stackhouse could not say how many minutes he remained lying in the grass, his aching head pressed face down against the long, sweet-smelling blades. But when his strength returned enough for him to lift himself, and his woozy senses refocused on the cove below, he saw something that capped the events of the day.

The door of the bathing-hut was half open, and stepping out was a slender middle-aged woman of average height dressed in a smart beige jacket and skirt suitable for an evening function in town. She was looking around with a sort of childish wonder, uncannily similar to that which Closed had displayed on the train. Closed himself was stepping forward to greet her as one might welcome an aunt at a railway station. They were talking, but their words were lost to Stackhouse’s still ringing ears. Closed offered his arm to the lady and they walked off together towards the village, he gesturing around and about and she shaking her head in apparent wonderment.

The door of the bathing-hut slammed shut as they walked off.

His curiosity further drawn, Stackhouse pondered his next move. He was torn between following Closed and his new lady friend and investigating the bathing-hut. Finally the latter option triumphed. It was like some elaborate conjuring trick, a magic cabinet. But a trick is performed to bewilder an audience, and Stackhouse had been an unwitting spectator. What if a secret tunnel led from beneath the sea to the hut? That fitted the facts as he had seen them.

Stackhouse walked on, his mind whirling with the excitement of the adventure, until he came to a rough dirt path that led down from the cliffs. His determination overcame his caution and he shuffled down. The pebbles on the shore were awkward to cross in his flat-soled shoes, but he persevered despite the discomfort and came upon the cove where the hut stood, four-square and undeniably real.

The door was fastened securely. He grasped the knob but the door would not rattle in its frame. There was no sign of a hinge or, for that matter, a keyhole. It was resolutely shut.

Stackhouse walked around the hut, shaking his head and rubbing the back of his neck. There was nothing to be done except call the police and let them have a crack at it. He might feel an idiot at first, going to the constabulary with a story of this character, but duty was duty.

As he came around to the door again, having made a circuit of the hut, he became aware of a strong odour. Something like rotting vegetables. It overpowered the clear tang of the brine in a few moments.

He looked from side to side, seeking the source of the smell. Could be one of those blessed trawlers, Italian or Greek.

Thick smoke was pouring from the foot of the door in great green designs. What happened next was so quick that Stackhouse had no time to do anything about it. The foul-smelling smoke invaded his lungs, and somehow it seemed to make a conscious attempt to asphyxiate him, as a living creature might. He screamed and his legs gave way. His big red head thudded against the wooden door, but the blow was not enough to overwhelm him. Horrified, he remained conscious as the substance, which now seemed more like a gas than smoke, first blinded him and then enveloped him in its scorching embrace. It forced itself through his pores and through the thick hairs at his nostrils.

His right side, nearest to the door, felt as if it were burning away. Then it went cold and numb, lifeless.

His left arm floundered, the thick red fingers circling in a desperate summons for aid he knew would not come.

‘Orlick!’ he spluttered. ‘Orl—’

The smoke sealed his mouth.

It ran through his bloodstream, tainting every cell. He lost sensation in his left side. The world around him faded out.

He heard his heart stop, mid-beat. His body temperature plummeted and his blood froze. All civilisation, every trace of personality and individuality was stripped away, and he became a creature compounded entirely of animal terror.

A monstrous intelligence gripped his mind. The last thing Stackhouse heard was its voice, a thick and distorted gurgle that oozed with malignance and an unutterable hatred.

‘Know the will of Zodaal!’


PART ONE


1

LET’S ALL GO DOWN THE STRAND

Through the space-time vortex, the region of the multi-universal domain in which time and space have no meaning, there spun a craft disguised as a sturdy blue police telephone box. A blue beacon on its roof flashed as it tumbled by, ignoring a trillion possible points of egress and heading along a particular channel. This was the TARDIS: vastly bigger inside than out, and the property of the erratic Time Lord who called himself the Doctor, his more tidy-minded companion Romana, and their dog-shaped computer K-9.

Romana entered the control room of the TARDIS, rested and refreshed after the recent strains on her abilities, when she, the Doctor and K-9 had been pitted against the undead villainess Xais. She was looking forward to finding out where the TARDIS would take them next. Recently the Doctor had fitted the navigation panel with a Randomiser in order to throw another of their enemies, the vengeful Black Guardian, off their trail. So far the strategy seemed to be working, although the destinations selected by the Randomiser were no less perilous than those chosen by the Doctor. It was a dangerous universe. At present the Doctor was absent from the control room. Romana assumed that he was somewhere deep inside the TARDIS, in all likelihood consumed by one of his sudden crazes.

‘Good morning, K-9,’ she greeted the robot dog, who was ensconced beneath the console, his probe extended and his tail wagging. He was absorbing information from the TARDIS’s data bank – his favourite occupation whenever he could find the time.

‘Greeting reciprocated, Mistress.’ He retracted his probe and turned to face her. ‘All TARDIS systems are functioning at thirty-nine per cent efficiency.’

Romana stopped dead. ‘What? Thirty-nine per cent?’ She dashed to examine the console read-outs.

‘No cause for concern, Mistress,’ K-9 assured her. ‘Thirty-nine per cent is the highest mean efficiency grading attained by the TARDIS in the last seventeen years relative time.’

Romana’s shoulders slumped. ‘Please don’t tell me things like that, K-9.’ She cast a glance over the panels, which confirmed that the flight functions of the craft were being performed unusually smoothly. Still, she couldn’t resist reaching over to recalibrate the triple-vector zigzag plotter, which had been mis-set by the Doctor. As she did so, she noticed that the Randomiser was inert. The bank of flashing lights built into its glass front had all gone out.

She flicked the activator control next to the Randomiser but nothing happened. ‘Strange. K-9, carry out a fault locator search on the Randomiser links.’

K-9’s ear sensors swivelled like miniature radar dishes as he obeyed the order. Finally he reported, ‘Links functioning normally, Mistress.’

Romana flicked the activator again. ‘But that’s impossible.’ She took a closer look at the surrounding instruments on the navigation panel, and noted that a precisely composed string of spatiotemporal co-ordinates had been laid in to the flight computer. ‘According to these readings we’re on a fixed course!’

K-9 said, ‘Inference is that Randomiser has been bypassed, Mistress.’

Despite the warmth of the control room, Romana shivered. ‘The Black Guardian.’ She made for the inner door. ‘I’ll fetch the Doctor.’

K-9 ticked and whirred, as if caught by conflicting loyalties. ‘Expedition unnecessary. The Randomiser was bypassed by the Doctor Master.’

Romana turned back, appalled. ‘He’s done what?’

‘Bypassed the Randomiser, Mistress.’

Romana hurried back to the console and compared the co-ordinates of their destination to the corresponding entry in the TARDIS data bank. As the match flashed up on the small screen her hearts sank. ‘Twentieth-century Earth again,’ she said despondently.

‘An exact course has been set for the Strand, London WC2 in the Earth year 1930 Anno Domini,’ K-9 added.

Romana slammed a fist down on the console. ‘But why?’

‘Doctor Master specified a mission of great urgency,’ said K-9, ‘and requested that you refrain from interfering with the controls.’

‘He’s done enough interfering of his own. I’d better find him. You stay here.’ She opened the inner door – and almost collided with the Doctor, dressed in his shirtsleeves, who burst through carrying a stack of dusty hardbacked books.

‘Watch where you’re going,’ he said sternly. Romana sighed. The Doctor was the only person she had ever met that couldn’t even walk through a door naturalistically. He strode over to the far side of the console, knelt and set the books down, then dusted his hands and gave a short, satisfied laugh. His bulging eyes were filled with a manic zeal that she found far from reassuring. He nodded absently to his dog. ‘Morning, K-9.’

‘Good morning, Master. TARDIS systems are functioning at thirty-nine per cent efficiency.’

His eyes widened and he gave a broad smile. ‘That good, eh?’ He patted the edge of the console. ‘Well done, old girl.’ That said, he picked up one of the books, smeared the dust from its cover with a shirt cuff, and started to read.

Romana was infuriated. ‘Doctor, the Randomiser.’

‘Eh? The what?’ He looked up guiltily. ‘Ah, yes. The Randomiser.’

She crossed the room and knelt to meet his eye level. ‘Well?’

‘Well what?’

‘Why are we going to Earth?’

The Doctor shrugged. ‘I thought you liked Earth.’

‘Opinion shouldn’t come into it. What about the Black Guardian?’

The Doctor leant closer. ‘Romana, if you were my deadliest opponent, and had sworn to put an end to my miserable existence, where’s the first place you’d think of looking for me?’

She sighed again. ‘Earth in the twentieth century,’ she said perfunctorily.

‘Exactly. And obviously that’s the place I’d do my level best to keep away from. Therefore it’s probably the safest place for us to go.’ Apparently satisfied with the logic of this statement he nodded as if to close the debate and went back to his book.

Romana wasn’t prepared to let the subject drop. ‘Doctor, we’re not talking about a small-time gangster. The Black Guardian just happens to be the embodiment of all evil in the entire universe. He’s not going to fall for the oldest trick in the book.’

The Doctor chuckled. ‘Why isn’t he? He may well be very evil, but that doesn’t necessarily make him very clever. In my experience the two things don’t go together at all.’ He looked upward, contemplating. ‘Besides, we’ll be arriving during the season, and nobody got up like that would be admitted anywhere.’

Romana gave up, and decided to try to push her fears to the back of her mind. She stood. ‘Can’t you take anything seriously? And what’s this mission of yours that’s so important?’

He put down the book and picked up another. ‘What mission?’

‘You told K-9 you had an urgent mission.’

He couldn’t catch her eye. ‘Did I? I don’t think I did.’

K-9 motored forward, apparently keen as ever to set the record straight. ‘Your exact words were “If that girl asks you any questions, K-9, tell her I’m doing something terribly urgent, and don’t let her touch anything.”’

Romana arched an eyebrow.

The Doctor stood, rather sheepishly. ‘It is urgent, actually,’ he said. ‘Well, quite urgent.’

The eyebrow arched even further.

‘Oh all right, then. Slightly urgent.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’ He handed her one of the books. ‘They’re overdue. Should have gone back to the public library on Shoe Lane on June the fifth 1930. I’ve been meaning to
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